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  Chapter One




  The most beautiful women in the world were African.




  Somali women wrapped in robes suffused with purple, vermilion, pink. Around their necks beads of amber that, rubbed together, emitted electricity and the scent of lemons and honey.




  Women of the Horn who peered through veils of gold, strands in the shape of tinkling teardrops. They stood veiled in black from head to toe, their longing compressed into kohl-edged eyes. In the

  Mountains of the Moon, Dinka women, dark and smooth as the darkest smoothest wood, tall and statuesque within beaded corsets that would be cut open only on their wedding nights.




  And the women of the Gold Coast in golden chains, bells, bracelets, dancing in skirts of golden thread in rooms scented by cinnamon, cardamom, musk.




  Jonathan Blair awoke tangled in damp sheets and shivering to the rain, gas fumes and soot that pressed against his lodging’s single window. He wished he could slip back

  into his dream, but it was gone like smoke. The Africa in his bloodstream, though, that was for ever.




  He suspected he had typhoid. His bedclothes were dank from sweat. The week before, he had been yellow from his eyeballs to his toes. He pissed brown water, a sign he had malaria. Which last

  night had demanded quinine and gin – at least he had demanded it.




  Outside, morning bells rang in another foul day, resounding like blood vessels exploding in his brain. He was freezing and on the room’s miniature grate a pitiful mouthful of coals was

  fading under ash. He swung his feet to the floor, took one step and collapsed.




  He came to an hour later. He could tell by another outburst of bells, so there was some point to God after all – as a celestial regulator with a gong.




  From the floor Blair had a low but excellent view of his sitting room: threadbare carpet of tea stains, bed with wrestled sheets, single chair and table with oil lamp, wallpaper patched with

  newspaper, window of weepy grey light that showed dead ashes on the grate. He was tempted to try to crawl to the chair and die in a sitting position, but he remembered that he had an appointment to

  keep. Shaking like an old dog, he struck out on all fours towards the fireplace. Chills squeezed his ribs and twisted his bones. The floor pitched like the deck of a ship, and he passed out

  again.




  And came to with a match in one hand and a newspaper and kindling in the other. He seemed to do as well unconscious as conscious; he was pleased with that. The paper was folded to the Court

  Circular for 23 March 1872. ‘HRH The Princess Royal will attend a Patrons’ meeting at the Royal Geographical Society with Sir Rodney Murchison, President of the RGS, and the Right

  Reverend Bishop Hannay. In attendance will be . . .’ That was yesterday, which meant he had missed the festivities, had he been, well, invited, and possessed the cab fare. He struck the match

  and used all his strength to hold the sulphurous flame under the paper and sticks, and to push them under the grate. He rolled on his side to the scuttle. Please God, he thought, let there be coal.

  There was. He laid a handful on the fire. A kettle hung over the grate. Please God, he thought, let there be water. He tapped the kettle and heard its contents slosh from side to side. He fed the

  fire more paper and more coal, and when the coal had caught he lay as close as he could to the fire’s warming breath.




  He didn’t like English tea. He would have preferred sweet Moroccan minted tea served in a glass. Or thick Turkish coffee. Or a tin cup of American boiled coffee. In London, however, he

  thought this was probably about as pleasant as life could get.




  Once he’d had his tea, Blair chanced getting dressed. Fashioning his scarf into a sort of tie gave him problems, since he couldn’t raise his arms without triggering the shakes.

  Because he hadn’t dared put a razor near his throat for days he had the beginnings of a beard. He did still have decent clothes and a pocket watch to tell him that if he was going to walk

  from Holborn Road to Savile Row – he certainly didn’t have money to ride – he had to leave at once. Ordinarily the route was an hour’s stroll. Today it lay before him like a

  passage through mountains, deserts, swamps. He leaned against the window and stared down at the hunched backs of cabs and vying streams of umbrellas on the pavements. The glass reflected a face

  that was raw and high-coloured by a life spent out of doors. Not a friendly or comfortable face even to its owner.




  Going down the stairs he swayed like a sailor. As long as he didn’t break a leg he’d be fine, he told himself. Anyway, this was an appointment he couldn’t afford to miss, not

  if he wanted to get out of England. He’d crawl on his elbows to do that.




  London assaulted him with the steaming smell of horse droppings, the shouts of a rag-and-bone man contending with a line of hackney cabs, the argument punctuated with

  explosive discharges of phlegm. The boulevards of Paris were washed once a day. In San Francisco dirt at least rolled down to the bay. In London filth accreted undisturbed but for the daily piss

  from the heavens, creating a stench that made the nose weep.




  Well, that was what England itself was like, a snuffling nose set by the blue eye of the North Sea, Blair thought. This other Eden, this sceptred isle, this chamberpot beneath the sky. And every

  subject proud of his umbrella.




  At this end of Holborn Road the local tribes were Jews, Irish and Romanians, all dressed in bowlers and drab rags. Every street had its pawnshop, mission hall, tripe house, oyster stall, brace

  of beerhouses. If the surrounding stench was a miasma, the inhabitants on the street took no more notice than fish took of salt water. Horse-drawn buses with open upper decks lurched through layers

  of drizzle and fog. Men in sandwich boards carried the offers of chiropractors, dentists, psychics. Women in sodden boas offered glimpses of rouge and venereal disease. Corner vendors sold French

  rolls, penny rolls, hot potatoes and newspaper headlines announcing ‘HEARTSICK STRANGLER KILLS BABE, MUM!’ How the editors sorted out which of the daily multitude of urban atrocities to sell, Blair couldn’t imagine.




  Halfway, by Charing Cross, billboards advertised the staples of middle-class life: liver pills and elderberry, Nestlé’s milk and Cockburn’s sherry. Here the population was

  transformed to a masculine society in black suits and top hats: clerks with one hand clutching their collars, tradesmen with cotton gloves and ribboned boxes, barristers in waistcoats festooned

  with silver fobs, all jostling with umbrellas. Blair had no umbrella himself, only a broad-brimmed hat that diverted rain on to the shoulders of his mackintosh. On his feet he had a pair of leaky

  wellingtons, the soles lined with pages torn from a mission hymnal: ‘A Closer Walk with Thee’ in the left boot. He stopped every five minutes to rest against a lamp-post.




  By the time he reached St James’s, the chills had returned as spasms that made his teeth chatter. Although he was late, he turned into a public house with a blackboard that declared

  ‘Cheapest Gin’. He laid his last coin on the bar and found himself given ample room by the regulars, a lunchtime gallery of shop assistants and apprentices with the drawn faces of

  mourners in training.




  The bartender delivered a glass of gin and said, ‘There’s pickled eggs or oysters comes with that, if you want.’




  ‘No, thanks. I’m off solids.’




  Every eye seemed to watch him down the glass. It wasn’t simply that their faces were white. Compared with other complexions, British skin had the sallow shine that reflected a sun long

  lost in a pall of smoke. A boy with brighter eyes edged along the counter. He wore a green band on his hat, a purple tie squashed as flat as a cabbage leaf, and yellow gloves with rings on the

  outside.




  ‘Illustrated London News,’ he said, and extended a hand.




  A reporter. Blair didn’t wait for his change. He pushed himself away from the bar and plunged through the door.




  The boy had the grin of someone who had found a pearl in his oyster. ‘That was Blair,’ he announced. ‘Blair of the Gold Coast. Nigger Blair.’




  His destination was in the sort of Savile Row townhouse that merchant banks and clubs were fond of: an entrance between banded columns, three floors of windows overhung with

  marble crenellation that expressed confidence, propriety, discretion. A brass plaque on a column read ‘The Royal Geographical Society’.




  ‘Mr Blair.’ Jessup, the steward, was always solicitous for reasons Blair never understood. He helped Blair off with his hat and coat, led him to the rear of the cloakroom and fetched

  him tea and milk. ‘How are you feeling, sir?’ he asked.




  ‘A little chilled, just the smallest bit.’ Blair was trembling so hard from the short dash from the pub that he could barely keep the tea in the cup.




  ‘Gunpowder tea will set you straight, sir. It’s good to see you again, sir.’




