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Part I





Nr. Telverton, June 182—

Last night I could hear them again. They make so little noise that I do not understand how it can carry through the corridors of this house. But carry it does. It is hard enough to sleep, gravid and swollen as I am; and once I hear it I cannot turn my thoughts away from it. So when that silken whisper began to tug at me I dragged myself to my feet to answer the summons. I drew on a wrapper, because the half-hearted English summer night did not warm me past the top of my skin, and padded on naked feet down the stairs and through the dim passages until I came into the orangery. The moon was full, dazzling among the foliage of the olive and lemon trees, glinting through the stinking juniper. If it had not been for the walls and windows I might have thought myself transported—and I caught myself thinking: home. But that Mediterranean island was not home; it was never home, no matter how much I longed to belong there, no matter how I yearned to lose myself forever in the midday shade of the evergreen forests. I should have remembered that I am an Englishwoman, a Christian, alien and pale-skinned and above all James’s wife. If I had held tight to those undeniable facts—if I had kept faith—then . . . Oh, but it is done, it is over, it is no good now.

I stood shivering and barefoot on the threshold, staring at the shimmer of reflections at the far end of the room, where the glass cases stand half concealed by the greenery. The moonlight and shadows were so deceptive that I could make out nothing but my own wan face peering back at me through leaves, my thin shoulders and bony neck above the shocking mass of my breasts and belly. It was not until I stepped forward into a band of darkness, erasing myself, that I could make out the contents of the nearest vivarium: the branches dry on the dead stones, the scatter of fallen pine needles, the scabrous bundles that hung like limbed fruit from the webs that spanned from one side to the other. I could smell putrefaction. The sound that had woken me grew louder—or did it? Perhaps it was an illusion, perhaps it is always, ever, an illusion—and seemed to swirl about the room, coming from new directions or from every direction at once. It is neither a song nor a susurrus, not a call nor a creak nor a command; and yet it is all of those. It cut my breath and made my innards roil. I found my legs carrying me toward the tank, until I was barely a hand’s width from the glass.

Within the tank, something moved. At first it was hardly perceptible, a little trembling in the cobweb, a glint of moonlight too brief to fix my gaze upon. Then, with its peculiar darting rush, the spider was poised in front of me. Its abdomen glistened like a polished mineral; its precise legs were dotted with vivid red at the joints. I was glad of the pane between us. But as I kept my gaze steadily upon it, I grew conscious of more movement, from every side: until at last I glanced up and across, and saw that in each tank a spider was emerging from its corner or crevice, advancing into the dense heart of its web. It must have been my footsteps across the floor, or some other variation in vibration, temperature, or humidity—indeed, let us be rational, James would cry! But to my sleepless mind, it had the deliberate improbability of a nightmare. I could feel the hostility, the reproach in every eye—and there were so many of them. So many eyes, and each one turned on me . . .

I said, although not aloud, Forgive me.

I said, I did not mean to bring you here.

I said, Are you hungry? I shall bring you more food. I shall bring it to you alive. And I meant it, even though it made my gorge rise to remember the long sea voyage, and the looks that the sailors turned on me when I begged them for live rats at any price. I had not known I could be so fierce, so devoid of womanly tenderness; I had not imagined that I could sacrifice my finer feelings so entirely. A rat’s panic is surprisingly like a man’s, I discovered, and yet if it was necessary to lean over the opened lid of a glass tank and drop a wriggling, squealing, scratching, and biting victim to certain death, I found that I could do it without blenching. I saw in James’s expression what I had become. He would have said that he approved, that he had commanded me to keep the spiders alive, that it was the least I could do to atone—but his frown belied him. He never said so, but I think he looked at the rats, caught in their cauls of silk and sucked dry, and wondered whether, under different circumstances, I would balk at greater crimes.

I said, What can I do?

The roaring in my ears rose. It was like the sound of the surf against the shore, the night we left. I know perfectly well (yes, let us be rational!) that the noise is made not by the spiders themselves, but by their silk—and indeed that it is not exactly the silk either, that the sound is a mere reflection, no more innate in the silk than the colors of iridescence can be distilled out of a beetle’s shell. But that did not protect me from the shuddering impression that the spiders remembered that night, too, the night we left Kratos—that they could follow my thoughts, that they were deliberately imitating the hoarse crash of the waves on the sand, in furious reproach.

I was too sick, afterward, to set it down here: but perhaps I will, now. All that I can remember, at least . . . I remember a wallowing bed beneath me that became the hard slats of a dinghy; I remember vast nausea that overcame me as I raised my head, so that I vomited helplessly into something that I only began to realize was the sea. And I remember dim shapes of stone overhanging the water as we went further along the shore, and James sitting rigid opposite me, a whitish blur resolving slowly into his double-flickering face, wearing a smile that I did not yet understand. Behind him, a dark figure moved like an automaton, and I heard the dip and splash of oars. I do not recollect whether I was obliged to gasp out an inquiry, or whether James was pleased to volunteer, as I retched, the information that we were, at last, on our way back to England; that I should become a good wife again, or reap the consequences; and that it was not only his intention but his absolute conviction that he should become a wealthy and respected man. I do not think that any of those pronouncements made much impression on me, at the time. I was too bewildered, too absorbed in trying to fix my eyes upon the lurching cliffs. I had not said farewell to Hira. I felt as though some deep root of me had been wrenched from the anchoring rock and was withering already in the salt air. I wish I had launched myself out of the boat, desperate and ill as I was: I would have made landfall, or drowned. But I had not the presence of mind. I was carried, like a good wife, on the tide of another’s desire, even though it bore me away from everything I held dear. Well, not everything, I suppose; but I did not know then what else the tossing boat carried. I could not even keep a steady gaze on the line of the shore; a moment later the nausea took hold of me again, and everything about me blurred and spun.

Perhaps James took pity on me, for when the spasms receded and I was able to catch my breath, he took my hand. “Let us pray,” he said. “Almighty God, look upon your servant Sophia and lead her to repentance. Chastise her as a father would, until the black taint of sin is washed away by her tears. And carry us both in your hands, back to your blessed land of England.” He looked at me for a moment; when I began to retch again, he said, clearing his throat sharply, “Amen.”

“I must go back,” I said, when I could speak. “I must see Hira.”

He shook his head.

“James,” I said, “please, I cannot leave like this, without a word. I cannot. It is wrong—it would be unbecoming.”

