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      Patrick Gale was born on the Isle of Wight. He spent his infancy at Wandsworth Prison, which his father governed, then grew up in Winchester before going to Oxford University. He now lives on a farm near Land’s End. One of this country’s best-loved novelists, his most recent works are A Perfectly Good Man, The Whole Day Through and the Richard and Judy bestseller Notes From An Exhibition.


    


  




  

    

      




      Praise for A Place Called Winter




      ‘Patrick Gale has written a book which manages to be both tender and epic . . . I loved it’ Jojo Moyes




      ‘Beautifully structured around the warmest of warm hearts, but it’s also run through with something new: a devastating chill of loss, fear and exile’ Louisa Young




      ‘A beautiful, sensitively told tale full of deep human truths and sadness, but hope too. He remains one of our very best storytellers’ Matt Haig




      ‘Patrick Gale has achieved a rare thing – a beautifully true novel that is as much about simple friendship as it is about love and passion. Even more rare, he has managed to tell a heartbreaking story without manipulating the reader. Enormously impressive’ Stella Duffy




      ‘One of the finest writers of his generation’ Barbara Gowdy




      ‘Its portrait of a gay man’s journey from the comfortable hypocrisies of pre-war England to the harsh purity of farming in Canada is absorbing, moving and beautifully written’ Amanda Craig




      ‘In this delicious novel of illicit love and bold reinvention Patrick Gale takes on a Great Northern American Adventure with all the fleet-footed grace of his much-loved British family sagas’ Armistead Maupin




      ‘Tender, heroic and heartbreaking. I savoured every beautifully constructed sentence, in a story rich in historical detail’ Hannah Beckerman




      ‘It’s a long time since I read a novel that made me care so deeply for the fates of the characters – their survival and happiness’ Patricia Duncker




      ‘Beautiful writing, gripping characters, and a final chapter that made me weep’ The Bookbag




      ‘An Edwardian Brokeback, utterly transporting and swoon-making’ Damian Barr




      ‘I thought it was an excellent novel – sensitive, humane and full of interest’ Andrew Miller
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      About the Book




      To find yourself, sometimes you must love everything.




      A privileged elder son, and stammeringly shy, Harry Cane has followed convention at every step. Even the beginnings of an illicit, dangerous affair do little to shake the foundations of his muted existence – until the shock of discovery and the threat of arrest cost him everything.




      Forced to abandon his wife and child, Harry signs up for emigration to the newly colonised Canadian prairies. Remote and unforgiving, his allotted homestead in a place called Winter is a world away from the golden suburbs of turn-of-the-century Edwardian England. And yet it is here, isolated in a seemingly harsh landscape, under the threat of war, madness and an evil man of undeniable magnetism that the fight for survival will reveal in Harry an inner strength and capacity for love beyond anything he has ever known before.




      In this exquisite journey of self-discovery, loosely based on a real life family mystery, Patrick Gale has created an epic, intimate human drama, both brutal and breathtaking. It is a novel of secrets, sexuality and, ultimately, of great love.
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      BETHEL




      A violent and excited patient is forcibly taken by his legs and plunged head foremost into an ordinary swimming bath. He is not permitted the use of his limbs when in the water, but is detained there, or taken out and plunged again in the bath, until the required effect of tranquility is produced.




      L. Forbes Winslow, The Turkish Bath in Mental Disorders (1896)


    


  




  

    

      




      Chapter One




      The attendants came for him as a pair, as always. Some of them were kind and meant well. Some were frightened and, like first-timers at a steer branding, hid their fear in swearing and brutality. But this pair was of the most unsettling kind, the sort that ignored him. They were talking to one another as they came for him and continued to talk to one another as they fastened the muff on his wrists and led him along the corridor to the treatment room.




      He was the first in that day, so the echoing room, where even ordinary speech was magnified to a shout, was quiet except for the sound of filling baths. There were eight baths in a row, only three feet apart. From a distance they looked like ordinary baths. Close to, they were revealed as having a kind of hammock slung in the water.




      ‘I don’t need the hammock,’ he told them. ‘Or the muff. If you want me to climb into a bath and lie there, I’ll do it. I don’t need the hammock. Please?’




      Ignoring him, the attendants broke off from their mumbled conversation. One unbuttoned Harry’s pyjama jacket. The other undid the cord on his pyjama trousers so that they dropped to the floor.




      ‘This is to calm you,’ one said, as though reading out an official notice. ‘You’ve been excitable and this is to calm you down.’ He tweaked Harry’s jacket off his shoulders. ‘In you get.’




      ‘I’d much rather have an ordinary bath. Please, not the belts.’




      In a practised movement, one of them seized his ankles while the other took his shoulders and they tipped him and lowered him into the nearest bath so that he was held in the hot water by the hammock. The temperature was high but not unpleasant. It was the loss of control that was unpleasant. One attendant held Harry’s wrists in place near his waist while the other buckled a thick leather belt across his chest. They held his legs in place with a second belt, then they tugged up a thick tarpaulin cover, like a sort of tent, to enclose the bath entirely. There was an opening in this which they brought up around his shoulders and secured about his neck with straps so that as little steam as possible would escape. He was now held, immobile, in the flow of hot water with only his head on view.




      ‘Please,’ he said. ‘Don’t leave me.’




      The attendants wandered away, still talking. They passed two more attendants bringing in someone else who was shouting that they were trying to murder him. When the new man was undressed, he pissed on the attendant crouching in front of him and the ensuing fuss gave him the opportunity to run away. There were curses and yells from the corridor and whistles were blown, then came the muffled sounds of someone being kicked and sat upon.




      The man’s silence, when they brought him back in and secured him in the bath immediately next to Harry’s, was worse than any shouting. And when they left him alone in the running water, he twisted his head so as to stare at Harry, which was more disturbing yet. Harry gazed through the clouds of steam at the taps and the sea-green tiles, and tried to pretend he wasn’t really there.




      ‘I know you,’ the man said, quietly but insistently. ‘I know you I know you I—’




      He woke with a convulsion and sensed his own shout had roused him. He wasn’t in the dormitory. The dormitory had so many bedsteads crammed into it that some, including Harry’s, were in the middle of the room. The bedstead here was iron and painted white, but there the resemblance ended. He was in a small, wood-lined room, painted a calm sky blue and with thick white curtains across the little window. It was simply furnished. There was a rag rug beside the bed and a bedside table with a lamp and matches on it. His boots were on the floor and his coat on a hook above them. A suit that wasn’t his hung on a hanger on the next peg along. On a plain wooden chair was a neat stack of underwear, shirts and socks he knew were not his either.




