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For Phoebe





Tête-bêche (n)

A book split into two parts printed back-to-back and head-to-foot.

Etymology: French lit. ‘head-to-foot’.


I have recently bought a tête-bêche. It is a beguiling thing. Two stories are printed in mutual inversion. One reads the first, then turns the book over and reads the other. These tales are intertwined and parasitic. Beguiling and, I think, a little strange too.

Letter from COUNT HORACE MANN, 20 March 1819
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Wilt thou be gone? It is not yet near day:

It was the nightingale, and not the lark,

That pierced the fearful hollow of thine ear;

Nightly she sings on yon pomegranate-tree:

Believe me, love, it was the nightingale.

Juliet, Romeo and Juliet, ACT III SCENE V
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London, 1881

Simeon Lee’s grey eyes were visible above a kerchief he had tied to keep out the stench of cholera. It was the odour of bodies rotting in doss-houses and mortuaries.

‘The King’s come knocking,’ he muttered.

‘Can’t we call it something else?’ implored his friend Graham, who had a damp scarf bound over his nose and mouth. ‘I don’t like that name. It implies we owe it something. We don’t.’

‘And yet it’s going to collect.’

‘Do you think there will be another epidemic?’

‘I hope not.’ No, he hoped this was just a local outbreak of the disease.

The two, who had spent years training together for a career healing the sick and reassuring the healthy, walked on through Grub Street, deep in the ancient Roman heart of the city of London. The buildings in the thoroughfare were given over to the print trade – journals and periodicals cataloguing the daily intrigues, pleasures and sadnesses of life. The gutter along the middle of the lane ran with ink.

Simeon cast aside his face covering as they reached their shared lodging. ‘We need to find its weak point,’ he said. He thought of the disease in animal terms, like a rabid dog. Too small for the eye to see, and yet the bacterium was strong enough to drag waves of men, women and children to their graves. An insidious little murderer. ‘Every disease has a weak point.’

Dr Simeon Lee had long, slim features and a long, slim frame that rose lithely up the stairs to their rooms – their garret, in truth – above a print shop whose presses banged without stop around the clock. The place suited him, however, because he could work when most others rested. And it was cheap. Very cheap. After months when his research had stalled due to a lack of money, he needed to save every penny he could.

‘It’s there, I can feel it’s there,’ he continued without missing a beat. ‘Damn it, we’ve been able to protect against smallpox for a century. Why not cholera?’ He stared out of the grimy tilted window. The sharp darkness of a December smog stared back at him.

‘So you have said, once or twice. You’re getting a bit obsessive.’ Graham hesitated. ‘You know, you’re not making yourself too popular at the hospital.’

‘You astonish me.’ He did not care a cuss what the ancient bewhiskered creatures who ran the King’s College Hospital thought of him. Let them work in the tenements and rookeries around St Giles and they might see things differently.

His friend shrugged in dismissal. ‘How do you intend to find your miracle cure?’

‘How?’ He nearly laughed at the question. ‘With money. I need money. I need the Macintosh grant.’ He undid his tie and dropped onto the fire-damaged settle they had rescued from a pavement in Marylebone. ‘Meanwhile, they fall in their houses like it’s the Black Death.’ He swivelled on the scorched seat, trying to get comfortable. ‘A poor man in this street has less chance of making it to the age of thirty than I have of being knighted. Good God, if Robertson and the others would just listen, we could do something about it!’ His friend left the air unbroken as Simeon got into his stride, railing against the faculty of the King’s College school of medicine who had time and time again demonstrated their utter inability to entertain a single new idea. ‘Time and money. That’s all it takes to find a cure. Enough time and enough money.’

His anger was born of frustration. Few things could rile him so much as the prospect of his entire body of three years’ work growing dusty on his desk. Every month, the grants board of the medical school hummed and hahed over his proposals, and more men, women and children succumbed to the disease.

‘Think you’ll get it?’

‘It’s between me and Edwin Grover. Wants it for his stuff on analgesia.’

‘He’s bright.’

‘On paper, yes. In practical terms, he’s a cretin. It’s all too theoretical. No thought as to how you would actually get a needle in the arm of a seamstress.’ He rapped his knuckles on the table in irritation. Grover spent his days in a set of rooms on the upper floor of a rather fine house on Soho Square. He rarely left them. He had no need. No interest, probably.

‘What if you don’t get it?’

‘Then, my friend, I will be out sweeping the street for ha’pennies.’ He tugged his forelock.

‘Sounds frosty.’

‘No doubt it is.’

Graham cleared his throat. ‘What about that job in Essex? It would pay.’

Simeon raised his eyebrows in surprise. ‘God, I had forgotten all about that.’ It had left Simeon’s mind almost as soon as he had laid the telegram aside the day before.

‘Your uncle, correct?’

‘Not quite. My father’s cousin.’

‘Well, it’s a paying job.’

That was true, but it was not an enticing one. ‘Ministering to a country parson who has convinced himself he’s at death’s door even though he’s probably fit enough to go ten rounds in the ring with Daniel Mendoza.’

‘Simeon, you need the cash.’

He brooded. There was absolutely no doubting that point. But he felt like a cheap hireling, treating a man who probably needed no more medical prescription than ‘cut down on the port and take a brisk walk from time to time’. And yet the money could restart his progress towards a cure.

‘It is an option,’ he conceded. ‘Though God knows how much I can shake out of him. A country parson isn’t exactly rolling in paper.’

‘True. Is he at least a pleasant chap?’

Simeon shrugged. ‘No doubt one of these quiet old priests who spend all their time reading treatises about Bishop Ussher’s calculation that the world is six millennia old.’

‘Well, it could be worse. Is it just him in the house?’

‘Ah. Well.’ Simeon chuckled to himself. ‘That is where it does become rather… intriguing.’

‘How so?’

‘It’s the family scandal.’

‘Scandal? Go on.’

‘I don’t even know half of it myself – my father wouldn’t tell me the details. I believe the parson’s brother was killed by his wife in strange circumstances. One of them was mad, I think. I should find out. True, true, a piquant history might be some respite from the boredom of the job. But no, I put my trust in Providence that the Macintosh board will come through first.’



The following afternoon, Simeon sat on a hard, well-polished bench outside a committee room in King’s College. Edwin Grover, primly dressed, sat on an identical bench opposite.

‘Still on cholera, are you?’ Grover asked.

‘Yes. Still on it.’

Grover had no more questions.

An elderly porter creaked out of the committee room. ‘Dr Grover? Will you come this way?’

Grover followed him in. The door closed with a bang that echoed up the hall.

It was an hour before he emerged, looking pleased with himself. Simeon swore under his breath at the sight; then it was his turn.

He entered, sat on a wooden chair before a panel of five men and laid out his plans to cure one of the greatest ills of the age.

‘Dr Lee. We have been reviewing your application and supporting documents,’ one informed him morosely. ‘One question kept arising in our minds.’

‘What question, sir?’

