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            Prologue

         

         Home

         There is a boy.

         Through the leaves, the sun shines copper on his hair. He doesn’t hear the sea meeting the shore behind the trees as he doesn’t hear the wingbeat in the chambers of his heart. The trees make oxygen and the boy’s lungs expand, his ribs rise, blood reddens in his arteries. There is a boy.

         There is a bird near the boy. The bird is as big as the boy’s hand and it’s not brown but the colour of wet straw and its speckles look like indentations and there are two charcoal stripes on each wing, as if the bird has been drawn fast in oil pastel, and the boy has been still for so long that the bird doesn’t know there is a boy.

         The boy is waiting.

         The red maple leaves are bright as blood against the greens of a Cornish garden. The rabbits don’t take cover there, as if they know what’s foreign. Sparrows and blue tits don’t gather in the black bamboo. No fox footprints mar the ribbing of raked gravel, nor is a heron reflected beside the stepping stones leading only to the middle of the moon-watching pond. Sometimes, at night, the owl lands on the roof of the tea-house and turns its head, looking for mice by moonlight.

         Twigs break and a rustle comes through the leaves. Papa, humming. Then t’worms’ll coom and eat ’ee oop. Not in front of the patients, please, my loves, says Mamma. Or at least not with such gusto. Later, there will be proper tea in the house with the patients and Mamma at the head of the table, potted meat sandwiches, salad from the garden, a sponge cake made with eggs Laurence carried from the henhouse before he went to school this morning. Later there will be piano practice, arithmetic, hair-washing. Papa sits down on the edge of the veranda to take off his shoes. He has darned his socks with the wrong colour.

         They can’t always get green tea but Papa has brought a new package from Bates across the water. A ship came in, he says. Papa kneels on the floor to lift the lid of the shiny wooden box of utensils Makoto sent him from Tokyo. He sets up the primus to boil water. He arranges the cups and the teapot, rough and heavy as grey pebbles, on a black tray that shines like ice and has gold birds painted on it. Laurence squats on the veranda and watches. Papa’s trousers strain. Laurence can kneel like that, with his heels under his bottom, but his feet get squashed and he doesn’t see why he should.

         ‘A story?’ Papa asks. ‘The badgers and the bag of gold? The traveller and the fox cubs?’

         Laurence smiles at Papa and shakes his head.

         ‘The cat and the moon-watching pond?’

         Papa likes to tell Japanese stories in which animals change shape and speak.

         ‘Tell me how you made our house. Tell me about the garden.’

         Papa smiles at him. ‘Let me make the tea first. Gather my thoughts.’

      

   


   
      
         
            a scatter of black hairpins

         

         The white cottage feels different in Ally’s absence. Like a factory with the machines lying idle, like a ship becalmed. The papers on his desk breathe as the breeze off the river passes over them and he moves his fingers in the sun to see his shadow-hand thicken and elongate on the half-written page. It is not a bad thing, for a house to lie at rest, for the hum of his thoughts and the scratch of his pen to be what happens. That was how it was before they married, before he brought her back here. With all my worldly goods, I thee endow. Shadows strengthen on the lawn as the cloud that has chilled the morning for the last few minutes passes across the sun and out over the water towards St Mawes. He holds up his hand in light strong enough to glow through his fingertips, to pass through the edges of himself. He turns his wrist to see the webs between his fingers translucent. Birds’ feet, he thinks. Maybe he will bathe from the beach this afternoon. Can Ally swim, does she own a bathing dress? He imagines her wet, a brief gown clinging around her legs, her arms white against dark soaked cotton. Come now, if he is not going to work he might as well have accompanied her to the boats. He applies himself.

         He is reading about the lighthouses of Japan. He rests the volume’s spine against the desk and leans back in his chair. A person would think that lighthouses must be particularly vulnerable to earthquakes. His mind’s eye sees a tower sway, sees cracks appearing in the brickwork as the structure twists like a wrung towel. Glass arches through the air, the reflector in perfect, glittering flight until it explodes on the rocks below as the tower shivers and falls, the land discarding buildings as a sleeper shrugs off a blanket. The waves below have turned around, running the wrong way because the Pacific Ocean itself is disturbed by upheavals in the ground on which it lies.

         But a person would be wrong. If correctly built, tall, columnar structures can counteract seismic activity. Unlike the long, low buildings in which people tend to live, towers can be made to bend rather than break. It is already known, after all, that the best lighthouses are the more responsive to wind and waves. The base must move with the ground on which it stands, but with good masonry, the top, the light itself, can be a still point, axis and anchor.

         The sun goes in again, and a seagull screams as if in protest. He closes The Proceedings of the Asiatic Society of Japan. The writer of this article, a Scottish engineer, does not like the Japanese. They lie, he says, sometimes because it is the easiest way of getting what they want and sometimes for no discernible reason. They are characterised by ‘complete indifference to time and to the exigencies of circumstance’. They imprison and enslave their women, and have no idea what to do with a cruet. He wonders if this man knew what to do with the Japanese equivalent, whatever it might be. However inscrutable the natives, it is the sort of thing it ought to be possible to learn. The sort of thing he will try to learn.

         He hears the front gate click, and stands, cranes forward, to see Ally cross the garden. She is foreshortened by the height of the house, abbreviated to hat, skirt and basket. The basket drags on her arm; the boats must have come in. A seagull, sentinel on the roof of Greenbank House, announces her return, and is answered from the chimney of Symond’s Hill and the ridgepole of Penwerris House. If he dies out there, he sometimes thinks, if his ship founders in the Bay of Biscay or off the Horn before he even glimpses the Inland Sea, the seagulls will cry his passing here weeks before the messenger comes up the path. The front door closes quietly. Trained in her father’s house, she is scrupulous not to disturb his work. He will go down to her. Better to spend time with his new wife than in such morbid fantasies.

