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Letter 1 – Part 1 

Nineveh 

 

 

Dear Philip, 

I HAVE THE MOST extraordinary news—

Robin is home! He arrived quite 

unexpectedly, no advance word whatsoever, 

and I must say I did not at first recognize my 

own brother, he has changed so in these (can 

it be?) these three years. Agatha and I were 

with Mrs O’Hair in the kitchen boiling 

currants to put up (Mrs O is quite 

knowledgeable in the methods of 

preservation—the brutal Londonderry 

winters of her youth, she says—I think you 

will take to her and not find her, well, 

Irishness unforgivable), and therefore I did 

not hear Robin’s conveyance stop before the 

house. Then Felix was in the kitchen lisping 

that a man was in the foyer. Heavens, I 

thought, Felix has let a beggar into the 

house—for who would be calling so early in 

the morning; and Felix’s sweet nature, well, 

you have said it, too much sugar can be a 

deficiency. I was thinking perhaps I should 

send Felix to fetch Mr Smythe across the 

alley, to send away the fellow—but I 

recalled Mr Smythe’s gout has been a 

particular bother of late, so I thought, no, I 

must see to this new arrival (if we execute 

the plan I’ve suggested to you, to take in a 

boarder, or two, I must become accustomed 

to a strange man, or two, about the place and 

assert my rules as lady of the house—I know 

you have said that I must exercise my will to 

run a proper home, my dear; and I recalled it 

just then) so I dried my hands and removed 

my apron, as to not offer the appearance of a 

domestic but rather said lady of the house, 

and went to see to this stranger inside our 

door. 

The moment I stepped from the kitchen, 

fragrant with boiling currants, I was assailed 

by the streetbeggar’s odor, accented, I 

realized, with the tart smell of the sea and its 

wretched wharfs—and perhaps it was then 

that the idea of Robin’s return began to 

come, shyly, almost like a secret I was 

keeping from myself. In the foyer, the first 

item I saw was his sailor’s duffel, a collage 

of unwholesome stains, propped against the 

wall. I half expected a gruesome yellow-

incisored rat to scurry from its jumbled 

contents. 

But my word, Philip—the fellow 

himself! Frightful only barely begins to 

touch upon his appearance. His topcoat was 

scarred with stitches and patches, its hem 

loose and frayed. His trousers were also 

stitched and worn shiny and thin at the knee, 

his shoes a wreck, one with the buckle 
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absent altogether and made fast by leather 

strings wove in an uneven web. I swear all 

this came to me in the flash of a moment, as 

if I’d studied the poor wretch’s portrait of an 

afternoon at the National. 

But his face! Framed in a wild mane of 

hair, bleached seasalt grey, the same as his 

beard, both untouched by barber for months, 

if not years—it gave him the look of a lion, 

but not a powerful predator, rather an aged 

lion-emperor, his pride usurped, left to await 

the end, alone, and beaten. 

Beneath the wild, untrimmed beard his 

cheeks were gaunt, which made me realize 

his overall thinness, like a refugee of 

famine. Even his fingers were elongated, the 

knuckles standing out like stones beneath 

the mummified skin, tarred black with dirt 

and wear. I thought at first the small and 

ring fingers of his left hand were oddly 

turned under, out of view, but no . . . they 

were missing—only their uneven stubs 

remained. 

When I stepped toward him he turned 

his eyes upon me, and then I knew him, I 

knew my brother had returned after three 

years at sea. I knew him though I’d never 

seen eyes like these: blue, yes, but the blue 

of ice, of seafrost, like his time in the Arctic 

waste had frostbitten his eyes, left them 

permanently cold and—I fear to write it, as 

if writing it may make it a sentence and a 

harbinger—cold and lifeless. They were as 

sterile as two silver coins, but coins which 

have been retrieved from the bottom of a 

well where their luster has been dulled over 

time. 

‘Blessed Saint Jude,’ I said—that was 

all I could say. I think I was in a state of 

shock, and I’d been praying to the saint so 

devotedly to assist my brother in finding his 

way home; and here he was, alive—yes, but 

appearing to be a revenant, a phantom form 

of the man who sailed from Hastings that 

sunny day, captain of his own ship, which 

he’d christened the Benjamin Franklin, 

gleaming in the forecastle with strength and 

optimism. 