‘What evidence do we have that you will actually get anywhere?’

It was not a friendly question. ‘Can you be more specific?’

‘Your record seems,’ he glanced down at a file, ‘inconsequential. Nothing, we understand, has, in fact, come out of it.’

‘I don’t believe that—’

‘Unlike, say, another candidate’s record that shows two papers published in the Lancet alone.’ Somewhere in the walls, the water pipes banged and hooted with trapped air.

‘I have the utmost respect for academic publishing—’

‘Whereas all we can see from your work is a series of requests for more funding.’

Simeon gritted his teeth before answering. ‘I believe the return will be worth the capital, sir.’

‘But what return? And how much capital?’

‘I think three hundred pounds would—’

‘Three hundred pounds? For a disease now confined to the slums?’ There were murmurings of agreement from the rest of the panel. ‘It is what those who live in such places are used to. They are born into it. They will live their lives in it.’

‘And if you spent as much time in their company as I have, you would know that many of them are better off not living in it.’

‘Your meaning?’ the elderly doctor asked.

‘My meaning, sir, is that I can’t tell you the number of children younger than five years of age that I have seen who were condemned to nothing more than a short, pain-filled life. At times it has been tempting to cut their lives short then and there rather than watch their inevitable decline.’

‘Well, that is between you and God. Here, we are concerned with your application for a grant.’

‘Of course. I apologize for becoming distracted. To answer your precise question: we have been unable to identify vaccine-worthy material from human sources. My contention is that non-human animals may possibly produce the material we need. For example, if we expose our closest relatives, gorillas, to the disease, and we extract their blood, it is possible that consanguination may provide protection against the germ.’

‘So now he wants us all swinging from trees,’ muttered one of the men.



When Simeon arrived back in his rooms, there was an open bottle of dark wine on the trunk they used as a table. He drained its dregs, glanced at his friend gently snoring in his bed and looked out the window. The street was quiet as the grave.

He noticed then that the bottle had been resting on something: a telegram. The day before, he had sent a cable to his father, asking for details of the murderous events involving his relatives in Essex two years earlier that had set vicious tongues wagging. The reply had been swift. ‘Your duties are purely medical. Do them and no more. I understand that nefarious crimes were suspected even before the violence took place. It is no surprise to me. Turnglass House has always had something corrupt and malign about it. Leave it to God and the law.’

Simeon could not help but remark on the fact that his father – not usually a man for flights of poetic fancy – had said it was the house itself that had ‘something corrupt and malign’ about it, rather than the household. That was curious.

Simeon had never known the distant branch of the family who resided at Turnglass House. He had grown up hundreds of miles to the north, among the stone streets of York, a sole surviving child raised by parents with only a passing interest in him, and sent away for his education at the age of ten. His father, a solicitor with a dusty practice tending to the needs of dusty aristocrats, accepted medicine as a reasonable profession, although he supposed his mother would probably have preferred if Simeon had set his cap at a more fashionable business in Harley Street. Her subsequent disapproval of a career in researching and combating infectious diseases did nothing to slake her son’s thirst for it.

So it’s Essex then, he thought to himself.



The island of Ray lies in the salt marshes on the edge of the Essex coast. It is, or is not, an island depending on the tide – resting, as it does, between the open mouths of the Colne and Blackwater estuaries. At high tide it is quite cut off, and the sole house that resides on it feels adrift and isolated. The sea that pours in between the mainland and Ray is topped by a carpet of tangling Sargasso weed, like the fingers of so many drowned men. The weed drifts in its own time through the creeks of the estuary, up to the village of Peldon on the mainland, where the pond outside the Peldon Rose inn has long been a store locker for those supplementing their incomes as oyster fishermen with sales of brandy and tobacco that have been brought from the Continent without paying the ruinous excise duty. The bottom of the pond is wooden and can be lifted to drain away the water, revealing the tar-crusted barrels secreted therein. These barrels supply all the inns of Colchester with wine and all the haberdashers with lace.

Indeed, barely a penny of excise is collected in Essex, even though a quarter of the nation’s excisable goods are imported through that county. And don’t imagine that the excise men are unaware of the trade, but since twenty-two of their number were found in a boat one morning some years back with their throats slashed, their friends have been loath to interrupt the local tradesmen.

Beside Ray sits the neighbouring island of Mersea, which is ten times Ray’s size and home to fifty-odd homes and a shingle beach known as the Hard. Golden samphire and purple sea lavender decorate both islands, which have a gravel base packed together with clay that attracts wading and floating birds, such as oystercatchers and shelduck.

Yet human visitors to these islands must take care.

At low tide, a narrow causeway from the mainland, the Strood, is revealed by the departing brine. It runs to Ray, across the mile-wide island and then on to Mersea. But anyone who walks it must ensure they have checked the tidal calendar. The danger is not just being marooned on Ray, with its obscure house, but more that anyone caught on the Strood itself as the saltwater rises risks being claimed by the Sargasso weed. Almost every year since the Romans first populated Ray, at least one man or woman has become entwined in that weed. They float there still, making no sound, no complaint, their hands slowly joining.



Simeon could smell sea lavender on the wind as a pony trap set him down outside the Peldon Rose. The driver had laughingly boasted of the local less-than-legal industry on the way, and Simeon happened to peer into the pond but saw only murky saltwater. The very air tasted of salt, though. It burned a little at the back of his throat, and he tried swallowing two or three times to get rid of it before telling himself he would soon get used to the sensation as part of the landscape.

‘Good afternoon, sir,’ he heard. The publican, a wiry fellow with huge side-whiskers, was standing in the doorway puffing a long pipe. ‘Are ye comin’ in?’

‘I am, and glad for it,’ Simeon replied happily, hefting his travelling bag onto his shoulder and carrying his black leather medical bag in his remaining hand.

‘Right then. Ye’ll be wantin’ somethin’ to eat an’ a jug-a beer, I shouldn’ wonder.’

‘That sounds very fine.’ He looked over the building. It was a wide, single-storey country inn whitewashed to a dull grey in the winter dun. He was hungry and the prospect of hot food had nourished him for the hour-long ride from Colchester station on his way to see and treat the parson of the parish, Oliver Hawes – Dr Hawes, in fact, that gentleman being a Doctor of Divinity.

‘In ye come, then, lad.’

He gladly accepted.

The tap room was populated with seven or eight fellows wearing the clothes of fishermen. Every one was smoking a long, thin white pipe, identical to the landlord’s. Simeon wondered if they could somehow tell their own from their friends’. Three women had called in too, forming a trio of Fates in the corner, silently examining him.

