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      TITANIC ASHES


      “Titanic Ashes is a fast read filled with elegant expression and surprising emotion. Butler makes it easy to see inside the turmoil both sides felt when split second decisions made the difference between life or death. With surprising conclusions for all, this gem of a novel is sure to please those looking to expand on what came after.” — Historical Novels Review


      “Titanic Ashes paints an interesting and seemingly accurate picture of Ismay and provides insight into a troubled man.”


      — Edwards Book Club


      “Butler uses well-documented evidence on which to build this story, and he creates a finely-detailed psychological portrait. Not just of a man, but that of his family—and of the desperate self-delusion of which we are all capable in the face of unattractive truth. Add into the mix a climactic confrontation with another survivor of the Titanic, whose personal circumstances contrast sharply with those of Ismay, and Butler’s novel becomes quite suspenseful as well as absorbing.” — The Western Star


      “Butler covers a lot of ground in a short space, and the flashbacks are vivid and well executed.” — Quill & Quire


      “Titanic Ashes resets the immense and famous tragedy on an intimate scale, interlaced with family loyalties and individual memories.” — The Telegram


      “Butler skilfully shows us the characters and their connections. By drawing the barest lines to delineate then, he lets us fill in the colours and shading of the relationships.”


      — The Northeast Avalon Times


      “Paul Butler’s prose is like Granny’s knitting, tightly stitched; its tension perfect.” — The Charter


      CUPIDS


      “A tale of both danger and intrigue . . . and an interesting read to boot.” — The Compass


      “Butler does a good job of bringing out that ‘unstated drama’ in Cupids, the drama unfolding in the first person voices of various characters—most notably John Guy and Bartholomew. Butler provides enough detail to give you a sense of life in the 1600s, but not so much that it weighs down the characters and the story they are telling. Another of his strengths as a writer is an ability to quickly create a picture of a character, one that stays with you.” — The Chronicle Herald


      “Paul Butler’s novel Cupids has brilliant insight to the beginning of what was once known as Cupers Cove and John Guy’s adventures.” — Current Magazine


      “Reminds me of prose that might have been penned by my favourite dead English author, Thomas Hardy.”


      — The Southern Gazette


      “A rich story filled with interesting characters and unpredictable plot twists.” — Downhome


      “Butler provides solid descriptions of both the coast of Newfoundland and Bristol, England; where he excels is in his depictions of the human psyche: the servant who rebels against her station, the aunt who never forgets past wrongs, the willful daughter of a rich man. He has created memorable characters who could all easily be historical figures rather than imaginative figments.” — Historical Novels Review


      1892


      “1892 combines both lyrical writing and telling detail. It is a novel written by a sure and confident writer in his prime.”


      — The Chronicle Herald


      “[1892] is a page turner that will be enjoyed as romance, historical fiction and a chilling gothic tale.” — Atlantic Books Today


      “The unanswered questions that will nag historians forever (like ‘Who started the fire?’) are answered amid the drama of a love story caught in tragic circumstances, making for a rich blend of fact and fantasy.” — Downhome


      “[Paul Butler’s] writing is lyrical and compelling.”


      — The Sudbury Star


      “Beautifully written . . .” — Book-A-Rama


      “Butler’s account of the fire’s genesis is dramatic, but his descriptions of how people find themselves in old St. John’s are persuasive and compelling.” — Resource Links


      “Butler is adept at using historical events in his compelling story about the developing intimacy of two lower-class young people.” — Newfoundland and Labrador Studies


      “1892 is a novel as intriguing as it is lyrical. Paul Butler is a great writer and a gifted storyteller.”


      — Donna Morrissey, Author of Sylvanus Now


      ST. JOHN’S: CITY OF FIRE


      “It’s no easy task to make a long ago emergency interesting to a modern reader, but Butler brings his novelists skill to the newspaper reports, eyewitness accounts, and archival information, creating vivid images of the city and her inhabitants.”


      — Atlantic Books Today


      “Paul Butler brings a level of detail possible only through in-depth historical research.” — Downhome


      NAGEIRA


      “Butler’s prose is smooth and clean; the story moves forward vigorously, with patches of poetry.” — The Globe and Mail


      “Butler keeps the story grounded, brisk and inviting.”


      — The Telegram


      “A tour de force of the imagination . . .”


      — Canadian Book Review Annual


      “[A] brilliant exploration of one of Newfoundland’s central mythological figures set within highly-crafted, well-written parallel stories that hinge on twists of fate and an intricate plot structure.” — Atlantic Books Today


      “The novel is poetic, compelling and surprisingly fluid.”


      — Product of Newfoundland website


      EASTON’S GOLD


      “A compelling novel . . .” — The Globe and Mail


      “Easton’s Gold and its predecessor [Easton] are about as different as it’s possible for two novels featuring the same character to be. They’re both excellent, but in very different ways.”


      — The Chronicle Herald


      “Butler is an invigorating writer, keeping the reader in suspense, but moving the story along at an exhilarating pace. Furthermore, he provides a substantial background to his story, and is meticulous in his re-creation of time and place, especially of shipboard space.” — Canadian Book Review Annual


      EASTON


      “The story is fast-paced, action-packed, and replete with horrific details, frequent tests of will, a somewhat improbable love match, and a satisfying denouement.”


      — Canadian Book Review Annual


      “It is exceptionally well-written, with the author’s prose—and especially the dialogue—flowing in an easy, natural manner.”


      — The Telegram


      “Taking the reader from England to Newfoundland to the Caribbean, this tale of politics, power and piracy provides an adventurous perspective on a fascinating time in our history.”


      — Current Magazine


      “The story is fast-paced and captivating.” — Downhome


      “Nicely detailed and imagined.” — The Telegram


      “Striking phrasings.” — The Independent


      STOKER’S SHADOW


      “Butler’s prose style is often lush; he describes post-Victorian London quite eloquently . . .” — The Globe and Mail


      “Stoker’s Shadow is a stunning achievement that will doubtless gather to itself all praise.”


      — Joanne Soper-Cooke,


      Author of A Cold-Blooded Scoundrel


      “Though the vampires in Bram Stoker’s novel Dracula cast no shadows, the author and the book certainly do. In Stoker’s Shadow, Paul Butler explores this phenomenon in a unique blending of biography and dreamscape.”


      — Dr. Elizabeth Miller, Author of Dracula: Sense and Nonsense and A Dracula Handbook


      “Stoker’s Shadow is an interesting read because of its unique approach and its historical insights.”


      — The Newfoundland Herald
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      — Prologue —


      1910: Portland, Maine


      The slide show is over. A small electric light buzzes over the lectern and sends a ghostly blue pallor over the faces in the front row.


      “That, my friends,” the doctor says, “is the sum of the pictures I have to show you tonight. Blame the railway company for mislaying the rest.”


      A ripple of unforced laughter stirs the audience. He is amazed not for the first time at how remarkably easy it is for a famous man to elicit any emotion, from shock to sympathy to mirth. The worry that nagged him before, the sense of a malign, watching presence, has faded. The feeling first emerged with the sound of laboured breathing, a wounded animal in the darkness. The rasp is still present but the lecture’s obvious success demystifies the sufferer. Medical terms, like bronchitis and emphysema, devoid of the poetry of vengeance or moral judgment, have come into the doctor’s mind. His nerves are soothed.


      Florence leaves the projector and takes her seat by his side.


      “I have touched upon the dreadful hardships of those who trap inland upon the Labrador during the winter, and pursue the fishery in summer. I’ve talked of the diseases of malnourishment, the children who are stillborn who might have been saved. But one question remains and it’s a central one, a question that corresponds to one debt I intent to pay, and that I never tire of paying.”


      The silence is impressive. He senses they are turning upon his hook, open-mouthed and helpless like pilchards. “When did it all start for me, a lowly, humble intern learning his skills in London’s East End?” A barely audible murmur sweeps through the audience. No one has asked him anything of the kind, but this is the crux of the story, the moment when those who had come to see a Great Man might get that glimpse into the workings of his soul, see what differentiates him from the crowd and garner some speck of insight into how they might turn the knowledge to their advantage.


      “It was nearly thirty years ago, late, very late at night. It was early fall and I was trudging through the normally blackened East End streets. Tired and worn down by the sights and smells of poverty, haunted by the knowledge I had just delivered a new babe to a family with no means of support in the smallest and dingiest corner of a city slum. In an open space between the streets, I noticed a tent rising improbably beneath the autumn moon, its canvas yellow with burning lamps, Arabesque with spires and dune-like dips.”


      Someone suppresses a cough, and the doctor again hears the laboured breathing again, yes, surely the early signs of emphysema. The sound arises as the most touching kind of faith now. The poor man, who should be at home, has come to be inspired.


      “Despite my tiredness, the idle curiosity of youth drew me toward the entrance. Once inside I instantly breathed the pure, fresh air of faith. Although hundreds of eyes fixed on him, the man on the podium commanded my attention like an osprey catching the shimmer of a tail fin far below. He gave a nod of recognition, and a special kind of challenge glistened in his eyes. What did he say that night to claim my energies for the unsentimental service of good?”


      The lectern light flickers for a moment and buzzes louder as though about to blow. The doctor feels his legs shift and wonders if his concentration might fail, but as the filament dims and then brightens again, he realizes the wavering light has merely focused the audience’s interest, capturing its attention more securely in its hypnotic pull. “In truth,” he continues, “I hardly remember. But the energy and the sincerity emanating from the man I would later come to know as D. L. Moody, the great evangelist, was palpable. And his message was timeless. It was simply this: come follow me. Forget the pomp and sham of religion, the hollow ceremonials. Come to the poorest and hungriest places on earth and once there lend your talents to the service of humanity.”


      Save for the soft buzz of the light and a mouse-like scratching from a pencil at the far end of the front row from someone apparently taking notes, the silence hangs like a pall. The doctor’s practice is to announce his appearances only a day or two in advance so that word of mouth might spread through the hotel reception, bar, and restaurant in time to gather up interest, but newspaper reporters, should they get wind of the event, will be unlikely to have time to read up too much on the subject. By the time their scanty reports appear, he is usually long gone.


      The intensity of the man’s writing—his pencil now scurrying across the paper as though the mouse senses food—gives the doctor a momentary pang of fear. But this is not the quarter from which the challenge will arise.


      “My friends, I will conclude here. You will notice that my secretary has at her feet a donation box.” Florence nods, turns on her seat, and switches on the wall light, revealing a sea of blinking eyes, crumpled suits, and bristling fur from ladies’ coats and stoles. “Please do not feel compelled. The hotel generously donated space, so we do not need to cover our costs. The box is for cash which goes straight to work in our mission. We do not accept cheques because we respect the anonymity of our donors. Please be governed merely by yourselves.” He gives a slight cough and feels heat under his moustache as he nods; a modest shadow of a bow to let them know it’s over. “Meanwhile, I would be delighted to mingle and answer individually any questions you might have.”


      It’s rather a scruffy ending and he notes, as he will remember later, that this part of the presentation needs more work. But the fault is about to be covered. A single clap, loud and obliging, announces a tumult of applause ready to break.


      “One question, sir,” says the wheezing man. The coming applause is suspended.


      Terribly thin, with deeply sunken eyes and cheekbones jutting like doorknobs from either side of his skull, the man could be anywhere from thirty to fifty years old. He stands up with some difficulty. Through thick pebble glasses his eyes remain upon the doctor. A stick on each side supports his skeletal frame.


      “Of course,” the doctor replies with a genial laugh. He hasn’t yet sensed catastrophe but does wonder why he’s addressed as “sir” rather than “doctor.”


      “You say you accept only cash?”


      “Yes.” He will remember later the numb feeling in his lips as he spoke the word, and how an unreal sensation flooded through his body, weakening his knees. The spectre of vengeance has returned.


      “But last year when in New York there was no such rule. In fact, the audience was expressly told to make out cheques to the Mission to Deep Sea Fishermen.”


      The hush of the audience, a balm a moment ago, feels suddenly like a slap. Men and women in the front turn and crane their necks to get a view of the stranger. Someone makes a tut-tut sound, aimed, the doctor realizes, at the heckler, not at himself, but he catches at least one set of middle-aged eyes narrowing suspiciously in his direction, too. The infernal scratching of the reporter’s pencil becomes louder and more frantic. The mouse has found its food.


      “That was when the association was new to this kind of fundraising, my dear friend. There have been concerns expressed since that donors prefer the cloak of . . .” He tries to think of a word other than “anonymity”; repetition can sound desperate. His feet have begun to move in agitation, soles scraping against the wooden flooring. Time has run out. “. . . anonymity.”


      “My dear friend,” the stranger echoes with obvious, brazen sarcasm. “I have met Dr. Grenfell, and I would like to inform all those trusting people gathered here that he doesn’t stand like you, talk like you, or even very much look like you.”


      A small series of gasps makes its way through the audience. The lectern light buzzes again and dims. It’s no longer a hypnotic means of focus, more an urgent twitch of horror. Only the challenger’s pebble glasses shine with resolution.


      “I am Grenfell,” the doctor says.


      He will afterwards find it difficult to understand how this simple claim—so natural if it had only been the truth—manages to meet the air with such a cringing sense of guilt. With input from Florence, he will eventually decide that the more plausible reaction from an innocent man would have been confusion, a shake of the head, and something more along the lines of, “This is absurd, my good man.” The immediate and literal claim that he is who he pretends to be is in itself suspicious. It suggests that he has been expecting the charge.


      The murmur among those present swiftly turns hostile. The doctor’s shoulders have become hunched, and he looks toward the auditorium’s high windows and the long brass-hooked poles, which served to adjust the open-closed angle—improbable odds for an escape, he thinks, but tempting.


      “Okay, we can settle this,” calls the reporter, suddenly flushed with excitement, and holding his pencil point up in front of his face. “What are the names of the dogs you killed on the ice off St. Anthony?”


      “Moody, Watch, and Spy,” the doctor replies. There’s another murmur from the crowd. For a moment he can’t tell whether it is because he has proved his claim or because the sudden willingness to play-act the stage magician digs him more fatally into the hole of the imposter. A couple of jeers in his direction give him the answer.


      “Anyone could know that just by reading Dr. Grenfell’s book,” says a portly man in evening dress. The newspaperman just smiles. This is more than he could possibly have hoped for. Suddenly the room seems more arena than auditorium.


      “Gentlemen, ladies, please.” Florence’s voice calms the doctor. Standing, she throws a different kind of hush—almost a kind of awe—upon the gathering. Even the newspaperman looks up at her with a kind of respect. Like a watermark in bonded paper, secretaries give a sense of institutional verity to a lecture. They are not expected to make any sound, and if they do it denotes a real crisis. “This is not a circus. Dr. Grenfell has come to you to discuss serious matters.”


      The doctor becomes aware that with fingers smoothing his moustache, covering the twitch of his lips, he might indeed now seem like a picture of baffled innocence. Though ashamed Florence has intervened, he knows she might have saved him, at least for as long as it will take him to escape the building.


      And so it proves. She picks up the collection box in one hand and takes the doctor’s arm with another. Audibly enough for those in the front row, she says, “Come, Doctor, you are looking pale and there is a car outside that will take you to your hotel.”


      The audience, now upon its feet and spilling the aisles, parts to their approach like a reluctant sea. Miraculously enough, no one follows them into the corridor. They move together through the empty hallway like museum statues come to life and trying not to be noticed. Only as the elevator cage opens to them does the doctor sense movement from behind.


      The bellhop closes the cage. The floor drops suddenly, and the doctor blinks from the belated flash of the reporter’s camera. The bellhop, a spotted youth with ginger hair poking out from beneath his cap, chews gum and stares, aware in some animal way that the middle-aged couple is no longer important enough to merit attention. Once the elevator compartment jolts to a stop, he hauls back the cage and the empty foyer opens to them. The reception clerk scribbles in his book, not looking up. Florence and the doctor make their way through to the revolving door, and in a moment they are outside breathing the crisp, salty air.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter One —


      1940: Springfield, Massachusetts


      The hiss of late summer encircles Judy as she steps from the car. Shiny leaves on the overhanging boughs struggle against the breeze, gaining brief succour from one another’s touch.


      Letting the cigarette butt drop from her fingers, she skewers it into the gravel with the point of her shoe. The windows of the doctor’s house, a reflection of dark foliate movement, grow suddenly austere. Judy hopes she isn’t being watched. The metal gate pings open to her touch, and she hugs her satchel closer to her chest as though for protection. Trotting toward the black door, she picks up the cool brass knocker, wraps twice, and then steps back. Some late roses, their blooms darkening, climb up the trellis by the side of the front door. A falling petal touches the fur of her collar and lands by her feet with a pat. A young woman opens the door. She wears no uniform, but something in the way she stands aside and gestures Judy through—distraction in the eyes, tightness in the lips—labels her a maid, not a relative. Halfway down the hallway she catches up and overtakes Judy.


      “Here,” she says, coming to a recess. She stoops and knocks at the door.


      A voice answers, but Judy does not hear the speaker’s word. The young woman opens the door halfway and peers in.


      “Miss Agar is here.”


      Judy hears the flap of paper. The maid steps from the doorway.


      “You should go in.”


      Judy enters.


      The man in the chair seems spryer than Judy imagined. She heard he wasn’t well. He takes off his glasses, folds over the newspaper on his lap—she catches the headline: Air Raids on London—lays glasses and newspaper on the coffee table. Despite her protests, he stands. The hand she takes is pink, warm, and padded. Something alive dances behind his eyes, but she can’t decide on the phrasing. Is it a twinkle or a glint; the warmth of flame or the sparkle of ice? Later, she tells herself, plenty of time for purple prose. Secure the interview first.


      “Thank you so much for agreeing to speak to me.” She folds herself into the proffered chair. As he returns to his seat, she’s struck both by the view through the Georgian windows—impressive undulating garden, some elms and a huge copper beech nodding slightly in the wind—and by the fact that the seating arrangement has given her sole possession of it. The doctor faces the rather dim inward corner of the room where shade-loving plants spread their spindly leaves. It seems incongruous somehow that he has chosen to look away from the sun; the lines around his eyes are reptilian, suggesting a history of quick and nervous movements, and of energy drawn from sunlight. Laying her satchel at her side, she fingers the buckle, waiting out the formalities. Her eyes lock for a moment on a silver tray, a half-full decanter, and a trio of glasses on the table. This seems out of place too.


