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Now interest in chemical events…may still be dampened by the feeling that, after all, 

when we go to the centre of things, to the bioplasm, where these processes are 

initiated and controlled, we shall find a milieu so complex that the happenings there, 

although they comprise the most significant links in the chain of [living] events, must 

be wholly obscure…..  

 I would like you to consider how far this is necessarily the case… 

 

Sir Frederick Gowland Hopkins, 1929 co-Nobel laureate for discovery of vitamins, at 

the start of the molecular understanding of life. From Proceedings of the British 

Association. 
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>>> 

Was old man Edwards awake? Or were these flashes in his mind dreams? November 

1945! Flash! Like flash cameras. War over! Atom bombs! Demobilization! President Truman 

already in trouble. At the very personal level his son Gareth was home and alive. A new drug 

called penicillin had saved his life. Progress… He was back from the hospital outside Paris. 

The left leg was a fraction shorter than the right. Orthopedic shoes could help that. 

 As to his shoulder, there was no doubt he felt acute pain and you heard him nights, 

wandering and groaning. Progress! Life saving drug. His description of the pain of the 

injections for this penicillin defied reason. 

 Wake, man! Stop thinking family. The Baby Ben alarm clock was clanging and he 

put his hand out to stop it. Ed Senior was the stationman at the little high settlement of 

Alderson, West Virginia. With war labor shortages he had carried on working past retirement. 

He'd stop soon now.  

 He slept nights on the bench in the stationman’s hut, set the alarm for each freight, 

mainly taking coal to fuel the east, then the night passenger trains, the Cardinal sleepers  -- 

Sleep Like A Bird, was the slogan, which was all right if you could afford a berth. The 

Cardinal ran in a big U, Chicago, Indianapolis, south into Kentucky, then east crossing the 

mountains, linking smaller towns, his stop at Alderson and then White Sulphur Springs where 

the late great President Roosevelt went for the cure and had died, down the Appalachians into 

Virginia and then north to Washington with connections to New York City. 

 The Edwards had come here from Wales later in the nineteenth century when most of 

the good land had gone, scratched a living, were free of English landlords and built their own 

chapels. After a year of grim service in France in the World War, Ed was promoted to driving 

the Cardinal and big coal freights and mixed freights. 

 Progress. Progress had brought another war and progress had brought the railroads to 

a point where they were struggling to attract passengers. Progress had produced bigger 

highways, more cars, passenger air travel. Ed had liked the column called – what was it? 

Technopolitana, questioned progress. He opened the stove with his asbestos glove, crumpled 

some newspapaper. 

 He must not burn the latest edition of NOW! which he preferred to its rival TIME. A 

fellow called Bill Rutland wrote Technopolitana column. They’d stopped the column in the 

war and he heard that Rutland had near drowned when reporting from the aircraft carrier USS 

Lexington and she had been torpedoed in the battle of the Coral Sea. Before the war, Rutland 
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had written on the new diggers that could tear away whole mountains. Open cast coal mining 

was supposed to represent progress – no men in danger underground. Steams clogged, forest 

destroyed: progress? 

 The paper flared. He added a little dry kindling and then carefully lumps of coal.  

 His copy of NOW! which was monthly had got muddled with the paper he used for 

the stove. He hoped not to be muddled about too much. Progress, though, which this fellow 

Rutland wrote about. They had stopped his column in the war – all science worth reporting is 

now secret science. He’d just written again, this December 1945 edition on  these Nobel 

Prizes, about which Ed senior had not heard, far away in Stockholm. One for science that led 

to destruction, atomic fusion; one for science that led to life, certainly his boy’s, this 

penicillin. The Nobel prizes, he’d read, were based on the fortune of a scientific family who 

had made more effective high explosives and now the prizes were given for contributions to 

world peace, advances in medicine and other sciences.  

 If he understood it, which he thought he did, Rutland’s Tecnhopolitana  idea was 

about a place with dark and light sides to progress. High explosives? Progress? The fortune 

from it? Prizes?  

 This year for destruction via the science of the A bombs and restoration of the dying 

via penicillin. The fellow Rutland – they’d once had his picture, craggy fellow and tousle of 

white hair, or looked that way… He always managed to find the other side of a discovery, 

light side, dark side: suppose this atomic energy is harnessed for cheap electricity. Suppose 

penicillin leads to an increase in human numbers. Can we feed them? And the electricity: 

where will coal go then, the jobs that keep these valleys alive in spite of the danger to the men 

and near slavery of company towns? 

 At least he had not burned the Notes from Planet Tech-no-pol-it-ana -- as many 

syllables as a Welsh name. Progress! Get going Edwards! 

 You’ve been told very often you are not paid to think. You are paid to keep the trains 

moving, on time and safely. 

>> 

 Well, he was wrapped up and outside in the dark, the lights down the platform 

showing lazily falling snow flakes. It was dead still at freezing point, snow  just beginning to 

settle. Peacetime Christmas soon. With their younger boy. With their war wounded younger 

boy. With their penicillin saved younger boy. He had seen pictures of that Japanese city. 

Science! He checked the control box as he had done many hundred times before. He heard the 

sound of the river. If there was a big snow and then a melt, it became silent as the spate of 

water ran right over the rocks. Certainly the forecast was for more snow. 

 Even in the stillness, progress nagged. What future? 
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 He had his flags with him and tried to be still. He found it hard. He never forgot the 

iridescent star shells that lit up the whole battlefield when he was in France, 1918, nor the nail 

biting wait of earlier this year when he and his wife Doris, thinking he was dead, found he 

had been lost in the confusion of the Battle of the Bulge in the winter in the Ardennes 

mountains in Belgium. In fact Gareth's wounds had been surgically operated on -- twelve 

operations and then the hard-to-bear penicillin injections. 