‘Come on in, lad,’ the landlord reiterated. ‘Warm welcome always a’ the Rose. Put yer bag down. Tha’s it. Jenny! Jenny! Some bread an’ twelve – no, sixteen oysters. He looks a hungry one. Sharpish, girl.’ He made no attempt to ask if the order met his new patron’s needs. Within seconds, Jenny, a girl of about ten years, appeared with bread and a mass of oysters. The landlord handed over a jug of small beer and motioned for Simeon to eat standing at the bar. The whole inn was waiting for him to start eating or announce his business, it seemed. He chose to begin with the food. But if he had been expecting conversation to resume as he ate, he was mistaken. The air remained still, apart from the sound of him, or one other, drinking back ale. Ten minutes later, he had finished his meal.

‘Tha’ll be four shillings, three pence an’ one story,’ the landlord informed him.

Simeon chuckled. ‘And what story would that be?’

‘To tell us all wha’ ye’re doing here.’

It seemed perfectly friendly, rather than some sort of warning, so Simeon had no compunction regarding a reply. ‘I’m a doctor. I’m on my way to look after a relative of mine.’

‘Who’s tha’, then?’

Simeon wondered how they addressed or referred to his almost-uncle. ‘Dr Hawes.’

‘Parson Hawes!’ The landlord’s eyebrows shot up and there was a low rumbling in the room. ‘Ye’re his relative.’

‘My father is his cousin.’

‘Indeed? Never thought of the parson’s family as bein’ from anywheres bu’ here.’

‘I’ve never actually met him, myself.’

‘No, well, if ye’re no’ from Mersea or Peldon, ye’ll no’ be doin’ so. I heard he was a-sick.’ There was a general muttering, but the landlord was clearly the spokesman for them all.

‘I’ll see him tonight and find out.’

The landlord was concerned. ‘Wait ’til the mornin’. Tide’s comin’ in.’

‘Thank you, really,’ Simeon replied. ‘But I must be going tonight. Dr Hawes is expecting me.’

‘Morty, will you take him?’ the publican asked one of the knot of men who were making no bones about listening to the conversation.

‘I’m the ferryman,’ Morty volunteered. He was over sixty and small, but fit as a man who rows in the creeks and seas around Essex must be. ‘Ferryman, me.’

‘You look a good one.’

‘But I’m off home now. Me fire.’

‘Is the Strood safe now?’ the landlord asked.

‘Prob’ly. Won’ be running on, bu’ he’ll get ’cross.’

‘Well, that sounds fine to me,’ Simeon said. He wanted to get on. ‘Will you point me on the way?’

The full population of the inn glanced out the window. There was no rain, but it was past six o’clock and fully winter-dark.

‘Ye’ll need a lamp,’ said the landlord, sounding uncertain that a youngster from the city – probably London – would even know to bring such a thing.

‘I have one.’

‘Wadin’ boots?’

‘I didn’t know I needed them. I’ll cope.’ He looked down at his leather ankle boots. Well, they had seen better days anyway.

‘See how ye get on, then. Straigh’ down tha’ way. The road becomes the Strood. Ye can’t get the wrong place once ye’re on Ray. Turnglass House’s the only one on the island.’

He was satisfied. ‘It’s a strange name. How did the place come by it?’

‘Look a’ the weather vane as ye come in. Ye’ll see.’ The publican hesitated a little, as if deciding whether to broach a difficult subject. ‘No’ a bad old stick, Parson Hawes. A bit funny a’ times. Bu’ he’s been good to his sister-in-law after… well, ye know.’ He seemed to be probing to see exactly what Simeon did know.

The family scandal. These people most assuredly knew more about it than he did. It would be worth talking, he thought.

‘Yes, I know she killed his brother.’

The landlord looked a little relieved to discover that. ‘Righ’ well. Good an’ tha’. Wouldn’ wan’ it to be a shock t’ hear.’

‘It isn’t.’ His father had given him the bald details, but had been vague about precisely how Florence had killed her husband, James, brother to Oliver. ‘But I’m in the dark about exactly what happened.’

‘In the dark, eh?’ He sounded a little sceptical and mulled his response. ‘Ask Morty.’

Morty glared at Simeon. ‘So, you don’ know, then?’

‘Not really, no.’

Morty shrugged. ‘Well, ’s your family. Your business.’ Odd to think that the man was right – it was his business, even though he had never met any of the people concerned. Family, he thought, could be a well of strange connections. ‘I took the body – yer uncle James or whate’er-ye-calls-’im – away from the house. Terrible state ’e were in.’ Simeon felt a curiosity, both professional and human. ‘Puffed-up face. Yellow. The bad’d set in.’ He paused. ‘Infaction ye calls it, lad.’ He pronounced the word carefully.

‘What infection? What happened?’

Morty shrugged as if rehearsing a tale everyone knew. ‘She gashed his face. Threw a decanter ’gainst it an’ the glass smashed. Bad set in. Turned his flesh black here, yellow there.’ He pointed to his own cheek and jaw. ‘All puffed up like a pig.’

So Florence had cut James’s face deeply enough for blood poisoning to kill him. It must have been quite an assault.

‘He were a pretty one afore tha’,’ one of the three Fates called over. ‘Prize o’ the county.’

‘Why did she do it?’ Simeon asked. It was a prurient interest, but everyone else knew, so why shouldn’t he?

Morty shook his head mournfully. ‘Never asked. Bad thin’ to happen here. Don’ wan’ go too low inta it. I jus’ put the coffin in the boat, rowed up t’ Virley and carried him to St Mary’s. He’s six feet under now. Go an’ ask him any questions ye have.’

‘Morty,’ the Fate admonished him.

‘Well.’ He supped some of his drink ruminatively. There was a pause as they all joined him. ‘Ye know where Mrs Florence is now?’

‘No.’

Morty glanced at each of his friends in turn. They returned his heavy look. ‘Ye will do soon.’
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The words rang in Simeon’s ears as he thanked all for their advice and paid his bill. He felt the sting of the salt at the back of his throat again as he stepped outside and set off once more, tramping the single road that would become the Strood. With the inn behind him, he felt quite alone under the night sky and he enjoyed the brief solitude.

The ground became soft, warning of a marsh, and soon the turf beside the path turned to watery mush, lights from the Rose flickering on its black surface. They seemed like signals from lighthouses to him, flitting back and forth. Then he was on the Strood proper. It was just wide enough for a man to pass along and at its end he made out a broad black mass that bore no flickering reflections: Ray, where his relation awaited him.

Each foot he set down seemed to press lower in the mud. The glittering, glassy water either side of the causeway mocked his laborious progress, and his heels, then his feet and then his ankles sank in. He began to worry that his knees would go in too and that he would be held there until the tide rose above his shoulders. But he chose to trust Morty’s assessment that the path was solid enough – just – and to power on. And little by little the way became firmer, until he was on solid land.

Ray, the island that came and went with the tides.

He turned up the flame on his oil lamp and the beam raked the ground for a good distance. He had bought it from a ship’s chandler who had assured him it was as strong a light as he would find anywhere, strong enough for ships to find each other a mile away.

It was a bleak place that the light revealed. Deathly so. Whyever did anyone settle here? he wondered.

