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    “Hope” is the thing with feathers–


    That perches in the soul–


    And sings the tune without the words–


    And never stops–at all–




    Emily Dickinson
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    ONE





    Lizzie Button was upside down. The crown of her head rested on the floor; her feet, in black laced boots, floated above her. Lucas St Clair leaned his eye closer to the ground glass and brought her face into sharper focus, moving the brass knob backwards and forwards to sharpen the grain of her skin, the strands of cropped hair that lay across her forehead. Her expression was wary. Lucas had trained himself to read eyes that signalled from below mouths, frowns that mimicked smiles. He ducked out from underneath the cloth, replaced the lens cap and looked at her in the flesh, right way up.




    ‘Are you comfortable, Mrs Button?’ he said, inserting the plate into the back of the camera. ‘Warm enough? Will you be able to keep still?’




    ‘Yes, Doctor,’ she said, her lips barely moving. ‘Go on. Make my picture.’




    ‘Let us begin.’




    Tugging out the dark slide, he removed the lens cap with a flourish and began to count out the exposure.




    ‘. . . Two. Three. Four.’




    He could feel the familiar excitement rising in him. The hope that the picture would succeed even beyond his expectations and reveal Mrs Button’s mind. ‘Eight. Nine. Ten.’ That it would offer up the secrets of the world inside her head. ‘Sixteen. Seventeen.’ Illuminate the mental landscape, the population of unseen persecutors and innocents with whom Mrs Button conversed. ‘Twenty-three. Twenty . . .’




    The fernery door flew open behind him and the patient swung round towards it with a look of alarm in her eyes. Her hands began to pluck at a piece of wood, wrapped in a ragged white shawl, on her lap. Lucas heard a pair of feet wipe themselves repeatedly on the sack thrown over the threshold behind him as a voice rang through the air.




    ‘Stuck. Swollen from the rain, I suppose. Afternoon, St Clair.’




    Lucas held up his hand for silence.




    ‘Thirty-one. Thirty-two. One minute, please.’ Querios Abse crossed the brick floor and stood beside him. Abse wore old-fashioned trousers strapped under the instep and shoes that had moulded themselves to the forward press of his big toes. His body was padded with an even layer of flesh, with his own mortal armour. He stood watching as Lucas continued. ‘Forty-nine. Fifty.’




    ‘That must be long enough,’ he said. ‘Surely to goodness.’




    Lucas St Clair counted on. ‘Seventy-one. Seventy-two.’




    His eyes, steady and clear, held the whole picture before him: Lizzie Button, her shoulders hunched now, her gaze fastened upon him; the carved wooden chair on which she sat; the plain canvas strung from the wall behind her and the spider that clambered over it.




    ‘Ninety-nine. One hundred. You can relax now, Mrs Button. Thank you.’ He flung the square of black velvet over the front of the camera and turned to Abse. ‘What can I do for you?’




    ‘Just dropped in as I was passing. How are you getting on?’




    ‘I’m making progress, thank you.’




    The cheer in Lucas’s voice belied his disappointment. The picture was spoilt, he knew already, the spell broken when Abse crossed the threshold. The patient had moved. On the plate, she would appear to have half a dozen heads and a score of ghostly hands fluttering over her lap. He wouldn’t develop the photograph. It would disturb Mrs Button further to see an image of herself that looked as if it came from a freak show. He’d finished the exposure only to make the point to Abse that he ought not to be disturbed.




    ‘And what’s your opinion of Button here?’ Abse jabbed a hand towards her. She was rocking back and forth on the chair, cradling the stick in her arms and humming. Abse lowered his voice a fraction. ‘Incurable, Higgins reckons.’




    ‘I can’t say yet, sir. I haven’t had a chance to make a print or to study her image.’




    ‘You’ve met the woman, haven’t you? You’ve read her notes. What difference does it make to see the wretched creature on glass?’




    Lucas had explained to him in detail the difference he believed the new science might make. The opportunity it offered to see the face in a settled expression, reduced to two dimensions, with all the accompanying clarity and possibility for close reading. Was Abse baiting him? Or did he just not listen?




    ‘It’s a scientific way of looking,’ he said. ‘Free of the old prejudices and preconceptions. It can lead us into the minds of patients. Mind if I carry on, Abse? We can talk while I’m working.’




    Lucas stepped inside the dark cupboard and closed the door behind him, glad of the flimsy removal from Abse. He wore a long apron over his trousers, the pale canvas stained with what looked like sepia. His sleeves were rolled to the elbows and the neck of his shirt unbuttoned behind a lopsided blue cravat. His brown hair reached to his shoulders and his whiskers, his only vanity, were razored in a sharp line that reached from his ears to his chin.




    He inhaled the sweetish smell of ether as he lifted the plate out of the dark slide and lowered it into a bath of water. He would clean it off, reuse it another time. By the orange gloom of the safe light he prepared a new plate, gripping it between the thumb and forefinger of his left hand, using the other to pour the collodion, tilting the surface backwards and forwards, watching as the gummy tide rolled over the glass, then draining the surplus from one corner, drop by drop, back into the neck of the flask. Abse’s face loomed towards him from the other side of the small window of amber glass, his flesh and silver hair turned a sulphurous yellow, his red waistcoat the same tone as his black jacket. He dangled his watch in the air, tapped its face.




    ‘I haven’t got all day, St Clair,’ he called. ‘I’m expecting a new patient.’




    Lucas retrieved the fresh plate from the silver bath and secured it in the dark slide. He rinsed his long fingers with water from an old kettle that he kept on the shelf for the purpose and stepped out, blinking in the glare.




    The fernery had been an enthusiasm of Abse’s late mother but had long ago fallen into disuse. Empty of plants and with the stove in the middle lit only for his visits, the old glass house felt damp and chilly year round. The light was good though. It was shadowless north light, as scientific as light could be. It poured through the cracked panes of the sloping glass roof in a pristine abundance that Lucas found, despite his atheism, miraculous. Lux aeterna.




    ‘Finished with the dark arts, have you?’




    ‘Not yet.’ He wished that Abse would take his leave. Mrs Button wouldn’t be able to settle until he did. Nor would he, come to think of it. ‘You expect a new patient, Mr Abse?’