         
             

         

         She can feel the heat of the flagstones through her shoes. All the captains’ houses along Dunstanville have their blinds down to bar the sun flickering from the estuary and flashing from the windows across the water in Flushing. The Flushing houses are patent follies, with turrets stuck on the corners, crenellations in unlikely places and outbreaks of Gothic stone like carbuncles in modern red-brick walls. Papa would find them personally offensive, but Ally doesn’t mind. Let rich men have their games: it is entertaining if not edifying for the rest of us to see how like the daydreams of little girls are the trappings of masculine wealth. The monkey-puzzle tree in front of a captain’s white bay window bows over the pavement, embossing its dark limbs on the stucco of the Greenbank Hotel. Captain Motton is said to have brought it back from Africa, along with a monkey which died and is now stuffed in a glass case on his sideboard. She likes Falmouth.

         She shifts the basket onto the other arm, smiling at what her aunt in London would say about her, Dr Moberley Cavendish, haggling over fish at the docks. This time of year, the neighbour’s housekeeper told her yesterday, the boats go out at dawn and they’re back by lunchtime, often enough. When the boat’s full, it’s full, and the quicker the catch is on the London train the better. If you want fish, you want to be there on the quay when they come in. Mrs Trevethan herself gets fish from her cousin, most people round here know someone on the boats and that’s why there’s no fish-shop, see? But as long as hotels haven’t got there first, should be someone will sell her a couple of mackerel or a codling. Mrs Trevethan did not tell her that the fishing quay is upriver of the Packet Quay, the fishing boats having a shallower draught than the ocean-going ships, but although she was late there were still great coffin-sized caskets of dead fish lying in the sun. Hundreds, she thought, maybe thousands, and even at the top a few tails still flicking and silver faces mouthing outrage into the hot air. Some of the fish are still alive, she wanted to say to the men heaving wet nets around the stones, there is a medical emergency here.

         Ally tugs her hat forward to shade her face. She has not cooked fish before. Mamma did not serve it. Perhaps fish was unavailable in Manchester twenty years ago. She should, perhaps, have been less cavalier in dismissing Aunt Mary’s offer of lessons from her cook; it had not occurred to Ally that in rejecting the lessons she was condemning Tom to a domestic economy learnt from Mamma. But she has also learnt something from the years with Aunt Mary in London. She has not required Tom to choose between butter and marmalade at breakfast. She offers him cream in his coffee and sugar in his tea. And the cooking of fish cannot be especially complicated. It is necessary only to apply sufficient heat in one form or another to set the albumen, remaining mindful that boiled fish is inevitably abominable. Lighting the oven is difficult and anyway the warmth would be unwelcome in the house: let the soles, then, be fried. She enjoys the gleam and weight of her new copper pan. Boiled potatoes, with mint from the garden, and the rest of the plums for pudding. A meal of sorts. When he is gone – no, even in her own mind, even trying to make a thought about cooking, about how the cooking will be easier, she falters at those words. Time will pass, and he will leave. There will be endurance. There is always endurance as there is always air, because there is no alternative. She opens the gate. Now, anyway, she will put the fish in the pantry and write Annie a cheerful letter about sea-bathing and fishwives, reassure her friend that married life in Cornwall is not only exile from London work and London friends.

         But Tom comes down, his tread heavy on the bare wooden staircase, puts his arms around her from behind as she transfers the fish to a plate. It has skin instead of scales, and the scar of an old wound below the dorsal fin. Its orange spots have dulled.

         ‘I thought you were working,’ she says.

         ‘I stopped.’ He kisses her neck above the high collar. ‘It ought to be our honeymoon.’

         She leans against him for a moment, feels his breath in her hair. They have so short a time. ‘Yes. But it isn’t. Don’t make Mr Penvenick angry. If you have work to do—’

         His hand touches her breast through the grey cotton and a response flickers through her body. But Mr Penvenick, she thinks, he will be annoyed if your report is not written, he will chide you, he will express disappointment when he has trusted you so far

         He lifts her hair. ‘There is always work to do. Put the fish down, Al.’

         Her head bends as he unbuttons her collar.

         
             

         

         The weight of her head in the hollow under his collarbone is making his arm numb but he doesn’t want her to move. She probably knows, he thinks, how much the human head weighs. She has probably lifted a human brain with her own hands and placed it on a scale. Before the wedding, there were jokes that were not jokes about how at least a doctor would know what to expect, at least he’d be able to get down to business on the wedding night without first having to explain what goes where. Almost, said his junior George, draining his fourth pint, as if you were to have all the advantages of marrying a widow and all the advantages – Charlie took him outside and when they came back in George apologised. George means no harm, can’t hold his drink and doesn’t think before he opens his mouth, but Tom hadn’t been that close to hitting someone since his schooldays.

         She moves her head onto the pillow and lifts her sticky hand from his belly to his chest. He strokes her hip bone, the curve of her waist. Her hair has come down on one side and there is a scatter of black hairpins across the sheet behind her.

         ‘I forgot to tell you.’ He picks up some of the pins. ‘De Rivers has asked us to dinner.’

         She raises her head, the expression of satisfaction he was enjoying gone as if wiped with a cloth. ‘De Rivers? The big house at the top of the High Street?’

         ‘Ludgate House. He said he wanted to welcome you to Falmouth.’

         She sits up, sees his glance and hugs her knees to cover her breasts. ‘Why would he feel a need to do that?’

