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		The first indication that her father was unwell had come in June.

		Frances woke in the night and stared into the dark, listening. The house held its silence for a moment, then exhaled in a murmur of low voices which drifted up from the landing below. She drew a shawl from her bed and pushed open the door.

		‘Lotta?’ she called down. Quiet for a second, then the creaking seesaw of Lotta’s weight on the stairs, and the bobbing light of a candle. A billow of white nightgown, and the maid’s broad, placid face swam into view.

		‘It’s your father, Miss. He’s back but he’s not been himself.’ She pressed past Frances into the bedroom.

		‘How do you mean?’

		Lotta bent to light the candle by the bed, her chest expanding and contracting like bellows, the flame flickering as she breathed.

		‘What’s wrong with him?’ Frances demanded, grabbing at her wrist.

		Hot wax spilt over their hands and Lotta drew back, wincing in pain. ‘I don’t know exactly. A coachman brought him in. Said he’d had a collapse.’

		Frances struggled for a moment to imagine this. Her father, the sheer bulk and power of him, didn’t seem capable of collapse. He was, in every way, a man of strength. The errand boy, so they said, who had conjured his furniture empire out of shillings like a magician pulling bank notes from the pockets of paupers.

		She took the candle from Lotta and went down to the ground floor, her feet sticking on the chequered stone tiles in the hall. Her father was in his study, sitting in an armchair to one side of the cold fireplace. His shirt was unbuttoned and a grizzled beard was beginning to cover the deep grooves that lined his cheeks. He looked pale against the green walls and glossy rosewood furniture, but when he saw her his face broke into an affectionate smile. He was exhausted, she decided with relief, but otherwise fine. A glass of brandy hung casually from one hand. If it tipped any further it would pour out on to the carpet. The breadth of his chest was exposed, and she saw that his body was tighter and more compact than she remembered, as though it had withdrawn into itself with age. She had admired his brute force as a child, the strength of his hands as he drew her wriggling on to his lap.

		‘Ah, Frances. I asked Lotta not to wake you,’ he said, holding one hand out to her in apology for not standing up. She took it and smiled, bending to kiss him. He had been away on business and it was a relief to have him home.

		‘When did you get back? Are you ill?’

		‘Not at all, just a little tired.’

		Then, because it occurred to her that it might all be his fault, ‘Have you been drinking?’

		Her father laughed, a rich, deep sound that soothed the edges of her fear and made her, involuntarily, smile. He glanced at the armchair which sat opposite him. ‘You see, Matthews, how sharp she is, my daughter?’

		Frances turned. She hadn’t noticed the man sitting in the chair behind her, on the other side of the fireplace. He had a neat, angular face with a narrow forehead and greased brown hair cut close around his ears. It took her a moment to recognize him, but when he stood up and stepped towards her she remembered. ‘Mr Matthews.’

		‘You must call him Dr Matthews, now,’ her father said.

		‘Of course.’ He was a cousin on her father’s side who had stayed with them for a few months when he was a boy. He had the same serious expression she remembered as a child. ‘Where is Dr Firth?’

		‘Dr Firth is out of town,’ Edwin Matthews said with careful articulation. Even at sixteen he had sounded as if he were a master giving the lesson at school.

		Frances was standing on the floorboards by her father’s chair, her back to the empty grate and her feet nudging against the edge of the carpet. The dark, polished oak was coarse on the soles of her feet, and she rubbed her big toe across the smooth butt of a nail. She was dressed inappropriately and she shivered, too cold to be standing in the study in her nightdress. She had the feeling that she had interrupted a private conversation, and the silence of both men seemed to be an invitation for her to leave. Perhaps she ought to have been grateful to Edwin Matthews for coming out to see her father in the middle of the night, but she felt only frustration. It had been a long time since she had seen her father, and she wanted to talk to him properly, which meant alone.

		‘Well, now you’re back,’ she said, ‘we will make sure you are well looked after.’

		‘Frances, I am fine.’ Her father waved his hand, suddenly impatient. ‘And you must go to bed. I am overworked, that is all, and I called for the doctor to give me something to help me sleep.’

		She looked at him for a moment longer. He raised his glass as if to say – that’s enough concern, leave me – but his hand tremored as he brought it to his lips. He hadn’t mentioned a collapse. Perhaps Lotta was exaggerating. Either way, she wouldn’t push him on the subject, not now. She bent down, kissed him again, and went upstairs.

		She paused on the landing outside her father’s room. Lotta was turning down the bedcovers. ‘I would like a few words with the doctor once my father has gone to bed. Would you ask him to wait?’

		The window in her bedroom gleamed pale and cold behind the curtains. She drew her shawl from the back of the chair, stepped behind the red damask folds and stood looking into the street below. The rain had stopped. It was perfectly quiet. Too early yet for the butcher boys in their blue aprons. The lamp at the end of the street throbbed a dull yellow through the milky fog, and she watched a lamplighter appear out of the shining gloom, lean his ladder against the crosspiece and turn off the dial. The flame shrank to an orange ball, guttered and went out. He paused, one hand on the post, and gazed along the street behind him as if waiting for the city to stir itself and shake off sleep.

		The candle wax had sealed itself in a smooth, hard film over the back of her hand. When she flexed her palm it cracked in shards on to the carpet. She trailed her fingers across the burnt skin, to the soft inside of her wrist. Her pulse came in a quick, restless beat, echoing the dull thud which knocked against her stomach. What if he was seriously ill? This was the terror that had kept her awake as a child, when his booming voice and unruffled calm had been the only thing to puncture the gloom and silence of the house after her mother had died.

		After a moment she stepped out from behind the curtain and lit the lamp at the dressing table, illuminating an assortment of brushes and combs, bottles of perfume, scented oils and china powder boxes. She brushed out her hair until it became a crackling, fiery mass of copper curls then dampened it with lavender water and wove it into a long plait. Her reflection looked back at her from the small mirror on the table. At nineteen years old she had the sense that her life ought to be full of opportunity, but instead she felt as if she were suffocating. She shook her head slightly, running her hand over her plait, and saw, in the reflection, the two porcelain dolls her father had given her as a child sitting on a chair by the bed. They stared back at her with glassy eyes, silence breathing from between their half-opened lips.

		There was a knock at the door. ‘The doctor is waiting for you, Miss.’

		He had been shown into the morning room on the ground floor, and she found him standing at the window with his hat already in his hands, ready to leave.