      Wide awake now, he found water on the washstand in a jug and washed. He stared at his face in the little spotted mirror hanging there. A gaunt stranger stared back at him. He did not remember growing a beard, but, of course, where he had come from there were no razors and no looking glasses either: nothing to wound or inflame.




      Dressing in the spotlessly clean clothes, which fitted him so well he might have been measured for them as he slept, he made an effort to be calm. Breathe, he told himself. Remember to breathe. And he remembered another man’s voice telling him that very thing and had to sit abruptly on the little bed to compose himself, so acute and ambivalent was the memory stirred.




      Venturing out into dazzling morning light, he would have thought he had woken in a kind of heaven, were it not for the lingering sense that hell was flickering just out of sight, whichever way he turned his gaze. He knew he had been in hell. He had livid marks on his wrists and ankles where restraints had cut and bruised his flesh, and when he moved his back, it still ached from blows and kicks that had rained upon it.




      Earlier than that, before hell, his memories were more damaged still. These memories lay in rooms he couldn’t enter. In the quiet moments of lucidity between baths, he had approached them closely enough to sense they were wrapped in a grief so powerful that even to put his hand on the doorknobs would fry his skin.




      Now he was in a river valley with lush grass cropped by sheep and a couple of languid cows, running down to a broad, brown river on whose powerful current he had already seen several fallen trees sail past from left to right. Great ranges of blue iced mountains lay to either side, their lower slopes thickly forested. A church bell rang somewhere off to the left. The beauty of it, the intensity of the colours and the relative silence, overwhelmed him for a moment and he sat on a little bench to recover.




      He was not insane, although he felt sure the experience of being treated as though he were would soon have deprived him of his wits had it continued much longer. He looked up, attention snagged by a buzzard’s cry. I know a hawk from a handsaw, he thought. It was an asylum, not a prison, where he had been, but he had been deprived of liberty, and, so far as he knew, without trial.




      The attendants had come for him as usual, after breakfast, and he had assumed that the endless, soul-eroding process of pacifying him by water treatments was to continue. He marginally preferred the cold wrap to the continuous bath, if only because it was administered in a smaller room where he had precious peace and quiet, provided he didn’t begin to shout out in a panic. If anything, though, it was even more constraining than the bath, involving as it did being tightly wrapped in a sheet dipped in cold water, around which were wound two more sheets, a rubber mat and then a blanket, before he was left secured to a wire bed frame, sometimes for three hours, quietly dripping first with water, then with sweat.




      Today, however, he wasn’t to have a treatment.




      ‘You’re going on a journey,’ one of them told him. ‘Young Mr Ormshaw has picked you to help with his research, so we need you nice and quiet.’




      They rolled up his sleeve and administered an injection that was clearly a powerful sedative, for by the time they had given him socks to wear and handed him back his old boots and overcoat, he was so foggy in the head that he couldn’t have spoken any of the questions that crowded his mind.




      His little cabin had a shaded terrace on one side of it. It was one of several such, clearly built from identical kits, arranged in a half-circle before a large log-framed house that resembled some fanciful idea of a Tyrolean chalet and on to whose veranda he half expected chorus girls to emerge in dirndls, holding hoops of paper flowers and singing of love and springtime.




      For it was springtime, which was presumably why the river was so mightily in spate. The greening woods behind him were full of birdsong and, sitting on his terrace, he watched birds, chipmunks and squirrels darting back and forth on the grass, going about the exhausting spring business of putting on fat and finding a mate.




      He had no sense of where he was or how far he and the silent attendant with him had travelled. Being expected to board a train had stirred up in him such violent misgivings that they had been obliged to administer a second dose of the sedative, so he had slept like a drunkard for much of the journey. The latter part of the voyage, by road, was undertaken in darkness. All he registered as he tumbled into a bed whose linen had been chilled by sharp mountain air, was relief that his bed was on its own, and that he could hear only his own sighs and breathing, not the shouts and weeping of others.




      A gong sounded from the main house. Harry flinched, prepared for the idyll to be broken by orderlies or nurses, but glanced across and saw only a simply uniformed maid standing by an open door. Noticing him, she raised a hand in greeting, tapped the gong a few more times as though for his benefit, then slipped inside again. The door of the next cabin along opened and there emerged a slender blonde woman wearing respectable but antique clothes.




      ‘Good morning,’ she said in a high voice, and he rose to meet her. As she offered him a small, lace-fringed hand, he saw she was considerably older than her figure suggested.




      ‘How do you do,’ he said.




      ‘Are you going to breakfast?’




      ‘I . . . I imagine so.’




      ‘You must be hungry after your journey,’ she said. She had one of those little-girl voices which so often seemed to mask an aggressive nature. ‘We heard you arrive but were under strict instructions to leave you in peace. I’m Mabel. We use no surnames or titles here. The good doctor is Quakerish in his leanings.’ She laughed, skittishly.




      ‘I’m Harry,’ he told her.




      ‘Delighted. Harry, let me take you to breakfast.’




      ‘Is this a hospital?’ he began, and she laughed again.




      ‘Another forbidden word. You’re quite the rebel, I can see! It’s a community. A therapeutic community. Now, here’s Bruno.’




      A mannish woman in a boxily tailored outfit, a sort of suit, had emerged from a third cabin. She shook Harry’s hand and fired off a series of questions about his journey he felt quite unable to answer, not having been aware even of where he had come from. She was gently rebuked by Mabel, which she took in good part, and they proceeded towards the house. Other doors had opened, and all told, some eight of them were now walking that way. Apart from the two ladies he had met, all were men. One of them, a black man Harry assumed was someone’s servant, stood back respectfully and, naturally, unacknowledged, until the rest of them had passed.




      As they neared it, the door to the cabin closest to the house opened. A tall Indian woman had emerged, dressed in quietly elegant Western clothes. She ducked her head as he looked at her, showing off the black hair she wore in a thick cascade. Mabel gave a little cough, drawing his attention back to herself.




      There were two rooms at their disposal, both overlooking the river. One was the snug library, into which he merely glanced; the other the dining room, in which their host bade them all a general good morning before singling Harry out for greeting.