 Now his brain kept seeing the flashes of urgent newsmen’s cameras. He kept 

wondering what the post war world would be like. America on top? 

 Flash! Empires rise. Empires fall. America up. Progress, science, technology, atom 

splitting, plastics.  

 Television…Advertising…Packaged food.. electric refrigerators in many homes, 

steak for dinner, steak for breakfast, cars for all. He hoped Gareth's ideas to start his own 

electrical contracting business would work out. The lad hoped to base it on contract work for 

the prison. 

 Nothing moved. He took his big railway issued watch from his waistcoat pocket. 

5.07. Four to go.  Part of progress was that the federal government had built a prison for 

women here, provided some jobs as farms went out of production. Progress – yes -- and gave 

the little settlement a nasty reputation. People wouldn’t stay in the hotel here because it 

accommodated the families of the gal prisoners. 

 The idea was to put the errant girls in a rural setting. They lived in houses called 

‘cottages’ and learned crafts and the like and the place up on the hill had no fence. Those few 

who tried to get away only got so far. This was wild and high country. 

 His home: America! West Virginia! There was nothing like it, the river, the smells of 

the woods, hunting, the sound of hymns bursting from the full up little chapels.  

 Cupping his gloved hand to his ear, he picked up the first, far-away wail of the train's 

siren. This sounded at each of the many small road crossings up the river valley. 

 He also saw a green station wagon draw up, the prison car. Its engine was running, 

lazy driver wasting gasoline. The snow seemed heavier in its headlights. 

 The car would be collecting a new intake. Scenes by about-to-be-incarcerated women 

happened sometimes, the station their last free place in the outside. Such scenes upset him. He 

took out his fob watch again. The Cardinal would be one minute, maybe two, late. 

 Then it was here, the ten coach Cardinal  eastbound. The first of two Baldwin 

engines was on him,  vast, black and marvelous, snow swirling in its searchlight. This train 

was the lifeblood of Ed's imagination. Even after all the years of railroad work he loved the 

thrill of this sight, movement, smoke, steam, the silver of pistons, smell of hot oil. The two 

black and stainless steel engines were slowing and belching steam, old cars rattling to a stop. 
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With railway precision, the conductors opened their doors, lowering their steps. Ed was in his 

usual position, midway down the train. 

 Mankind ruled the earth! Destiny. Most of progress was good. Gareth lived. Stop 

thinking, Edwards. Do your job. 

>> 

 'We've got one,' a voice said to him. He recognized the man, one of the big Evans 

family, also Welsh, drove the green station wagon. Evans was there, cussing which was 

against the laws of God and banging his gloved hands together. Running the engine, wasting 

gasoline as if it was cold tap water. 'Bloody damn cold, Ed. Say nine inches.' So one more bad 

and wretched gal was being taken into federal government custody. 

 No, not bad. Ed’s wife, Doris Edwards, always said most of the few women in jail  

are because of the violence or sloth of men. 

 The train was stopped, the two giant steam engines hissing as if with relief that this 

part of the climb over the high Appalachians was done, passengers getting down, federal 

marshals with the wretched gal for custody. Ed helps the trainman take some parcels, car tires 

and a heavy piece of farm equipment, put them onto two four wheel carts, put the tarps over 

them, won’t blow in this still air. 

  Then he saw her between her guards. They were waiting to come forward. There 

were two federal marshals and one was a woman. And the prisoner was a young woman. 

They were leading her towards him. Whew! What had this one been up to? She was slim,  had 

elegant carriage, no thrust in her walk like cheap gals. She and her two guards were some way 

up the train. She was taller than her guards, must be near six foot.  

 Five other passengers had alighted. The gal was still coming towards him, led by the 

guards. She wore a plain overcoat. It fell without a belt, was good quality. She had a scarf 

round her neck and another covering most of her face. Her hands were manacled in front of 

her. 

 Ungloved they looked cold and bare, expressed how much a captive she was. 

 Ed Edwards knew the procedure, see the passengers were all right, then get the train 

moving again. He had to sign as independent witness to the transfer. 

 The alighting passengers dispersed and had no big baggage. He signaled for the train 

to go, and directed the three, young woman and two guards to his hut where there was light 

and he could sign the transfer. Quickly the train moved on.  

 The four were inside the small, warm space. 'Mr. Edwards?' the girl marshal asked. 

Ed Edwards showed his railway C and O ID card. 

 She, the gal marshal had the clip board, also the prisoner's documentation. This was 

odd. It was a foreign passport, British. Nathalie Joanna Armstrong, married.  
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 Ed looked at her. There was no movement on her lovely face. Yet he could almost 

feel her taking everything in.  

 She had big eyes that looked at him. No expression. 

 Yes, assessment. Her face did not move. It also did not signal resignation. 

  What was such a respectable woman doing here? Narcotics? Girl of the night, high 

class?  

In the lamplight he noticed she had tiny freckles on her nose and cheeks… Born 

September 1914, London, England. So…So just thirty one. And, showing at the edge of her 

headscarf, her hair had gone grey.   

 Ed signed in his neat and legible copper plate hand.  

 He handed the clip board back. 

>> 

 Then the girl who was so tall and gaunt and drawn caught his eye and her small 

mouth just moved. She smiled at him. She had a sparrow smile. 

 Then  that rough Evans came forward and took her by the arm, pushed her forward. 

She stumbled. Of course, her hands were manacled in front of her. Evans opened the door of 

the station wagon and pushed her in so that she stumbled again, forward. Ouch! She must 

have banged her shins on the running board, unable to control herself with her hands cuffed. 

 ‘OK, Edwards… we’ll get some sleep’. The two federal marshals would stay the 

night in the hotel here and go back in twenty two hours when the west bound train next came 

in.  

 It was snowing heavily. He watched through the snow as the tail lights of the car 

driven by Evans went up the hill to the prison, became misty in his vision and then were gone. 