         ‘Maybe he’s proud to have a prize-winning young doctor in town.’

         She shakes her head. ‘How on earth would he know about my prize? And why would he care anyway?’

         He folds his hands behind his head. The crack in the ceiling probably isn’t really any bigger than it was last time he saw it. ‘He’d know because I told him. And it was in The Times, remember. Anyway, I accepted. For Thursday.’

         But married men, he recalls too late, say that they must consult their wives. He has assumed both her availability and her consent. An oversight only, but he has heard her and Annie speak of men whose sympathy for women’s suffrage lasts only until they find themselves obliged to pour their own tea. Perhaps he has not inspired trust enough to overlook such errors, perhaps she will fear that this is the first sign of his intention to dominate. If so, he supposes, he can only try to explain: it is not that I thought myself entitled to consent on your behalf but that – well – but that I forgot that I am now a married man. I forgot you. He waits. These sunny days have run golden lights through her sparrow-brown hair.

         ‘Very well,’ she says. ‘I must air my grey dress. It will be something to tell Annie and Aunt Mary in my next letters.’

         He reaches out to run his fingers down the fine carving of her vertebrae.

      

   


   
      
         
            the inverse of Noah’s Ark

         

         The sun goes down behind the town, sunset hidden on the western side of the Lizard Peninsula. But over the estuary the hill above Flushing glows with refracted pink light. The masts around the harbour are cradled by a kaleidoscope of land and sky reflected in the waves, and there are two great ships winging around Pendennis Head, their sails slackening as they pass the castle at St Mawes and enter the shelter of the land. It is not very long until he will be going the other way, watching the sails belly as the ropes tauten and thrum and the ship leans on the wind. The sea will expand around him as Falmouth, Pendennis, the Lizard, Cornwall, diminish to the north-east; the stones beneath his feet, the gardens and trees, replaced by the slap and foam of waves on the hull. And then some weeks later, he will arrive in Japan. He tucks Ally’s arm more tightly against his ribs.

         ‘We should have a fine view from the dining room,’ she says. ‘I went along the quay yesterday to admire it from below.’

         ‘Penvenick tells me it is a remarkable house, and apparently De Rivers is something of a collector. You will enjoy seeing fine pictures again.’

         Her uncle’s house was crowded with paintings and sculpture. He had never before seen a full-sized marble figure in a private house, and now he has brought her to a cottage most of whose walls would be too damp and uneven for pictures even if he owned any.

         She rubs her cheek on his shoulder. ‘I cannot say I have missed them. And somehow it seems unlikely that I will share Mr De Rivers’ taste.’

         Taste. There are worlds in her mind that he cannot enter, ways of categorising people and their possessions that are foreign to him.

         ‘Ally?’ he says. ‘Ally, on Saturday, would you take me around the Art Gallery?’

         The Gallery has been open all the time he has lived here. It is one of the Yarrow family’s gifts to the town, municipal culture to improve the minds of sailors and tradesmen, and he has set foot in it only once, to deliver a public lecture on new developments in lighthouse design. There are also concerts he does not attend.

         She looks at his face. ‘Of course, with pleasure. They have a few interesting things. But I do not know that I can tell you much.’

         ‘More than I know now.’

         Her hand slides down his arm and takes his. She likes the insides of his wrists, not a part of his anatomy to which he had given a moment’s thought until after the wedding.

         ‘And you like to learn. Tell me, my love, shall I show you around the nervous system and the skeleton also?’

         ‘Why not,’ he says. ‘A man cannot have too much knowledge. Or, of course, a woman. Perhaps the human spine offers a model for an aseismic lighthouse.’

         ‘It is a weak point, the spine. And from what you have told me, perhaps prone to the same difficulties of physics as other columns.’

         He kisses her hand.

         They ascend the steps and he rings the bell.

         
             

         

         She was right about the view. Mr De Rivers, a man who looks so much like a frog that it is almost a surprise to see him walk up the stairs, shows them all over the house before allowing them to sit. Dark oak panelling makes the square hall and shallow stairs cavernous, so the windows over the sea seem as radiant as the Canalettos she used to admire in the Manchester City Art Gallery. The bannisters are carved into barleycorns. The floorboards, bare ships’ timbers as in all the buildings in this town, creak as they pass. The house was built, Mr De Rivers says, more than two hundred and fifty years ago. Mr De Rivers puts his hand on her elbow, bared by the grey dress’s short sleeves, as if to guide her around the turn of the stairs. His hand is damp and she resists the urge to shake him off. Nine generations of births and deaths here, she thinks. His thumb presses against her triceps muscle. It may well be the oldest building in which she has set foot. Nonetheless, it feels familiar. She moves away from Mr De Rivers, across the landing. Papa’s house was newly built for him and Mamma, with modern decorative brick coursing and bay windows, but like Papa’s, Ludgate House is designed for display, to impress. Six people could come down the staircase abreast. The timber in the panelling would build a ship to cross the seven seas, the marble in the fireplaces suffice to memorialise a platoon of much-loved sons. Ally peers at a small glass dome on a side table and suppresses a gasp when there is something inside peering back. It is too dim to see clearly; a small mammal with a pointed nose and grey fur, frozen as it ducks under a stripped branch. Tom takes her hand. There are potted palms reaching from behind occasional tables and more of those glass cases, shiny in dark corners. An antlered head protrudes from the wall over the fireplace, as if on a pike. She doubts, somehow, that De Rivers personally oversaw these animals’ deaths.

