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  ONE





  ‘Oh, Lord, what is that?’




  Louisa, out in the fog with a pair of scissors, explored the soft obstruction with the toe of her shoe. A rag, she decided. A cloth dropped by Rosina from a window, back in the summer. Stooping

  to pick it up, feeling for it on the brick path, she gasped. The thing was warm under her fingertips. She crouched down and peered through the vapour at a yellow beak, jet plumage around a glassy

  eye. It was a blackbird. Newly, beautifully, dead.




  The fog was sour on her tongue. It tasted of iron and smoke mixed with a primeval dampness, made her eyes water and her cheeks sting. Enveloped in the yellow cloud, Louisa could make out

  nothing. Her own garden might have been a limitless place stretching to eternity in all directions or it might have shrunk to the very spot where she stood.




  All over London, birds had been dropping from the sky – thudding on to the leather roofs of carriages, falling down chimneys and splashing into lakes in the great parks under the gaze of

  statues. Everyone said that they were an omen although there was no agreement on its meaning. Louisa wouldn’t allow this one to be an omen. She would rid them of it.




  Pulling on a glove from her pocket, she made herself pick up the bird. It was light for its size, all feather and quill and claw. Balancing it on her palm, she made her way along the path to the

  wall at the end of the garden and stretched out her arm to toss the corpse into the mews. As she did so, she felt a scrabble of claws, sudden and intimate against her wrist. The creature lurched,

  unfurled its wings like a black umbrella and vanished into the morning.




  Louisa stared after the soft sound of wingbeats.




  ‘Fly away home,’ she said.




  It wasn’t until she was indoors, her cloak off, standing at the stone sink in the scullery and running the tap over her fingers, that she remembered her purpose. She’d gone into the

  garden to cut a sprig of buds for Harriet’s breakfast tray.




  Drying her hands on a dishcloth, she felt in her pocket for the scissors and returned them to the dresser drawer. She wouldn’t go out again. It was she who cherished the tiny shoots of

  quince and viburnum. Herself, not Harriet, that loved to inhale the intense, vanishing scent of wintersweet.




  ‘I suggest that you take her for a change of air, Mrs Heron.’




  ‘We intend to, Doctor, when summer comes.’ Standing in front of Dr Grammaticas on the top-floor landing, outside Harriet’s door, Louisa smiled at him through closed lips and

  touched the round complications of hair on the back of her head. ‘We shall go to Boscombe in July, as we always do.’




  Dr Grammaticas shook his head.




  He’d put on his gauntlets, was stretching the fingers wide and interlocking them with the other hand. ‘Harriet needs to go somewhere warm. Dry. The climate in Egypt is said to be

  beneficial.’




  Feeling herself gaping, Louisa closed her mouth.




  ‘I couldn’t.’




  ‘Travel? Why not?’




  She crossed her arms over her chest, raised her eyes to the gas lamp suspended from the ceiling above the doctor’s head. It seemed to give him a yellow halo, a small dirty sun set against

  the months of darkness.




  ‘I . . . I shouldn’t like to go so far from home,’ she said.




  Dr Grammaticas frowned.




  ‘Her breathing is accelerated, the post-respiratory rest almost lost. And there’s something else.’ He glanced at the closed door and lowered his voice. ‘Something I

  cannot measure.’




  Straightening his muffler, he stepped past Louisa and began his descent of the stairs. They were uncarpeted at the top of the house and too narrow for a man of his build, scaled for the hips of

  maids and children, the struts of the banister wobbling like loose teeth under his hand, the treads creaking underfoot.




  Louisa hurried behind him as he took the lower flights of stairs, reached the dim hall, the fanlight obscured by a red blind that cast a warm glow over the pattern of tile. He brushed past the

  fern case and accepted his coat from the maid who’d hastened forwards with it. The girl was new, one of a succession to have passed through the house in recent months; Louisa couldn’t

  for a minute remember her name.




  The doctor was still shrugging on the coat as he swung open the front door, admitting a gust of foul air.




  ‘Talk to your husband,’ he said, descending the stone steps to the street. ‘See what he considers best.’




  ‘Should I get in more tincture?’ Louisa called after him. ‘A new bottle of friar’s balsam?’




  Silence. A boy loomed out of the fog, walking along the pavement in front of the house, and for the second time that morning, Louisa almost screamed. She shut the door and rebolted it, top and

  bottom, pulled across the heavy tapestry curtain, then stood, leaning her back against it. Harriet thought the world of the doctor although Louisa couldn’t help asking herself why that should

  be, when in all the years he’d been attending on her he had been unable to cure her.




  Louisa would not break the habit of a lifetime and go away. She dared not.




  ‘Impossible,’ she said aloud. ‘Unthinkable.’




  Hearing the maid’s step on the stair, she tried to compose herself, pulling her cuffs down over her wrists, smoothing her skirts over her hips, before she looked up. It wasn’t the

  maid. It was Harriet. She stood on the landing, her feet bare under the hem of a plain white nightdress, her auburn hair loose on her shoulders, crinkled from night-time plaits, the old pink

  pashmina she insisted upon thrown around her narrow shoulders. She looked as if she’d stepped out from a painting on the walls of the National Gallery.




  ‘Why is it impossible?’ she said.




  ‘Where are your slippers?’




  ‘I wish it, Mother. More than anything.’




  ‘We’re not going to Africa, Harriet. It’s too far away.’




  ‘Too far away from what?’




  ‘Home, of course. Home.’




  Louisa kept her voice low. Dr Grammaticas always warned against excitement, unnecessary dramatics, tears or laughter. Besides, she and Harriet had – after the passions of her teen years

  – arrived at a form of speaking with each other that was cautious and careful, exhibited in each syllable their mutual wariness. On Louisa’s part, it held too the certain knowledge that

  many years of enforced companionship lay ahead, yet to be navigated.