      “I’m flattered to be asked,” he says, crossing his legs, and sliding his hand over the tweed of his trousers—an old flirt, she thinks. It makes sense, somehow. “And surprised. It’s not often an obscure MD like myself is the subject of newspaper speculation.”


      Surprised. Does he mean it? Or is he playing with her? She smiles. “Periodical speculation.”


      “Ah.” He claps his hand on his thigh. “A world of difference, I’m sure.”


      “Well, we’re not into sensationalism, so . . .” So what? The end of her sentence dangles. To hide her embarrassment she reaches once more for the satchel, opens the buckle, and slides out her notebook. She was hoping that the distinction between newspaper and magazine, especially one with a reputation as toothless and benign as Polar Adventures, would make less threatening the area into which she must soon trespass. But the hanging clock on the wall next to the barometer might already be ticking through layers of misunderstanding. What if he just isn’t the man? There was always that chance her sources were mistaken.


      “And this is a special subject . . .” she falters.


      “The age of adventure!”


      She looks up to see the doctor’s eyes wide with dramatic irony.


      “Quite,” she echoes, “the age of adventure.”


      “Polar Adventures of Boston. How large is your distribution?”


      “We have subscribers all over North America.”


      He nods sagely to show he’s impressed. She suspects subterfuge. “All those people interested in polar exploration?”


      “The title Polar Adventures is misleading. We don’t only cover adventures on or near the poles, but also adventures anywhere between the poles, which of course means pretty much anywhere.”


      “Ah, that explains it!”


      “In this case, we are delving into the era of adventure and missionary zeal,” she says, trying to press on now. “That’s the subject of the main article.”


      “The ‘main article’?” he asks. She wonders if she sees a smile playing in the corners of his lips.


      “Yes, this is in the nature of a sidebar.”


      His face remains questioning. Her pencil hovers over the blank sheet before her.


      “You lived through the period of time . . . personally knew the kinds of men who travelled and returned to the lecture circuit, and there was that one occasion—”


      “Tell me, Miss Agar,” he breaks in, sliding his fingers into a steeple on his chest. She’s surprised at the force of the interruption; it wasn’t rude, and, in truth, she’s relieved, but he’s stopped her dead. “Are you, yourself, the author of this main article?”


      “No. The editor himself plans on doing the piece.”


      “Ah,” he said. “Then both you and I are but minor characters.”


      She returns his conspiratorial smile, tries to give him a hint of sympathy and fellow feeling. He’s very close, it seems, to admitting he is the man. “Yes, indeed. We’re interested in the allure of the lecture tour, bringing colour, stories of good works, into the lives of Americans—”


      “Who is the subject of the main article?” The interruption once more has the weight of such calm authority, it demands a straight and immediate answer.


      “Sir Wilfred Grenfell,” she says, her shoulders sinking guiltily.


      “And you say your editor plans on doing the piece. Has he secured an interview with the good doctor?”


      “He is hoping, but Sir Wilfred is not in the best of health.”


      “So I hear.”


      “You keep in touch with Sir Wilfred?”


      The smile again, dry and ironic. “No,” he says.


      “And yet you have, in many ways, lived parallel lives.” A tingle goes through her and she jockeys forward in her chair. “You trained together in London, and you have retired practically next door.”


      “Next door?” he asks, whimsy coming into his eyes.


      “Vermont and Massachusetts are adjacent states.”


      “Ha, Americans and their sense of distance!”


      “And between that time and now . . .”


      “Yes?” An innocent tilt of the head.


      “In between, there was . . . that incident in Portland.”


      “The incident, yes.”


      At last, a clear admission.


      “A practical joke, perhaps?”


      Her pencil aches to start writing, but she holds off. It’s forbidden to record an interviewee’s mere echo of a question. He smiles slowly and she has a sudden sense that he knows this rule and is way ahead of her. “Was it a joke?” she asks. Yes or no would be something.


      “Tell me,” he says reaching to the coffee table and taking up his spectacles. His free hand dips into his trouser pocket, pulling out a white handkerchief. He begins to polish up the lenses. “From the photographs you have seen, do you think I look like Grenfell?”


      “A little, yes.”


      “So a random audience assembling in a hotel in Portland, Maine, might easily let themselves be deceived.”


      He breathes hard on the lenses and continues rubbing.


      “But someone gave you away.”


      “Yes.”


      “Bad luck for you,” she ventures.


      He slides his glasses back on.


      “So it wasn’t just a joke, then?”


      He gives the merest shrug and leans forward, reaching for the decanter. “You don’t mind if I indulge, do you?”


      She tries to keep her eyes from glancing at the clock. It’s 10:40 a.m. He catches her eye and smiles as the pale liquid sloshes into a glass. “Will you have one?”


      “It’s—”


      “A little early I know, and it’s whisky, not sherry.” He lays down the decanter. “Grenfell had his pipe. I never smoked. Although, of course, I had to learn so I could convince people I was him.”


      Picking up the glass, he sinks back slowly into the leather.


      The tingle returns. She’s on the verge of something bigger than she had hoped for. For one mute moment her lips mouth the air. Finally the question forces itself into words.


      “You mean it wasn’t the first time?”


      The old doctor gives a sudden laugh and holds up his glass as though for a toast. “Well now, you’re the first person who has ever asked.” His smile turns rueful. “It was the last, though. We couldn’t risk it again.” He takes a sip and sighs, pleasure mingling with sadness. “Let me tell you how it all came about.”

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Two —


      1883: London


      In a moment, the faintest of smiles will bring the young doctor’s world to an end. He has been pounding down the dim hospital corridor, lab coat flapping, stars of bright daylight still dazzling his eyes. Although he is late and frightened of reproof, he is excited, too, intoxicated by the certainty that Nurse Mills’s pale hands will soon be creating that odd, silent ballet with his own, taking his scissors, handing him gauze. He can smell her starched apron already and can see the sunlight playing upon that white armour. He can hear the quiet phrases they will soon exchange—here, thank you, hold this, Nurse—words both commonplace and necessary but spoken, as their respective vocations demand, in hushed tones which imply a kind of intimacy.


      He pauses at the clinic entrance, leans on the door frame, slows his breathing, then he enters. Bars of yellow sunlight stripe the clinic walls. The high blinds always make the place feel like a cage when it’s sunny outside. He is only three or four minutes late, no more, but Dr. Bleaker, the supervising physician, is in his own quiet way an intimidating man. Hunched over the workbench sitting on the stool, Dr. Bleaker has betrayed no sign as yet that he has noticed his arrival. Only when the young doctor moves toward the supervisor, preparing his excuses, does he think to sneak a glance at Nurse Mills. Then he catches sight of them together—Nurse Mills, his Nurse Mills, and the vigorous young intern from the north who arrived only yesterday. The young doctor had forgotten about Grenfell.


      Even though a bleary-eyed sailor with tattoos and a greying beard sits between Grenfell and Nurse Mills, there is something in the slow, synchronized movements of intern and nurse—she passing him the scissors, he accepting—that sends his heart plummeting. And he sees the smile. Oblivious of the patient, Nurse Mills leans toward Grenfell. Her posture suggests that the wonders buried deep beneath the white armour of her apron might be a heavily parcelled offering. Not for the young doctor, though; an offering only for Grenfell.


      Breathless and aching, the young doctor watches as with hooded, narrow eyes his rival cuts the fabric, and then, tongue upon lip, settles the gauze upon the sailor’s yellow-fringed gash, wrapping it around the thick, hairy forearm. Nurse Mills’s smile is little more than a flicker of eyelash, a touch of light upon the surface of her irises, but there is warmth and trust and something else he hardly dares to name.


      For three weeks Nurse Mills and the young doctor have been engaged together in similar tasks, and he has been happy to assume that the stench of surgical spirit, the clink of metal on dish, and the murmur of “hold this, Nurse, please,” had incorporated the constituent ingredients of love. Nature would take its course, he thought. He was the doctor-in-training—the only one in this clinic until yesterday. Her role was to assist him. Anyone who has ever been close to a hospital knows where such arrangements lead. What did he have to do other than wait?


      But now as he fastens the final button of his lab coat and steadies himself against the workbench corner, he knows he is on the outside looking in, as alien to the world of lovers as the aquarium visitor is to the delight and beauty on the other side of the glass.


      He takes another step and Dr. Bleaker, still hunched on a workbench stool, tips his head like a dog hearing a faraway bark. Slipping the watch chain from his lab coat’s inner pocket, he looks at the face and frowns. “You’d better help me with some preparations this morning. Grenfell and Nurse Mills can handle the patients.”


      The rest of the morning speeds by like a train. Lost in a daze, he pretends to study ingredients and measurements listed in Dr. Bleaker’s cramped, untidy handwriting. Opening and closing heavy glass stoppers, he pours liquids into jars, grinds salts with pestle and mortar, makes—he will later imagine—a hundred mistakes, some without serious consequence, others potentially fatal, all the while listening to the efficient scuttle of Nurse Mills’s heels upon the tile floor, all the while trying to gauge how close she stood to Grenfell, how often their eyes met over bandage and stitch. Those few times he turns to catch her eye she makes no sign at all that she is even aware of his presence. With a slow, aching realization he comes to see he has no reason at all to be surprised by this. Nothing has ever passed between them in sign, look, or word, which has not been made necessary by the immediate requirements of work. Now that he is witnessing first-hand what attraction should look like, he fears that the warmth he used to sense between Nurse Mills and himself was a delusion, that the physical pulsations he thought he sensed from Nurse Mills were merely echoes, beginning and ending with his own desires.


      “Hold this, Nurse,” Grenfell says.


      The stripes of sunlight fade with a passing cloud. Those are his words, not Grenfell’s. The rival intern has no right to use them. He feels stripped and discarded like one of the sweat-stained bandages lying in the bin by the examining stool.


      “Yes, Doctor,” she replies.


      Only three syllables, but more than he has ever received from her, and in tones laced with such respect, such esteem, and even tenderness, he feels as though he has been punched in the solar plexus. All interns are entitled to be called doctor, but only now and with the bitterest of realizations does it occur to the young doctor that Nurse Mills has never granted him this courtesy. The bands of sunlight return and intensify like rings of fire.


      There is a movement behind him. Grenfell has sidled up to Dr. Bleaker, who stands scribbling on his notepad and humming tunelessly.


      “It’s the alcohol that retards healing, Dr. Bleaker.” Grenfell has the confidence of a hospital director as he confers with the supervisor, and the young doctor hates him all the more for it. “Only a change in lifestyle will be of any help.”


      “Such is the task of the physician, Grenfell.” The words rise from Dr. Bleaker’s humming like unexpected highlights in the melody. “We patch, mend, and prescribe, but the patient’s life is his own.”


      “I’d like to give the man a good talking-to,” Grenfell says.


      “Very noble of you, I’m sure, Grenfell,” says Dr. Bleaker, still scribbling. “Be my guest.”


      Grenfell’s footsteps retreat again. The young doctor replaces a stopper as quietly as he can. He wants to hear the promised exchange.


      “How much did you drink last night?” Grenfell asks matter-of-factly. His voice is calm and preoccupied as he works on the man’s dressings.


      “I can’t rightly remember, sir,” the patient replies. The young doctor caught sight of him—a wizened, red-eyed man in his forties—as he entered. He can easily imagine, without turning to see, the amused, glassy-eyed expression as he answers the young upstart.


      “I suggest you try.”


      “Well now. There would be five in the Bull and Thistle, another five in the Ten Bells, a flask of gin, and then things begin to get hazy.”


      “You’re drinking far too much.” Grenfell’s voice seems petulant and immature now, an unflattering contrast to the cavernous tones of the man he upbraids.


      “So they tell me, sir, so they tell me,” comes the reply, once more wise and unruffled, “but I’ll soon be on board and out of harm’s way.”


      Silence. It seems for a moment that Grenfell has given up.


      “If you continue to drink as you do,” he resumes, the pitch of his voice rising, “your liver will give out completely and you will be quite unable to work.”


      “Ah, then I will find a good woman to care for me,” says the sailor. The eavesdropping doctor imagines a winking eye toward Nurse Mills. The vision momentarily shakes his automatic allegiance to Grenfell’s opponent.


      “I’m afraid it’s more serious than that. Cirrhosis of the liver is likely quite advanced already, but the body’s natural defences are also being threatened. The infections I am treating should have healed long ago.” The ruffling sound of a bandage being tied. “I have seen this before.” A slight cough. “If you continue as you do now, you will not live beyond a year.”


      The spirit-laced air of the clinic seems to grow hotter. The young doctor looks hard at a prescription formula, waiting, hoping for Dr. Bleaker’s reproof, for the pleasing crash of a fall from grace. In the hazy corner of his vision he sees the supervising physician turn upon his stool and pull his spectacles an inch down his nose.


      “A sad thing, for sure, Doctor,” says the sailor, quite unmoved, “but have you not found that life can be a mixed blessing?”


      The slow, almost ponderous nature of the response, the complete lack of aggression or excitement in the voice, shows clearly that the man is in earnest. He knows the likely cost of his habit, and Grenfell’s attempt to shock him is as redundant as it is cruel.


      “Nice try, Grenfell,” Dr. Bleaker murmurs, replacing his spectacles and turning back to his workbench. Not the reproof the young doctor was hoping for, but still he feels hope stirring. Nurse Mills can’t be impressed now. Grenfell has proven himself to be callow and presumptuous.


      The sunlight fades and returns, not as rings of fire this time but as something more benign—the stripes on a fairground balloon. He knows he feels suddenly optimistic—and knows such optimism is a fault of his—but can’t quite place the source for his sudden hope. Laying aside his prescription and picking up a pestle and mortar, the young doctor wonders if he has misread Nurse Mills’s reaction to Grenfell. Does a smile so easily won denote romantic attraction, or a more sisterly sentiment? Of course, he thinks. Romantic love is guarded and shy; it protects itself with fervour until it finds a safe place to land. It doesn’t smile and gaze and lean toward the object of its devotion.


      Hope tips into something like belief as he sets about crushing salt crystals in the mortar bowl. If Nurse Mills is stiffer and more formal with himself than with Grenfell, this is a good thing. A woman only stands aloof when there are powerful emotions to guard. He wonders now if there might have been a studied aspect in her manner when she seemed to avoid his eyes.


      Hairs prickle on the back of his neck as the patient scuffs off the chair and lopes out of the clinic. The idea of Nurse Mills trying to make him jealous is intoxicating. It opens up a whole world of deliciously lurid and dramatic scenes: Nurse Mills trotting haughtily by him in the street, he grabbing her wrist, forcing her into an embrace to which she succumbs at first only with resistance then with a gasp of gratitude and a breathless “at last!”; the young doctor restored to his position with the patients in the afternoon, being cold and indifferent as he takes from her the scissors, bandages, and stitches, then as the shift changes and they prepare to leave, her coming trembling and white-faced to him, asking what she has done to cause offence.


      No end of permutations tingle through his blood, and he can’t resist a backward glance at Grenfell and Nurse Mills. Grenfell’s face is blotched and pink. He busies himself with a notebook, his thick hair tufted like that of a boy who has been roughhousing. In the corner, wrapping unused bandage, Nurse Mills works quietly, face hidden, sunlight striping her uniform. The scene presents itself as a picture of disillusionment. The young doctor’s elation is almost complete.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Three —


      A ring of sunshine just beyond the shadow of the great Cathedral dome bathes Nurse Mills and her young nephew. The blood pounds in the young doctor’s ears. She is merely seconds away from him now. The first autumn leaves tumble in the breeze, skittering around the ankles of the lady with a white parasol and the fork-bearded gentleman. The couple walks arm in arm a short distance ahead of the young doctor. The nephew, perhaps eleven or twelve years old, stands on one leg and holds his penny farthing bicycle by the saddle. The other knee resting upon the bench upon which his aunt sits, he seems ready to demonstrate his skills to passersby. The bearded gentleman nods at Nurse Mills and her nephew as he and his partner pass. The young doctor is next. He can’t escape her notice now, even if he tried.


      “I promised young Malcolm a walk by St. Paul’s on Sunday afternoon,” Nurse Mills said on Friday to the short, unsmiling Nurse Armstrong. The young doctor had been ghosting behind them in the dim corridor that joined the hospital clinic to the wards. It had been easy to remain unnoticed. A group of whispering nurses, all starched white linen and hard shoes, had drawn all the light from the high windows. A delegation of doctors approached from the opposite end, their coughs and mutterings echoing along the walls. Even if there had been danger, it wouldn’t have mattered. Buoyed by his new sense of faith that beneath Nurse Mills’s placid surface swirled emotions involving him directly, he had dared himself; he had followed and eavesdropped just as the medieval warrior-knight spies upon enemy battalions in the forest. He was determined, duty-bound in fact, to dig deep into the dust of the forbidding and mundane and reach for the sparkling jewel he sensed must lie beyond. He had kissed his sword and sent up his prayers, and his mission seemed to give even the utilitarian spaces of the medical establishment the atmosphere of a Cathedral cloister. This sense of magic became tangible when the conversation he overheard gave him the day, the place, and hence the opportunity to “discover” Nurse Mills by accident. She must have known this. Women are aware, by some strange extra sense, whose ears lie within hearing.


      Even if he was mistaken about this detail, the valour of the spy has still reaped rewards. He is within a whisker of meeting her for the very first time outside the confines of the hospital complex. He is mere breaths away from striking up a conversation that must undoubtedly go beyond “Hold this, Nurse.” He turns as nonchalantly as he can toward the high spire and the flapping pigeons. Wait, he tells himself; wait until the moment when it will look natural to glance left and find a familiar face. He does this now, his wink acknowledging the rather sullen-looking boy with the bicycle. Then he allows his eyes to fall upon the boy’s aunt, whose eyes are shadowed by the rim of her hat. He gives a start and raises his arms—a touch too theatrically, he fears. A thin smile reveals she has seen him coming and is not greatly surprised.


      “It’s Nurse Mills!” he says and immediately wonders why, after taking the trouble to find out her location, after racing down from the dome three stone steps at a time, catching his breath at the bottom, then timing his “accidental” meeting, he has failed to think of anything more natural and interesting to say than this.


      “Good afternoon,” he says and takes a step closer.


