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‘You must dance, Mr Adamson,’ said Lady Alabaster from her sofa. ‘It is very kind of you to sit by me, and fetch glasses of lemonade, but I really do think you must dance. Our young ladies have made themselves beautiful in your honour, and I hope their efforts will not have been in vain.’

‘I think they are all delightful,’ said William Adamson, ‘but I am out of practice at ballroom dancing.’

‘Not much dancing in the jungle,’ stated Mr Edgar Alabaster.

‘On the contrary. There is a great deal of dancing. There are religious festivals – Christian festivals – which occupy weeks together with communal dancing. And in the interior there are Indian dances where you must imitate the hops of woodpeckers, or the wriggle of armadillos, for hour after hour.’ William opened his mouth to say more, and closed it again. Didactic rushes of information were a great shortcoming in returning travellers.

Lady Alabaster moved some of her black silk rolls of flesh on the rosy satin of her sofa. She persisted. ‘I shall ask Matty to find you a pretty partner, unless you can pick one out for yourself.’

The shimmering girls whirled past in the candlelight, shell-pink and sky-blue, silver and citron, gauze and tulle. A small orchestra, two fiddles, a flute, a bassoon and a cello scraped and shrilled and boomed in the minstrels’ gallery. William Adamson felt constricted, but composed, inside a dress suit borrowed from Lionel Alabaster. He remembered a festa on the Rio Manaquiry, lit by lamps made of half an orange-skin filled with turtle oil. He had danced with the Juiza, the lady of the revels, barefoot and in his shirtsleeves. There, his whiteness itself had given him automatic precedence at table. Here he seemed sultry-skinned, with jaundice-gold mixed into sun-toasting. He was tall and naturally bony, almost cadaverous after his terrible experiences at sea. The pale people in the soft light polka’d past, murmuring to each other. The music stopped, the partners walked away from the floor, clapping and laughing. All three Alabaster daughters were being conducted back to the group round their mother. Eugenia, Rowena, and Enid.

They were all three pale-gold and ivory creatures, with large blue eyes and long pale silky lashes visible only in certain lights and shadows. Enid was the youngest, still with a trace of childish plumpness, wearing blush-pink organdie trimmed with white rosebuds, and a wreath of rosebuds and a net of rosy ribbons in her hair. Rowena was the tallest, the one who laughed, with richer colour in her cheeks and lips, with the coil of hair in the nape of her neck studded with pearls and blush-tipped daisies. The eldest, Eugenia, wore white tarlatan over a lilac silk underskirt, and had a cluster of violets at her breast, and more violets at her waist, and violets and ivy woven in and out of her sleek golden head. Their brothers, too, had the gold and white colouring. They made a charming and homogeneous group.

‘Poor Mr Adamson had no idea we were having a Ball at the beginning of his visit,’ said Lady Alabaster. ‘Your father wrote immediately to invite him when he heard how he had been rescued at sea after being cast away for fifteen days, very terrible, in the Atlantic. And your father, naturally, thought more of his eagerness to see Mr Adamson’s specimens than he did of our own projected entertainment. So Mr Adamson arrived to find the whole house in turmoil and servants running hither and thither in the greatest possible disorder. Fortunately he is much of a height with Lionel, who was able to help with the suit.’

‘I should have had no dress suit in any event,’ said William. ‘All my earthly belongings are burned, or drowned, or both, and they never included a dress suit. During my last two years at Ega I had not even a pair of shoes.’

‘Well, well,’ said Lady Alabaster easily, ‘you must be possessed of immense resources of strength and courage. I am sure they will be equal to a turn around the dance floor. You must do your duty too, Lionel and Edgar. There are more ladies than gentlemen here. There always are, I do not know how it comes about, but there are always more ladies.’

The music struck up again, a waltz. William bowed to the youngest Miss Alabaster, and asked if she were free to dance. She blushed, and smiled and accepted.

‘You look at my shoes with a new consciousness,’ said William, as he led her out. ‘You are afraid not only that I shall dance clumsily but that my unaccustomed feet will stumble into your pretty slippers. I shall endeavour not to. I shall try very hard. You must help me, Miss Alabaster, you must take pity on my inadequacies.’

‘This must seem very strange to you,’ said Enid Alabaster, ‘after so many years of danger and hardship and solitude, to take part in this kind of entertainment.’

‘It is quite delightful,’ said William, watching his feet, and gaining confidence. The waltz was danced in certain kinds of society in Pará and Manáos; he had whirled around with olive-skinned and velvet-brown ladies of doubtful virtue and no virtue. There was something alarming in the soft, white creature in his arms, at once so milky-wholesome and so airily untouchable. But his feet were confident.

‘You know very well how to waltz,’ said Enid Alabaster.

‘Not so well as your brother, I see,’ said William.

Edgar Alabaster was dancing with his sister, Eugenia. He was a big, muscular man, his blond hair crimping in windswept, regular waves over his long head, his back stiff and straight. But his large feet moved quickly and intricately, tracing elegant skipping patterns beside Eugenia’s pearly-grey slippers. They were not speaking to each other. Edgar looked over Eugenia’s shoulder, faintly bored, surveying the ballroom. Eugenia’s eyes were half closed. They whirled, they floated, they checked, they pirouetted.

‘We practise a lot in the schoolroom,’ said Enid. ‘Matty plays the piano and we dance and dance. Edgar likes horses better of course, but he likes any kind of movement, we all do. Lionel’s not so good. He doesn’t let himself go in the same way. Some days, I think we could dance for ever, like the princesses in the story.’

‘Who wore their slippers out secretly every night.’

‘And were exhausted in the mornings, and no one could understand it.’

‘And refused to marry because they loved dancing so much.’

‘Some married ladies still dance. There is Mrs Chipperfield, look, in the bright green. She dances very well.’

Edgar and Eugenia had left the floor and returned to their positions beside Lady Alabaster’s sofa. Enid went on talking to William about the family. As they passed the sofa again, she said, ‘Eugenia used to be the best of all, before she was unhappy.’

‘Unhappy?’

‘She was to be married, you see, only Captain Hunt, her fiancé, died quite suddenly. It was a terrible shock, poor Eugenia is only just recovering. It is like being a widow without being married, I think. We don’t talk about it. But everyone knows of course. I’m not tittle-tattling, you know. I just thought – since you are to stay here a little time – it might be helpful to you to know.’