  ‘Did the girl bring up your breakfast?’ Louisa asked, her voice softened.




  Harriet had descended to the hall and was standing in front of her. Her pale face displayed the oddly adult look it had assumed from when she first became ill, at not more than seven or eight

  years old, and that she had never quite grown into.




  ‘I’ll die here then. If that’s what you wish.’




  Louisa flinched.




  ‘How can you say such a terrible thing, Harriet? All I want is your health. Your happiness. That’s all I’ve ever wanted, since the moment you were born.’




  ‘What’s best for me is to go away from here, Mother. To a place where I can breathe.’




  Sitting on the unmade bed, Louisa poured a glass of water from the jug. She couldn’t be sure whether she heard or imagined the muffled strains of carols rising from the

  street below. May nothing you dismay. The fog made everything so quiet, as if all of life was being lived secretly.




  It was the most injurious kind – sulphurous, yellow as mustard powder. The death rates were exceptional, according to the reports Wendy Wallace in the newspaper, and there were fears of an

  epidemic of Russian influenza. Harriet couldn’t leave the house without suffering fits of coughing that racked her narrow body, turned her lips and the tips of her fingers mauve, risked

  bringing on a full attack.




  Louisa had done all she could. She and Rosina had sealed the gaps along the edges of the sash-window frames with folded strips of newsprint. They stuffed rags into the keyholes of the outside

  doors each night, fitted the plugs in the drains of the basins and drew the winter curtains at mid-afternoon. It made no difference. The fog crept down the chimneys, stole in between the

  floorboards, penetrated the very bricks and mortar. Insinuated itself into Harriet’s chest.




  The previous night, she’d had an attack as bad as any she’d ever suffered. Louisa pictured Harriet’s shoulders lifted high, her mouth open and gasping, the room filled with the

  smoke from a burning nitre paper. In the small hours of the morning, Louisa had begged Harriet to let her send for Dr Grammaticas. Harriet had shaken her head. ‘It’s o . . . ver,

  Mother,’ she’d said, in the halting cadence produced by her shortness of breath. ‘The wor . . . st is over.’




  Minutes later, the dog had jumped up on the bed. After an hour, Harriet said she was hungry, would like a cup of tea, a slice of toast. Louisa had fetched the loaf from the kitchen with a

  toasting fork and a kettle. Harriet insisted on making the toast herself, over the bedroom fire. She ate it spread with butter, at four o’ clock in the morning, saying what was the point in

  being alive if you couldn’t ever do as you pleased.




  Let peace and health and happiness . . . As the ghostly strains continued to rise from the street, Louisa began to pace the old silk the sacred river rug that lay on the floor at the

  end of the bed. It was a week before Christmas and she had other worries. Her older sister Lavinia, next in age to herself, was due to arrive in two days’ time with her husband. Letters came

  by every post detailing Lavinia’s requirements. She needed a daily dose of liver salts, must sleep with the window open despite what she read of the foul fog in their filthy city. Lavinia

  lived in Northumberland beside a grey, slapping sea, breathing air that had never been breathed before.




  Stopping in front of one of the two long bedroom windows, Louisa drew up the slats of the Venetian blind. The houses on the other side of the street had disappeared and below, the gas lamp still

  burned at ten in the morning, illuminating nothing more than itself. She pressed her forehead against the cold glass. Harriet knew nothing of the circumstances that had caused Louisa all her life

  to shun travel, to avoid society beyond their own small community of family and friends.




  Staring sightlessly into the street, Louisa could think of only one course of action. She would seek advice from her own mother.




  





  TWO





  The omnibus came to a halt at the terminus, that dispiriting point where every remaining passenger must climb down and proceed on foot. Louisa, who’d dropped a glove,

  been groping on the floor for it amongst chestnut peelings and sharp stalks of straw, was the last to alight. Usually, she took a cab from Canonbury to Antigua Street but since the fog descended

  three weeks earlier drivers could only be persuaded to travel south of the river for three times the regular fare.




  The horses’ steaming breath mingled with the vapour as she set off through the square and past a noisy tavern into the ladder of streets beyond, her handbag hidden under the wing sleeve of

  her wrap. Robbers were flourishing in the obscurity. Murderers, too, according to Rosina’s cousin, who was a police officer. The wooden pavement was slippery underfoot and Louisa walked close

  to the walls and hedges that separated the houses from the street, reaching out her hand, feeling through the kid of her glove the prickly brush of privet, the graze of brick.




  A half-moon emerged, low in the sky over the top of the roofs of the Greenwich terraces, lighting a dingy-looking circle of cloud. It pulled Louisa along Antigua Street and through the iron gate

  of number 27 where a congregation of faded silk roses hung from the gatepost.




  Mrs Hamilton opened the door, a raw-chinned baby imprisoned in one arm.




  ‘If you could see yourself in, missus,’ she said. ‘I’ve got my hands full.’




  The woman pressed herself against the coat stand and Louisa edged past her along a narrow hallway, walked down the decrepit wooden steps to the back parlour. The little window was draped in its

  customary swag of purple velvet and the air heavy with the scent of a burning incense tablet, the room dimly lit by a single oil lamp hanging from a beam. Despite the thickness in the air, the

  powerful scent of musk overlaying a reek of tomcats and burnt potatoes, it was cold, the fireplace empty. Mr Hamilton’s clients were staying away, Louisa supposed, in the atrocious weather.

  She wouldn’t have come herself if she’d had any choice.




  From his place behind a table, Mr Hamilton nodded at her.




  ‘I saw your note. Be seated, Mrs Heron.’




