

[image: Cover]



About the Author

J.M. Varese is an American novelist and literary historian whose first novel, The Spirit Photographer (2018), was published to critical acclaim. Varese has also written widely on Victorian literature and culture, and has served in various capacities, most recently as Director of Outreach, for The Dickens Project at the University of California for over two decades.


Also by J.M. Varese

The Spirit Photographer


The Company

J.M. Varese

[image: images]

www.johnmurraypress.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 2023 by Baskerville

An imprint of John Murray (Publishers)

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © J.M. Varese 2023

The right of J.M. Varese to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Cover image: Lydia Blagden © John Murray Press 2023

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

eBook ISBN 9781399802666

Baskerville, an imprint of John Murray

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.johnmurraypress.co.uk


For Adam, Gina, and Colette


CONTENTS

About the Author 

Also by J.M. Varese

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

EDITOR’S NOTE

I

II

III

IV

V

VI

VII

VIII

IX

X

XI

XII

XIII

XIV

XV

XVI

XVII

XVIII

XIX

XX

XXI

XXII

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


EDITOR’S NOTE

THE PRESENT WORK was discovered in an old abandoned house in Devonshire, long after the last of the Braithwhite children had passed on. The author, Lucy Braithwhite, was a person of great intelligence and kindness, known for her work in medical charities during the later years of her life. But why a young woman of her persuasion and station would feel compelled to record something of such unspeakable horror and obscenity remains a mystery. The story is as infernal as the ideas and events that it suggests. It should have gone to ashes with its author, and should never have been found or read.

The reader is therefore advised to proceed with caution. What tricks lie in this narrative are never evident or foretold. Indeed one of the only reasons to read it, aside from that of satisfying the most morbid of curiosities, is to find out, at long last, the explanation for the horrible thing – the abomination – that was discovered when the Braithwhite house in London was finally opened up again. At the time it was assumed that what was found upstairs was some macabre and unexplained relic of the family’s complicated history. But now, with Miss Braithwhite having detailed the whole account herself, one can understand that much darker influences were at work.

That is, if one can manage to believe any of it.

The year, it appears, is 1870, for the writer makes some reference to events that took place during that time. One cannot be entirely sure, though, as there are so many distortions and evasions in this narrative that the grounding in any particular year must be treated with suspicion.

Tavistock, Devonshire

1903


I

FATHER BEGAN BRINGING us down to Devon when we were children. The business of the company drew him many times a year. ‘Lucy,’ he would say to me, ‘you must take care to watch out for your brothers. Though John is older and Tom is slight, they are boys and they are bound to be reckless.’

He could be so grave when he gave a warning.

‘There are bogs. There are dangers.’

But there were heavens too. The moorland – that heaven – beyond the Devon house was the place that as children we were forever wanting to escape to. We were children. We had freedom. Though I would always have less. And in the patterns of the rocks and hills, I remember the two boys running. Or rather, one is running, and one is falling behind, threading a path through the browning heather. He stops and turns his head. Our eyes meet and we smile. A hill and a boy – the simplest of patterns – and an immense sky that runs deep with no colour.

But that is a fanciful story, and not the one that I must tell. Because our family was the company, and the company was about something different.

We lived in a very fashionable neighbourhood of the city – not far from the Harley Street doctors, whom father often wished had taken up their residence somewhere else. Our house was a corner house, so that we had windows on two sides of some rooms, and that was important because it meant that the light hitting the walls could be extraor­dinary when the day was good. Father chose the house very carefully because of this. To him, there were two ‘houses’ to Braithwhite & Company. The counting house, which was down on the Strand, and the other house – the house we lived in. Both were ours.

As children, we of course all lived upstairs in the nur­series, alongside the servants. But some years after father died, John settled into one of the rooms on the first floor. It was father’s old study, set towards the back of the house, just below mine, and once John turned of age, that’s where we conducted much of the family business. The room’s paper was of a dark emerald green, and it contained things shaped like leaves, and leaves shaping themselves into vines, and strange winding serpents that curved into rivers. It had been father’s favourite. As a girl I’d seen angel wings somewhere in that dense forest, and John had picked out monkeys and pineapples. There was no telling what might emerge from any of these established relics – the intricate, deceptive patterns that our father’s father had made famous.

But where to begin? I think not with a history of Braithwhite & Company, or a discussion of any of the wallpapers that made our triumph and our downfall, but rather with that last correspondence from our company’s manager, Mr Luckhurst, and the other fateful letter that followed. That, to me, is where this wretched story begins – when strange stirrings within me, unrecognised at the time, began revealing the horrible course that I would eventually be forced to take.