He looked up. A dim prickle of stars was scattered across the sky; but there was a void on the horizon where they were blotted out, where something black and wide loomed up from the waterlogged ground. Turnglass House, the only building on Ray.

A single bright window near its tip was the only sign of habitation.

Coming closer and raking his strong lamp beam over it, Simeon found that the house was three storeys high and wide as a London villa. Beside it stood what looked like a small stable block. A spacious home for a country curate, although even on the brightest spring day the vista must have been a dreary one.

Turnglass House. He thought of the publican’s instruction to look at the weather vane in order to understand the name. Peering up to the roof and angling the ship’s lantern as best he could, he saw an unusual vane indeed. It was shaped like an hourglass, with a stream of sand cascading from one bulb to the other; but rather than being constructed of metal, the vane was made entirely from glass, and it glinted in the beam. It had to be lead crystal to withstand the wind and rain with which it was constantly buffeted. As he watched, the vane spun languidly, with a whine. The wind must have been changing.

Reaching the house, Simeon found an old-fashioned bell-pull protruding from the brickwork. He tugged it hard, to be answered by a tolling inside, then footsteps and the drawing back of bolts. Why lock your door on Ray? he wondered. Who would come uninvited?

‘Dr Lee?’ A cheery, buxom housekeeper was standing aside and he could feel warmth blasting out from the wide hallway.

‘Yes.’

‘Won’t you come in, sir?’ He gladly complied.

The house seemed to have been decorated a hundred years earlier. Busts of long-dead poets lined one wall, and a large oil painting of men on a hunt was set above the staircase. The most striking picture, however, was a portrait over the fireplace that showed a very handsome woman with rich brown hair, standing before a glittering house.

‘I’m Tabbers, sir. Eliza Tabbers.’

Simeon set down his carryall. ‘Are there any other servants here?’

‘Yes. There’s Cain – Peter Cain. He’s the footman, gardener, what you will. We both live out, sir. On Mersea. I come just after dawn to light the fires and I normally leave around seven. Cain’s in from eight until five.’

Yes, it would be hard to attract many to live in at a place such as this – just a mile from the nearest village, and yet remote and cut off at the sea’s will.

He handed her his overcoat. She placed it in a press beside a table, upon which a jumble of lamps and rusted iron keys resided. ‘Would you please take me to Dr Hawes?’

‘Right away.’

She led him up the stairs and along a corridor where every surface was covered in rugs, drapes or wall hangings. It all added to a peculiar atmosphere where the air hung without motion and every tread was thick and noiseless. The upper floor, he found, sported three doors off a long corridor, each padded in coloured leather: green, red, blue. Two more at the end were plain wood.

They stopped at the green one, and the housekeeper tapped: three times softly, then three times hard. She was answered by a painful groan from within. At that sign, she showed Simeon in.

It was an extraordinary sight that met him. A church-at-night darkness was pierced by fingers of light from a partly shuttered oil lamp on an octagonal table in the centre of the room. There were gas lamps on the wall, but they were unlit. Instead, the cobweb of beams from the brass table showed Simeon that he was in a library – but one quite different from any he had seen in even the few grand houses that had admitted him.

It rose two complete storeys, almost to the roof of the house, with a row of windows on each storey. Ladders around the room gave access to the books that lined every wall from bottom to top. He realized that the staircase he had climbed only came to the first floor of the house, so it must have been built this way with a cliff-like upper level. It would be heaven for bibliophiles, hell for those who loathed the written word.

Within the room were the silhouettes of reading desks and tables with piles of books. Deep seats had been chosen as platforms for consuming the pages. They were arranged in a sort of ring, and in the centre of it all was a sopha, on which a thin, balding man in his forties had fallen back to snoozing, with the octagonal table and its lamp by his side. The far end of the room was in full shadow, though a flickering reflection of the lamp, like the lights on the dark water outside, suggested a wide panel of glass there.

‘Dr Hawes,’ the housekeeper hemmed.

Slowly, the man’s eyes peeled open behind thick square spectacles. ‘Hello? Oh,’ the older man’s voice wobbled. ‘Oh, you must be Winston’s boy.’

‘I am, sir.’

‘Oh, I am glad you came. So glad. Come, come.’ He had a kindly tone and tried to beckon Simeon to him, but his hand gave up halfway through the motion.

Simeon approached and offered his palm. The patient gently gripped and shook it. ‘Shall I begin by examining you, sir?’ Simeon asked, curious as to what he might find by way of disease or hypochondriasis. ‘We may speak as I do so.’

‘Examine me? Oh, yes, yes. Of course.’

‘May I turn on the gaslights?’

‘I am sorry, I find their light quite painfully harsh. I prefer the oil lamp.’

‘Of course.’ The servant withdrew as Simeon opened his medical bag to take out his stethoscope. ‘Now, would you please tell me what the problem is?’

‘I, oh, I fear I may be dying,’ the parson whispered. ‘My heart, you know, and I have such sweats and pains. All over. Pains in my joints, in my organs. My head. And my teeth chatter so. But then I have always been cold.’

Simeon thought the house was warm. There was no fire in the grate, so it must have been one of the systems for wafting hot air through vents throughout the building. ‘I shall listen to your heart, then I will take a history,’ he explained. The patient duly opened his shirt. Confounding Simeon’s expectations of an imaginary illness, that muscle was, in fact, anything but healthy. For a few seconds it would gallop, then flutter and then thud deeply. Not good, he thought to himself. ‘And when did this begin?’

‘Oh, now let me think. Yes, it was Thursday. I am usually strong, despite the chills I feel. But as soon as I woke, I felt a pounding in my head. I took to bed, thinking it was merely an unusually bad chill. But today I am far worse – the pains wrack me and I cannot stand or sleep.’

That was five days of sickness. It certainly seemed worse than a common infection. If they had been in the city, Simeon would have immediately pointed to King Cholera. But out on the sparsely populated coast it was practically unheard of. Malaria? The ground was marshy, but that disease had been eradicated long ago in these parts.

‘Have you eaten anything unusual? Perhaps undercooked meat?’

‘No. Indeed, I eat little meat. I find it excites the blood too much.’

‘I see. Could your housekeeper have prepared some unusual mushrooms for you, perhaps?’

‘None. Simple bread, cheese, occasional fish or mutton, common vegetables. That is all. And Mrs Tabbers and Cain eat the same dishes at the same time – our household is small, there is little point preparing separate meals.’

‘Do you take alcohol?’

The parson looked a little sheepish. ‘I usually have a drop of brandy as a nightcap, but have not had the stomach for it since I first became ill.’ He waved to a small barrel in a corner of the room. A silver ladle lay beside it, ready to scoop out the drink. It seemed that in these parts, where the excise men feared to tread, even the parsons drank from barrels.

‘I think it best to stay away from alcohol for now,’ Simeon said. ‘So no more nightcaps.’ A sound – a slight creaking – made his head turn towards the gloomy end of the room.

‘If you say so.’