He stood there, feeling something terrible had happened.  

 What happened to people? Except his war year, all his life had been in this small 

settlement, or based on it. Other people were moved around by the forces that were called 

history which was called progress.  

 He heard that three percent of the world’s population had been killed in this war. 

Gareth was alive thanks to medical science. Gareth walked in their small home in  the night 

and talked to himself and to God and cried.  
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>>> 

2016, California: early fall. The timeframe changes. The theme of incipient violence 

against women may not. 

 It is now eighty one years after the end of World War II in 1945. It is Monday, 

September 12, 2016. 9/11 plus fourteen. 

Francine Olnay is thirty six. She describes herself as  ‘a rangy, fair haired Californian  

woman and mother’. 

She is standing now, in the dining room of her house in Davis, California, which is 

north of San Francisco. She is at a high sideboard, drawing the elevated shoulder of a 

woman’s jacket, working under an Anglepoise lamp, pursing her lips, adding strokes with a 

3B pencil and looking and erasing, pushing away the shreds of the eraser, cocking her head 

and just looking in a quizzical way.  

The jacket is elegant with a lapel that has no indent, a single curve. The outline figure 

over which it is drawn is quite robust. Designing business suits, feeling the importance of 

bringing back the suit and shirts with collars under it, you must perceive real women – and 

that means dumpy women. It is no good imagining the perfect ‘model’ figure as Francine has. 

She’s been and still is a fashion model, not ‘top’, although maybe not far off, made 

the cover of French Vogue.  

Will the curved lapels do? Or are they too James Bond tuxedo look?  Make them 

wider, perhaps, takes the eye a little off the bust of well proportioned women. Pad the 

shoulders more? 

The danger is that the look attracts too much attention, is even odd. The asset is that is 

helps diminish the big bust look on well proportioned women. 

She rubs out and draws. Francine is fighting, or thinks she is fighting, a trend for even 

serious women to expose too much and be too ‘dressy’. Her own daughter is not going to 

have her lissome figure; and Francine is determined that Lilit, although only eleven now, is 

going to make her way as a serious woman. 

Her two children are in the room, second week of the new school year. Election 

coming up. Hilary tries too hard, too obvious cosmetic tweaks, too many hairdos, although, 

God!. Her opponent is a monster towards her. Lilit who is dark haired and Nick junior who is 

mousy-colored and tall like Francine are here, doing homework. She tries to be tolerant about 

mobile phones. They both read actual books a good deal and are doing well in school.  

It’s OK. Francine is Francine Olnay and her line of tailored suits, and accessories, 

Francine Demure. She has a Japanese pattern maker in Paris who turns the drawings into flat 

panels and she employs locally in San Francisco an Italian tailor here. They actually sow in 
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California. The suits cost a lot and last and last and can be altered. Here she is, seeking a 

certain tranquility. Environmental problems are awful. Starting up coal mines in West 

Virginia? 

 

The children’s sir name is Agopian which is Armenian. Her husband was Nick 

Agopian, associate professor of viticulture, which is the science of growing vines and of vine 

pests, his post here in Davis which is famous for its wine expertise, a branch of the University 

of California.  

Was. Oh God, those shots of adrenaline which take over her whole body and stop her. 

She has one now. The calm has all gone. She can’t control when they come. She killed him. 

She was responsible for his death. 

She’s looking in the mirror on the sideboard. She finds she is biting the drawing pad.  

She tells herself to get control of the stress, shut your eyes, let muscles go. She’s 

adamantly refused tranquilizers and anti-depressants. It is the stoic way she is. 

The good news is that she can do it. She still gets the attacks of regret. They don’t last 

as long. 

It’s a slight watershed? She can see the children at the dining table, both 

concentrating. For years objective about her looks, about creating looks, always looking in 

mirrors, she has just begun to be able to look again at the woman who made that terrible 

misstep when she killed him, when he died, fourteen months ago, July 2015. It is not a pouty 

model face with high cheekbones and artificially developed lips. Her carriage and way of 

wearing clothes is her real asset. Once in Paris a designer paid her just to stand and look at 

books or out of his window. He liked her posture so much. Everything comes from the small 

of the back, that is her secret. 

>> 

That attack of anxiety inside her has subsided. And -- oddly --that word – ‘anxious’ – 

has labeled her. She photographs particularly well in high contrast black and white or in sharp 

lights. Ten years ago, when she was twenty six, Rolling Stone featured her when she was at a 

protest against pollution killing migrating salmon on the Columbia River. 

The wide angle picture showed her face anxious against dark clouds hanging over the 

river. To the right of her profile there are protesters lined up with banners against a metal wall 

of police in riot gear with shields. The picture had the drama and nakedness of the situation of 

a photograph by Annie Liebowitz, although it was by a man who worked well with her, 

Denholm Schneider. 

 She was described as ‘the face of twenty first century anxiety’. The prominence of 

the pictures was a  complement, took her beyond being a clothes’ horse into being a symbol. 
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Her presence at other environmental protests has helped them. Recently there was one against 

antibiotics in the water system.  

She looks closely at her own, tired face. The modern woman in her says she should 

not have the lines at her eyes and mouth ‘done’. The model in Francine wonders.   

She has a face of small facets, small chin, nose, mouth, ears, freckles on her cheeks 

which her grandmother who brought her up said were ‘scattered by her guardian angel.’  

 She turns back to the lapels, hatches shade, rubs out a little. 

 Here she is. A call from Sweden may come which is eight, or is it seven hours 

different? California, still the golden state in her imagination. Francine is what her eleven  

year old daughter, Lilit, calls Homo Californicus, a fourth generation Californian which Lilit 

then changed to Femina Californica. Which her fourteen year old brother Nick said could not 

be a genus. 

 Fourth generation Californians, are not that common. There is a certain kudos to this. 