      The nephew squints at him from under the visor of his hand. He pushes his penny farthing forwards and backwards in a motion that suggests he is getting ready to hurl the huge bicycle at his enemy.


      “How pleasant to catch you away from the hospital.”


      It seems rather more formal than he hoped, and he tries to see her expression through the shadow covering her eyes.


      She doesn’t make any reply.


      There can be something brazen about silence, he will think later, something both threatening and provocative. It can force a man into battle before he is ready. He takes another step forward. “And who is this young man?” he asks, arm twitching in the nephew’s direction.


      Using the bench as a ladder, the boy leaps upon his saddle and begins wheeling down the path away from them.


      “Malcolm, come back at once!” calls Nurse Mills.


      He ignores her, and the young doctor gives what he hopes is a jovial laugh, slapping his hat against his palm and coming close enough to suggest he means to sit beside her. She looks up at him. The rim of shadow lifts from her eyes and he can see that her expression, while not exactly welcoming, is at least direct and inquiring. He motions toward the bench and she tilts her head in a kind of defeat. He sits. Malcolm, high in the saddle and wheeling great ungainly circles around a shimmering oak, has never quite left the scene. Technically they are chaperoned. Silence engulfs them—unexpected, awkward silence. The young doctor finds the thumbs of his clasped hands doing a nervous dance around each other.


      “So,” he says, pushed by some unnameable urgency, “our doctor friend, Grenfell . . . what do you make of him?”


      Instantly his face burns and he knows this was a mistake.


      “Your colleague, Dr. Grenfell?” Her emphasis is studied. He feels like an officer in wartime caught defaming a comrade.


      “I’m sure he’ll find his feet soon,” he says quickly.


      “Find his feet?”


      He turns to find her face intense, questioning. He follows the ragged flight of a crow around the Cathedral dome which rises into the blue like a great, ghostly egg.


      “All residents make mistakes early on.”


      Though he’s impressed by his subterfuge, pretending to defend the very man he would attack, his fingers are still an agitation of movement. He can hear the dangerous slap of loose rope in the passage of the breeze.


      “Even you, for instance?”


      But for the tone—steady and humourless—he might have believed she meant to flirt.


      “Yes, I certainly made my share, Nurse Mills.”


      “In the distant past, perhaps?”


      He turns to her once more and attempts a smile, but a twitch of his lips distorts it into something else.


      “What mistake, in your esteemed judgment, do you suppose Dr. Grenfell has made, by the way?”


      Under her steady gaze, his head drops. He watches an ant disappear into a crack in a stone. Then he rallies. “The mistake of trying to preach to a patient twice his age.” He’s surprised at the strength of his reply. He meets her eyes with the warmth of defiance.


      “He was trying to save the man’s life.”


      He gives a short laugh.


      “Why would a young man, or woman for that matter, enter the healing profession if not to heal?”


      The anger—so open, so sudden—takes him quite unawares. All his delicately interlaid hopes and faiths—that she has been trying to make him jealous through her intimacy with Grenfell; that she has deliberately let him overhear her plans to visit St. Paul’s—vanish in the breeze. But her hostility has restored his tongue and his energies, too. He is ready for a different kind of battle now.


      “I suppose I must be more distrustful than you. How many years of back-breaking work has the sailor in question undertaken for the lowest of pay? Surely such danger and hardship at least gives him the right to his own philosophy.”


      “And the right also to know about the dangers into which his choices might lead,” she says.


      The young doctor coughs and shifts a little on the bench. “When a young man takes such moral authority upon himself, I find it suspicious and unseemly.”


      “Why is that, Doctor? Are you perhaps so far from having moral authority yourself?”


      A burning sensation now creeps upon his skin, together with a trembling that seems not so much trepidation as incipient rage.


      “I believe myself to be a modest man, it’s true, not prone to playing the judge or imposing my values in surgery.”


      “What would you have us do, then, Doctor? Lance boils, dress wounds, and ignore the overall health and well-being—moral as well as physical—of our patients? When I decided to go into nursing, it was to help those who have been brought low. Dr. Grenfell feels the same way. It is a sacred mission.”


      So they are in it together, he thinks, a sanctimonious little cluster. The city is full of their kind. Booth’s Salvation Army parades down the Whitechapel Road, crying war against the twin vices of sin and poverty.


      “I am a doctor, Nurse Mills, not a priest. A good doctor knows the difference.”


      “And does a good doctor stumble in late every Saturday, smelling of last night’s gin?”


      A pigeon flaps its wings close to the young doctor’s head, then turns in silhouette against the sun before heading for the dome. A muffled, dizzy feeling descends upon him, together with an odd daydream that Nurse Mills has opened up his skull and is rifling with invisible hands through the contents of his brain. He should have been more careful. He should have remembered to wash away all traces of alcohol before coming in to work. Still, he was no more than four or five minutes late, a tad dishevelled, perhaps, but hardly stumbling. Yet her tone is so hard, her eyes so unforgiving. And here lies the knot of his confusion. Given the views she has just expressed, isn’t it her duty to have compassion, rather than scorn, for the wayward? If he isn’t one of the admirable ones like herself, like Grenfell, who saves others, then he surely must be one of the pitiful creatures to be salvaged. Yet he sees no helping hand, no soft and beckoning gaze. How did he fall between the cracks?


      “You think I was drunk?”


      She merely stares back at him.


      “Come on, Auntie,” calls the boy, stationary in his saddle, holding himself up against a tree trunk.


      “I was experimenting with surgical spirit before I came to work. Some spilt on me and I hadn’t time to wash it all away. That’s why I was late.”


      “You don’t drink, then?”


      “Most certainly not.”


      The hint of a smile creeps into the corner of her lips, and hope—beaten, bruised, and more than half buried—begins to stir afresh. “It was a Friday evening,” he sighs. “What kind of young man of any spirit would not wish to celebrate the near end of the week?”


      “The kind of young man,” she says with a tilt of her head, “who is serious about his work, perhaps.”


      “Come on, Auntie,” calls Malcolm, “we’ve got to meet your doctor friend, Glenfield, and his cousin.”


      “Dr. Grenfell is his name, Malcolm,” she says, rather too deliberately. She picks up the parasol by her side and stands, smoothing down her dress in a manner that draws attention to its Sunday frills.


      “Good day, Doctor,” she says with barely a backward glance as she walks off into the sun, boy and bicycle by her side. He watches them as they merge into a line of pleasure seekers and tourists on the other side of the road. Nurse Mills’s parasol becomes one of many; some of them spin in one direction, some in the other, but none of them are still—together they twirl, like the many wheels inside the young doctor, churning the simultaneous emotions of hope and despair, a baffling, disorienting series of movements.


      Should he simply feel crushed, or is he right to feel the odd, nudging sense of encouragement? The answer has never been less clear. She’s going to meet Grenfell and he’s astonished at the speed. Two days’ acquaintanceship and they are already meeting beyond the confines of the hospital. Their respective families—her nephew and his cousin—are already mingling. They didn’t know each other before he arrived at the surgery on Friday. He is certain of that.


      What could it mean? The obvious answer would send him plummeting. But he isn’t ready for it, not yet. There was something else, something in the hint of a smile in the corner of her lips at her accusation, the way she called him “Doctor,” not as she had called Grenfell “Doctor,” but sarcastic, accusing, teasing. The young doctor knows well the danger he is leading himself into. Optimism and hope, his old enemies again. Faith is a drug, and one to which he has long been addicted. But this time it has something to work on. Was there not, after all, something wifely in the confident way she challenged him, delving into his privacy, passing judgment and tormenting? If she had been polite with him, if she had asked him about his day, if she had chatted about inconsequential details, and if it had emerged naturally that she and Grenfell were to meet, then he should be discouraged. But her very surliness is a kind of claim. The way she had judged him brazenly, comparing him to his rival, daring him to improve himself; the way she made sure he knew she was meeting Grenfell; these things should give him hope. Like a fever at its height, a crisis had indeed arrived. But fevers pass. The very torment and pain burn away the disease and leave the patient exhausted but well. All was not lost just yet.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Four —


      London is in constant motion—people, carriages, reins, the sinews of horses. It’s easy enough to stay hidden in the crowds. The young doctor is just another shadow weaving between omnibus and cab, making his way through the multitudes. They dropped off the boy Malcolm, as he both feared and suspected they might, with his mother. Unchaperoned, chattering and oblivious of their surroundings, they wafted to the music hall in Drury Lane.


      For a young woman of Nurse Mills’s quality, such an arrangement means one of two things. Either they are already betrothed, or there is something about their relationship that puts their propinquity quite beyond suspicion. Although he knows they are not brother and sister and can plainly see there is no great age difference, he still longs to believe there might be some other, as yet unforeseen, clause rendering their intimacy harmless.


      When they take to the streets once more after the music hall, following them becomes more of a challenge. The streets are thinning and their meandering course seems designed to frustrate the spy. Following the vaguely west-to-east course that would see both of them back in their respective lodgings, they deviate through Lincoln’s Inn Fields.


      He knows what Grenfell is doing. He wants to delight his conquest with his experience and daring. He wants her to know he could take her through some of the most perilous and poorly lit regions of the city with the confidence of a knight. Danger is an aphrodisiac. Man invokes darkness so that woman may cling all the closer to him. While squealing in mock terror, she delights that he is laying himself between her and the dragon, real or imagined. It is his offering. If she accepts his protection, she is accepting him.


      For the young doctor, the tall oaks and night shadows provide some protection from discovery. Grenfell jokes and she laughs, swaying away from him at the hip like a sylph in coy retreat. Now and again they suddenly join together in a chorus from the music hall:


      Who were you with last night?


      Out in the pale moonlight


      Its patent vulgarity lends a mask of parody; they can bump together at the elbow, give voice to sentiments through the safe gauze of imitation, which might be peeled away at any moment. Removal is so much easier than creation, and it is all too close for comfort.


      Through all of this the young doctor’s heart bangs ferocious timpani, dreading the moment of silence when he might creep around the trunk of a shielding tree to find them locked together in a carnal embrace. But the moment doesn’t come in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. Instead they step from the turf of the park onto a concrete lane and saunter together down an alleyway, both sets of shoes echoing into the night.


      Gaslights hanging above give sudden clarity to objects below. The young doctor can’t risk a sudden and shameful discovery of his presence. So he follows, guarding his tread and keeping his distance, easing along the wall, touching the cold brick, hiding behind drainpipes. Suddenly, the footsteps cease, swallowed by an eerie, languid silence. His own breath shrinks into a pebble lodged inside his throat. He seems to catch a whisper from her, a velvety, lascivious sound, and a low, gravelly moan from Grenfell.


      He has rarely known really murderous thoughts before, but his blood races now with an aching desire he knows should be feared. Above his head, glistening under the light of gas jet, the wrought-iron teeth guarding a high window curl into little spikes. He feels suddenly justified in his need to destroy. He’s clearly not alone. The architects and designers of civilized London would rather see the death or mutilation of an intruder than risk unlawful entry. If only one of the bars could be unhooked from its mooring and wielded in his hand, Grenfell, too, might feel its power. Grenfell, also, is an intruder. He has trespassed upon the young doctor’s dream.


      “What are you looking at?” The question seems to emerge from the young doctor’s own thoughts, though the voice belongs to Nurse Mills. They must be closer to him than he imagined, although they are around the next corner and safely out of sight. The tone carries no whisper, no hint of the passion he has been dreading. With a sense of relief, he pictures them standing apart.


      “Dr. Johnson’s house.” Grenfell’s reply is detached, almost rude. “England’s foremost man of letters.”


      She laughs. He is silent. When he does speak, it seems as though he’s talking to himself. “This is where he lived.”


      Nurse Mills makes another sound, part laugh, part sigh, and edged with impatience. “Why don’t you forget you’re a tourist, Willy?” Her words are laced with an odd singsong quality that seems restless and untamed.


      “You’re from London. You couldn’t understand,” Grenfell says quietly. “History is scattered around you, but like all Londoners, you can’t see it. You’re like beasts milling blindly, unaware of the diamonds at their feet.”


      “Milling beasts? So that’s how you see me!” Her voice rises in mock anger, and from her footfalls the young doctor senses she is circling Grenfell, trying to regain his attention. She seems a different kind of woman in the dark.


      “I’m afraid so,” he says without passion.


      ”Well then, dear doctor,” she replies, “do educate me.” He would have assumed her to be drunk were it not for the fact that he has followed them so closely all evening he knows this can’t be possible. He wonders whether her heady, excited tone is an impersonation of one of the characters of the music hall. He had scarcely been aware of the performers at the time, so busy had he been craning his neck to glimpse the faces of Nurse Mills and Grenfell through the bobbing heads and raised fists sitting up in “the gods.” The string of actors and singers were united only in their lurid theatricality, their tendency to bellow and overplay. Every line of song and skit was yelled as if to a bunch of idiot children. The eyes of the players bulged under the footlights and a steady stream of spittle arced from their lips and fell like rain showers onto the heads in the front row. Even if Nurse Mills was caught up with the dubious charms of the theatre sufficiently to ape its style, this is a far cry indeed from the serious young woman who upbraided him on the ethics of medicine.


      “Don’t you think it a great thing to leave behind a permanent monument of yourself?”


      “Of course I do, Willy, but really, sometimes I just want to be silly and trivial.” A kind of sullen pleading has crept into her voice.


      “You can dream away your life on trivialities, that’s the problem. I’m tired of unimportant things.”


      A pigeon lands on the windowsill above the young doctor’s head and coos so loudly he thinks it will give him away.


      “What’s so unbearably unimportant in your life?” The question is sullen, resentful.


      “You should go to Parkgate, where I was brought up.”


      There’s a silence, a faint scrape of shoe against stone.


      “I would go if you asked me,” she says quietly.


      “Not on your life!” he snaps.


      “Why?”


      “It’s the most poisonous, ignorant backwater you could possibly imagine. There are no famous homes there, no examples to follow.”


      “Examples, Willy? Don’t tell me you want to be a man of letters like Dr. Johnson.”


      “I don’t want to live and die an unknown. That’s not an option.”


      There’s a dry, warning tone in his voice, but it’s obvious to the young doctor that Nurse Mills is determined to ignore it. “You’re like everyone who comes to the big city, Willy. You’re impressed that so many famous people have lived here. You think that means ordinary people must have a greater chance of being famous in London. But you’re wrong. There are just more people, that’s all. More famous people, yes, but thousands and thousands more obscure people, too.”


      The pigeon scuttles along the brick ledge, loosening pebbles along the way. Some land in the young doctor’s hair. Involuntarily his head shakes them off. One pings against a drainpipe. He thinks he hears Nurse Mills gasp. Then she giggles, and the young doctor knows he’s safe.


      “My family wasn’t always nonentities. My grandfather was a colonel in India. His brother distinguished himself in the siege of Lucknow.”


      “Well, there you are, then.”


      “Yes, here I am, a fourth child of a Church of England minister from the provinces. My family has snatched obscurity from the jaws of fame. Coming to London is a start for me, no matter what you say.”


      “Well, I don’t have a famous grandfather or uncle or whoever it is, and I’m a woman, so I’m even more obscure than you can claim to be.”


      “And happy to remain so, by the sounds of things.”


      “Happy enough, yes. In any case, I thought you wanted to be a doctor, a good, conscientious doctor who does his work well and cares for his patients.” Her voice has softened, and it’s with a double pang—of longing and of envy—that the young doctor feels the return of the Nurse Mills he recognizes, the safe and reliable nurse who wishes to devote herself with sober attention to a worthy object.


      “Who ever becomes celebrated for doing a job well? Look at that other fellow who works in the clinic, what’s his name?”


      “He doesn’t do his job well. Yesterday he came in late smelling of gin. You’re worth a hundred of him.”


      The young doctor’s heart falls like a stone. His arms become heavy with an ache which spreads to his fingers.


      “Exactly,” says Grenfell. “But who would know the difference between us? Same lab coats, same duties? Who assigns oblivion to one and distinction for another?”


      “You do that for yourselves, Willy.”


      “How?”


      “The quality of your work singles you out.”


      “Don’t you believe it!” His bitterness is palpable.


      “I don’t understand.” Nurse Mills’s voice takes on a pleading tone again. “You are so good in the clinic. Dr. Bleaker is impressed, I can tell. Are you saying you don’t want to be a physician?”


      Grenfell sighs, and the young doctor hears the gravel under his feet as he turns and tramps away. “I’m saying it’s not enough. Not for me.”


      Her footsteps scuttle after, and the young doctor is alone. The dull ache of yesterday’s hangover returns to his temples, strengthening with each heartbeat. You’re worth a hundred of him. The words dismissed him with as little thought as one might cast aside a stale crust of bread. Up until this moment he has been on a slow and steady ascent toward goals which were modest enough in themselves yet everything and more to him: a practice somewhere quiet and suburban where people had healthy lungs, minor complaints, and steady salaries; a young wife won in delicious slender increments through weeks and months and years of “hold this, Nurse,” “thank you,” and “the bandage, please.” He imagines a home, a three-storey house with cheerful fireplaces, and a small household with housekeeper and maid, and no unnecessary frills. Nurse Mills would like to crochet and darn herself and would be the very epitome of a quiet doctor’s wife, steady and reliable, keeping tabs on household spending, entertaining when necessary.


      But Grenfell, the vicar’s son from the north, has galloped through this dream, sword ablaze, tearing and slashing, sweeping aside the matchstick illusion of happiness and building upon the very same ground something a thousand times broader and more boastful. The young doctor curses the vicar—the pompous, prating, upright man who no doubt dressed in black and held his holy book in hand as he walked, who no doubt is responsible for filling his son with entitlement to all he saw, who no doubt failed to instill in him the most important of all unwritten commandments between men: do not covet that which is already coveted by another. But the worst aspect of this most casual of thefts for the young doctor is that the criminal has taken from him what he hardly seems to want.


      The young doctor looks up at the iron teeth and curling spikes guarding the high window. How truthful the image seems now. This is the way the world is. If he had more successfully defended his own corner, if he had lain his heart at Nurse Mills’s feet before the conceited young vicar’s son had come from the north with his grandiose ideas, he wouldn’t have been following them tonight like a starving rat. He’s the outsider to be spurned at the door for no other reason than his own hesitancy.