‘Thank you. You are very kind. I shall not now say anything unwittingly foolish. Do you think she would dance with me, if I asked her?’

‘She might.’

She did. She thanked him gravely, with a slight lift of her soft lips and no change in her deep, distant eyes – or at least that was how he saw them – and put up her hands gracefully to take his. Her presence within his grasp – that was how he thought of it – was lighter, more floating, less springing than Enid’s. Her feet were deft. He looked down from his height at her pale face and saw her large eyelids, blue-veined, almost translucent, and the thick fringes of white-gold hairs on their rims. Her slender fingers, resting in his, were gloved and only faintly warm. Her shoulders and bust rose white and flawless from the froth of tulle and tarlatan like Aphrodite from the foam. A simple row of pearls, soft white on soft white with a shimmering difference, rested on her collarbone. She was both proudly naked and wholly untouchable. He guided her round the floor, and felt, to his shame and amazement, unmistakable stirrings and quickenings of bodily excitement in himself. He shifted himself inside Lionel’s dress suit, and reflected – he was, after all, a scientist and an observer – that these dances were designed to arouse his desire in exactly this way, however demure the gloves, however sweetly innocent the daily life of the young woman in his arms. He remembered the palm-wine dance, a swaying circle which at a change in rhythm broke up into hugging couples who then set upon and danced round the one partnerless scapegoat dancer. He remembered being grabbed and nuzzled and rubbed and cuddled with great vigour by women with brown breasts glistening with sweat and oil, and with shameless fingers.

Nothing he did now seemed to happen without this double vision, of things seen and done otherwise, in another world.

‘You are thinking of the Amazon,’ said Eugenia.

‘Are you gifted at thought-reading?’

‘Oh no. Only you looked far away. And that is far away.’

‘I was thinking of the beauty of everything here – the architecture, and the young ladies in their gauzes and laces. I was looking at this very fine Gothic fan vaulting, which Mr Ruskin says is like the ancient imagination of trees in a forest, overarching, and I was thinking of the palms towering in the jungle, and all the beautiful silky butterflies sailing amongst them, high up and quite out of reach.’

‘How strange that must be,’ said Eugenia. She paused. ‘I have made a beautiful display – a kind of quilt, or embroidery almost – out of some of the earlier specimens you sent my father. I have pinned them out very carefully – they are exquisitely pretty – they give a little the effect of a scalloped cushion, only their colours are more subtle than any silks could be.’

‘The natives believed we were collecting them as patterns for calico. That was the only way they could explain our interest to themselves, since the butterflies are not good to eat – indeed, I believe many are poisonous, feeding on poisonous plants. And it is those who are the brightest, and sail about slowly and proudly, flaunting their colours as a kind of warning. They are the males, of course, making themselves brilliant for their brown mates. The Indians resemble them in that. It is the men who dress in brilliant feathers and coloured paint and stones. The females are quieter. Whereas here we men wear carapaces like black beetles. And you ladies are like a flower garden in full flight.’

‘My father was so sorry to hear you had lost so much in the terrible shipwreck. For your sake, and for his own. He was eager to add to his collection.’

‘I managed to save one or two of the rarest and most beautiful. I kept them in a special box by my pillow – I liked to look at them – and so they were there to hand to be snatched up, when we saw that we must abandon ship. There is pathos in saving a dead butterfly. But one in particular is a rarity – I shall say no more now – but I believe your father will be glad to have it – and you too – but it is to be a surprise.’

‘I hate people who tell me I am to have a surprise and will not tell me what it is.’

‘You do not like suspense?’

‘No. No, I don’t. I like to know where I am. I am afraid of surprises.’

‘Then I must remember never to surprise you,’ he said, and thought he sounded foolish, and was not surprised when she did not answer. There was a little crimson stain, the size of a medium ant, where her round breasts met, or parted from, each other, where the violet shadow began. There were blue veins here and there in the creamy surface, just under the skin. His body pulled at him again, and he felt dirty and dangerous. He said, ‘I feel privileged to be allowed to be a temporary part of your happy family, Miss Alabaster.’

She looked up at him, on this, and opened the large, blue eyes. They were washed with what looked like unshed tears.

‘I love my family, Mr Adamson. We are very happy together. We love each other very much.’

‘You are fortunate.’

‘Oh yes. We are. I know that. We are very fortunate.’

Since his ten years in the Amazon, and even more since his delirious days afloat in a lifeboat in the Atlantic, William had come to see clean, soft English beds as the heart of some earthly Bower of Bliss. Although it was well after midnight when he retired to his room, there was a thin, silent housemaid waiting to bring him hot water, and to warm his sheets, whisking past him with downturned eyes on noiseless feet. His bedroom had a small carved bay window, with a stained-glass roundel depicting two white lilies. There were modern comforts within its Gothic walls – a mahogany bed, intricately carved with ivy leaves and holly berries, spread with goosefeather mattress, soft woollen blankets, and a snowy bedspread embroidered with Tudor roses. He did not, however, climb immediately between the sheets, but carried his candle to his desk and got out his journal.

He had always kept a journal. When he was a young man, in a village outside Rotherham in Yorkshire, he had written a daily examination of his conscience. His father was a successful butcher and a devout Methodist, who had sent his sons to a good local school, where they had learned Greek and Latin and some elementary Mathematics, and had required them to go to chapel. Butchers, William had observed, categorising even then, tend to be well-fleshed men, outward-looking and with strong opinions. Martin Adamson, like his son, had a mane of dark, shining hair, a long, solid nose, and sharp blue eyes under straight brows. He took pleasure in his craft, in anatomising the slain, in delicate knifework and artistry with sausages and pies, and he was dreadfully afraid of Hell Fire, whose flames flickered at the edge of his daily imagination and consumed his dreaming nights. He provided prime beef for mill owners and mine owners in their places, and scrag end and faggots for miners and factory workers in theirs. He was ambitious for William, but without specificity. He wanted him to have a good trade, with possibilities of expansion.