She is a fan of the writer, Joan Didion, whose family came right at the start of Gringo 

California – itself a Latin name. 

 Lilit is learning Latin. It started when she discovered that the word vagina is the same 

in both languages. Lilit used to tumble around and show everyone her spread legs and then 

tell them not to look and now she is seriously learning Latin. Her enthusiasm developed when 

she discovered her late father’s botany books used Latin names. The vagina issue came out 

because she is in a group after school who are discussing bullying on social media. One of the 

issues is nudity and another is virginity. So young! 

They are only children. It seems a thousand years since Francine was brought up by 

her grandmother in Los Angles, Granny Sonia, the original ‘demure’ woman of Francine’s 

label. Francine Demure. The ‘demure’, invented by her husband, late husband, is meant to 

convey a style for the woman who does not over-display and is in control. She wants the 

women she dresses to be forceful and modest. This subject of violence against women and 

distortion of female expectations is one that concerns her to a point of obsession.  There are 

more Barbi dolls in the USA -- yes she had them -- than people and increasingly young girls 

are sexualized and made adult before they are psychologically or physically ready. Her 

profession, she muses,  is badly at fault. 

She looks tenderly at her daughter, darling dark Lilit, always challenging loose word 

usage and statements by her mother, good at math and languages, a child pushed into being 

sexy, recently taken to Victoria’s Secret by a friend and her mother and then ashamed she, 

Lilit, had no credit card to buy starter brassieres.  

>> 
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Swallowing, Francine strengthens the line of the outside of the lapel and collar, then 

rubs at the shirt inside it. Dark buttons at the collar of the pale shirt take the eye there. Then 

she decorates the lapel with little squiggles. She started her own work doing designs for silk-

screening fabric, printing cotton and linen, then moved to tailoring when she worked as a 

model in that fleshpit, Milan. Survived the voracious sexual demands, developed a sense from 

watching girls who became victims that women have to be more restrained in look, found she 

had a knack for drawing and a flair for cutting. She’s had velvets made with small versions of 

some of abstract designs and they work well as collars and pocket flaps. Both design and 

color have to be restrained. It just seems to work.  

 The home phone rings. Nick junior goes to get it. They've had dinner. Francine looks 

at the small  Danish watch her husband gave her. Is Sweden….? Nine in the evening in 

California… 

 There is a store in Stockholm who carry her off the peg line. Wait: she’s got the 

world upside down. This is five am in Sweden. Well she has a lot upside down. 

‘Granny Juliette!’ he mouths -- his granny, Francine’s mother.  

Nick holds the receiver away from him, as if it is hot. He’s lanky and fair like 

Francine and he is making a mischievous face. He brings the handset over. 

 Hand on phone….'Granny Juliette says something terrible has happened,'  Nick says.  

 He gives Francine the receiver. She takes a deep breath. 

 'Juliette?'  That is how she has always called her mother.  

 Or non-mother. 

Her hydraulic engineer mother is not a person person. She lives alone. She  threw 

Francine’s father out before Francine was born. The baby Francine was left in her 

grandmother’s house high in a Beverley Hills canyon. Juliette, her mother had an apartment 

close to her office in Anaheim and the breast milk was sent over by courier.  

  Now Juliette lives in what Francine calls ‘our’ house which was her Granny Sonia’s 

in Beverly Hills. It’s not in the posh part.  

The property is high in a canyon, a small house that can only be reached by walking 

up fifty six steps. That house of her Granny’s had rough edges. Room for the imagination. To 

Francine’s relief her straight-line engineer mother hasn’t changed it. 

 Juliette is calling from there. Something awful? Well, paper it over. 

‘Hullo, Mum,’ she says. She knows the cheerfulness won’t fit.  

 'I've had a letter’, Juliette blurts out. ‘It's one big lie. My mother isn't who she said she 

was, She never bought that mirror at Butterfields.' 

 'Hold on, Juliette,' Francine says. 'Who is she? Are you talking about Granny’s Italian 

mirror?’ Bought at Butterfields, the auction house.  

 'Who was she?’ Francine’s mother spits back. ‘She was supposed to be my mother.' 
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 'Granny Sonia?' 

 'Yes.'  Yes is said so angrily, the word seems to reverberate down the line. 

The mother, who is calling, Juliette Olnay, is a hard-to-upset woman; and she is badly 

upset.  

She is an articulate woman who can do multi-page presentations from memory. She 

can memorizes details from dam designs and of stress calculations done years before. And 

this stuff about the mirror sounds inarticulate. 

 'My mother was another person,’ Juliette says. ‘This is drastic. I want you to come.' 

 'Granny Sonia? Another person? What do you mean?' 

 ‘She had another name. She was a fraud. She was called Nathalie Armstrong. She 

was in jail.’ 

 ‘In jail?’ Francine’s world is upside down. ‘For what?’ 

‘Can you come tomorrow?' 

 ‘Granny was in jail? Why?’ 

 ‘I don’t know. That’s what is so awful. Tomorrow?’  

'The children are in school.' 

 'I don't care about the children.' 

 Francine has to de-fuse this. Leave the jail bit for now. 

 Perhaps because it is unbearable. Juliette does not tell lies.  

>> 

 Breathe deep. Tighten the small of the back. 

Juliette mentioned ‘the mirror’. 

   'Just go back, Juliette. Her mirror?’ 

  ‘I have been sent a picture of this young woman who might be you taken framed by 

our mirror and dated 1938. You were not doing your modeling in 1938.’ 

 ‘This young woman who might be you’ is a nice way of damning the generations 

either side of Juliette –  Sonia, her mother and her daughter, Francine, so uncannily alike in 

looks. ‘Your modeling’ also has  sniff of charm about it. 

 How nice to be despised by your own mother…. But – Francine – never step hard. 