    ‘Yes, she’s due any time.’ Abse cleared his throat and rocked on his heels. ‘There was something actually, St Clair. We’ve got the inspectors coming in again before long. Of course, they never say when. I want more of the pictures on display, in the day room. Gives the place an up-to-date look.’




    Lucas hesitated.




    ‘Very well. I’ll hang them myself, on my next visit.’




    Abse walked towards the door.




    ‘Good. Best be off,’ he said. ‘Oh, and St Clair?’




    ‘Yes, sir?’




    ‘Don’t forget to tell me what ails Mrs Button. If your photograph speaks to you in the privacy of your darkened room. Tells you any more than doctors with a lifetime of experience have been able to see unaided.’




    Lucas cleared his throat.




    ‘Shall do.’




    ‘Bloody old sod,’ Mrs Button said over the sound of Abse’s departing chuckle as the fernery door banged shut.




    Lucas watched as Abse made his way along a path edged with box and out of the walled garden. He disliked the idea of his pictures being pressed into the service of a publicity campaign, pasted up like advertisements for cocoa powder or soap flakes before their true utility in diagnosis had been properly established. There was something dishonest about it. He squashed the objection. He had to keep Abse in favour of the project, needed his agreement in order to continue visiting Lake House. It was a small price to pay for the opportunity to pursue his research.




    He stooped under the cloth again and began to readjust the focus of the expensive French lens. Poised on her head, her old print dress sailing above her, Lizzie Button had grown still. Her expression had changed, her mouth curving downwards in a slight smile, her eyebrows lifted quizzically towards the ground. She looked almost hopeful. Lucas threw off the velvet and straightened up, inserting the dark slide into the camera back with one practised movement.




    ‘I’m so sorry for the interruption, Mrs Button,’ he said. ‘Shall we start again?’




    The cab lurched through the gates and along a driveway edged with tall trees that still clung to the last of their foliage. Red and gold leaves fluttered on near-naked branches as if the stately oaks and beeches were down to their undergarments, to petticoats and one stocking. Anna glimpsed the house through the glass and got an impression of its great flat front, of ivy encroaching on the top windows. It had a half-blind look that reminded her of the flint house.




    ‘As you see,’ Vincent said, ‘it’s a fine place. Comfortable. Well situated.’




    ‘Very fine. Who are your friends?’




    ‘You’ll find out soon enough.’




    He climbed out, his feet crunching on the scatter of gravel as he headed for the studded double door. Glad to escape the confines of the cab, Anna jumped down on to the mossy stones and followed Vincent to the porch. She hoped she looked sufficiently presentable. Her boots were still stained with salt from the trip to the coast; she had on her old blue velvet dress, with the lace collar. She disliked the two new dresses Vincent had bought her on their marriage. The wool irritated her skin and the dark hues drained her face of colour. She pushed a few escaped strands of hair back into her tortoiseshell combs, while Vincent heaved on the bell.




    A maid led them through a hallway and on into a room lined from skirting board to ceiling with shelves crammed with books and ledgers, heaps of yellowing papers pushed in like thatch on their tops. The floor was as crowded as the walls: curios, chairs stacked with more files, a stuffed fox in a glass cabinet.




    ‘What a funny old place,’ she said, glancing around. ‘It doesn’t look as if anyone ever reads the books.’




    ‘Good afternoon, Reverend.’




    She jumped. The voice came from a man halfway up a ladder propped against one of the bookshelves. He climbed down and hurried across the room towards her, brushing a hand on his red waistcoat, extending it. His hair was silver, brushed upwards on both sides of his head; he had a signet ring jammed on to his little finger.




    ‘Querios Abse. Welcome to Lake House.’ He shook Vincent’s hand then hers, holding it a moment too long as he regarded her. Anna disentangled her hand, turned away from his avid stare. ‘I take it this is she?’ the man said to Vincent. He pulled Vincent towards the door and they began to talk in low voices, facing away from her.




    The wind gusted again outside; threadbare curtains belled inward from the windows then subsided. Anna felt a rising sense of indignation. She’d missed her appointment with her sister, travelled all this way and wasn’t even going to be invited to sit down. She pretended to examine a globe on a stand, spun it on its axis through China, Persia, Abyssinia until she found England, its dear, peculiar outline. Wheeling it more slowly, she trailed her fingers over the lumpy surface of the Atlantic. She would visit Louisa tomorrow. She’d go early.




    She looked up to find both men regarding her.




    ‘Oh, yes,’ Vincent said. ‘Excellent physical health.’




    He came towards her with a look of regret, holding his hat against his chest.




    ‘Anna, I believe it best if . . . Thou knowest not what a day may bring forth.’




    ‘What do you mean, Vincent?’




    Anna was perplexed but her voice was eager. She wanted to offer forgiveness, even before she knew for what. For what didn’t matter. What mattered was that they pulled together, each played their part. That was what marriage was, as far as she could make out.




    ‘Goodbye, Anna.’




    He made a stiff little bow, walked backwards to the door and disappeared through it. He was there and then not there, like one of Louisa’s phantoms. She began to follow but the man called Querios Abse stepped in front of her, holding out both arms as if he was herding an unwilling sheep.




    ‘One minute, Mrs Palmer. I’d like to introduce you to someone.’




    ‘Where’s my husband gone?’




    Another door opened at the far end of the room and a woman crossed the floor, the clip of her heels on the boards deadened as she reached the rug.




    ‘This is Fanny Makepeace,’ said Abse. ‘Our matron.’




    ‘Good afternoon, Mrs Makepeace. I’m leaving now, if you’ll excuse me.’




    ‘Your bonnet, Mrs Palmer,’ the woman said, holding out a hand crowded with rings. ‘Your cloak.’




    Everything about Makepeace appeared ordinary. She was in middle age and of medium height, her brownish hair drawn tightly back to display a pair of deep-set eyes that looked at Anna without expression. Yet Anna’s skin prickled with unease at the woman’s proximity; she was unable to meet her cool stare.




    ‘I’m going,’ she repeated. ‘I’m not staying.’