		‘How is my father?’

		‘Sleeping.’ Then, walking a little way towards her: ‘I have looked forward to seeing you again, Miss Irvine, though I might have hoped it would be under better circumstances.’ His warmth disconcerted her, and though she couldn’t have said why, she found it threatening. His eyes, she noticed, were very pale, almost grey in the half-light that warmed the green glass at the garden window. They were intent and watchful, and very bright: without them his face would have been a mask. She didn’t think he was a handsome man – perhaps he looked too serious to be handsome – but he had a certain intensity which demanded your attention.

		‘Should I be concerned?’ she asked, and when he didn’t reply: ‘Dr Matthews, tell me – is something wrong with him?’

		The doctor stood perfectly still, almost a silhouette against the window, with the fingertips of one cupped hand resting on the corner of her desk. There was something cold-blooded about him. Where the light caught the edge of his face, she could see his skin was sallow and drawn. He must have been up all night. He licked at his lips to moisten them. ‘I think he is suffering from nervous exhaustion.’

		‘Nervous exhaustion?’ She gave a small laugh. ‘You’re sure it’s nothing else?’

		He didn’t reply.

		‘I don’t think you know my father, Dr Matthews. He isn’t the nervous type.’

		‘They often aren’t.’

		‘And what, in your professional opinion, has brought this exhaustion on?’

		‘Miss Irvine, you should get some sleep.’ He touched her lightly on her upper arm. ‘There is no use in worrying.’

		She shivered, shrugging off his hand, which might have been there out of professional concern but seemed to assume an intimacy between them. She regretted not having dressed before coming down. ‘Thank you, but I’m all right.’

		Then after a moment, she said, ‘Dr Matthews, what concerns my father concerns me also.’

		‘I suspect I couldn’t tell you anything about him that you don’t already know.’

		Whatever Edwin Matthews might think, this wasn’t necessarily true. There was very little she knew about her father’s life outside the house.

		‘I should like to know if he said something to you.’

		‘Your father and I talked – yes – but for the most part about mining in Kimberley.’

		‘He has investments in coal?’

		‘No!’ He gave a thin, dry laugh. ‘Diamond mining, and he didn’t mention investments. Kimberley is in South Africa. I live at the Cape.’

		She flushed. Of course, Kimberley was the famous diamond-mining town.

		‘Who painted these?’ Edwin had picked up the watercolours of her father’s roses which were laid out on the desk.

		‘I did.’ The weather had kept her indoors, and she had spent most of the last two weeks at her easel in the morning room. There had been few visitors, and the time had been marked out by the tapping of her paintbrush as she cleaned it in the jar and the muffled voices of the tradesmen which drifted up from the kitchen below.

		‘They’re very good.’ He was looking at her closely, as if adjusting some calculation in her favour, and she felt an old annoyance. This was the same arrogance he had had as a child, always judging the world according to his own criteria.

		‘Were you taught to paint?’ he asked.

		‘A little.’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘But always portraits. I prefer to paint plants.’ Frances enjoyed the meticulous task of committing every detail – the veins, hairs and shifts in colour which most eyes failed to notice – to the page. The painting was always a compromise. It looked so little like the thing you painted, but its difference – the struggle for representation – was also its beauty. She pointed to the cut blooms in a jar on the table. ‘My father’s roses. They’re lovely, don’t you think?’

		‘Perhaps, but I have never liked domesticated plants. There is something excessive in their prettiness.’ He paused. ‘They seem decorative to a fault.’

		‘But splendid nonetheless.’

		‘I can’t admire splendour if the cost is sterility.’ He gestured to her watercolours. ‘These roses are either grown from cuttings because they can’t propagate themselves, or they are grafted on to the stronger roots of other plants to help them survive. They have to be nurtured by the careful gardener in a perfectly controlled environment. Monstrosities, Darwin has called them. Deviations from their true form in nature.’

		‘And if they were left to grow in the wild?’ she asked, curious.

		‘They would either die, or revert back to their aboriginal stock.’ He put the pictures down and said, ‘I should leave you to rest.’ As he walked past her towards the door she stopped him, not wanting him to go without some kind of explanation.

		‘I don’t see what could have brought it on,’ she said, insisting. ‘I have never seen my father under pressure. He isn’t afraid of anything.’

		‘We are all afraid of something, Miss Irvine,’ he said in a quiet voice, his cool gaze flickering over her. ‘Some of us are just better at hiding it than others.’

		His words unlocked a kernel of fear. When he was gone she felt it growing inside her, winding cold tendrils round her ribs, and letting an agony of sadness seep into the edges of her exhaustion.
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		When her parents first married, Frances’s father had lived as close to respectability as he was able. They had a small cottage in St John’s Wood, no carriage and a maid who worked overtime to keep the house from turning itself inside out. On Frances’s sixth birthday, her father hired a carriage. It was a sky-blue day, the streets glistening with last night’s rain, and they splashed through the wide open spaces of Kensington, past half-erected streets and fields churned to mud under the wheels of builders’ carts; past timber merchants, rubbish piles and brick kilns that gave off the hot, stuffy smell of a bread oven. Everywhere were the sounds of construction; the shouts of workmen and the clinking of buckets being drawn up scaffolding. Her mother must have been sickening already because Frances remembered her excitement was tempered by concern for her pale face and bruised eyes, which squeezed shut
			each time the coach jolted on the pot-holed road.

		They pulled up outside a large, stucco-fronted terraced house and her father introduced her to a short, stocky Irishman with a wide smile and the same softly guttural accent as his own. ‘Kerrick, you’re to do whatever Frances asks of you.’ And Kerrick had introduced her to the two greys, who nibbled at her fingers with soft, whiskered lips and breathed hotly into her hair. When she asked who the house belonged to, her father had laughed and said it was theirs.

		Eight months later, her mother had died, and the house which had seemed to promise happiness became a place of mournful reproach. Frances suspected her father was grief-stricken, but it was hard to be sure. Once the funeral was over he never discussed her death, and though there were things about her mother that she wanted to know – why her lungs were diseased, and whether she had been in pain – she didn’t have the courage to ask. On her father’s instructions, every trace of her mother was removed. Wardrobes were emptied, photographs were taken down and the morning room was cleared of her letters and diaries. The long drawing room, where Frances had imagined elegantly dressed women rustling in front of the gilt mirrors, was shuttered up. Her father worked a great deal and came home infrequently. His life was orchestrated around business, and on the rare occasions he brought guests back to the house they
			were clients who sat with him in his study, smoking and talking, with the door firmly closed.