William trained his eye in the farmyard and amongst the bloody sawdust of the slaughterhouse. In the life he finally chose, his father’s skills were of inestimable value in skinning, and mounting, and preserving specimens of birds and beasts and insects. He anatomised ant-eaters and grasshoppers and ants with his father’s exactness reduced to microscopic scales. In the days of the butchery, his journal was full of his desire to be a great man, and his self-castigation for the sins of pride, of lack of humility, of self-regard, of sloth, of hesitation in pursuing greatness. He tried schoolmastering and supervising wool-carders, and wrote in his journal of his distress at his success in these tasks – he was a good Latin teacher, he saw what his students did not see, he was a good supervisor, he could detect laziness and ameliorate real grievances – but he was not using his unique gifts, whatever they were, he was going nowhere, and he meant to go far. He could not read those circular and painful journals now, with their cries of suffocation and their self-condemnatory periods, but he had them in a bank, for they were part of a record, of an accurate record, of the development of the mind and character of William Adamson, who still meant to be a great man.

The journals had changed when he began collecting. He had taken to long walks in the countryside – the part of Yorkshire where he lived consisted of foul black places amongst fields and rough land of great beauty – and he had at first walked in a state of religious anxiety, combined with a reverence for Wordsworth’s poetry, looking for signs of Divine Love and order in the meanest flowers that blew, in bubbling brooks and changing cloud formations. And then he had begun to take a collecting-box, bring things home, press them, categorise them, with the aid of Loudon’s Encyclopaedia of Plants. He discovered the Crucifers, the Umbellifers, the Labiates, the Rosaceae, the Leguminosae, the Compositae, and with them the furious variety of forms which turned out to mask, to enhance the underlying and rigorous order of branching families, changing with site and climate. He wrote for a time in his journal of the wonders of divine Design, and his self-examination gave way insensibly to the recording of petals observed, leaf forms noted, marshes, hedges and tangled banks. His journal was for the first time alive with a purposeful happiness. He began also to collect insects, and was amazed to discover how many hundreds of species of beetle existed in a few square miles of rough moorland. He haunted the slaughterhouse, making notes on where the blowflies preferred to lay their eggs, how the maggots moved and chewed, the swarming, the pullulation, a mass of mess moved by an ordering principle. The world looked different, and larger, and brighter, not water-colour washes of green and blue and grey, but a dazzling pattern of fine lines and dizzying pinpoints, jet-black, striped and spotted crimson, iridescent emerald, sloppy caramel, slime-silver.

And then he discovered his ruling passion, the social insects. He peered into the regular cells of beehives, he observed trails of ants passing messages to each other with fine feelers, working together to shift butterfly-wings and slivers of strawberry-flesh. He stood like a stupid giant and saw incomprehensible, purposefully intelligent beings building and destroying in cracks of his own paving stones. Here was the clue to the world. His journal became the journal of an ant-watcher. This was in 1847, when he was twenty-two. In that year, in the Mechanics’ Institute at Rotherham, he met a fellow amateur entomologist who showed him the reports of Henry Walter Bates in the Zoologist, on Coleoptera and other matters. He wrote to Bates, including some of his own observations about ant societies, and received a kind reply, encouraging his work, and adding that Bates himself ‘with my friend and co-worker in the field, Alfred Wallace’ was planning an expedition to the Amazons in search of undiscovered creatures. William had already read Humboldt and W. H. Edwards’ highly coloured account of the wild luxuriance, the frolicking and joyous coatis, agoutis and sloths, the gaudy trogons, motmots, woodpeckers, chiming thrushes, parrots, manakins and butterflies ‘the bigness of a hand and of the richest metallic blue’. There were millions of miles of unexplored forest – it could lose in its brilliant virgin depths another English entomologist beside Wallace and Bates. There would be new species of ants, to be named perhaps adamsonii, there would be space for a butcher’s son to achieve greatness.

The journals began to intermingle a rapt, visionary note with detailed practical sums for outfitting, for specimen boxes, with names of ships, with useful addresses. William set out in 1849, one year later than Wallace and Bates, and returned in 1859. Bates had given him the address of his agent, Samuel Stevens, who had handled and sold the specimens shipped back by all three collectors. It was Stevens who had introduced William to the Reverend Harald Alabaster, who had inherited his baronetcy and his Gothic mansion only on the death of his childless brother in 1848. Alabaster was an obsessive collector, who wrote long letters to his unknown friend, which arrived at infrequent intervals, and asked about the religious beliefs of the Natives as well as the habits of the hummingbird hawk-moth and the Saüba ant. William wrote back to him, the letters of a great naturalist from an untrodden wilderness, spiced with an attractive self-deprecating humour. It was Harald Alabaster who had told him of Wallace’s calamitous fire at sea in 1852, in a letter that had taken almost a year to reach him. William had somehow supposed that this was a statistical insurance against another naturalist being wrecked on the return voyage, but it had not been so. The brig, Fleur-de-Lys, had been rotten and unseaworthy, and William Adamson, unlike the vaguer Wallace, had not been properly insured against the loss of his collection. He was still full of the survivor’s simple pleasure in being alive when Harald Alabaster’s invitation reached him. He packed up what he had saved, which included his tropical journals and the most valuable butterflies, and set off for Bredely Hall.

His tropical journals were much stained – by the paraffin in which their box had once been doused to prevent their being eaten by ants and termites, by traces of mud and crushed leaves from canoe accidents, by salt water like floods of tears. He had sat alone under a roof woven of leaves in an earth-floored hut, and scribbled descriptions of everything: the devouring hordes of army ants, the cries of frogs and alligators, the murderous designs of his crew, the monotonous sinister cries of the howler monkeys, the languages of various tribes he had stayed with, the variable markings of butterflies, the plagues of biting flies, the unbalancing of his own soul in this green world of vast waste, murderous growth, and lazily aimless mere existence. He had peered into these pages by the light of burning turtle oil, and had recorded his solitude, his smallness in the face of the river and the forest, his determination to survive, whilst comparing himself to a dancing midge in a collecting bottle. He had come to be addicted to the written form of his own language, which he spoke hardly at all, although he was fluent in Portuguese, the lingoa geral spoken by most of the natives, and several tribal tongues. Latin and Greek had given him a taste for languages. Writing gave him a taste for poetry. He read and reread Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained which he had by him, and an anthology of Choice Beauties of our Elder Poets. It was to this he turned now. It must have been one in the morning, but his blood and his mind were racing. He was not ready for sleep. He had bought a new notebook, an elegant green with marbled covers, in Liverpool, and now opened its first blank page. On this he copied out a poem by Ben Jonson which had always intrigued him and had now suddenly taken on a new urgency.