Contain anger. Think. The mirror: 

 The oval mirror was – is still -- above the fireplace in the house her grandmother 

lived in. It is an oval and it has scallop shells for a frame that were decorated with silver leaf, 

this antiqued so it was not over-shiny. The mirror glass was also antiqued so the reflection 

was not so bright. It was important to Francine because it was unusual and a centerpiece. It 

was said to be Italian and old. It expressed the place where reflections were not exact which 
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is, Francine thinks, the place where human creativity can work. Even now her mother lives 

there, it was the centerpiece in  a house of shadows overhung by old trees. 

 Leaf blowers were banned by Granny Sonia – and by Juliette. Spiders can live in 

rooting vegetation and ideas could grow there to. Francine used to build tiny houses out of 

dried magnolia leaves and fashion shoots happened inside these. 

 The inexact mirror was the starting point.  

When Francine was seven, Sonia Olnay, the grandmother, photographed her 

reflection in that mirror. She never had strong facial features. Exceptionally tall, athletic and 

deemed ‘boyish’, growing up among beautiful children in Beverley Hills, Francine thought in 

the way that seven or eight year olds think about this that she was not pretty. Granny’s photos 

showed something different and the difference changed with different exposures and different 

printing papers. Francine did not feel she was two people, the photographed and the ‘real’ – 

she felt one was an extension of the other.  

Being good at being photographed seemed a real challenge. Granny showed her how 

presence changes with different lenses and depth of field. It was different to the extra math 

she struggled with and Juliette saying that to be any good you had to master calculus by the 

age of twelve. 

 The mirror photograph Sonia Olnay took with her Roliflex and had professionally 

printed started Francine’s career as a model.  

 This call is no joke. Juliette can be severe – it is always frightened severe. Francine, 

her image and the mirror are the narrative of her professional life.  

 A thought flashes in her mind. Did she always feel there was something hidden by 

her grandmother and that this hidden something might be the root of the anger, something 

Granny hid that made her grandmother and mother unable to talk to each other? Juliette 

believes the man supposed to be her father was not. Then she lost her brother in the Vietnam 

War. Losses, losses, unknown uncle, her, Granny, husband. 

>> 

Granny would sometimes say: ‘in another world I was….’ And then stop. ‘Why are 

there no pictures of you younger, Granny?’ 

 ‘Who communicated with you about Granny?’ Francine asks her mother. 

 ‘A man with an Irish address. And sent the photograph of my mother. In the mirror 

From then. 1938. Just come. I need you. He said she had been in jail.’ 

 Her mother never says the word ‘need’. 

 Juliette lives austerely. She is the  first woman partner in the firm of Llewellyn and 

Frome. They are engineers concentrating mainly on water issues, large damns, city water 

supplies, the cooling for power stations and nuclear power stations. She is an expert on desert 
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flora and she has church, several times weekly attendance and duties at the Episcopal 

Cathedral in Los Angeles and the mission it runs for girls in south LA. Francine has her own 

funds, so the surplus of Juliette’s money goes to the girls project. 

 She looks at Nick. ‘Go to Granny on the weekend? Us?’ 

 ‘Of course, chief,’ he says to Francine. She knows the children have elaborate plans. 

Francine says to Juliette that they will fly down on Friday evening. She is fairly sure 

this is a crisis in her mother’s life. She says she is trying not to fly. And here she goes. 

And Francine wonders, looks in the mirror again. If all you are is a mother,  modest 

designer and a physical presence, that is something. It was Karl Largerfelt at Dior who paid 

her to stand around and read books. 

He designed with her in the room. 

 Does this call in some way…. 

The children are packing up for bed. 

   

 ‘Will you come and sleep with us?’ Nick asks.  

 Of course she will. In theory they have separate rooms. The French lodger who is a 

wine student sleeps in the master bedroom. Francine has an austere streak in some of her 

habits, taking cold showers and sleeping on a futon on the floor of her beloved childrens’ 

bedroom. They still sleep in the same room. Lilit’s own room is covered in cards with Latin 

words and verb declensions. And a certain number of animals and Barbi dolls who are taking 

classes. 

>> 

 Five(D) weeks after the call from her mother, Francine has in front of  a canvas pouch 

that looks as if it holds a large book. 

 She is in a house called Craggam Lodge in County Mayo, in the west of Ireland. 

 With the tape over it gone yellow, stuck to the outside of the grey pouch is this 

notice:  

 Moorhen/Penicillin memoir, Vol I, deposited 6.18.46. 

Contains sensitive material that could endanger the lives of 

those mentioned in this work. Contains material sensitive 

under the US Espionage Act and British Official Secrets Act. 

Bill Rutland 643 E. Capitol, Washington DC/ consigned for safe 

keeping to M. Nielsen. 

 She has no idea then who Bill Rutland is. M – or Magnus – Nielsen is the father of 

the man who wrote to her mother – the phone call of September 16, 2016. 

 This has been thoroughly packaged. Along the long end of the pouch there is dark red 

sealing wax with a seal, this blobbed over stitching.  Moorhen/Penicillin 
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memoir, Vol I, deposited 6.18.46. Contains sensitive material 

that could endanger the lives of those mentioned in this work. 

Contains material sensitive under the US Espionage Act and 

British Official Secrets Act. Bill Rutland 643 E. Capitol, 

Washington DC/ consigned for safe keeping to M. Nielsen. 

 She has no idea then who Bill Rutland is. She has photographed this with her Iphone 

including a close up of the imprinted seals which are an image of a wolf. Using a small 

hammer she has knocked away the wax. Scissors, pencils and erasers are the key tools in her 

life and she has with her a pair of fine and sharp Friskars scissors, the original ones from 

Finland. The stitches are knotted so each one has to be cut through. She does this patiently. 