		There was a tutor who came every morning and taught her mathematics, geography and a little Latin. He introduced her to watercolours, teaching her the fundamentals of painting, and she ruined reams of paper before she learned that, with colour, subtlety is everything. Her nurse spent long afternoons in the playroom embroidering cushions for her niece’s trousseau. She tried to coax Frances to do the same, but never insisted because Mr Irvine had told her not to press his daughter into anything she didn’t care for.

		Frances stalked the house in the afternoons, finding odd corners to sit in where she let her thoughts drift with the dust through the high-ceilinged rooms. When she thought about the house as an adult, she saw it from the strange perspectives she had inhabited as a child. A cupboard door warped with age, so that she could pull it shut from the inside, or the dining-room table like the roof of a coffin, rough and unvarnished on its underside, with the curved bow legs of the Georgian chairs boxing her in like the muscled calves of so many guests.

		Her mother’s family, the Hamiltons, lived in Mayfair, but she didn’t meet them until a few years after her mother had died. They didn’t approve of her father with his Irish blood and poor connections, and they refused to acknowledge Frances. Her father, she learned later, had persisted in trying to reconcile the families in the hope that the connection would benefit her, and eventually they relented. When Frances was nine she was invited to visit her cousins, Lucille and Victoria. She was nervous, and didn’t think she had made a good impression, but the invitation was repeated, and thereafter she went to see them once a month, though it was understood that the visits would not be reciprocated.

		At dinner one evening, a few months after meeting the Hamiltons, she looked up to find her father staring at her. She was chewing a piece of meat off the end of her fork. His lip curled with distaste. ‘Frances, have you forgotten your manners?’

		She was conscious of having done something wrong, but she wasn’t sure what it was.

		‘Your knife. You don’t care to use it?’

		She looked down at her knife and coloured. She hadn’t used it before, not for eating, but he had never minded until now.

		‘Christ!’ He brought his fist down on the table, making her jump along with the candlesticks. ‘The Hamiltons are right. You’re ten years old and you eat like a little savage!’ She put down her fork and stared at him, mortified. Most of her life was spent trying to avoid disappointing him. ‘If I had wanted you to have the manners of a factory girl I would have sent you to live with your cousins in Manchester!’

		He hired a governess to solve the problem. Miss Cranbourne arrived with a military sense of purpose. Every aspect of Frances’s life came under scrutiny. According to the governess, she frowned when she concentrated, slouched when she walked, and ruined her fingernails with chewing. Her voice was too shrill – a sign of wilfulness – and she spent too much of her time painting and daydreaming. For every minute of the day there was a task. There were lessons in letter writing, flower arranging, drawing portraits, cross-stitch and crocheting. Etiquette manuals were learned by rote. She embroidered cushions and slippers, fashioned bell pulls, painted fire screens and modelled a whole basket of fruit out of wax. She pressed flowers and learned their Latin names. She acquired hairpins, fancy brushes and combs, and learned about ringlets, frisettes and braids and how to pile her hair on top of her head in a bandeau. For her freckles
			– the result of a slow and enfeebled circulation – she was prescribed cold baths, applications of buttermilk and a bowl of carrot soup for breakfast. The sun was strictly off limits, and the windows in her bedroom were draped with muslin.

		Frances applied herself to the new governess’s regime, if not to please Miss Cranbourne, then to please her father, and because she knew her cousins would tease her less if she shared some of their accomplishments. She found most aspects of her new life stifling, but there was one introduction for which she was genuinely grateful. Miss Cranbourne suggested her father buy a piano, and he agreed. Her mother, he told her, had been talented. Twice a week, a teacher came and unravelled the music like a foreign language and, as Frances played, she could feel the house flickering to life, becoming for a moment the place it might have been had her mother lived.

		She was thirteen years old when Edwin Matthews came down from Manchester to stay with them in London. It was hot that summer, and London sweltered. The smell of sewage came in from the streets, milk turned sour and curdled in their tea, and the air outside was choked with smoke. Her father hated the heat. He complained in the evenings that it was like living in Rome, and Frances remembered the pictures she had seen of a Roman caldarium, its floor a burning panel of hot marble.

		‘I’d like you to make him feel at home.’ Her father pushed his plate away, leant back in his chair and lit a cigar. Now that it was evening, the window to the street below was slightly ajar, and a breeze stirred the gauze curtains. ‘And I shouldn’t try to talk to him about his mother.’ Frances knew already, without having to be told, that dead mothers weren’t appropriate conversation.

		She had never heard of Edwin Matthews before. He was a distant cousin, had been born in Manchester, and at sixteen was three years older than Frances. His mother had drunk herself to death, leaving her husband with five boys. His father, a steel worker, had written to Frances’s father asking for sponsorship. Edwin was hard working, he said, and might do well in the right hands.

		He arrived by train on the hottest day of the year, wearing a blue wool jacket stained under the arms where he had sweated through. He stood on their doorstep with his trunk of books and an air of extreme self-consciousness: a tall, slim boy with very pale skin and hands so fine boned they might have been a girl’s. His face looked hot and shiny. Pimples had erupted on his forehead, and they crept down his nose. When Kerrick – in shirtsleeves – tried to relieve him of his jacket, he shook his head, a rush of colour turning his cheeks scarlet.

		Her father had told her he might be uncomfortable in a London house, and he was right. Edwin looked as though he was scared to breathe in case he knocked something over. He took his shoes off before walking upstairs, he opened doors with extreme caution, and he was able to sit for hours reading a book without moving a muscle except to turn the page. He was scrupulously tidy, scrubbing his hands before every meal until they looked raw.

		That first night, she remembered, he had almost burnt the house down. He’d never seen how to work a gas lamp, and he blew the flame out when he went to bed. Frances woke up to Kerrick shouting, hammering on Edwin’s door, telling him not to light a match, but to come straight out. She stood at the top of the stairs and watched him apologizing. His pyjamas were too small for him, and his skinny ankles poked out of the bottom. He glanced up the staircase and saw her watching. His face twisted in embarrassment.

