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Prologue

Uwe and His Winter Leaving – Odessa, November 1806

UWE PROCTOR DVOSHKA adjusted the bag upon his shoulder, gripped hard at the handle of his case, urged the unwilling boatman on. Their boots grumbled over freezing shingle, filling the treads with keel-worn grit, sand that melted momentarily beneath their weight. The boatman’s pipe began to smoulder, the draw damped by mist and the uneven pull of breath, as he fought to stay upright on the rough plank that led to the jetty, sheeted over as it was with invisible slates of ice. He could barely make out the buoy that marked the tethering of his boat, wondered why this man hadn’t gone out the night before as the rest had done, wanted to be slumbering by his fire.

The boat once gained, he took up an oar, had to hammer at the icy skin that hung a shiver above the surface of the sea, held by the soft exhalation of salt, pushed against the hard dark seaweed that clung to the jetty base, and the snails that had frozen within their grooves. He cracked at the ice with every pull of the oars, had his passenger sit in the stern and wallop at the water with a roped stone to break their way.

Uwe Proctor knelt there a moment, the rope scouring at his skin where tiny barnacles had made their home between the fraying strands, thought he saw something shimmering out there in the mist, wondered if it was his past or his future, or if, like most things, it was nothing at all. He grimaced, could feel the ache at the back of his eyes as he strained to see through the haze: what the Russians called tymáh, the sound of the hollow tomb in which he felt himself to be. He had watched for the dawn from his lodging-room window, high up on the Odessan cliff, had seen it draw the haar from the land to the uncertain sea, creeping over the troubled surface, hiding the world from the sun as its edge grew at the horizon. He had made his decision to leave quite suddenly during the night, and with his decision, the fold of winter had come to cover the morning. He was leaving because of what he had done, and what he hadn’t. He had failed. He had cost hard-grafting people their money, given them in return words and plans that had come to nothing. The locusts had come, and eaten his grand schemes along with everything else in their way.

It was bitter, this crabbed day in November. It was always like that here, always extreme, like two halves of a pendulum that has no middle ground: when the sun shone, it baked the shirt right into your skin; when the wind blew, it raised the dust from the streets and flayed your face with grit, got into your bones and made pepper mills of your joints; and when the winter came, it stamped down so fast it crushed everything beneath it. Ice cracked about the harbour walls, grew out from the silent lagoons, froze the bitterns in their reeds, tethered the birds to their roof-stacks, kept even the terns from their otherwise constant calls, set the cranes and egrets shivering in their trees.

Further out, past the harbour walls, the water dragged cold currents from beneath, caused freezing updraughts to form the mist into pillars, shimmering like spectres over the ocean. From the shore, people saw gateposts to an unknown city, shadows of long-gone citizenry shifting with the mists and tides, weird breath-like apparitions that came and went with the slow undulation of waves they could not see. The haar moved with the will of the water, thickened and thinned, showed a few ships at anchor, the grey, whale-backed hulls seeming to breathe as they came in and out of view, sails down, wrapped within their sheets and ropes, swans adrift, asleep, with nothing to wait or wake for. All was muted as in mourning, as if the earth no longer turned, as if this cold and calm was everything and always would be.

Uwe Proctor shivered. He could feel ghosts plucking at his sleeves, felt them hovering at the bare skin of his neck. He swung the break-stone with extra force, tried to keep the heat within his blood, felt his life being stolen from him with every cold exhalation, leaving him empty as a grave-robbed tomb. And then there it was, the ship, materialising so suddenly in front of him he involuntarily put his hand to his chest, felt the break-stone slip between his fingers, managed to grasp at its end just as it began to sink beneath the sea. His fingertips touched the water, made his nails brittle with salt, shrank the capillaries below his skin.