Have you seen but a bright lily grow,

Before rude hands have touched it?

Have you marked but the fall o’ the snow,

Before the soil hath smutched it?

Have you felt the wool o’ the beaver?

Or swan’s down ever?

Or have smelled o’ the bud o’ the briar?

Or the nard i’ the fire?

Or have tasted the bag o’ the bee?

O so white! O so soft! O so sweet is she.



That was what he wanted to set down, exactly. O so white! O so soft! O so sweet, he wanted to say.

Beyond that was unknown territory. He remembered a sentence from a fairy story of his childhood, a sentence spoken by a Prince of Araby about the lovely Princess of China, brought briefly to him in her sleep by mischievous spirits. ‘I shall die if I cannot have her,’ the Prince had said, to his servant, to his father and mother. William poised his pen above his paper and wrote,

‘“I shall die if I cannot have her.”’

He thought for some time, pen in hand, and then wrote again, under the first line,

‘“I shall die if I cannot have her.”’

He added,


Of course I shall not die; that is absurd – but that old statement from an old tale seems best to reflect the kind of landslide, or whirlpool-gulf, that has taken place in my soul since this evening. I believe I am a rational being. I have survived, retaining my sanity and cheerfulness, near-starvation, prolonged isolation, yellow fever, treachery, malice, and shipwreck. I remember as a little boy, on reading my Fairy Book, a premonition of terror rather than delight about what human love might be, in that sentence, ‘I shall die if I cannot have her.’ I was in no hurry for love. I did not seek it out. The rational plan I had made for my life – the romantic plan no less, which now coincides with the rational, both implying a return, after a reasonable rest, to the forest – left no space for the search for a wife, for I believed I felt no particular need for one. In my delirium in the boat, it is true, and earlier under the ministrations, or torments, of that filthy hag in whose house I cured myself of the fever, I did dream from time to time of a kindly female presence, as something deeply needed, unreasonably forgotten, as though the phantom were weeping for me as I was weeping for her.

Where am I taking myself? I am writing in almost as high a delirium as I experienced then. Conventional wisdom would be shocked that I even allowed the idea of union with her to enter my mind – for in conventional wisdom’s eyes, our stations are unequal, and more than that, I am penniless and with no prospects. I would not be swayed by such wisdom myself – and have no respect for artificial ranks and places, which are supported by inbreeding of stock, and by time-wasting frivolous pursuits – I am as good a man, take me for all in all, as E. A. and have, I dare swear it, used my intelligence and my bodily courage to greater purpose. But how would that consideration weigh with any such family, constructed exactly to reject any such intr …

The only rational course is to forget the whole matter, suppress these inopportune feelings, make an end.



He thought for a moment, and then wrote for a third time,

‘“I shall die if I cannot have her.”’

He slept well, and dreamed that he was pursuing a flock of golden birds through the forest, which settled and preened and allowed him to approach, and then rose and wheeled away, crying in high voices, only to settle again, just out of reach.

Harald Alabaster’s study, or den, was next to Bredely’s small chapel. It was hexagonal in shape, with wood-panelled walls and two deep windows, carved in stone in the Perpendicular style: the ceiling too was carved stone, pale grey-gold in colour, a honeycomb of smaller hexagons. There was an unusual roof-light at the centre of this, reminiscent of the Lantern of Ely Cathedral, under which the large Gothic desk was imposingly set, giving the room the appearance of a chapter house. Round the walls were both tall, arched bookcases full of polished leather, and deep-drawered cabinets. There were also three free-standing hexagonal, glass-topped display cabinets, in lustrous mahogany, inside one of which reposed, on their pins, several of William’s earlier captures, the Heliconeae, the Papilionidae, the Danaidae, the Ithomiidae. Above the cases hung texts, written out with careful penmanship in Gothic script, and bordered with charming designs of fruit, flowers, foliage, birds and butterflies. Harald Alabaster pointed them out to William Adamson.

‘My daughter Eugenia takes pleasure in working these designs for me. I think they are very pleasing – prettily penned, and carefully executed.’

William read aloud,


‘There be four things which are little upon the earth, but they are exceeding wise:

The ants are a people not strong, yet they prepare their meal in the summer;

The conies are but a feeble folk, yet make they their houses in the rocks;

The locusts have no king, yet go they forth all of them by bands;

The spider taketh hold with her hands, and is in kings’ palaces.

Proverbs 30, 24–8.’



‘It is Eugenia who made this elegant arrangement of the Lepidoptera also. I fear it is not done upon quite scientific principles, but it has the intricacy of a rose window made of living forms, and does show forth the extraordinary brilliance and beauty of the insect creation. I am particularly taken with the idea of punctuating the rows of butterflies with the little iridescent green scarabs. Eugenia says she got the idea from silk knots in embroidery.’

‘She was describing the work to me last night. She obviously has a very precise hand in handling specimens. And the result is very fine, very delightful.’

‘She is a good girl.’

‘She is very beautiful.’

‘I hope she will also be very happy,’ said Harald Alabaster. He did not sound, William thought, listening for every nuance of meaning, entirely convinced that this would be the case.

Harald Alabaster was tall, gaunt, and slightly stooping. He had a bony, ivory version of the family face, the blue eyes a little watery, the lips buried in the fronds of a patriarchal beard. The beard, and his abundant hair, were largely white, but the original blond lingered here and there, giving the white a stained, brassy look, a paradoxical tarnish. He wore a clerical collar and a black loose jacket over baggy trousers. Over this he wore a kind of monkish gown, black and woollen, with long sleeves and a sort of cowl. This could have had a practical purpose – the far reaches of the hall were bitterly cold, even with fires lit in all the fireplaces, which they mostly were not. William, who had corresponded with him for many years, but was now meeting him for the first time, had imagined a younger, more substantial man, solid and cheerful like the collectors he had met in London and Liverpool, men of business and intellectual adventure together. He had brought down his salvaged treasures, which he now laid out on Alabaster’s desk, unopened.

Harald Alabaster pulled a kind of dangling bell-rope by his desk, and a soft-footed servant came in with a coffee tray, poured the coffee, and went out.

‘You are fortunate to have escaped with your life; we must give thanks for that – but the loss of your specimens must have been a very severe setback. What will you do, Mr Adamson, if you do not think it impertinent to ask?’