		Despite his social unease he was perfectly self-contained, preferring to spend time alone studying than in company. He reminded Frances of a child she had read about in a newspaper who never said a word until he was eight then one day at breakfast began reciting King Lear. Edwin wouldn’t try anything unless he was sure of it first, and he watched their household with meticulous care until he could mimic how they talked, walked, answered callers and drank their tea. Within a few weeks he had all but smoothed out the accent which would remind people he was Irish. All this, she realized later, was crucial education. He couldn’t have hoped to have a successful practice when he was older unless he learned to mingle with Society.

		At supper, her father would ask him about the family. There seemed to be hundreds of relations, and she couldn’t keep track of the names: Irvines, Matthewses, O’Rourkes, Dohertys, Connellys, O’Donnells. They each had their different story, and her father would draw Edwin out of his shell, encouraging him to give his opinion on the famines of his father’s generation, the pomposity and greed of English landlords, the slums in Manchester, and the lucky ones – the émigrés who had escaped to America. It was a bleak picture they painted, and Frances didn’t want anything to do with it. She had scarcely known that she was Irish until Edwin had come to stay, and now he was contaminating them with his talk of filth and desperation.

		‘Papa, he’s barely civilized,’ she told her father when she was alone with him. Edwin had bad manners – he didn’t use the butter knife and he heaped the sugar into his mug with his dessert spoon. Her father had turned very still, but she carried blindly on, trying out the word her cousin Lucille had given her. ‘I don’t want to sit at the table with an africanoid.’

		The slap – the first and only time her father hit her – stunned her. She felt as if she had been branded. He stalked out of the room, leaving her standing in his study, mouth open in shock, her cheek burning hotter by the second. They never discussed it afterwards, but she realized then that there was a difference between her and her father. Perhaps it had always been there – but Edwin had been the one to show it to them.

		In the evenings, after supper, her father liked her to play the piano. Edwin watched with the fascination a collector might bestow on a fine piece of china. Afterwards, he would ask her father if he could play chess with Frances in the library. She would have liked to say no, but her father always assented on her behalf. These were the only times she heard Edwin speak confidently. He talked to her with the careful deliberation one uses to instruct a child, taking a methodical interest in her strategy, laying out the fundamentals of the game until she could put up a sustained defence. He coached her with patience, ignoring her determined silences, and when she toppled her king in defeat, wanting to have the game over with, he would talk her through, with pedantic satisfaction, how she might have won. When she looked up from the board he would be watching her with unguarded curiosity, as if she were an equation
			which, when solved, might bring him some advantage.

		She remembered resenting his intrusion into their lives, and when he left at the end of the summer for school she was relieved to have him gone.
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		A month after her father had returned, Frances drove across London to a ball given by the Hamiltons. It was a filthy night, and the carriage lurched through the streets, its shutters closed against a driving rain. She was apprehensive and tried not to fidget as Lotta, cursing under her breath, struggled to fix a hairpin that had come loose. The pin was restored, and after a few minutes the clatter of horses’ hooves on wet cobbles gave way to the slow crunch of gravel. There was a slamming of coach doors and shouts of exasperation as people found themselves drenched in the dash from their carriages to the house. Kerrick appeared at the door and bent dripping over the step, and Frances caught sight of the grand villa, light pouring out of the bank of tall windows on the first floor. It was always strange to arrive here as a guest. It was the house her mother had grown up in, and this, coupled with her natural shyness of large
			groups of people, made her nervous. She took a deep breath to steady herself before wrapping up her skirts and running for the steps of the portico, where powdered footmen in livery chosen for their handsome muscularity shook water out of their tailored jackets.

		Guests jostled for space in the huge hall, their voices echoing off the flagstones. Women, still cocooned in furs, streamed water like ducks, their faces shiny from the cold. They were arriving in large, boisterous groups, straight from dinner parties, and Frances realized she was the only person who seemed to have come alone. The dressing room was a clamour of greetings and exclamations, the pitched voices of a swirling, glittering array of girls all talking at once. She gave her jacket and shawl to Lotta and glanced at herself in the long mirror. Red hair, impossible to control, was softened by a dress of white-spotted Brussels net. The fabric had been ordered from Paris on advice from a dressmaker, a dour woman with pinching fingers and a mouth crammed full of pins. She had claimed an intimate knowledge of what was fashionable, but Frances regretted having trusted her. Standing amidst the sleek figures of the
			other girls, she could see her skirts were too full and old fashioned. She looked dowdy, as if she were already married. Two girls giggled as they walked past, clutching each other’s arms, and Frances envied them. She didn’t want to face the ballroom alone. She caught her eye in the glass and reminded herself that this was meant to be fun.

		A sweeping curve of stone led up to the ballroom on the first floor, and she stepped into a swell of sound. Musicians, stationed behind a line of marble columns, were playing a polka. The floor was awash with a kaleidoscope of dresses, sweeping in, around and away. Crystal chandeliers glittered from an ornately plastered ceiling, and white roses and purple violets had been woven into swags which hung between the curtained windows. A butler walked up and down the line serving champagne in silver flutes, and she took a glass in a gloved hand and brought it, clouded and cold, to her lips. She would need introductions in order to fill her programme of dances, but there was no sign of her aunt. Frances had never had a flirtation with a man before, let alone been courted, and she was a little in awe of the ease with which Lady Hamilton orchestrated her daughters’ string of male admirers.

		She caught sight of her elder cousin, Lucille, a porcelain beauty with pale skin and dark blue eyes. Her head was bent slightly to listen to a friend, and her embroidered fan fluttered open and closed like the flickering tail of a cat. Frances paused, unsure whether to make her way over. There was a kind of brilliance to Lucille’s social confidence which could throw Frances off kilter. She had a natural instinct for the nuances of Society and she never looked more relaxed than in the midst of a crowd.

		‘Darling Frances,’ Lucille said when she approached, her eyes glancing over her dress. ‘Have you come all on your own?’

		‘Lotta is waiting downstairs,’ Frances said, though it didn’t really answer her cousin’s question.

		‘And how is your father?’

		‘Well, thank you.’ This wasn’t strictly true. He hadn’t been himself since he had come back from Manchester, but Frances didn’t feel like discussing his health with Lucille.

		‘Ha!’ Lucille’s lips parted in triumph. ‘I knew he’d take the news all right. He’s not the only one invested after all. Though Mother was convinced he’d have some kind of …’ Lucille opened her hands to imply an unnameable catastrophe.