Not a word for two whole years—the 

last letter had arrived from Arkhangelsk, 

more than six months in its own travels. 

Excited still for the expedition, except a 

strain of loneliness had already crept into his 

pen and colored the ink. 

I’m sorry, my darling, I’m running on 

now about things you already know. It’s just 

that I’m lonely myself—I can’t speak with 

Mrs O’Hair, not as an equal of course, nor to 

the children. I do wish that you would 

conclude your affairs and return home to us. 

That would set my spirits aright. 

I end for now 
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With all my love, 

M 

Because the last few lines consumed so 

little of the sheet, I have decided to hold on 

posting the letter, just a bit, and perhaps add 

another day’s musings. 

First, allow me to apologize for my self-

indulgent lines above. I know you are toiling 

on our behalves, and I needn’t increase your 

burden by tossing on the weight of my 

loneliness. Who am I to claim loneliness in 

such a bustling house, under a roof and amid 

furnishings that your hard work has secured 

for us. My mind and my heart never forget 

it, my darling, but sometimes my hand runs 

ahead of my thoughts. 

Please do not be upset, but I put Robin 

in little Maurice’s room—I knew not where 

else, and he doesn’t have means for other 

lodging at the moment. Not to mention he 

needs looking after, the care of family until 

he is quite himself again. I know that 

Robin’s presence will be good for the 

children. They have missed a man in the 

house since you’ve been away. I don’t mean 

to suggest that Robin can take your place, 

not for a moment do I mean it—but I must 

admit that even I anticipate feeling easier 

with him here. There have been many nights 

when I have felt your absence keenly and 

lay awake listening to every creek and 

shudder of this ancient house. And when the 

weather is warm, and the windows have to 

be raised, I am watchful indeed, starting at 

every noise from the street, every footfall, 

every voice, every shut door, every wincing 

hinge. Sometimes I rise from the empty-

feeling bed and check on the children, at 

least that is what I tell myself, but in truth I 

think I am just looking for human 

companionship. At those dark hours I sense 

the weight of your long absence most 

acutely, and I just need to stand inside the 

children’s doors and listen to their breathing. 

I don’t bother with a candle for my vigil, not 

wanting to disturb them—and besides 

you’ve always said my powers to see in total 

gloom are positively feline. Though I fear all 

the stitchwork has dulled my eyes 

somewhat—but it brings in a few pennies, 

and I do enjoy it. I really do believe that had 

I the good fortune to have been born male I 

should have liked to have been a painter or 

some other sort of creative artist. Thank you 

for indulging my fantasies. I know you 

believe them unhealthy, and that it’s better 

to stay grounded in the material world, 

where my nerves are steadier. 

You are right to say, of course, and I do 

believe my brother’s return will help to calm 

me. Between the clever husbandry of Mrs 

O’Hair and Robin’s influence, I know I will 
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be quite right again, and not be starting at 

every leaf fall. And I do find writing to you 

a comfort. I hope my wandering missives 

are not too taxing upon your constitution, for 

I would not wish to add to your cares—I 

know that the affairs which keep you away 

must be very taxing and burdensome indeed. 