      Harry recognised him as one of the doctors who had occasionally questioned him at the asylum – a tall, dark-haired young man with a thick moustache that emphasised his sad, moist eyes. Instinctively Harry stiffened.




      ‘It’s all right, Harry. You’re among friends now,’ the doctor said and shook his hand emphatically in both of his. ‘Did you manage to sleep in the deafening quiet?’




      ‘Yes, thank you, Doctor. Mr Ormshaw.’




      ‘I’m Gideon, here, Harry. Now, let’s see . . .’ He glanced at his pocket watch. ‘At ten o’clock please come to my study.’




      Breakfast was spread out on the sideboard in a sequence of steaming dishes. ‘No meat or alcohol here,’ Mabel told him in a murmur. ‘Gideon believes they are destabilising.’




      ‘Thank God for coffee,’ Bruno added. She noticed that Harry was standing staring. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.




      ‘Do . . . do . . .’




      She watched kindly as he stammered. ‘Take your time,’ she murmured.




      ‘Do we help ourselves?’ he asked at last.




      ‘Yes.’




      ‘And . . . where are the attendants?’




      ‘Bless you, there are no attendants here.’




      They were informal to the extent of serving themselves and sitting where they chose. To his surprise, the Indian woman and the Negro had joined them. Unsurprisingly, they each ate alone. One of the men was a nervous giggler. Mabel was a person who chatted even when no one was talking to her. It made him wonder what she was like when there was no company to animate her. Bruno hung on her every word, clearly an abject slave, but was constantly passed over by Mabel, who seemed to regard mere female attention as cheap currency.




      With their tidy spring suits and small touches of elegance, a silk handkerchief here, a pocket watch there, the men clustered at one end of a table reminded him of something. It was only as he watched them roll their napkins at breakfast’s end that he realised it was the gentlemen of the Gaiety chorus. In London. A lifetime ago.




      Each resident was assigned a napkin ring of a different design. Harry’s had a pattern of ivy leaves. Feeling the heavy white damask between his fingers, he struggled to remember the last time he had used a napkin.




      ‘A far cry from the snakepit, isn’t it?’ one of the men said, watching him, and was shushed by Mabel.




      ‘We don’t speak of such places here,’ she said, then turned a kind face on Harry. ‘Gideon believes in the healing power of civilised touches,’ she said.




      Both black man and Indian had left the room without his noticing. Emerging on to the terrace, after hot breakfast rolls as soft and pale as infancy, he saw that the man was at work in the garden already, tidying the path edges with a spade and tossing the trimmings into a barrow. Perhaps Mr Ormshaw was a socialist as well as a Quaker, to have patients dine with his servants.




      A small macaw had been set out on a perch to enjoy the sun. It was discreetly shackled to its post, he saw. It waved its wings in greeting as he emerged, displaying feathers so bright they scorched the eye, before picking a nut from its little bowl and falling to preening. For the second time since waking, Harry was overwhelmed by the clarity and beauty of it all and felt he might cry.




      ‘Look but don’t touch,’ Bruno said behind him. ‘Gideon took him on when he bit a girl’s finger clean in two. We all have our unspeakable pasts here . . .’ And she made him a kind of salute with her fingertips before striding down the steps and off through the grounds with the air of one taking a constitutional.




      There was a piercing whistle from across the valley and he saw the steam from a train making its way through the trees and caught a flash of its paintwork. The sight sent a painful shudder through him which he felt briefly distort his face. A cuckoo clock, surely chosen in irony, was chirping ten in the hall as their host stepped out to find him.




      ‘This way, Harry,’ he said.




      For all the informality, Gideon had not eaten breakfast with them. Perhaps, despite his socialism, he found the maintenance of a certain distance useful? He led the way through the library, where several residents were reading or writing, out into a sort of conservatory and into his consulting room on the far side, which stuck out from one corner of the house so as to command a fine view of the river.




      He stood with Harry admiring the swirling waters for a minute.




      ‘The mighty Athabasca,’ he said.




      ‘Does it ever flood?’ Harry asked.




      ‘Oh, yes. I lost my dog to it last winter.’




      ‘How upsetting.’




      ‘There was a hole in the ice and the silly thing was fascinated by the way the water repeatedly splashed out of it. He wouldn’t stop going over there, so I kept him tied up. But then some kind person let him off and he fell through and drowned before we could cut him out.’




      ‘Have you forgiven them yet?’




      The doctor smiled. ‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘I forgave the resident right away – she was so upset. Forgiving the river may take a while longer.’




      They sat on either side of his mahogany desk, on which he had an open file.




      ‘So, Harry. Welcome to Bethel. How was breakfast?’




      ‘Delicious, thank you.’




      ‘Good. This isn’t an asylum, although everyone here is what my colleagues at Essondale – where you were – would call mentally ill. All of you have displayed behaviour or declared opinions that have caused people to want you put out of the way.




      ‘I happen to be making some of those behaviours my particular study. I depart from my colleagues in regarding them not as pathological but as intrinsic to a personality type. And I have won the state’s trust sufficiently to have been allowed to bring some of you here to help me with my research. You are not under lock and key. You are at liberty to walk in the gardens, to follow the trails in the woods and even to go into Hinton, should you wish. All I ask is that nobody leave the immediate grounds unaccompanied and that you always let me know your whereabouts by signing yourselves out in the register on the hall table.




      ‘I also ask that you respect one another’s privacy; we all have stories but I prefer those stories to emerge voluntarily, not through interrogation.




      ‘I ask that you respect one another’s differences, too. You may already have seen – you almost certainly will see – behaviour you might regard as odd or even wrong. But remember that, in the eyes of the attendants at Essondale, or wherever, your behaviour has been odd or wrong as well.




      ‘Here endeth the homily. Do you have any questions, Harry?’




      ‘Only . . .’ Harry began. ‘It’s so different here. Like a private house.’




      ‘It is a private house.’ Gideon smiled. ‘It’s my house.’




      ‘Do we pay fees?’




      ‘You are all here as my guests. When you leave, if you choose to send a donation for the furthering of my work, I won’t stop you. I inherited a certain amount from my father and it pleases me to spend it this way.’




      Harry sensed the good doctor and his father had not been in sympathy.




      ‘So. I need to ask you a few things before we start . . .’




      He rattled off a series of questions. What was Harry’s name and birth date, where did he live, who was the king, who was the prime minister, how would he react to a slug beneath his shoe, a cat being tormented by small boys, a naked woman in a public place. Harry avoided crushing the slug, chased off the boys and covered the woman with a blanket.