         ‘My Central America case,’ De Rivers says. They gather and peer. He reaches for her arm again but Ally sees his hand rising and moves to Tom’s other side, as if for a better view. The birds inside are not bird-coloured but turquoise, violet, scarlet and so small it is hard to imagine how they were killed. They are not big enough for a bullet. Chloroform, probably, after catching them in a net. The panicky wing-beats would slow, and then stop, the heads drooping as the eyes filmed. The birds’ hearts must be smaller than Ally’s little finger-nail, must beat faster than one could count.

         ‘You have been in Central America?’ asks Tom.

         Mr De Rivers inflates himself a little. Ally’s fingers find the inside of Tom’s wrist, above the pulse point where she can feel the muscle rising under tender white skin. She likes these places in him, the junctions of softness with strength alien to the female body. De Rivers is saying something. ‘Oh, I have no time to gad around the globe. The mine does not run itself. But it is easy, here, when one knows the right people, to have almost anything brought from anywhere in the world. Why, Captain Polwarth has shrunken heads from Africa in his cabinet!’

         ‘Human heads?’

         ‘Forgive me, Mrs Cavendish. It is not a subject for ladies. Here, let me show you my Chinese fans instead. Are they not exquisite? It is hard to conceive how such carving is done, is it not?’

         In a carved cedar chest are silks from China, painted with dragons and tigers. The light is too dim to see colour properly but he encourages Ally to touch, pours them into her hands while he watches her face. She looks away from him and wonders about the hands that made these. Papa would like them. There is a glass cabinet crowded with porcelain figures and – De Rivers winks at Tom – more put by that are not quite the thing for public display. There is another chest made by having Chinese carved screens cut up and rearranged by a Cornish carpenter. The waste-paper baskets are made from elephants’ feet and the candlesticks carved in ivory. It is a mausoleum, it is the inverse of Noah’s Ark. She imagines the noise if all these eviscerated animals came to life, if in the depths of a winter’s night their spirits returned fluttering bellowing squealing, oak panels splintering and bannisters broken off like trees in a storm—

         
             

         

         When they reach the dining room, there is a woman bending over an embroidery frame in an armchair by the fireplace, set in the darkest corner of the room. The woman stands up, holding her work as if it were a handkerchief and she about to weep. She is taller than Ally, older, and wearing a limp rabbit-coloured evening gown that makes her the same sepia tint from fascinator to shoes and must pass barely half an inch above her nipples. Ally finds her gaze dropping as if to protect a patient’s modesty; even she knows that such décolletage requires firmer upholstery beneath.

         ‘My sister. Deborah, Mr and Mrs Cavendish. Mrs Cavendish, Miss De Rivers.’

         Dr Moberley Cavendish, Ally thinks, but in the three months since graduation she has already understood that there are situations, many situations, in which there is nothing to be gained by saying this.

         She holds out her hand. ‘How do you do.’

         ‘Mrs Cavendish. How do you find Falmouth?’

         
             

         

         Mr De Rivers has placed his dining table, an expanse of mahogany with a surface area probably greater than her bedroom, in the window, and placed her, as newly-married guest of honour, on his right, where she can watch the hills and water darken towards the monochrome as the boats begin to prickle with light. As the soup is removed by a maid in white frills, outside the tide turns and the ships swing in the dark. Despite Tom’s explanations, the turning of the tide still seems mysterious to Ally, and until she arrived here she had not known that it would be so plain. Yesterday, she saw the moment of pause at low water and then the first rivulet of the incoming tide trickling upstream. Seeing the turn of the tide is as definite as watching a patient’s return to consciousness.

         ‘Mrs Cavendish?’

         She meets Tom’s eyes.

         ‘Forgive me, Mr De Rivers. I was distracted by your beautiful view.’

         He smiles. He is the sort of man who cannot smile without resembling a crocodile. ‘I dare say our little town is quite fascinating to one accustomed to London. And – Manchester, was it? I have not been there, and I cannot say I wish to return to London. I lived there, you know, as a young man.’

         Ally sips her wine. Excellent wine, as good as anything in Uncle James’s cellar. ‘Manchester is an interesting city. In some ways it is in the vanguard of a social change that may take many years to reach more secluded parts of the country. And London was not my choice, but the only place in Britain where it was possible for me to train. I was happy there.’

         His face tightens a little, as if she has mentioned something unmentionable, but the smile remains. ‘As I hope you will be happy here, my dear.’

         Tom puts down his fork. ‘My wife will be working at the Truro Asylum. She takes a special interest in nervous cases.’

         Mr De Rivers coughs. If he chokes, she thinks, he will be glad enough of her training. He takes water.

         ‘In the asylum? Your wife? Cavendish, what are you thinking?’

         Tom smiles. He can smile at anyone. ‘Dr Moberley Cavendish is thinking that there is a great need for women mad-doctors. That, as we know, the majority of patients are female, and many of their troubles begin in exactly those crises of life where it is most desirable that women should be attended by women. Do I summarise correctly, Ally?’

         She nods. They still do not know why this invitation has been issued, but Mr De Rivers is a powerful man who appears to take an interest in Tom. It is not necessary that he should sympathise with her cause.

         ‘But I will not begin my work until Tom leaves. I wish to spend as much time as I can with him, and having no acquaintance here, naturally I will need occupation in his absence. Tell me, Mr De Rivers, what was your profession in London?’

         Mr De Rivers’ shirt front puffs out over his waistcoat. ‘I would have thought that under such circumstances a young lady would return to her father’s house, but I see you have a mind of your own. My father thought it best that I should spend some time in an exporter’s office. The markets for much of our tin are overseas and he wanted me to understand that side of the business. I was glad enough to return to Cornwall, I must say.’

         Ally nods. ‘I can understand that. And that is when you found your beautiful house?’