‘I have hardly had time to think. I had hoped to sell enough to be able to stay in England for some time, write about my travels perhaps – I kept extensive journals – and earn enough money to equip myself to return to the Amazon. We have barely begun to pick up twigs, Sir, those of us who have worked there – there are millions of unexplored miles, unknown creatures … I have particular problems I propose to solve – I have come to be particularly interested in ants and termites – I should like to make a prolonged study of certain aspects of their life. I believe for instance that I may have a better explanation for the curious habits of the leafcutter ants than that put forward by Mr Bates, and I should like also to find the nest of the army ants – the Eciton burchelli – which has never been done. I have even wondered if they are perhaps perpetual travellers who form only temporary encampments – this is not the nature of the ants we know – but these forage so extensively, so ferociously, it may be that they must be perpetually on the move in order to survive. And then there is the interesting problem of the way in which – and this would reinforce the observations of Mr Darwin – certain ants that inhabit certain Bromeliads appear to have affected the form of the plants over the millennium, so that the plants actually seem to build chambers and corridors for their insect guests in the natural process of growth. I should like to see if this can be demonstrated; I should like – I am sorry, I am talking disjointedly on and on – I forget my manners. You have been so kind in your letters, Sir, the receipt of which was one of the very rare moments of luxury in my time in the forest. Your letters, Sir, came with necessities like butter and sugar, wheat and flour which we never saw – and were more welcome. I rationed the reading, so as to savour them longer, as I rationed the sugar and flour.’

‘I am glad to have given so much pleasure to anyone,’ said Harald Alabaster. ‘And I hope I may be able to help you now in more material ways. In a moment we will examine what you have brought back – I will give you a good price for anything I require, a good price. But I wonder if … I ask myself … would you care to make a part of this household for a period of time sufficient to …

‘Had your specimens survived, I take it you would have spent a considerable time identifying and cataloguing everything – it would have been a considerable labour. Now I have in my outhouses – I am ashamed to admit it – crate upon crate I have enthusiastically purchased, from Mr Wallace, from Mr Spruce, from Mr Bates and yourself, but also from travellers in the Malay peninsula, in the Australias, in Africa – I had quite underestimated the task of setting these in order. There is something very wrong, Mr Adamson, in plundering the Earth of her beauties and curiosities and then not making use of them for what alone justifies our depredations – the promotion of useful knowledge, of human wonder. I feel like the dragon in the poem, sitting upon a hoard of treasure, which he makes no good use of. I could offer you employment in setting all that to rights – if you would accept – and this might give you time to resume your own path in whatever way seemed to you best on reflection …’

‘That is an extremely generous offer,’ said William. ‘It would give me at once a roof over my head, and work I am fitted for.’

‘But you hesitate –’

‘I have always had this clear vision – a kind of picture in my head – of what I must do, of how my life should be –’

‘And you are not sure your vocation includes Bredely Hall.’

William hesitated. His mind’s eye was occupied by a picture of Eugenia Alabaster, her white bust rising from the lacy sea of her ballgown like Aphrodite from the foam. But he was not going to say that. He even enjoyed the duplicity of not saying that.

‘I know I must find some means of fitting out another expedition.’

‘Perhaps,’ said Harald Alabaster carefully, ‘I might, at some future date, be of help in that regard. Not only as a buyer of specimens, but in some more substantial way. May I suggest that you make an extended visit here – and at least look over what I have in store – I would of course pay you some agreed salary for that work, I would put things on a professional basis. And I would not expect to take up your complete attention with these tasks – oh, no – so that you would have time also to set your ideas for writing in order. And then, in due course, a decision might be made, a ship might be found, and I might perhaps hope that some monstrous toad or savage-seeming beetle in the jungle floor might immortalise me – Bufo amazoniensis haraldii – Cheops nigrissimum alabastri – I like that, do not you?’

‘I do not see how I can refuse such an offer,’ said William. He was unwrapping his specimen box as he spoke. ‘I have brought you something – something very rare – which already, fortuitously, takes a name from this house into the virgin forest. Here I have a most interesting group of Heliconine and Ithomiine butterflies, and here are several very rich Papilios – some red-spotted, some dark green. I hope to discuss with you some significant variations in the forms of these creatures, which do suggest the species may be in the process of modification, of change.

‘But here – here is what I think will particularly interest you. I know you received the Morpho Menelaus I sent you; I went in pursuit of its congener, the Morpho Rhetenor – which is of an even brighter, more metallic blue, and over seven inches across. I do have one Morpho Rhetenor, here – not a good specimen – a little torn, and missing a leg. They fly in the broad, sunny roads in the forest, they float very slowly, occasionally flapping their wings, like birds, and they almost never come down below twenty feet, so they are almost impossible to catch, though exquisitely beautiful to see, sailing in the greenish sunlight. But I employed some agile little Indian boys to climb up for me and they were able to bring me a pair of a related species equally rare and in its way equally lovely, though not blue – here, look – the male is a lustrous satiny-white, and the female is a quieter pale lavender, but still exquisite. When they were brought to me, in such perfect condition, I felt the blood rush to my head, truly felt I might faint with excitement. I did not know then how appropriate they were to add to your collection. They are related closely to Morpho Adonis. And to Morpho Uraneis Batesii. They are Morpho Eugenia, Sir Harald.’

Harald Alabaster looked at the dead, shining creatures.

‘Morpho Eugenia. Remarkable. A remarkable creation. How beautiful, how delicately designed, how wonderful that something so fragile should have come here, through such dangers, from the other end of the earth. And very rare. I have never seen one. I have never heard tell of anyone who has seen one. Morpho Eugenia. Well.’

He pulled his bell-rope again, which produced, in the room, only a faint creaking sound.

It is hard,’ he said to William, ‘not to agree with the Duke of Argyll that the extraordinary beauty of these creatures is in itself the evidence of the work of a Creator, a Creator who also made our human sensibility to beauty, to design, to delicate variation and brilliant colour.’