  



    

       

    




    TWO





    Anna barely knew how, afterwards, but without laying a hand on her, Abse and Makepeace had seemed to carry her along, to sweep her up a grand staircase, through a huge and faded salon where a fire smouldered in the grate. More stairs, steeper now, the handrail narrow and plain; she felt herself moving down a corridor, propelled by the force of their combined will. There were windows on the right-hand side, glimpses of a courtyard far below, crossed with narrow paths. On the left were numbered doors, all closed, each with its own letterbox, curiously situated at eye level.




    Querios Abse stopped at number 9 and pushed open the door with his outstretched arm. The last of the afternoon light filtered dim and grey into a small room; some ill-matched pieces of furniture huddled around the walls. Despite the open window, the smell of mould hit Anna like a blow and she stepped back, covered her nose with her hand.




    ‘The chamber has been uninhabited,’ Abse said, ‘which accounts for any mustiness in the atmosphere.’ He gestured again for her to enter. ‘Many ladies have found solace within these walls, Mrs Palmer. Peace of mind.’




    ‘I don’t need solace.’




    He was still talking. Lake House was a retreat and there was no shame in a period of necessary seclusion. Moral management was suitable for most guests although regrettably not all. The antiphlogistic diet was efficacious in soothing feminine emotions.




    The words rushed by her, impossible to grasp. Anna felt as if she’d already been in the house too long and needed urgently to escape it. Her legs had grown weak. She breathed in to the bottom of her lungs, clenched her nails into her palms. She’d never been a fainter. She and Louisa, all of the Newlove girls, had been brought up to be strong as boys. Stronger, if necessary.




    She braced her back against the wall of the passage and spread her hands on the soft undulation of the plaster. She was almost as tall as he, could look straight into his sharp grey eyes before they darted away.




    ‘I’m not going in there, Mr Abse.’




    ‘Step inside, Mrs Palmer.’




    Anna turned to Makepeace for help. The woman put an arm round her waist, took hold of her wrist and thrust her forward so fast and hard that she stumbled and fell on her hands and knees into the room. The door shut behind her. Anna got to her feet, felt blindly up and down the wood for the handle. There was no handle. Only a keyhole that, as she stooped and looked through it, was covered over from the outside.




    ‘Let me out,’ she shouted, standing up. ‘How dare you?’




    She flung herself against the door, felt it slam into the side of her face and began to beat on it with her fists. In the moments that followed, anger gave way to fear, to a feeling that she was drowning, that something fluid and dark was rising inside and choking the breath out of her. She heard her own voice calling Vincent’s name. Calling for help. Asking if anyone was there. After some time, the screaming gave way to silence.




    Her throat was raw, her cheek throbbing. She got off the floor and straightened her skirts, felt her face with the palm of her hand. She kicked the door again, more to vent her feelings than from any hope of its giving way, and stood on one foot rubbing her toe with her hand and looking around her.




    The room was taller than it was wide, the walls covered in green patterned paper up to a picture rail. The iron bed was low as a child’s, not more than a foot off the floor. On the wall opposite the bed was a chest, its oak veneer peeling up from the deal wood underneath, and at the end of the bed stood a washstand with a marble top and a chair pulled up to it. There was a writing case on the mantelpiece and just one picture, a watercolour of a fisher girl, on the wall over the bed. Anna peered at it, hugging her arms over her chest. It was a back view. The girl stood on the sands looking out over a flat grey sea, her hair in a plait on her shoulders, her shrimp net empty beside her.




    It was growing dark. She pulled the chair to the sash window, lifted an inch at the bottom and prevented from further opening by two rusty nails driven into the frame higher up. Kneeling on the chair, she looked out at a pearl and mauve sky, the long, low clouds lit from below like the shining bellies of fish, a crescent moon floating above one bright star. The ground underneath the window sloped away to a pale shape, a lake or a river. The wind had dropped.




    Anna stayed at the window for some time and as she gazed out, the picture in front of her changed. She saw not the night sky but the image that had come to her so often throughout that year of a boy a bright-haired boy standing on top of a rock. He was still for a moment and then he jumped, leapt off the rock to what appeared to be a solid surface below. For an instant, it held him. But as she watched, it cracked and broke up beneath his feet. What had been land turned into sea and the boy disappeared into the water. He slid from view, slowly, an expression of surprise visible on his face until the moment he disappeared, leaving only a circle of hair floating on the water.




    Noises began outside in the corridor. Keys turning, footsteps, an instruction to be quick. Anna got off the chair. She felt in her pocket for her handkerchief and found she was carrying her penknife. It was a childhood present, from her father. She wrapped it in the handkerchief, wondering if they would try to take it away from her. Anna and her sisters had had iron beds in the flint house, had always used the legs as hiding places. She lifted one leg of the bed and finding it hollow, slid the knife inside. As she set the bed back down, there was a tap on the door. A key turned in the lock and a woman with a blanket over her shoulders marched in. The woman banged down the window, dragged out a straw mattress from under the bed and thrust a chamber pot in its place as the door slammed behind her.




    ‘Night air, miss,’ she said, flinging down the blanket. ‘I don’t agree with it. I’m Martha Lovely. I’ll be yer companion tonight and most likely fer a good few nights to come.’




    ‘I don’t need a companion. I’m not staying here.’




    ‘You’re here now, miss, far as I can see. And I’m here with yer. Best get into bed fer some shut-eye.’




    The woman spread the blanket on the mattress. She lit two candles then knelt, pressing her hands together in front of her nose. Anna studied her as Lovely rushed through the Lord’s Prayer, eyes closed. She wore a plain, calico nightdress; a whistle and a key hung on separate strings around her neck. Her face was pitted with pale, shallow scars from her hairline to the neck of her nightdress. Martha Lovely opened her eyes.




    ‘Time you laid yer head on the piller.’




    ‘I am not getting into that bed.’




    ‘As you like. Goodnight, miss. God bless.’




    ‘It’s not “miss”. I’m a married woman.’




    Too late. Lovely had disappeared under the blanket.




    People always took Anna for unmarried, despite her twenty-four years. She had a ring that she’d chosen herself in a jeweller’s in Holborn, hadn’t taken it off since the day of the wedding, but it made no difference. She was ‘miss’ everywhere she went.




    Lifting the chair to the hearth, she pulled her cloak around her and stretched her feet almost into the grate. The fire was small and the flames blue and cold-looking. She peered into the scuttle, empty except for a thin heap of dust. Flexing her toes inside her boots, she pushed her icy fingers up the sleeves of her dress and tried to think what to do.