  Louisa settled herself on the chair opposite him and rested her hands on the softly furrowed cloth, palms upwards. Malachi Sethe Hamilton was a Romany by origin; it was the source of his special

  gift and, she thought sometimes, of his peculiar manners. All year round, he wore a broad-collared coat that reached to his ankles, the hem embroidered with fishes and bulls, scorpions and prancing

  goats, a pair of twins holding hands. His hair, neither grey nor white, issued from the sides of his head in two matted pelts, the sacred river leaving the dome naked and exposed. Louisa imagined

  the inside of it, stuffed like an overcrowded drawer with visions and voices and dreams.




  People said that he’d adopted the name of Hamilton on arrival in London, the day he stepped off the boat. Many things were said about Mr Hamilton but in her years of consultation with him

  Louisa had found no reason to doubt him. He had never been wrong.




  ‘I have a question for my mother.’




  Mr Hamilton nodded.




  ‘You want Mama’s advice, about a journey.’




  Mr Hamilton’s powers of discernment gave Louisa a sense of safety. In the cramped back parlour, she felt as she had when their father, a sea captain, used to tell her and her four sisters

  stories around the fire, in his periods of shore leave. All too soon, Father would be gone but the stories remained. Thinner and less satisfactory than by the firelight, but present nonetheless,

  worlds in themselves, resistant to time or breakage, pilfering by older sisters.




  ‘Yes, Mr Hamilton. I want you to ask her whether I should take my daughter abroad. Her doctor insists on it. But I . . .’




  ‘Somewhere warmer than our own island? A place far away from here?’




  Louisa nodded, overcome with gratitude. Mr Hamilton knew the questions before she uttered them. It was remarkable.




  He closed his eyes, his face creased in effort.




  ‘Speak, dear lady,’ he intoned, taking hold of Louisa’s hands on the table. ‘Speak to us, by your kindness.’




  Louisa’s hands were cold and his warm around them, rough-palmed, one finger constricted by the bright wedding band he’d affected lately. The new Mrs Hamilton had appeared one day in

  spring, visibly with child, answering the door with an unspoken challenge in her eyes. The baby was crying upstairs and there was a faint disturbance of the air, that could be something or

  nothing.




  Louisa’s voice was a whisper.




  ‘Do you hear anything, Mr Hamilton?’




  He didn’t respond. Mr Hamilton sat not more than three feet away from her but Louisa had the distinct sense that he’d left the room, no longer inhabited the large and flesh-rounded

  body that she saw before her. The silence around them altered. It became full and complex, layered with possibility, and the hairs rose on Louisa’s arms and spine as Mr Hamilton’s lips

  parted, seemed to struggle.




  ‘I expected you sooner.’ A high, true voice, quavering a little, issued from the mouth of Mr Hamilton. It was the voice of Louisa’s mother. ‘My poor Izzy.’




  The childhood nickname that her mother invariably used now, although when she was alive she’d called all of the older girls by their full names. Hearing her voice again, Louisa saw in her

  mind her mother as she’d been when Louisa was a child, when Amelia Newlove had seemed to represent through her slight frame the entire mystery of womanhood. For a moment, Louisa forgot what

  she’d come about. She bowed her head and blinked back tears.




  ‘Oh, Mother. I miss you so.’




  For what she estimated afterwards had been a whole minute, there was silence. When Amelia Newlove’s voice came again the tone was altered, a bleak authority entered into it.




  ‘Death is near,’ she said.




  Louisa felt a chill that began at the base of her spine and spread through her body. Her teeth began to chatter.




  ‘What shall I do? Tell me, Mother, please.’




  ‘The way is far,’ said the voice. ‘Make haste, Izzy.’




  Mr Hamilton closed his mouth and shuddered. He dropped Louisa’s hands and began mopping at his brow with a spotted handkerchief, sweat pouring from him, drops scattering like rain from his

  chin and cheeks as if he had undergone a great exertion. Taking a swig from the pint pot on the table, he cleared his throat.




  ‘Clear as day,’ he said, his own voice returned to him in all its gruff depth. ‘I take it you heard her?’




  ‘I heard her.’ Louisa’s throat was so dry she could barely utter the words. ‘I almost wish I had not.’




  ‘No cause to take fright, Mrs Heron. Death’s always near, when you come to think of it. You walk on bones in London.’




  ‘But what shall I do? What does it mean?’




  ‘That’s for you to decide.’




  Mr Hamilton shifted his chair back from the table and stood up. Something about him had altered. His lined forehead appeared not a map of other realms but the face of a tired man and the coat

  looked shabby, faintly ridiculous, as if he’d stumbled out from a fancy dress party. His voice, when he spoke, was hoarse.




  ‘Awful foggy, ain’t it? They’ve suspended the shipping again.’




  Louisa handed over the half-sovereign, climbed the wooden steps and let herself out. Pulling her wrap over her shoulders as she closed the door behind her, drawing it up around her cheeks, she

  groped her way back along Antigua Street towards the terminus.




  She had a peculiar feeling of recognising nothing, of the way back being different to the way out, as if already she had travelled far from everything that was known to her.




  





  THREE





  Harriet lay back on a pile of feather pillows, staring at the window. The fog hung like a dirty curtain on the outside of the glass and in his basket by the fire, the dog

  snored softly, sounding as if he was far away. Shifting her gaze, Harriet looked about the room at the familiar faded white of the walls, the dark wooden footboard of her bed. The attic bedroom had

  been the night nursery; Harriet had slept in it for as long as she could remember, had spent long stretches of her life confined to the same bed looking at the sky.