		‘What news?’ Frances asked. Lucille, with her sensitive ear for society gossip, always seemed to know something that Frances didn’t.

		‘You don’t know?’ Lucille arched her finely drawn eyebrows and considered Frances. Not for the first time she felt as though she were being scrutinized under a microscope, Lucille marvelling at her naivety as if she had discovered the attributes of some strange new species.

		‘Oh – just some minor skirmishes over railway stocks,’ Lucille said eventually, shrugging her shoulders. ‘Nothing serious, I’m sure.’ She smiled, conciliatory, then glanced across the room. ‘Isn’t that your cousin, who stayed with you all those summers ago?’

		Frances followed Lucille’s gaze, trying not to be surprised by her singular ability to place everybody in a room. Dr Matthews was standing on his own, staring straight at her. His hair was combed back from his narrow forehead. He held her gaze for a second then looked away. She felt a flicker of irritation at finding him here and hoped he wouldn’t try to dance with her.

		‘I suppose Mother felt obliged to ask him,’ Lucille said, ‘out of loyalty to your father.’

		‘He’s a doctor now,’ Frances said, feeling somehow responsible, ‘living at the Cape.’

		‘You’ve seen him?’

		‘He came to our house a few weeks ago.’

		‘What is it with the Irish? You extend a charitable hand, and they’re forever nipping at your heels.’

		Frances opened her mouth, but before she could say anything her cousin said, ‘Oh Frances, please.’ She placed a hand on her arm. ‘You shouldn’t take everything so seriously.’

		‘Frances?’ It was her aunt, interrupting them to introduce her to a corpulent man in his fifties who was sweating so profusely that his hair stuck to his forehead and moisture ran in beads down his neck.

		‘Never married, but not for lack of funds,’ Lucille whispered in Frances’s ear as he led her away to dance.

		‘Too damned hot,’ the man wheezed, smiling at Frances as he stuffed his gloves into his pocket, and clasped her hand in a moist, fleshy palm. He guided her over the floor, scanning the faces of the other guests over her shoulder. ‘Some notable absences this evening.’

		‘What do you mean?’

		‘The bust-up over the Northern Pacific Railway.’ He smiled at her. ‘It’s sent a few worthy gentlemen back to their beds.’

		When the same man tried to insist on dancing with her again an hour later, Frances feigned dizziness. She wandered into the adjoining room. Here was a glut of food. Tables piled high with jellies, biscuit towers, cherry trifles and a myriad of cakes in lurid colours. There were carvery boards carrying morsels of guinea fowl, slabs of ham and slivers of cold tongue. A vast salmon looked as though it had been picked apart by a cat, the soft pink flesh torn away from underneath its silver skin. Men and women sat in small groups, grasping tiny silver forks and dabbing at their mouths with white triangles. It would be awkward to sit and eat on her own. She thought about leaving the ball, but that would mean admitting that she hadn’t enjoyed herself. She wanted just a few minutes by herself. The door to the library stood slightly ajar across the hallway, and she crossed over to it and stepped inside.

		The walls were panelled with grey oak and shelves stretched in arched alcoves from floor to ceiling. Rows of neat, leather-bound volumes were stacked side by side in perfect symmetry. She walked across an intricately worked Turkish rug to one of the two sash windows that looked out on to the back of the house. The shutters had been closed. Frances lifted one of the latches with a click and folded it open. It swung smoothly on its hinges, the heavy wood surprisingly light in her hand. She leant her head against the glass for a few moments, enjoying the cool firmness against her forehead. From the quiet of the library she could hear the steady rolling of a waltz, the ripple of voices when the music stopped and the rhythm of steps on the marble floor when it started up again.

		She remembered this room well. Once or twice as a child, when her father was away on business, she had been sent to stay with her cousins. She had longed to be alone, but she was rarely left to her own devices. Lucille and Victoria fingered her as if she were a rare specimen to be dissected, untying her ribbons so they could tease out her cloud of red hair and pulling off her gloves to look at her freckled hands. When they grew bored, Frances wandered through the house turning over objects, opening drawers and examining the backs of cupboards in the hope of discovering something that had belonged to her mother. Lady Hamilton disliked Frances poking through the rooms of her house. She caught her once, and snatched up her hand, scolding, ‘Fiddle, fiddle, fiddle.’ Then, twisting the skin on the inside of Frances’s wrist into a sharp pinch, she said, ‘I won’t have you turning everything over like a
			shopkeeper looking for profit.’ The insult, Frances realized later, was that she was just like her father.

		A thread of fresh air pressed through the seams of the window into the leathery damp of the room. There was the smell of wet grass, but when she cupped a hand to the pane all she could see was blackness, and blacker still the dense shapes that must be trees. She pulled away from the window and the outline of her face emerged, distorted into a milky apparition. White skin glowing in a swathe of hair, her eyes black hollows punctured by circles of light. She ran her tongue across her lips, but their full curve was lost in the murkiness of the reflection. A glimmer of light from the lamp caught the edges of her narrow chin and high cheekbones. Her father had called her a pixie as a child, cradling her face in the palm of one broad hand. His fingers had smelt of warm skin and tobacco. He said she was too small and delicate to be all real. She had grown tall since then, but she had kept the fine bones and sharp angles.

		There were times when her face didn’t seem to belong to her and she felt as if she were eyeing a stranger in the mirror. She couldn’t identify herself beneath its brash colours, and she resented the way it drew attention. It was too obviously Irish. People treated her differently because of it. She watched them taking in the coils of russet hair and green eyes. Girls became prickly and standoffish, boys kept a fascinated distance, and her mother’s family, for whom she was too obviously the daughter of an Irish pauper, visibly recoiled. It would be nice, for once, to blend in.

		Lucille’s question nagged at her. Was her father invested in the railways? How serious could it be? She had glimpsed him at home this evening caught in a moment of distracted stillness, and it had seemed to Frances that he must have aged without her noticing. He gripped the back of a chair, pushing himself upright out of the stoop that pulled his shoulders into a gentle curve. His hair had crept back from his forehead, and his cheeks looked gaunt. When he saw her looking at him, his face transformed, mobility erasing the cleanness of the image that had presented itself to her. He smiled at her and winked, and in the effort of that expression she had felt a pang of concern and something that felt awkwardly like guilt.