How I loathe what I would need to become, but even then there was no stopping it.

I was twenty-four, and everything at that time was in ­predictable order: the designs for the new patterns had just been finalised; the sample books, as well, were being drafted based on the early designs; and interest from the London stores was not merely steady, but increasing, as our competitors had never been able to match our vibrancy of colour. That last bit had everything to do with Mr Luckhurst – or at least I thought so – who, over all these years, had kept ­Braithwhite & Company at the top of the heap.

Our dear Mr Luckhurst. How, as a child, I had adored him. And what would any of us ever have done without him? ‘I trust you and your mother are continuing well,’ he wrote in that last letter, ‘and that John’s health is as constant as we can expect it to be.’ For while Mr L was not of a morbid ­disposition, he was also not a man who sweetened his words. Which makes more sense to me now, of course: the less he said, the better. In my childhood, though, he was the kindest of gentlemen – a confirmed bachelor who seemed always to have too much affection to give.

I remember once throwing my arms about him, and ­brushing my cheek against his soft, white whiskers. My ­seventh ­birthday, the year after we had lost father. The doll’s house was the most exquisite thing I had ever received, fully furnished of course, and outfitted with samples of our papers. There were tiny dolls inside too – a family somewhat like ours. Mother and father in the drawing room. A girl and a boy upstairs in their bedrooms. And on the top floor another little doll in its brightly papered nursery.

In the girl’s room, on the second floor, the wallpaper looked delectable enough to eat – a mélange of peaches and berries and cherries, all intricately connected by melon vines. In my innocence, I touched the sun-like orange of one of the peaches, and some of the pigment rubbed off onto my finger. I put my finger to my tongue. Would the powder taste like peach? Would the flavour come from the walls? Were my new dolls to have so much deliciousness?

But no sooner had I licked the dust than I felt the air around me shift.

‘Now my sweet Lucy,’ Mr Luckhurst said, placing his hand upon mine, and moving it away from my mouth. ‘You must never, ever do that.’

I looked at him.

‘Never,’ he repeated. ‘You must never taste the papers, no matter how delightful they might appear.’

It was a different kind of scolding – one I remember more for its sympathy rather than its harshness. And of course it means something different to me now – something different from what it ever could have meant back then. He was protecting me from danger. His hand upon me, the gentlest of hands. Letting me know without knowing.

Mr Luckhurst was the man we trusted above all others. He was our saviour, and he was my favourite. But John was of course his favourite, and that I could not mind. Because John, after all, was the one who would some day run the company. This had been understood for as long as any of us could remember, and John, even then, couldn’t help but reveal a distinct awareness of his own fate. How much more difficult it must have been then, for Mr L to observe John grow into a man over the years, and at the same time be forced to accept that not everything would turn out as it seemed. If Mr Luckhurst had one unfortunate flaw it was this: he did not always want to see what was right there in front of him because he lived, like so many respectable men of his time, strictly according to the rules.

In the end, that did not serve any of us well.

Mr Luckhurst was the public embodiment of the company. Or at least that is how father had established it to be, because Mr Luckhurst was trusted, and in business, as we had heard father chime time and time again, there was so little that one was able to trust. So it was no surprise then that when father passed away, Mr Luckhurst assumed his role in both ‘houses’. He developed the most interesting partnership with mother, who listened half attentively as he explained this or that matter. And we could depend on him to spread the receipts from the counting house across the drawing-room tables, as he had often done when he had come to see father. Not that John or I, during those early years, could ever have made sense of any of those papers. The ever-presence, though, of so much business in the house impressed us with a deep sense of gravity for all things that surrounded the company.

Mother was still in good form during those years. And I mean the earlier years, before the trips to Devon stopped, and before I began having to care for her too. In both London and in Devon, mother was a kind of Mother of the Company – an important figurehead who did not transact business, but who influenced the company’s workings by virtue of her association with father. I think that she enjoyed an unspoken partnership with Mr L, which is what makes me refer to the partnership as interesting. Or maybe it was spoken – I really don’t know. I was too young to understand what was going on between them, or what the company’s business was really about. During those early years I was instead noting moods and marking trends, as a girl of six or seven in a family like ours is wont to do. In any event, mother was quite soft, even before we lost Tom. It was she, for example, who would visit the bal maidens on our trips to Devon, and I remember her being overly concerned about the protective clothing we provided the workers. Perhaps involving herself in these more personal matters was her way of animating father’s legacy – either that or her way of atoning for something over which she could never have had control.

In the end, though, as was the case with Mr Luckhurst, her rule-following would have its costs.