  Whether she was well or ill, she thought of it as a sick room. The air weighed more than air in other rooms; it bore the memory of the repeated burning of nitre papers, fumigant powders of

  belladonna or carbolic, stramonium cigarettes made from the dried roots and stems of thorn apple that she was required to inhale, alternated with vaporous basins of menthol, camphor and eucalyptus,

  emergency whiffs of chloroform from a sprinkled handkerchief. The smoke and steam cleared but the odours lingered on, clinging to each other in the walls and blankets, the old red rug that waited

  in front of the tiny fireplace.




  A quill was poking into her back through her nightgown and she shifted her position on the pillows. Her breath was shallow and her heart still beat fast. She could feel it thudding away,

  scurrying along like a friend running ahead on a pavement, in more of a hurry than she was herself. Harriet had read once that every person was born with an allotted number of heartbeats. That when

  the count was reached, the person died. Her heart was hastening towards the total, careless of the cost to her in days.




  All winter, she’d urged Dr Grammaticas to recommend going away. Every time she raised the subject, he refused. It would be dangerous. Reckless. The death of her, perhaps. Then, the

  previous morning, he had arrived early. After he’d examined her, he sat down on the chair drawn up to her bed and looked at her with his soft brown eyes.




  ‘What is it, Grams?’




  ‘It’s you, Hattie.’




  ‘What of me?’




  ‘There is a thickening of the membranes of the bronchial tubes. Percussion of your chest reveals emphysematous hyper-resonance. Forced respiration produces rhonchus and sibilus.’




  ‘Speak to me in English.’




  ‘Your condition’s worse, Harriet. It saddens your old doctor to see it.’




  Harriet pressed her hand against her chest. The bones under her skin felt sharp and light as wishbones, lifting slightly as she breathed in, falling almost imperceptibly as she breathed out, the

  effort unmatched by the movement. No one knew better than she the state of her health. This winter, more than ever before, she’d wearied of the struggle for breath; no one wanted to hear that

  the thought that she could cease to struggle, could one day stop breathing, was a comfort to her. Only Dr Grammaticas nodded his old head when she told him that she was tired.




  ‘Help me, then,’ she said. ‘Help me to get away.’




  ‘Where did you want to go? Bournemouth? Bath?’




  ‘D’you mean it?’ She pulled herself up on the pillows.




  ‘Boscombe? Broadstairs?’




  Harriet took hold of his liver-spotted hand with both of hers and kissed it. Shook her head.




  ‘Where then? Mentone? The Riviera?’




  ‘Fur—’ She broke off in a fit of coughing. ‘Further.’




  Dr Grammaticas removed the rubber tubes of his stethoscope from around his neck and stowed the instrument in a case, fitting its curves to the empty, waiting spaces.




  ‘I’ve a nephew in Sydney.’




  ‘Egypt. I want to go to Egypt.’




  The doctor barked with laughter.




  ‘Sightseeing amid the tombs.’ Closing the brass clasp of the case, he sat down again, resting his elbows on his knees. ‘A tonic climate might benefit you, Harriet, but

  it’s risky. My opinion is that you’re not well enough to travel.’




  ‘I’m not well enough to stay here.’




  ‘You may rally, when spring comes. You have before.’




  Harriet met his eyes with her own and the doctor looked away first.




  ‘All right. I’ll do my best for you.’




  He stood up and when he spoke again his voice was loud, filled with artificial cheer.




  ‘Meanwhile, rest! Do you hear me, young lady? Rest.’




  Groping under the bed, Harriet picked up a book. The corners and spine were bound in leather the colour of fallen leaves, the nap worn to the texture of peach skin. Lying back

  on the pillows, she balanced the volume on her knees and opened it. Her books were her medicine. It was her books that kept her alive.




  Great-uncle Redvers had instructed in his will that his collection on ancient Egypt be passed to Harriet’s three older brothers. Not one of them was interested. The books remained on a

  high shelf in the study, dusted and unread, until the day Harriet happened to retrieve one and began turning the pages.




  In it, she found a dictionary of the hieroglyphics used in writing by the ancient Egyptians. Looking at the tiny images of birds and beetles, stars and moons, legs walking, Harriet was

  entranced. The pictures were thousands of years old yet many were as recognisable as if she’d drawn them in her own hand. There were horned vipers and serpents, sickle moons and sun discs,

  stems of lotus flowers.




  Some of the meanings were transparent. A man with upraised arms meant to praise, an eye to see. Others could not have been guessed at: a bird with a human face represented the

  ba, the aspect of a person that made them different from all others. Immediately, the ba bird became one of Harriet’s favourites.




  Losing herself in the dictionary, Harriet had a sense of having come home. The ancient Egyptians had named things that still needed naming; there were dogs and cats, sparrows and swallows,

  loaves of bread. They depicted the male phallus, a woman in childbirth, prisoners of war. And in their language breath was life, the gift of the gods, symbolised by the ankh, a cross with

  a rounded top.




  She began to make up her own symbols. A cup-shaped crinoline for her mother, who in those days had still worn them, and for her father a sovereign bearing the profile of the Queen. A

  four-fingered hand for Rosina, who’d lost a digit in childhood to an iron gate. Boots for her three brothers, in three sizes. A stethoscope for Dr Grammaticas.




  Aunt Yael had a symbol straight from the hieroglyphs. The drooping ostrich feather stood for Maat, goddess of truth, and symbolised balance and justice. To Harriet, the feather represented the

  bonnet festooned with bedragggled grey plumes that her aunt wore winter and summer alike.




  As Harriet grew older, she understood more clearly that the pictures did not always stand for themselves. Some indicated sounds or had a general meaning. Over the years, the signs she devised

  for herself became more opaque. An open book signified the kind of escape for which in English there was no satisfactory term. She drew narrowed eyes for envy and weeping ones for grief, official,

  justifiable grief such as that felt after a death. A head resting at a slant on a hand for the other kind, the kind she mainly felt, sadness that had no cause, that crept into her like the fog

  crept into the house. She used the symbols, mixed with words, in her journals to ensure no other eye could read what she wrote.