      In animal pain he lurches eastwards, hardly noticing when the silence of Fleet Street and the City give way to the vicious, glass-shattering slums of Whitechapel. The moon rises high, its coldness claiming him. When the tent comes into view, its yellow canvas Arabesque with spires and dune-like dips, he thinks he has slipped into some faraway Persian dream.


      He has no idea why he enters other than because he wants away from himself; he knows that voices and clamour might stir up his soul, and he needs that obliterating dust of confusion. The moment he goes between the tent’s open flaps, though, he breathes an air of desperation as tangible as his own. Immediately the helpless phrases—“clinging to the rock of salvation,” the “wild and turbulent sea”—spiral tunelessly in the dank air like seagulls trapped under the canvas. The tinny jangle of tambourines and frequent coughs of worshippers scare up the general cacophony. With a great bang of a drum and a murmur of voices, the singing ceases. Though no one adjusts the hanging lamps, the lighting under the canvas seems to alter, and attention hones upon the facing row of rickety seats upon the podium. Between a thin man with spectacles and a notebook, and a lady with black collar, bonnet, and lace trimmings, a large bull-like figure perches improbably upon his frail chair. He seems unnaturally still for a moment, a waxwork with wet eyes. Then he rises without sound, a grey funnel of breath appearing from slightly parted lips and vanishing just as quickly.


      The young doctor holds onto a tent pole and sways himself steady—he stopped for a few and the sting of cheap whisky now dances on his tongue. Although hundreds of eyes fix on the podium, the preacher singles out the young doctor like an osprey catching the shimmer of a tail fin far below. A special kind of challenge glistens in his dark eyes. Both preacher and doctor know the interloper has been spotted.


      “Once I was a young man,” he says in a twanging, Midwest American accent. The doctor wonders whether the phrase “young man” is aimed at him. “Church seemed boring to me then; boring and irrelevant!”


      Whispers ripple through the tent and fizzle into hush. “But,” he continues, holding up a finger, “it was a condition of my employ, and so I went.” The crowd murmurs in anticipation.


      The preacher’s broad shoulders raise themselves into a shrug as his voice softens. “I went . . . and one day, perhaps sensing my reluctance to be present at all, my Bible teacher came into my place of work.” He turns from the crowd and casts his eyes for a moment at the canvas ceiling. “This place of work, you understand, was a shoe store, so there I was, bent over my workbench, wrapping shoes.” He crouches, miming the action with more energy than it seems to require. “And quietly, slowly, there amidst the smell of new leather he said, ‘Dwight, Christ loves you.’”


      The crowd gives a soft, communal gasp. As though caught in the slow pull of an outgoing wave, the young doctor feels more unanchored than usual, and follows the current of emotion.


      Still crouching, the preacher turns and gazes over the faces like a man scanning the ocean for a ship. “I fell to my knees,” he whispers, and then without warning or any visible intake of breath, he thunders, “I fell to my knees!” and points at the grass at his feet. The crowd gives a communal yell of approbation, which scatters into “Praise the Lord!” and a “Glory be!”


      The young doctor doesn’t feel the tears until they dampen his collar and slide down his chest. He doesn’t know he is sinking to the ground until his knees feel the wet turf through his trousers. It’s an odd and liberating sensation. Suddenly he has permission to admit it; he is no one, a mere voice crying in the wilderness. The “I” of his life is an illusion. Like everyone else, whether they were aware of it or not, the soul housed within his flesh and bones belongs not to him but to a greater power.


      As he hangs his head and continues to listen, he feels the energy under the canvas seeping into him. He knows his life has been forever changed.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Five —


      The young doctor lays the pen on his desk and feels his heart race. This, he decides, is the version he will deliver.


      “Meet me tonight without fail outside Dr. Johnson’s house, seven o’clock. Willy. X”


      Morning now looms through the curtainless pane. A thin breeze hisses through the V-shaped crack in the glass, lifting the corner of the letter. Even the wind seems impatient to see the message in the hands of Nurse Mills.


      Grenfell is due to have his day on the wards of the Chelsea Infirmary, distant enough to ensure he cannot meet Nurse Mills prior to seven. The young doctor alone is to assist Dr. Bleaker in the clinic, with Nurse Mills in attendance just like the old days. Getting this missive to her will be easy. The clinic has a communal pigeonhole for mail. The young doctor has seen her check this on numerous occasions, retrieving letters she slips into her cloth bag, which, in turn, is pushed into one of the high lockers. None of these have locks—personal effects are acceptable, provided they are not too personal and there is no sense of privacy around them.


      Last night’s transformation came from an incomplete darkness. Always the young doctor has had some sense that the light of providence flickered close to his shoulder. This, he realizes, must be the reason he never gives up even when a cause seems lost. Like a gas jet in a windy alleyway, the flame of hope ducks, disappearing for stretches of time, only to reappear when the breeze calms. His life so far has been dotted with such signs.


      And providence shows in other ways, too. He has certain talents, the uses of which unfold only when they are most needed. He can, for instance, hold the shape of another’s handwriting in his eye and replicate the loop of a j and the cross of an x so well that even the writer himself might have trouble distinguishing the hand of an imposter from his own. He refined these skills at school. When, at half- and full-term breaks, he beheld the tweed-clad mothers with picnic baskets and outstretched arms; when he saw the complacent fathers ruffling the hair of his classmates and talking airily about the navy or foreign office “possibilities”—and there was usually a cousin or an in-law who would be only too glad to “help”—he knew he would have to claw his way through the world with more determination than his peers. Seldom did he see his own uncle and knew his guardian’s sense of obligation would cease once his foot touched the bottom rung of whatever profession he chose.


      So he nurtured his inner calligrapher and learned how to pick locks—at first the simple padlocks used on school lockers, but in time the more challenging keyholes that guarded storerooms and larders. The task before him now—the unseen delivery of a forged missive—is very low on the scheme of illegal acts for which he is qualified, more of a prank than crime if brought before the eyes of a judge. But it terrifies, as well as excites, him.


      As physically brave men are said to fear ghosts, the young doctor trembles at the scene that dwells beyond his imagination. What will Nurse Mills make of such behaviour? Try as he might, he cannot arrange her features into a likely approximation of horror and disbelief. And yet the thing will surely happen—such new and dangerous ground!


      He takes the paper and folds it into the envelope, already addressed. He itches to glance one more time at the fateful handwriting but resists, lest the stroke of an apostrophe should seem too bold for Grenfell’s hand, a comma too lax, or full stop too cowering. He guards against anything that may ebb his resolve.


      Slipping the letter inside his jacket pocket, he finishes dressing and leaves for the clinic.


      ***


      The letter has been delivered. It tilts at an angle in the pigeonhole so as to be easily noticeable to anyone—including Nurse Mills—who walks through the clinic’s anteroom. The young doctor’s ears burn at each noise that might signal her arrival. Dr. Bleaker comes in first, whistling tunelessly as usual.


      “You’re here early!” says Dr. Bleaker with a good deal of surprise. “And relabelling the test tube rack.”


      “The words were becoming smudged, Doctor. I knew you were concerned about it.”


      “Good man,” he says in a tone that seems to better fit the words “good grief!”


      Soon after, he hears a shuffling, followed by a silence, followed by a sound of rustling paper. He hears a bag being slid into a locker, then the swift staccato beat of Nurse Mills’s shoes on the tiled floor. When he dares to turn, he sees a slight frown on her face.


      “Good morning, Dr. Bleaker,” she says.


      “Good morning,” he mumbles, peering into a microscope.


      She sways in the young doctor’s direction, gives a sardonic smile, and raises her eyebrows.


      “Good morning, Nurse Mills,” the young doctor says. “I hope you enjoyed your Sunday.” He is suddenly confident, carefree even, because he realizes the thing he has set into motion is some hours away. This rare and diminishing allotment of time is his last chance to be “ordinary” with Nurse Mills. After seven o’clock, she will view him as a creature quite separate from the rest of humanity.


      “I did indeed. I trust you enjoyed your Sunday, also.”


      This is much more than she usually says to him. Her sudden generosity gives him a pang of regret. If only he could remain content with such modest parcels, he might keep that small vestige of the habitual respect a good woman feels for those around her. With just the two of them here day after day and week after week, this would have been the safe course. But Grenfell has changed everything.


      ***


      All morning they work happily enough. Trepidation grows toward lunchtime; rushing on her part might signal an intention to contrive a meeting with Grenfell, after all. His scheme would be in ruins. But Nurse Mills seems slow and content to bide her time, slipping out only to visit a friend on the wards. In the afternoon, while wrapping a bandage for a child with an ulcerated sore, he catches her looking at him with some seriousness—dare he even call it respect?—over the gauze.


      “Hold this, Nurse,” he says, giving her the handle end of the scissors.


      “Certainly, Doctor,” she answers.


      He struggles to keep his breathing steady. Nurse Mills has never called him “doctor” in the clinic. She rarely speaks more than a word to him at a time. Why has she chosen now to go so much further than he could have hoped? Not even “yes, Doctor,” but “certainly, Doctor.”


      With a slight tremble of the hands, he ties the two ends of the bandage together and opens his palm to receive the scissors once more. When the metal touches his skin, it’s still warm from her touch. She gazes at him again, and then shakes her head slightly as though to wake herself. As he trims the bandage edge, he steals another glance and notices that she has coloured.


      An unwelcome thought nudges itself into his brain: she had, for the moment, merely forgotten he was not Grenfell.


      ***


      The twisting lane isn’t as deserted as he hoped. Black-gowned lawyers, some in pairs, some in larger clumps, sweep through the shortcut in both directions. Small parties of tourists or theatregoers make their way through with maps or programs in hand. Some glance in his direction and seem to stare hard. Only when he takes a backwards glance does he realize he is blocking Dr. Johnson’s silver plaque from view.


      He underestimated how desperately exposed he would feel. His imagination projected a meeting in deepest shadow, an unwitnessed exchange—anger on her part, pleading on his, undiscovered love unfurling from both, a sudden violent kiss out of nowhere—or some mysterious combination of all these things. Last night’s faint gaslight and eerie silence was in his mind when he forged the letter. Now in the daylight, with a trickle of curious passersby, the whole thing seems unthinkable, terrifying.


      He glances at his watch—one minute to the hour. His feet tingle and he has a sudden urge to escape. A nanny in black and two red-uniformed schoolboys shuffle by.


      “I don’t want to, Nanny,” says the younger of the two, perhaps five years old. “Can’t we go back?”


      “Your mater says we must go, Geoffrey,” coos the old lady. They move off, and the street is silent.


      Sensing movement, he glances up to see a pigeon eyeing him suspiciously from Dr. Johnson’s windowsill. He wonders if it could be the same bird which loosened pebbles onto his hair last night. Heart thumping, he turns to the wall and stares at the plaque. He takes in nothing of the few words etched in cold silver. The sound of footsteps—feminine, he thinks, and alone, and the soft rustle of a skirt—come closer. A hand touches his elbow, and then she speaks.


      “Willy?” the voice is edged with hesitation.


      The black-eyed pigeon holds his gaze for a moment. He turns.


      Her hand now hovers in the air between them. Her mouth is open, trying to form words.


      “Hello, Nurse Mills,” he says. He doesn’t mean to feign surprise, but this is what his vocal chords contrive.


      “You,” she says, lips twitching into an uncertain smile, “. . . again?” The smile disappears into unnatural paleness. Hazel eyes narrow.


      No point delaying. No point bluffing. He takes a backwards step. “Yes, Nurse Mills. Me again.”


      “How?” she says. With a two-way flick of the head, she searches the walls around them. For once, the place is empty. “Why are you here?” She pulls her bag close, perhaps wondering if he somehow filched Grenfell’s missive.


      “I wrote the letter,” he says. There was more composure than he expected to hear in his voice, perhaps even a hint of pride.


      Nurse Mills’s lips stretch pale over her teeth, and star clusters form in her eyes. Her face seems to hold all the ingredients of a smile, but they are misarranged. She inches backwards without stepping.


      “Let me explain,” he says.


      “Explain?” the word on her lips has a lost quality, quite beyond mocking or anger.


      “I had to meet you.”


      As an opening line of an explanation, he thinks, this isn’t too bad. He will remember this part later, how the words are carried along on the surface of the rushing in his ears, how they promise, somewhat improbably, an accounting that might make some sense. And for a moment, at least, she seems ready to take it in, her head tilting, her eyes narrowing in attempted understanding. The only trouble, and he knows this immediately, is that this is really all the explanation he can offer. His sole excuse—that burning within him is a love too fierce to be contained within the bounds of propriety or decent behaviour—is unsayable. The setting is too prosaic, the light too unforgiving, and in any case such sentiments cannot be expressed while the object of that love will likely be cowering soon in obvious horror.


      His whole plan, he realizes, missed one vital point: reciprocation is everything. Mutual love forgives any misdemeanour, any lapse of taste, any ploy. But the plan he has constructed works backwards from an assumption. It presumes a fact he knows to be untrue: that she loves him, also.


      Now as he watches her back away from him, pink blotches of outrage appearing on her face, he wonders how he will ever re-enter the clinic, how he will work alongside Nurse Mills, whether, in fact, she will tell Dr. Bleaker, producing the letter as evidence, perhaps, whether—horror of all horrors—she will tell Grenfell.


      “You spied on us,” she whispers.


      He glances at the wall he hid behind last night, not in admission, but looking for some other explanation: I was on the spot anyway and accidentally overheard your conversation; Grenfell himself told me all about your evening together and is in on the joke.


      But he becomes aware he is gulping huge breaths, his lungs stretching almost to capacity. “Not exactly,” he says, ducking his head. He raises a hand and scratches his temple.


      Looking up, he catches the filmy eyes of a bewigged and robed lawyer prancing along with a ribbon-tied brief. His stare has the kind of insolent penetration which doesn’t seek to hide interest. But when staring would require him to slow his pace or turn his head, he gazes beyond them both and clops off towards Lincoln’s Inn Fields. How sordid yet insignificant the young doctor’s crime seems now.


      “Do you want me to call a policeman?” she says, gazing after the lawyer.


      “I haven’t broken the law.”


      This makes her hesitate. She even shrinks into herself as though he has trumped her.


      “What kind of man are you?” she asks with a surprising kind of warmth. Gone is the scorn of yesterday, the disparagement under the Cathedral dome. Fear lurks in her now, a searching kind of fear that hones close upon his features for a clue as to his intent. Even in the midst of his panic he feels relieved by this change. Fear possesses something grander than contempt. Fear at least needs to know its adversary; it is laced with a kind of respect. And it allows for options, too. It gives a man time to think.


      “The kind of man who acts upon his desires.” The statement comes out almost casually, and with a shrug.


      “What could you desire from me?” she hisses, giving a furtive glance toward a woman and young child dawdling by a tree. The child is in a white frock and the woman wears the bonnet, the long navy skirts, and high tunic of the Salvation Army.


      “Mercy,” he says. The word is little more than a cough, but it marries a lunging appeal for understanding with the plain, simple truth. It’s received by Nurse Mills with a kind of shocked recognition. “You said it yourself, Nurse Mills. You came to nursing to help those who have been brought low.”


      She cringes now, head wanting to shake the words away, but unable, frozen.


      “You’ll never find someone more in need than me. You must know that. How desperate does a man have to be, Nurse Mills, how desperate?”


      She finds the mobility in her neck to move her head from side to side, but it’s an uneasy, stalling action, and one hand is raised against him in a calming gesture.


      “I’m reduced to following like a spy, reduced to forgery. What brings a man so low but a thirst that must be quenched?”


      “You must learn to control those feelings.”


      “I can’t. I’m sure your Dr. Grenfell can. I’m sure he doesn’t need of anything. I can tell.”


      “Don’t bring him into it!” she commands, fingering the weave of her bag, pulling it close again.


      “I do have needs, the most profound needs known to man and God.”


      “That is not my responsibility,” she says, avoiding his eyes, staring down at the concrete by her feet. “You can see people about it. Go to church.”


      “I’m seeing the only person who can help. I’m seeing you.”


      “I’m not the one who can help you.”


      “Are you not your brother’s keeper?”


      She looks up suddenly, meeting his gaze now; her eyes are rimmed with red.


      In truth, scripture has never been the young doctor’s strong subject, and he can’t even place the exact source of the quote he has just paraphrased. Something about it just seemed right. The white-frocked minister who used to come to his school’s chapel bellowed some such question from the pulpit while staring at the sea of bored-looking faces below. To priests, teachers, and students the content of the sermon hardly mattered; there was one simple unifying message to everything taught in classroom and chapel: watch your step. The full awareness that something more potent lurks within the phrase he has just chosen dawns only when he sees its effect upon Nurse Mills.


      “Please,” she says, and from the tightness of her features he can see that tears are close. “Please let me alone, at least for now.”


      She half turns, shoulders hunched together like the wings of a rook in a storm. The look she throws him before she scuttles away is beyond hurt; her eyes seem to flash a kind of apology.


      He can’t understand what has just happened, but as he stares after her his heart tugs upwards like a helium balloon. Something has undoubtedly changed, and for the better. Despite the humiliation and the embarrassment, despite the pleas, the defeat after defeat, a dim but undeniable instinct tells him an unexpected jewel is nosing toward the surface. Bible phrases gallop around his head once more. Is there not a verse somewhere about losing every battle and winning the war? The lamp of providence seems to brighten as the breeze sweeps through the laneway. He’s not defeated yet.


      ***


      Moody’s high canvas hangs over him again. Tonight he has thrown himself into the service, the songs, the spontaneous yells, and the blessed helplessness of it all. Standing in the midst of the huddled crowd, he sinks once more into the oblivion of trust. The mystifying currents of hope tug at the seams of his imagination, loosening the shingle of half-forgotten griefs and joys, and he finds himself calling out his praises with the rest. Tears flow, and again he is ecstatic to be part of an infinite whole. He has been saved, it is true. He has ventured into dangers and has, apparently, come through hardly scathed. And there is an unexpected bonus; somehow he really has managed to affect the woman he loves.


      Still held in a cloud of sublime acceptance, he shuffles out of the tent with all the rest. The hands of his fellow men come down warm upon his shoulder and he—once proud—accepts the proffered comfort, takes in the gentle but often careworn faces of his companions, and reciprocates in kind, and a murmur of comfort passes through the crowd. Just as he reaches the tent’s opening, crisp night air reaching his lungs, he feels one touch firmer than the rest. It strengthens its grip upon his upper arm and he turns, ready to respond, but confronts instead the hooded eyes and the self-satisfied smirk of Grenfell.