    Write to Vincent, that much was obvious. But she didn’t know what to say to him. He’d barely spoken to her since she got back from the coast. Hadn’t laughed when she unintentionally said something funny or reached for her in the dusty four poster. Her husband was implacable.




    Anna didn’t understand his anger. They had first met at a Missions to Seamen meeting, he knew of her concern for sailors. She’d thought that Vincent would approve of what she’d done, that he would see it as an act of charity, a proper response to the devastation all around the coast that the great storm had brought about. She imagined that he’d be glad to part with a few items of clothing that he hardly wore, a stopped watch that lay in the drawer, unconsulted from one month to the next. A little money. It was little compared to the need of the survivors, anyway.




    It was rash of her, she realised now, not to have sought his permission before she left. But caught up in the awful drama, she had behaved as her every instinct urged. She’d been gone five days. When she arrived back in London, her dress stained to the waist with white rings of salt, hair smelling of pipe smoke, fingers red and raw, it was Sunday. She went directly to the church, slipping as quietly as she could through the Gothic door, dipping her fingers in the font as she passed. She hurried along the aisle to her place in the front pew, breathing in the familiar scent of stone and frankincense, nodding at a few familiar faces.




    Vincent stopped his sermon in mid-sentence, gazing down from the pulpit as she rose from her knees and settled herself on the seat. He was silent so long, regarded her with such fierce intention, the thought entered Anna’s mind that he was going to greet her, commend her action publicly. But as she smiled up at him she apprehended his fury, so large and present it seemed to fill the church. The congregation had been craning their necks to get a better look at her. One by one, their heads turned. They began to stare up at Vincent as if they’d never seen him before and to whisper to each other. There was laughter. The organ wheezed into life and the most stalwart members of the congregation embarked on a hymn, one elderly female voice striking out ahead of the rest. Vincent descended from the pulpit, straight and stiff as a waxwork.




    Anna had been mortified. As the service limped to a halt, she hurried out through the robing room, ignoring the curate’s solicitous enquiries as to her wellbeing, the eager curiosity on the faces of some of the women. Cook was off duty and she let herself in to the Vicarage. By the time Vincent returned from evensong, hours later, Anna was undressed and in bed. She woke from a doze as he kicked open the bedroom door, ducked under its low frame and flung his hat on the chair with a carelessness quite unlike him.




    Anna sat up, rubbing her eyes, unsure of what to say.




    ‘Hello, Vincent. Were there many at the service?’




    ‘More than usual. Anticipating a further spectacle, no doubt.’




    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I never meant to embarrass you.’




    He gave a bark of laughter.




    ‘I can’t think what you did mean, then. Where the hell do you think you’ve been?’




    She had never heard him curse.




    ‘You surely saw the note? I went to offer assistance to shipwrecked sailors. Was it wrong?’




    Vincent pulled his crucifix over his head, trickled the chain into a puddle on the dressing table.




    ‘“Was it wrong?”’ he repeated.




    He turned towards her with a sudden movement and she flinched and pressed her body back into the pillow. Vincent looked at her for a moment then seized his dose of chloral from the nightstand.




    ‘I am not a wife-beater, Anna. I shall retire to the study.’




    She lay awake after he was gone, listening to the drunks outside in the street. The mattress was full of pebbles and the pillow as unforgiving as the pew. The birds started early, their calls in the first glimmers of dawn singular and intimate, the way she had imagined marriage would be.




    In the gloom of the little bedroom, Anna stepped over Lovely’s feet and assembled the writing case and candlesticks on the wash-stand, drew up the chair. The pen was worn, the few sheets of paper dog-eared. But there were envelopes. A stub of red wax. She tested the nib on the back of her hand, felt its cold, light scratch on her skin and dipped it in the ink.




    

      

        

          My dear Vincent,




          I am writing to implore you most urgently to remove me from this place.




          Please forgive my hastiness in departing for the coast before seeking your blessing. In future, I will be sure to obtain your consent for any such missions.




          You intended this retreat for the best, of that I am sure. But you know that there is nothing at all wrong with my nerves.




          I wish only to be back at the Vicarage with you and will do my utmost to avoid embarrassing you in any way again.




          Until that time, I remain your loving and obedient . . .


        


      


    




    Anna paused for so long the ink dried on the nib. After nearly seven months, she still didn’t feel like Vincent’s wife. She signed her name, read the letter over and folded it into an envelope, resisting the impulse to throw it on the embers.




    Picking up the pen again, she warmed the underside of the nib over the candle, loaded it with the remains of the ink and began an account to Louisa of everything that had happened since she read in a newspaper of the ship wrecked off the Welsh coast, the boy who had been pulled from the water still breathing. How she’d felt impelled to travel there, see if she could help.




    She explained how Vincent had misunderstood her actions and expressed her pressing need of rescue from this gloomy and godforsaken madhouse. As best she could reckon it, Lake House was some three miles north of the brickworks at the top of the Hollow Way, could be reached in a couple of hours by carriage from Louisa’s house at Wren Street.




    She sat for a moment resting her head in her hands. A madhouse was what it was, however Mr Abse tried to dress it up. Her husband had put her in a place meant for lunatics and hysterics. The thought prompted a stab of pain in Anna’s chest. She’d never set foot in anywhere like this, had only hurried past the walls of the large asylum near the Vicarage on occasion, hearing the awful cries that came from inside the place and feeling a mixture of relief that she wasn’t in there and horror that others were. Wondered what afflicted them. Back in Dover, where she grew up, such people tended to remain at large. There was a simpleton who wandered the cliffs, a woman who lived in a hut in the woods, feeding the birds better than she fed herself, and who some of the local lads tormented as a witch.




    Anna rubbed her eyes and grasped the pen. She’d run out of space. She needed to keep one sheet of paper for the other letter. She sent her love to her sister, her nephews. Remembered her brother-in-law and added him too. Please, Lou, come quickly, I beg you, she wrote up the margin. The you was squeezed, almost illegible. She would have to trust in Louisa to grasp the seriousness of the situation. Sometimes, Louisa only saw gravity in things that related to herself. Still, she was the closest of Anna’s sisters. The others were so much older, all so far away. Anna couldn’t think how she would even begin to explain her predicament to them.