But to go on. Of my mother and Mr Luckhurst, my early memories are strongest in London, for whenever we were in Devon my heart was outside, in the fields and hills with my brothers. In London, my child’s eyes did not see the sun rising and setting in the same way as it rose and set in the country. There were no purple or orange or pink wisps in the sky. No fields of frosty diamonds covering green blades of grass. In London, the colours were of a very different sort – blue skies and grey skies, or reds and yellows from the flower women, or the endless, endless panoply of hues from the fruits and vegetables in Covent Garden. And our walls and papers too, of course, which brings me back to the matter. Namely, our absolute reliance on Mr Luckhurst for the maintenance of – well, everything.

During the eighteen or so years since our father’s death, Mr L had, like father, divided his time between the London and Devon offices. And so when Mr L was away from us, he naturally wrote more often. There were patterns. Mr L to dinner on Fridays, to discuss business with mother, and eventually with John, but also to maintain an honourable model of structure, which in our family was much needed. Mr L carrying in new display books, so that the business remained close to us. Then, Mr L to Devon, to ensure the efficiency of the company’s mines, which ground through every season, day and night, rain or shine. And finally, Mr L’s dispatches from the country, informing us of success and rarely of decline, week after week, until at last would arrive a letter providing a date of return, when the whole pattern would commence again, once he returned to London. If there is one thing that a destabilised household likes, it is predictability, and year after year, as our memories formed deeper impressions, Mr Luckhurst provided that to us, greatly.

And so, by the time I was twenty-four, and John was twenty-six, these patterns had become so established that one couldn’t even see them any more. What we, or at least I, saw in the patterns was something extraordinary, which is to say – nothing. Because when you live with something for so long, and the purported beauty of what you’re living with prevents you from seeing anything else underneath, you become less and less prepared for the arrival of something shocking. And as inviting – revealing even – as the colours of Braithwhite & Company’s wallpaper patterns were, we could never have been prepared or awake enough for the wretchedness that was about to be.

The news arrived one night in a letter, just after the rain had stopped. The letter had been brought by a boy, not quite a man, wet and dirty. He resisted entering the house, but the air being so damp, Susan had insisted and pulled him into the entrance hall. When I arrived a moment later, the boy was already steeled against us, though try as he might, he could not hide his own shivering.

‘He’s from the office, miss,’ Susan said.

‘At this hour?’ I replied.

The boy was indeed inside, but remained close to the door.

‘If you please, miss,’ he said, his arm outstretched. ‘I was instructed.’

‘Instructed what?’ I said. ‘You’re all wet, boy, and you’ll catch your death. Susan – bring a blanket and warm some water.’

The boy, sensing what I was about, waved his hands and said:

‘Oh! No, no, miss. I was instructed. It’s just this, and then I must go.’

His face had grown even more frightened at my suggestion. And now he offered the note up to me vigorously.

I took the envelope from his trembling fingers. I did not recognise the writing – simple strokes of black with no signs of flourish. It was not from Mr L.

‘Who gave this to you?’ I asked.

The boy looked behind me.

‘Who?’ I asked again.

‘I don’t know, if you please, miss,’ he said.

‘You’re from the office?’ I said.

The boy nodded.

‘How is it that I’ve never seen you?’

‘Well, miss,’ he said. ‘I just do as I’m told, and take what comes.’

I turned the envelope over in my hands, more curious about the messenger, if I’m to tell the truth, than I was about the message. The boy’s stare was quite bold, courageous even, but it was an uncomfortable stare that held a gleam of terror, which in the moment I could not understand.

I looked down at the envelope again, turned it over, and tore the lip. There was a single piece of paper inside, folded in half. ‘Dear Miss Braithwhite . . .’ the letter began, a scrawled message of merely two sentences. It was, as I had suspected, signed by one of the clerks – someone with no real understanding of what this news would mean to us.

I looked up at the boy and glanced back down at the letter.

‘Miss?’ Susan said.

But I could not look at her. Thinking on it now even, I can barely catch my breath. My eyes grow wet and my vision blurs. I choke – I cannot breathe. Susan catches me as I stumble. I drop the letter to the ground.

That is what I remember about that most unimaginable of moments: Susan, the misty boy, the floating away of the terrible letter. The letter is delicate – a feather falling to the floor. Though there will be nothing delicate about anything from now on.

Then I heard my brother.

‘Lucy,’ he said, ‘what is the matter?’

He had come downstairs, undressed, in his nightclothes. I was still holding onto Susan, and I pointed towards the letter.

‘I am . . .’ I said. ‘The boy brought . . .’

John moved away from us.

‘What boy?’

Then he stooped to lift the paper, unfolded its wings, and read for himself that Mr Luckhurst was dead.
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