When the outer bag is opened, she takes out the inner, which is waterproof and oil skin. This, 

too, is tightly stitched, with  hem stitch that quickly unpicks.  

 The thick manuscript is perfectly dry and the pages of letter sized paper white, in 

spite of being shut away since 1946. It is a top copy, typed in courier with occasional 

small changes in pen. 

 

 The canvas pouch has now been opened -- for the first time since 1946. The  paper is 

slightly browned. It’s title page is:  

Moorhen and Penicillin, written by Bill Rutland, Los 

Angeles, June 1946. 

The bag that she’s cut open is of tough canvas. It has an inner bag of oilskin which is 

waterproof. The bag had been sown shut with what looked like a heavy industrial sowing 

machine. A leather lace had been woven through this. The stitching was covered in  sealing 

wax, now broken all along the stitching.  
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Part one: 
 

  

>>> 

1938, London: October 27, 1938 is a day of high tension in Britain. Prime Minister, 

Neville Chamberlain, is in closed-door talks with other European powers, French, Italians and 

Germans. The Germans have made military moves to take over Czechoslovakia. 

I am in England. I am an American journalist and, somewhat unusually, I comment 

on science. 

Unlike the other few who do this, I, like an English reporter, J.G. Crowther, don’t just 

comment from the inside, how discoveries are made. I look more at the consequences of 

science. How the automobile – a piece of engineering that came out of the basic science of 

how to refine crude oils and burn petroleum to create motive power… how the automobile is 

changing societies. How ‘artificial’ fertilizer from the Haber-Bosh process which won the 

1919 Nobel Prize is changing the yield of crops around the world. I look at the bright side of 

this and the dark side as well. Compared to my colleague Crowther, I am a muckraker.  

I have been concerned with the politicization of science, how the Nazis are forcing 

Jewish and liberal scientists out of their labs – race considerations come before scientific 

enquiry.  

I am, today, concerned with an idea that appears, one moment, flimsy, and the other 

moment worthwhile – to question how seriously the British government is taking new 

scientific ideas against the possibility of another widespread war.  

I have a partner in this, an unusual one, an oil investor and prospector. I am 

concerned we might be followed. I am in north London, about to meet him and watching him. 

I am shielded by a billboard advertising local cinemas. I want to make sure he is not being 

followed. A source of mine has disappeared and I have had access to leaked British 

government documents that suggest serious un-readiness.  

Odd: for an American reporter -- I have been sent to London to try to gauge whether 

the British are taking new scientific ideas seriously enough in relation to war – a war they are 

praying will not happen as their Prime Minister negotiates in Munich today.  

>> 
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 Highgate Hill is steep, above London as it were, to the north, quite recently 

countryside, now built up. At six pm it has rained hard and the sun has come out, so that 

London below looks like a blessed, pale city, glass in places sparkling in the strong sunlight, 

dark clouds over to the east -- which is the direction of Germany.  

The red double decker buses grind  slowly up the hill, particularly when full of 

commuters. I watch through a crack at the side of the billboard. 

 At 6.01 with rainwater still streaming downhill and shining in evening sun, a bus 

comes to the flat at the top of the hill. Before it stops commuters have jumped down, men and 

some office women and girls, to hurry home or to the Fox and Hounds. 

 How rapidly the world changes. From one billion people to nearly two in four 

decades. Sixty years ago people hunted foxes in fields that are now rows of houses. This place 

now has a London bus stop. 

  Only when this red bus stops does a slight man in a well-worn Burberry get down. 

The collar of his coat is up to hide evening wear, white shirt, black bow tie and black suit. 

The bus passes on.  

 Unlike most of the passengers this man, Sacheverell Wessler, waits for the bus to 

move forward and, when it does, looks around him. To look at, he might be a mid-level bank 

worker going home to a wife he will say little to. He is the reticent or depressed kind who will 

eat supper silently and then tend his collection of geraniums or toy cars or stamps.  

There are no geraniums, no toy cars and no stamps. There is money, loads and loads 

of money. Wessler is one of the richer men in the world. Now he is worried, about being 

followed and worried about whether his plan with this Rutland either makes sense or is even 

going to  be uncovered. Me, who am observing his movements because I am worried about 

our being followed, too. 

Can he really trust a reporter? Can I really trust him? 

He reflects: you spend a lot of time and legal money trying to avoid reporters; and 

now you are, if you did not have a phobia about touching another human, hand in hand with 

this strange and craggy fellow from Georgia with a tousle of fair hair, who strides, who walks 

as if into a gale or a boat parting waves.  

Yes, this is Rutland describing himself. I want to locate Wessler. He’s the mind 

behind this bizarre project. I say ‘bizarre’ in the hope it will not be that.  

 He crosses the road. Thinking he might be followed, Sacheverell  Wessler,  is 

relieved. The other man crossing has skipped in front of passing cars and gone left down hill. 

So this man is not following Wessler.  

Seeing himself as a man of steel nerves when it comes to placing investments for 

drilling rights to find oil wells, the source of his fortune, American black gold, Wessler is 

unsure tonight,  is nagged at by little things. He has been in New York recently, frets that he 



Opening Section – The Underground Scientist –21-8-10 © J. Francis Gladstone 18 

is looking right rather than left for traffic, puts up his umbrella and then realizes the rain has 

stopped, takes it down and shakes off rain drops that are not there. 

 Wessler was born in Persia. His Jewish father made money persuading the British 

that all the oil in the country was not theirs by right and persuading the Persian elite to deal 

with certain British from whom the father took a cut. He was not as big as Gulbenkian, but he 

was big.  

Wessler’s mother was Greek and Christian and he was sent to school in Britain, then 

to university at Cambridge where he studied what science was available. He moved to the 

USA to work in oil there, away from his father’s pitch in Persia. With residences in New 

York, Houston and London, he considers Britain home, even though its failure, or what he 

considers its failure, to take science seriously enough infuriates him. The nation that led the 

19
th
 century in innovation is in decline. 