      ‘So,’ Gideon said. ‘In the crudest terms, we have established that you are not insane or dangerous. You are, however, suffering from a trauma, a trauma not unlike that which we’ve seen in all too many men returning from Flanders with battle scars to the mind. Harry, I plan to use hypnosis to help your mind open the doors it is so desperately holding closed. Has anyone ever hypnotised you before?’




      ‘No.’




      ‘No need to look apprehensive. You will be aware throughout, and if I find you are becoming upset, I will bring the procedure to an end. Agreed?’




      Harry nodded.




      ‘Hard to take your eyes off the river, isn’t it?’




      ‘Yes.’




      ‘That’s good. I want you to sit over here in the armchair. That’s it. Sit back. Take a few deep breaths. Relax. Why do you laugh?’




      ‘Sorry. You just reminded me of someone I used to know.’




      ‘Happy memories, I hope.’




      ‘Yes,’ Harry told him, surprised by a memory of lying on a narrow bed, listening to the sounds of a Jermyn Street afternoon through an open window. ‘From this distance, I believe they are.’




      ‘So. Deep breaths. That’s it. Relax. And keep your eyes on the river. Find a point in its middle, where the current is strong. Imagine the current is flowing through you. It’s sweeping through your mind, sweeping all thoughts away. Your mind is just a chamber. An empty chamber, quite white, utterly peaceful. There are no rules here. You can speak your thoughts and nobody will know. Nobody will judge you. Do you understand?’




      ‘Yes.’




      ‘Good. Harry?’




      ‘Yes?’




      ‘Tell me who you love.’


    


  




  

    

      




      STRAWBERRY VALE




      England has always been disinclined to accept human nature.




      E. M. Forster, Maurice


    


  




  

    

      




      Chapter Two




      Harry Cane’s father had died of boredom. The medical diagnosis had been apoplexy, its unofficial translation a surfeit of rich foods and alcohol. The root cause, though, Harry felt sure, was leisure, and the boredom it engendered. Harry’s father had in the past lived for work and had not known how to fill his time from the moment he sold his business and stepped sideways into the dubious luxury of idleness.




      For most of his twenty-eight years, Harry’s life had been largely, complacently male. And he had the good fortune not to have to work for a living. His father had done very well setting up one of the first horse-drawn omnibus services south of the river, which he had expanded to a small empire serving four busy routes, before he was one of the wily ones, along with Tilley’s and Widow Birch, to sell out late to the LGOC.




      Rich, and no longer tainted by direct contact with horse sweat and the streets, Cane Senior married for love, but wisely too. Her family’s money was older, rinsed by time. They had met, before he was quite so wealthy, because it was dung purchased cheaply but in great quantity from Cane’s stables in Greenwich, Brixton and Sydenham that enriched her father’s fields and orchards in Kent. Her family disapproved, but not so very hard – she was the youngest of six and had both a stutter and a heart defect. When she died – of the heart – being delivered of Harry’s younger brother Jack, it was found she had left her own money to Harry so that he might be raised a gentleman.




      Some widowers took consolation in their children, but Harry and Jack’s father discovered he could not bear to look upon his; they only reminded him of what he had won and lost. Jack was still a baby, of course, but at four, Harry was already his mother’s child, with the same high brow and candid curiosity of expression. Neither child had a weak heart but Harry stuttered when nervous, just as his mother had, and, like all the men in her family, pronounced his Rs as Ws, which made it particularly irritating that he had not been christened Thomas or William.




      Mr Cane entrusted the boys to a wet nurse and nursery maid respectively and, as each turned five, to a bracing preparatory school on the Kent coast, where they boarded in the holidays as well as term time. He, meanwhile, pursued discreet consolation on the Continent. He was an assiduous, if stern, letter-writer and he sent presents at intervals: cricket bats, penknives and such.




      Once Jack joined Harry at school, the brothers were devoted to one another, and protective. They were in effect a family of two, and were by no means objects of pity. Each had classmates whose parents had sent them ‘home’ from brief, idyllically filthy infancies in India or Africa for the indefinite future, concern that they should grow up English trumping any weak parental pangs.




      In time, the boys were moved on to Harrow. The school had been picked by their late mother, apparently, because it was smart without being overly intellectual. It would, she believed, make them useful metropolitan contacts while lying reassuringly beyond the reach of their father’s former bus routes. Word of how their bills were paid leaked out, however, perhaps via some spiteful teacher, perhaps from Jack’s unguarded, trusting chatter.




      Although he was the younger, and thus fell naturally under Harry’s protection, Jack had always been the stronger and more confident of the two. He faced the world openly, with a sunny faith in others that won everyone’s favour in turn. His most habitual phrase was ‘It’s simple.’ Life for him was as straightforward as a boys’ adventure story: people were either good or bad, the right course of action was clear, and good would always triumph. God, being English, meant everything for the best, and the life He gave us was full of rewards if only we buckled under and did our bit. Jack was handsome, good at games, decent, and thus a constant source of worry to Harry, who was sure that at any moment something would happen to shatter his cheerful outlook.




      Perhaps because he had been old enough at their mother’s death to suffer by it, to have known the pillowy welcome of the boudoir from which he was abruptly banished ever after, Harry was as unlike Jack as their mother had been to their father: wary, fearful, given to brooding. He was not proud, but teasing left him with a horror of humiliation on the playing field and elsewhere, so his defence was to withdraw. He was not a scholar – his brain seemed too sluggish or too dreamy to grasp the things demanded of it – but he was never happier than when left alone among books, and would spend hours turning the pages of atlases, novels or tales from history, alive to the alternative versions of himself they seemed to proffer. He lacked the knack of forging easy friendships but grew habituated to benefiting from the ones Jack was forever striking up.




      Jack would never accept defeat in the face of his brother’s shyness; it was so alien to his nature that he could not understand it, could not imagine how shyness might feel. As they grew into young men, the younger became as solicitous of the older as the older had been of him when they were boys, so that it was a reflex in him to make room for Harry in any social engagement, in any pleasure or outing. As often as not, his friends would have a retiring sibling in their turn, and so Harry would form not-quite friendships, friendships at one remove, which remained dependent on the generous impulses of his brother. When Jack joined the Harrow cadet force, as was expected of them all, Harry took to terrible fantasies that his brother would sign up for some distant war and be lost to him.