  Harriet closed the book and inhaled its odour of dust and gravitas, felt its familiar weight and heft in her fingers. Along with the elation prompted by Dr Grammaticas’s words she felt

  another, more mixed, emotion. All the while travelling to Egypt had been an impossibility, she’d been certain that she wanted more than anything to go there. Now that it had become a

  possibility, she felt a sense of apprehension that was new to her.




  





  FOUR





  ‘Yael! What a pleasant surprise.’




  Louisa hadn’t expected her sister-in-law. She’d been upstairs in the old day nursery, looking at the globe, when the girl had announced Yael’s presence in the drawing room. It

  was late for calling and the smell of roasting beef was escaping from the kitchen downstairs.




  ‘What does Blundell wish to see me about?’ Yael said, glancing at the nearest of the several clocks that ticked at discordant intervals. She removed her gloves. ‘I’ve a

  meeting to attend but he said in his note that it was urgent.’




  Louisa felt further taken aback. She had no idea that Blundell had summoned his sister, or why.




  ‘Father, probably,’ she said, tugging the thick silk tassel on the end of the bell pull. ‘I hear he hasn’t been well.’




  ‘He has a sore throat from the atmosphere. He refuses anything for it but whisky and hot water. I don’t think whisky right, in the mornings. But I don’t suppose that’s

  what Blundell wishes to discuss.’




  Yael discarded her bonnet on the Chesterfield and lowered herself on to a chair, its upholstered velvet arms a snug fit around her hips. Her hair, silver since she was thirty years old, was

  wound into the customary coils over her ears and she was dressed in the muted greys and lavenders and mauves that she’d adopted since her mother passed away ten years earlier. Louisa found

  such prolonged mourning an affectation. Yael had refused outright her suggestion that she could consult Mr Hamilton, discover whether the late Mrs Heron might come through with words of

  comfort.




  Louisa reached for her work bag. She’d made her decision, sitting on the omnibus the previous evening as it swayed back over the river, a man walking in front of the horses ringing a hand

  bell. Despite the motion of the bus, she’d had a sense inside of stillness. The advice from her mother was clear. For Harriet’s sake, Louisa must take the risk and make the journey. She

  would travel to the ends of the earth, if need be. She would not allow her daughter to die.




  The maid appeared in the open doorway. Mary. That was it.




  ‘A tray of tea, Mary. We’ll have Earl Grey. The silver pot.’




  Her mind made up, Louisa had wasted no time. After dinner, when Harriet went up to bed, she’d reported to Blundell the doctor’s advice, then immediately given her own opinion –

  that they should waste no time in arranging the journey. She hadn’t mentioned her visit to Mr Hamilton. That her mother had confirmed the need for the voyage could be enough for Blundell to

  deem it unnecessary.




  Blundell had remained silent for some time, sighing occasionally. They were still in the dining room, sitting next to each other on two sections of the octagonal oak table, under the light of

  the the sacred river gasolier, the curtains tightly drawn, the fire low. Waiting for her husband’s decision, Louisa felt the deep comfort of her home. She looked around her at the darkly

  gleaming sideboard, the Japanese wallpaper behind it, the set of Crown Derby dishes arranged face forwards in a glass-fronted cabinet that was lined with soft green velvet that made her think of

  moss.




  They’d moved to Canonbury from the house in Wren Street when Harriet was barely two years old, following Blundell’s promotion at the bank. He’d paid a thousand pounds for a

  ninety-nine-year lease and Louisa had felt an abiding satisfaction at the prospect that she would see out her days in the Georgian crescent.




  Blundell gave another sigh.




  ‘If the doctor recommends it, she must go.’ He reached for her hand and patted it. ‘And you with her, of course. I’ll find a means of releasing the funds immediately. My

  chief concern is that I cannot come with you, Louisa. The country’s in a wretched condition, by all accounts.’




  ‘Thank you, Blundell,’ she said, relief and alarm coursing through her in equal measure. ‘I knew I could rely on you. We will set off after Christmas.’




  ‘I shall miss you most terribly,’ he said, lifting her hand to his lips and kissing it. ‘But that hardly needs saying.’




  Louisa met his eyes, unable to speak. She couldn’t allow herself to think about leaving Blundell behind. If she did, she might change her mind.




  Harriet’s dog began to bark downstairs. Louisa glanced up to find that, from behind her spectacles, Yael was regarding her. Her sister-in-law snapped shut a tin of

  peppermints.




  ‘Is something wrong, Louisa? You look drawn.’




  ‘I’m quite well, thank you, Yael. You?’




  Yael nodded.




  ‘Nothing to complain of, dear.’




  Louisa took a needle from the little silk pouch that Harriet had made for her, more years ago than she cared to remember. She and Yael shared neither the ease nor the heartfelt quarrels that

  Louisa had with her own sisters and she didn’t feel inclined to discuss the events of the last two days.




  The dog’s bark intensified, the front door opened and from the street the sound of turning hooves floated up the stairs. Blundell’s voice preceded him into the room.




  ‘Has my sister arrived? Ah, there you are.’ He poured himself a measure of gin and pulled up a chair in front of Yael’s. ‘I expect Louisa’s told you what’s

  afoot?’




  Louisa shook her head.




  ‘Not yet, Blundell. There hasn’t been the opportunity.’




  ‘I won’t beat about the bush, Yael,’ he said. ‘Harriet’s no better. Grammaticas prescribes a trip up the Nile.’




  ‘I see.’ Yael looked startled. She sat straighter on her chair, her bulk lightly balanced. ‘It sounds an extreme measure.’