‘From our spontaneous response to them,’ said William carefully, ‘I feel instinctively drawn to agree with you. But from the scientific viewpoint I feel I must ask what purpose of Nature’s might be fulfilled by all this brilliance and loveliness. Mr Darwin, I know, inclines to think that the fact that it is very preponderantly male butterflies and birds that are so brilliantly coloured – whilst females are often drab and unobtrusive – suggests that perhaps there is some advantage to the male, in flaunting his scarlets and golds, which might make the female select him as a mate. Mr Wallace argues that the drabness of the female is protective coloration – she may hang under a leaf to lay her eggs, or sit in the shades on her nest and melt unseen into the shadows. I have myself noticed that the brightly coloured male butterflies wheel about in huge flocks in the sunlight whilst the females seem timid, and lurk under bushes and in damp places.’

There was a knock at the door, and a footman came into the study.

‘Ah, Robin, find Miss Eugenia if you can – and all the young ladies – we have something here to show them. Tell her to come as soon as she may.’

‘Yes, sir.’ The door closed again.

‘There is another question,’ said William, ‘which I ask myself often. Why do the most brilliant butterflies bask with open wings on the upper surfaces of leaves, or fly in a slow, flapping motion, not rapidly? The Papilios, for instance, are also known as pharmacophages, or poison-eaters, because they feed on the poisonous aristolochia vines – and they seem to know they may flaunt themselves with impunity, that predators will not snap them up. It is possible that their gaudy display is a kind of defiant warning. Mr Bates has even suggested that certain inoffensive species mimic these poisonous ones in order to share their immunity. He has found some Pieridae – whites and sulphurs – indistinguishable from some Ithomines, to the casual eye, or even the careful observer, without a microscope …’

Eugenia entered the room. She was wearing white muslin, with cherry-red ribbons and bow, and a cherry-red sash, and looked delightful. When she came up to Harald’s desk to be shown the Morpho Eugenia, William felt confusedly as though she carried with her an atmosphere of her own, a cloud of magic dust that at once drew him in and held him off, at precisely the distance of the invisible barrier. He bowed politely to her, and thought at once of his drunken, clear-eyed journal entry, ‘“I shall die if I cannot have her”’, and of a ship in flight, with the green water churning away from the bows, and the spray racing. He was not afraid of danger, but he was shrewd, and took no relish in the thought of shrivelling in a fruitless fire.

‘What a lovely creature,’ said Eugenia. Her soft mouth was a little open. He could see the wet, evenly milky teeth.

It is Morpho Eugenia, my dear. Not named for you, but brought to you, by Mr Adamson.’

‘How delightful. What a beautiful glittering white she is –’

‘No, no, that is the male. The female is the smaller one, the lavender.’

‘What a pity. I prefer the white satin. But then I am a female, so that is natural. I wish we could display them in flight. They seem a little stiff, like dead leaves, whatever you do to make them natural. I should like to keep butterflies as we keep birds.’

‘It is perfectly feasible,’ said William. ‘In a conservatory, if the larvae are cared for properly.’

‘I should take great pleasure in sitting in the conservatory in a great cloud of butterflies. It would be most romantic.’

‘I could procure you such a cloud, with the greatest of ease. Not, of course, Morpho Eugenia. But blue, and white, and golden, and black and red damask, native kinds. You would be Morpho Eugenia. It means beautiful, you know. Shapely.’

‘Ah,’ said Eugenia. ‘The opposite of amorphous.’

‘Exactly. The primeval forest out there – the endless sameness of the greenery – the clouds of midges and mosquitoes – the struggling mass of creepers and undergrowth – often seemed to me the epitome of the amorphous. And then something perfect and beautifully formed would come into view and take the breath away. Morpho Eugenia did that, Miss Alabaster.’

She turned her liquid gaze on him to see if she had detected a compliment, as though she had a special sense for those. He met her eyes and smiled, briefly, ruefully, and she smiled briefly back, before dropping her lashes over the blue pools of her eyes.

‘I shall make a special glass box for them, Mr Adamson, you will see. They shall dance together forever, in their white satin and lavender silk. You must teach me what to paint into their background, what leaves and flowers – I would wish to get it right, naturally.’

‘I am yours to command, Miss Alabaster.’

‘Mr Adamson has consented to stay here for a little while, my dear, and help me to organise my collections.’

‘Good. Then I shall be able to command him, as he suggests.’

[image: ]
Understanding daily life in Bredely Hall was not easy. William found himself at once detached anthropologist and fairytale prince trapped by invisible gates and silken bonds in an enchanted castle. Everyone had their place and their way of life, and every day for months he discovered new people whose existence he had not previously suspected, doing tasks of which he had known nothing.

Bredely was built like a mediaeval manor house, but with new money. In 1860 it had only been completed thirty years, and had been long in the building. The Alabasters were an ancient and noble family, who had always been very pure-blooded, and had never wielded very much power, but had tilled their fields and collected books, horses, curiosities and poultry. Harald Alabaster was the second son of the Robert Alabaster who had built Bredely, with the money brought to him by his wife, the daughter of an East India merchant. The house had been inherited by Harald’s elder brother, also Robert, who had also married a rich woman – the daughter of a minor earl – who had borne him twelve children, all of whom had died in infancy. Harald, a conventional second son, had taken Holy Orders, and had had a living in the Fens, where he had spent his spare time on botany and entomology. He had been poor in those days – Robert the first’s wealth was tied up in Bredely, which had gone to Robert the second. Harald had married twice. His first wife, Joanna, had borne him two sons, Edgar and Lionel, and died in childbed. Gertrude, the present Lady Alabaster, had married him immediately after his widowing. Gertrude Alabaster too, had brought along a fat dowry – she was the granddaughter of a mine owner who was given to charitable benefaction and also to shrewd investment. She had survived maternity with repetitive complaisance. William had initially supposed that the five children he met were all there were, but discovered that there were at least three more in the school-room – Margaret, Elaine and Edith, and twins in the nursery, Guy and Alice. Also part of the community were various dependent spinsters of various ages, relatives of the Alabasters, or of their wives. A Miss Fescue was always at meals, chomping her food very loudly, never speaking. There was a thin Miss Crompton, usually known as Matty, who, although not the governess – that was Miss Mead – nor the nursery nurse – that was Dacres – seemed to be in some way employed in the care of the younger members of the family. There were visiting young men, friends of Edgar and Lionel. Then there were the servants, from the butler and housekeeper to the scullery maids and boot and bottle boys in the dark depths behind the servants’ door.