      Their mother had left enough money to educate them through university, but Harry could not see the point. The only future he dreamt of – born of visits to friends of Jack’s or relatives of their mother – was to live somewhere surrounded by his own land, to have an estate or just a farm.




      Jack, by contrast, knew exactly what he wanted. Ironically, he had always been obsessed with horses. He drew them with increasing expertise and knowledge in the margins of his exercise books, read about them, and, like Harry, rose early every morning to ride. They both loved riding, but when they accompanied their father to his cavernous south London stables, it was Jack who reached out to horses, talked to them, and asked questions of the grooms. He swiftly ascertained that horses needed vets and that vets made money, good money. He studied hard and so intently – compared to Harry, who studied with no end in view – that he soon won a place to study at the Royal Veterinary College.




      Jack joined Harry at his bachelor lodgings in town. While Jack pursued his course, and came home bright-eyed with the excitement of it all, bringing the faint scent of formaldehyde with him and occasionally a rowdy gang of friends, Harry slipped into a daily pattern of gentlemanly idleness that might have lasted for years. A brisk routine with Indian clubs, a shave at his barber’s, a vigorous walk around a park, a visit to the club in which their grandfather had enrolled him – involving the newspapers, a quiet lunch, a digestive read in the library – and then a call on the London and Provincial Turkish baths in Jermyn Street for a bath and massage. Then he would call back to his club for tea before walking back to their lodgings, where he would dine with Jack.




      Unless Jack had other plans, their evenings were quiet, so Jack could study, and their nights early. Their lives were careful, temperate and, on Harry’s part, quite chaste, in marked contrast to those of their neighbours. The apartment they rented was in a fashionable building of bachelor lodgings to the north of Piccadilly. The wholesome routine of their habits was overseen by Mrs Allardyce, the same respectable housekeeper their father had first taken on as their nursery maid, who travelled in from Lambeth every day to cook and clean for them.




      Their absentee father’s death, announced by a visit from the family solicitor, who in turn had been contacted by a lawyer in Nice, was more troubling to Harry than to Jack. Jack had never really known the man, except through his formulaic and unrevealing letters (I am glad to hear of your excellent exam results . . . I approve your choice of lodgings . . .), so the death felt no more a cause for grief than the news of failure in a distant mine in which one had briefly considered investing. Naturally Jack looked to Harry for his cue as to how he should feel and behave. They adopted black suits for a year, of course, but Harry would not hear of Jack falling behind in his studies for the observance of form, although they did have a week away to attend their father’s burial in Nice’s English cemetery.




      The funeral was a strange, chilly affair. (It was a revelation to Harry that the South of France had bad weather.) Besides the two of them and the local Church of England parson, the weather-beaten consul was in attendance, as were two plump Frenchwomen in veils, one of whom had to support the other when grief overcame her at the graveside. They melted away into the drizzle before Harry could introduce himself, and the consul was either discreet or genuinely at a loss as to who they were.




      Harry could not pretend to be grief-stricken. If he mourned anything, it was the lack of anything to mourn. His memories of his father were so scant and so distant that they had become rigid to the point where he could no longer trust them. He remembered, or thought he remembered, walking alongside him on a shingle beach, but it was the difficulty of walking on shingle while holding an adult’s hand that informed the memory, not any paternal warmth. He remembered a luxuriant beard a little like the king’s, and a tang of limes and something sweeter from some manly preparation or other, a beard oil or a shaving water. He had absolutely no memory of his voice, and realised that he had come, with time, to supply a voice, as he read his father’s letters, that belonged to a disliked master at Harrow and not to his father at all. His principal feeling on losing this second parent was to miss his mother with something like fresh grief and to feel a powerful yearning for nothing more complicated than feminine company.




      They had no women in their life beyond Mrs Allardyce, and she was not precisely in it, and was better at sustaining a pie crust than a conversation. Their building was designed to accommodate only bachelors, but neighbours upstairs and down would entertain more or less respectable women by day and occasionally Harry would coincide with these visitors on the stairs or in the entrance hall. Feminine conversation, exotic in the building’s habitual quiet, would peter out as he opened a door or rounded a staircase corner. He would lift his hat in greeting and be met with a greeting in return, or demurely downcast eyes, and then the conversation would start up again behind his back, leaving him with torn rags of sentences and no less tantalising wafts of violets, perfume or soap.




      In the theatres, or in shops, or on his daily walks, Harry observed women as one did wild birds, noted the elegance or occasional strangeness of their fashions and the way their behaviours changed depending on whether they were alone or in company, with a man or with other women. But there was no woman he counted as a friend, none he could truly say he knew. He had known Mrs Allardyce all his life, but she was the soul of decorum and released personal information so rarely that on the occasions when she let slip that there had been a Mr Allardyce but that he had died fighting the Boer, or that she shared a house in Lambeth with her four unmarried brothers so was quite used to the ways of men, he found himself chewing over the gobbets of information days later in a way that hardly seemed decent.




      Had they a sister or mother still living, or even friends with sisters, none of this would have been so and women might have become normal, even uninteresting to him. Their mother’s parents used to make a point of inviting them to visit in the country every summer and, now they were adults, would surely have set about making suitable introductions. The boys’ grandfather had long since died, however, and his widow become senile, and their uncles and cousins, who had always regarded their existence as a piece of social awkwardness, had let all communication wither.




      Harry looked around him, especially at his club or in the Jermyn Street hammam, at the men who had never married – one seemed to gather by osmosis which they were – and thought their lives did not seem so very disastrous. Provided one had a Mrs Allardyce to keep one fed and clean, and the services of a tailor and a barber to keep one presentable, the single manly life was apparently not so bad. He noticed that these men reached a point, perhaps over some tacitly understood age limit, when they began to be called confirmed bachelors, which implied they had passed (or failed) some test, or even, kindly, that their single state was of their own choosing and not a cruelty of fate.




      After their father’s death, Harry was made aware of where the money that had always materialised so reassuringly in his bank account came from. Apparently under the impression that he was a species of cosseted imbecile, the family solicitor talked him through it with such pedantic slowness that his brain did indeed begin to feel barely able to retain all the facts. Most of his father’s estate was tied up in property – terraces in Brixton and, indeed, Mrs Allardyce’s Lambeth, whose rent was raised by agents. As part of the bargain struck when he sold off the omnibus company, he had acquired stock in the LGOC and a portfolio of shares in affiliated railway companies. At some point – presumably during his sojourn on the Continent – he had obtained a considerable interest in a German armament company, which had performed extremely well, and in a ballet company, which was on the verge of bankruptcy. The residue of Harry’s mother’s legacy had been used to buy a row of houses in Kensington.