Later, when all that had happened had happened and could not be undone, he would find it oddly comforting, this icy calm and coldness, invasive from above and below and all around him, hiding the world from him and him from the world. He would often curse the shifting of the mists that revealed him his ship, guided him to the ladder knotted and ready for his ascent, took the weight of his belongings as he dragged them with him, hands burning on the rope. Perhaps he might then have turned back, made up his mind to stay and face the consequences of his disastrous invention. Perhaps then there would be those several people walking on this earth who now lay bloated in their boxes several feet below its surface; perhaps he would never have found his Eden and made of it a land of desolation and tears.

Ipsing and the Saint – St Weonard’s, 23 February 1807

Ipsing Sansibar had just finished ferrying his goats over to the island of St Weonard’s-on-the-Water. He watched as they started rootling over the old grave mounds, steering past the clumps of frozen ragwort which had made them so sick last spring. There wasn’t much grazing this time of year, but the soil of St Weonard’s was rich and dark with centuries of six-deep remains, generations leaching into the loam, families crumbling and mingling with the damp earth. He tapped out his pipe, refilled it with rough tobacco mixed with the camphor-weed that helped him the better to breathe. The sun was strong and bright, cast sharp shadows over the grass where the stones still stood, bleached the red from the old brick of the church walls. He shaded his eyes from the light and the smoke, coughed a little as the camphor caught his throat, heard the goats snorting their way around the old churchyard. He remembered coming here years ago, when he was a lad, before the river flooded and made of the church an island. It rose every year, that river – something to do with the new canal that was being dug two valleys up. Every winter it crept up its banks just a little more. One day, thought Ipsing, it would start to suck at the cobbled walls of the old churchyard itself, begin to make its way through all the forgotten graves, start clawing and gnawing at the base of the church. There’d be no food here for the goats by then, and no point in ferrying them over. He would have to find somewhere else to graze them through the winter.

He sighed. He liked it here. It was peaceful and quiet, still smelt to him of incense and old wood and burning tallow. Every time he came here he felt younger and lighter, glad to be alone. His nose always seemed to clear, his lungs to ease and soften a little, the whistling in his throat grew less, his back didn’t ache quite so much.

He got back into his boat and began to push it off the little shingle shore, which used to be the path leading to the lych-gate. He saw the solemn flight of steps on the opposite bank, which came straight out of the water and carried on up to the church’s belfry, which stood on a little hill. St Weonard’s hadn’t always been on the water. It had started as a woodland chapel for the charcoal burners, Weonard being their patron saint, but the wood had long since been felled and the little chapel enlarged into a proper church. The belfry had been built up on the hill so it would be better heard, and on dark nights a beacon was lit high up in its tower to guide the farmhands home from the fields.

He saw that someone was going into the tower now. That blasted boy again, thought Ipsing; he knew it by the way the boy moved. His spine was fused solid like a copper pipe and he couldn’t bend properly or turn his head. It was creepy the way he moved his whole body to look at you, made him seem like an insect, especially with those big watery eyes that never seemed to blink.

Ipsing shuddered, lost his balance a little as he heaved himself into the boat, set it rocking on the shingle. Cursing, he grabbed at the oars before they fell into the water, didn’t notice the man who was walking up the hill from the other side, didn’t see that he had a large bundle strapped to his back, half the weight being taken by the belt he had braced around his forehead. Ipsing sat with his back to the shore and the belfry-beacon steps, pushed the boat off the bank with the back end of an oar, watched his goats champing at the hard winter grass, smiled at the falling-down ruin of the church. His oars dipped into the clear-running water just as a dark frown of cloud crossed the sun and chilled the air.

Up on the hill the man with the bundle on his back had knicked the latch up on the tower door. He eased the heavy load from his back and put it over the threshold and himself after it, then pulled the boards to and closed the door.

Down on the river Ipsing Sansibar shivered as the sun slipped and the weird pink of twilight so common in the wintertime, shifted everything into grey and shadow, felt a few hard splats of rain upon his back, sculled a little quicker, breathed a little faster, nosed the boat downstream, heading for the pond-green pier and home.