 (Later now.) There was a most terrible 

shouting—one would think a murder was 

taking place—and at first I believed it was 

from the street. I was working at my 

stitching in the kitchen (in the morning the 

light is so much brighter there than in the 

parlor), and Mrs O and I looked upon each 

other quite startled, and I wondered at Felix, 

whether he was out of doors—but then the 

shouting continued and I realized it was 

coming from inside the house. I went to the 

hall, where both Felix and Agatha were 

standing holding hands, for the children too 

were a little shocked, and I realized the 

voice must be coming from Maurice’s room, 

that it was Robin who was crying out. Mrs O 

had followed me to the hall, and I asked her 

to take the children to the kitchen for some 

milk while I saw to my brother. I went 

upstairs and tapped on Maurice’s door; I did 

not anticipate a lucid reply as I could hear 

Robin speaking, though in no coherent 

manner. I gently opened the door. The 

curtains were shut tight, which rendered the 

room most gloomy, yet I saw well enough to 

notice that Robin had ejected the blankets 

from himself and they lay upon the floor in a 

quite twisted disposition. Robin was on the 

bed in a spasmodic reclination, and even 

with the dim lighting I could see that he had 

perspired through his nightshirt and beads 

were still heavy upon his brow. I quickly 

turned away when I realized Robin’s state of 

undress. I thought for a moment that my 

entering the room had stirred him and he 

was speaking to me, except his words 

carried no meaning. I used my hand to 

shield his nakedness from my sight and I 

looked at his face, his eyes darting to and fro 

beneath their lids, and his lips muttering the 

inarticulate sounds. I listened closely to try 

to snatch a word or two, but I wasn’t even 

certain then that he spoke English in his day-

terror. Robin was always a quick student of 

languages, and who knows in his long 

travels what strange tongues he’d acquired. 

That thought made me recall Acts: What if 

Robin is a messenger of some sort? And I 

recalled my doubting of Him—I’d prayed so 

fervently at little Maurice’s bedside, begging 

God to heal Maurice’s lungs. You tried to 

pull me away, my darling, urging me to rest 

myself, reminding me that Agatha and Felix 

needed their mother. But I knew if I was 

devoted enough, if I pulled the pleas to spare 
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our little one from my very soul, spaded 

them up from my blackest, richest soil, 

soaked in my very heart’s blood—God 

would hear them and would be moved to 

act. 

But no. Instead I had to hold Maurice’s 

hand while he slowly drowned in his own 

bed. The small hand that went from 

feverishly hot to cadaverously cold in my 

desperate grasp. 

What if this is the prayer that God 

answered? He’s returned my brother to me, 

as if resurrected from the dead, for that is 

how I’d begun to think of him, dead and 

gone, his body sarcophagused in ice. Now 

he’s returned and perhaps bearing a 

message. It would be a comfort to believe in 

Him again, to feel His presence and not an 

utter void in the dark night— 

Listen to me! Or rather do not! You will 

think I’ve gone daft. Spinning on about such 

stuff better left to philosophers of divinity. 

Robin seemed to settle himself and was 

calmer in his sleep, so I crept from the room 

and went to reassure the children, who, I 

discovered, were quite content under Mrs 

O’s gentle hand. She’d given them some 

sweetbread soaked in milk—just a small 

wedge; she is mindful not to spoil their 

appetites. Mrs O developed an attachment to 

the children very promptly. There’s 

something in her eyes when she looks upon 

them, Felix especially, that seems to be 

recognition, as if they remind her of other 

children, her own perhaps—but the 

memories would have to be very old ones as 

she is well beyond her childbearing years, 

well into her fifties I should think, maybe 

even sixty. The word that comes to mind 

when I think of Mrs O is grey—grey hair, 

yes, and eyes, and her two everyday frocks 

are shades of grey too. Yet it’s more than all 

that: There is a grey cast that forms a sort of 

backdrop in spite of her generally cheerful 

and industrious demeanor. It’s like she has 

emerged from some gloom and she is 

determined not to let it get the better of her; 

still it lurks there, just at her heel. 

I’m sorry to run on so, my darling. You 

will accuse me of projecting drama onto my 

colorless little life. I think I hear Robin 

stirring—he at least was restful after his 

episode of ‘night’ terrors. I must have Mrs O 

prepare him some nourishment. Until later, 

my love— 

I trust you won’t be cross that I’ve lent 

some of your older clothes to Robin. The 

clothes he arrived in were quite beyond 

salvaging, and the few items of apparel in 

his duffel were little more than tattered rags. 

There is a trunk coming from Hastings, 

perhaps, which may contain some clothing. I 
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must say ‘perhaps’ and ‘may’ due to its 

being quite difficult to extract any certain 

intelligence—and I did come to feel very 

much like my brother’s interrogator; and as 

soon as I realized that, I refrained from 

further questioning as I did not want Robin 

to feel the target of investigation. 
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