      A property in Nice was to be left to a Madame Grassert. Harry remembered the woman at the graveside, how her veil had become caught in her mouth, how firmly her little black-gloved hands had grasped at her friend’s arm. Had she, he wondered, been led to expect more?




      The solicitor carefully avoided Harry’s eye but, staring at the Frenchwoman’s name on the paper before him, said, ‘Your father’s French bank account was frozen at the time of his death, naturally, once his notary had settled all outstanding accounts. It might be possible, if you like, to have him pursue the matter to see if any, er, substantial sums had been transferred to . . . another French account, but I fear these could not be recovered. Should you wish to contest this bequest, however, we could certainly—’




      ‘No, no,’ Harry insisted. ‘Let the matter rest.’ Such gifts were not made without forethought and planning. If she had made his father’s latter years happier, she had earned the roof over her head at least. Nice was, he felt sure, not a place he would ever visit again.




      The thought of suddenly being responsible for so much property worried him, and he was relieved to hear that once he had signed a few bits of paper, he could leave everything exactly as it was and his now considerably larger income would continue to come in as before. It was brought home to him that, left nothing, Jack now depended directly on him for everything. His immediate instinct was simply to split the inheritance in two, but apparently this would not do. Because of fees, his holdings generated more income for them both if left intact.




      ‘Besides, you’re now in a position to marry,’ the solicitor reminded him, ‘and a wife and household will draw on your resources far more than your current circumstances do.’ The solicitor then actually produced an illustration of annual average household costs for a husband, wife, two children and staff of four. Harry had so little sense of what anything cost that he could not tell if the figures were supposed to make him wince or offer a pleasant surprise, so he looked at them blankly, which the lawyer evidently took for risky sangfroid. Apologising for his forwardness, and saying he was aware that Harry had no father or mother to advise him on such matters, he added that he assumed Harry naturally had little experience of such realities and warned him to be on his guard because he had now become what was vulgarly termed a catch.




      Harry pondered this in the hours that followed, as he walked the length of Piccadilly and Knightsbridge to soothe his thoughts in a visit to the museums. The idea was so strange. It was not as though his actual worth were suddenly more visible; not even his own dear brother knew it. He knew there were guides to the peerage and the landed gentry; he had looked his mother’s family up in the latter in an idle hour in the club library. Perhaps financial information was published somewhere as well, in a husband-hunting equivalent to one of Jack’s beloved stud books, and even now some unscrupulous mother was poring over it and placing a little question mark beside his name with her ivory pencil?




      He decided to be not secretive, exactly, but discreet with Jack. Jack was more in the world than he, and was naturally trusting and open, so would never suspect people’s motives or think to hold things back from them if he thought they liked him. He was one of Nature’s friends, not her privy counsellors, and had always found the keeping of secrets an intolerable burden.




      Harry resolved that ushering Jack through his training and seeing him somehow settled would, in any case, be his first priority. The fending off, or not, of potential mothers-in-law could come later. Even had it not been so important for Jack to concentrate on his studies, the observance of full mourning gave Harry a convenient year in which to remain socially aloof and take stock.




      Jack was athletic and good-looking and, without being a peacock, took a natural pride in his appearance and a keen interest in what he wore. He chafed at having to don mourning all year and itched, Harry was sure, to cut a dash again in his rowing club blazer or a suit other than his black one. Harry, by contrast, found he relished the excuse mourning gave for withdrawal. His life had hardly been a social whirl before, but for twelve months he was spared even having to make idle conversation. Strangers and acquaintance alike now treated him with a welcome reserve. It reminded him of the legend he had read as a boy of Perseus granted invisibility by a magic cap. Other boys in the class had bragged of the mischief it would let them work, the people they would spy on or banks they would raid, but he had dreamed only of the way it would let him be entirely alone, unpestered, unprovoked. Ironically, he found himself observing other people in mourning, now that he was one of them, and noting the slight differences in their approaches to the discipline of dressing like a crow.


    


  




  

    

      




      Chapter Three




      Months after black had become second nature, to the point where Harry could imagine wearing it for ever, like a handsome doorman’s uniform, and weeks after his brother had graduated as a vet and begun applying for positions, Jack burst in on Harry’s morning exercises excitedly waving a card. He was dressed like springtime itself in a gaudy blazer.




      The card had been left by the mother of a girl he had met at a recent rowing gala. Jack’s eight won a cup, and he had fallen into conversation with the young woman when queuing up to enter the marquee to collect it.




      ‘What did you talk about?’




      ‘Well I don’t remember. Nothing probably. But she’s awfully nice. It was a hot day, so the marquee was like a furnace, and nobody much wanted to be in there. I think I said something stupid about Lady Whatever deserving a cup of her own for standing in there in full fig to make speeches and hand out little bits of silver. She’s got about ten sisters apparently. Miss Wells, that is, not Lady Thingummy. Oh don’t look like that, Harry. It’ll be fun. And our year ended last week so we don’t have to dress like undertakers.’




      ‘Can’t you go on your own?’




      ‘I’m shy.’




      ‘Piffle.’




      ‘Please, Harry. We never go anywhere and it’d be jolly. Besides, you’re the eldest, so you’re the one they’ll really want to meet. You’re my passport. And it’ll do you good, you know.’




      So Harry agreed, because he could refuse Jack nothing and because he was slightly ashamed that he had not even noticed that they had emerged from their year of mourning. He kept to his usual routine, but did so in a summer suit and blue tie, whose pale colours made him feel conspicuous as he walked around Green Park and St James’s.




      He lunched at his club earlier than usual so as to meet Jack in good time. Mrs Wells lived far out to the west, on the Thames near Twickenham, so they had to catch a train from Waterloo, which felt quite like an excursion, and a holiday mood stole over Harry. As Jack told him all he knew about the people they were visiting, it dawned on him that this brother who he’d always thought of himself as guarding might actually be feeling protective towards him. To Jack, he realised, he must seem a faintly pathetic figure, a sort of hermit.




      Mrs Wells was a solicitor’s widow of independent means with three adult sons and a tribe of six daughters. The eldest two boys had followed their father into law, the next was a district commissioner in Africa. The daughter Jack had met was Georgina, the second girl.