      “You have something to confess, my brother?”


      His arm pulls from the hold, and even in his shock he’s ashamed of the jaggedness in his movements, begins searching for some means to bring this exchange into line with the grace and harmony of the service. But words escape him, and Grenfell remains perfectly motionless and endlessly confident.


      “I thought I would repay the compliment and let you know how it feels to have a shadow.”


      In the presence of the crowd still milling around him, the young doctor still feels some ambient sense of comfort, and some safety, also, but he knows they will soon thin out and disperse. He thinks briefly of ducking in among their number while there is still time, but knows this would require a swift and violent act quite out of place in this setting. His heart picks up its pace, readying itself for a larger and more drawn-out confrontation.


      “I followed you from your lodging tonight. Only two tavern stops. What commendable restraint!”


      “I’ve got to go,” the young doctor mumbles and tries to turn away, but Grenfell grips both his arms at the shoulders and pulls him close, pats him briefly on the back as he does so, to give the impression to onlookers this is a warm and hearty embrace. The young doctor catches the approving smile of a lady passing with a tambourine. “If you followed me,” he says quietly, “then you’re the spy now. You’re no better than me.”


      “I haven’t forged a letter in your name and I don’t spy,” Grenfell replies, teeth gritting under his smile. “I watch. I’m charged with the protection of a young woman who feels very threatened by your antics. In any case,” he says, releasing one hand for as long as it takes to pat the young doctor’s shoulder a tad too hard. “I want to find out what a character like you really gets up to. I never would have dreamed in a million years I would find you in a place like this. I saw you weeping, too. Your eyes are still red.”


      The young doctor has a sudden urge to spit at Grenfell. He sees clearly what he always expected was there: the kind of boy who listens with conspicuous attention to his masters at school, who is rewarded with the title of prefect, and house captain, but all in order to gather the reins of authority to himself, to side with those in charge. In the jungle of the school quad and dorm, this creature—Grenfell and his ilk—was the young doctor’s natural enemy. His only recourse was the sucker punch under cover of the rugby scrum, the secret dead leg to his persecutor. But such revenge was fleeting and ineffectual. The subversive joy it carried hardly lasted beyond the moment, and merely strengthened the hand wielding the cane. More than ever the young doctor feels a desperate need to keep Grenfell from Nurse Mills. There is dirtiness beneath his assumed superiority, a lack of courage and even a lack of honesty in his “uprightness”; it’s all too easy, too smug, and too danger-averse.


      The crowd has filtered away and only stragglers pass them now. “I suggest you take your hands off me now,” the young doctor says, ducking his head, digging his shoes into the turf, getting ready to spring.


      “In a second,” Grenfell replies with another false hug. “There’s one main difference between you and me. You came here to weep and fall on your knees. I came with a clear head. The preacher gives you what he wants to give. I take from him what I want to take. I take. You get taken.”


      He removes one hand from the young doctor’s arm at last and slips a paper from his jacket pocket. The young doctor’s freed hand reaches for it in panic, but Grenfell dodges it with a short laugh. The forged letter; how easily it could be used in evidence! He assumed until this moment that Nurse Mills was still in possession of it. She is altogether too troubled to simply hand it over to Dr. Bleaker. Not so Grenfell.


      A gust of wind circles the tent’s entrance, flapping the paper in Grenfell’s hand. The young doctor makes another grab, and this time his fingertips touch the paper, but again Grenfell keeps it clear, but only with an effort. Grenfell abandons his shoulder clasp and now grips the young doctor’s collar in one fist, still holding the paper high in the air in the other.


      Wrapping his right leg around Grenfell’s left, heel sinking into the turf, the young doctor pulls at Grenfell’s jacket sleeve. He bends his rival’s elbow, bringing the paper closer.


      “Get off me!” Grenfell shouts.


      Another moment finds them falling. Grenfell lands first. He gasps like a sack thrown from a cart. The young doctor falls on top of him. A growl of violence breaks from the knot of limbs and joints. There’s a moment of squirming confusion. Knees and knuckles dig into Grenfell’s chest. The young doctor tries to pull from the fist which twists at his collar. Grenfell’s fingernails scratch at his neck. Head scorching with trapped blood, the young doctor clambers over Grenfell’s ribs to the hand with the paper. He pushes his knee hard onto the centre of Grenfell’s exposed wrist. The hand goes suddenly limp and opens. The young doctor snatches the paper, stands, and takes a quick step back.


      Grenfell spits with pain and, sitting quickly, grips his wrist. Aware now of forms about them, three or four bewildered organizers from Moody’s camp, the young doctor holds back from the kick he wants to deliver. He turns quickly and leaves—the paper hot in his hands.


      ***


      He listens for the tread of footsteps behind him, watches for the elongated V of a warning shadow cutting the gaslight, but there is nothing. Relief subsides as he turns a chilly corner close to the London wall, and a new curiosity bubbles. The paper still crumpled in his fingers seems softer, and of thicker bond, than the letter he folded into the envelope this morning. Even during the panic outside the tent, he was vaguely surprised by the bluish hue of the note Grenfell brandished. The paper he used last night had an anemic cream finish.


      He slows his pace, afraid to look down, feeling a sickly new wave of worry. If this isn’t his forged letter after all, it must be something else. And if it is something else, Grenfell has the forged letter still.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Six —


      The jagged V in the young doctor’s pane hisses with the dawn breeze. He knows he should try to get a few hours’ sleep, but Grenfell’s fussy, too-neat handwriting has him skipping over words as a caged mouse scampers over the rungs of an exercise wheel.


      September 23, 1883


      Memoranda — Moody’s Method — Aspects to Reuse


      A moment of spiritual revelation — the more commonplace and modern the setting, e.g. Moody’s shoe store, the better. . . . Most importantly everything must be different from that moment onwards.


      Establish I was once a skeptic, especially when it comes to religion, its rituals etc—an effective way of diffusing cynicism.


      Falling under the influence of a “Great Man” if only for a short time. Advantages: absolves one from suspicion of boasting, the greatness of the moment belongs to another. One can accept one’s own part in the story with modesty and awe.


      Humble beginnings, e.g. Moody’s story about preaching in an abandoned railroad car, then a deserted saloon. Note: I can already use the East End.


      Being among and seeking the company of those who are low in status, being like Jesus without actually saying so.


      Travelling vast distances. Advantages: mystique, exotic stories, no verification possible or necessary.


      Preach not in your own country. A prophet is never etc, etc.


      Make sure the organization I establish bears my own name. Note: might take some time.


      Exaggerate hardships, both my own and those I work among—be “among the lepers.”


      Tell the same stories so many times I start to believe them.


      Find a devoted and compliant wife like the poor creature sitting so patiently next to Moody (not English—English women far too assertive e.g. Nurse Mills)


      He smoothes over the page once more with his palms. This has to be important, incriminating as it would be in the eyes of Nurse Mills. Yet it doesn’t solve the problem of his own forged note. Unemployment and ruin are still a mere step away.


      The V in the window sighs again. The glass has become milky with dawn.


      Nurse Mills.


      “Please,” she said, her features tight, tears coming close. “Please let me alone, at least for now.” She was thawing. He could hear the crack of ice and the slosh of meltwater.


      His mind races again, the exercise wheel rattling. Would he be up at the top or down at the bottom? The object of his love may not be as completely unattainable as she was, but how does a sacked intern support even himself, let alone a wife? He sees a possible future, Nurse Mills and he covering in a condemned hovel, under garbage tip blankets, a roof open to sky and racing clouds, the sound of breaking glass just footsteps away.


      He closes his eyes to the scampering inside his brain, willing himself into the skin of a respectable intern with nothing to hide.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Seven —


      1940: Springfield, Massachusetts


      ***


      Beyond the doctor’s shoulder, through the window, a thin elderly woman wrestles with a gardening stick. She tries to poke one end into the earth close to the stem of a rose bush.


      Catching the direction of Judy’s gaze, the doctor smiles. Unable to turn his head far enough, he raises himself from his chair, turns a half-circle, and stares out of the window. The stick drops to the ground. The bush shivers. Red petals fall and dance along the lawn. The woman starts again, picks up the stick once more, and prods it into the earth.


      “Your housekeeper?” Judy asks.


      The doctor doesn’t answer straightaway, and some dim instinct tingles around Judy’s shoulders; the question, she thinks, might be more pertinent than it seems.


      “My wife,” he says.


      A question burns on her lips. She doesn’t know how to phrase it.


      He turns to her and nods. “We’ve talked about her already.”


      “No,” she whispers.


      “Yes.”


      “Nurse Mills?”


      “These days we are not so formal. I call her Florence.”


      Judy feels herself blush and coughs down her incredulity.


      He smiles at her again. “But you knew I wasn’t alone in Portland,” he says. “You knew I had a partner.”


      “We knew the imposter had a woman accomplice, that’s all. A secretary. Grenfell mentioned to a friend that he thought the fake doctor might be you. That was all we had to go on.”


      “Fake doctor?” His eyes show surprise, but his face is sad.


      “Fake Grenfell, sorry.”


      He shrugs. “You didn’t know for sure when you came here?”


      “No.”


      He turns back to the frail figure and the quivering bush. “You’re surprised she fell for me.”


      “Your own account made it all seem so unlikely.”


      “Miracles are unlikely.” Petals go scattering with a fresh gust of wind. “You have, no doubt, noticed, Miss Agar, that at twenty years of age I had very little idea of women, how to read their moods, how to gauge their likes and dislikes.”


      “Yet you seemed so confident in some ways. I thought you merely ignored their likes and dislikes and soldiered on regardless.”


      “I was unmothered and unsistered,” he says, still gazing through the glass. “You know, literature is a terrible thing.” He turns now, the odd playfulness returning. “You should be careful with your words, Miss Agar. They can do real damage. I searched for mother, sister, and future wife in the books and plays that I read at school. Do you know how many stories and poems teach a young man to feel encouragement where they should feel defeat? Love, I noticed, never revealed itself until the very last chapter and often disguised itself as distaste, hatred, contempt, anything but its true self until those final pages. So it was with me and Nurse Mills. I had jumped from the cliff and dared the air to catch me. I had been led to believe in the nobility of such rashness. I gambled everything on her.”


      They both stare through the glass at the old woman. She tethers her rose bush at last.


      “She knows what we’re talking about?”


      “Of course.”


      The stalk and twigs tremble with each revolution of twine. As she ties a knot, her face a study in concentration, the old lady no longer seems frail in the least.


      “It’s her story now,” he murmurs.


      ***


      Judy raises the dainty, rose petal china cup to her lips. Even with its straight-backed chairs, oak table, and the dresser’s immaculate display of porcelain, the kitchen is somehow more comfortable than the doctor’s sitting room, his sumptuous chairs and spidery plants. This is a place of industry, and Judy can feel its wholesome energy in the gleaming taps and polished wood.


      Judy turns back the pages of the woman before her. Beneath the grey hair, thin lips, and bony shoulders, there once lurked a rather pale, delicately featured red-haired woman, a “pre-Raphaelite beauty,” she might have been called then, with an earnest, morally centred personality to match.


      “The doctor told me about the note he forged, the one in which he claimed to be Grenfell.”


      “Yes.” There is a studied lack of emotion in her tone as she raises the pot and fills her own cup.


      “You went to meet . . . Grenfell outside Dr. Johnson’s house, but he met you instead.”


      Her gaze flicks up to Judy’s as she lays down the pot.


      “My future husband, yes.” A warning note, perhaps.


      “He said something to you . . . said several things. . . . Do you remember?”


      Judy aches to pick up the notepad and pencil next to her cup, but a politeness she has never before felt in an interview prevents her. She first needs to establish trust.


      “Yes,” Florence replies. She picks up her cup slowly, takes a sip, and keeps it raised, warming her lips with the steam.


      Judy lays her hand upon her notepad.


      Florence fans one hand toward the pad in a “go ahead” gesture and takes another sip.


      Judy picks up the pad, opens it, and points her pencil toward the paper.


      “’Mercy,’ he said. I remember that.”


      “He asked you for mercy?”


      “As you must already know.”


      “And that was enough?”


      Florence lays down her cup. “Enough?”


      “To influence you?”


      “He told me I would never find a man more in need than him.”


      “So?” Judy scribbles hard.


      “So,” Florence replies as though this were a conclusion.


      “There must be more,” Judy says. “He says you seemed distressed by all this.”


      “Of course, he’d made a direct challenge to my vocation. I was duty-bound to at least give it some thought.”


      “I see.” Judy gives a short cough, covering her mouth. “But it can’t be enough to change a person’s mind, can it?”


      “I believed in helping humanity, Miss Agar. Do you understand belief? It doesn’t change direction to oblige our every desire. It runs straight like an arrow. Our wishes must change to accommodate belief, not the other way around.”


      Judy’s face burns. Sitting before a woman who would sacrifice everything for one man’s need, she feels as soiled as an old dishrag.


      “But you were being courted by a man who would go on to build hospitals, taking medical knowledge into the darkness of poverty and want. And you ended up with a man—”


      “My husband,” Florence interrupts. This time the warning is clearer.


      “What about Grenfell?” Judy asks.


      “Dr. Grenfell is of no consequence.”


      The tense change is subtle enough, but the reporter notices it. Every event, save for Grenfell’s irrelevance, has been in the past. She feels like pointing out that the subject of an imposture could hardly be of “no consequence,” least of all to the party who has perpetrated the fraud.


      She tries to lock eyes with the old woman but finds her gaze slipping to her notepad. She doesn’t fight it; she needs to get back to the narrative, anyway. “I know Grenfell and your husband had a fight very late outside Moody’s tent. This was later the same evening after he met you at Dr. Johnson’s house and asked for mercy. Grenfell must have known he had been followed. He also knew about the forged note.” She feels her face burn. It sounded like an accusation. “So you must have confided in Grenfell.”


      “Yes,” Florence says calmly.


      Judy is aware that during the short exchange the energy between them has altered radically. The pristine kitchen, the gently ticking wall clock, the china cups, the displays of shining crockery, the polished taps, and gleaming brass drawer handles, all these things seemed to amount to a cozy and reliable domesticity when Judy first sat down opposite the old lady. Now she sees the kitchen, with its displays of shining crockery, its polished taps, and gleaming brass drawer handles the way a would-be invader might view a wall of shield and armour.


      “That must have felt awkward,” Judy says, tight-lipped and scribbling.


      “Awkward, yes,” Florence replies.


      “Would you tell me about it?”


      “Of course,” she answers lightly.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Eight —


      1883: London


      ***


      The young doctor’s pleas sting Florence’s ears as she hurries through the street. It was an ambush, primitive and unfair, and she would like to dismiss him with fly-swatting ease. But she has not been brought up to ignore suffering or injustice. In the young doctor’s words she can hear her father’s voice.


      Reverend Mills’s favourite cautionary tale is that of Cain and Abel, and, more specifically, Cain’s refusal to acknowledge that he is responsible for the fate of his brother. The reverend had good reason for his choice of lesson. Florence has sisters and brothers aplenty—four of each. Her mother died young. Under their father’s watchful, guiding eye the sons and daughters quickly learned to be dependable.


      One day Florence will marvel that Bible stories ever held such power, such influence, over her conscience. She will see how times have changed. People will be more capricious, less rooted, not because their forebears were morally superior, but because for her generation there were fewer distractions: no moving pictures to gaze upon, no glamorous lives that were not their own; no radio to draw a multitude of voices into the confines of a family home. In the days of Willy Grenfell and the young doctor, she will think, the lessons of childhood—Bible stories, fairy tales, sermons—were woven indelibly into dreams, nightmares, and day-to-day life simply because there was so little to oppose them.


      When she draws close to her lodgings which are hidden in a grey brick mews, she sees Willy. His heels scrape restlessly on concrete, his head tilts to where he imagines her window might be. Although he has spent some time with her nephew, Malcolm, and her sister, Isabelle, he has never met the two women with whom she lodges. The sight of him; his manful stance, compromised subtly by some instinct he might be trespassing upon propriety; then, as he sees her, his swift turn and embarrassed grin, are all as welcome to Florence as a soft, feather nest would be to a bird injured on its first exploratory flight.


      But confusion stirs within the gratitude. While the young doctor’s advances are a burden from which she would like to be free, an undeniable intimacy lurked in his pleas. He opened himself up to her. It would be quite wrong for her to turn the exposed carcass of his soul to the eyes of another. So a confidence lies between them. And this confidence must shut Willy out.


      She smiles and draws near to Willy.


      “Something’s wrong,” he says, his tone midway between observation and question. She slips her arm through his.


      “Let’s walk for a while.”


      The sky is turning indigo, but a few respectable people mill around them, even a couple of white-frocked children with skipping ropes. Within the environs of the mews, she reasons, they are still half an hour from censure.


      “You should tell me, you know,” he says as their footsteps echo around the low brick canyons of the mews walls. “I am a doctor, or soon will be.”


      She laughs, but it’s a strained laugh. With the gathering darkness, the enforced secrecy seems sinister. In the household of Florence’s father, secrecy was tantamount to lying. Today she crossed a border against her will. Now she needs to return. “If I tell you,” she begins, and then realizes she’s already committed herself, “it is to unburden myself alone. I require no action from you at all. Promise me.”


      “You make it sound rather serious.” His voice is sober and thoughtful.


      “It is, Willy, but not for me.”


      “Tell me.”


      Later she will tell herself what she should have noticed: no promise has been exchanged. At the time, however, something in his voice seems to imply he’s ready to receive a confidence. She reaches into her purse, picks out the letter, and hands it to him. They slow to a standstill as he reads and reads again. Needing the distraction of the walk, she pulls him a step or two forward. He comes willingly enough. “It’s not your note, Willy. He wrote it pretending to be you.”


      “Who?”


      She tells him.


      “You met?” his face is bewildered, and almost amused.


      “Just now at Dr. Johnson’s house,” she says. Disclosing the next part of the story worries her most, but clearly it requires explanation. “He followed us, all last night, apparently.”


      Any trace of humour drains from Willy’s face. “Scoundrel!” he says and snaps the paper down to his side. He folds it in both hands once, twice, three times, sliding his thumb and forefinger along each new edge as though checking the blade of a knife.