  ‘Extreme measures are called for,’ Louisa said. ‘Harriet is failing.’




  ‘Poor girl,’ Yael said. ‘I’ll pray for her.’




  Blundell got to his feet again.




  ‘I have something to ask of you, Sis.’




  ‘What might that be?’




  Yael’s tone was wary. It was unfair, Louisa thought privately, that the care of their father fell entirely to her sister-in-law. Blundell paid the bills but it was Yael who sat with the

  old man morning and evening, listened to his complaints, read the newspaper aloud from cover to cover. Blundell barely sat down when he visited; he stood at the writing desk issuing cheques and

  totting up accounts. He was speaking again.




  ‘Louisa is ill-equipped on her own to go halfway across the world,’ he said, neutrally, as if he was relaying a known fact.




  ‘What on earth do you mean, Blundell?’ Louisa’s hand ceased stitching.




  Yael was staring at him through the thick glass spectacles that seemed to serve the purpose of enabling others to see her more clearly, by the way they magnified her grey, serious eyes. Louisa

  had been unable to escape the realisation, years earlier, that Harriet had her aunt’s eyes.




  ‘It will only be for a month or two,’ Blundell said. ‘Three at most, the doctor says.’




  ‘Who will care for Father?’




  Blundell put down his glass, lowered his hands towards the flames rising from an ash log.




  ‘Mrs Darke knows his routine better than anyone.’




  Yael levered herself up from the seat, gripping the arms with her hands.




  ‘You wish to entrust our father to a housekeeper?’




  Blundell spoke gently.




  ‘He barely knows who you are, Yael. He won’t suffer from your absence. Harriet needs you more.’




  The girl had arrived with the tray and was fiddling with the teaspoons. Louisa dismissed her with a look and went to the table, carefully filled the first cup; the best pot had always had a

  dribble down the spout. She couldn’t imagine embarking on a journey with Blundell’s sister. She and Yael had no common ground. Louisa had time for neither charity work nor Bible study

  and Yael took no pride in her appearance, nor was she interested in the spiritual realm.




  Yael had retrieved her bonnet. It hung limply in her hand, the tips of the old grey feathers brushing the rug. Like a dead thing, Louisa thought, with a silent, internal shudder.




  ‘Louisa?’ Yael said. ‘What is your view of this fandango?’




  ‘For Harriet’s health, I will do what I must.’ She couldn’t think properly, felt as if the season had invaded her head. ‘I’m sure we shall manage perfectly

  well alone. Do take a cup of tea, Yael.’




  Yael stared at her, then turned back to her brother.




  ‘I have never believed Harriet ought to be encouraged in her strange ideas, Blundell. I would have thought the Holy Lands a more suitable destination. But I hope I can always be relied

  upon to do my duty.’




  A moment later, the front door slammed again. Louisa went to the window and drew back the lace curtain. The house appeared to float in an ocean of fog and Yael had vanished. Resuming her seat,

  trying to gather her thoughts, Louisa held up the eye of her needle to the lamplight.




  ‘She’s a brick,’ Blundell said.




  ‘She didn’t agree to it.’




  ‘She didn’t disagree. I’ll see the shipping agent in the morning. The bank has a villa in Alexandria you should be able to use.’




  ‘I cannot picture your sister in the tropics,’ Louisa said, her tone measured.




  ‘It isn’t the tropics. It is the Near East.’




  He sounded distracted.




  ‘Even so,’ Louisa persisted, ‘it will be hot.’




  Blundell sat down and leaned back in his chair, rested the glass on his chest.




  ‘Yael has always been fond of Harriet.’




  Louisa pulled the end of cotton through the narrow eye. It was true. Yael took more interest in Harriet than Louisa’s own sisters did, giving her prayer books with pages edged in gold

  leaf, a copy of Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, tracts on the condition of women. Only Louisa’s younger sister, Anna, kept in regular touch with Harriet, writing long

  letters from whichever far-flung part of the world she found herself in, sending gifts. Privately, Louisa suspected Anna of fomenting some of Harriet’s eccentricities.




  Blundell was on his feet again.




  ‘The truth is that Egypt is bankrupt,’ he said. ‘It isn’t the best of times but I don’t suppose that will affect you.’ He looked round at her.

  ‘Don’t fret, Louisa. Yael will manage things. She always does.’




  Lavinia sat at Louisa’s dressing table with her back to the mirror.




  ‘“Opera glasses”,’ she said. ‘“Twine. Smoked spectacles”. How ever will you transport it all?’




  Louisa shrugged. Lavinia had thrown herself into the idea of the trip to Egypt. Earlier in the day, she’d helped Rosina drag the two trunks up from the cellar, set them to air in

  Louisa’s bedroom, their lids thrown back on their necks. She’d commandeered the guide book Blundell had brought home and was poring over the list of necessities.




  Lavinia lifted the book again, held it close to the candle and raised her voice.




  ‘“Gentlemen ought to take their firearms for hunting with them. Both weapons and shot are difficult to procure”.’




  ‘We’re not gentlemen,’ Louisa said.




  It was Boxing Day, three o’clock in the afternoon and the sky beyond the window was thick as porridge. It was a pity to be aggravated by her sister, when they met so rarely. Louisa had

  thought she might confide her worries to Lavinia but all through the first two days of the visit, busy with preparations, with a pair of geese and innumerable puddings and pies, with welcoming her

  sons and Tom’s new wife, who was still – as far as the eye could tell – not pregnant, Louisa hadn’t been able to get Lavinia alone. Now the opportunity had arrived, she

  found herself unable to speak her fears aloud.




  Lavinia closed the book.




  ‘Must you go, Louisa? If you don’t wish to?’