         She can do this, now. Mamma never understood the power of courtesy, or that not every battle needs to be fought every time. Feminine wiles, Mamma would say, the cowardly tactics of those who fear the judgements of fools and care more for worldliness than salvation. Did the Son of God depend on toadying and sweet words? Did he fear to offend the moneylenders in the temple?

         
            *

         

         He stands as the ladies leave, one of those gentleman’s tricks learnt late. Ally’s gaze is dropped, demure. The coils of her hair have softened and a strand trails on the pale curve of her neck. Miss De Rivers draws back to allow Ally to precede her into the drawing room, where the flock of hummingbirds, the tiger-skin rug and the moose’s head await them in the twilight. He cannot imagine what they will find to talk about.

         Mr De Rivers keeps silence, sipping the last of his Burgundy, until the door closes behind the women. The maid removes two plates, leaving the dessert to accompany the port which Mr De Rivers takes from the sideboard behind him.

         ‘Care for a cigar, Cavendish?’

         Ally dislikes the smell. ‘I won’t, thank you. But another of these walnuts.’

         De Rivers passes him the basket. ‘Grow them myself, you know. And I’ve a fine fig tree. Doesn’t fruit every year, mind.’

         ‘It is a very gentle climate. I find it hard, sometimes, to believe myself in England when I see the palm trees and jumping jacks.’

         ‘Ah. Not what you grew up with. Yorkshire, isn’t it?’ He pours port, generously. ‘Never been there. Right, Cavendish, shall we talk business?’

         ‘I thought you had something to say to me, Mr De Rivers.’

         
             

         

         He wants Tom to bring him silks from Japan. Kimonos, yes, those too, perhaps one for Miss De Rivers, but he has seen a particularly fine hanging in James Poldoon’s house, a mixture of applique and embroidery of a sort he believes to be previously unseen in Europe. Poldoon got his from a London dealer but he wants the real thing. Go to the workshops, young man. Watch the needles flash, see the dyes put on with your own eyes. Can’t be too hard, can it, to watch those Oriental girls at work? He’s heard a thing or two about Japanese women … Anyway, he’ll make it worth Tom’s while. Bring him something really fine, something to cover a whole wall and make Poldoon’s eyes pop, and Tom might be able to leave Ally on Florence Terrace instead of in that damp little cottage next time he goes to sea.

         Tom swirls the port around his glass, centrifugal force working against gravity. The first movement tends to overthrow, the second to restore equilibrium. He had hoped to be back home within six months.

         ‘Do you know where these workshops are, Mr De Rivers?’

         Mr De Rivers blows smoke. ‘That would be part of your business. There are doubtless guides. I believe there is a part of Osaka known as the textile district.’

         ‘My commission would be to find these places, place an order and oversee its fulfilment? I might not depart until your hangings were finished, and you would wish me to bring them with me in my own luggage on my return?’

         De Rivers taps ash onto a plate. Later, the scullery maid will clean it, probably cursing the thoughtlessness of gentlemen who have never had to see a woman scrub. ‘Exactly the situation. And if you have an enterprising bone in your body, young man, you’ll bring all you can to sell on your own account.’

         The port swirls the other way. ‘It is intended to be a brief trip. Mr Penvenick cannot spare me long.’

         ‘Penvenick! Come, Tom, we are none of us irreplaceable. If Penvenick can do without you for six months I dare say he will contrive to get through a few more weeks. In any case, you have not asked me to name the sum.’

         He puts the glass down and looks up. Enough, he thinks, enough. He owes this man no duty. ‘That, Mr De Rivers, is because I am happily not in such a case that I must necessarily think of money before paying heed to my profession and indeed to my wife.’

         De Rivers smiles. ‘You have a temper indeed, like your wife. I foresee interesting times in your house, Cavendish. Take the girl with you if you cannot do without her. It is not as if you were going to Africa, Japan is a civilised country. Especially if her comparison is the Truro Asylum.’

         Of course he has thought of it. Penvenick himself suggested it. The additional expense would be negligible. He has even tried to convince himself that Ally might practise in Japan, where there are several settlements including European women whose need for medical care is doubtless at least as acute as that of their sisters at home, or that she might observe the Japanese care of the insane, for there must, presumably, be madmen there as here. There were women doctors in India for many years before it was possible to qualify and practise in Britain. Japan is not India. The fact remains that she cannot accompany him on a tour of lighthouses and would, then, be left alone in some colony of expatriates for many weeks. The fact remains that she is eagerly anticipating her work in the asylum. There are stars out over the water.

         ‘It is impossible. And I cannot think that Mr Penvenick would allow me to do as you ask.’

         ‘Don’t be a fool, Tom.’

         De Rivers puts down his glass and names his figure.

      

   


   
      
         
            Jacob’s Ladder

         

         The gulls are raucous. A ship’s horn sounds low, three times, from the harbour, probably the big steamer that came in two days ago signalling its departure. Ally, curled away from him, doesn’t stir. He watches the sheet move with her breathing. Her nightgown, which he unbuttoned sometime last night, has slipped over her shoulder. There is a pale mole he had not noticed before at the top of her shoulder blade. Perhaps everyone looks younger asleep than awake. She has tangled the sheet around her legs, her one bare calf shaded with gold fur in the morning sun, and left him with none. By the time he is accustomed to sharing his bed, he will be behind the guardrail on a wooden berth, rocked by the waves. He has always slept well at sea.