I landed upon the word without thinking, for it is one of his own favorite epithets; how many times has he condemned the villagers for their lack of proper English decorum and manners? But he jerked his head as though it were a bee sting. “You dare to say so!” he said. “Well, pardon me if I do not quite believe in your high feelings. You will come to understand the depth of your transgressions in time, I hope. As for seeing that—for seeing her again . . . ! No, naturally we will not turn back now. We are fortunate to get away just before the autumn storms. Wipe your face, hold your tongue, and bend your thoughts on Him who sees and judges you.”

“A farewell,” I said, “only a farewell . . .”

“It is out of the question.”

I could see from James’s face—which hung as flat and white as a mask—that no pleading, no abasement would make him relent; but I cried, in desperation, “Then if not for a farewell, then because I am sick! Can you not perceive that I am not fit to travel? Give me a day—an hour—to recover, on dry land—”

“It is nothing,” he said. “It will soon pass. It is only the after-effects of a soporific. I was obliged to ensure that you would come with me without fuss.”

He was looking down at me as I have seen him look at whores. I could not bear it. I closed my eyes, and against the weltering flesh-dark of my eyelids I saw him as he was when we first came to that shore: full of energy and grace, a little ambitious to be sure, but a good man. That man was long gone: murdered, I thought, by this one. And I was filled with such rage and hatred that I leapt to my feet in the swaying boat, not knowing what I intended.

Perhaps, after all, I am glad that a wave flung me down again; I do not want to dwell on what might have happened, if I had struck out. (Am I, as James would have it, a woman who would give in to a terrible impulse, a woman who must be protected from herself? Oh, it does not matter, it does not matter.) I crashed backward, and found myself rolling in the foul-smelling water at the bottom of the boat, while the pain in my ribs took my breath away. James said, “You will hurt yourself if you do not master your agitation.” He did not offer me his hand, this time.

I groaned and covered my face. As I drew my knees toward my belly my feet struck against something with a peculiar resonance. It made a hollow wooden sound, but with an elusive, harmonic edge, like the knell of a sunken ship’s bell. James snapped, “Careful, there!” and slapped my ankle away. As I raised my head I discerned several boxes wedged under the seat of the dinghy: they were about the size of my clasped hands, or a little larger, and all were wrapped in sacking and tied with leather thongs. James pushed his leg forward to protect them, contorting himself as though he was at once afraid for, and afraid of them; as though they were both precious and loathsome. I think it was not the sound they made, but the expression on his face, that revealed to me—like a curtain being drawn aside—what they contained.

“What is in those boxes?” I said, although I knew.

“I am taking as many specimens home as I can,” James said, and coughed suddenly as though he had swallowed a fly. “For the most part I have commanded them to be loaded at the port where we will board the Prosperity. I have high hopes that they will survive in the West Country; the climate is kinder than Sussex. I intend our garden to be renowned among both landscapists and Classical scholars.”

“But they are not seeds, in those boxes,” I said.

“There were a few species that are too localized to be ordered and collected elsewhere. Come, come, Sophia, there is no need for histrionics. I have merely taken a few of either sex, to breed . . .”

I do not think I answered. I do not think I was capable of it. I wondered how James would respond to the trampling of religious texts underfoot—to the burning of Bibles . . . No doubt he would think the analogy sacrilegious.

I bent my head.

“They are only spiders, for pity’s sake, Sophia! Interesting ones, I grant you. But it is mere superstition . . .”

I should have asked him the difference between religion and superstition, except that the former is what he believes, and the latter what I believe. I should have—

Oh, let it go. Let it go, Sophia. It is bootless, it is gone, it is over. He followed me to the sacred place, and looked with hateful eyes upon what happened there; and then, later, he drugged me. He strode into the forest and plucked the spiders from their webs as though he had every right; he stuffed them into boxes as if they were inanimate trifles; he took them miles from their proper place without a second thought. But there is nothing to be said, because no Englishman would regard this as extraordinary. If I myself, ten years ago, had encountered a white woman who objected to the reasonable collection of specimens for the education and enlightenment of the English public (who are surely more interested in the lands of Homer and Ovid than those who actually live in them)—well, I should have blinked and bitten my lip, and marveled a little at her benighted views. Now . . .

Sometimes I think I cannot bear it. How much I miss Hira! As I stood in front of the spiders last night I wrapped my arms around my belly, trying to conjure her solid female strength. Perhaps all she felt for me was pity; but I would rather have her pity than James’s esteem. Even now—no, especially now. Now that I am—as James might say—in a delicate condition, or, as I prefer, pregnant: pregnant as a prophecy is pregnant, brooding as a romantic hero broods. If she were only here to rub my back with oil, to murmur those half-songs that promise an easy deliverance, to feed me segments of lemon to quell the churning of my innards. And, when the time came, to take my hand and lead me to the silk tent where I might cry as loud as my lungs would let me—and emerge, as Misia did (or was her name Mila? already my memory betrays me), gingerly into a new-made world, a baby wrapped between my milky breasts . . . I should not have written that. It makes me think too clearly of what lies before me here: confinement and strangers and cold hands forcing me apart. I remember an aunt telling me once that they would not open the box that held the doctor’s instruments until she had been blindfolded.

I am afraid. There is no way out. There is nothing to do but wait.

I reached out and laid my hand against the glass. Perhaps the touch of flesh against the pane stilled some resonance, because the ocean-roar in my ears quieted to a kinder hiss, like slow spring rain. I said, We are all exiles.

The eyes went on looking at me, all of them. If the tank that I was touching had been large enough I might have stepped into it, dragged the cobweb up and around my shoulders like a shawl, and lain down. I might have stayed there, singing to the spiders, singing to the child that weighs like a stone in my womb, until I fell asleep, drunk on the echoes. What would I have dreamt of, before they drained me dry? What would my child?

Wait, we must wait. I have so few things left to which I can be faithful. I can count them on my fingers, as though I am looping a thread over each in turn: the child, the spiders, the memory of Hira. And—perhaps—the memory of the island itself, hot and wild as the beginnings of the world, and its skies and pines and the smell of the sea. In comparison England is cold and bare as a painted nude, keeping her arms crossed over her narrow breasts—breasts meant to be coyly glimpsed, to please men’s eyes, not to nourish. Hira would despise this country, the men who own it and the women who love them—or, no, she would only be mystified, amused, and a little sad, as she often was when she understood where I came from and who I was.