      “He thinks he’s in love or some such nonsense,” she says, hoping this might soften him a little. He scans the brick and stone around them as if searching out an enemy. Finally, he slides the offending missive into the outside pocket of his jacket.


      “Willy!”


      He halts and looks down at her.


      “Give it back.”


      He frowns. “Why?”


      “It isn’t yours.”


      He shakes his head as though such a notion is beyond comprehending.


      “I have to deal with this,” he says.


      “Give it back.” Peeling her body from him, she holds out her hand.


      “What would you do with it?”


      His anger turns once more to amusement, an expression a father might turn upon a fanciful child.


      “Destroy it,” she decides.


      He folds his arms over his chest and taps a foot against the paving. “That’s not how it works, Florence. It’s evidence.”


      “Evidence?”


      “We have to prove our young friend is unfit to practise. Dr. Bleaker and I couldn’t possibly have such a fellow treating patients, mingling with staff, for your sake and everyone else’s, too.”


      “That’s my problem, Willy. You promised me you would take no action.”


      “How could I promise such a thing? There are oaths and ethics in medicine. The good of the patients and the good of the medical fraternity come before everything.”


      Willy stands close enough for her to make a grab. Later, she will wonder how he would have reacted had she done so; a gentleman could hardly fight off a woman, but one never thinks of this at the time. History, she will decide, must be littered with battles lost that might have been won had her sex only had the courage to exploit the few advantages it possessed. And this night people are around them, too, an old lady—a newly retired sister—returning to her lodgings, a charwoman with a tin bucket and brush working away at a doorstep of a ground-floor entrance. But she merely stands holding out her hand, knowing moment by moment the power is slipping from her.


      “It’s not yours to use,” she says. “Give it back to me.” But her arm is beginning to ache, her stare faltering.


      “It can’t be done, Florence. I’m sorry.”


      Pompous little fool. The phrase flits through her thoughts like a passing shadow. It disturbs her, the unkindness, so unlike anything she has thought about him before, so similar to the criticisms levelled at Willy by the young doctor on the day he turned up under the dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral. Has she been absorbing, through some mysterious process, some portions of the young doctor’s philosophy?


      She doesn’t want to think of Willy as pompous. Willy and she seemed to fit together with the precision and ease of two adjacent pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. Both their fathers were ministers. They approached medicine with the same energy, the same goals. And there was so much else besides. She wants back to that feeling. With brothers of her own, she understands young men, and is happy to circle around his vanity, searching the entry point. “I know you’re trying to protect me, Willy, and I appreciate it.” She lets her hand fall at last, and forces helplessness into her tone. “I want your help, otherwise I wouldn’t have told you about it. But I’d like to think the note over before I make any decisions.”


      “Florence,” he says earnestly, drawing closer and taking her hand, “you just trust me. Please.” His ardour makes things more difficult still; how does one challenge a man while he is exercising his right of stewardship? Her struggle must be obvious in the restless movements of her hand in his; he holds even tighter and his gaze scatters lovingly over her face. “Like the sweet, decent person you are, you fear the conflict that may arise when I put the letter to the use as I must. I understand. But this is about duty to my chosen profession.”


      She pulls her hand free at last, half regretting the action as she does so.


      “What about duty to me?” she says.


      His face turns pink. “Florence!”


      “I showed you something and asked for your trust.”


      “Don’t be childish,” he snorts. “I’m doing this for you.”


      “Without my permission or consent.”


      The charwoman looks up as she slops the last of her water over the step. The retired sister gives them a curious glance before disappearing through the opposite doorway.


      “Keep your voice down,” Willy hisses. Anger and boyish confusion does battle in his face now. “If this rogue means as little to you as you claim,” he whispers, “you will let me deal with the matter.”


      It’s as if an invisible hand has just swiped her across the face. Small, burning tears spring into her eyes and her breath deserts. She turns—hands cupped over her mouth—and runs through the cool air around the corner, passes the skipping children, and scoops into her own lodging’s entrance. He hasn’t followed, but she has heard a feeble and rather bewildered “no” moments after she took flight.


      ***


      Florence is equipped neither by temperament nor experience to hide her feelings. Jennifer Armstrong, the nurse with whom she lodges, and Jennifer’s aunt, Miss Armstrong, a Chelsea Infirmary matron, see Florence’s distress easily enough. That evening they absorb her story with the gentle but cavalier empathy expected from veterans of the battlefield. It’s just another job for suture and bandage, another young nurse disillusioned by the fickleness of a dashing young doctor.


      “My dear,” Miss Armstrong says over hot chocolate, “they don’t look to nurses for romance and marriage. We know too much.” She exchanges a glance with her niece and they both smile sadly in the flickering firelight. Jennifer is a year or two older than Florence. There was talk of a doctor in her past, but he had since married an heiress and set up practice in Harley Street. “They want to be the key-holders to the great mysteries of life and death, and they want to hold the knowledge alone. How else are their wives to look up to them with the godlike devotion for which they yearn?”


      “But the distrust, Miss Armstrong, this is what hurts, his suggestion that I wanted someone else to vie for my affections.”


      Aunt and niece exchange another smile, indulgent but rueful, like the smiles of parents who see the pristine innocence of their own child, and feel the sudden weight of a thousand harsh disappointments to come.


      “The vocation we have chosen,” Miss Armstrong whispers as though passing on a secret, “is one that magnifies every experience. It isn’t life or death that concerns us; it’s ulcers, infections, and a comfortable bed. We soothe and relieve one abrasion at a time. Within each separate gasp, each fever peak, there lays one soul enlarged. This is our world.” She takes a sip of cocoa, feels the steam against her face, and smiles. “The doctor sees a carpet of suffering. He views it from high above and through the pages of his textbook. Your young man’s suspicions are not even the worst of it, my dear. They spring from the desire to have and control everything that comes within his circle. Every ruffle and opposition is intolerable. Forget his suspicions. It’s the power of his wants that should give you pause. It’s his wants that will turn those who love him to dust swirling around his feet. You have had a lucky escape.”


      Despite the softness of Miss Armstrong’s voice, and the concern in her face, there dwells in her words the harshest iron.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Nine —


      Florence dreads the morning like none before. Through the long, dark hours she listens to the distant clopping of hooves, the occasional light shower pattering on the windowpane, and, later, the soft breezes rustling the trees in the mews. A hundred plans hatch one after the other, but feebly, like chicks born before their time, messy, confused, too delicate to stand.


      One idea recurs more often than the others. She imagines herself hiding outside the clinic, waiting to intercept the young doctor as he arrives. She could then give him early warning that Willy is in possession of his note. At least this would be some kind of action.


      But each time her brain spins through the details, the difficulties multiply. The young doctor is almost always the last to arrive. Willy will likely have been with Dr. Bleaker long enough by then to have passed the note and explained its significance. The small, plain courtyard outside the clinic entrance provides no hiding place of any kind, not even a tree, yet is too enclosed to afford a view from beyond its environs. Ambush would be impossible. And even if she could warn the young doctor, what difference would it make? Willy still has the note. He could still pass it to Dr. Bleaker any time he wishes and end the young man’s career.


      Other options twitch through her imagination. She might try to find out where the doctor lives and meet him as he sets out. But again, Willy still has the note. She thinks of appealing one more time to him. She even dares to hope he has had a change of mind; she wanders turn by turn down the winding lane he would have to follow to arrive at the conclusion he should be merciful. It just isn’t in him, she decides. Solidity is his virtue. Solidity means no change.


      A thrill of love went through her when he challenged the sailor in the clinic on Saturday last. But it wasn’t the strength of the action that moved her so much as his courage and vulnerability, the growing fluster in his voice and the way his face turned pink when the older man sidestepped his arguments so effortlessly. She loved him because he lost. The trouble with courage and determination is that ultimately they turn defeat into victory. Without the fluster, without the blushing face, Willy will lose all his allure. He will be just another doctor anchored in certainty, too aware of his own worth. She loved the boy but will not love the man.


      Her eyes are too tired to notice the dawn as it floods around her. Dimly, she blinks once, twice, aware at last that black became milky yellow some time ago. She feels humbled suddenly by the fact that a night of a thousand tortured thoughts has yielded nothing of value. One mistake looms larger than ever. She let Willy take the note. This was an error she can never reverse.


      ***


      Florence arrives at the clinic early, her movements brisk and nervy as she stows her bag and dresses for work. It’s a vain hope, but she tells herself that being on the spot might somehow provide vital thinking time and thus a solution hitherto overlooked. Willy trots in soon after, his back straighter and more proud than usual, his walk odd and angular. She guesses he’s angry, or frightened, or perhaps both. A certain haughtiness when he first addresses her—“Good morning, Nurse,” no eye contact—reinforces the impression. But the familiar dance of work, the bandages, syringes, disinfectant are soothing, like the rhythm of a journey that seems to ward off any thought of destination. When he raises the stethoscope to a patient’s chest, Florence catches a definite wince and a tremor of the hand. Whether by learned instinct or pure accident, she takes a closer look and glimpses the yellowy-red discoloration of deep bruising on the inside of his right wrist. Right away she knows. He’s been in a fight.


      The young doctor clatters in.


      “Late again, young sir,” says Dr. Bleaker.


      “Sorry, Doctor,” comes the husky reply. Florence feels the young doctor’s gaze on her. She steps a few inches from Willy, whose eyes begin to blink rapidly.


      “Help me with these, then,” says Dr. Bleaker.


      “Yes, Doctor.”


      Willy dismisses the patient—a very pale, frightened woman in her fifties with anemia and probably worse—and turns slowly, stethoscope now around his neck. “Dr. Bleaker, may I have a quick word in private?”


      “Is it urgent?”


      “Yes, Doctor, it is.”


      Dr. Bleaker scrapes his stool back and wipes his hands. His eyes peek out curiously over his spectacles. The young doctor stands by his side, a test tube in each hand, his shoulders sloping. Florence’s heart pounds. The lulling journey is over; she can hear the screeching of the rails.


      “Well then, Grenfell, follow me to the office. Wait until I return, Nurse, before you call the next patient.”


      Dr. Bleaker strides toward the alcove that hides his tiny and mysterious office space. Willy follows, wiping his hands on his lab coat and clearing his throat. The door closes behind them. The surgery becomes unnaturally silent. The young doctor and Florence stare at each other. Above his lab coat collar, red marks stand out against the pale, shaven skin. His hand rises to his neck as though to cover the blemishes. The action gives her an opportunity. She shakes her head and steps forward.


      “You know what’s happening, don’t you?” she whispers.


      His eyes widen in some surprise—she realizes this is the friendliest she’s ever been to him. Then he takes in the significance of the warning. His gaze shoots to the door.


      “He knows about the forged note,” she says. Her face burns with a shame she knows to be unjustified. “He has it. I’m sorry.” His eyes, still fixed to the door, become glassy. “I couldn’t stop him.”


      “I’ll be dismissed,” he whispers. “I’m finished.”


      “No,” she says with warmth that takes her unawares. She has no idea why she sounds so optimistic, so defiant. “We’ll think of something.”


      He stares at her, fresh astonishment on his face. She feels as though a chink in a great impenetrable rock has opened up to her, providing a view of a whole other world of which she has been given no prior knowledge. He expected nothing, this man who followed her like a hunter stalking a deer, this creature who wove elaborate forgeries through the night. He anticipated no empathy and no success, and when the object of his attentions gives him even the hint of understanding, he is amazed. What a curious feature in a man to expect so little! What a contrast to Willy, who so effortlessly presumes that respect, affection, and even obedience are his due.


      Soft murmurs come from beyond the office door, and she knows they have very little time to form a plan.


      “What happened last night?” she asks. “Did you fight?” If so, a new reasoning begins to form: if they fought, any words against him might come under the pall of suspicion. A man of honour cannot defame a colleague with whom he has already fought on a matter unrelated. She knows this much about the code between gentlemen.


      “He followed me. We struggled.” His hand moves toward his lab coat pocket. There is a crinkling sound and he retrieves a crumpled note. “He was making notes at the revival meeting. I was going to show you. I wanted to persuade you he was fickle. But it’s too late now.”


      Her fingers take the note before he has a chance to pass it to her. She will later wonder why men are considered creatures of action, when in reality it is women who perform in a crisis. The rougher sex merely freezes in terror. Her eyes scan the neat handwriting and prissy, overconfident underlining she recognizes as Willy’s. Under the heading “Memoranda—Moody’s Method—Aspects to Reuse” is a baffling series of instructions. She reads it once and then a second time, trying to get some sense from it. The tone seems almost sacrilegious in its desire to mimic a new religious movement, and there is coldness at the heart of its ambition, too. She sensed this chill once before but had buried it quickly. He had been anxious to keep him as she believed him to be: honest, upright, and fearless.


      Only on a second reading do the final lines, more lost in creases than the others, really catch her attention: “Find a devoted and compliant wife like the poor creature sitting so patiently next to Moody (not English—English women far too assertive e.g. Nurse Mills).”


      “He wrote this,” she says, more statement than question.


      “Yes,” replies the young doctor, a dithering, distracted presence now.


      The office door opens suddenly. Red-faced, but smug, Willy emerges, alone. He pulls at the collar of his lab coat as Florence has seen proud men tug at their suit lapels. He strides toward the workbench and picks up a cloth and polishes a glass beaker—a confusing action as Willy has been seeing patients this morning and the young doctor has been sorting through prescriptions and formulas.


      Before there is time to consider the implications, Dr. Bleaker’s face, like a frightened owl’s, appears around his office door. “Nurse, Doctor, could you two come here for a moment, please?” Florence returns Willy’s note to the young doctor and feels an ache as he folds it away in his lab pocket. They exchange a brief look of despair.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Ten —


      One day, Florence will muse that decisions, particularly momentous ones, are made far more passively than most of us are prepared to admit. One road is eliminated, not by meticulously weighed logic that lends preference to another option, but rather by one’s sheer inability to move along it. It’s the stomach, not the mind, or even the heart, that decides. So it is for her that morning in late September in the London clinic with Dr. Bleaker. All roads are blocked, save one. She takes the road available to her.


      “What have you to say for yourself?” Dr. Bleaker asks the young doctor. The supervising physician skews himself sideways at his small desk. He looks up uncomfortably, his eyes blinking behind his glasses. Florence feels sorry for him; she guesses he’s in as much torment as the young doctor. Dr. Bleaker is a man who likes the ready cover of urgent work and sarcasm. The sudden need for direct communication has him in a featureless desert, no dispensing jars into which he can peer, no acid quips under which he can dart.


      Florence looks again at the note which trembles slightly in Dr. Bleaker’s hand. “Florence, meet me tonight without fail outside Dr. Johnson’s house, seven o’clock. Willy. X” She marvels for the first time at how well the young doctor forged Willy’s hand. She would never have been able to tell the difference between this and Willy’s note from the revival meeting.


      The young doctor’s lips are white, his whole form trembling like a sapling in the wind. He’s clearly struggling to say anything at all.


      “Nurse Mills,” Dr. Bleaker says, “you may return to the clinic and prepare the next patient.”


      The permission to leave is long past due, she thinks. Anyone with a sense of etiquette would never have asked the object of so much unseemly desire to be present even for a moment. Dr. Bleaker’s office is so tiny, the three of them are inches from touching. The discomfort must have showed on her face and made him realize his blunder. Doctors, she has come to learn, lack social graces. And Dr. Bleaker is in a panic, a panic, she senses, that could well be an opportunity.


      “Thank you, Doctor, but as Dr. Grenfell’s note is addressed to me, I’d rather not leave it in another’s possession. I will return it to Dr. Grenfell and he may destroy it if he wishes.”


      Dr. Bleaker looks down at the paper, confused. “I’m sorry, Nurse Mills, but this is a forgery.” His small eyes blink from the other side of the lenses.


      “No, Doctor. It’s Dr. Grenfell’s hand. You must recognize it.”


      Again, he gives a bewildered look at the note.


      What was it Nurse Armstrong said? One abrasion at a time. “I did not meet him, you see, and he has taken it all very hard. You cannot believe what he has told you about it.”


      “I don’t understand.” Dr. Bleaker’s voice rises in pitch. “Grenfell’s complaint is about you, Doctor.” He points at her companion and almost yells. But the tone is embarrassment, not anger. It’s a physician’s fear—fear of being wrong. She’s seen it before in the medical profession: all those years of diagnosing; a career of prescriptions piling up on his shoulders. If he could misjudge human relationships so fundamentally, if he could fail to know who was telling the truth and who was deluded, what else might he have misjudged? This is the essential drawback of power, she thinks. Doctors never made minor mistakes. “He said you copied his hand in order to entrap Nurse Mills.” His face colours with indignation, but his shoulders slope in defeat.


      I’ve got him, she thinks. But then the young doctor makes a sound—part squeak, part sigh—and she knows she has to press on quickly before he ruins her work. She gropes sideways, catches his moist hand, and gives it a warning squeeze.


      “Since our engagement,” she tells Dr. Bleaker, keeping hold of her companion’s hand, and glancing with affection at his stunned face. “I’m sorry, dear, I have to tell Dr. Bleaker.” Turning back to the supervising physician, she says, “We weren’t going to announce it, you see, until we’d had consent from everyone. Anyway, it was our intention, and I believe Dr. Grenfell must have overheard us. He has been following us, you see.”


      “Grenfell has been following you?”


      “Perhaps it’s overwork, or some of the things we have to deal with here in the clinic. He’s a long way from home, isn’t he?”


      “The northwest,” Dr. Bleaker confirms in a gasp. “Cheshire, I think.”


      “London can be overwhelming to newcomers.”


      Dr. Bleaker’s mouth hangs open, and he looks from Florence to the young doctor whose hand has become heavy in hers. She fears he has expired from sheer astonishment, life departing so swiftly his legs have not yet had time to buckle and deposit him on the floor. Dr. Bleaker stares one more time at the note in his hand. Shaking his head, he passes the paper to Florence. “It’s beyond comprehension,” he says. She sees in his eyes an awaking to a new world of possibilities regarding the human mind, its blind spots and subterfuges. “You had better go back,” he sighs, leaning on his desk and stroking the sides of his mouth. “I’ll be out in a few moments.” He catches a hesitation as he looks up. “Say nothing to him. I’ll deal with the matter myself.”