         The room is not much changed by Ally’s arrival. His two jackets now hang from the hook on the door, ousted from the mirrored wardrobe by her dresses. Her best shoes, too high for comfortable walking, lie under his chest of drawers, and the grey silk dress reclines as though faint in the hard-backed chair, but she will put them away this morning. Sunlight is strained by the striped curtain as it always was, and the counterpane his mother made for him when he first went to London is folded back over the foot-rail as it always was. He remembers Ally’s accounts of her father’s house, of the Briar Rose wallpaper her father designed especially for her and her sister May, the winter and summer curtains that changed the light and colours of the drawing room where the famous autumn wallpaper first hung. He has not seen the house, has not been invited, but even his mother recognised Alfred Moberley’s name. Oh, the bird curtains, she said. Mrs Gummersall has them in the pink. Ally’s Uncle James’s house, where he met her, also had patterned papers and curtains, a profusion of lamps and soft chairs. Perhaps he should suggest that Ally redecorate the cottage, make it more like what she is used to. If he accepted De Rivers’ commission, there would be enough for that and more.

         Careful not to disturb her, he slides from under the covers, steps over the creaking board by the door. He used sometimes to creep out of his mother’s house early on summer mornings, off to the river to fish or sometimes just for the pleasure of a secret outing, without the gaze of those who assume that a boy alone is up to no good. He has not had to move silently around this house before. Most of the garden is in the shade but there is sun on the roses at the gate and on the high brick wall between the cottage’s ope and the garden of number two. The basement kitchen is cool and dim, the flagged floor cold to his bare feet. It always used to feel dusty, until Ally came. He removes the whistle so it won’t wake Ally and sets the kettle to boil. She baked bread on Saturday, and there are eggs in the pantry and the special India smoked tea that was one of her Aunt Mary’s lesser wedding gifts, just a small token, she said, a little luxury for the first days of their married life. They have no tray but a baking dish will do the job; he will make breakfast in bed for his wife. For his bride. On the way up the stairs he pauses, balances the tray while he opens the front door and invites the day to come in.

         
             

         

         The kitchen floor is washed, properly scrubbed as well as mopped. She has washed Tom’s clothes for the first time, watching his sleeves and the legs of his drawers swim and entwine themselves with her shifts and blouses. Please, Tom said, I did not marry a doctor to have her wring my shirts. It is beneath your dignity, he says. Send it out, Al. He has always done so. What, she said, so I can sit idle as a fine lady while some other woman toils? Can you imagine what Mamma would say? She has rinsed everything, but Tom has no mangle. It is a bright day. The neighbour’s housekeeper has given her some wooden pegs, and Ally has rigged a line between the holly tree and the fence. There is no reason why she should not sit down, even in the leaf-dappled garden, and re-read Professor Browne’s book about asylums. Housework is never exactly done, for one might always wash the curtains or dust something, but her new status as a wife must not be allowed to prevent her real work. Idleness, says Mamma’s voice in her mind, frittering away the afternoon in self-indulgence when there is misery and despair on your very doorstep. The voice has reason: there are back lanes in Falmouth as infernal as anywhere in Manchester, where Mamma labours day after day, month after month, teaching illiterate women to feed their children, clean their houses and wash their clothes for little thanks, showing despoiled girls and diseased prostitutes that there are still other ways for them to live. Here there are open sewers running down to the sea and malnourished children begging outside the baker’s shop. Women in limp finery greet the arrival of every ship and frequent the bars around the harbour. Ally could be working like Mamma to save bodies and souls this very minute instead of arranging cushions for herself on the stone steps beside the camellia. She could be soliciting subscribers for a reformatory for those women, or at the very least offering medical care to them and their children. She remembers her eighteen-year-old self telling the inmates of Mamma’s Home that when she qualified, she would attend women who had nowhere else to go, who could not pay doctors’ fees and so died with their children for lack of the most elementary care. And now she devotes herself to the study of chimerical disorders of the mind, to the least respectable branch of medicine. From three hundred miles away, she can feel Mamma’s disappointment. She opens the book.

         The history of mental disease, writes Browne, reveals some awful truths. And one of these is that the mind may be trained to insanity, to destroy itself. It is the beginning of an essentially optimistic argument: if the mind may be led or pushed to insanity, if it is possible for a sane person to be driven mad, then the process must be reversible. There is no reason why anyone who has once been in full possession of his intellects should not be restored to that state. Browne commends ‘the well-regulated efforts, the virtuous contentment, the settled principles, of a highly educated mind’. A seagull screams over Ally’s head. The leaves of the camellia are almost as dark as the holly’s prickles, and both gleam white in the sun. It is not her experience, not the experience of any woman she knows, that a highly educated mind brings either virtuous contentment or settled principles. A trained intelligence, she would go so far as to suggest, is likely to unsettle the virtuous contentment of its female possessor, and indeed the unsettling of contentment should be an object of women’s education. Browne, naturally enough, concerns himself with the masculine mind.

         She reads on: ‘he who devotes himself to the care of the insane … must live among them; he must be their domestic associate; he ought to join in their pursuits and pastimes; he ought to engage them in conversation during the day, and listen to their soliloquies in the retirement of their cells; he must watch, analyze, grapple with insanity among the insane, and seek for his weapons of aggression in the constitution and dispositions of each individual, and not in general rules or universal specifics.’ Well, it is only in the discovery of general rules and universal specifics that the profession of the mad-doctor will come of age, but even so, she thinks, yes. Each mind has its own story, its own road to perdition, and perhaps that story, once imagined, can be retraced. The difficulty, as she and Browne well know, is to order asylums in such a way as to make this possible. The difficulty is to find space among the multiplying madnesses for a narrative of any kind. She finds herself rising to check that the laundry is drying, as if it might be doing anything else.