Simeon went through every potential cause of the curate’s illness that he could dredge from his memory of medical school and practice. There seemed nothing apparent. Bad food or drink remained the most likely culprit, however, so he expected he would be there a couple of days while the patient recovered. Then he would return to London, where he would be a few guineas closer to resuming his research. ‘I shall give you a restorative and we shall hope that has you up on your feet soon,’ he said with confidence.

‘If you say so. You are, after all, the qualified one.’

Simeon smiled at the parson’s pleasant manners and drew a bottle from his bag. He poured a measure of the restorative into a tumbler. It was drunk, drawing a slight smacking of lips at the bitter taste. ‘I shall oversee the preparation of your meals myself. Perhaps there is something your housekeeper has missed.’

‘She has been loyal to me for twenty years, or thereabouts,’ the older man said. ‘It will not have been deliberate.’

Simeon’s brow furrowed. ‘No, I am sure it won’t.’ Momentarily, he wondered why such a possibility should have occurred to Dr Hawes.

‘London must be a most exciting city for a young man,’ the parson said in an off-hand fashion.

Simeon thought he detected the slightest hint of envy in the divine’s voice. ‘It’s certainly invigorating. Sometimes one wishes for a quiet life, though.’

‘Ray and Mersea could not be described as invigorating, I fear,’ the older man said. ‘But I hope you will stay a few days.’

‘Until you are better. Of course.’ Another creak from the invisible end of the library made him wonder if there was some pet hiding in the shadows and he glanced again that way but could make nothing out.

‘And we have not discussed your fee. Would five guineas a day be sufficient?’

‘That would be very generous.’ Simeon gazed around at the shelves that enclosed them. ‘Tell me, how many books do you have here?’

‘Books? Oh, three thousand at a guess.’

‘That’s a good size for a library. I—’ He cut himself off as a louder sound from the gloom made him start. ‘What is that sound? Do you own a dog?’

‘A dog? Good heavens, no.’ Parson Hawes peered up at his relation with mystification on his face. ‘You do not know? Oh, I would have thought you would have been informed at the Peldon Rose, if not before.’ The Rose was clearly the local hub of social intelligence. ‘Well, it is best that you take the lamp and look for yourself.’ Slightly suspicious of the roundabout way of informing him, Simeon lifted the oil lamp from the table. It threw a yellow glare around no more than two yards of the floor, illuminating stacks of books and a series of rugs – Persian or Turkish. Fine quality. He went towards the dark end of the room. ‘But be careful, my boy,’ the older man warned. As he moved, Simeon saw the beam glint again on a reflective surface like the black water of the estuary. Glass. The end of the room was indeed one huge glass panel and the light from the lamp seemed to flit about in its sheen. Then another sound, this time a rustling, emanated from it. He saw his own reflection in the dark pane, like a mirror, coming forward with the lamp in his hand.

As he came closer, the light fell properly on the foot of the glass, rapidly rising up to its full height. And what it revealed seemed strange indeed. The panel was not the end wall of the room, but a transparent partition between the part occupied by Parson Oliver Hawes, with his three thousand volumes, and another smaller section, cut off from the public realm.

‘This is rather unusual,’ Simeon said.

‘It is necessary. Such rage.’

What rage? Simeon wondered, examining the murky pane.

Suddenly, something, a patch of pale colour, appeared behind the glass: a moon-like disc that retreated into the black and disappeared. And something green flashed close to the floor. What had he just seen? Surely it wasn’t—? He had an idea, but it seemed insanity itself.

He lifted his lamp to make sure. The beam struggled to penetrate the dark mirror, but he pressed it right to the surface and the light managed to seep through. The scene it lit struck him cold. For sealed behind that glass partition were a writing desk, a table set for dining, a single chair, a chaise longue and shelves lined with books. And motionless on the chaise, wearing a light green dress, sat a woman with dark hair and darker eyes that were silently fixed upon his own.

He watched her, her irises locked to his, her body almost imperceptibly lifting and falling with her breath. Her lips parted, as if about to speak.

‘You know of my sister-in-law?’ Parson Hawes’s voice seemed to come from a long way off. The woman’s lips closed again, pulling into a wry, sardonic smile. Then she cocked her head to one side, looking around Simeon to glance at the parson. So this was Florence, who had killed James, the parson’s brother, by throwing a decanter so ferociously against his cheek that it broke and an infection set in to pollute his blood. ‘We are safe, she cannot get out.’ That was clear. This was a cell – a glass-fronted cell bedecked with fine furniture, but a cell just the same. ‘Simeon, my boy?’ Parson Hawes asked.

The smile remained. It stayed with him.

‘I had no idea of this.’

She was, perhaps, ten years older than him, and the curve of her chin and cheek marked her as a rare beauty. In country parts, he thought, where men were sure and direct rather than kowtowing to lineage, she would have been aware of it. She might have used it. And it was a beauty he had seen before, for she was undoubtedly the subject of the portrait hanging above the fireplace in the hall.

‘Her presence surprises you.’

‘Surprises me! It amazes me,’ he stated, returning to himself. ‘What is she doing there? How can this be right?’

‘It was here or the madhouse,’ the parson declared with a note of annoyance, as if angered by an insinuation behind the question. ‘After she killed James, the judge was ready to put her away. I have done all I can to keep her safe. But if you think she would be better in a strait-waistcoat at Bedlam, please tell me.’

The curate’s voice disappeared again as Simeon stared at Florence. She was a striking woman, it was certain. And she was holding his gaze without the slightest concern, as if he was the one imprisoned behind that pane.

‘So, she lives in this?’

‘She has a bed chamber and washroom behind. You see that doorway.’ There was a narrow opening at the rear of her cell. ‘So she has privacy if need be. And her food is the same we eat.’

‘I see…’ His mind was racing. No human being should be held like an exhibit at the zoological gardens. And yet she had killed a man, and life in Bedlam would certainly be far, far worse. Simeon had been required as part of his training to enter that terrible asylum: inmates chained to the wall day and night, rocking themselves into madness; others who would scream that they were quite sane, but would have torn at your throat with their teeth given the chance. Very occasionally a patient would be freed, having been cured of their mental affliction, but it was a rarity and only for the mildest patients. No, keep her out of Bedlam if at all possible. Cruel as it seemed, perhaps she really was better off here.

‘It has not been easy. It has been a hard balance,’ Hawes continued, anger subsiding into something like regret. ‘Hard on all of us.’ He struggled to wipe his brow with a handkerchief.

Simeon wanted to speak to her, and yet Florence bore no sign of wishing to speak to him. ‘How does she get her meals?’

‘The hatch at your feet.’ Simeon looked down. There was a rectangular panel in the glass that could be lifted up, large enough to put a tray of food through but little else.

‘There must be a way out for her.’

‘In order to ensure full security – which is what she needs – there is not. She is quite bricked in. Linen is changed weekly in order to maintain cleanliness, passed through the hatch. Water flows to and from her apartment. Other than that, there is no movement in or out. It has to be thus in order to satisfy the legal authorities.’