  ‘A pleasure to see you, Jessup. The Bishop is still here?’




  ‘His Grace is still here. One of the men just took him some cheese and port. You catch your breath. I read the reports of your work with great interest, sir. I hope there will be more

  accounts to come.’




  ‘I hope so, too.’




  ‘Do you think you can stand, sir?’




  ‘I believe I can.’ The shakes were subsiding. He got semi-briskly to his feet and Jessup brushed his jacket.




  ‘Gin will rot your insides, sir.’




  ‘Thank you, Jessup.’ He started to move while he was still faintly refreshed.




  ‘You’ll find the Bishop in the map room, sir. Please be careful. He’s in a mood.’




  The map room was testimony of the Society’s contribution to exploration and knowledge. It had started as the African Association. A great map delineated expeditions the Society had

  sponsored: Mungo Park up the Niger, Burton and Speke to Lake Victoria, Speke and Grant to the White Nile, Livingstone to the Congo, Baker to Uganda in search of Speke. The walls were two levels of

  book and map shelves, the upper gallery supported by cast-iron columns and a spiral stairway. Watery light showed through the glass roof. In the middle of the room a mounted globe showed the

  British possessions as an earth-girdling corporation in Imperial pink.




  By the globe stood Bishop Hannay, a tall man of middle age in a black woollen suit and the inverted V of an ecclesiastical collar. Because most English dressed in black they seemed a nation in

  perpetual grief, but the sombre cloth and white collar only emphasized the Bishop’s inappropriate vigour and the bluntness of his gaze. He had ruddy skin with red lips, and dark hair gone

  grey and wild at the temples and brows as if singed.




  He said, ‘Sit down, Blair. You look like Hell.’




  Two high-backed chairs were at a map table set with cheese and port. Blair accepted the invitation to collapse.




  ‘It’s good to see you again, too, Your Grace. Sorry about being late.’




  ‘You stink of gin. Have some port.’




  Hannay poured him a glass, taking none for himself.




  ‘You’re in bad odour altogether, Blair. Embezzlement of charitable funds, wilful disobedience of orders, abetting slavery, for God’s sake! You embarrassed the Society and the

  Foreign Office. And you were my recommendation.’




  ‘I only took funds that were owed me. If I could meet with the Board of Governors—’




  ‘If you did, they’d slap your face and turn you out of the door.’




  ‘Well, I’d hate to provoke them to violence.’ Blair refilled the glass and looked up. ‘You’ll listen to me?’




  ‘I’m not as easily shocked as the others. I expect moral turpitude.’ The Bishop sat back. ‘But, no, I won’t listen because it would be a waste of time. They resent

  you for reasons that have nothing to do with the accusations.’




  ‘Such as?’




  ‘You’re American. I know you were born here, but you’re American now. You have no idea how abrasive your style and voice can be. And you’re poor.’




  Blair said, ‘That’s why I took the money. There I was in Kumasi on survey. I’m not like Speke, I don’t need an army, just five men, assay equipment, medicine, food, gifts

  for the chiefs. I had to pay the men in advance, and I’d already spent all my own funds. Those people depend on me. Twenty pounds. It’s little enough money anyway and half the men die.

  Where was all the money promised by the Foreign Office and the Society? Spent by the colonial administration in Accra. The only thing I could get my hands on was the Bible Fund. I used it. It was

  food or books.’




  ‘Bibles, Blair. The food of souls. Even if it was for Methodists.’ The Bishop whispered so low that Blair couldn’t tell whether he was inviting a laugh.




  ‘You know what the office in Accra spent my money on? They splurged on ceremonies and honours for a murderous cretin – your nephew.’




  ‘It was an official visit. Of course they put on a show. If you weren’t so poor it wouldn’t have been a problem. That’s why Africa is a field for gentlemen. Whereas you

  are—’




  ‘A mining engineer.’




  ‘Let’s say more than just a mining engineer. A geologist, a cartographer, but definitely not a gentleman. Gentlemen have sufficient private means so that unexpected situations

  don’t become painful embarrassments. Don’t worry, I made good on the Bible Fund for you.’




  ‘With the money I spent in Kumasi, the Society still owes me a hundred pounds.’




  ‘After the way you disgraced them? I don’t think so.’




  The Bishop stood. He was as tall as a Dinka. Blair knew for sure because Hannay was the only member of the Board of Governors ever to go to Africa, the real Africa south of the Sahara. Blair had

  taken him into the Sudan, where they encountered first the flies, then the cattle, and finally the camp of nomadic Dinkas. The women ran from the visitors’ white faces. Africans usually did:

  the story was that whites ate blacks. The Dinka men stood in a bold line, naked except for a ghostly dusting of ash and armbands of ivory. Out of curiosity the Bishop stripped off his suit and

  matched himself limb for limb with the largest warrior. From the shoulders down in every physical particular the two giants were identical.




  Hannay rose. He gave the globe a light spin. ‘This slavery business. Explain that.’




  Blair said, ‘Your nephew, Rowland, came inland slaughtering animals.’




  ‘He was gathering scientific specimens.’




  ‘Specimens with holes. When someone shoots fifty hippos and twenty elephants in half a day, he’s a butcher, not a scientist.’




  ‘He’s an amateur scientist. What has that to do with slavery?’




  ‘Your nephew revealed he had a commission from the Foreign Office to investigate native affairs, and he declared that he was shocked to find slavery in a British colony.’




  ‘British protectorate.’ Hannay put up his hand.




  ‘He had troops and a letter from you retaining me as his guide. He announced he would free the Ashanti’s slaves and put the king in irons. It was a statement designed to provoke an

  Ashanti reaction and bring in British troops.’




  ‘What’s wrong with that? The Ashanti grew fat off slavery.’




  ‘So did England. England and the Dutch and the Portuguese set up the slave trade with the Ashanti.’




  ‘But now England has shut the slave trade down. The only way to do it completely is to crush the Ashanti and make British rule secure throughout the Gold Coast. But you, Jonathan Blair, my

  employee, took the side of black slavers. Just when did you find it in your competence to frustrate the policies of the Foreign Office or to question the moral vision of Lord Rowland?’




  Blair knew Hannay used Rowland’s title to emphasize his own far inferior status. He swallowed the impulse to make an angry, democratic exit.




  ‘All I did was advise the king to retreat and live to fight another day. We can slaughter him and his family a few years from now.’




  ‘The Ashanti fights well. It won’t be a slaughter.’




  ‘The Ashanti goes into battle with a musket and boxes of verse from the Koran stitched to his shirt. The British infantryman goes into battle with a Martini-Henry rifle. It will be a

  glorious slaughter.’




  ‘Meanwhile the evil of slavery goes on.’




  ‘England doesn’t want their slaves, it wants their gold.’




  ‘Of course it does. That’s what you were supposed to find and didn’t.’




  ‘I’ll go back for you.’ He had meant to introduce the offer slowly, not to blurt it out as desperately as this.




  The Bishop smiled. ‘Send you back to the Gold Coast? So you could abet your slaver friends again?’




  ‘No, to finish the survey I’ve already started. Who knows the land as well as I do?’




  ‘It’s out of the question.’




  Blair was familiar enough with Hannay to understand that the Bishop answered personal appeal with contempt. Well, there were many routes to Africa. He tried a different one. ‘I understand

  there’ll be an expedition to the Horn next year. There’s gold there. You’ll need someone like me.’




  ‘Someone like you, not necessarily you. The Society would prefer anyone to you.’




  ‘You’re the major sponsor, they’ll do what you say.’




  ‘At the moment that does not work to your benefit.’ Hannay managed to look amused without a smile. ‘I see through you, Blair. You hate London, you detest England, every hour

  here is odious to you. You want to get back to your jungle and your coffee-coloured women. You are transparent.’