No doubt she is not amused anymore. What did they do, when they saw that the holy places had been desecrated? Did they blame James? Did they blame me? Did Hira think that I had crept away willingly, that I deliberately kept my silence when I should have cried out to wake and warn them all? Or worse, that I helped James, that he knew the way there not because he had crept after me but because I had shown him? Did she curse me?

That is the only thing for which I pray: that she did not curse me. I do not know to whom I am addressing that prayer. It is not James’s God, that ever-judging, ever-merciless father like an Englishman in his celestial study. Neither is it the vindictive raptor gods of the old stories. Sometimes I wonder if it is the spiders. Please, I say to them, please. Please do not let Hira hate me. If there is a curse, turn it aside. Do not let it touch me, or the child. Or you. It is a paradox, to pray to them for their own safety: it must mean that I do not truly believe they have any power. That my prayer is only superstition, and James is quite right.

And last night, I said to them again, what can I do? I will do anything.

They did not answer. I put one hand on my belly and willed the child to quicken, but she is obstinate, she waits for something, some voice that she has not yet heard. With the other hand I leaned hard against the glass—certain and yet not certain that I would not press hard enough to break it.

I said, I will keep you alive. Whatever comes, you and your children will stay alive. I promise.





One

Henry was polishing the whorls of a silver ear when the shop bell jangled; or, rather, he was holding the ear and a smeared rag while he stared at the rain falling against the windows. He watched the dusk close in, his thoughts very shallow, noticing only the tracks of raindrops on the panes and the slow darkening of the sky above the crowded London roofs. It was only the chime of the bell that hung above the door and the noise of the traffic in the street outside that returned him to himself. He jerked upright. As he did, he fumbled the ear and it skittered over the counter to fall at the feet of the man who had entered.

The man stooped for it and straightened up, turning it over in one hand while he took off his dripping hat with the other. From his gait, Henry had thought him young; but now, in the lamplight, he could see that he was in late middle age, although his head of hair was still full and his eyes were as merry as a boy’s. He said, “What an extraordinary thing. A hearing aid, I suppose?”

“An historical one,” Henry said, “designed to replace the natural pinna of the ear, if it is absent. It’s decorative, really.” He wrapped the ear in the grimy rag, and put it in a drawer under the counter. When he looked up again, the visitor was pivoting slowly, his dripping coat leaving a circle of water on the carpet.

“What a charming establishment. I feel as though I have stepped into a collection of curios.”

It was true that the ranks of mahogany and glass cabinets looked at their best in the warm gleam of brass and lamplight. In the shining cases every object was set apart from its fellows, as though it should be touched only with reverence; and certainly many were both outlandish—the auricles, the audinets, the cornets, and the apparitor auris—and ostentatious, plated or thinly veneered or lacquered, so that to the uninformed eye they would seem both rich and strange. It was the sort of shop where asking for a price was generally a roundabout process, if money were mentioned at all. Argyll had often said, “It is not a shop, Latimer, it is an emporium.”

“Mr. Argyll would be very glad to hear that you approve, sir,” Henry said.

“Your father?”

“No,” Henry said. He was too weary to feel the old flash of resentment when he thought of the & SON that Argyll had had added to the gold lettering on the frontage, without consultation. “My father-in-law, as it happens. My name is Latimer.”

“Ah,” the man said, and smiled. It was a wry, complicit sort of smile, and for a moment an answering spark of warmth jumped in Henry’s chest, not quite strong enough to ignite. “Well, it is very intriguing.” He put his hat on the counter and strode to the furthest corner of the room, tilting his head to scrutinize the conch-spirals of an elaborate French trumpet. A few seconds later he moved on, while his breath lingered, evaporating slowly from the glass. He stopped in front of the shelf of invisibles—the nearest set were gold-plated—and tapped on the case as though the little objects might squirm on their bed of crimson plush. “What are these? These things like buds on a stem?”

“Those are not especially effective,” Henry said. “They are designed to hold open the walls of the external auditory canal, but in fact that is very rarely a solution to the problem.” As the man moved on, he added, “I take it you are not—That is, are you looking for yourself, sir?”

“On behalf of my daughter.”

“Then, perhaps over here . . .” Henry gestured to the case that held the ladies’ auricles, with their flowered headbands and coiled nacreous shells.

The man nodded, but he did not move in the direction Henry had indicated. He took out his watch, consulted it, and put it back in his pocket. “Do you ever feel as if they are all listening to you?”

“All the time,” Henry said, “but I never say anything worth remarking.”

The man laughed. “I find that hard to believe, somehow.” He went on looking at Henry, and although his grin faded, the light in his eyes did not. “Funny, isn’t it? You sell sound, and I sell silence. We are two sides of the same coin.”

Under that intent gaze Henry felt his face grow warm; and yet it was oddly exhilarating. He cleared his throat. “You sell . . . ?”

“Oh, did I not . . . ? Forgive me. My name is Ashmore-Percy. I have an appointment with Mr. Argyll.”

Henry fumbled for the memorandum book that was kept beside the till. The man had announced his name as if it should be familiar, and in fact Argyll had said something at luncheon—and there it was, Sir Edward Ashmore-Percy at half past four o’clock. Henry should have been expecting him. “I shall find Mr. Argyll directly. Will you come through to our consulting room? Shall I ring for tea?”

“Thank you.”

He showed the man—Ashmore-Percy—through the doorway into the consulting room. It was dimmer in here, and in spite of the fire in the grate the air was chilly. He gestured to the deep winged armchair, set a lamp on the table, and turned to leave, letting his eyes slide past the shrouded piano with its empty stool and unlit candles. Argyll was already in the doorway. “Get some tea,” he said, sotto voce. “I sent Townsend to post a letter.” But as soon as he stepped forward his voice changed, taking on a new unctuousness: “Sir Edward,” he said, “this is a pleasure. An honor. I do hope my son-in-law has not kept you waiting long.”

Henry did not hear the reply. By the time he returned, bearing a loaded tray, they had clearly got down to business. He caught the end of Ashmore-Percy’s sentence: “. . . love her dearly,” he said, and Argyll responded with a mm-hmm that dripped with sympathy. “She simply must learn to speak. She must! Otherwise she will be a prisoner in her own life. You can imagine my feelings, as a father—”

Henry stooped to pour the tea and passed a cup to Ashmore-Percy.