      The rest of the morning and the afternoon pass in a strange, almost silent, dance. While Florence avoids the hostile, frustrated glances thrown at her by Willy, relegated to the workbench, and notices his puzzled glances toward Dr. Bleaker, who is buried deeper in his prescriptions than usual, she keeps trying, and failing, to secure the returning gaze of the young doctor she has saved. He’s even more distracted, nervy, and furtive than usual. When he wants Florence to hold the end of a bandage, his voice—which until this day has infused such commonplace phrases as “Hold this, Nurse,” with such weight and significance she used to believe he must have taken it from the last line of a Shakespeare sonnet—now deserts him completely. He just gives a twitchy gesture toward the fabric while avoiding her eye.


      As the day rolls on, he becomes increasingly timid and more aware of the clock. It’s as though the hour of six possesses some kind of reckoning from which he needs urgent escape. For Florence this jumpiness has an effect she could not have predicted. His fear sparks her anger, anger that a man should have declared all the constituent parts of romantic love—the ardour, the plea for mercy, the jealousy—only to disown the emotion once it has yielded the desired response.


      She’s so caught up in resentment she can barely tell if her impatience is caused by a theoretical disappointment or a real one. She imagines his hands, not Willy’s, gliding over her dress in the darkness; she feels his breath on her neck, and sees his eyes, not Willy’s, narrowing with boyish distrust at their first disagreement. He is a doctor, too, and Miss Armstrong’s warning applies to him as well as to Willy. He, too, will have wants. He, too, will need to control.


      With the last patient seen and the work table cleared enough for those who will soon take over for the evening shift, Dr. Bleaker disappears into his office, lab coat flapping, and closes the door behind him. With angry, sudden movements, one swift infuriated look in Florence’s direction, Willy strides in the opposite direction, out of sight into the clinic annex. The door slams. Florence half expects the young doctor to do the same, but he waits, calf-eyed, by the workbench as though expecting an explanation.


      “Come,” she says, and they walk together into the annex and put on their coats. His movements are slow and watchful like those of a dog expecting punishment.


      He opens the door for Florence and they step into a light evening rain. He stands some yards off, wondering, it seems, how to take his leave. “You don’t seem exactly overjoyed at this new turn of events, Doctor,” Florence ventures.


      “I don’t understand,” a reedy voice replies. He holds a half-cupped hand over one brow as though shielding his eyes from the sun, which makes little sense to Florence as they are under cloud cover and rain continues to fall.


      “It seems we have just declared our intention to marry, Doctor. Perhaps we should get to know each other a little.”


      She’s aware, even as the words leave her, that if he had reacted earlier as she expected—with unbridled happiness—she might have spoken quite differently. She would have made sure he understood that the lie was merely to save his career. The punishment was too heavy, she would have told him. Let this close call be a lesson to you.


      But his reticence has sparked something. She is annoyed that he has backed away from the possibility of success. And there is something else, something more difficult to understand and justify in her mind. In truth, she likes some quality in his rashness. Recklessness is generous. It creates situations and stirs people up. In a mysterious, distorted way, the young man has been mimicking the life in those gospel verses. He has returned her to the schoolroom, when her senses first dived beyond the musty pages inhaling the smell of the sand, feeling the heat of the desert sun. Once more she thunders through the temple with Jesus as he overturns the tables of the merchants. Once more she feels the odd tingle of disobedience, the pleasure of dislodging expectations. There is holiness in risk, spontaneity, absence of self-regard. He has awakened this counterpart in rashness and daring in herself, and she has remembered its power and its freedom. Under this influence she has saved him with a few words and possibly altered the course of her own life. She wants to see this side of him again, becomes almost desperate for it now as they stand in the rain.


      “You’re playing with me,” he says, unsmiling.


      “No.” She takes a step forward.


      “Why would you talk of marrying me?” His lips turn down at the words like those of an embarrassed child.


      “Why not? You wanted to marry me.”


      “That was different.” His eyes remain wounded and wary, but his hand lowers from his brow at last. They are both getting wet.


      “No, it wasn’t. You found me. You reached inside and here I am. Don’t tell me you’re afraid.”


      He seems to loosen up and gather movement around his shoulders. His eyes search hers for confirmation.


      “You’ve got what you wanted, Doctor,” she says. “I’ll put it in writing if you want.”


      “What about . . . ?” His eyes wander to the clinic door and his mouth forms a G.


      “Gone. Forgotten.”


      At last it comes: a smile, tentative and uncertain. Rainwater slides freely over her face now and darkens his hair.


      “Come on, Doctor,” she says, “let’s get in out of the rain.”

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Eleven —


      1940: Springfield, Massachusetts


      ***


      The clock ticks louder. A glance shows Judy it’s just past midday.


      “So,” she says, “it was pity.”


      An expression of amused irony skips across Florence’s face. Judy knows what it means. It was Judy—the vulgar hack reducing every experience to an easily digestible platitude—who should be pitied. The old woman doesn’t even respect her enough to be offended.


      “Do you ever plan to marry, Miss Agar?” she asks.


      “I haven’t been asked recently, why?” The ticking becomes harsher.


      “When you do, you might do well to consider one thing.”


      Judy holds her pencil suspended over the pad.


      “It isn’t admiration, physical appearance, or background that determines the degree of compatibility.”


      “Yes?”


      “It’s what’s inside you, the substance of your thoughts. It’s beyond contrivance and runs far deeper than desire. Willy was dashing, he was upright. He wanted to deliver help, advice, and medicine to the deserving. I, too, believed in using the energy I had to cure the sick.”


      “But?”


      “I wasn’t like Willy. I didn’t want to gather the reins of moral authority in my own hands. In truth, I distrusted anyone who did.”


      Judy frowns, remembering the conversation outside St. Paul’s Cathedral.


      “I wanted to be like Willy, yes,” she says with a frown. “At least I thought I did. But you can’t fake who you are, and in the end you don’t really want to. That day in the clinic, and perhaps before, I recognized myself not in Willy but in the other young doctor who came in so frequently dishevelled and wild-eyed.”


      “Did you want to try and reform him?”


      “No!” Her eyes flash. “No, Miss Agar, I didn’t. I wanted to reform the world for him.”


      “By marrying him, then helping him imitate Dr. Grenfell?”


      Florence sighs and leans back as far as the kitchen chair will allow. “I wonder, Miss Agar, what quality does a woman or man need be a good reporter?”


      Journalist, the correction almost comes to Judy’s lips, but she thinks better of it.


      “Would it be curiosity?”


      “I would say so.”


      “I ask, Miss Agar, merely because you appear to have none.”


      Judy meets Florence’s steady gaze, expecting to see an anger to match her words. But there is only mild puzzlement.


      “One question screams above all others. Yet you have asked it neither of my husband, nor of me.”


      Judy shifts in her seat like an errant schoolchild. Several possible answers juggle inside her mind, but resentment takes hold of her before she can choose one. It’s the privilege of age only that allows the doctor’s wife to keep her squirming; there’s no other indication of greater penetration or wisdom. “I’m merely trying to find the reason your husband set about posing as Sir Wilfred Grenfell.” For the first time her tone betrays her impatience, but the old lady merely smiles.


      “Are you, Miss Agar?” she replies. “I wouldn’t have known it. Every one of your questions is leading. And you haven’t once used that simple but extremely useful word, ‘why.’”


      Her certainty infuriates Judy, but she looks down and scribbles the question. “All right, then,” she says with a tight smile, “I’d like to know why.”

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Twelve —


      Every living person who has experienced the sharing of romantic love has dwelt in the blessed and glowing state in which for a time—and if they are lucky, for life—they feel they are a source of light and the centre of the universe. This is how it is in those first years during which Florence really gets to know her future husband. She comes to understand the relentless struggle of a wheel misaligned on the track of life. And she comes to appreciate the valour. Nothing is insignificant to a man like Florence’s fiancé. No slight can leave his soul undamaged. Every risk is life or death. And happiness, when it comes, is a tidal wave of joy.


      They marry as soon as the young doctor graduates and settle away from London. Without friends or influence, his practice is small. With all that has been said about his habitual lateness in training, his weakness for drink, he is rather a good doctor, sympathetic, alert, and thorough. He gathers new patients, and for a while it seems as though this will be enough to sustain their happiness. But there is always the taint of dissatisfaction. Something always turns up to remind him he is a star without an orbit. Every social event he attends by virtue of his profession carries some sense of peril. Conversation—about brothers, aunts, sisters, and cousins—seeks to place a man somewhere in the fabric of English life. England is about belonging. If a handshake seems too reluctant, if eyes leave him before he has finished speaking, he departs the function early and in a sullen mood that does not easily lift.


      Florence doesn’t realize its importance at first. It seems no more than a series of gnat bites, sore and lingering, this sense of being outside of the circle. It’s something to get used to, nothing more. But it gets worse. Restless and still young, without children to distract them, they begin to roam. America, or perhaps their own imagined version of it, seems to open its arms to them. They do not follow Grenfell. To Florence he is a warning of false virtue, the man whose solicitude turned to anger when his will was thwarted. They hardly talk about him. They merely leave the gloom of England for the expanse of a new continent.


      They move to a small town in Maine where the local doctor, a man named Abbott, is due to retire. Florence’s husband has few patients, so very little income, but they brace themselves for the influx that will surely come. When old Dr. Abbott sees that competition has arrived, however, he changes his mind and remains in practice. He cites “duty to ensure proper treatment for his patients” as the reason. The implied slight to Florence’s husband sends his mood into a deep trough. He is seen drunk in the town more than once.


      Dr. Abbott brings a young nephew, newly graduated, to work in his practice. At least among the well-to-do and middle class, Florence’s husband cannot compete with the sterling recommendation of a young practitioner with the same blood and the same name as his long familiar uncle. It seems that America is about belonging, too.


      One night in the fall, weeks after they put up the “for sale” sign and began packing in anticipation of a quick departure once the deal is made, someone knocks hard at the rear of their house. Florence dries her hands quickly on a tea towel and opens the door. A farm labourer she knows by sight—a young man with startling blue eyes and broad shoulders—holds his pregnant wife high in his arms. The sky is clear, so she knows right away the wetness of her hair is due to perspiration, fever, or pain. She calls to her husband while the man carries the patient through to the living room and lays her silently and without effort on the couch. He has somehow managed to slip off his shoes while still holding his load. As he now steps back from his wife, lips tight with worry, he snatches his hat from his head and clasps it to his chest. Florence is struck by his simple good manners and humility, even when extremes of emotion must be whipping up a storm inside him.


      Her husband arrives from his study, trailing, to her relief, no fumes of spirit. As he bends toward the woman, checking her pulse, then moving up to her eyes, the man begins flapping his hat in apology. “I had to bring her here, Doctor,” he says. “Dr. Abbott wouldn’t take her. I had to leave work before the end of the harvest and I got no pay.”


      Unable to catch the doctor’s attention, he looks to Florence with a kind of terrified appeal. The doctor is on his knees now and feeling around the woman’s belly. Instinctively Florence moves forward for instructions.


      “It’s breeched and she’s in labour,” he mumbles. Then he glances up at the man.


      “Carry her upstairs.”


      ***


      It isn’t an especially difficult birth, as it turns out. A little massage and patience, and the baby comes, head first, fists tight and waving, little blue vein disappearing under a swath of black hair.


      When Florence skips downstairs to report on mother and child, the young man stares at her from within the tight confines of an armchair. A faint, moist-eyed smile forms, and then, with no warning at all, his head drops into his hands and his broad shoulders begin to wrench up and down like a bull stuck between gateposts. As his sobs become louder, Florence retreats back upstairs. Despite the fact that she has been married for several years now, a physical expression of grief by a man still terrifies Florence. Her father never cried in front of her. Even her brothers became too proud and stoical to shed tears by the time they returned from their first terms at school. The sight of man unprotected was deeply shocking because man, himself, is supposed to protect others.


      ***


      Later that same day, at the farm worker’s own insistence, mother, child, and father leave the doctor’s house. By Florence’s insistence, she sees them home. Their house is a tiny, bare-board shack. A bundle of soiled linen, a few cupfuls of flour, and mothers’ milk will be the sole support for this new baby and her family until payment in kind or in cash can be arranged from his employer, who also owns this meagre habitation.


      Two small children, hair bleached and skin freckled by the sun, scamper in from nowhere as mother settles on the floor to nurse her baby. Brother and sister stare with wonder as their mother eases her nipple into the baby’s open mouth. The boy’s cheekbones protrude, making his face seem too old for his three or four-year-old body. His sister’s tongue wets her cracked lips.


      As Florence turns to leave, the man stops her, his fingertips touching her wrist. “Please,” he says.


      His big hands hold several shrivelled potatoes, white shoots poking through the gaps in his fingers. He eases them carefully into the bag that hangs over Florence’s arm. She knows enough not to refuse him.


      ***


      Back home, Florence and her husband sit in silence for hours gazing at the fire. The landowner who employs all the farmhands is the one who dispatches Dr. Abbott or his nephew to the sick. The fees are either taken from their wages or paid by the patients directly. But there are always some who are out of grace and itinerant workers who have no credit with any employer.


      As the windows blacken slowly and the night breezes stir outside, destiny chooses Florence and her husband. No words are spoken, but when they rise to go to bed, Florence absent-mindedly takes a towel from one of the packed boxes. The doctor pulls out an old pair of shoes from the same box and polishes them. When she wakes the next morning and looks out of the window, Florence sees her husband has already taken down the “for sale” sign. She goes into the kitchen and peels the potatoes their patient’s husband gave them.


      They are needed here. This is half the requirement for a satisfying life. The other half, how to prosper or survive, will have to sort itself out in time. A few shrivelled potatoes yield a passable mash, and this will do for now.


      ***


      One day far in the future, Florence will try to explain to a young reporter how fate had decided for them. And as it turned out, they survived well enough through the years and always with a sense of purpose. Compared to those of his profession, the doctor’s income remained very modest, but they had reconciled themselves to a vocation that was tailor-made to their environment. Prudent management when money came in and the ability to adapt when it did not saw material realities slowly improve. When middle age came to them, quite suddenly, it seemed, with stiffening joints and slackened skin, they still felt they were the centre of their own universe; sufficient harmony existed between them to ensure some of the warmth of that blessed and glowing state had remained. They had no reason to question the course their lives had taken.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Thirteen —


      January 1908: New York City


      ***


      Florence catches sight of the man’s face as soon as she and her husband are through the hotel’s revolving doors. Wounded is the word that comes to her mind. Shades of her husband’s personality lie within that face, though she scarcely cares to admit this even to herself. With his straggly half-beard, dark skin, moist eyes, and dishevelled hair, he seems less human than beast. In his face there is pain and anger. It must be the contrast, she thinks. The city of grand hotels, washed stone, liveried porters, tuxedoes, doormen, and honking motor cars has rendered emotion obsolete along with unshaven faces.


      Three blue-suited doormen create a triangle around the offending creature but hesitate before closing in. A swift intelligence passes between them. One, the elder, approaches; the others stay where they are, several yards off. The senior doorman speaks to him; Florence can’t catch the words, but she thinks she hears the answer from the dark-skinned man. “Grenfell,” he says.


      The doorman lifts up a warning finger. “Stay away,” he says. “You hear?” He turns and leaves the man, companions following at his heels.


      Florence pulls her husband along. The doctor’s reactions have become rather slow of late and she doesn’t want to create a belated audience to the poor man’s humiliation. Neither does she want her husband to dwell on the man’s answer in the unlikely circumstance he might have heard it. This is a rare holiday for them, and Florence feels her husband needs to breathe new air, have the jolt of fresh experience. Ancient ghosts would be most unwelcome.


      The habitual bustle and steady murmur of guests seems louder and more frenetic than usual as Florence and the doctor make their way to the elevators. Clumps of men and women move in eddies from the left corridor into the lobby’s main expanse. Others overtake Florence and the doctor as they scurry past. Beneath the lofty ceiling—cathedral-like in its vastness—fur coats bristle. Close by Florence, the glassy black eyes of a stole catch the light from the overhead chandelier, giving the impression of sudden, primal excitement, a simulated thunderstorm about to break in an artificial forest. Frequent exclamations and laughs spill from these groups, and Florence becomes aware of a figure in evening dress in the centre of the largest gathering. Though his back is turned, something about the shoulders, broad yet compact, and a vaguely familiar stance lock her gaze as she moves towards the elevators.


      A porter pulls open the elevator cage and an instinct, as subtle as the twitch upon a spider’s thread, keeps Florence’s eyes from leaving the man in evening dress. She has heard his name already, or thought so. It could be him.


      They step into the elevator, her husband for once slightly ahead, and the elevator boy inside pulls the cage across. Now the stranger, as though aware of the same spider thread instinct, turns, and for a second his eyes meet Florence’s and flicker with recognition. Willy Grenfell, puffy-faced as before, but greying and lined like a child’s toy bear, aged into the very picture of benign authenticity. There was no warning of an event when they checked in, but this is a huge hotel with two lecture halls, and many scheduled lectures and presentations. There is no doubt now the crowd in the lobby has come here to listen to Grenfell.


      The outer door closes and the elevator rattles into motion. Of course, thinks Florence. She’s painfully aware of her husband’s distaste for men who hold court, who move in finely woven suits through the conference rooms of great hotels, accepting congratulations and the backslapping of peers and admirers. Now this distaste—which always seemed rather vague and laced with possible envy—comes full circle; her husband was at least self-aware and consistent enough to recognize such a character in embryo. This is why he had so heartily disliked the young Grenfell.


      She pulls her husband’s arm closer and gives it a squeeze. He reciprocates distractedly. She knows he didn’t see Grenfell, had already sensed the tightening of his self-protective shell and a dropping of his gaze almost as soon as they came into the lobby. This is his standard withdrawal when he encounters large groups, especially when there is the hiss of silk cravat and the shimmer of fur.


      It is only when they arrive at their own floor, when the cage rattles open and the smiling elevator boy pockets the coin the doctor gives him, that Florence wonders at Grenfell’s expression, which seemed to comprise a wave of unhappy memory and a kind of shifty-eyed embarrassment—but very little surprise.