  Blair felt a warm flush on his cheeks that had nothing to do with either malaria or port. Hannay had diagnosed him in a brutally accurate way. And perhaps dismissed him, too. The Bishop crossed

  to the bookshelves. Burton’s First Footsteps in East Africa was there. Also Livingstone’s Missionary Travels. Both had been bestsellers on a scale usually reserved for

  Dickens’s maudlin myths of London. Hannay ran his fingers lightly across Society reports: ‘Trade Routes of the Arab Dhow’, ‘Superstitions and Rituals of the

  Hottentot’, ‘Mineral Resources of the Horn of Africa’, ‘Certain Practices among the Peoples of the Horn’. The latter two had been Blair’s own minor

  contributions. As if he were alone, Hannay moved in a leisurely fashion to the shelf devoted to South Africa, to Zulus and Boers.




  No protest or exit line came to Blair’s mind. Perhaps he had been expelled and the expulsion had been so swift that he had missed the kick. In the silence he calculated how much he owed

  for his miserable lodging. Besides the clothes on his back he owned nothing that didn’t fit into a pack. His only valuable possession was his surveying equipment: chronometer, brass sextant,

  telescope.




  ‘What are your prospects?’ Bishop Hannay asked, as if Blair had been wondering aloud.




  ‘There are other mining companies in London. The East India Company or an Egyptian interest. I’ll find something.’




  ‘Any employer will ask for a recommendation, and you’ll be publicly infamous before the week is out.’




  ‘Or go to New York or California. There’s still plenty of gold there.’




  ‘Not without a steamship ticket. Your hat is soaked. You didn’t have enough for a cab here.’




  ‘For a bishop you are a mean son of a bitch.’




  ‘I’m Church of England,’ Hannay said. ‘That gives me a great deal of latitude. That’s why I tolerate you.’




  ‘I’ve engineered Hannay mines in America, Mexico, Brazil. You’re the one who sent me to Africa.’




  ‘Asked, not sent, and you were off like a shot.’




  ‘I’m not asking for money, not even what the Society owes me. Just a ticket to New York, nothing more.’




  ‘That’s all?’




  ‘The world is full of mines.’




  ‘And like the white rabbit, you’ll pop down a hole and never be seen again.’ To emphasize his point, Hannay dropped his own frame into the chair opposite Blair.




  ‘Right.’




  ‘Well, I would miss you, Blair. You may be many things, but a rabbit is hardly one of them. I do feel responsibility for you. You’ve done some good work in difficult places,

  that’s absolutely true. Your company, when you control your language, isn’t disagreeable. It’s pathetic to see you reduced to this condition. Tomorrow you’ll be boiling your

  boots and dining on them. Or dining on the citizens of London. No, you’re not a rabbit.’




  ‘Then get me out of this place.’




  The Bishop put his hands together in a way that on anyone else would have looked like prayer; on him it was simply concentration. ‘You’d ship to New York out of Liverpool?’




  Blair nodded, for the first time with a little hope.




  ‘Then there might be something for you on the way,’ Hannay continued.




  ‘What’s “on the way”?’




  ‘Wigan.’




  Blair laughed, surprised that he had the strength. He said, ‘Thanks, I’d rather starve.’




  ‘Wigan is mining country. The world is full of mines, you said so yourself.’




  ‘I meant gold mines, not coal.’




  ‘But you started in coal mines.’




  ‘So I know the difference.’




  ‘A hundred pounds,’ Hannay said. ‘And expenses.’




  ‘You owe me the hundred. Expenses in Wigan? You mean all the meat pie I can eat?’




  ‘And a place on next year’s expedition. They’ll be mustering in Zanzibar and attempting to cross the continent from the east coast of Africa to the west, aiming for the mouth

  of the Congo. I can’t guarantee the position – I’m only a sponsor – but I will speak for your character.’




  Blair refilled his glass and tried to keep the decanter steady. This was all he could have hoped for, weighed against Wigan.




  ‘Just to look at a coal mine? There are a hundred better men for that already in Wigan.’




  ‘No. What I want you to do is for the Church.’




  ‘Lectures? Lantern slides of Africa? Missionaries I have admired, that kind of thing?’




  ‘That would strain credulity too much. No, something better suited to your nature, your curiosity, your peculiar background. Something private. I have a young curate in Wigan. A “low

  church” kind of curate, the evangelical kind. Practically Methodist, almost Wesleyan. A zealot for preaching to fallen women and convicted men. The problem is not that he’s a fool but

  that I can’t find him. Like the white rabbit, he has gone down a hole and disappeared.’




  ‘You mean he went down a mine?’ Blair asked.




  ‘No, no, just that he’s vanished. It’s been two months since he was seen in Wigan. The police have asked questions, but our constables are local lads trained mainly for

  subduing drunks and finding poachers.’




  ‘Bring in a detective from the outside.’




  ‘Miners despise detectives as strikebreakers, which they usually are. You, on the other hand, blend in. You did it in Africa as well as a white man could.’




  ‘You could get someone from London.’




  ‘Someone from London would be lost. They wouldn’t understand five words a Lancashireman said. Your mother was from Wigan, wasn’t she? I seem to remember the two of us sitting

  at a campfire in the middle of the Sudan and your confiding that information.’




  ‘We’d talked about everything else.’




  ‘It was completely natural. My home is Wigan. It’s a mutual bond between us. You lived in Wigan before your mother took you to America.’




  ‘What’s your point?’




  ‘That when someone in Wigan speaks to you, you will comprehend what he’s saying.’




  Gin and port was not a bad combination. The chills faded. The mind focused.




  ‘There’s more to it,’ Blair said. ‘You’re not going to all this trouble simply for a wayward curate. Especially a fool.’




  Bishop Hannay sat forward, pleased. ‘Of course there’s more. The curate is engaged to my daughter. If he was outside a pub and skulled by an Irishman, I want to know. If he was

  saving a prostitute and seduced in turn, I want to know. Quietly, through an agent of mine, so my daughter and I and the rest of the nation won’t be reading about it in the

  newspapers.’




  ‘Anything could have happened. He could have fallen down a shaft, into a canal, under a coal wagon. Maybe he dipped into his Bible Fund and ran off with gypsies.’




  ‘Anything. But I want to know.’ From under his chair the Bishop drew a cardboard envelope tied with a red ribbon. He untied it and showed Blair the contents. ‘John.’




  ‘His name is John?’




  ‘His Christian name. Also, fifty pounds in advance for any costs that you incur.’




  ‘What if he walks into church tomorrow?’




  ‘You keep it all. Get a decent meal in you and some more medicine. I’ve had you booked into a hotel in Wigan. The bills will go to me.’




  ‘You mean, the bills will go to Hannay Coal?’




  ‘Same thing.’




  A hundred pounds was still owed to him, Blair thought, but fifty pounds was generous. The Bishop was a host who offered a spoon of honey for a spoon of bile. Blair was sweating so hard he was

  sticking to the back of the chair.




  ‘You think I’ll do this?’




  ‘I think you’re desperate, and I know you want to return to Africa. This is an easy task. A personal favour. It’s also a form of minor redemption.’




  ‘How is that?’




  ‘You think I’m the hard man, Blair? Anyone but you would have inquired about my daughter, what condition she was in when she realized that her fiancé had gone to ground. Was

  she distressed? Hysterical? Under a doctor’s care? You ask not a single word.’




  The Bishop waited. Blair watched rain tap on the window, collect in beads, coalesce, and then sluice to the bottom of the pane.




  ‘Very well, how is your daughter?’




  Hannay smiled, getting the performance he was paying for. ‘She’s bearing up, thank you. She’ll be relieved to know you’ve consented to help.’




  ‘What’s her name?’




  ‘It’s all in there.’ The Bishop closed the envelope, tied it and placed it on Blair’s lap. ‘Leveret will be in contact with you at the hotel. He’s my estate

  manager. Good luck.’




  This time there was no doubt Blair was being dismissed. He stood, steadying himself with the chair, holding on to the envelope and its precious money. ‘Thank you.’




  ‘You overwhelm me,’ Hannay said.




  On his way out, Blair had negotiated the globe and was at the door when the Bishop called after him.




  ‘Blair, since you will be working for me and near my home I want to remind you that some parts of the public do think of you as a sort of explorer. You have a reputation for getting close

  to the natives, first in East Africa, then in the Gold Coast. Picking up the language is one thing; dressing like them and acting like them is something else. People like to call you “Nigger

  Blair”. Discourage that.’