“Thank you,” he said, with a swift look at Henry. “So, you see, Mr. Argyll, I must do everything I can for her. I would like to know what you suggest.”

“Well, Sir Edward, I am very glad you have come to me. Doctors are useful people, of course, but their range of solutions is limited. It has sometimes happened that apparently incurable cases have been helped immeasurably by mechanical means—and we are the experts in those. I can promise nothing, you understand—but there is still hope, oh yes, I venture to say that you may continue to hope.” Argyll smiled.

“That is excellent news.”

“The only difficulty is that the young lady is not here for me to assess. Our service tailors the auricle to the ear, you see. It is a skilled job. Thank you, Latimer, you had better go and watch the shop.”

Henry felt both men’s eyes follow him as he went. Behind him, he heard Ashmore-Percy say, “Ah. I see. There is no use my buying anything now, then. Well, never mind. Thank you anyway.”

“That said, I am sure some arrangement might be made—”

“No, indeed, I understand your point entirely. How can you tell what would be effective, unless she is in your presence? I appreciate your candor, Mr. Argyll.”

“Ha,” Argyll said, and Henry heard a note of ill-concealed regret in his voice. “I am a professional, Sir Edward. I pride myself on my integrity and rigor. But we can certainly find a way. Many of my clients prefer to receive me in their own homes—”

“I will not occupy any more of your time today. We are both busy men, I dare say.” There was a rustle of upholstery as the visitor got to his feet. “Good afternoon, Mr. Argyll.” Then he strode out into the main shop. He paused when he saw Henry, as if he might add something, but in the end he only nodded a farewell. He opened the door with a jangle and stepped out into the rainy blue dusk.

“Blast it!” Argyll said. He stood in the doorway of the consulting room, grimacing. “I thought I had him. A man like that—money to spend, and high hopes . . .”

Henry said nothing. He had felt his own pulse of chagrin when the door shut, but he could not exactly identify why; certainly he did not care very much about the loss of business. But now the shop seemed colder.

“Blast,” Argyll repeated, but more softly. As he passed Henry to go back into the office, he glanced sideways into the consulting room. There was a fractional hitch in his step, and a sudden fixity in his expression. Henry followed his gaze: he was looking at the piano, with its unlit candles and empty music-stand. For the first time that afternoon Henry felt something other than resentment for the older man. But before he could speak—if he had thought of anything to say—Argyll had already mastered himself, and a moment later he had disappeared through the door behind the counter.

Henry passed his hands over his face. The bell jangled again. He drew a weary breath and raised his head.

“My hat,” Ashmore-Percy said, pointing to where it still sat beside the memorandum book. His hair was wet, and a streak of moisture was running down his temple.

Henry fumbled for it. “Here.”

“Thank you.” He took the hat from Henry’s outstretched hand, but he didn’t put it on his head. Instead he was looking at Henry’s sleeve, and the black armband. When he met Henry’s eyes, he was not abashed—as most people were, when they were caught staring—but quite self-possessed. “Was it your wife?”

“Yes,” Henry said. Of course, he would have seen Argyll’s armband, too.

“I’m sorry.”

Henry had heard that sentiment, or variations on it, more than he cared to remember. Even if anyone truly was sorry, it made no difference, it was no consolation, Madeleine would still be dead . . .

But Ashmore-Percy was watching him, his mouth a little quirked, his gaze level; and to Henry’s surprise it came to him that after all it was something, it was like meeting someone else on a road that had seemed the loneliest in the world.

“Take heart.”

Henry opened his mouth to reply; but suddenly, humiliatingly, he felt his throat tighten, and he did not dare acknowledge the other man’s unlooked-for comfort. He said, grasping desperately for a new subject, “You said, sir—you said you sold silence. What did you mean?”

There was a little silence then: as though the word silence were a flask that had broken, and let its essence spill into the space between them.

Ashmore-Percy said, “But I thought—?” and broke off with a rueful grimace. “Perhaps you haven’t heard of me,” he said, “and why should you have done? One becomes accustomed to being recognized, but of course outside one’s own petit monde hardly anyone knows or cares that one exists . . . I do sell silence, quite literally! But you needn’t look like that, I’m not a blackmailer or an assassin. No, I own the factory that makes Telverton silk.”

Henry raised his eyebrows. He was conscious that he was expected to show some definite reaction to this, and already he did not want to disappoint this man. “I see,” he said.

“Ah, you haven’t heard of that either. A pity. I wish more people had heard of it, and saw fit to drape their drawing rooms with it, too. But let me enlighten you.” He laid his hat on the counter, fumbled in his pocket, and drew out a square of glimmering white fabric. He pushed it into Henry’s hand. “Now,” he said, with an intent, smiling look in his eyes, “what do you think of it?”

For an instant Henry had the sense that he heard high notes in the air—or rather, had heard them, like the aftermath of a dream. Obediently he looked at the little scrap of silk in his fingers. It was so thin he could hardly feel it; supple as oil, light as air, and with a lovely watery luster that made the coils of silver and mother-of-pearl on the shelves around him seem suddenly dull in comparison. It was as if the light around him had been quenched; and a different, unearthly radiance was welling through the threads of the silk. He said, “It is beautiful,” but before the last syllable had left his lips he started and glanced over his shoulder: he was sure he’d heard an answering whisper, just at the edge of audibility.

Ashmore-Percy laughed. “Put it to your ear,” he said. “No, the other way up. Here, let me.” He turned it over in Henry’s palm with warm fingers. “Now try.”

Henry lifted it, cupping his hand. He did not know what he was expecting: perhaps the shh-shh of a seashell, or a softening as though a curtain had been drawn between his mind and the outside world. In spite of what Ashmore-Percy had said, he was not expecting silence. Or, at least, not this silence. Not utter nothingness; not an absence as complete as an earful of clay . . . He jerked it away, and the familiar noises of traffic and rain flooded back. “What is it?”

“Astounding, isn’t it? Keep it, if you like. Recommend it to anyone who wants to cut out the noise of the street. I suppose it’s in your line of work, in a way.”

Henry stuttered, “That’s very kind,” because he could not think of anything else to say.