The Boy in the Tower – St Weonard’s, 23 February

That blasted boy, as Ipsing called him, was playing with the hedgehog he had just bought from a pedlar for the penny he had found under a heap of muck outside the wool bleacher’s. He had been looking for beetles. He liked the way they shone and glittered in their black and purple shields, the rainbows playing over their dark backs. He liked that they were stiff and unbending, just like him. He had a whole pocketful of them, and now that he had the hedgehog he was taking the beetles out of his pocket one by one, sliding his finger through the little gap between the buttonholes, holding the rest of it shut so the others couldn’t get out. He put one down in front of the hedgehog and watched it hobbling quickly after the beetle, which scuttled straight for the cracks in the warped wood of the belfry floor.

The boy with his hedgehog had climbed up the steps to the platform housing the framework supporting the bell, which hung high and grey above him. It was an upside-down bell, operated by a tread-wheel, secured in an oaken hammock that moved with the bell as it swung, sent its message up and out, exaggerated and heightened by the hollow of the tower above and below. Around its framework ran a wide metal gutter that held the oil and straw to be burnt when the beacon had to be lit. Its fires could be seen for miles and miles through the wall-slits that forced the light out into slats, split it into sharp bands like a sunrise seen through dust-ridden clouds.

The boy picked up a little stick. He was going to teach his hedgehog how to jump. Had seen it done in the market the year before, thought he might earn himself a few pennies with his new show, maybe make his mother proud of him. She was dead, of course, but still he wanted that she be proud of him, knew she was looking down and what a disappointment he had been to her with his stick-straight back and his inability to be useful because of it. The hedgehog moved much faster than he had supposed, but it didn’t take long to learn that if it let the boy stroke its spines, it would get a swift reward.

They both paused when they heard the latch lift on the door downstairs. The boy moved awkwardly, tried to hunch himself round to see who it might be. The hedgehog snuffled off into the stack of tinder stowed at the base of the wall. The boy could hear as the man puffed and grunted, started to heave his bundle up the stone steps. He could smell the sweat that was wetting the thin shirt of the man’s back, his coat tied around his waist, and could see the man edging up backwards, step by step, hauling on the straps of canvas that held the bundle together. When the stranger got to the top step he rocked back on to the platform, sitting on his heels, groaning with the effort. He wiped his face free of the overabundant sweat, got his bundle up beside him and turned to look around. He saw the boy, said nothing, took his time to get his breath, which didn’t come easy, and the boy looked on that unfamiliar face with his watery blue eyes. And the man watched the boy, his face a grime of grey. The boy blinked once, then the man moved forwards and had him by the collar, and moments later was hauling the boy down the stone steps, his shanks and ankles bruising against every rise. The boy said nothing as the man pushed him into the small downstairs room, which was once used as a dungeon for drying-out the village drunks. The man clanged the door shut, turned the key in the lock.

‘Stay quiet, and I’ll let you out by and by,’ he said. His voice was hoarse, as if he had stooped and stoked fires all his life or worked too long in a foundry.

The boy cowered in a corner, the beetles running out from his pocket as he backed against the wall. He could hear the man going back up the steps, heard the sound of something brushing against the wooden floor above his head. Looking up, he saw splinters of movement through the floorboards, saw the man’s feet crisscrossing the little room, heard the scratch and rustle of him opening his bundle, smelt the sting of sulphur in his nose, though he didn’t know that was what it was. And then came the crackle of fire as the man set the beacon burning. He had scattered the tinder heap all across the floor, had covered it with the oil-soaked straw he had dragged his long way across the valley and round the village and up the hill to the belfry and up the belfry steps.

The smoke started sinking through the floorboards, made the stiff boy in his corner start to cough. The man’s heavy boots came clumping down the stone of the steps. He fiddled with the lock, took out the big iron key and threw it through the bars of the prison door.