    She got up and stretched, put her finger to the pane and slid it backwards and forwards in squeaky lines. Drops of moisture were running down the inside of the window, joining and separating. It was pitch dark outside; she could see nothing, only feel the night pressing in on her, adding its weight to the walls, to the pervasive odour of damp. She had to get out.




    Both candles were guttering, sending up curls of black smoke. Martha Lovely was a woollen mountain, her breathing steady. Anna stood and watched her, followed the rise and fall of the blanket, then crept to the end of the bed and eased the leg off the floor. The little knife fell out of the handkerchief into her hand, its pearl handle cool and smooth in her palm.




    ‘Are you awake?’




    The rhythm didn’t falter. Anna knelt by Lovely’s head and lifted the edge of the blanket. The woman’s cheek rested on the palm of one hand, her mouth open. Anna pulled the blanket down further. The string that held the key was clearly visible above the neck of her nightdress. Anna sat back on her heels and pulled out the blade, silently. Her heart raced as she leaned forward and felt in the candlelight for the string.




    She started and jumped back as Lovely sat bolt upright, one hand clamped around the key and the other holding the whistle to her lips.




    ‘One blast o’ this and they’ll all come running. You lie down, miss. Go to sleep now.’




    Lovely’s voice was calm, her tone determined. She didn’t sound like someone waking from sleep. Anna wondered if she’d been tricked for a second time that day as she scrambled to her feet and slid the knife up her sleeve.




    ‘I’m still writing letters.’




    She was shaking as she sat down again at the washstand. The blade had come within an inch of the woman’s neck, it could have hurt her. She hugged her arms around herself trying to get warm, to slow her thumping heart.




    There was another letter she must write but she would not do it tonight.




    Querios Abse climbed the back stairs and trudged along the corridor to his own parlour, flung himself into his chair. In her smaller, matching, armless chair on the other side of the hearth, Emmeline tinkled the bell in a long, uninterrupted note that he took to mean she was annoyed.




    ‘I told Cook to delay supper,’ she called out over the ringing. ‘Where have you been?’




    ‘Working,’ he mouthed back. ‘On the books.’




    She stilled the bell in the palm of her hand and put it down on the hearth tiles.




    ‘I do wish you’d come up earlier, Q. In the evenings.’




    ‘I was busy. New patient kicked up a rumpus.’




    ‘Don’t they always? I want to talk to you about our daughter.’




    Querios felt his heart sink. He had real worries, important concerns and responsibilities, yet Emmeline persisted in burdening him with trivial domestic matters. The more he tried to explain the financial situation to her, the less she wanted to understand. He wasn’t certain that Lake House could stay in business. Government asylums were being built all around, taking in private patients as well as pauper lunatics. The old ways, the restraints, the rotatory chair, were out of fashion but it cost money to keep patients safe without shackling or frightening them. The wages bill kept rising and the amount patients’ relatives were willing to pay did not.




    Private madhouses were closing down all over the country. Thirty, in ten years. Lake House might be one of them if things didn’t pick up. Emmeline didn’t see it. Nor did their eldest son, Benedict. The younger ones were children still, away at school. Querios had only himself to talk to about it. He slept badly. He had a ringing in his ears that could drive him barmy if he let it. Rushing like a waterfall, sometimes. Like swarms of insects, at others.




    ‘Wasps,’ he said aloud. ‘Or crickets. That awful sawing.’




    ‘Pardon?’




    ‘Nothing, Emmy. Nothing.’




    It was a good decision, to allow St Clair to test out his theory on the guests. Lake House had to move with the times. He’d kitted out the old fernery with blinds, got Fludd to build the dark cupboard St Clair required. Patients liked to see themselves in photographs, drawn from the life, and relatives considered it progressive although more than one enquired after the cost. He didn’t tell the families that there was no cost. That Dr St Clair was conducting a private experiment which in his own opinion was a sheer waste of time.




    Querios’s efforts hadn’t increased business enough. Patients arrived infrequently, despite the newspaper advertisements, the brochures. Some were withdrawn by their relatives almost immediately others abandoned by husbands or brothers who would neither pay their costs nor remove them. A good cure rate impressed the families but depressed the revenue. The ones with puerperal insanity, out of their right minds after childbirth, often improved within weeks and had to be discharged back to their infants. A few lived on at Lake House, neither fully well nor fully deranged; they passed as normal inside the asylum but as lunatics outside it. One or two, like poor, wronged Fanny Makepeace, ended up as staff.




    The good thing was, he reminded himself as they proceeded into the dining room, sat down at their respective ends of the table, that the new patient was likely to remain for at least a couple of years. Hysterics usually did and the woman’s husband hadn’t baulked when he’d indicated as much. Querios had made a rough calculation earlier of what Mrs Palmer would mean for the business if she proved an average case. Totted up what sum might be added to that if she had the full range of treatments. It had improved his mood.




    Stewed rabbit with puréed parsnip cheered it further. He lifted a loaded forkful of meat and commenced chewing. The dull gleam of the brass candelabra, the soft lines of the old willow pattern china that he’d eaten off since he was a boy, seemed to speak to him, offer their reassurance that life would continue, unchanged. Extracting pieces of shot from the mouthful of flesh, lining them up like plum stones on the rim of the plate, he experienced a rare feeling of confidence. Lake House would be up to the mark by the next time the magistrates called. All spick and span. Good enough, at least.




    At the far end of the table, Emmeline was speaking. Her face was set in the frown that was becoming habitual and the wide white streaks at her temple shone in the halo of candlelight. She was as dear to him, as reassuring, as the old carver chair on which he sat, the gate-legged table on which he rested his elbows.




    ‘What was that, Em?’




    ‘I said that Catherine is poorly.’ She spoke up, enunciating as if he was deaf. He was not. He heard too much, not too little. ‘She isn’t coming down tonight.’




    ‘Again?’ he said, matching her volume, outstripping it. ‘Seems to be making a habit of it.’




    He embarked on a dish of tapioca, added a dense layer of sugar from the silver sifter, flooded the edges with yellow cream and watched as an island appeared. He held the empty cream jug aloft, waggled it and the maid came forward with a startled air. Emmeline was looking at him again. They always wanted something from you, women. A chap could have no clue as to what it might be.