“Spider silk,” Ashmore-Percy said, rocking back on his heels like a boy. “From Pseudonephila graeca sireine, the silver orb-weaver, only found on Kaphos—no, Psaxos . . . oh, I forget. Some remote Greek island, anyway. We breed them down in the West Country and draw out the silk to weave in the factory there. My father set up the factory for lace, you know—he made his fortune adapting knitting machines—but I was the one who turned the whole place over to spider silk. We’ve been doing it for nearly ten years now. And it has been—It promises to be a great success. In another year or so, you’ll hear Telverton silk talked about everywhere you go.”

“I don’t doubt it.” Henry opened up the square of silk and smoothed it flat on the counter. As his hands passed over it he caught another almost inaudible murmur.

“That is the wrong side. It’s warp-knit, not really woven, you see. The sides have different effects. To attain silence it must be hung with the other side outward.”

“And—this side?” Henry smoothed it again. It was so subtle, so fluid, that he could hardly feel friction against his palm; and yet it gave off that faint tintinnabulation, a kind of crackle that was at once melodious and queasy.

“It seems to create some sort of unpredictable vibration. We call it turbulence. If there’s a lot of noise, it gives some people a bit of a headache. But it’s nothing, a minor inconvenience. The price you have to pay for perfect silence, I suppose.”

“Turbulence,” Henry echoed, and he seemed to hear the deeper notes of his voice lingering for a moment before they died away.

“We don’t know exactly how it works,” Ashmore-Percy said. “But isn’t it extraordinary? Tell everyone you know, won’t you?”

Henry nodded. He had never been so conscious of the hearing instruments around him, the ranked cones and spirals and pinnae of pearl and silver.

“Well, I must go. Good day, Mr. Latimer.”

“Good afternoon, sir.”

There was a sudden rise in the volume of the rain as the door opened, and then the noise was muffled again. Henry bowed his head over the silk, staring into its silvery depths as if it were water. He rolled a corner of it between his fingers, and as the silent side was uncovered it seemed to make a hole in the fabric of reality, a place where every sound was swallowed.

He swept it off the counter and into a drawer. He locked it, and pocketed the key. Then he raised his eyes to the shop, with its endless shelves of dead, disembodied ears.

Since Madeleine’s death Henry had dreaded the moment when he was obliged, every night, to lay his head on the pillow and close his eyes. It was not that the house was quiet; it was that a few particular silences—beside him where Madeleine should have been, in the dust-sheeted room above which should have been a night nursery, and the passage where a nursemaid’s footsteps should have come and gone—drew his attention to the noise. The ticking clock in the study, the whine of a dog in the next-door yard, or the distant cries of a drunken brawl some streets away would jerk him without fail out of the beginnings of rest. He lay with clenched fists, cursing London and everyone in it; and once he had allowed himself to reach this pitch of fury—irrational, he knew, and yet irresistible; all he wanted, by heaven, was unconsciousness!—he knew that even if the sounds were to cease entirely it would still be hours before he could sleep. During the day he gritted his teeth to hear the organ-grinders and the street sellers outside, and had to restrain himself when Argyll slurped his soup; but it was at night, as though the darkness amplified every creak and yell, that he thought he might go mad. If only Madeleine had been there to mock him gently, and fold a sleep-warm arm about his neck; or if he had heard her voice overhead in the nursery, murmuring a lullaby, or her footsteps pacing up and down . . . He would not have minded that. Or even a child squalling—even less, a child squalling . . . He pressed his hands over his ears until his arms ached. He almost envied Argyll’s elderly clients, with their frowns and their hearing trumpets. What a blessed relief it would be, never to be troubled by noise again.

So that night, when as usual he could not sleep, he found himself dressing, descending the creaking stairs, and letting himself into the shop to pull open the drawer and slip the glimmering square into his pocket. He had meant to leave it untouched—there had been something too like enchantment about it, when he laid it upon the counter—but now, in his gritty-eyed sleeplessness, he could see that his qualms were childish, based on nothing but superstition and distrust of novelty. If it might prove a remedy . . . He remounted the stairs with a soft tread, in case Argyll, too, was awake. Then he undressed and lay down in the fading warmth, and turned his head so that one ear was buried in the pillow. He fumbled for the silk, hesitated so briefly he could deny it even to himself, and laid it over the other ear.

It was like a spell, or a miracle. The dog, the man, the ticking clock were extinguished as cleanly as a mirage. After a moment he clutched at the cloth, unnerved, in case the whole world had disappeared; but when he was sure that he could still hear, and the cacophony of the city continued regardless, he let it fall again. He felt the silence flood into him like a long, easy breath. It eased the tension in his limbs and the soreness behind his eyes; and at last it swept him away like a warm current, into a dreamless dark.

All through the days that followed, he felt an unfamiliar peace. He put the silk (rolled into a twist so slender it could have passed through a wedding ring) into his pocket, and kept it with him. When he was trapped in the consulting room, making an effort to speak tactfully and clearly, “And is this an improvement . . . ? And this? And this? Ah, then shall we try the flowered auricle? It has a certain elegance, perhaps for evening wear . . .” Even when his gaze caught the piano with its dusty candles—and in spite of himself he remembered Madeleine’s snatches of Beethoven, and the way the old men would lean back and sigh, letting the hearing tubes dangle from their wrinkled hands as if after all their deafness was neither here nor there . . . Even then, he could drag his thoughts away. Nothing had changed; Madeleine was still dead; his days were as monotonous, his horizons as limited as before. But there was, now, the possibility of retreat: as though the silk were a way out. Or was it even simpler? Not only the silk, but the man who had given it to him. Take heart, Sir Edward Ashmore-Percy had said; and for the first time since Madeleine’s death, Henry had not felt alone.

But slowly, as he grew habituated to its presence, the silk—and the memory of Sir Edward’s smile, easy and brilliant as a struck match—became less remarkable. Things drove it from his mind: Townsend’s monthly tantrum, the customer who tried to sneak out with a gold-plated telescopic trumpet in his pocket . . . And the latest missive from his cousin in the North, which was terse and dutiful, as always, and which Henry read twice, his toast drying to leather on the plate in front of him, before he held it out over the breakfast table to Argyll.

Ordinarily the older man took it without a word and ran his eyes over it briefly before passing it back, but this morning he was absorbed in his own letter, one written on crested, gilt-edged notepaper. At last, with a sigh, he leaned back in his chair. “It seems that I shall have to leave you for a few days,” he said.

“What?”

“I have been summoned by Sir Edward Ashmore-Percy, do you remember him? He came into the shop to ask about a hearing aid for his daughter. A charming man. Well, it appears that he would like me to go and visit, so that I can see her in person.”