      ‘And you intend me for the eldest, I suppose? The one with ginger hair and whiskers?’




      ‘Don’t be silly,’ Jack told him, glancing out of the window at the blackened backs of houses they were passing. ‘I’m reliably informed she has no hair whatsoever.’




      Arriving at the small station in Strawberry Hill felt like visiting the country. There were trees, birdsong, hardly any traffic. Consulting his Boot’s District Guide, Jack led them down from the platform, over a level crossing and past a sequence of decorative villas to Mrs Wells’s road, which had the preposterously pretty name of Strawberry Vale.




      ‘Didn’t Pope live near here?’ Harry asked as he glimpsed the river between trees.




      ‘Who?’




      ‘You remember. Poetry. School.’




      Ma Touraine was a handsome house, older than the smaller ones that had sprung up to either side of it. It was set back from the road behind neatly clipped hedges. It had some small stables to one side, which Jack glanced into instinctively only to pronounce them unused. There was a giggle and Harry saw that three children were observing them from an open window on the second floor. He raised his hat, which provoked more giggling, then a woman’s distant rebuke, at which the three heads were withdrawn.




      Somehow one expected the matriarch of such a gang to be tall and imperious, but Mrs Wells was tiny, a little under five feet tall. She was elegantly dressed in a dark violet silk that rustled as she rose from her tea table to offer them each her hand. She wore no widow’s weeds, but the striking silver streak in the chestnut hair piled up on her head like a little crown conferred a certain dignity, as did the keys and chatelaine dangling from her waist on a length of jet beads.




      She introduced them to a visiting neighbour, who chatted to them about the warm weather and the delightful way the house’s gardens ran down to the river and a little landing stage, while Mrs Wells slipped across the hall to summon The Girls.




      A muffled exchange from another room revealed a sterner note to Mrs Wells’s voice. The neighbour took her leave almost at once on their hostess’s return, as if on cue, saying, ‘Oh I only live two streets away and Estervana and I see each other all the time.’




      Mrs Wells poured tea, offered little cakes and explained that her eldest daughters would join them shortly but that Winifred was shy.




      ‘So am I,’ Harry told her.




      ‘Oh,’ she said, startled by his candour. ‘That’s nice. So few men will admit to that. I fear my late husband was a terrible bully when he was at home, which left some of the children rather cowed. Me too!’ She laughed shortly. ‘Georgina was the only one who stood up to him, so of course she was his favourite. Winifred is more like me. Only artistic.’




      There was a clattering on the staircase, as of a dropped toy, and much giggling.




      ‘Forgive me,’ Mrs Wells murmured and returned to the hall. Jack caught Harry’s eye and winked – one of the many tricks Harry had never mastered. ‘Madame Vance?’ Mrs Wells called up, just a hint of steel showing through her gentle tone. ‘Would you, er, s’il vous plaît?’




      There was a quick handclap, a sharp French command and a thunder of little feet retreating back upstairs.




      ‘I’m sorry.’ Mrs Wells returned to her station. ‘My youngest three. Curious to lay eyes on visitors. With so many charges, Madame Vance cannot always keep control. We are thinking of sending the middle two away to Belgium to be finished by the nuns.’




      ‘Are you Roman Catholics?’




      ‘Heavens no, but the Sisters are so good at conferring a certain je ne sais quoi. And, well, I fear one of the troubles with growing up in so large a family can be that one gets lax from sheer exhaustion and the youngest ones are allowed to become . . .’




      ‘Unruly?’ Jack suggested with a smile.




      ‘Overconfident. Ah! Te voici, Georgette. You have already met Mr Jack Cane, of course. This is his older brother, Harry. And here, at last, is my Winifred.’




      Like the principal and secondary couples in a comedy, Harry thought, they were two matching pairs, one blonde, one dark. Only, to his surprise, it was the dark one Jack had chosen for himself, the one who was handsome rather than pretty. But she shared his confidence and easy charm.




      ‘Sorry we took such an age,’ Georgina said, smiling. ‘I made Winnie change her dress twice, then she found a grass stain on mine, so then I had to change too. I’m sure you’ve both had more than enough of Mother’s tea by now. Why don’t you let us show you the garden?’




      ‘That’s a lovely idea,’ Mrs Wells said. ‘But if you go in one of the boats, dear, do let the gentlemen take the oars.’ She touched a little hand on Harry’s arm. ‘Her brothers encouraged George to be athletic and I fear it can sometimes make her a little headstrong.’




      ‘She means bossy,’ Winifred said quietly and dipped her head.




      ‘So you don’t row?’ Harry asked her as he stood aside to let her through the French windows before him as the other pair strode ahead.




      ‘Oh not remotely. I mean, I’ve tried, but I end by going in circles, which makes people laugh at me.’




      He winced. ‘It’s horrible being laughed at,’ he said. ‘People say you should be a good sport and get used to it, but the laughter never seems friendly and one never gets used to it. Or I don’t.’




      ‘Don’t you row either?’ she asked.




      ‘I don’t really do anything much. I ride. I walk. I like walking.’




      ‘So do I.’




      So they walked very slowly around the pretty waterside garden while Jack and George, with much laughter, took one of several rowing boats moored to the landing stage and struck out across the water towards a nearby reedy island. Strictly speaking, he supposed, they should all have stayed at least within listening distance, but the scented almost-rusticity of the setting seemed to dispense with the rigid protocol of a Mayfair drawing room. And in any case, Mrs Wells had followed them out on to the terrace, where she sat in the shade of a little blue awning that hung from the house’s rear, and made a show of tidying nearby roses with a pair of secateurs.




      ‘What a lovely spot,’ he said. ‘Have you always lived here?’




      ‘All my life,’ Winifred told him. ‘I think it suited Father to have us out of the way. My brother Barry – Barrington – calls it the Nunnery.’




      ‘Yet you don’t want to escape?’




      ‘I beg your pardon?’




      ‘Nuns. One always assumes they resent being locked up and want to escape.’




      ‘Really? I envy them the peace.’ She saw his questioning glance. ‘It’s not always so quiet here,’ she said. ‘The boys are all at work and the girls are being sat on by Madame Vance in the schoolroom. There are times when I think the privacy of a nun’s cell could be wonderful.’




      ‘Oh dear,’ he said, mock serious, and she smiled, if something so grave could be called smiling.