		She shivered. The fire had burnt down in the grate, and the logs, crumbling into ash, showed small corners of dull flame. Only two lamps had been lit in the room, one on a card table. Its varnished surface revealed a thin edge of the green felt that lined its underside. Two small, hard chairs were thrust away from the table and a chessboard showed a game won by attrition. The second lamp stood on a large mahogany desk which sat between the windows on the far wall. The leather inlay glowed a dull taupe. There was nothing else on the desk except a small globe. She spun it carelessly and on a sudden impulse put her finger on the spinning ball. She felt it thrum under her fingers, slowing down under pressure.

		‘A dangerous game, tempting fate.’

		Frances swung round. A slender man was standing in the doorway, framed by light. He came a little way into the room and she saw it was Edwin Matthews. He was the last person she wanted to see. She didn’t want to talk about her father’s illness and she didn’t want an Irish cousins’ reunion. If she was being honest, his presence at the ball slightly embarrassed her, and she realized she didn’t entirely disagree with Lucille. She didn’t say anything, hoping he might leave. He would assume, finding her here, that she hadn’t been enjoying herself, and this would give him some advantage over her, though she couldn’t exactly say why.

		Despite all these things, as he walked towards her she felt a subtle pleasure in being found. He looked at her with pale, grey eyes and made a sweeping motion towards the door. ‘Their conversation doesn’t interest you?’

		His face lacked any of the mobile excitement and flushed enthusiasm which had marked the faces of the other guests. He looked uncomfortable in his tail suit, like a bird in borrowed plumage, yet confident, as if he hoped to extract something from the situation.

		‘All anyone can talk about this evening is the collapse of railway stock.’

		‘I thought your father an investor?’

		This came as a small shock, that he knew when she hadn’t. ‘What if he is? My father is a careful man.’

		The doctor tapped a cigarette against the back of a silver cigarette case. ‘Do you mind?’

		She nodded her assent, and watched him lift a match from a small glass globe that stood on the mantelpiece. He struck it firmly against its ribbed edge, dipping his head to bring the cigarette to the blue flame. Despite herself, she was curious. Would a doctor from the colonies really be presumptuous enough to flirt with her? She didn’t imagine he had found himself here by mistake. He didn’t look like the kind of man who did things carelessly or arrived at places by chance. For a moment his features were hidden by a cloud of smoke. When it cleared, he motioned to the chessboard. ‘Do you care for a game?’

		She hesitated. It could be compromising if someone walked in and found them alone together, but in the end curiosity got the better of her. She wanted him to reveal himself, so she agreed to play.

		He picked up an ashtray and placed it on the card table. There was a cigar ground down in the bottom of it. She could smell the rich, sweet tobacco. He pulled out a chair for her, and as she sat his knuckles brushed against the back of her dress. He began setting out the pieces. She remembered his tendency towards silence. ‘Is it true,’ she asked, prompting him into conversation, ‘that if all the diamonds at the Cape were sold at once, a diamond wouldn’t be worth more than a pebble?’

		‘Perhaps,’ he said, straightening up the pawns so that their rectangular bases ran parallel with the squares. ‘If they could all be sold at once. But most of them are still in the ground.’ He glanced up at her. ‘To be honest, I am more concerned with the people who mine the diamonds than the stones themselves.’

		‘The magnates?’

		‘And the natives who work for them.’

		‘Are they very savage?’ she asked with a dramatic flourish.

		He glanced at her but didn’t answer and, irritated by his disapproval, she turned her attention to the board. The chess pieces were intricate imitations of the Battle of Waterloo, the upper torsos of the soldiers flattened into ivory, blue uniforms against red. He took up a pawn and put his arms behind his back, then brought them forward in front of him for her to choose. His hands were white and hairless, and when Frances touched one lightly it turned and unfolded like a flower, revealing long fingers with the ivory resting on a creased palm.

		Frances didn’t concentrate on the game. Instead she watched the doctor play. There was a contained satisfaction in his body, an accuracy of expression in the way he moved his pieces around the board that frustrated her. She was ashamed to find herself wanting him to acknowledge her position, and she regretted agreeing to play. Occasionally there was a swell of noise as the door to the ballroom was opened, and they heard low voices and the steady footsteps of men going out into the night to smoke.

		When the opening moves had been played out, Frances deliberately moved her bishop so that he could take her, but he avoided her and instead slid his knight neatly around it. She countered quickly, opening up her board, exposing herself over a series of moves, but still he wouldn’t take her, not even when her queen was open to his bishop. She became more reckless, but still he held back. Finally he executed a perfect checkmate, removing just one of her pawns from the board in order to bring his queen into attack. When it was over he leant back in his chair and studied her.

		‘I don’t interest you, Miss Irvine?’

		He was looking straight at her, and she met his gaze. ‘Quite the opposite. You convincingly proved yourself the better player.’ She felt a small satisfaction in refusing to engage. She stood up to go, but he motioned for her to sit.

		‘I have to return to the Cape before the end of the year.’ He was looking steadily at her, eyes calm, but a blue vein pulsed across the surface of his forehead.

		Voices and rapid steps came down the corridor. They paused outside the library door and then moved on. ‘The Cape, Miss Irvine, would interest you.’ He moistened his lips. ‘I hope, in time, that I could interest you.’ For a brief moment the music had stopped, and all Frances could hear was the slow ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece.

		‘Interest me in what exactly?’

		‘In marriage. I am asking for your hand in marriage.’

		Frances blinked back at him in surprise. She had expected an artful declaration of passion, perhaps, but no more than that.

		‘There’s a chance I’ll make some money.’ He leant forward, his eyes flickering over her face. ‘Others have done it … if I can establish myself in certain circles …’ He paused, lowering his voice. ‘You could help me. Introduce me to the right people.’

		‘Introduce you to the right people?’ she asked in disbelief. ‘What do you think my father would say if he were here now? Don’t you think you are rather taking advantage of his charity?’

		‘Are you happy living in London?’

		The question threw her, and it took her a moment to say, ‘I can assure you my happiness is no concern of yours.’

		She drew back her chair and stood up. It was possible she had encouraged him, certainly she had played his game, but now he had delivered his lines she realized their situation was completely inappropriate.

		He stood up and walked with her over to the door. ‘If you change your mind …’

		He was too confident, and she suddenly disliked him. ‘You play a good game of chess, Dr Matthews, but I’m quite sure it will have been our last.’