Henry stared at him.

“He lives in Devon. A very fine house, I believe. Newly built, best of everything. He is known for his prodigality. I seem to recall he is working on some new invention to make his fortune—or replenish it. What’s the matter, laddie?”

Henry drew back his hand, which was still holding his cousin’s letter, and laid it carefully down. He thought of the square of silk in his pocket. He had not told Argyll of it. He turned his eyes to the windows. Below a gray sky the winter-worn garden was narrow and dim; the louring clouds created the illusion that the walls were creeping inward. He said, “Might it be easier for me to go?”

Argyll passed his hand across his eyes. “I know,” he said, “that in the past you have shown a certain . . . talent, with customers. Given your initial reluctance to join the business, you do not acquit yourself badly. But since Madeleine . . .” He coughed. “I do not think you would represent Argyll and Son at our best.”

Henry drew a breath, resisting the impulse to correct son to son-in-law. “Sir Edward would welcome me. I am sure of it. He spoke to me, in the shop. We had a long conversation.” He added, to give credence to the claim, “He gave me some of his silk.”

“Indeed? To what end?”

“As a gift,” Henry said, and then added, honest in spite of himself, “or as a sample, really. He thought our customers might be interested in anything that helped reduce extraneous noise.”

“They might, at that,” Argyll said. “And it is a long journey for an old man . . .” He sighed. “You’ll do it properly, mind? You must give the impression that you are a studious, scientific young man, not an idler.”

“I am not an idler.”

“Well. Not a—a poet.”

“I have not written—I have not read any poetry for months.”

“And you must be very patient with the child. God knows if—” Argyll cleared his throat, as if he had embarrassed himself. “That is, she will certainly be backward, and probably ill-disciplined. If she lost her hearing before she began to speak . . .”

“Was it an illness?”

“An accident, from what I gather, although he does not go into detail. Clearly it is a painful subject for him. To be frank . . .” Argyll sighed. “I do not necessarily think we will find an instrument that answers. It may well be a difficult case.”

“Yes,” Henry said. “I see. Is she—I suppose she is capable of making her wishes understood?”

“Up to a point, I gather. It seems that at the moment she can say very few words at all, and relies greatly on miming and pointing.”

The image in Henry’s mind flickered between a little cherub, grateful for any key to her silent prison, and a feral, tangle-locked scrap. “Very well,” he said. “Perhaps you might ask for more details, so that I can—”

“It would be extremely ill-mannered,” Argyll said. “It is obviously a very delicate subject and a source of sorrow. I will set aside everything you might want. You shall have to take several cases of instruments. I will work on a list.” He got up stiffly, and nodded good day.

“Thank you,” Henry said, and bent his head over his empty plate, trying to quell the sudden elation that swept through him.

On the day before he left, Henry was so restless that he slipped out of the shop after luncheon, in spite of the bleak bitter day, locking the door behind him. There were no appointments, and Argyll would not be back until nightfall. On impulse he made his way west, toward Oxford Street.

But the girl in the mercery department of Marshall & Snelgrove only shook her head when Henry asked for Telverton silk. “It has a—an acoustic effect,” he said. “It is spider silk.”

“Spider silk? Our usual customers do not care to buy cobwebs, sir. If you are looking for cobwebs, I suggest you ask your housemaid.” She turned to follow another customer’s gaze. “That is both elegant and hardwearing, madam, but have you seen this faille française . . . ?”

He fumbled for the square of silk in his pocket, and held it out. “Look,” he said. “Sir Edward Ashmore-Percy himself—”

“If you wish to present a sample for our consideration, please apply to the manager,” she said, over her shoulder. “Ah, madam, but your complexion is so fine—perhaps our new shade of mauve . . .”

He shoved the silk back into his pocket and spun on his heel. He had come out of mere curiosity; how dare she treat him like a salesman? He strode away through the displays of mantles and gloves and furs, and emerged a few moments later into the driving sleet. He set his teeth and walked into the wind. Never mind. It had only been a whim. And tomorrow he would be far away, on his way to Cathermute House and Sir Edward’s deaf young daughter.

He entered a little alley that led between two tall houses. The light was failing. Ahead of him a church and an overgrown graveyard shimmered through the veils of sleet. Madeleine’s tomb was a long way away, the other side of Holborn Hill: he did not know why he slowed now to stare over a tumbledown part of the wall at a rain-blurred angel. A gust of wind brought ice and water pattering around him, harder than ever. And he thought—

He turned. Through the echoing hiss of the rain he had heard a voice, singing: Hush, my love, hush, my dove . . . The edges of his vision rippled, like a gauze waiting to be drawn aside. Surely . . . but the lullaby rose and fell, and when he stepped forward it softened until he could not be sure he had heard it at all. He swallowed, straining his ears through the rain and the odd clamor of the wind in the narrow space. Of course he had not heard Madeleine; maybe some woman at a window close by . . .

But it had been like her, so like her. Those were the words she had murmured as she stroked her belly, with that lovely, private light in her eyes . . .

He looked around, queasy with—what? Not hope, exactly, nor fear, but something in between. His eye caught a glimmer on the ground, and he stooped to look more closely.

Somehow the square of Telverton silk had fallen from his pocket. He must have pulled at it unconsciously, he thought, knotted it around his fingers and let it drop. Now it lay wrinkled and wet in a puddle, but still with that lustrous gleam, still bright enough to catch his attention in the wintry dusk. He bent for it.

As he did so, the voice he had heard rose again. He scooped the silk up and whirled round; but as his grasp closed over the fabric, the world steadied itself, solid and real. Cautiously he opened his hand. As soon as he did, it was there again: a creeping, haunting note, almost imperceptible. He took a deep breath, listening. Sir Edward had said that the silk caused unpredictable vibrations—turbulence, he had called it—but Henry had not realized that it would sound so uncanny, so . . .

But no. It was not heart-rending. It was merely unfamiliar, so that naturally the human brain searched for the quickest way to render it intelligible. It was an acoustic phenomenon, not a supernatural one: intensified, no doubt, by the sibilant rain and the high brick walls, producing an effect that was liable to be mistaken for other things.

With a shiver he pushed the damp square into the depths of his pocket, and wiped the wetness from his face with his sleeve. Then he set off again, his head lowered, resolutely thinking of the next day, and the task that awaited him in Telverton.