Legal authorities be damned, Simeon thought to himself. ‘Florence,’ he said. And he was sure that her pupils changed at the sound of her name. ‘Can you hear me? I am related to you – by marriage. I am Dr Simeon Lee.’ He waited for a response, but she remained quite still. The change in her eyes was the only one he would see. ‘I am here to treat Dr Hawes for an illness.’ And did he then see the slightest alteration in her face? Perhaps the edges of her mouth twitched up a fraction. But the light was low, so he had probably only seen a shift in the lamp’s glitter.

‘I doubt she will answer you,’ Hawes informed him. ‘She speaks when she likes, but that is not often.’

Simeon remained fixed on her. ‘Will you speak to me, Florence? But a word? A single word.’

‘She will not, tonight.’

‘How can you know?’

‘Because she has had her nightcap too.’

Simeon looked around. ‘What do you mean?’ He detected something threateningly innocent in those words.

‘The doctors who examined her said that she was suffering from an excess of sugar in the blood. The best way to calm her down was a little laudanum daily and nightly.’

Tincture of laudanum – opium dissolved in brandy – was a common prescription for those of an excited nature. Simeon had indeed seen it used with good effect at calming those whose brains were too hot, but he was not certain that it would have been the ethical course of action in this case. ‘She has had a dose tonight?’ he asked.

‘Her usual amount. The tumbler by her hand.’

For the first time Simeon saw that on a small octagonal table, the twin to the one outside, an empty tumbler lay on its side. And he also saw her look down at it. She was certainly following the conversation. So, her mind was awake even if her body was sluggish. Of course, Simeon thought, that could be the cruellest trick of all to play on her. Imprisonment behind glass was one thing. Imprisonment in a paralysed body would be a hundred times worse. ‘Where do you draw it from?’

The parson indicated a large, lockable secretary cabinet in the corner and produced a key from his pocket. ‘The bottle is quite safe, I assure you.’

Simeon tried again to reach her. ‘Florence, I’m a doctor. Is there anything I can do to help you?’ His hope was not high for a response, but he waited for one nonetheless. It did not come.

‘You are a good child, Simeon. Your heart does you credit. But some rivers cannot be crossed.’

He brooded. ‘How long has she been in there?’

‘Since soon after she killed James. Nearly two years.’

‘And she has not been out since?’

‘Not for, oh, a little more than a year. For a while she was calmer and it seemed safe, you see. There was a door then, onto the corridor, and I would allow her to sit in here with me of an evening. But then a… change came over her and I felt it better to have the doorway sealed up.’

Better for you, Simeon thought. But for her?

A spark flew up from the lamp so that its reflection rose in the dark mirror. She followed its progress, then returned her gaze to Simeon. He wanted to know the history, how his relations had descended to this strange state of affairs. ‘Dr Hawes,’ he said.

‘Oh, you may as well call me “uncle”. I know it is not correct in a strict literal sense, but it will make things easier.’

‘Uncle.’ He turned to face the parson. ‘I know only how she killed your brother. May I know why?’

The divine sat deeper into his sopha, seemingly pressed down by the memory. ‘She suspected James of ill behaviour. That is all that I am prepared to say.’ The slightest flush of shame appeared on his pale cheeks.

‘I understand.’ But far from his curiosity being sated by the reply, it was fired.

‘I am not convinced that you do,’ Hawes admonished him. ‘My boy, Ray and Mersea are remote places. More remote than you would understand by looking at a map. Remoteness is bred in spirit.’ He shifted his weight. ‘Would you be so kind as to pour me a glass of water?’ For the first time, Simeon moved away from the woman behind the glass, though he felt her still – perhaps more sharply, even, for not being able to see her. He went to the cabinet where a few bottles stood. The water looked clean enough and he handed a glass of it to the parson. ‘Thank you. I was telling you about the spirit of this strange outcrop of humanity. Well, I am forty-two years old. My brother is – was – six years younger. Florence is in between us. Her father is the local squire and magistrate, Mr Watkins. A good gentleman. Due to our ages and the fact that the only other children for miles around were the offspring of fishermen and – well, how should I say?’

‘… smugglers?’ Simeon suggested.

‘Let us say, men who are strangers to the excise laws,’ Hawes conceded. ‘Now, as a man of the cloth, I of course always insist that anything that comes within my house has been properly taxed.’ Simeon looked over at the little brandy barrel with the silver ladle ready at its side; he would not have placed money on it being entirely above board. ‘And so, we became close. James and Florence were, dare I say it, wilder children than I was.’

‘Do tell.’ He was still aware that one of the subjects of the conversation was listening intently, albeit in the haze of the poppy.

The parson chuckled at the memories. ‘Well, I recall one time I was here happily reading away, Roman history probably, that was my great interest. It still is. They were at Watkins’s house on Mersea being tutored in French. The first moment their tutor turned his back, they climbed out the window, ran down to the Hard, cast away their outer clothes and swam through the creeks to the Rose. They turned up in the middle of the day, soaking wet and wearing only their undergarments. Then they had the gall to hire Morty to row them back again, on the promise of payment from my father.’ He laughed gently again. ‘Scallywags.’

‘They sound it.’

‘Oh, but they could be wild. Raging too. When James was, oh, sixteen or thereabouts, they were at the county fair and he was paying all sorts of attention to a farm girl. Florence became quite savage and left the poor girl with a black eye. Well, not very genteel, but they were children. Only children.’ A more recent memory seemed to overtake the curate and he stared towards Florence on the darkened side of the room.

‘Why does she sit in the dark like that? Does she have no lamp?’

‘She has one. Sometimes she lights it. Sometimes she prefers the gloom, I think. It is her choice,’ Hawes sighed. ‘I am very tired now. I think I shall go to bed, though I doubt I will sleep. I will point you to your room.’ He pulled himself up. Simeon tried to help, but he was gently repelled. ‘No, I can do this, my boy.’ He shuffled towards the door.

Reluctantly, Simeon followed, walking away from the cell that his distant relation occupied. As the light drifted away from it, it returned to shadow; but he felt her watching him still.

‘The red door is your chamber. I hope you sleep well,’ Hawes said on the landing as he walked painfully away to his own bed.

Simeon bade him goodnight and entered the far bedroom. It was pleasant enough, he found, if a little musty and old-fashioned. Like the word ‘smuggler’, he thought to himself. He undressed, got into the bed and pulled up the blanket, sorting through all he had heard that evening. He knew he should have been considering what could be causing Parson Hawes’s ailment, but he could only think of the woman behind the glass.






[image: ] Chapter 3


A flock of gulls was cawing when Simeon woke, wheeling noisily about, looking for any pickings on the sea or land. After washing in a basin, he made his way downstairs. As he passed through the entrance hall, he noticed again the portrait above the fireplace and examined it more closely. It was of Florence, he knew now, her head and shoulders under a very bright sky – so bright, it could hardly have been England. No, it had to be somewhere else. She wore a sun-yellow silk dress and had been painted perhaps ten or twelve years earlier – when she had been about Simeon’s current age – in front of a most unusual house constructed almost entirely of glass. The artist had demonstrated great talent because there was something almost disturbingly lifelike about it.