		She left him standing by the door and walked quickly out of the room.
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		Frances waited for her uncle in the drawing room on the first floor of his Mayfair villa. Lucille and Victoria hadn’t appeared, and though manners dictated they should greet her if they were at home, she suspected, from the occasional squeals of girlish laughter and thrum of feet upstairs, that they had simply decided not to come down. She was nervous and would rather be standing, but had instead chosen to position herself in the corner of a deep, rust-brown velvet sofa. She didn’t want to seem confrontational, a criticism that her uncle might have applied to her father, and which she supposed could be extended to herself. Her father had been dead two weeks, and her uncle had called her here, she hoped, to offer her a place in his household.

		The drawing room was an impressive space, with high, corniced ceilings and an excess of dark, claw-footed furniture. Varnished mahogany tables with curving, white marble tops and gilt lamps stopped up every gap in the sea of velvet. Her aunt collected de Morgan vases and the lustre-glazed, ochre-red images of dogs chasing a variety of beasts gleamed from the corners of the room. The easy grandeur of this house had enthralled her as a child. It had been in the family for over sixty years, and Frances wasn’t sure whether it was this fact, or the convincing size of her uncle’s family, which lent it an air of invulnerability. How flimsy the trappings of her father’s life had proved in the wake of his death. There was none of the stability that Frances saw here. More than half a century after the family had moved in, this house seemed as resistant as ever to calamity.

		The pattern of green and maroon stained glass on the windows facing her cast a gloomy light over the room, keeping out the brightness of the August day outside. There was no fire burning in the grate and the lamps hadn’t been lit. Her uncle admired what he called quality, but he had a distaste for excess, another criticism which had been extended to her father, who had loved cigars and long nights at his club with a passion that suggested he hadn’t believed in a correlation between indulgence and longevity.

		After a few minutes, she stood up impatiently, her black crepe skirts rustling, and walked to the far side of the room where a piano stood to the right of a wide bay window. She leant an elbow on the mahogany and looked into the Wardian case that stood embedded in the bay. It was a large ornate structure made of glass and lead with a rockery at the bottom barely visible beneath a riot of ferns. They grew too closely together, palms pressed against the glass as though appealing for escape. The case had steamed up with a clammy heat. She bent closer and smelt the sweet rot of damp vegetation. A few lime-green shoots were unrolling themselves in the bottom corners, sprouting dense buds that looked like a collection of soft, furry snails. The glass case offered protection – the ferns wouldn’t last a minute exposed to the pollution of London air – but it would also, eventually, suffocate them.

		‘You share my daughters’ fascination?’ Frances turned, and saw her uncle walk a little way into the room. ‘They are quite passionate about natural history.’ Frances didn’t contradict him, though she seemed to remember her cousins had long ago abandoned their interest in the natural world; a passing obsession that had lasted long enough to convince him of their diligence.

		‘Uncle, thank you for finding the time to see me.’

		He was dressed in his customary black suit, and was frowning slightly, like a man under threat, not a little afraid of what the world might be mustering to throw at him. He was someone, she thought, who might be cowardly in all things, except in the protection of his family. This single passion precluded close relationships with outsiders, and Frances, who had never had reason until now to test his feelings towards her, was unsure whether she would be considered one of those to be protected.

		He waved her to a corner of the brown sofa and sat down in a chair opposite. ‘How is Mrs Arrow keeping?’

		‘Quite well, thank you.’ He had leapt straight to the heart of her problem, but she wanted to avoid having to spell out her fears. Her father’s sister – Mrs Arrow – had arrived two weeks ago from Manchester. She took a shrill pleasure in denouncing her brother’s fall into penury, and demanded a gratitude from Frances which exhausted her. Every conversation began with a veiled criticism. ‘When we get to Manchester, I shan’t want you …’ She had five children, three of whom needed a nurse, and she had agreed to take Frances with her to Manchester on the understanding that she fulfilled that role.

		‘Good. Now, I have received a letter that pertains to you.’ He unfolded a piece of paper from his waistcoat. ‘From a Dr Matthews.’

		Frances felt the muscles in her face freeze up.

		‘He asks for your hand in marriage.’ Her uncle smiled at her. ‘What do you think of that?’

		‘I think nothing of it.’ She tried to keep her voice level, conscious that too much emotion unsettled him. ‘I can’t marry Dr Matthews.’

		‘I understand it might not have been what you were expecting, Frances, but on reflection it is a good match. And he has written a convincing letter. He talks about his friendship with your father, and your father’s charity towards him as a child. He is a qualified physician with a practice in Kimberley, and while he has little money right now, he is young and there is every chance he will do well in the colonies.’

		‘Please, Uncle. You don’t understand.’

		‘Frances.’ His voice was cautionary, tipped with steel.

		‘I barely know him.’

		‘He tells me he saw you not long ago, in this house? You played chess together? That sounds almost like a courtship.’

		‘I don’t like him.’ Frances took a deep breath, trying to suppress the panic which was welling up inside her. She needed to appeal to her uncle on a practical level. ‘You can’t imagine what he is like. He is all ambition. From the moment he came down from Manchester to stay with us he has wanted to sidle his way into our family.’

		Her uncle looked unmoved. He put his palms together, placed the tips of his fingers under his chin, and spoke in a measured, even tone. ‘I have spoken to him myself. Ah – you are surprised? Yes, I asked him to call on me here. You see, despite what you may think, I have taken your future very much to heart. He spoke warmly of you and I was reassured that he is a good man with appreciable prospects. Your father exposed you to a great deal of privilege and your life will – undoubtedly – have to change, but he will see that you are well looked after.’

		‘And if I say no?’

		‘Then you will live with your aunt in Manchester.’

		‘You know very well I can’t!’ Desperation crept into her voice. ‘I’ll have to work for my aunt for the rest of my life.’

		Her uncle looked at his hands and said nothing.

		‘She is so different!’ Frances stood up, biting her lip.

		‘Not so different from you, Frances,’ her uncle said carefully. ‘She is, after all, your father’s sister.’

		Frances caught sight of herself in the gold-crested mirror over the fireplace. She regretted standing up. Her uncle would take it as a sign of bad breeding. Beneath the eagle with his wings unfurling, the dark, convex glass threw a distorted impression back at her. Sparks of red hair swirled away from her in dense curls, and the narrow, angular lines of her face warped so that her mouth twisted with bitterness. Her Irish blood was too visible for her uncle’s liking, reminding him of everything her mother had given away, and she wondered whether he would be happy never to see her again. ‘So – you won’t have me?’