  





  Chapter Two




  Blair rode in a railway car as hushed and polished as a hearse, with oil lamps that were as low as candles. He thought all he was missing were lilies on his chest. It

  didn’t help that mourners seemed to have climbed in with him, because the rest of his compartment was occupied by two men and a woman returning from a Temperance rally. They wore militant

  black with red sashes that said ‘Tea – The Drink That Cheers and Does Not Inebriate’. Since he still hadn’t shaved, he hoped that he made a travelling companion too

  unsavoury to speak to, but they eyed him like vultures presented with a dying lion.




  Though Blair had invested in quinine and brandy, fever came in tides that lifted him from crest to crest of sweat and left him exhausted between waves. Not that he could complain. Malaria was

  the minimum, the price of admission in Africa. There were far more extravagant tropical souvenirs for the unlucky – sleeping sickness, marsh fever, yellow jack, unnamed exotic diseases that

  caused haemorrhaging, paralysis or swelled the tongue like a pig’s bladder until the air passage was choked. In comparison, malaria was minor discomfort, a sneeze, a bagatelle.




  He rested his forehead against the cold window. Outside passed the bucolic scene of a farmer ploughing behind a shire horse, man and beast plunging into a sea of mud. The English monsoon. Mud

  rose in brown waves, carrying the farmer away. When he closed his eyes, a conductor shook him and asked if he was ill. My eyes are as yellow as your brass buttons; does that look well to you? Blair

  thought.




  ‘I’m fine.’




  ‘If you’re sick, I’ll have to put you off,’ the conductor warned.




  There was a moment of embarrassment among the teetotallers after the conductor left. Then the one across from Blair licked his lips and confided, ‘I was once as you are, brother. My name

  is Smallbone.’




  Smallbone’s nose was a rosy knob. His black suit shone, the sign of wool revived with polish. Blue lines tattooed his forehead. The blue was permanent, Blair knew: dust in the scars every

  miner collected from coal roofs.




  ‘But my husband was saved,’ said the woman at his side. She pressed her mouth into a line. ‘Weak and worthless though we may be.’




  There was no access to another compartment unless he crawled along the outside of the train. He considered it.




  ‘Would you mind if we prayed for you?’ Mrs Smallbone asked.




  ‘Not if you do it quietly,’ Blair said.




  Smallbone whispered to his wife, ‘Maybe he’s a Papist.’




  ‘Or a thug,’ said the other man. He had a full beard with a black, curly nap that crept nearly to his eyes. An almost Persian beard, Blair thought, one of which Zoroaster would have

  been proud.




  ‘I would have said a cashiered officer until you opened your mouth, which pronounces you American. I can see that you are usually clean-shaven, which is the habit of artistic types,

  Italians or French.’




  The miner’s wife told Blair, ‘Mr Earnshaw is a Member of Parliament.’




  ‘That must account for his manners.’




  ‘You make enemies quickly,’ Earnshaw said.




  ‘It’s a talent. Good night.’ Blair closed his eyes.




  Gold was what drew the British. The Ashanti had so much that they seemed the Incas of Africa. Their rivers were flecked with gold, their hills veined with it. What better

  investment than a man with a tripod and sextant, auger and pan, and bottles of quicksilver? Let heroes discover the source of the Nile and the Mountains of the Moon, slaughter lions and apes,

  baptize lakes and peoples. All Blair searched for was pyrites and quartz, the telltale glitter of aurora.




  In a feverish dream he was back on the golden sea-sands of Axim. This time Rowland was with him. He knew the Bishop’s nephew was insane, but he hoped the ocean would soothe his blue eyes.

  The sea breeze tugged at Rowland’s golden beard. Surf rolled in with the steady pace of wheels. ‘Excellent,’ Rowland murmured. ‘Excellent.’ At Axim, women panned the

  sands with wooden plates painted black to let the sun find the gold. Naked, they waded into the water to rinse the sand away, and rose and fell in the waves, holding the pans high. ‘Wonderful

  ducks,’ Rowland said and raised his rifle. A pan flew and the woman who had been holding it sank into a reddening wave. While he reloaded, the other women waded for shore. Rowland shot again,

  methodically, casually. As a woman fell, gold dust dashed across the sand. He rolled her with his foot so that she was dusted with sparkling flecks. Blair gathered the remaining women to lead them

  to safety, and Rowland reloaded and turned the rifle on him. He felt the barrel press against the back of his neck.




  Sheer terror brought Blair half awake. It was sweat on his neck, not a rifle. It was only a dream. Rowland had never done anything like that – at least not at Axim.




  We live equally in two worlds, an African had told Blair. Awake, we plod on with our eyes downcast from the sun, ignoring or not seeing what lies around us. Asleep, eyes open behind their lids,

  we pass through a vibrant world in which men become lions, women become snakes, in which the vague fears of the daytime become, through heightened senses, revealed and visible.




  Awake, we are trapped in the present like a lizard in an hour-glass that crawls for ever over the falling sand. Asleep, we fly from the past into the future. Time is no longer a narrow, drudging

  path but an entire forest seen at once. Blair’s problem, the African said, was that he lived only in the waking world. That was why he needed maps, because he saw so little.




  Blair claimed he rarely dreamed, and this sent the African into paroxysms of laughter. Only a man without memory couldn’t dream. What about Blair’s parents? Even if they were far

  away, he could visit them in dreams. Blair said he had no memory of his parents. His father was anonymous, his mother was buried at sea. He was about four then. How could he have any memories?




  The African offered to cure him so he would have memories and dreams.




  Blair said, No!




  He opened his eyes. On his lap was a Temperance pamphlet. ‘Drink drowns all feelings of Sorrow and Shame! Drink turns the Labourer into the Sluggard, the Loving Father

  into the Prodigal! Does this sound Familiar to You?’




  It certainly did. He would never get back to the Gold Coast. With open eyes, with the clarity of fever, he saw that Hannay’s promise was like a bauble dangled above a child’s hand.

  Missionaries were the rage, and none of them would accept a man with Blair’s reputation as a member of his team, no matter what the Bishop said, and Hannay knew it. So all that was really

  being offered was the hundred and fifty pounds, one hundred of which was already owed him. Which left whatever he could steal from expenses.




  Wigan? A single minute spent there was money wasted. Blair thought he might even forget the hundred pounds that was owed. He could stay on the train to Liverpool and catch the first steamer to

  West Africa. The problem was that as soon as he set foot in the Gold Coast, the consulate would have him put back on board the ship. If he went into the bush to find his daughter, soldiers would

  follow. They had before. In which case she was better off without him.




  He saw her dancing on a mat, winding and unwinding herself within her mother’s golden cloth back in his house in Kumasi. The girl glowed from the threads. An entire language was spoken by

  the hands during a dance and her hands said: No, go away. Stop, stay there. Come here. Closer, closer. Dance with me.




  He had no talent as a dancer, whereas the Ashanti seemed to have extra joints in their bodies just for dancing. She would cover her mouth because he was so clumsy. He watched her dance and

  wondered, Where am I in her? She had distilled everything that was decent in him and he wondered what she had done with all the rest. Perhaps there was some other child, black on the inside. It

  wasn’t the gold that made her shine, the glow came from herself. If she was at all a mirror of him, why was the mirror brighter?




  ‘The prostitute, at least, plays a traditional role in society. She is a fallen woman, perhaps weak, perhaps depraved, usually ignorant and poor, pawning her greatest

  prize for a few coins. A pathetic creature but understandable. The pit girls of Wigan, however, are a far greater threat for two reasons.’ Earnshaw paused.




  His eyes closed, trying to sleep, Blair listened to the sleepers passing underneath to the endless formula, wiganwiganwiganwigan, over a trestle bridge, africafricafrica, then

  again, wiganwiganwigan.