         
             

         

         ‘Will your great work wait while we take a walk, Dr Moberley Cavendish?’ Her hands are gritty with flour and butter, her fingernails unpleasantly caked. Mamma considered pastry unwholesome, especially for young girls, and it was never made at home, but Tom likes it. And there will be no pies for him in Japan.

         She tries to smile for him but her eyes fill. Here it is, the beginning of their last evening. From this moment, the minutes will slip away like stitches dropped from a knitting needle. Unravelling, irrecoverable.

         ‘If you are content to dine at a positively dissipated hour, Mr Cavendish. The book says that pastry may profitably be left to rest in the pantry.’

         He holds out his hand. ‘Did you not marry me in hopes of dissipated habits? Come, I have been pent in the office all day and there is a fine fresh wind off the sea.’

         She sinks her hands in the basin of cold water, scratches the butter from under each nail, shakes them dry to save having to wash the towel. If she splashes her face too, he will see that she is upset.

         ‘Your apron?’

         How could she care about an apron? She makes her mouth smile. ‘You don’t consider it suitable garb for an evening of gay abandon? Perhaps you are right.’

         
             

         

         They take the high path, up the stone stairs from the cottage to Penwerris Terrace where there is another row of sea-captains’ houses. The sun is still high and the white stucco fronts are as bright as sheets drying in the sun. Seagulls on ridgepoles and chimneys announce Tom and Ally’s progress, the cries circling them from above, and below them the town curls around its slopes, poor people in grey stone at the bottom and rich in white paint at the top. Along here, ornate cast-iron fences restrain bushes of pink-starred fuchsia and tendrils of wisteria from which purple flowers drip like bunches of grapes. Through a window, she glimpses the autumn wallpaper which for a long time she thought Papa had made only for the drawing room at home.

         ‘Ally?’

         She turns, startled. When he proposed marriage his voice did not sound so serious. Perhaps, at this very last moment, he is going to say it. Come too. I cannot bear to leave you. Whatever the cost to your career, come with me. I can’t, she would say. And yes. Yes.

         ‘I hope—’ He stops. ‘You know – Ally, I am sure the time will pass quickly once we are accustomed to it. At least we both knew from the beginning that this separation was to come. And you will have your work, it is not as if you will need to seek distraction. Letters take only a few weeks now, did you know that? We will perhaps re-read our letters in fifty years and remember—’ His hand tightens on hers. ‘Remember all of those years together.’

         Her skirt swings over her shoes, over the paving stones, as each foot reaches forward. There are fewer minutes left now than when they left the house, than when they crossed the road. She should say something back, embellish his vignette of their old age.

         There is nothing to say. They walk on, above the library and gallery now, and she follows him down the cobbled lane where the men outside the pub watch them pass. One says something about her and the others laugh. Her skirt, she thinks, her skirt made in London for a prosperous professional woman, is too narrow here. They will think it not decent. Or her hair is coming down, or has a seagull soiled her clothes? Tom is waiting at the bottom, his elbow crooked for her hand.

         ‘I’m sorry, Ally, I thought you were with me.’

         She takes his arm. ‘It doesn’t matter. I am.’

         For this evening, for this one night. The fresh wind he wanted soothes her face like a cold cloth.

         ‘We’ll go up the hill?’

         They are heading as usual for Gyllingvase, where he likes to see the ships coming in from the Atlantic. Going blue water, she’s heard people say here, going far away, as if the coastal waters were not blue.

         ‘I can climb Jacob’s Ladder. It is possible in a skirt.’

         The first time he brought her here was a hot afternoon and she remarked that climbing one hundred and twelve stone steps from the town square was an inelegant proceeding. But he enjoys Jacob’s Ladder partly because it is wholly unnecessary, an egregious feat of engineering like that of a small boy playing with wooden blocks.

         ‘Very well. We will ascend together.’

         There are children playing marbles at the top, and as Ally and Tom reach the group a glass ball comes rolling, dropping, bouncing like a body over a cliff. She hears herself exclaim. It will smash, splinter into tiny shards and its heart of blue will be exposed and broken. The boys stand to watch. There are holes in their trousers and their bare feet are dirty, their hair long and unkempt. The smallest one’s mouth hangs open.

         ‘It’s too steep, don’t try to chase it,’ says Tom. ‘Here, this should buy you another. Whose is it?’

         The child takes the penny but the marble has reached the bottom intact. Spheres, she remembers him saying, are the strongest shape. Joins and edges are always points of weakness.

         They come over the brow of the hill to the villas of Florence Terrace, and at last see out over the Atlantic as well as up the estuary’s intimate curves. The grand estates, newer than the captains’ houses, spread down the hill to the sea, their velvet lawns embroidered with palm trees and flowering bushes. Beyond them are bath chairs and perambulators drawn as if by clockwork along the paved promenade, and beyond that, waves in dark blue and white leaping and reaching, and right at the edge, just where sea at last becomes sky, gathering and hurling themselves into the Manacles. It is a clear day, when you can see the Manacles. Her hand tightens on Tom’s sleeve, and suddenly her drowned sister is there in her mind, May’s legs bound by her twisting wet skirts and May’s hair floating out above her face as she sinks and her mouth opens, surprise or some final speech, I didn’t mean this or I love you or—

         ‘Ally?’

         ‘Sorry, Tom. I’m sorry.’

         No crying. He does not need this: weakness, hysteria, nerves, on his last day. He knows her strong. He married a doctor, not a patient. She bites her lips.

         ‘Did you find out how long you will be in Singapore?’

         He pats her hand. ‘It will depend, I think, on the weather and what speed we make. But probably several days. Penvenick will cover a hotel so I can leave the ship. He said I would be ready enough to walk out by then. And of course I will be able to send letters.’