    ‘Benedict is out with his guttersnipes this evening, no doubt.’ He scraped the last traces of pudding from the inside of the bowl, relishing the smooth, bland sweetness. ‘Where on earth is our daughter?’ He licked clean the front and the back of the spoon, laid it down and looked at his wife. ‘Hmm?’




    From the expression on her face, he gathered that the answer had already been given.








  



    

       

    




    THREE





    A dozen or more women were gathered around a long table, roughly laid for breakfast. Lovely gave Anna a little push, pointed at a chair at the far end, a spoon and tin mug positioned on the oilcloth. As Anna sat down, the woman in the next seat looked up from a piece of wood, wrapped in a scrap of white shawl, on her lap. She wore a print dress and her hair was cropped like a boy’s, with tufts sticking out over her ears. Her brown eyes were intense, searching, as she looked at Anna.




    ‘Forgive me,’ she said. ‘I tried my best.’




    ‘I’m sorry but you’re mistaken. We have never met.’




    The woman’s expression changed; Anna thought for a moment she was going to strike her.




    ‘You were always a heartless creature, Ma Button. I saw it in your eyes, the first time I ever met you. I knew then what you were.’




    Anna took a sip of water from the mug, rolled its iron taste around her mouth. An old woman opposite was collecting breadcrumbs into the corner of a handkerchief; further down the table, another one called for her mother. The air was thick with the taint of unwashed clothes and untreated hair.




    On the far wall was a large fireplace in a marble surround. Next to it, a collection of portraits hung in two lines, some singly, others in pairs, all on long, fine strings attached to picture hooks on the rail above. Their arrangement on the wall was purposeful, had a pattern and order at odds with the rest of the room.




    ‘The tea will be here soon,’ her neighbour said in a different, lighter voice. ‘I expect you’ll be glad of it on such a cold morning. How d’you do anyway, I’m Mrs Lizzie Button.’




    She shifted the bundle on her lap and held out a hand. Anna felt an impulse to grasp it, beg the woman to tell her what this place was, who these others were. How she could escape. Checking the urge, she fixed her eyes on the wall in front of her and made her face expressionless. She wouldn’t, couldn’t, utter a word to any of them. She must keep herself separate, prove that she wasn’t one of them, that she didn’t belong here and never would.




    Lizzie Button was undeterred. She carried on talking, between mouthfuls of herring. The tea was strong but never hot enough. She longed for a cup of coffee, they all did, and there was plenty wanted something stronger. All you got was a glass of beer once in a blue moon. Not that she took a drop herself. The fare was unappetising right enough but the young lady ought to eat something if only to keep up her strength. She would need all of her strength in this place, especially if they decided to try and cure her. Mrs Button yelped with laughter then started to cry again, dragging a handkerchief from her cuff, sniffing.




    The woman turned to Anna and grabbed her hands, squeezing her fingers with unnatural strength.




    ‘Let me see them,’ she said, her voice charged. ‘My angels. Just once, Ma. I’m begging you.’




    Anna shook herself free as a maid arrived with cakes, tipped upside down from the tin and heaped on a platter. A hum rose over the table, hands reaching in from all sides. The plate emptied and a scuffle broke out at the other end of the room. As Makepeace’s clipping, approaching heels made themselves heard above the din, coming from along the corridor, the women fell silent. They rose one by one and formed a line by the wall, holding the cakes like robins’ eggs in cupped hands, then began to file out of the door.




    Anna felt someone looking at her. A woman stood at the end of a sideboard, stacking side plates like a deck of brittle cards. She was dark-haired, with a pleated white ruff around the neck of her dress, pushing up under her chin. Her face was dusted white, with black arched brows high over her eyes and reddened lips. She looked like an elderly doll.




    The woman picked up a small brush and pan and began sweeping the table, flicking shards of eggshell, fish bones and cake crumbs into the pan, the bristles making light, stroking sounds on the oilcloth.




    ‘You’ll grow accustomed to the routine, Mrs Palmer,’ she said, in a gentle, cultivated voice. ‘Mr Abse leads prayers in the day room after breakfast. Some of us take a stroll, at ten thirty, in what they call the airing grounds. It’s a courtyard, behind the house. After that, we occupy ourselves with handwork till luncheon. Mrs Makepeace will provide you with silks. It’s the same every day, except Sunday. Then there’s no sewing. The time passes somehow. If I can help with anything, please say. My name is Talitha Batt.’




    Anna wanted to ask the woman how she knew to address her as Mrs Palmer, how long she had been here, who Abse really was. She opened her mouth to speak then again quelled the impulse to respond to a lunatic. Turning her head away, she surveyed the room, the oversized sideboard running along the wall opposite the windows, the mismatched chairs around the table.




    Anna found herself looking once more at the pictures on the wall and got up to examine them more closely. They were photographs, she discovered to her surprise, oddly modern in this old place. Each one was six or seven inches tall and four or five wide, cut into an oval shape and pasted on card. Photographs of women. Every one of them was alone, pictured against a plain background that made them seem as if they might have been anywhere or nowhere. Some looked afraid, others angry. Amused. Some seemed to have retreated inside themselves and their expressions gave away nothing at all.




    An old country woman caught her attention. She had a spotted scarf tied around her neck and was clasping a pigeon against her breast; bird and woman looked out with the same brightness of eye. Studying the face, the white hair springing out from under the edges of a man’s cap, she recognised the woman who’d been sitting opposite her at the table. She could see her more clearly in the photograph than she had with her own eyes.




    ‘Mrs Valentine. Violet Valentine. A good likeness, don’t you think?’




    Anna felt a hand on her arm and turned to see Makepeace beside her. Her gaze was neutral, unyielding, and she wore the same dark dress as on the previous day but with the addition of a small cameo hanging from a ribbon around her neck. Anna shrugged off her hand and stepped back. Makepeace had shoved her into the room with the strength of a kicking horse; she intended from now on to stay out of her reach.




    ‘Did you want something, Mrs Makepeace?’




    ‘If you’d care to follow me, Mrs Palmer.’