Mrs Tabbers was eating cheese and bread in the kitchen, alongside the manservant, Cain, a hardy-looking man with tufts of bright red hair sprouting here and there from his head, nose and ears. Cain was chewing, mashing the same mouthful for so long that Simeon found it astonishing.

‘Good morning.’

‘Good morning, sir,’ Mrs Tabbers replied.

‘Is Dr Hawes awake?’

‘He is.’ It was a little after eight by the clock nailed to the wall.

‘I want to make sure he eats well. I’ll take him his breakfast, if that’s all right.’

Mrs Tabbers seemed amused by the idea. ‘You go and serve him fine, sir. He’s in the library. Had to help him there myself.’ She stacked a tray with bread and milk.

‘It is possible that Dr Hawes has eaten something disagreeable.’

‘My cooking is very good, sir,’ she returned curtly. ‘The parson tells me so often.’

‘I’m sure that is true.’ Not wishing to offend the woman providing him with sustenance, he took a piece of bread to prove it. ‘It is possible, though, that something unseen made its way into his meal. Do you eat the same food as he does?’

‘Exactly the same. Both of us. No point making it twice, is there?’

‘No,’ he agreed. ‘And the water, milk – all comes from the same source?’

Cain spoke. ‘All the same,’ he said, in a tone that suggested he thought they were being accused of something and he did not appreciate it.

‘Wine?’

‘Rare,’ Mrs Tabbers told him. ‘Christmastide. Communion wine, of course. But that’s just a drop and the whole congregation drinks it.’

He was getting nowhere. ‘And what about the brandy nightcap he has?’

She shrugged. ‘A drop most nights. He finished a barrel a day or two before he fell sick.’

‘Which day, precisely, was that?’

‘He fell ill on, let me see, Thursday. First of the month.’ That concurred with what the parson had said.

‘We should test it,’ Simeon replied. The timing was interesting. It could conceivably be the source of the priest’s sickness, although the continued worsening of his condition suggested it was unlikely. ‘I don’t know who would want to try it, though.’

‘I’ll tes’ it,’ Cain offered.

‘What?’

‘The brandy. I’ll tes’ it. Make sure i’s safe to drink.’

Mrs Tabbers huffed. ‘Fine Quaker you are, drinking. What about that pledge they make you take?’ she muttered.

‘Quiet, woman,’ he snapped. ‘Fer medical reasons.’

Simeon interposed. ‘You understand it could be a risk.’

‘I’ll give it ter me dog firs’. Nelson. He likes a drop o’ brandy.’ There was no accounting for the risks some people would take for drink. Cain checked the clock. ‘Do it ’bout nine. Jus’ got ter see ter tha’ foal first,’ he told Mrs Tabbers.

‘What foal?’ Simeon asked.

Cain shovelled more food into his mouth and spoke as he chewed. ‘Lame ’un. Born few weeks ago ou’ of parson’s mare. See if i’s better now. If no’… well.’

‘Well what?’

‘A drain, isn’ it? Costs good money. No good ter the parson nor me. Don’ wan’ a lame animal.’

‘I see.’

‘No’ a good sign, lame foal.’ He chewed his food slowly.

It occurred to Simeon that country folk put great store by the health of their animals, and there was a lot of augury in how the livestock fared. So yes, an ill foal was a curse. ‘Are you from Mersea?’

‘Born ’n’ bred,’ he grunted. ‘Never been more’n ten mile away.’

That could be useful. ‘So you know all the secrets around these parts,’ Simeon said jovially. After seeing Florence the previous night, there were certainly some secrets that intrigued him.

Cain put down his cup. ‘Ye have somethin’ ye wan’ ter ask? Ask it.’

The reaction was more aggressive than he had expected; still, there was no point denying his curiosity. ‘What happened between Florence and James?’

Cain cut a hunk of bread, buttered it and ate, seemingly stringing out the action to decide on a form of words. ‘They say Mr James was involved in thin’s.’

‘Peter!’ Mrs Tabbers warned him.

‘Well, i’s the truth.’

‘What sort of things?’ Simeon asked.

‘That’s enough gossip,’ the housekeeper said firmly.

‘Mrs Tabbers…’

‘No. Enough gossip.’ She poured herself a cup of milk from a jug and set it down as a punctuation point to the conversation.

Simeon thought it best to retire from pressing them for now. He would catch more flies with honey than vinegar and so he left the room, taking the tray of the parson’s food to the library.

He entered, keeping his line of vision firmly on his patient, to find Hawes on the same seat as the previous evening, a blanket drawn over him.

‘Good morning,’ the parson mumbled.

As he set the food down, Simeon could hold back no longer and slowly turned his head to gaze at the other end of the room. She was seated, quietly watching, wearing the same green dress. It might have been the only one she was allowed. She could have been there all night. Did she sleep? Simeon would have been unsurprised to discover that that pleasure, that release, was unknown to her.

But he had to tend to his patient, who was in poorer health than the previous night. His skin was pale, and when Simeon measured his pulse rate, he found it faster and lighter, indicating a worsening of whatever condition ailed him.

‘My boy,’ the curate said, ‘I feel as if an army is marching about in my head. An army.’

Simeon carefully lowered his uncle’s wrist. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. Have a little breakfast, it will be of benefit.’ The parson ate and drank some, before beginning to shiver and collapsing back onto the sopha. ‘It’s true you’re a little worse, sir. But I’m confident you will pull through.’ He was lying. The man’s signs of life were far weaker than before. It would have been no surprise if he had fainted then and there. ‘If you could—’

‘Someone is poisoning me!’ Hawes suddenly cried, arching his body up, then crashing it back down.

It took the doctor a moment to get over his astonishment. ‘Why in Heaven’s name would you think that?’ he asked.

Hawes panted and recovered a little. ‘I am not without enemies.’

Another astonishing claim. The man was a country curate, not a Turkish pasha. ‘Enemies? Who?’ But despite his scepticism, one identity inevitably suggested itself. Simeon looked to the glass box. She was watching, quite unperturbed. ‘Do you mean Florence?’

‘Her. Others.’

Simeon’s overarching doubt returned at the suggestion of a whole cabal of assassins on the island of Ray. ‘And they are capable of poisoning you?’

‘More than capable. More than capable,’ he insisted. ‘You must find out what it is they gave me. There has to be a cure.’

It was not unknown for patients to become delirious during fevers, blaming phantoms for their sickness. Most likely, the priest was suffering a perfectly normal organic disease or possibly accidental food poisoning. And yet the vehemence of his claim, the history of homicide at Turnglass House and the subsequent strange incarceration of the parson’s sister-in-law gave rise to creeping, amorphous doubts in Simeon’s mind.