  ‘For two reasons,’ Earnshaw went on. ‘First, because she has traduced her very sexuality. She has denied it and perverted it. A prostitute is, at least, a woman. But what is a

  pit girl? I have seen pictures of them for sale throughout England. Freaks wearing mannish pants, looking at the camera with mannish stares. The reaction of any decent woman is repulsion and

  disgust. Indeed, the instinctive reaction even of fallen women is the same.




  ‘The second reason is that pit girls do the work that should be done by men. There is no other instance in industrial England of women shouldering labour meant for the stronger, more

  responsible sex. By doing so, the pit girl steals food not only from men but from the families of those men. Wives and children are the victims, a suffering to which mine owners turn a blind eye

  because they can pay less to a pit girl than they would to a man.’




  ‘The union is with you,’ the miner said. ‘The lasses are a danger to labour and a threat to the institution of family life.’




  Earnshaw said, ‘Parliament has twice before tried to chase them from the pits and failed, which has only made the women more brazen. This time we cannot fail. Christ has made this my

  crusade.’




  Blair looked through slitted lids. Earnshaw’s brows looked electrified, as if Jehovah had anointed him with a lightning bolt. Besides his wiry beard, subsidiary tufts exploded from his

  nostrils and ears. Blair thought of suggesting butter to train the beard, the way Somali women groomed their hair, but Earnshaw didn’t look receptive to new ideas.




  As afternoon faded, the conductor came through the car to turn up the lamps. Earnshaw and the Smallbones perused their Bibles. Blair’s pulse was too rapid for him to

  sleep, so he opened his knapsack and extracted the envelope Bishop Hannay had given him. He had removed the money before without bothering with the rest of the contents, which consisted of two

  onionskin pages and a photograph of a rugby team. The pages were written in the meticulous hand of a bookkeeper. Blair glanced at the signature at the end. O. L. Leveret, Hannay’s man. He

  returned to the beginning.




  

    

      I write these words as a friend and confidant of Revd John Edward Maypole, whose disappearance and continued absence has deprived the Wigan Parish Church and the town of

      Wigan of a vigorous and earnest spirit.




      As Curate of our Parish Church, Mr Maypole assisted Revd Chubb in every regular parish duty, such as services, instruction in the Catechism, Bible School, calls on the sick and poor. On his

      own, Mr Maypole gathered the funds and founded the Wigan Home for Single Women Who Have Fallen for the First Time. It was during his work for the Home that he met a soulmate in Bishop

      Hannay’s daughter, Charlotte. They were engaged to be married this July. She has been inconsolable. Otherwise it is the working class that has most keenly suffered the absence of Mr

      Maypole. He was a constant visitor to the poorest households, and although much of his social work was among women, he was a man’s man who could take the rugby field with the brawniest

      miner, play fair and hold his own.




      I apologize if what follows sounds like the contents of a police blotter. It is merely an attempt to reconstruct John Maypole’s activities on 18 January, the last day he was seen. He

      performed the Morning Service for Revd Chubb, who was ill, and from then until noon visited convalescents. Dinner for Mr Maypole was bread and tea taken at the home of Mary Jaxon, widow. In the

      afternoon, he gave Bible class at the parish school, delivered food to the town workhouse and visited the Home for Women, where he oversaw instruction in nursing and domestic service. By this

      hour the work day was done. Mr Maypole spoke to returning miners, inviting them to a social at the parish rectory the following Saturday. The last person he is known to have invited was Rose

      Molyneux, a pit girl at the Hannay Pit. He was not seen afterwards, Since he often took tea alone with a book and had no obligations for the evening, Mr Maypole may well have concluded what was

      for him a normal day. Likewise, the following day, because his duties and interests were so wide and various, his absence was not commented on until evening, when Revd Chubb asked me to visit

      John’s rooms. I reported that his housekeeper told me that his bed had not been slept in. Inquiries through the police have, since then, proved fruitless.




      It is the desire and expectation of the Parish Church, of the Hannay family and of John’s friends that any questions into his whereabouts be conducted in a manner that ensures that no

      scandal or public sensation attaches to the modest, Christian life he led.




      O. L. Leveret, Estate Manager, Hannay Hall.


    


  




  The photograph was stiffened with pasteboard. Twenty rugby players in makeshift uniforms of sweaters and shorts posed in two rows, one sitting and one standing, before a painted

  backdrop of a garden. Instead of shoes, they wore clogs with leather uppers and wooden soles. The men were slope-shouldered, powerful, some with legs as bowed as a bulldog’s. The middle man

  in front marked the occasion by holding a rugby ball on which was written in white ink, ‘Wigan 14–Warrington 0’. The group was balanced by the placement of the only two tall men

  at opposite ends of the back row. One was dark, with thick hair and a fierce glare directed at the lens. The other was fair, with eyes as placid as a veal calf’s. By this figure was the

  notation in Leveret’s hand, ‘Revd John Maypole’. Etched on the reverse was ‘Hotham’s Photographic Studio, Millgate, Wigan. Portraits, Novelties,

  Stereoscopics’.




  Even taking into consideration the dramatized language of letters, Leveret’s words were a eulogy. A confused eulogy since he didn’t know what tense to use in writing about the

  missing curate, past or present, dead or alive. It also struck Blair that for such a public figure as Maypole there was little indication of much hue and cry when he disappeared.




  He studied the photograph again. About the other men there was a worn quality. In the youngest this was a gauntness around their eyes, in the oldest a trademark smudging on the foreheads and

  hands that wasn’t ordinary dirt. By comparison, John Edward Maypole’s hair was brushed back from a smooth brow. A chinless quality marred his profile, but it made him look more

  sincere.




  Blair put the letter and picture away. He liked the name. Maypole. A good English name with both rustic and erotic connections, a hint of maids honouring pagan gods as they braided garlands

  around an ancient symbol of fertility. He doubted such a picture had ever come to the curate’s mind, no more than thought could penetrate solid marble, he decided. The same could probably be

  said for the ‘inconsolable soulmate’, Miss Charlotte Hannay. Blair imagined different possible Miss Hannays. A virtuous Miss Hannay with a corset and a bun, dressed in mourning just in

  case? A pretty and brainless Miss Hannay who would ride a pony cart to visit the poor? A practical Miss Hannay ready with bandages and remedies, a local Florence Nightingale?




  The dark sky turned darker, not with clouds but with a more pungent ingredient. From the window, Blair saw what could have been the towering effluent plume of a volcano, except that there was no

  erupting volcanic cone, no mountain of any size, in fact, between the Pennines to the east and the sea to the west, nothing but swale and hill above the long tilt of underground carboniferous

  deposits. The smoke rose not from a single point but as a dark veil across the northern horizon, as if all the land thereafter was on fire. Only closer could a traveller tell that the horizon was

  an unbroken line of chimneys.




  Chimneys congregated around cotton mills, glass works, iron foundries, chemical works, dye works, brick works. But the most monumental chimneys were at the coal pits, as if the earth itself had

  been turned into one great factory. When Blake wrote of ‘dark Satanic mills’, he meant chimneys.




  The hour was almost dusk, but this darkness was premature. Even Earnshaw stared through the window with some awe. When enough chimneys had passed one by one, the sky turned the ashen grey of an

  eclipse. On either side private tracks connected pits to the canal ahead. Between the pall and the lines of steel lay Wigan, at first sight looking more like smouldering ruins than a town.




  Coal was worked into the town itself, creating coal tips that were black hills of slag. On some, coal gas escaped as little flames that darted from peak to peak like blue imps. The train slowed

  beside a pit as a cageload of miners reached the surface. Coated in coal dust, the men were almost invisible except for the safety lamps in their hands. The train slid past a tower topped by a

  headgear that, even in the subdued light, Blair saw was painted red. On the other side, figures crossed in single file across the slag, taking a shortcut home. Blair caught them in profile. They

  wore pants and coal dust too, but they were women.




  The track bridged the canal, over barges heaped with coal, then travelled by a gas works and a rank of cotton mills, their high windows bright and the chimneys that drove their spinning machines

  spewing as much smoke as castles sacked and set ablaze. The locomotive slowed with its own blasts of steam. Tracks split off to goods sheds and yards. In the middle, like an island, was a platform

  with iron columns and hanging lamps. The train approached at a creep, gave a last convulsive shake and stopped.