‘Wait a few minutes till you let yourself out. I’m to be well gone, and I’ll know if I see you coming out too soon and then I’ll string you up by the neck like a sausage.’

The stranger rattled the door to scare the boy a little more, though he needn’t have. The boy had already peed his pants and couldn’t move, stuck to the corner of the dungeon as if its two arms would protect him, pressing his back into the moss-ridden walls, the roughness of the old brick scarring crinkles into the worn leather of his jerkin.

He heard the man leave, tried to count but didn’t know how to, got down on his knees and fanned out his fingers to find the key. It was dark now the outer door was closed, but the beacon was burning on the platform above him and gave him a little comfort with its light. At last he found the big iron key and clutched it safe in his hand, started to tap the minutes away with his boots though he had never been taught his numbers and scarcely knew a minute from an hour. He was coughing a bit, his eyes stinging, but still he banged his foot against the floor to pretend the time. What neither he nor the man knew was that there was no lock on the inside of the door, and that the bars were too close together to let a man, or even a boy, thread through his hand.

The boy worried about the hedgehog in the conflagration upstairs, but then the boards over his head began to burn. The man had spread the fire right out across the belfry floor and not just in the gutters that were designed for the purpose. The treadle-rope was burning, warming the air, sending a shiver of movement up into the big bell, which began to hum with the heat.

Down in the dungeon, the boy began to wail as bits of cinder fell through burning holes and singed at his skin and his hair. The old oaken framework, which held the bell upside down, began to creak and hiss, bleeding and bullying at the long-dried resin, flames flickering up and down its length. The boy held the iron key hard in his hand and fumbled for the bars of the door, tried to put his small, stiff hands through the too-small spaces. But the key would never be put back in its lock, and the boy baked like a cockle in its shell, left too long upon the hearth, the ash falling from above to smoke and smother him as the fire caught, whipped by an evening wind that gusted through the beacon slats.

The embers came down through the worm-holes of the floorboards. The bell frame broke and fell, its heavy weight bursting halfway through the boy’s ceiling, sending piles of burning tinder down into the dungeon, the glimmer of light on the carapace of beetle-backs and the awful heat, the big iron key beginning to melt in the stiff boy’s hand, and the blink and blink of him dying badly and alone as the bell left its mooring, sent the crack and break and brittle of his bones across the cindered floor.

Outside, the rain that had promised itself earlier to Ipsing Sansibar’s jacket failed to arrive, and downriver by the pier, he was keeling up his boat when he saw the unexpected flare of the beacon on the hill. He listened for the bell, expecting alarm, but did not hear it, for its brim was hard down upon the boy and his beetles and its tongue was lost in the harsh roaring of the flames.

Theft and the Moon – 25 February

It is late at night. North and cold. Ice crackles upon the path. The moon hangs like a man from the gibbet, the features contorted with cloud and sorrow and unutterable distance from the earth. The man looks up, thinks for a moment he sees his own face reflected there. He shivers, but he isn’t cold, though his fingers have gone waxy from lack of blood. He is taut as a wire pulled between two points but on he goes. He reaches the iron gateway. He puts out his hand. The latch leaves frost-burns on his fingers but he doesn’t feel them. The dark yew hedges crowd above him and he sees a wink of berry pink, sees through the flesh to the black heart of the yew, and almost smiles. He brushes the leaf-tips with his fingers as he passes, the cut and cold of their edges sharpened with ice. The boom of the church bell makes him jump, makes him hurry his step, cut across the lawn to avoid the fussy gravel of the path. The sandstone of the Hall is dark with age and night, but he finds the door without difficulty. It takes him half a minute to hit a chisel through the old rust of the lock. He knew no one would have thought to bolt this old back door. He’s already oiled the hinges, and when he pushes, the door opens without a murmur, just as he knew it would. It swings its face to one side, lets the stranger slip inside the home that is surely not his own. It is not the first time he has stolen from others, and it will not be the last.
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