Two

As the train rattled in toward the station, Henry shifted in his seat and turned his head from side to side. Something had changed: it was as if they had climbed steeply, emerging abruptly into a dazzling space above the clouds, where the altitude made it hard to catch his breath. He leaned back, trying to identify the sensation. There was a ringing, like distant bells on the wind, and a slight giddiness when he moved. He stared past the rags of smoke and steam blowing across the window. Nothing in the gray vista of cinder-yard and warehouses rushing past was out of the ordinary, and yet he could have sworn that there was a kind of sparkling in the air—a lack of shadows and solidity, one dimension too many or too few—that his physical senses could not perceive.

The portly widow opposite him leaned forward, proffering a rattling tin in a lace-mittened hand. “Do try one, dear,” she said. “Is it your first visit?”

With an effort he focused on the label. Maddison’s Incomparable TELVERTON NUMMS. A Sovereign Remedy for All Sickness, Confusion, and Megrims, especially the new TELVERTON MALAISE. “No, thank you.”

“It’s the factory noise and the silk everywhere, it can give you a terrible headache, if you are unaccustomed to it—”

“Really,” he said, “you are very kind, but I am quite all right.” He turned back to the window, and was relieved to hear her settle back into her seat in a rustle of bombazine. Earlier he’d seen her eyes slide from his black necktie to his hatband, and she had an eager, motherly look: both were danger signs, and today of all days he had no desire for a stranger’s sympathy.

Thankfully, in any case, the train was slowing now, rattling in a long curve under a footbridge and past the bulk of a gasworks. He got to his feet and grabbed his luggage, avoiding the widow’s bright gaze as he piled the cases of instruments onto the floor between the other passengers’ legs. A sudden shaking of points beneath made him lurch like a drunkard, and he reeled into the man opposite. “I beg your pardon.”

“No need.” The man was a Quaker, sharp-eyed and dressed in gray. As the train rounded the curve in a crush of brakes he, too, stood up, swaying with the movement of the train, and reached past Henry to open the carriage door. He paused, waiting for the final halt, his arm tense as though he begrudged every instant of delay. At last—as the train jolted to a stop—he swung the door open, glancing behind him as he did so. “Yawn,” he said, and stepped out onto the platform.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t quite—?”

The man tapped his own temple, in front of his ear. “Yawn,” he said, as if more syllables would be an expensive luxury. “Opens the Eustachian tube.” Then, without waiting to see if he’d been understood, he disappeared into the growing crowd of people on the platform.

But Henry had no time to make sense of it; he had a strange, vertiginous feeling that the few steps to the door and onto the platform had stretched into miles, and that the train would bear him off again before he had time to disembark. He stooped, gathering the cases into his arms, and stumbled forward. Then, once he was safely out of the carriage, he set them down and stood still, letting other passengers move past, not quite trusting his legs. How absurd, it was as though he were drunk! Distantly he heard the door slam behind him—and more, others, a ragged tattoo of noise all along the length of the train—and the engine gathering steam to depart. Voices called out goodbyes, hellos, good wishes, mingling into an echoing cacophony. He blinked until the station came into focus.

A porter materialized at his shoulder. “Help you with that, sir?”

“No,” he said, automatically, “they are fragile.” The porter walked away with a sniff, and immediately Henry regretted it; surely he was more likely to drop them himself. He lifted them again—the instruments in their cases wedged against his chest, one finger looped painfully through the handle of his suitcase—and staggered carefully toward the ticket office. He had to wait for a group of women in rustling skirts to allow him to pass, but at last he found himself outside the station. In front of him was a Clarence, with a coat of arms on the door. A bored-looking coachman was leaning against the front wheel, whistling through his teeth.

“Mr. Latimer? Going to Cathermute House?”

He hesitated; he had expected a hansom or a pony-trap. Then he nodded as though he were perfectly accustomed to gilt and grandeur, and clambered past the coachman into the dim padded inside of the carriage. The windows had curtain panels of Telverton silk, strung on wires to keep the fabric taut, and as the door shut behind him the bustle of the station and the grinding noise of traffic were extinguished. The blood started to flow back into his stiff fingers, and he sank back into his seat, limp with relief. So that was the Telverton malaise: a sliding disorientation, subtle but unmistakable, like the first moment of over-indulgence. In fact, like over-indulgence, it was not unpleasant—but no doubt he would become accustomed to it, and the heady novelty of it would wear off.

As the carriage began to move he shuffled closer to the window, but the fabric across the glass was semi-opaque, like fine shell or mother-of-pearl. Yesterday, in Yeovil, he’d pored over the entry in Bradshaw as though the terse text (Telverton, Devon line. Inns: the Angel, the Rose, the Rising Sun. Market day: Wednesday) was some kind of code; but even the brief mention of the factory had told him nothing that he didn’t know already. In Yeovil the innkeeper had warned about the Telverton malaise—then laughed and added, “Only joking, sir, it’s not much more than a headache, if you don’t hang about next to the factory”—but Henry had not anticipated its strangeness, the glittering aura that had descended so swiftly as the train approached the station. The relief he felt inside the carriage was tempered by an inexplicable urge to step out again. It was a fascinating phenomenon, one that made him conscious that he was somewhere new, somewhere entirely different from London—as though Telverton were an undiscovered country and the malaise the necessary seasickness of an explorer . . . He smiled a little at the thought, and drew a deep breath, hardly noticing the bitterness of soot in the air. Yes, that was it: he had washed up on a new shore, ready to begin a new life, far away from Argyll and the shop and the empty rooms above it. He had escaped. And here, under new, West Country skies, he would begin again. He would win Sir Edward’s approval—no, why stop there? His friendship—and prove himself as the savior of Sir Edward’s little deaf daughter; he would show Argyll that he was worth his keep, after all; and he would—

He thought of Madeleine, and the smile on his face faded. Surely she would have encouraged him—she would have leaned forward, taken his hands, and murmured, “My dear, you must take every opportunity . . .” She would even, he thought, have understood his eagerness to leave Argyll and the absence where she and the child should have been. He was not betraying her—she would not have wanted him to suffer—and she was dead, for heaven’s sake, it was not as if he could bring her back! But suddenly his throat was aching, and his eyes stung.

It was best not to dwell on it. He turned determinedly to the window, pulled the side of the silk panel away from the glass with one finger, and squinted through the gap.