His days began with morning prayers in the chapel. These took place after breakfast, and were attended by those members of the family who had risen, and a varying gathering of quiet servants, maids in black dresses and spotless white aprons, menservants in black suits, who sat at the back, men on the right, women on the left. The family occupied the front rows. Rowena came often, Eugenia rarely, the children always, with Matty and Miss Mead. Lady Alabaster came only on Sundays, and had a tendency to drowse in the front corner, purple in the light of the stained-glass window. The chapel was very plain, and not very warm. The seating was hard oak benches, and there was nothing to look at except the high windows, with their glassy blue grapes and creamy lilies, and Harald. In the early days of William’s presence, Harald would preach succinct little sermons. William was interested in these. They bore no relation at all to the threats and ecstasy of the religion he had grown up in, the red caverns of eternal fire, the red floods of spilt sacrificial blood. Their note was kindly, their subject matter love, family love, as was appropriate to the occasion, the love of God the Father, who watched the fall of every sparrow with infinite care, who had divided His infinity into Father and Son, the more to make His love comprehensible to human creatures, whose understanding of the nature of love began with the natural ties between the members of the family group, the warmth of the mother, the protection of the father, the closeness of brothers and sisters, and was designed to move outwards in emulation of the divine Parent and embrace the whole creation, from families to households, from households to nations, from nations to all men, and indeed, all living beings, wondrously made.

William watched Harald’s face attentively during these addresses. When Eugenia was present, he watched her face, when he dared, but her eyes were always modestly cast down, and she had a great capacity for stillness, sitting with her hands quiet in her lap. Harald changed aspects. At times, with his head up, and the white fronds of his beard catching the light, he had a look of God the Father himself, piercing-eyed, white as wool, ancient of days. At others, speaking quietly, almost inaudibly, and looking at the black-and-white chequered floor beneath his feet, he had almost a bedraggled look, to which the slightly musty, frayed quality of his gown contributed. And at others still, he reminded William briefly of Portuguese missionary friars he had met, out there, with feverish eye and ravaged faces, men who failed to comprehend the incomprehension of the placidly evasive Indians. And this analogy in turn would make William, sitting in the English stonelight on his hard bench remember other ceremonies, the all-male gatherings to drink caapi, or Aya-huasca, the Dead Man’s Vine. He had tried it once and had seen visions of landscapes and great cities and lofty towers as though he was flying, had found himself lost in a forest surrounded by serpents, and in danger of death. Women were not allowed to taste these things, or to see the drums which summoned the participants, the botutos, on pain of death. He remembered the fleeing women, faces covered, sitting amongst the decorous English family, men on one side, women on another, watching Eugenia’s pink tongue moisten her soft lips. He felt he was doomed to a kind of double consciousness. Everything he experienced brought up its contrary image from out there, which had the effect of making not only the Amazon ceremonies, but the English sermon, seem strange, unreal, of an uncertain nature. He had smuggled away a botuto under blankets, in a canoe at night, but it was lost with all his other things, under the miles of grey water. Perhaps it had brought him ill-luck.

‘We must never cease to be thankful to the Lord for all His many mercies to us,’ said Harald Alabaster.

A workshop was set up for William in a disused saddle-room, next to the stables. This was half-full of the tin boxes, the wooden crates, the tea-chests of things Harald had purchased – apparently with no clear priority of interest – from all over the world. Here were monkey skins and delicate parrot skins, preserved lizards and monstrous snakes, box upon box of dead beetles, brilliant green, iridescent purple, swarthy demons with monstrous horned heads. Here too were crates of geological specimens, and packs of varied mosses, fruits and flowers, from the Tropics and the ice-caps, bears’ teeth and rhinoceros horns, the skeletons of sharks and clumps of coral. Some packages proved to have been reduced to drifting dust by the action of termites, or compacted to viscous dough by the operation of mould. William asked his benefactor on what principle he was required to proceed, and Harald told him, ‘Set it all in order, don’t you know? Make sense of it, lay it all out in some order or other.’ William came to see that Harald had not carried out this task himself partly at least because he had no real idea of how to set about it. He felt moments of real irritability that treasures for which men like himself had risked life and health should lie here higgledy-piggledy, and decay in an English stable. He procured a trestle-table and several ledgers, a series of collecting cabinets and some cupboards for specimens that would not lie flat and slide conveniently in and out of drawers. He set up his microscope, and began to make labels. He moved things from day to day from drawer to drawer as he found himself with a plethora of beetles or a sudden plague of frogs. He could not devise an organising principle, but went on doggedly making labels, setting up, examining.

His saddle-room was dark, and stone-cold, except where the light came in from the window, which was high up, too high to look out of. He worked amongst the noise and smells of the grooms mucking out the stables, the steaming scent of dung, the ammoniac whiff of horse-piss, the plod of leather boots, the swish of hay on a fork. Edgar and Lionel were both keen horsemen. Edgar kept an Arab stallion, a gleaming chestnut with a silky-muscled, arching neck and eyes that rolled white in the half-dark of his box, where he paced, baring his teeth. His name was Saladin. Edgar’s hunter was Ivanhoe, huge, iron-grey, full of oats and a great leaper. Edgar was always accepting challenges to jump impossible objects on Ivanhoe, who always rose to the occasion. The two of them were in some ways alike, rippling with muscle, standing tall, somehow strutting with pent-in force, not flowing, like the confined Saladin, like the mares and foals in the paddock, like Rowena and Eugenia. William could hear Edgar and Lionel coming in and out from rides as he worked, the quick clatter of iron on stones, the scrape of horses wheeling and dancing. The young women sometimes went out with them too. Eugenia rode a pretty and docile black mare, and wore a blue riding habit that matched her eyes. William tried to manage to come out of his cavern to watch her mount, her neat little foot in the groom’s hands, her own gloved hands on the reins, her hair bound in a blue net. Edgar would watch William from the height of Ivanhoe’s saddle. William sensed that Edgar did not like him. Edgar treated him as he treated the intermediate folk between the family and the invisible, speechless servants. He offered him the time of day, a nod on meeting, and no encouragement to converse.