Having crossed the main road, he walks to the right a short way, then turns left into 

The Lane. This is a London street that is not surfaced. Presumably this gives its well-heeled 

residents the feeling that they live in the country.  

On the left side of The Lane there is a horse drinking trough and there are big 

chestnut trees. On the right are large houses.  

A woman on a grey horse passes him, wearing a dark blue riding costume. She raises 

her hat to him which embarrasses him. He has no hat and he does not like dealing with 

women.  

A dark green van with the Harrods marking comes in the opposite way. Harrods is far 

too expensive, he thinks. Coming from the Lowensteins? 

 Maybe it has been delivering food and supplies for the reception he is going to. This 

is affluent territory indeed. Another man who is bigger than Wessler in oil, Sir Robert Waley-

Cohen lives in what is almost a palace up here in Highgate. Wessler is not going there. He is 

aiming for the house of  his banker – and investment client -- Bernard Lowenstein. The 

Lowensteins have recently been shattered by the Nazi take over of the Vienna branch’s assets. 

In return they have secured  safe passage for family members and some Jewish members of 

the staff.  

He waits in the shade of a tree. 

>> 

 I am watching. When another red bus comes to the stop, I let it move on and I cross to 

give the impression I have stepped down from it. In fact I have been hidden. I walked the last 

mile from Archway underground station, was fairly sure I wasn’t followed. Unless someone 

is watching from my side of the road, I am sure he is not being followed either. A source who 

has leaked British government documents to me has been picked up from her flat, or has left. 

It is the more worrying because not clear. 



Opening Section – The Underground Scientist –21-8-10 © J. Francis Gladstone 19 

 It is a beautiful London evening, everything washed by the rain. 

 The bright sunshine does not help. My mood was grim. So was Wessler’s, I thought. I 

walked towards where he was. 

 As I came level, Wessler stepped out from the gloom of the still dripping chestnut 

tree. One did not shake hands with Wessler. We were tense and silence was the best way to 

express it. He was at the same time British in his modest – money saving – dress and 

reticence and exotic, foreign, had copper colored hair and slightly dark skin. 

 I’ll tell how we got to this place while we walk the few minutes down The Lane. 

Wessler is not a man of words. Particularly not on this night of Britain’s last ditch attempt at 

peace. The outcome of the  French-British-Italian-German meeting might hold the fate of 

millions. 

 To step back. 

>> 

 My outlet is the News from Planet Technopolitana column for NOW! magazine. 

Since 1930(D). NOW!  has an been an American news magazine with strong photographic 

illustrations. It is Democratic party-leaning and pro-the government intervention of the 

American ‘new deal’. It has international circulation. Eight years old now, it has caught the 

mood of this difficult era.  

 I came into writing via interest in forests and their destruction. My family had been 

Southern cotton plantation owners and, at the end, supervised the last slave auctions. An 

uncomfortable heritage that I have difficulty reconciling with a life full of stimulation, 

challenges and interest.  

I was born in Macon, Georgia in 1900. That was thirty five years after the civil war.  I 

had one sister, two years older. My parents lived in decaying regret for the days before the 

Civil War.  

In 1916,  my sister aged eighteen and I decided to run. She went north and trained as 

a nurse auxiliary, then went to war with the Harvard medical school contingent. With her 

encouragement I walked out of military boarding school where the fees were anyway unpaid 

for the past two years. I walked through forest to Nashville in Tennessee. The US was now at 

war and I tried to join up. My fair, boyish looks were hard to conceal.  

I was just sixteen and rejected. Taken with the conservation writing of John Muir and 

his work to save Yosemite for the nation, I became a vagabond traveller. I went all over the 

south, looking at trees, learning them, living with them, getting odd jobs and living on  

goodwill. A wonderful bird, the Ivory Billed Woodpecker was in danger, hunted for trophies 

in Indian days, then for plumage for women’s hats, shot to display in glass boxes by 

collectors, pushed out as the forests came down. I started to write for a protest movement that 
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was horrified how southern forests, sold for cents an acre after the Civil War, were being 

pillaged for the best trees and left a mess of clogged streams. Three hundred year old virgin 

timber was being used for plywood. The Passenger pigeon had already gone, for ever. From 

millions to none. The last bird died in a Cincinnati zoo. 

Yet this destruction of millions of acres of virgin American forest was deemed 

‘progress’ and the extinction of another beautiful bird, the Carolina Parrot a necessary part of 

that. This led me to write about progress more generally. I went west to the redwoods, and 

came to the attention of Edgar Fellowes and his daughter Miss Melinda Fellowes who then 

owned a syndicate of western farm papers. I wrote for them on the dust bowl and its causes. 

They started NOW! in 1929 and she, Melinda, and I came up with Planet Technopolitana. 

This was a place where science, progress and economic growth led, on the sunny side, to 

human prosperity and happiness and harmony with nature. On the dark side, such progress led 

to overcrowding, economic mistakes and polluted landscapes. 

The column stuck. It is not on page one. It’s back before the book reviews. Even so I 

have a fair sized mail bag each month, a staff of six. My columns have twice been published 

in book form. I’m far from negative. I bring attention to advances, vitamin science, the recent 

tentative steps to treating that central organ, the heart, by specialist doctors, stainless steel, 

colour film, artificial fibres, the expansion of electricity grids. I try to find the best in new 

inventions and also to write about the dark side of progress. 

In 1931 I crossed swords in my column with Wessler, the man I am now with -- not 

advisable! 

 The oil business in east Texas in which Wessler made his money was progress indeed 

-- the find of the East Texas the biggest field to date in the USA. It wasn’t all pretty. 