		‘Good God, Frances! You are just like your father,’ he said in exasperation, turning down the corners of his mouth in distaste.

		‘Imagine Lucille living with her!’ Frances raised her voice in accusation. ‘Do you think she could stand it?’

		He paused for a second. When he spoke it was with a certain detachment, his voice freezing up at the edges. ‘I have been very careful to make sure that my daughters are provided for should anything happen to me. And I must remind you, though I struggle to see how you have forgotten, that neither Mrs Arrow nor Dr Matthews is any relation of mine. But, since you ask the question, I hope I have brought my girls up with grace and humility enough to accept what life throws at them. The last few weeks have been difficult for you, Frances, and of course I sympathize, but I would also encourage you to accept that life cannot always be easy.’

		Either he hadn’t quite understood the position she was in, or he had chosen not to engage with it. She felt misunderstood. In his distrust of others he had drawn a circle around his family, and it was clear to her now that she had been excluded. With nothing left to lose, she approached that part of her which was most appalled. ‘And what about your loyalty towards my mother?’

		‘Your mother thought your father’s family was good enough for her, and I’m sure if she were here today she would think they were quite good enough for her daughter. Your lack of resolve does her a disservice.’

		He sighed and stood up, signalling the end of the meeting. ‘I think you know your father left behind some considerable expenses. I wouldn’t want you to think we haven’t been generous. But this isn’t an issue of cost. I won’t say I approve of your frankness, but since you have been honest I will give you honesty in return. My wife and I have discussed your situation at length. We are not sure it is in your nature to play second fiddle, as it were, to anyone. You should ask yourself whether you would really be happy living here under the umbrella of your cousins. I am inclined to think you would not.’

		Frances didn’t tell him that she would do everything in her power to please her cousins if it would save her from living as a servant in her aunt’s house. She saw that he wouldn’t change his mind, and her pride had been wounded enough. ‘Please write to Dr Matthews and tell him I can’t accept his offer.’

		‘If that is your decision.’

		She nodded. How could it be otherwise? She couldn’t marry a man for whom she felt no affection; a man who was prepared to use her sudden fall in fortune as an opportunity to coerce her into marriage. She turned to go, and he said, as if piqued that she was leaving so soon, and in a sudden remembrance of magnanimous generosity prompted not so much by Frances’s situation as by paternal pride, ‘You must come and see the family before you leave London. They are very generous, my girls, and I know they will have all sorts of things they will want you to take with you to Manchester.’

		She glanced back once as she walked out of the door, and saw her uncle deadheading a geranium bush that was beginning to droop, his attention already diverted to the safe running of his household.

		It was late in the afternoon by the time she got home. Her aunt stood in the doorway of the morning room clutching her youngest child. She was a stout woman with wiry red hair streaked with grey, and a red rash that crept down her nose and across her cheeks when she was upset. Frances could see herself dimly reflected in the older woman’s features, and wondered whether this was what age had in store for her.

		‘What on earth took you so long?’ her aunt asked, casting a neat, sharp slap across her cheek. Before Frances could react, the woman had thrust the child forward. She had no choice but to take the placid weight of him in her arms. His face was white and shiny like a porcelain jug, and a thin mucus streamed from his nose. When he made a grasp for her mouth with a wet hand she smelt the creases in his fingers, damp and sour like soft cheese.

		‘Poor Jimmy! What he needs, Frances, is a nurse who can keep the time. Honestly, you behave as if I weren’t doing you a favour, taking you with me. Heaven knows it’s only out of the goodness of my own heart. It’s not as if you know the first thing about bringing up children. Just look at you!’ she cried as Frances struggled to keep hold of the wriggling boy. ‘You’re no stronger than a child. You’ve never done a hard day’s work in your life.’

		Frances bent down and placed the boy on the floor and, ignoring her aunt’s protests, walked quickly upstairs to her bedroom. She locked the door, barely registering the howl which had started up downstairs. For the first time since her father’s death she felt something stronger than grief take hold of her.

		Her father had taken her once to her aunt’s house; a small terraced cottage in a street so long you couldn’t see to the ends of it. There were so many people crammed inside its four rooms, wailing and crying and climbing up her skirts, that Frances thought her head might explode with the noise. It was winter and the windows dripped with condensation. The walls were covered with a cheap imitation wallpaper which the gas lamp had turned from orange to black, and the rug was matted with damp. The maid had red eyes that streamed as if weeping were a fact of life. Frances had stepped out to the privy in the backyard. Its door had frozen shut and she had to kick at it to loosen the hinges. Cockroaches nestled their wriggling bodies between thin cracks in the wood. She had stood there, hands pressed together, renouncing this place as a kind of personal hell.

		Now her father was dead, his protection was gone, and she was being sent back to where he had come from. Unlike him, she didn’t think she would ever escape. It wasn’t unusual for a household to keep an overworked relation, who sweated for her keep and had no family of her own, until she was too old to be of any use. She couldn’t rely on her aunt’s children to keep her in her old age. They wouldn’t remember their obligation to her father. More than likely, she would be cast out to the workhouse. If she didn’t find a way to escape going to Manchester, she would spend the rest of her life regretting it.



		

[image: Penguin Books]


5

		Frances smoothed down her mourning dress, sucked the inkstain from her finger and read the letter again. Dr Matthews. There is something I should like to discuss with you. She still wasn’t sure she wanted to send it. Could she ever feel anything except dislike for a man whose proposal had been born from pure opportunism? If he hadn’t asked to marry her, then her uncle might well have taken her in. But his letter had ruined every chance of that. He had made it too easy for her uncle to be rid of her, and it was quite possible that he had known it would be the case.

		Sunlight streamed through the window. It was too hot for September and the heavy weave of her dress was making her sweat. It was more wool than silk, and its seams chafed against her skin. She ran a finger around the cuffs, easing the material away from her wrists. What would he make of her change of mind?

		The writing desk, worn and polished, was almost entirely covered with letters of condolence. It faced the window and she looked out on to the garden. The grass, usually carefully trimmed, had overgrown its borders. It would need cutting, but not by Kerrick. Another heap of envelopes had arrived this morning. Not the letters she might have expected, from the politicians and businessmen who had fêted him when he was successful and deserted him when his money ran out. These
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