Lady Alabaster spent her days in a small parlour, with a view over the lawn. This room was a lady’s room, and had dark pomegranate-red wallpaper, sprinkled with sprigs of honeysuckle in pink and cream. It had thick red velvet curtains, often partially drawn against the sun: Lady Alabaster’s eyes were weak, and she frequently had the headache. There was always a fire lit in the hearth, which at first did not strike William, who had arrived in early spring, as anything unusual, but brought him out in sweat under his jacket as summer advanced. Lady Alabaster appeared to be immobilised, by natural lethargy more than by any specific complaint, though she waddled, more than walked, when she progressed along the corridors to eat luncheon, or dine, and William formed the impression that under her skirts her knees and ankles were hugely, maybe painfully swollen. She lay on a deep sofa, under the window, but with her back to it, oriented towards the fire. The room was a nest of cushions, all embroidered with flowers and fruit and blue butterflies and scarlet birds, in cross-stitch on wool, in silk thread on satin. Lady Alabaster had always an embroidery frame by her, but William never saw her take it up, though this proved nothing – she might have laid it aside out of courtesy. She did, in her fading voice, point out to him the work of Eugenia, Rowena and Enid, Miss Fescue, Matty and the little girls, for his admiration. She had several glass cases of dried poppy-heads and teazles and hydrangeas, and several little footstools, over which guests and servants stumbled on their way into the dimness. She seemed to spend most of her day drinking – tea, lemonade, ratafia, chocolate milk, barley water, herbal infusions, which were endlessly moving along the corridors, borne by parlourmaids, on silver trays. She also consumed large quantities of sweet biscuits, macaroons, butterfly cakes, little jellies and dariole moulds, which were also freshly made by Cook, carried from the kitchen, and their crumbs subsequently removed, and dusted away. She was hugely fat, and did not wear corsets except for special occasions, but lay in a sort of voluminous shiny tea gown, swaddled in cashmere shawls and with a lacy cap tied under her many chins. Like many well-fleshed women, she had kept some bloom on her skin, and her face was moony-bland and curiously unlined, though her pale eyes were deep in little rolling pits of flesh. Sometimes Miriam, her personal maid, would sit by her and brush her still lustrous hair for half an hour at a time, holding it in her deft hands, and sweeping the ivory-backed brush rhythmically over and over. Lady Alabaster said that the hair-brushing eased her headaches. When these were very bad, Miriam would apply cold compresses, and wipe her mistress’s eyelids with witch hazel.

William felt that this immobile, vacantly amiable presence was a source of power in the household. The housekeeper came and went for her instructions, Miss Mead brought the little girls to recite their poems and tables, the butler carried in documents, Cook came and went, the gardener, wiping his boots, brought in pots of bulbs, little posies, designs for new plantings. These people were often ushered in and out by Matty Crompton, and it was Matty who came to seek William in his stable for what turned out to be his instructions.

She stood in the shadows in the doorway, a tall, thin, dark figure, in a musty black gown with practical white cuffs and collar. Her face was thin and unsmiling, her hair dark under a plain cap, her skin dusky too. She spoke quietly, clearly, with little expression. Lady Alabaster would be glad if he would take a cup of tea with her when his work was finished. He had undertaken quite a labour of love, it appeared. What was that he had in his hand? It looked quite alarming.

‘It has become detached from whatever specimen it was attached to, I think. Several parts of several specimens have become detached. I keep a special box for the most puzzling. This hand and arm obviously belong to some fairly large quadrumane. I see you might suppose they were those of some human infant. I can assure you they are not. The bones are far too light. I must look to you as if I were practising witchcraft.’

‘Oh no,’ said Matty Crompton. ‘I did not mean to make any such suggestion.’

Lady Alabaster gave him tea, and sponge fingers, and warm scones with jam and cream, and said she hoped he was comfortable, and that Harald was not overburdening him with work. No, said William, he had a great deal of spare time. He opened his mouth to say that it had been agreed that he should have some spare time, to write his book, when Matty Crompton said, ‘Lady Alabaster expressed the hope that you might be able to spare a little time to help Miss Mead and myself with the scientific education of the younger members of the family. She feels that they should profit from the presence amongst us of such a distinguished naturalist.’

‘Naturally, I should be happy to do what I can –’

‘Matty has such good ideas, Mr Adamson. So ingenious, she is. Tell him, Matty.’

‘It is nothing much really. We already go on collecting rambles, Mr Adamson – we fish in the ponds and brooks, we collect flowers and berries, in a very disorganised way. If you would only accompany us, once or twice, and suggest a kind of aim for our aimless poking about – show us what is to be discovered. And then there is the schoolroom. It has long been my ambition to set up a glass-sided beehive, such as Huber had, and also some kind of viable community of ants, so that the little ones could observe the workings of insect societies with their own eyes. Could you do this? Would you do this? You would know how we should set about it. You would tell us what to look for.’

He said he would be delighted to help. He had no idea how to talk to children, he thought to himself, and even believed he did not like them, much. He disliked hearing their squeals when they ran out over the lawn, or through the paddock.

‘Thank you so very much,’ said Lady Alabaster. ‘We shall truly profit from your presence amongst us.’

‘Eugenia likes to come on our nature rambles,’ said the quiet Matty Crompton. ‘She brings her sketchbooks whilst the young ones go fishing, or collect flowers for the press.’

‘Eugenia is a good girl,’ said Lady Alabaster vacantly. ‘They are all good girls, they are none of them any trouble. I am much blessed in my daughters.’

He went on nature rambles. He felt coerced into doing this, reminded of his dependent status by the organisation of Miss Mead and Matty Crompton, and yet at the same time he enjoyed the outings. All three elder girls sometimes came and sometimes did not. Sometimes he did not know whether Eugenia would make one of the party until the very moment of setting out, when they would assemble on the gravel walk in front of the house armed with nets, with jam-jars on string handles, with metal boxes and useful scissors. There were days when his morning’s work became almost impossible because of the tension in his diaphragm over whether he would or would not see her, because of the imagination he lavished on how she would look, crossing the lawn to the gate in the wall, crossing the paddock and the orchard under the blossoming fruit trees to the fields which sloped down to the little stream, where they fished for minnows and sticklebacks, caddis grubs and water-snails. He liked the little girls well enough; they were docile, pale little creatures, well buttoned up, who spoke when they were spoken to. Elaine in particular had a good eye for hidden treasures on the under-sides of leaves, or interesting boreholes in muddy banks. When Eugenia was not in the party he felt his old self again, scanning everything with a minute attention that in the forests had been the attention of a primitive hunter as
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