  The Smallbones were up at once and in the corridor, ready to engage the forces of darkness. Earnshaw pulled a bag off the rack overhead. ‘Getting off?’ he asked Blair.




  ‘No, I think I’ll ride to the end of the line.’




  ‘Really? I would have thought that Wigan was your sort of place.’




  ‘You’d be wrong.’




  ‘I hope so.’




  Earnshaw joined the Smallbones outside on the platform, where they were greeted by a priest in a cassock, making a happy circle of wraiths. At something Earnshaw said, the priest lifted an

  owlish gaze towards the train. Blair sat back and the group’s attention was diverted by the arrival of a tall man in a bowler.




  Blair was two hundred pounds ahead – well, one hundred pounds ahead. Passage from Liverpool to the Gold Coast was ten pounds, and he knew he’d have to use a different name and

  disembark north of Accra, but doctors always ordered ocean voyages, didn’t they, so he’d recuperate on the way. With luck, he could be gone tomorrow.




  He replaced his hat over his eyes and was attempting to get comfortable when a hand prodded his shoulder. He tipped the hat back and looked up. The conductor and the tall man from the platform

  stood over him.




  ‘Mr Blair?’




  ‘Yes. Leveret?’ Blair guessed.




  Silence seemed to be Leveret’s form of assent. A young man and a creature of contradiction, Blair thought. Leveret’s bowler was brushed but his jacket was crushed. His striped silk

  waistcoat looked uneasy. His earnest, deep-set eyes pondered Blair’s lack of movement.




  ‘It’s Wigan.’




  ‘So it is,’ Blair agreed.




  ‘You don’t look well.’




  ‘You’re an astute observer, Leveret. Not quite well enough to rise.’




  ‘You were thinking of staying on, from what I hear.’




  ‘The idea occurred to me.’




  ‘Bishop Hannay advanced you funds to perform a task. If you don’t, I’ll have to ask for those funds.’




  ‘I’ll rest in Liverpool and return,’ Blair said. The hell I will, he thought, I’ll be on deck and at sea.




  The conductor said, ‘Then you’ll have to buy another ticket in the station.’




  ‘I’ll buy it from you.’




  ‘That may be the way you do things in America,’ Leveret said. ‘Here you buy tickets in the station.’




  When Blair pushed himself to his feet, he found his legs frail and his balance untrustworthy. He fell in one long step to the platform, stood and gathered his dignity. The last disembarking

  travellers – shop girls with hat boxes – leaned away as he reeled by at a leper’s pace into the station. A stove sat between two empty benches. No one was at the ticket window, so

  he leaned against the window sill and hit its bell. At the same time it rang, he felt a shudder; he turned and saw the train pulling away from the platform.




  Leveret came in the station door with Blair’s pack under his arm. ‘I understand it’s been a long time since you were in Wigan,’ he said.




  Leveret had the long face and shamble of an underfed horse and he was tall enough to have to duck under shop signs. He led Blair up the station steps to a street of shops of

  greasy red brick. Despite the gloom of gas lamps, the pavement was crowded with shoppers and outdoor displays of waterproof coats, wellington boots, silk scarves, satin ribbons, Pilkington glass,

  paraffin oil. Stalls offered sides of Australian beef, glutinous tripe, herring and cod arrayed in tiers, iced baskets of oysters. The smells of tea and coffee insinuated like exotic perfumes.

  Everything lay under a faintly glittering veil of soot. The thought occurred to Blair that if Hell had a flourishing main street it would look like this.




  They slowed by a shopfront with the newspaper placard: ‘LONDON SLASHER’. ‘The local newspaper,’ Leveret said, as if they

  were passing a brothel.




  The Minorca Hotel was in the same building. Leveret ushered Blair up to a second-floor suite furnished in velvet and dark panelling.




  ‘Even a rubber tree,’ Blair said. ‘I do feel at home.’




  ‘I reserved the suite in case people would be visiting you in the course of your inquiry. This way you have an office.’




  ‘An office? Leveret, I have the feeling that you know more about what I’m supposed to do than I do.’




  ‘I care more about this investigation than you do. I’m a friend of the family.’




  ‘That’s nice, but I’d appreciate it if you stopped calling this an “investigation”. I’m not the police. I’ll ask a few questions that you have probably

  already asked, and then I’ll be on my way.’




  ‘But you’ll try? You took the money for it.’




  Blair felt his legs start to buckle. ‘I’ll do something.’




  ‘I thought you’d want to get started right away. I’ll take you around now to the Reverend Chubb. You saw him at the station.’




  ‘And more fun than a barrel of monkeys, from what I saw.’ Blair aimed himself into a chair and sat. ‘Leveret, you found me on the train and you have dragged me here. Now you

  can go.’




  ‘The Reverend Chubb—’




  ‘Does Chubb knows where Maypole is?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Then what’s the point in talking to him?’




  ‘It’s a matter of courtesy.’




  ‘I haven’t got time.’




  ‘You ought to know that we’ve warned the ship’s captains in Liverpool that if you show up there with any funds, they’ve been stolen.’




  ‘Well, so much for courtesy.’ Blair gave Leveret a broad wink. ‘The English are so grand to work with, such a smug little nation.’ Talking was exhausting. He let his head

  loll back and shut his eyes. He heard scribbling.




  ‘I’m putting down addresses,’ Leveret said. ‘I wasn’t trying to offend you about the captains, but I do want to keep you here.’




  ‘And a great pleasure it is.’ Blair sensed welcome oblivion on the rise. He heard Leveret open the door. ‘Wait.’ Blair stirred from his torpor for a moment. ‘How

  old is he?’




  Leveret took a moment.




  ‘Twenty-three.’




  ‘Tall?’




  ‘Six feet. You have the photograph.’




  ‘An excellent photograph. Weight, about?’




  ‘Fourteen stone.’




  Almost two hundred pounds, to an American. ‘Fair hair,’ Blair remembered. ‘Eyes?’




  ‘Blue.’




  ‘Just in case I bump into him on the stairs. Thanks.’




  His eyelids dropped like leaden gates. He was asleep before Leveret was out of the door.




  When he awoke, it took Blair a moment to comprehend where he was. The fever had ebbed, but in the dark the unfamiliar furniture seemed suspiciously animated, especially chairs

  and tables so draped in tassels and cloths that they were virtually dressed. Standing, he felt lightheaded. He thought he heard horses but when he made his way to the window and looked down on the

  street he saw only people, which puzzled him until he realized that half of them wore clogs. Clogs were leather shoes with wooden soles protected by iron rails that could last a working man ten

  years. The perfect sound for Wigan: people shod like horses.




  It was eight o’clock by his watch. The thing to do, it seemed to him, was to talk to the smallest number of locals in the shortest amount of time and get out of town. In Africa he had

  marched with eyes sealed shut with infection, with feet covered in sores; he could overcome a little chill to get out of Wigan.




  He read Leveret’s note on the table. The Reverend Chubb’s address was the parish rectory, John Maypole’s seemed near by, the widow Mary Jaxon’s was in Shaw’s Court,

  Rose Molyneux’s was in Candle Court. There was no address for Miss Charlotte Hannay.




  The widow Jaxon sounded like the best choice, more likely to be home, readier to gossip. As he picked up the paper he caught sight through the open bedroom door of a man in a mirror. Someone in

  a slouch hat, bad beard and eyes staring back like two dim candles.




  Blair was not quite as ready for an excursion as he’d imagined. He had no sooner climbed into a cab before he passed out. Between black spells he was vaguely aware of

  shopping streets giving way to foundries, the sharp fumes of dye works, a bridge and then row upon row of brick houses. He revived as the carriage pulled up.




  The driver said, ‘This is Candle Court.’




  Blair said, ‘I wanted Shaw’s Court.’




  ‘You told me Candle Court.’




  If Blair had made a mistake, he didn’t have the strength to correct it. He got out and told the driver to wait.




  ‘Not here. I’ll be on the other side of the bridge.’ The driver turned his cab around briskly in retreat.