  ‘The doctor believes the dry climate will be beneficial. And Harriet desires it, more than anything.’




  Louisa studied the pattern of pink roses on the rug. She wouldn’t mention the instruction she had received. Like Blundell, Lavinia was opposed to Mr Hamilton. Louisa wondered sometimes if

  her sister envied her, for having their mother speak to her from the afterlife. She shivered, at the memory of her voice, the words she’d uttered.




  The sound of coughing floated down the stairs and Lavinia put down the book on the dressing table. She looked at Louisa, her head tilted to one side.




  ‘We all pray that it may help Harriet. But is it wise? For you, I mean. You’ve always been so . . .’ Lavinia looked up at a water-colour on the bedroom wall of a baby crawling

  amongst the daisies on a cliff top. ‘So careful.’




  Louisa pulled out a plain linen shirt from the heap of garments on the bed. The shirt was old, she’d worn it summer after summer for picnics on the beach at Boscombe. Holding the collar

  under her chin, Louisa began to fold its arms across its back, turn the shoulders in on themselves.




  ‘I ought to be able to travel with my daughter without fear, oughtn’t I? After all these years.’




  ‘Yes, you ought. I wasn’t saying otherwise.’ Lavinia hesitated. ‘I often wonder, Izzy. Do you ever hear anything . . . from those days? Anything of her?’




  Louisa shook her head.




  ‘Nothing at all? Not a word?’ Lavinia persisted.




  Louisa glanced at the closed door of the bedroom. Shook her head again.




  ‘No, I don’t. I never have.’




  ‘Perhaps it’s for the best.’




  ‘Of course it’s for the best, Lavinia,’ Louisa said, her voice sharp.




  Lavinia pulled the cuff of her woollen dress down over her knuckles and dabbed underneath her eyes, one side and then the other.




  ‘I think I shall go and dress for dinner.’




  When she’d gone, Louisa threw down the shirt on the bed and hugged her arms over her chest. Pacing over the roses, feeling their soft yield under her feet, she felt disturbed. The company

  of any of her sisters could give her the feeling that the life she’d worked so hard to construct and maintain, the life of a wife and mother, an angel in the house, could be dismantled as

  easily as a set at the end of a theatre performance. The stage laid bare again, leaving only splintered boards and dust. Emptiness.




  All through her life, Louisa had tried to leave behind her childhood. Her father, Amos Newlove, was not often home. Her mother, Amelia, felt poor and lonely all her days and longed above all for

  a son. Louisa was her fourth daughter, after Beatrice, Hepzibah and Lavinia but before Anna. Before poor Antony.




  Even prior to the tragedies that later befell their family, a family that Louisa grew to see as precarious as a gull’s nest on the cliff-side, she grew up resolved that her life would not

  be what her mother’s had been. She would not marry a sailor, would not be poor, would not give birth to a row of daughters like Russian dolls, the female endlessly spawning the female.




  The dinner gong sounded downstairs. Dragging a chair to the open wardrobe, Louisa climbed up on it and reached inside, felt for the box hidden at the back of the shelf at the top. She found it

  and lifted the lid, tentatively, her hands exploring until they met a compact, cold weight. Lifting it out, she stepped down from the chair, holding the gun at arm’s length. She laid it

  gingerly on the dressing table, pointing at the wall, lying between the ivory-backed brushes, the pots of cold cream. The gun was loaded with a cartridge, Blundell had told her, when he warned her

  not to touch it.




  Picking it up by the carved wooden handle that emerged from the holster, Louisa wrapped the pistol round and round in the old shirt. She slid it under a folded nightgown at the bottom of the

  trunk and closed the lid. They would be three women, travelling alone, without male protection. She would protect them. Death would not get anywhere near them.




  As the brassy sound of the gong floated up the stairs for a second time, she repinned a falling coil of hair and prepared to join the others in the dining room. They were eight for dinner.

  Blundell and Harriet. Harriet’s older brother Tom, and his wife Flossie. Lavinia and her husband, John Day. Mrs Heatherwick, their widowed neighbour, who often joined them for supper. And

  herself.




  It pleased Louisa to see every section of the octagonal table occupied.




  





  FIVE





  Harriet fitted her face to the porthole by the pillow. On the other side of the thick glass, the land glided by, steady and fluid, as if the warehouses and sheds and cranes of

  the docks passed by in a stately procession, as if England was on the move, floating away, and they on the ship were anchored amidst a travelling world.




  She lay down again. Beyond the sawing sound of her own breath, she could hear boots treading along the passageway outside, shouted commands between men, the pulse of an engine. The bunk vibrated

  underneath her and over her head her journal, in its cotton bag, swung from a peg.




  They’d left the house in London at first light, Harriet keeping the dog under her cloak as the carriage jolted towards Waterloo. The fog thinned as the train steamed through the outskirts

  of London and had cleared entirely by the New Forest, puffs of black smoke from the engine trailing over a landscape of skeletal trees and frozen ponds, drifts of steam striping a pale sky. All of

  them stared out of the train windows, mesmerised by being able to see distance again. Harriet’s father and oldest brother were coming to the port to see them off.




  Louisa was against bringing Dash.




  ‘It’ll be nothing but a nuisance having him with us,’ she said.




  ‘He’ll be no trouble, Mother. I’ll look aft —’




  ‘I refuse to quarrel with you, Harriet.’




  ‘A dog deters rats,’ Yael remarked to no one in particular as the train pulled into Southampton and in the rush of alighting nothing more was said on the subject.




  Standing on the deck of the steamer, Harriet’s father intervened.




  ‘Let the little chap come with you, Louisa. It’s a companion for Harriet.’