         She nods. Tom stepping out, his jaunty gait under a tropical sky, his feet safe on foreign ground.

         ‘You will like to see the city.’

         She imagines herself there too, holding his arm and catching the scents of strange fruits and flowers under a tropical sky. Herself at the rail of a ship watching a new land rising over the horizon, a warm wind on her face.

         But he does not ask.

         
             

         

         Even the seagulls are sleeping, but through the gap in the curtains he can see that the night is beginning to fade. It is today. His trunk is the shape that stands waiting by the door. Ally lies tightly curled, her back to him as if he is already gone, as if there were no comfort for her. It is a betrayal, this journey. Even though they both knew about their separation before agreeing to marry, even though she has said nothing about wanting him to stay and knows that it would be impossible for Penvenick’s plans to change, it is a betrayal. Instead of creeping out into the night, to breathe the dew on the grass and the red roses at the gate and feel Cornwall solid under his feet, he curls around his wife, tucks her into his arms, cradles her breast in his hand and her head against his chest for what may, what very well may, be the last time.

      

   


   
      
         
            an arrangement of plants and stones

         

         The screens are open a few inches and in the gap is outside, a stripe of leaves and bark and rain between the paper windows which remind him of pages, of the blank expanses of unwritten letters. The leaves, some in red lace as well as a variety of fleshy greens, bounce like struck cymbals as the raindrops hit them. As well as the patter of rain there is the chiming of running water, which must come from the bamboo gutters he noticed earlier, or perhaps there is a fountain out there. He reaches out to open the screen, hesitates. The taut paper looks fragile. The woman, whose name he could not say even if he had heard it clearly, probably set her windows just as she wants them. Who is he, to go around rearranging her house? He puts his eye to the gap instead, a child peering in to a room he is not allowed to enter, a servant at the keyhole. It is – probably – a garden. It must take a human mind and hands to make such an arrangement of plants and stones. His eye measures the spaces between wavering branches and crouching rocks, notes how the curves of the gravel path pull the beholder into the intricacy of green shadows under the bushes. No flowers, or flowerbeds. No straight lines, but a garden nevertheless. He feels a gaze on his back, and she is standing there, in her slippers. He will have to get used to that, to the way these buildings are silent about their occupants’ movements. You can see everything at once, if you keep looking, but if you’re not looking you won’t hear anything until it’s too late.

         She kneels and bows her head almost to the floor, as if pretending he’s one of her idols. His knees creak and his trousers tighten across his thighs as he reciprocates: even if it is incorrect, he hopes that mimicry at least suggests the right intentions. Her hair stays in perfect place. All the women’s hair is blue-black, the shade of bad bruises, and it all looks cold to the touch. He straightens up. His knees hurt. They practise these postures, he has read, from infancy, but even so he does not see how a human body can remain so folded without damage. Muscles, bones and vasculature are surely the same everywhere?

         She murmurs and sits back on her heels, gestures. Food? Is it a mealtime in Japan? There was a drink that seemed a little like both coffee and tea when he awoke, and a bowl of sticky rice and some kind of clear soup. When the student arrives, he will ask. Tell me from the beginning, he will say. Take me for a savage, for a child raised by wolves, and tell me how to wake and sleep, to empty my bladder and bowels, to bathe. Tell me what to eat and when and how, and in return I will advise you on the building of lighthouses. It does not seem much of a bargain. She smiles at him, rises smoothly to her feet, and leaves, silent as a cat. He has no idea what is happening, but he seems to have succeeded in his present ambition, which is not to give offence. He does not know when the student will arrive; Makoto will call on you tomorrow, he was told. He would like to go out, begin to feel Japan under his feet and smell its air and hear its birdsong and the wind in its leaves. He is hungry. He lowers himself onto one of the square cushions on the floor and takes out Fulham’s Structural Engineering, his prize copy inscribed by Professor Fulham himself. For now, he must wait.

         He waits.

         The light in the room has changed by the time she comes back. From behind the split curtain hanging in the doorway, feet and the bottom half of a yellow kimono approach, and then the curtain in his own room’s entrance flutters blue and white. He wonders what she has been doing while he read. She carries a tray, black lacquer on the inside with tongue-and-groove boxed corners in polished bamboo on the outside, and in it there are upturned cups and bowls. She sinks to her knees and the tray remains horizontal. She positions it on the table from which he hastily removes Fulham. She speaks, gestures towards the door. There are two empty bowls, or handle-less cups. Makoto?

         To Tom’s relief, Makoto is wearing a suit, with a bowler hat over his short hair, and as Tom scrambles to his feet Makoto holds out his hand to shake.

         ‘Mr Cavendish. How do you do.’

         Makoto bows as they shake, his grasp firm.

         ‘How do you do. Mr Makoto?’

         Is Makoto a Christian or surname?

         ‘How was your voyage?’

         Just as if we were meeting in London, Tom thinks. Makoto’s English has odd stresses and elisions, as if he were singing the words of one song to the tune of another, but it is entirely orthodox.

         ‘I enjoyed it. You are recently returned from England yourself?’

         Makoto bows again. ‘From Scotland. Ah, you are reading Fulham? I was honoured to meet him.’

         Foolish to be startled. He knew that Makoto had been in Britain to study.

         ‘He taught me. We correspond. He advised me to come here.’

         ‘He is a great man. I was most honoured.’

         Honoured, Tom thinks, a word he encounters repeatedly in all he has read about Japan. Does it always translate the same Japanese words, or do the Japanese have as many refinements of obligation as the Eskimos do of snow? The woman, who has stood like a servant in the corner, steps forward, bows and speaks, and this time Tom knows that he is being asked to sit down and take tea.
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