  The street was a paved trench between terraced houses built for miners by mine owners, two storeys back to back, under a single roofline of Welsh slate so that it was impossible to tell one

  house from another except by their doors. It was a maze of shadow and brick. The gas jets of street lights were far apart, and most illumination came from the paraffin lamps of beerhouses and pubs,

  or open windows where sausages, oysters or hams were for sale. Everyone else seemed to be at the evening meal; he heard a sea sound of voices within.




  According to Leveret the Molyneux girl lived at number 21. When he knocked on the door it swung open.




  ‘Rose Molyneux? Miss Molyneux?’




  As he stepped into a parlour the door closed behind him. Enough of the street’s faint light entered for him to see chairs, table and a cabinet filling the tight space. He had anticipated

  worse. Miners’ houses usually had families of ten or more, plus lodgers stepping over and on top of each other. This was as quiet as a sanctuary. Relatively prosperous, too. The cabinet

  displayed ornamental pots: a ceramic Duke of Wellington, with his hook nose, was the only one Blair could identify.




  The next room was lit by a rear window. Heat and the aroma of milk and sugar emanated from a kitchen range. A large pan of hot water sat on top. Blair opened the oven and raised the lid of the

  pot inside. Rice pudding. Two plates for it lay on a table. Wash tubs crowded in the corner and, curiously, a full-length mirror. A hook rug softened the boards of the floor. On the wall opposite

  the range a flight of stairs rose to a quiet bedroom floor.




  Feet shuffled outside. Blair looked through the window at a miniature yard with a wash boiler, slop stone for washing and a pig rubbing against the slats of its pen. The pig raised its eyes

  yearningly. Someone was expected home.




  Blair knew that to wait outside would be self-defeating because any loitering stranger was, until proven otherwise, a debt collector to be avoided. He went into the parlour to sit, but

  neighbours were passing by the front window and he couldn’t lower the curtain without drawing attention: a lowered curtain was a public notice of death among miners. Odd he remembered that,

  he thought.




  He retreated to the kitchen and sank into a chair set in the shadow of the stairs. The fever was between swings, leaving him limp. He told himself that when he heard the front door open he could

  return to the parlour. As he tipped back into shadow the wall pushed his hat forward over his face. He closed his eyes – just for a second, he told himself. The sweetness of the pudding

  scented the dark.




  He opened his eyes as she stepped into the bath. She had lit a lamp but turned the wick low. She was black with silvery glints of mica, and her hair was twisted up and pinned.

  She washed with a sponge and cloth, watching in a full-length mirror not in admiration but because fine coal dust had insinuated itself so completely into the pores of her skin. As she washed she

  progressed from ebony to blue, and from blue to olive, like a watercolour fading.




  She stepped into a second tub and directed a pitcher’s stream of water over her face and shoulders. Turning within the confines of the tub her movements were a private, narrow dance. Steam

  hung as an aureole around her face, water ran in braids down her back and between her breasts. Minute by minute she transformed from black to grey to shell-like pink, though her eyes revealed a

  cool disregard for the flesh, as if another woman were bathing.




  When she was done she stepped out of the tub on to the rug. For the first time Blair noticed a towel and clothes laid over a chair. She dried herself, raised her arms and let a chemise slip over

  her and stepped into a skirt of linen that was thin but of good quality, what a maid might steal from a house. Finally she released her hair, which was dark copper, thick and vigorous.




  As Blair let his chair settle forward she stared into the dark like a fox startled in its den. If she cried for help, he knew that the house would quickly fill with miners happy to mete out

  punishment to any stranger who violated the privacy of their hovels.




  ‘Rose Molyneux?’




  ‘Aye.’




  ‘Bishop Hannay asked me to look into the matter of John Maypole. Your door was open. I came in and fell asleep. I apologize.’




  ‘When did you wake up? If you was a gentleman you’d have spoke up right away.’




  ‘I’m not a gentleman.’




  ‘That’s clear.’




  She looked towards the front door but made no move to it, and though the shift clung damply to her, she left her dress on the chair. Her eyes were dark and direct. ‘I know nowt about the

  priest,’ she said.




  ‘On January 18th, Maypole was seen talking to you, and then he wasn’t seen again. Where was that?’




  ‘Scholes Bridge. I told the constables. He asked me to a social, a dance with songs and lemonade.’




  ‘You were friends?’




  ‘No. He asked all the girls. He was always at us for one thing or another.’




  ‘What kind of things?’




  ‘Church things. He was always trying to save us.’




  ‘From what?’




  ‘Our weaknesses.’ She watched his eyes. ‘I fell into a coal car, that’s why I had t’wash.’




  ‘Did you go to the social?’




  ‘There was no social.’




  ‘Because Maypole was missing?’




  She gave a laugh. ‘Because there was an explosion down the pit. Seventy-six men died that day. Nobody here gave a damn about a priest.’




  Blair felt as if the bottom had dropped out of his chair. Seventy-six men had died the same day Maypole vanished from sight and Leveret hadn’t mentioned it?




  From next door came a cannonade of clogs down a stairway. Bricks between houses were a membrane so thin that the stampede sounded as if it had descended the steps above Blair’s head. A

  bead of water like a ball of light ran down the girl’s cheek, coursed down her neck and disappeared. Otherwise she was still.




  ‘No more questions?’ she asked.




  ‘No.’ He was still trying to assimilate the news of the explosion.




  ‘You’re really not a gentleman, are you?’




  ‘Not a bit.’




  ‘Then how do you know the Bishop?’




  ‘You don’t have to be a gentleman to know the Bishop.’ He got to his feet to go.




  Rose said, ‘What’s your name? You know mine, I don’t know yours.’




  ‘Blair.’




  ‘You’re a bastard, Mr Blair.’




  ‘That’s been said. I’ll see myself out.’




  He was so dizzy the floor seemed to be on a slant. He guided himself with seatbacks through the parlour to the front. Rose Molyneux followed as far as the kitchen door, more to make sure he went

  than to say goodbye. She was framed by the sash and the kitchen light, white muslin and red hair. From the house on the other side came a volley of cabinets slamming and domestic denunciations

  joined by the wails of a baby.




  ‘It’s a small world, Wigan?’ Blair asked.




  Rose said, ‘It’s a black hole.’




  





  Chapter Three




  In the morning Blair found himself feeling strangely better. Malaria did that, came and went like a house guest. He celebrated with a bath and shave and was eating a breakfast

  of cold toast and dry steak when Leveret arrived.




  ‘There’s some terrible coffee on the table,’ Blair offered.




  ‘I’ve eaten.’




  Blair went back to his meal. He’d had nothing but soup or gin for a week and he intended to finish the remains on his plate.




  Leveret removed his hat respectfully. ‘Bishop Hannay is up from London. He has asked you to dinner tonight. I’ll gather you here at seven.’




  ‘Sorry. I don’t have anything to wear.’




  ‘The Bishop said you would say that and I should tell you not to worry. Since you are American, people will assume you don’t know how to dress for dinner.’




  ‘Very well, you can go back to His Grace and tell him that his insult has been delivered. See you at seven.’ Blair returned to his steak, which had the texture of incinerated rope.

  He became aware that his visitor hadn’t moved. ‘You’re just going to stand there? You look like a doorstop.’




  Leveret edged towards a chair. ‘I thought I’d accompany you this morning.’




  ‘Accompany me?’




  ‘I was John Maypole’s best friend. No one can tell you as much about him as I can.’




  ‘You assisted the police?’




  ‘There hasn’t been a real investigation. We thought he was away and then . . . well, he still may be away. The Bishop doesn’t want the police involved.’




  ‘You’re the Hannay estate manager, haven’t you got things to do, cows to tend, tenants to evict?’




  ‘I don’t evi—’




  ‘What’s your first name, Leveret?’




  ‘Oliver.’




  ‘Oliver. Ollie. I know Russians in California. They’d call you Olyosha.’




  ‘Leveret will do.’




  ‘How old are you?’




  Leveret paused, like a man stepping into high grass. ‘Twenty-five.’




  ‘The Hannay estate must be quite a responsibility. Do you evict aged tenants personally or do you have a bailiff for that?’