      They reached a wrought-iron bench in the shifting golden shade of a weeping willow, which seemed like a destination, so they sat. Winifred watched George row Jack, which gave Harry the opportunity to watch her. She was, he decided, quite lovely, with fair hair piled upon her head in the kind of relaxed arrangement he was sure had taken a good hour to achieve, and china-blue eyes and a creamy complexion. She was extraordinarily solemn, sad even, yet with a suggestion of irony, of the kind of weary humour he liked best.




      ‘I’m afraid I’m not very good company,’ he said at last, because he had noticed Mrs Wells glancing anxiously their way.




      ‘No, no,’ Winifred protested, turning back to face him. ‘You’re . . . I’m a hopeless conversationalist. I’d always rather listen.’




      ‘Me too. Do you worry about your sister? On the water, I mean.’




      ‘George? No. Not really. She’s an excellent swimmer. When we were little, it amused Father to throw sticks for her to fetch, as though she were a dog.’




      ‘Your mother said she stood up to him.’




      ‘Oh yes. She’s quite fearless.’




      ‘Was he so fearful?’




      ‘Yes. When we heard his key in the lock, we would run upstairs.’




      ‘Like nuns.’




      ‘Quite. Only I’m not sure nuns are allowed to run. He made poor Mother so nervous she would get palpitations.’




      ‘Yet their marriage was a happy one.’




      ‘Not really. Just . . . fruitful. He only took her out once in all their years together.’




      ‘No!’




      ‘Truthfully. He liked her to repeat the story, as it made him laugh. Just once he took her into town for the evening in her best finery. They went to the theatre and then for lobster and champagne and then, when they came out on to the pavement, there was a tremendous glow in the sky to the west. I suppose it was a sunset but he pointed it out to her and said, “Look, my dear. That might be our cherubs burning in their beds!” And she was so horrified, she insisted he call a cab for her to go home at once while he went on to his club to meet his friends. It was by way of a lesson, I suppose, and he never took her out again and she never suggested he take her. She used to say he was her street angel – so charming and amusing to his friends and clients and a perfect tyrant in the home.’




      ‘How dreadful for you.’




      ‘Oh, it wasn’t so bad. We lived here, after all, in comfort. And he never beat us or shouted. He simply had a cruel tongue. Well, he beat my brothers sometimes.’




      ‘Why do you suppose he married, if it pleased him so little?’




      ‘But it did please him, I think; it magnified him. And he married for love. Mother was extremely pretty once. He wanted sons, of course, to take on the partnership one day, and he enjoyed having us all walk to church behind him. He liked the fact that we filled two pews.’




      ‘He was a patriarch.’




      She nodded sadly. ‘That’s the word.’




      ‘Are any of your brothers like him?’




      ‘Bob,’ she said, without a moment’s hesitation, so that Harry immediately worried that Bob might be about to appear. She stood suddenly. ‘We should fetch George back,’ she said. ‘It’s quite sunny and she’s gone out without her hat and will be getting a labourer’s tan.’




      Jack and George were enjoying themselves too much, however. Jack had resumed rowing duties and George was trailing a hand in the water. She said something that made Jack laugh so hard he had to stop rowing briefly. The two of them looked like an illustration for Modern Happiness, unguarded, relaxed, entirely themselves, in a way that made Harry feel he belonged to the old century. Perhaps it wasn’t beauty, ultimately, that won men to women or vice versa, but an ability to make one laugh? Harry made a gesture as of putting on a hat and pointed to George, but Jack wilfully misunderstood, making ever more complicated hand gestures back to make George laugh in turn.




      ‘Does he ever do as he’s told?’ Winifred asked, in a tone that made Harry wonder if she wouldn’t rather be in the little boat instead of her sister.




      ‘Not often,’ he admitted, and she gave one of her grave half-smiles.




      ‘It’s not easy being the eldest,’ she said.




      ‘George bears it pretty lightly.’




      ‘Don’t be gallant,’ she fired back. ‘It doesn’t suit you.’




      ‘Sorry. Your mother said you were shy, but you don’t seem—’




      ‘I’m shy in groups. I’m hopeless in groups, and that’s what a family like ours tends to be. All the time.’




      ‘Well I’m shy even on my own. There are days when I hardly speak.’




      ‘How wonderful!’




      ‘It’s surprising how few words you need once you put your mind to it.’




      ‘Do you ever dream about invisibility?’ she asked him.




      ‘Often. To be left entirely alone!’




      ‘That’s it!’ She clapped. ‘Some people would immediately rob a jeweller’s or an art gallery if no one could see them, but I think I would simply stay quietly in my room with a novel.’




      He was struck by how closely she had voiced his own instincts, and having established that each preferred silence, they walked wordlessly away from their happy siblings and around the rest of the garden, pausing to watch a bumblebee lumbering around the bells of a foxglove and a song thrush savaging a worm.




      Mrs Wells greeted their return with a tray of lemonade and cake, as though it were the most normal thing in the world to have entrusted a pretty daughter to a complete stranger for half an hour. ‘Pattie expressed a wish to come down and sing to you all. Pattie is my next youngest girl, Mr Cane. She fancies herself an artiste. Don’t fret,’ she went on in response to Winnie’s heavy sigh. ‘I told her perhaps another time. Encouragement of talent is all very well, but it doesn’t do to go too far. Ah. And here come the athletes!’




      Jack had a young boy’s instinct for sniffing out sweet things. ‘If I’m not hungry,’ he told them, ‘I’m either ill or asleep.’




      He had encouraged his companion to replace her hat so as to avoid a scolding. Shaded by its straw brim and blue ribbons, she looked almost demure.




      ‘It’s been a delightful afternoon,’ Harry told Mrs Wells.




      ‘Well I hope you’ll come again,’ she said, offering him a dry little hand. ‘Perhaps next time you’ll come for dinner, so you can meet my boys?’ She pulled a comical face. ‘Though we’ll all have to be on our best behaviour for Robert.’




      ‘That would be splendid,’ Jack said.




      Harry tried to catch Winifred’s eye but she had dropped her glance to the crumbs on the cake plates. He supposed that, being shy, she regarded dinners as a necessary evil.




      ‘Miss Wells,’ he said.




      She looked up, gave one of her sad little smiles and offered him her hand. ‘Mr Cane,’ she said.




      George mocked their formality by dropping Jack a deep curtsey, at which everyone laughed.
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