Landowners were duped. Oil field workers frequently died in industrial accidents. Waterways 

were polluted. ‘Dad’ joiner who discovered the field ended up with none of it, defrauded. I 

wrote on this, knew we would have protest from Wessler who I revealed as the New York-

based investor behind much of this bad practice. We published and batted back his threats of 

law suits. 

 I had my facts. Then I tried another angle.  

  In a second, proposed, column in 1931, ‘Clean up the Oil Business II’ I tried to take 

Wessler to task for stock price manipulation. I traced that he was bribing a writer to have an 

oil industry newsletter spread false bad news. This sent the stock price down for a company 

owning a group of wells and nearby licences to drill. This enabled him to buy low knowing  

the wells were fundamentally sound. 

 Then  he got wind of my research and fought my people like a cat with lawyers, and 

then the threat to publish embarrassing information on the private life of my editor in chief’s 

daughter, who was also my editor, Melinda Fellowes.  
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In a way I was out of my depth. I wasn’t writing on the effects of new inventions and 

progress but on fraud and this was tenuous ground for reporters. Rigged markets were hard to 

get the truth about, even after the 1929 crash. 

 Wessler went for my boss’ private life. He discovered she had had a pregnancy 

terminated. It was my child. It was her decision. She provided my outlet and my bread and 

she alone decided and I alone lacked the courage to walk away. 

 As to the gumshoe finding out, Miss Fellowes could not afford for the eminent client 

list of the doctor she had seen to be published.  We backed off. These were women with 

terminated pregnancies. He played hard indeed.  

No article on Wessler’s stock fraud. I felt ashamed and bruised. I parked my pain 

about our child far away. I live a life with little female company.  

 Then,  in 1932, on a quite different topic,  I wrote on the threats to Jewish and leftist 

scientists by the Nazis. These were relatively early Nazi days. The political manipulation of 

science was a theme of mine. I had commented on the denial of Darwin’s view of evolution in 

the US south and I wrote on the way commercial firms were trying to fund universities in 

their own interest. A big chemical company was giving money for research into cancers, but 

not allowing certain cancers to be examined – the ones that appeared to be workplace related. 

 Nazism: my source in the German case was an American biochemist I had met, 

who’d helped me with other medical stories, Jake Ungar. Ungar, a bear of a man, looked like 

a lumberjack from his shoulders and chest. Smile so warm, a friend of mine said, you could 

feel him coming behind you.  

 In contrast to his shoulders and neck, he was precise to a degree, in his professional 

work and in dealings with people, with his hands too, the pursing of his lips as he spoke. 

 In 1932 he was already medically qualified. Jake had strained his family resources by 

becoming a graduate student in biochemistry working with Professor Croesdale on thiamine 

in Chicago. Biochemistry could change human life, he felt – rightly. In the summer of 1932 

he went to travel in Europe.  

 His sister was a teacher and saved the money for him to visit his hero. This was the 

Hungarian, Albert Szent-Gyorgyi. Ungar went there, and worked on vitamin C, mashing up 

masses of pepper plants – I should say ‘what became vitamin C’. Ungar also travelled into 

Germany and Austria. 

In the US he had a university place in the humiliating role of a quota Jew. He was 

sensitive to prejudice. When he travelled in Germany he saw how minimal what he had 

suffered was. He saw eminent researchers being shut out of labs, race coming before free 

enquiry. 

I wrote on this.  
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 Wessler, who is a practicing Jew, called me. He would like to meet with me and he 

congratulated me.  

 No mention of the old spat. Wessler wanted to help. For my article I had not revealed 

Ungar’s name, nor the names of the exiles. Cautiously I now put him in touch with Jake 

Ungar. 

 I had also noted how difficult it was for the exiled scientists to find work and 

domicile in the US or UK – not impossible but difficult. For the famous, like Einstein or the 

well heeled like Hans Krebs who discovered how sugar ingested turns into body energy, it 

was not so bad. Even Krebs had difficulty in Britain. For younger people shut out of their labs 

in Germany, the future was bleak.  

 Ungar jumped at the Wessler’s contact. Wessler said he would like to fund Ungar to 

go back the next summer, 1933. Ungar worked on his German.  Wessler would also like to 

work with English and American academics to help find money for the refugees, and job 

opportunities. Wessler kept me in on this. 

 Ungar was our first ‘scientist underground’. He posed as a graduate student who had 

enough money to travel around Europe. Biochemistry was new, and Germany its home  until 

many of the best people were exiled. Personal contact was important and so his cover as a 

travelling researcher worked. Secretly funded by Wessler and by the man whose house we are 

going to in The Lane, Bernard Lowenstein, Jake Ungar has been in Europe trying to locate 

and help individuals forced from their labs on racial ground. He’s been during the summers of 

1933 to now, 1938. Even Szent-Gyorgyi has been in trouble for his liberal views, although he 

has now won the Nobel Prize and vitamin C is established. 

 Last year Jake was pulled in and tortured in Munich. He survived and even went back 

to the fringes of Germany this year.  

Then I attracted Wessler’s attention again. This is what has brought the two us to be 

cautious about being followed as we go to a meeting in North London. 

 

[This leads to Rutland’s coming to London. Having written in his Technopolitana 

column about the importance of new weapons in a coming war, he is sent to find out the state 

of readiness in Britain. He discovers the only politician really concerned with this is Winston 

Churchill, further that Churchill is considered too belligerent to be given a position of power. 

If this is not bad enough, he finds that the man advising Churchill, the autocratic Frederick 

Lindemann has enough power to sideline his main rival, Professor Henry Tizard of Imperial 

College London. Lindemann is certain he is right about two key technologies – that what 

becomes radar is mainly a waste of time and that the chances of an atomic explosion are one 

hundred thousand to one.  
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This – bad – situation sets Rutland and Wessler on course to try to find another 

‘underground scientist’. 

The person suggested to them is not what they expected……]  

 

 