    Anna glanced around the room, empty now. She had no option but to walk behind Makepeace, past the staircase to the bedrooms, past a room where a maid on her knees sorted through a heap of dresses all made from the same sprigged cotton as Mrs Button’s. The sound of rain pounding on a tin roof was coming from further along the corridor. It was peculiar, that rain should fall indoors. It wasn’t raining outside. She strained her ears and clearly heard the echoing splash of water hitting tin.




    ‘What’s that?’




    ‘What is what, Mrs Palmer?’




    ‘That sound.’




    Makepeace stopped in front of a door and selected a key from a silver contraption at her waist.




    ‘I don’t hear anything. Come in and sit down.’




    Makepeace held open the door, then closed it behind them so that only the crackling of a fire could be heard.




    The room smelled of something familiar. Anna breathed in deeply inhaled a bitter aroma that cheered her before she knew what it was. Coffee. Just to smell it made her feel hopeful. The situation was about to be resolved. Makepeace had brought her here to apologise for the mistake, to inform her that a cab waited for her outside in the driveway and that she was free to leave. Anna ignored the chair Makepeace pulled out for her on one side of a table.




    ‘I’d like my cloak, Mrs Makepeace. My boots. I need to return to London this morning.’




    ‘Be seated.’




    At the tone of her voice, Anna felt the hope drain away. She sat down, keeping her eyes on her lap. The ring on her finger seemed to belong to another woman, in another life. It was in the shape of a snake, curled around her finger – gold, studded with tiny turquoise stones. Vincent had said he feared it might be blasphemous and urged her to select a plain band. ‘Remember the serpent, Anna, more subtil than any beast of the field.’ It was only when the jeweller pointed out that the Queen had one similar that he’d agreed to her choice.




    ‘There was general hysteria this morning.’




    ‘Was there?’




    ‘Yours, Mrs Palmer. It spread along the corridor, to the other guests.’




    ‘I wasn’t in the least hysterical. I was calling for help.’




    ‘You’ve been entrusted to our care.’




    ‘I don’t need care, thank you, Mrs Makepeace. All I want is to be allowed to go. I’ve written to my husband and my sister to arrange it.’




    Anna reached into her bodice and pulled out the envelopes. They looked porous by the light of day, inadequate vessels for her hopes. The wax seal was soft from the warmth of her body, too substantial for the flimsy paper.




    ‘I need to post my letters, urgently.’




    Makepeace glanced at the window.




    ‘I will deal with your correspondence,’ she said.




    ‘I’d prefer to do it myself.’




    ‘There is no postbox inside Lake House, Mrs Palmer.’




    ‘I can walk. There must be one near by.’




    Makepeace seemed to suppress a smile.




    ‘Guests do not leave the grounds,’ she said. ‘The cost of stamps will be added to your bill.’




    Vincent was paying for her to be here. The light coming through the window lost what tinge of sun it held as Anna looked again at Makepeace, at her doughy face, the brown tidemark across the top of her forehead where she dyed her hair. Makepeace used a mirror, Anna thought, had an opinion about what she saw there. She was a woman like other women, with desires and fears and vanities. She would appeal to her humanity.




    ‘Mrs Makepeace, I went to try and help the survivors of a shipwreck, after the hurricane. It was a reasonable thing to do. A good thing, some might believe. My husband doesn’t come from a maritime family, as I do. He never set eyes on the sea until he was an adult man.’ She gave a small laugh and forced herself to meet the woman’s eyes. ‘It is understandable that he could misinterpret my state of mind. But surely you can see for yourself that there’s nothing wrong with me?’




    Makepeace’s mouth remained set.




    ‘It is not just your husband who is concerned for you, Mrs Palmer. Two doctors confirmed his view.’




    Anna pressed the letters to her chest, feeling her spirits lift like a hot-air balloon.




    ‘I haven’t seen any doctors. It’s all a mistake, Mrs Makepeace, just as I thought. You’ve no right to detain me.’




    ‘They signed the certificate, after their interview with you.’




    The two women’s eyes met again and this time it was Anna’s that slid away as she remembered the visitors who came to the house some days after her return from the coast. It was late afternoon; Vincent had asked her to join them in the study. He poured her a glass of sherry from the decanter, invited her to tell the two men, old friends of his from the university, about her mission of mercy. He’d understood, she thought. At last.




    She’d set about explaining the tragedy to the pair. Most of the survivors had already gone by the time she reached the Welsh harbour town, sailed for their far-flung homelands on a Cuban clipper. Only the worst-injured remained, living off brandy from salvaged barrels, sleeping under sheepskins in the cottages of the fishermen. They had lost everything. Comrades. Possessions. Eyes or limbs or teeth, in the darkness, in the water. The Captain bit off his own tongue before he drowned. Further down the coast, corpses were still washing in on the tide.




    Relief had made Anna voluble. She took another sip of the sherry and continued. The sailors were wiry, hardy men, Vincent’s trousers were too large around the middle for them, his shirts too broad in the neck. She told Vincent’s companions about the first mate’s hands, the size of shovels. The way he held his lacerated fingers in front of him as if they weren’t part of him and demonstrated how he’d grasped at the rocks and been swept back by the waves time and time again until finally he managed to get a hold.




    The sight of his injuries had turned her stomach; there was a smell in the room like rotting meat. When she held out the silver watch, the first mate turned away.




    ‘I didn’t have a chance to clean it,’ she’d explained. ‘It only needs winding.’




    He let loose a torrent of words in his own, throaty language and looked at her with eyes that seemed to see something other than her or the humble room. She’d left the watch on the locker among the grains of spilt sugar and strands of tobacco. It only occurred to her afterwards that he didn’t want it. Not because it was tarnished but because it was charity.




    She fell silent. Looked at the men, hungry for some explanation of how God could allow such suffering. One adjusted his bow tie; the other stifled a yawn.




    ‘Tell them why you went, Anna,’ Vincent said, drumming his own, intact fingers on the desk. ‘Explain what you believed you were doing.’




    So she told them, how she’d read in the newspaper about the wrecked ship, the boy brought out of the waves still breathing. And that as she read she felt certain she was called to play a part, could offer some help. Vincent might perhaps have explained that she came from a seafaring family, that her own father lost his life in just such a tragedy. If, as a woman, she was able to make any contribution to society, she’d always prayed that it should be in assistance to sailors. The men made notes, nodding and glancing at each other.