  The words were barely out of his mouth when a voice announced through the speaking trumpet that non-passengers should disembark. Her father had opened his arms and hugged Harriet to his chest.

  Feeling his solid presence, the rough brush of tweed on her cheek, she experienced a sharp and dismaying sense of regret.




  ‘We’re going so far away, Father.’




  ‘You’ll be fit and well, by the time you come home,’ he said. ‘Don’t come back until you are, eh? Look after your mother. And your aunt, of course.’




  He’d shaken hands with Yael, then gripped Louisa’s arms through the sleeves of her new travelling coat.




  ‘Write, Louisa,’ he said, looking down at her. ‘Write as soon as you are able. We shall miss you at home.’




  Louisa’s face caught a gleam of wintry sun and Harriet thought she saw tears on her cheek.




  ‘I will, Blundell,’ she whispered. ‘I will.’




  Louisa embraced Tom and so did Harriet and Yael and then the farewell was over. Her father and brother turned to join the crowd passing back over the gangway as Harriet picked up the dog and

  she, Yael and Louisa made their way down to their cabin.




  Harriet had just enough strength left to climb up on to the raised bunk on one side of the tiny room.




  ‘This surely can’t be meant to accommodate all three of us?’ Yael said, edging through the doorway.




  She opened up a large leather bag and retrieved a tin of flea powder that she began to shake over the dark blankets.




  ‘You must rest now, Harriet,’ Louisa said, dabbing at her eyes with a corner of her handkerchief. Sitting on the edge of the bunk below Harriet’s, Louisa removed her hat,

  leaning her head and shoulders forwards, checking the chignon at the back of her head with little pats of her hand.




  ‘I’ve lost a hairpin. I can’t think where it’s gone.’




  ‘Don’t fret, dear,’ Yael said, hanging her Ulster on the back of the door, stowing the bag in the overhead locker and manoeuvring herself on to the single bunk on the other

  side of the cabin. ‘I dare say you’ll be able to buy a card of pins when we arrive. The women in Egypt have hair after all. They must do something with it.’




  Yael rolled over, with difficulty. From above, her aunt reminded Harriet of the whale they’d seen beached on the mud one year at Boscombe. Harriet had stood in the crowd on the promenade,

  looking down on the mighty creature in its helplessness. Her brothers joined the people on the shore who were splashing buckets of water over it, trying to keep it alive until the tide came in.

  Next morning, the same individuals were back with knives and whetstones, cutting steaks and rectangles of white blubber from the open-jawed corpse, sharpening their blades with as much enthusiasm

  as they’d previously filled buckets.




  ‘I can’t imagine why I didn’t bring spares,’ Louisa said. ‘When I think of all the useless things I’ve got in the trunk. A few pins wouldn’t have

  occupied any space at all. Will you take a drop of tincture, Harriet?’




  ‘No, Mother.’




  Pulling a pair of blue velvet curtains along the side of the bunk, closing herself away, Harriet breathed through her nose, towards the pit of her stomach. One, two . . . She breathed

  out again, slowly, counting, as Dr Grammaticas had taught her to do to measure her breath and steady it. Two, three, four.




  Her chest ached and her breath was short, made worse by the cold air and the fumes from the engines, but she didn’t want to start the voyage feeling queasy with the nausea that the

  tincture provoked. The medicines – foul-tasting, headache-inducing – could be almost as bad as the asthma. She had tried scores but not one fulfilled the promises made for it, of

  bringing about a lasting change in her health.




  Harriet got the red journal out of the pocket and held it to her chest. Despite the roar of the engines, the cry of seagulls outside, the stink of fish and coal, she felt as if she might be

  dreaming. Putting her face to the porthole again, she watched as the coast grew indistinct and was lost to view. She pinched the back of her hand and told herself she was leaving England. She was

  on her way to Thebes.




  Yael’s bunk was empty. Gone to Divine Service, read a note on the pillow. Louisa moaned in her sleep and rolled over to face the side of the ship, tugging her

  blanket over her head. Lifting her cloak from the hook on the back of the door, Harriet picked up the dog and let herself out of the cabin.




  She walked past a line of numbered doors to a circular iron staircase, pulling herself up by the handrail. Pausing at the top to steady her breath, she glanced through the windows at the saloon

  cabin. At the far end, a circle of a dozen people were on their knees, their heads bowed. Harriet recognised Yael’s grey skirts spread on the floor like a puddle.




  The stairs up to the weather deck were grand and polished, made of wood. Stepping out to the rush and freshness of sea air, she gasped as the wind whipped back her hair and blew her cloak out

  behind her like a sail. The sky was immense, a soft silver bowl over her head with long fingers of pearly cloud on the horizon. All around, the sea glittered and rolled, looking grand and clean and

  alive.




  The deck was deserted apart from a couple sitting on a bench, and at the bow, just visible between the masts, a man setting up an easel. As Harriet put down the dog, the couple rose and walked

  towards her, arm in arm, the woman clutching a hat to her head with one hand. The height of the woman’s hat, the aigrette of iridescent turquoise feathers attached on one side, gave her the

  appearance of a gorgeous bird herself. She nodded at Harriet as she passed by.




  The sun emerged between the scudding clouds and Harriet became aware of her shadow in front of her on the scrubbed planks. Her own head, in a close-fitting winter bonnet, looked small, her body

  like a narrow giantess’s. Her brown tweed travelling skirt, chosen by Louisa at Marshall & Snelgrove for its warmth and durability, announced her as an invalid, unfashionable and

  unmarried, set apart from other women of her age. Everything about her carried the same message: her five feet and nine inches, that her brothers used to say made her look like an etiolated plant,

  shooting up in search of the light; her pale complexion and forced avoidance, often unsuccessfully, of the emotions that she seemed to feel more strongly than others.
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