  ‘I try not to evict anyone.’




  ‘But you do it. You get my point? No one is going to talk confidentially to me if I have you at my side.’




  Leveret looked pained. Besides making his point, Blair had meant to offend him; if brushing him aside with a paw left him scratched that was fine, but Leveret seemed to take the exchange as his

  own fault, which irritated Blair more. The man had an inward expression, as if the failing of the world was due to himself.




  ‘I was in Africa, too. In the Cape Colony,’ Leveret said.




  ‘So?’




  ‘When I heard you might be coming here, I was thrilled.’




  Blair visited the newspaper office next to the hotel and Leveret followed.




  Eight pages of the Wigan Observer were posted on the wall, announcing auctions of farm stocks and saw mills, vivid church pantomimes, complete railway timetables. Advertisements, too,

  of course. ‘Glenfield’s Starch Is the Only Kind Used in Her Majesty’s Laundry.’ The Illustrated London News was also offered; its front page was devoted to the

  Lambeth Slasher.




  ‘You notice there are no washday encomiums from the Slasher,’ Blair pointed out. ‘Now there would be an endorsement.’




  Punch, the Coal Question and the Miners’ Advocate were offered to men, Self-Help, Hints on Household Taste, the Englishwoman’s

  Review to ladies. There were local histories like Lancashire Catholics: Obstinate Souls and for the popular reader a selection of sensational novels about Wild West cowboys and Horse

  Marines. Glass cases displayed stationery, fountain pens, stamp boxes, steel nibs, Indian ink. A wooden rail divided the shop from an editor in an eye shade scribbling at a desk. On the walls

  around him were framed photographs of derailed locomotives, gutted houses and mass funerals.




  Blair called Leveret’s attention to the railway timetable in the newspaper. ‘Have you noticed this? Timetables are the most reassuring information of modern life. Yet according to

  the Observer, same page, we read that five local people were run over in separate railroad accidents on Saturday night. Are these regularly scheduled executions?’




  ‘On Saturday night workers drink and to find their way home they follow the tracks.’




  ‘Look at this, steamship notices that include free transport to Australia for female domestics. In what other nation would a ticket to a desert on the far side of the world be a

  lure?’




  ‘You’re not an admirer of England.’ The idea pained Leveret so that he almost stuttered.




  ‘Leveret, go away. Count the Bishop’s sheep, set mantraps. whatever you usually do, but leave me alone.’




  ‘Can I get you something?’ the editor said. His speech was lengthened by the Lancashire ‘o’ and shortened by a ‘g’: ‘soomthin’.’




  Blair pushed through the gate of the bar to study the photographs more closely. It was always educational to see what gas and steam could do to metal and brick. In one picture a building

  façade was sheared away like the front of a doll’s house, exposing a table and chairs set for tea. In another a locomotive had propelled itself like a rocket on to the roof of a

  brewery. Two pictures were labelled ‘Unfortunate Victims of the Hannay Pit Explosion’. The first was of the coal-mine yard. Standing figures were blurred while the bodies laid on the

  ground were in deathly focus. The other was of a long line of hearses drawn by horses with black plumes.




  The editor said, ‘Miners believe in a proper send-off. The Illustrated London News covered that one. Still the biggest disaster of the year so far. Intense interest. You must have

  read about it.’




  ‘No,’ Blair said.




  ‘Everyone read about it.’




  ‘Do you have copies of that edition?’




  The man pulled out a drawer of newspapers hung on rods. ‘Most of the inquest nearly verbatim. Otherwise you have to wait for the official report of the Mines Inspector. You seem

  familiar.’




  Blair flipped through the newspapers. He had no interest in the explosion at the Hannay Pit, but the editions that covered the accident, rescue attempts and inquiries into the disaster also

  covered the weeks after John Maypole disappeared.




  In the 10 March issue, for example: ‘There will be a meeting of the patrons of the Home for Women Who Have Fallen for the First Time despite the absence of Revd Maypole. It is thought that

  Revd Maypole has been called away by urgent family affairs.’




  In the 7 February issue: ‘Revd Chubb led prayers for the souls of parishioners who tragically lost their lives in the Hannay Pit Explosion. They are now with Christ. He also asked the

  congregation to pray for the safety of the curate, Revd Maypole, who has not been heard from for two weeks.’




  And on 23 February: ‘All Saints’ Parish Church 21–St Helen’s 6. Marked by William Jaxon’s two tries, the victory was dedicated to Revd John Maypole.’




  The rest of the editorial columns were taken up with the disaster. An engraved illustration showed rescuers assembled around the base of a pit tower that was decorated at the top with a

  Lancashire rose.




  ‘Could I buy these?’




  ‘Oh, yes. We did special editions.’




  ‘I’ll pay for the gentleman,’ Leveret said.




  ‘And a notebook, red ink, black ink and your best local map,’ Blair said.




  ‘An Ordnance Survey map?’




  ‘Perfect.’




  The editor wrapped the purchases without taking his eyes off Blair. ‘The Hannay Pit explosion was a major story. It’s things like that put Wigan on the map.’




  On the way out, Blair noticed among the books for sale one titled Nigger Blair, with a cover illustration of him shooting a gorilla. He had never worn a moustache and never seen a

  gorilla. They got his slouch hat right, though.




  New country was best seen from a high point. Blair scrambled through a trapdoor to the open top of the Parish Church tower, startling doves off the finials. Leveret struggled

  to pull his long frame through, picking up feathers and dust on his bowler as he did. It was midday, but the sky was as oily as dusk. When Blair opened and spread his map, granules of dirt

  immediately, visibly appeared on the paper.




  Blair loved maps. He loved latitude, longitude, altitude. He loved the sense that with a sextant and a decent watch he could shoot the sun and determine his position anywhere on earth, and with

  a protractor and paper chart his position so that another man using his map could trace his steps to the exact same place, not a second or an inch off. He loved topography, the twist and folds of

  the earth, the shelves that became mountains, the mountains that were islands. He loved the inconstancy of the planet – shores that washed away, volcanoes that erupted from flat plains,

  rivers that looped first this way, then that. A map was, admittedly, no more than a moment in that flux, but as a visualization of time it was a work of art.




  ‘What are you doing?’ Leveret asked.




  From a chamois purse Blair unwrapped a telescope; it was a German refractor with a Ramsden eyepiece, and easily his single most precious possession. He turned in a slow 360 degrees, sighting off

  the sun and checking a compass. ‘Getting my bearings. There’s no north indicated on the map, but I think I’ve got it now.’ He drew an arrow on the map, an act that brought

  him a small, reflexive satisfaction.




  Leveret stood, grabbing his bowler to keep it from being snatched by the wind. ‘I’ve never been up here before,’ he said. ‘Look at the clouds, like ships from the

  sea.’




  ‘Poetic. Look down, Leveret. Ask yourself why this seems to be an especially senseless jumble of streets. Look at the map and you see the old village of Wigan that was the church, market

  place and medieval alleys, even if the green is overlaid now by cobblestones and the alleys are turned into foundry yards. The oldest shops have the narrowest fronts because everyone wanted to be

  on the only road.’




  Leveret compared eyesight and map, as Blair knew he would. People could no more resist maps of where they lived than they could portraits of themselves.




  ‘But you’re looking at other places,’ Leveret noticed.




  ‘Triangulation is the mapmaker’s method. If you know the position and height of any two places and you see a third, you can work out its position and height. That’s what maps

  are, invisible triangles.’




  Blair located Scholes Bridge, which he had crossed the night before. In the dark and with his fever, he hadn’t appreciated how completely the bridge divided the town. West of the bridge

  was prosperous, substantial Wigan, an orbit of business offices, hotels and stores topped by the terracotta coronets of chimneypots. East of the bridge was a newer, densely packed community of

  miners’ terraced houses with brick walls and blue slate tiles. North from the church, avoiding the bridge completely, a boulevard of well-to-do townhouses with a blaze of gardens ran to a

  thickly wooded area. A note on the map read, ‘To Hannay Hall’. South lay the battlefield smoke of coal pits.
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