    ‘Is that everything you wish to impart, Anna?’ Vincent said. ‘Nothing more? About the strange things you’ve seen?’




    ‘I think we’ve heard enough,’ the one in the bow tie said, getting out of his chair and tugging on his fingers, making the joints crack into the silence that had descended in the study. The bells of All Hallows sounded outside as they rose and made their goodbyes.




    Vincent had betrayed her. Anna felt as shaken as if she’d slipped and fallen in the street. She struggled to compose herself, to meet Makepeace’s look of satisfaction.




    ‘In that case,’ she said, ‘I must see another doctor. An independent one whose opinion is impartial.’




    ‘You’ll be seeing Dr Higgins, Mrs Palmer. All our guests do.’




    ‘When? How soon can I see him?’




    ‘Next time he comes to Lake House. By then, we can hope for an improvement in your state of mind.’




    ‘I don’t need improvement. There is nothing wrong with my mind.’




    Makepeace smiled properly for the first time and reached out her hand.




    ‘You are hardly in a position to be the judge of that.’ She took the letters from Anna, dropped them into a drawer on the far side of the table and closed it. ‘Now, if you would care to rejoin the other guests, you can start to acquaint yourself with everyone.’








  



    

       

    




    FOUR





    In the parlour, Catherine lay on a chaise longue, her head resting against its buttoned back, her fingers supporting the book balanced on her chest. The book was bound in crimson linen, the pages roughly cut like the end of a loaf.




    ‘Are you going to change, Catty? You can’t spend the whole day in a morning dress.’




    ‘Why not?’




    ‘Your father likes to see you looking pretty.’




    ‘No, he doesn’t.’




    Emmeline Abse opened her mouth to protest but Catherine spoke first.




    ‘He never notices what I look like, Mother.’




    Catherine turned a page and as her eyes travelled down it, her face took on a wistful look.




    ‘Ten nights and days we voyaged on the deep;




    Ten nights and days, without the common face




    Of any day or night . . .’ she read. ‘Isn’t that beautiful?’




    ‘I’m sure it is, dear.’ Emmeline held her own book at arm’s length.




    ‘Moisten the celery with cream. Place a thin layer between slices of bread and butter and serve. I’ve always been fonder of cucumber in sandwiches, myself.’ Poetry would not triumph over sustenance. She wouldn’t allow it. She stole a look at her daughter. ‘There’s a recipe here for custard tarts, darling, with grated nutmeg. You used to like them.’




    ‘I still do. I’d like one now.’




    ‘I’ll get Cook to make you some tomorrow.’




    ‘I won’t want them tomorrow.’




    ‘Why ever not?’




    Catherine groaned, laid the book face down on her chest and closed her eyes. Her white fingers set themselves first to stroking the horsehair upholstery then to plucking out strands.




    ‘It’s too far off,’ she said. ‘Look how many hours this day’s got left in it, Mother. How many minutes.’




    Emmeline concentrated on preventing the frown in her mind from reaching her face. The room was warm, the wide wooden floorboards covered with worn Persian runners whose creams and rusts and plums glowed in the light from the lamps. Time had accelerated for her and she felt it most acutely in winter. It was half past three by the clock on the mantelpiece, which was reliably fifteen minutes slow. She glanced at the window, at the line of violet sky overlaid by a lace of black, silhouetted branches, and braced herself.




    ‘There’s a whole section here on damsons,’ she announced. ‘Damson cheese. Damson jelly. Damson wine.’




    Catherine made a noise of disgust as she brought the book parallel to her face.




    ‘I hate damsons. Listen to this!




    She had lived, we’ll say,




    A harmless life, she called a virtuous life,




    A quiet life, which was not life at all. Catherine banged the pages of her book together with a soft, hollow slap. ‘Did you ever have an adventure, Mother? Before you were married?’




    ‘Marriage is an adventure.’




    ‘Not with Father it isn’t.’




    ‘Catherine. It isn’t good for you.’




    ‘I know . . .’ Catherine swung her feet to the floor and jumped up. ‘Burying myself like this in books.’




    She had an angular look; her bones were the fastest-growing part of her, her flesh struggled to keep pace with the hard fact of them. Her stockings were wrinkled around the ankles with one heel twisted to the front. She stood before Emmeline, looking down on her. Her complexion was so white most of the time that it could appear almost blue. But in a passion, as she was now, she turned crimson. Like a sheet of watercolour paper, thought Emmeline, flooded with Rose Madder.




    ‘I’d die without books, Mother. Can’t you see that?’




    Catherine turned and rushed from the room, stooping to pick up the volume of poetry, catching the claw-footed table with her own long foot as she passed, sending a glass case crashing to the floor.




    Ringing the bell with short, emphatic swings of her wrist, Emmeline let the frown invade the whole of her face. She had paid too little attention to Catherine’s constitution when she was a small child. She’d loved sweet things. Milk and honey, crystallised pears, sugar plums. Emmeline had allowed her to carry on eating pap long after the age the boys had given it up. She hadn’t thought it mattered. Catherine had been like some edible delicacy herself, her breath like violets, her limbs marzipan. She used to sit beside her when she slept, wondering at her, inhaling her, raising a plump, cool fist to her lips for worship. It had spoilt her. She’d grown wilful on love and sugar.




    No sign of Hannah Smith. Emmeline manoeuvred herself down to the floor, one knee at a time, and felt the rough press of the rug against the palms of her hands. The glass dome had cracked. Close up, the flowers looked scarcely worthy of display, the petals melted out of shape, their pinks and apricots and mauves bleached almost white. It wasn’t right that wax flowers should fade. That was the point of immortelles. That they should remain beautiful.




    She lifted the case on to Querios’s chair, hoisted herself back to her feet and as she straightened up caught sight of a woman she half recognised, in the mirror over the mantelpiece. Her hair had begun to show silver strands not long after Catherine was born. This year, the two white streaks at the front had become broad stripes. A portent of things to come. On bad days, she thought she looked as if she’d been struck by lightning. On better ones, she tried to consider it distinguished.




    Emmeline felt sometimes that something inside had faded with her hair, some quality of imagination that had once been vivid. At Catherine’s age, she too had been a dreamy girl, with a head full of longings for la belle France inspired by her brothers’ language tutor, Monsieur Pierre.
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