Whatever the cause, it would be best to keep the patient calm. ‘I must say, if you have consumed poison, either accidentally or by someone’s deliberate action, it is a strange poison that continues to worsen continuously for six or more days after ingestion. I don’t know of any that works that way,’ he said. ‘And the food and drink that you take has all been consumed by your servants. They have not suffered so much as a stomach complaint.’ He went over to the new barrel of brandy. ‘You have drunk from this, haven’t you?’

‘It was new the day before the illness took me. I have not drunk from it since then.’

‘That makes it very unlikely to be the source of any harmful compound, though Cain’s keen to test it anyway.’

‘Oh, let him. Why not?’

At that, Hawes, exhausted by the interview, turned over and fell to dozing. Simeon watched over him for a while and, with little else to occupy him, took the time to meander among the bookshelves. They were a strikingly diverse collection – from the religious to natural history to prose fiction. The Twelve Caesars here; a collection of Donne’s poetry there.

Tap. Tap. Tap. He looked up. The sound of slow, light clinking of glass against glass. It was coming from Florence’s end of the room, where she was rhythmically tapping a tumbler on the partition between them.

‘Florence?’ he said. ‘Do you want something?’ She unfurled a finger to point. Simeon followed its line to the priest’s octagonal table. On the surface, suggesting recent usage, was a book. He picked it up to find it was a slim novelette. The Gold Field, it was named, in appropriately golden lettering. ‘You want to read this?’ he asked, holding it towards her. ‘You want me to read it?’ Her hand dropped to her side and she returned to her chair.

Simeon turned its dry pages.


I’m going to tell you a story. It isn’t a nice story, it isn’t really a nasty one. It’s just a story. It’s a true one, though, and I can put my hand on my heart and swear to that because I was there.

You’ve probably never heard of me. You might have heard of my father, though. If you’re from California, you probably heard his name every time you went to buy whiskey, let alone glass for your windows. I don’t think I’m giving away any family secrets when I say the ban on alcoholic drink was a godsend to his bank account. Before Congress decided we all had to take the Pledge, he was a doing-okay man of business. But a cousin in the city of Vancouver – that’s in British Columbia, if you don’t know – and a natural disposition to make money by any means necessary meant that through the Twenties the barrels came sailing down the Pacific and Dad swapped them for cash. Lots of cash.

The first thing Dad bought was a new suit. The second was a wife. The third was a house made out of glass.

Not all of it, of course. There were timbers and there were metal frames and wood floors. But the walls were almost all glass. That made it hot in the summer, cold in the winter. My father bought it from a man who had built the place and then lost all his money in a stocks scam that Dad said he really should have spotted as a con. The seller thanked my father for taking it off his hands, as if he was doing the fellow a big favour, though the truth was that my father had seen some carrion lying out on the grassland and swooped down to gobble it up.

And now we begin the story, because it has to begin. It begins in February 1939.



Simeon closed the book, keeping his thumb between the leaves, and examined it more closely. Florence had wanted him to read this, so there had to be some significance he could not yet see. The book was no larger than the average cheap novelette, but was handsomely bound in veined crimson leather. Who was the author? He checked the spine. It carried the name ‘O. Tooke’. Whoever he was, he was writing about the future and describing it as the past. He opened the pages again.


The snow had come down the day before. We don’t see it very often – no more than every few years out on the coast, where our house was built. Back when most of California had no name, not even an Indian one, somebody called the headland where we live Point Dume, and it suits the name. When I was a kid, the snow would fall on the beach where the sea hit the sand and there would be this crazy up-and-down white layer, like albino skin stretched over a dragon’s ribs.

Now, you need to know who was there at the time. The principal characters would include myself, my younger sister, Cordelia, and our grandfather. Then there was my father. My mother had passed away five years earlier in France. I had carried her coffin.

We usually dined late, in the French style, taking supper at nine-thirty. By that time, of course, most of us were on the brink of starvation and the best-fed people in the house were the servants who got to eat three hours before us, their so-called masters.

That evening, I descended the staircase and caught sight of my sister slithering into the dining room wearing a Chinese-style dress that sparkled with gold fibres.

‘I can hear your thoughts,’ she called over her shoulder as I followed her across the black-and-white tiles.

‘What am I thinking?’ I returned.

She stopped, waited until I caught up with her, took my arm and whispered in my ear. ‘You’re thinking that there are just a few more of these dinners to get through before you can get back to Harvard and that nice girl who sends you poetry so bad it should be illegal, but which you keep re-reading because she has a very pretty smile.’

I coughed. Sometimes her insights cut too close to the bone.

It was right then that the butler cleared his throat, his way of getting your attention without actually asking for it.

‘Yes?’ I said.

‘A letter for you, sir.’ He handed me one on a zinc platter. It was sealed all around with wax tape and had my name on the front in a handwriting I didn’t recognize. It looked like it had been written in a hurry – the ink was smudged and the stamps were stuck on at a crazy angle. There were a number of them, because they were British – this had come all the way from England. And there was something inside the envelope that skidded about when the letter moved.

Not knowing what to expect, I tore it open and pulled out a small card. Its message was short.

‘I will tell you what happened to your mother. Charing Cross railway station in London. Beneath the clock. March the seventeenth at ten in the morning.’ And left in the envelope was a silver necklace with a small locket. I opened it to find a tiny picture of my mother smiling. I knew it well. She had worn it on the night that her carriage had spun off the highway in a violent storm. No one had known where she had been going that night. Only now someone did. Someone who hadn’t signed their name.



So, the story was a quest. A quest for the truth buried in a family history. Not so unlike what Simeon was living right then. Although the words were simple enough and the story was – as yet – unthreatening, still he felt a growing unease with it. As if it were pulling him somewhere else, to another time, to someone else’s world. ‘Florence? This book. What does it mean to you?’ he asked. ‘Why do you want me to read it?’ She made no reply in words or actions. He turned to a later page. The landscape became strangely familiar.


The pub looked shut, but I smacked my fist on the door loud enough and often enough to raise the dead. And finally, the landlord came out looking like he was one of them. So this was where the smugglers met. Some were inside with pistols in their jackets.



Simeon flicked to the end of the story. It came, unusually, halfway through the book and was followed by blank pages.


So there he was. And there I was. And nothing between us except a hatred that burned like hot coals. I could have put a knife in his ribs and said a prayer of thanks to the Almighty while I did it. For all his declaration of love and piety, he would have done the same to me in the time it took to cuss. The question was: which of us had the plan, and which of us had the gut-ache to put it into practice? In the end, I did.



‘Florence, what is this?’ he asked.

She looked at the book he held, then rose from her seat and went to her own shelves. She plucked out a thick volume, leafed through it until she found the page she was looking for and took a pen from her desk. She circled some words on the page, then brought the page to the glass. Ringed in black ink, he read: Warning. Revelation. Premonition. The last was circled twice. She returned the book to her shelf and reclined on her chaise longue, watching him.
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