He caught a glimpse of a goods yard on the left. They passed a footbridge, a green, a row of new-built villas. A little further on was a terrace of low brick houses, and then shops, and then narrower, denser streets, while the tang of smoke and chemicals in the air grew stronger. Faint sounds of industry began to seep into the enclosed silence, through the chink between the silk and the window: the thump and groan of a distant engine, the low beat of ranks of machines . . . An unfamiliar taste began to spread across his tongue, and the pressure mounted again in his temples. Now they were trundling along a wider street past brickwork black with soot, a glimpse of brownish water between high walls, dark cinders trodden into the mud. Then they swung around a corner and—through some peculiar trick of perspective—abruptly the factory chimney was there, materializing against the gray sky like magic, too tall and close for Henry to see the top. Just then, the confluence of traffic brought the carriage almost to a halt. He craned his head sideways to see as much as he could. The main buildings were visible as well above the walls, their windows like blank mirrors in the daylight, six stories high. And the noise! Even through the small crack in the silk, the machines rumbled and thundered until his teeth hummed.

He stared for as long as he could, until the carriage wheels ground slowly around a corner, and the vision was hidden from him—although the sound still sang in his head, insinuating itself between the plates of his skull. Then, quite suddenly, they were driving through a slum. The traffic sped up as they passed a grimy row of cottages, so that he only caught a glimpse of two children gesticulating furiously at each other, their hands flying every which way as though carving threats from the air. A door slammed, just ahead, and a young woman stumbled into the street. She paused, sagging against a lamppost, her hand covering her face.

The carriage had already moved on, but in that brief moment her misery had been so clear, so desperate, that Henry spun around, peering, unable to dismiss what he had seen. “Stop,” he said. “Please, excuse me, stop,” before he realized that the coachman couldn’t hear him. There was a bell-pull beside him—naturally, there had to be—and he tugged at it. A second later, reluctantly, the carriage ground to a halt.

“Are you quite well, sir?” The coachman jerked the door open and peered at him as though he was an invalid.

“Yes,” Henry said, pushing him aside. “But that woman—she is in need of help. Wait here.”

“Best stay inside if you’ve got the echoes, sir. There’s too many around here who need help.”

Henry waved him away and hurried back the way they had come, past a man slumped alone in a doorway, his mouth open and slack. But his attention was on the young woman who was leaning against the lamppost, her chest heaving. “Here,” he said, “you are in distress. Is there anything I can do for you?”

She was dark-haired, full-mouthed, her skin pocked with little scars. She blinked, and more tears rolled down and dripped from her chin. Before she could speak, a bell rang. Another seemed to answer it, reflected from the opposite rank of houses—then more, coming from all directions, prolonged and brittle, as though the chimes were hammers against the glass hemisphere of the sky. Then, miraculously, they died away, and with them the terrible drone of the factory. Suddenly the world was wider, clearer, as though more blood had suddenly flooded into Henry’s brain.

“That’s the dinner bell,” she said, and her accent was strange, thickened, as though she were drunk, although her breath smelled only of decay. “Let me go—when the shift changes they’ll notice—”

“But are you all right? Here,” he said, and fumbled for a handkerchief to offer to her. His hand met the slippery square of silk in his pocket; but that was precious, he could not give her that. He tried his waistcoat. “You are weeping,” he said. “Has someone hurt you? If I can help . . .”

Her mouth twisted. “No,” she said, “you cannot. I must go.”

“I am sorry,” he said, helplessly. What had possessed him to want to comfort her? Only that something in her stance had made him think of Madeleine, reaching for the nearest support, when the birthing pangs began. Madeleine had been so brave, so absurdly gentle to him, as though he were the one suffering . . . At first, anyway, until the pains had got worse, and—But he did not want to remember. His fumbling hand found a few coins, and he pushed one into the young woman’s hand. “Take this,” he said. “It is the least I can—”

“And what do you want for it, sir?”

“Nothing—no, for heaven’s sake, nothing at all,” he said, feeling the heat rise in his face. “Merely to help you.”

She raised her eyebrows at him, with a long look; and then she swung away, wiping her face on her sleeve as she went.

He might have followed her, but at that moment a few men appeared at the corner of the street, shouting and gesticulating. Then, all at once, the pavement was full of people jostling, yelling to one another, spilling forward in a human tide. Henry flattened himself against the lamppost, afraid that he’d get swept up by the oncoming press of bodies. Was there some emergency, some riot? But no, he realized, these were the factory workers going home for their dinner. There was something about the accent that grated on Henry’s ear, and surely their voices were shriller and more piercing than in London. A group of older men walked in morose silence, until one stumbled in front of another; even then none of them spoke, but resorted to clumsy gestures that turned swiftly from hostile to violent. Henry had no wish to become embroiled in a local brawl, and in any case, the woman he had wanted to comfort had disappeared. With a mingled sense of failure and relief, he turned back before the surge of workers reached where he was standing.

The carriage was where he’d left it, and the coachman standing beside it. “Got a pretty bad case, haven’t you? Of the echoes,” he added, at Henry’s look. “Can hardly walk straight.”

“Nonsense. I am perfectly all right.”

“That’s when you have to watch yourself, sir, when it just feels like you’ve had a few. There’s a box of Numms under the window, you have one of those and relax—once we get out of Telverton you’ll feel—”

“I thank you for your solicitude, but really, I do not need it,” Henry said, and swung the door shut on the coachman’s reply.

The carriage began to move. He watched angular shadows pass over the gauze covering the windows. He wished he had waited till the mob had passed, and then followed the woman, insisted on assuaging her sorrow, somehow . . . But if he closed his eyes what he saw was not the woman but the factory, a glittering edifice, raw and shining. It was magnificent, as a torrent or a glacier was magnificent; it was unlike anything he had ever seen. He imagined the silk taking shape on the looms, growing inch after miraculous inch; he imagined great lengths of it being rolled onto bales, as rich and fine as anything in the world. He imagined the lovely whispering that rose from it when the wrong side was touched, like a phantom singing—but no, in the noise of the machines, it would not be a whisper but a roar, bone-shaking, the glorious thunder of a many-piped organ. So much pure sound: so much silk to answer it, echo it, transform it . . . It was absurd to call the effect a “malaise” when it was closer to the thrill of hearing an orchestra in full voice. Beside it, the small human miseries of the slums were insignificant—or commonplace, at least . . . He hesitated, longing to ask the coachman to turn back.

But he was on his way to Cathermute
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