      As they reach the door to their suite, the doctor fumbles for his key and Florence shivers. Pulling the squirrel collar closer around her neck, she gazes down the broad, silent corridor with its lush chandeliers and sparkling electric lights moulded ironically into the shapes of candles. The steady flames seem as sharp as knives and the stillness seems unnatural and threatening. As her husband gets the door open on the second attempt, Florence resists an urge to push him in or out of the way. He steps aside at last, and Florence enters with one more glance down the corridor. Irrational as it seems, she fears that Grenfell may have followed. She comforts herself not with the simple, obvious fact that he would have no reason to do so, but rather with the observation that he was too surrounded to break away. It’s as though she has been plunged back a quarter of a century, believing that these two men may at any moment begin to follow each other afresh, that a new scuffle will break out, leaving one with a bruise mark upon his swollen wrist and another with scratches upon the neck. It’s an odd, tingly feeling that the past should be so close to them.


      Her husband shuffles over the threshold after her and closes the door, a faint smile on his pink face. He helps her off with her fur, his hands trembling only slightly. At the feel of his warm fingertips on her shoulders, she has a wish to tell him that she loves him, that she appreciates the great efforts he has made so far this holiday abstaining from the warmth he found only in alcohol. The wish hangs in a smile that he acknowledges only vaguely. Neither of them has ever quite learned the lexicon of intimacy.


      The ache remains. She knows her husband well enough to expect that seeing Grenfell will be a great challenge for him, one that will shake the delicate balancing act that has kept him from the bottle during the last two days. Should he come face to face with his ancient rival, the delicate fibres of his soul will be exposed to every failing the world sees in him.


      The doctor takes off his own coat, gives a mock shiver, and rubs his hands together in a gesture that used to announce the pouring of a stiff drink but which is now usually accompanied by a sad, ironic smile. He hangs her coat and his upon the rack.


      “Why don’t you ring down and order yourself a drink?” Florence says.


      Her husband looks at her, his puffy eyes almost apologetic. It’s a kind of defeat. She can see this from the lowering of his head, but his body is instantly more relaxed, like that of a patient suddenly released from a gnawing pain.


      No decision forewarned Florence of her suggestion, just a great heaving sadness for him. Here he is on holiday, pretending to look at the sights: the rising iron girders which form partial skeletons of skyscrapers yet to be completed; vast blocks assembled beneath; the Metropolitan Museum with its artifacts of ancient Egypt and its European masters. But he is a mere shell, a walking burden, empty of joy, struggling, always struggling. He deserves some kind of relief.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Fourteen —


      She hadn’t intended to go to the lecture, but the crowd seemed to carry her. In the end it was easier to go along than to resist.


      Her husband had been fidgety and nervous, waiting for room service to arrive. Experience told her it would be easier for him if she was to take a walk, but once in the corridor she didn’t know where to go. The elevator boy stood at the end of the passage, caged door open behind him. She was walking in this direction and saw no reason not to step in.


      “Main floor, madam?”


      She nodded. Where else could she go unless she were to wander the corridors aimlessly like a hotel ghost? The cage swung closed, and with an oozing sensation, she felt herself fall. Already danger bumped in her chest. Grenfell was at large. His admirers were about and in numbers. He could easily get into the same elevator, breathe the same air.


      Throughout the last two and a half decades, his figure had both shrunk in her mind to a pinprick yet expanded to a colossus. She had fancied herself in love all those years ago in London, and, more importantly by far, she had genuinely admired him. If there was a breach of faith, a betrayal of trust, it was over this point rather than the first. Lovers have parted since the world began. They have met and laughed later in life. But this was altogether different, far more momentous than the raging of a young emotion which seems so real at the time but can suddenly turn into vapour and disappear like a dream. This was about who Grenfell was: a shining image—upright, brave, and honest—flipped like a coin, revealing another side—grubby, mean-spirited, and calculating. He had been a fine actor playing a hero on the stage. But his eye was on the audience, and she had merely been the first to be taken in.


      Each time some account of his exploits reached her eyes in newsprint or periodical—his descriptions of hunger and exploitation in the northern fishery, his hospital ships, his clinics along the Labrador coast and in St. Anthony, his fishermen’s co-operatives—it had been like reading about a mythical character. Like some ancient deity of the classical world, vast moral issues, trouble, and conflict followed wherever he went. She knew he was not real yet was awed by the strength of the myth behind him. Meeting his eye earlier carried some of that sanity-threatening trepidation she associates with seeing the spirit of one departed. It was simply impossible that they could be in the same room together. They had grown into two incompatible worlds, and something quite dreadful would happen if they collided.


      The elevator lurched and then stopped. The boy rattled the cage open, then stood to attention, white-gloved hands by his sides as Florence stepped out. Confronting the crowds swirling in the foyer, she felt cold and alone. But when she stepped forward, she felt at one with the travelling herd.


      ***


      She finds herself now in the back row of a rather handsomely appointed lecture theatre. Her chair is firm but comfortable with a rounded back. The carpet beneath her feet is soft and warm. Darkness and several dozen seats ahead protect her from being seen by the animated figure on the bright, plain platform. He stands behind a long desk, water jug and glasses, his arms moving with the current of his story, hands almost juggling the words.


      A woman, likely his intended, sits with an intelligent, placid expression. The couple’s seats are bookended by two men, one in late middle age, president of some sponsoring institution, the name of which Florence can’t for the moment recall. His reddish face twitches with self-conscious admiration as Grenfell speaks. The other man is young, his hair greased and parted, conveying somehow a clerk-like status.


      “When did it all start for me?” Grenfell asks, bowing at the hip as though fishing in the rows of the auditorium for an answer. The theatre is full, and there is an electric murmur at the question. “When and where did I decide to devote myself to the service of good so far from my own home?” There is a silent pause. “I was merely a young man like so many others, a humble intern learning his skills in London’s East End. What was it that broadened my outlook?”


      For a moment Florence lives through their brief time together—the days at the clinic working closely with Willy, the sharp smell of liniment, the comforting certainty of bandage and scissors, the feeling of comradeship between them, the unified purpose. The time before the coin flipped. A wave of pity washes through her for the poor, unsuspecting audience.


      It’s curious, she thinks, how easily she could have recognized the man on the stage despite all the intervening years. She almost forgets the way he looked at twenty, so thoroughly has this new Willy Grenfell superimposed himself onto her memory. It’s the whiff of mendacity, not his physical appearance, which seems new. They had had no contact with each other after the incident with the note; Dr. Bleaker had farmed Willy off to another clinic, so she has never until now watched him with the knowledge of so much calculation going on beneath the surface.


      But there are other differences. Willy was never a showman. He seemed proud then, too proud to perform for a crowd. As a youth there had been an almost brittle haughtiness about him. There is something undignified, even perverse, in the more obvious aspects of his play-acting now, though the impressive hush of the audience suggests no one else can see through it.


      “It was a September night twenty-five years ago,” Grenfell says quietly. “I trudged through the blackened East End streets after a maternity case, feeling tired and worn down by the sights and smells of poverty, haunted by the knowledge I had just delivered a new babe to a family with no means of support in the smallest and dingiest corner of a city slum. In an open wasteland that lay between the sooty, crumbling houses, I noticed a tent rising, shimmering beneath the autumn moon, its canvas yellow with burning lamps, Arabesque with spires and dune-like dips.”


      Florence feels something blunt yet intrusive moving through her, like a travelling knife wrapped tight in cotton. She has read this account before in some of the periodicals and she knows Grenfell doesn’t intend to touch upon her story, or that of her husband. She knows they will not even figure in the background of his tale. But like a composer who knows his tune has been lifted by another, she feels the invasion. Inverted, altered, played backwards and out of sequence though it is, this melody belongs to her and her husband. She feels its power like a dimly remembered nursery rhyme, and heat rises in her at the sound of it on Grenfell’s lips.


      “Despite my tiredness, the idle curiosity of youth drew me toward the entrance. Once inside I instantly breathed the pure, fresh air of faith. Although hundreds of eyes fixed on him, the man on the podium commanded my attention like an osprey catching the shimmer of a tail fin far below. He gave a nod of recognition, a special kind of challenge glistened in his eyes. What did he say that night to claim my energies for the unsentimental service of my fellow man?”


      Again he leans forward at the hip, placing one hand behind his back in the manner of a conjurer about to produce a bunch of paper flowers. “In truth,” he continues, “I hardly remember. But the energy and the sincerity emanating from the man I would later come to know as D. L. Moody, the great evangelist, was palpable. It was a fresh and sober energy, delivered not with a murmur and not from a dilapidated, sherry-soaked priest but in a fine, strong voice and from a man whose physical power and presence matched his words. And his message was timeless. It was simply this: come follow me.”


      He pauses, and a movement, almost a gasp, ripples through the auditorium. The young man with the greased hair moves shyly from behind the desk and tiptoes down the stairs to a projector, which stands in the main aisle. Grenfell nods at him and moves to the side. Florence notices properly for the first time that behind Grenfell is a white canvas screen.


      “Forget about the pomp and sham of religion,” Grenfell continues. “Forget the hollow ceremonials. Come to the poorest and hungriest places on earth and once there lend your talents to the service of humanity.”


      The stage light disappears and casts the room in blackness, but a bright square appears in the centre of the canvas. By the time the audience has exclaimed at the sudden loss of illumination, the collective attention has been claimed by the image before them. A profound silence falls.


      A small rickety structure, like the kind of hideout used by partridge hunters in England, nestles among tall pines. But the state of neglect suggests long disuse. Standing by, in a little clearing, is a dark-skinned man dressed in a tunic which bulges at the buttons and seems too small. He has hollow cheeks and he meets the camera with a vacant, half-smiling gaze.


      “Imagine a far and windswept land,” says Grenfell, “peopled in part by descendants of hardy English fishermen isolated for two centuries or more. Imagine they are living among the primitive Eskimo, and Eskimo half-breeds. Imagine all these people of varied heritage clinging for survival to the hostile coasts in summer and to the even wilder and more unforgiving interior land in winter.” Pockets of sound—mumbles and gasps—rise and fall in the darkness; avoiding direct comment about the subject of the slide only hauls the collective attention more completely into the image. “This,” says Grenfell with a backward tilt of the head, “is man reduced to his essentials, the poor, bare, forked animal who has never known the luxury of a featherbed, a modern stove, a bath, a book—indeed, he has never learned to read—or a nutritious meal. He toils through the summer in the fishery and usually ends up in debt to the merchant. He has no choice but to eke out a meagre existence through the winter bringing his starving family to the traplines. When he sells his furs, he will have no choice but to accept the price quoted to him by the sole buyer in the town.”


      A yell—violent and unexpected—bursts from a dark corner to Florence’s right. The women and men in front of Florence and to either side crane their necks to see, but nothing is obvious and for a moment there is a sense that the noise was nothing, the yelp of buckling wood from some unseen beam below the carpet. Then it comes again.


      “Lies,” says the voice. “This is a lie!” Florence sees him now, the man with the unkempt beard and the wounded eyes, the man she had seen in the foyer.


      People hush him, but the sound merely accentuates the disturbance in the same way a rush of white foam draws attention to the bow slicing through water. A hand tugs the hem of his jacket, but he persists.


      “Trappers do not bring their families to the line.” His eyes glisten blue in the dim reflected light of the projector. He gesticulates wildly with one hand, and something in the movement strikes Florence as sad and helpless, like an appeal he knows already to be hopeless. “Nobody lives in that hut. It was given up years before.”


      Grenfell, at the front, shakes his head regretfully, hands now on his hips. Already doormen make their way seat by seat toward the protester, audience members obliging them by standing and narrowing the space between the chairs.


      “Grenfell is a liar,” the man calls rather weakly as white-gloved hands come upon him, one around his elbow, and another under his arm. He does not resist but goes stiff like a mannequin as the doormen manoeuvre his body over and around the seats to the aisle behind the last row, then march him swiftly toward the exit. His shoes scuff along the carpet, either because he is trying to obstruct progress or because the doormen are walking too fast for him to get his footing.


      The door is hauled open, then swings closed after them, scattering orange light briefly over the faces of the audience—a bemused smile here, a frown there. In that lost instant, Florence searched expressions for a reflection of the pain inside her, the empathy she feels for the disgraced man. But already hope is fading. Laughter follows, not the embarrassed, nervous laughter that follows acute awkwardness, but easy, mirthful, mocking laughter.


      She thinks of her poor husband, alone in their hotel room, nursing the only medicine that works for him. For a second time tonight, a great sadness moves within her, as tangible as a boulder in her chest, and her pity spreads to the stranger just ejected. Anger flares as she realizes that pity is an unjust emotion for him. He was merely pointing out a fact already known to her, that Grenfell is a liar. The man doesn’t need pity; he needs respect and support.


      The attention descends once more upon Grenfell, this time intensified by a murmur of apology for him, for the rudeness of the interruption, for the indecorousness of it all. “Such pride, my friends, is always understandable. I am not the kind of missionary who complains about the mouth that bites its helper. This is his world, after all, his family, his reality.” He gestures toward the image on the canvas once more. “But relief from such hunger is our subject tonight, relief that will prevent such hardship and render outbursts of misdirected pride quite unnecessary.”


      He waits for a moment, and the image of the hut slides from the canvas to the wall and disappears. Another takes its place, that of a handsome reindeer with antlers reaching high. Beside the beast stands a smiling man in an exotic-looking double-flapped hat. His head comes only to the animal’s shoulders. “At this very moment, ladies and gentlemen, a herd of reindeer is making its way to northern Newfoundland, accompanied by several Lapp families who will nurture them. This is my long-term plan to ensure a steady year-long diet high in protein, a source of milk and of cheese. Like Alaska, which is now awash with herds of reindeer, we will make the Great Northern Peninsula of Newfoundland and southern Labrador a place of bounty. My hope is to eradicate the settlers’ complete and utter reliance on both the merchant and the trapping lines, and in time for this benefit to extend to both the Eskimos and the roving Indians of the interior.”


      Excitement travels in a wave through the auditorium. Florence hears a single clap, feels a speeding in her own chest of some new convergence of emotions, undefined yet frightening in its violence. She wonders if the place is about to burst into spontaneous applause, but Grenfell stops them in time with a gesture, his hand stretched and calming. “Together with this new food source we will continue each year to add to our small farms in St. Anthony. Our vegetables, rich in vitamins, together with the meat, will combat the diseases of malnutrition and help bring the local population out of reliance and poverty. It is to this end that I ask for your help this evening. The donations you so generously provide will go to those parts of our mission which promote good nutrition, self-reliance, and sobriety.” He glances down to the reddish-faced older man. “I will turn the chair back to Dr. Gains of the Polar Society and thank him for his great generosity in organizing this event, and for your kindness and attentiveness as an audience. Dr. Gains.”


      Grenfell sits, and the applause clatters down like hailstones, seats and armrests thunderous with vibrations. The noise envelops and transports Florence, but as a rock might be carried by molten lava, with a spitting force of rebellion and anger.


      With all the examples of flawed yet honest efforts at its disposal, she thinks, this is what the world chooses to celebrate: showmanship, mendacity, and theft. Grenfell has stolen her husband’s experience, most likely misled this silken, furred crowd about the lives of those he claims to help, trampling upon their dignity while elevating his own status. But it’s a willing enough seduction, she suspects. Even if she could produce the note Grenfell wrote that night under Moody’s tent—and she believes it may still be somewhere in her husband’s effects—the clear evidence of his plan to deceive, she wonders if these people would even want to know. She sees herself dragged from the room, shoes thudding along the carpet to the tut-tuts of the audience, and the rainstorm of laughter that would follow.


      Dr. Gains rises to his feet, still applauding. “As always, Dr. Grenfell, wherever you speak, you inspire.” He coughs self-consciously and the audience gives them both a fresh round of applause. “Now you will not object, Dr. Grenfell, if we open the floor to questions?”


      Grenfell gives a modest nod. A fresh wave of unrest stirs up in Florence’s chest; she finds it difficult to breathe. A hand darts up straightaway. Dr. Gains points and nods, and the man, who is in the front row, begins a timid, long-winded question which is barely audible from where Florence sits.


      Fragments of old Bible texts spin in Florence’s head, exhortations to not bear false witness. They mingle with the stern river of her father’s philosophy, which still flows through her—his serious, active, and sometimes uncompromising view. It is not enough, he would say, to not do harm, and to stand aside and watch it being done to others. One must act as a positive force of goodness and truth.


      She doesn’t need to ask her father’s ghost. The knowledge of what she must do already burns within her. Already she is annoyed with herself for being in the back row, where so many craning heads and curious glances are bound to meet any attempt of hers to question Grenfell. She has no doubt she was brought here for a reason. Every aspect of her presence in this place seems like a conspiracy of providence: There was no decision on her part, yet she was carried upon a human tide to witness a presentation that only she and the lone protester would know for sure to be full of half-truth and deception. And that poor man has already done his part, with only her to be outraged by his treatment. Without her presence, his humiliation would have gone entirely unwitnessed, with no chance of redress. And she does have both the will and the knowledge to redress it. Her father’s voice descends again. This time the message is simpler. God does not expect it to be easy. He does not lay before you tasks that are quick and comfortable. Yet He expects you to act.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Fifteen —


      Florence’s ears grow muffled. Her heart rolls. The man in the front has finished speaking. Dr. Gains goes through it again for the benefit of the audience—the question concerns the unusually high-protein diet preferred particularly by breeds in coastal Labrador, and whether this is because of scarcity of fruit and vegetables, or rather due to an actual physiological difference.


      Grenfell begins an answer with a reference to the Eskimo ability to live entirely upon seal meat with a caution that most of the people under his care are not purebred Eskimo. He quickly leaves the question behind and trails off into a tribute of all the people of Labrador and northern Newfoundland, their hardiness, their simple Christian faith and largely Anglo-Saxon blood, as well as the general kindness and goodwill of the Eskimo and Eskimo breeds, and the many difficulties each race is forced to endure. Like an evangelist, his speech goes in circles, repeating the same construction each time with greater emphasis until it reaches a climax that demands another round of applause.


      Aching at the elbow, feeling the vibrations of the applause upon either side, Florence raises her hand so that it might already be visible when the clapping dies down.


      Dr. Gains sees her straightaway, and his forefinger hovers uncertainly between the brightly lit platform and the darkness over the seats.


      “We have a lady in the back row, Dr. Grenfell, who wishes to ask a question. Yes, please, madam.”


      Grenfell tilts his face pleasantly into the darkness; Florence knows that for the moment she must be beyond recognizing.


      The beginning of many questions form like snakes’ tails in her mind, slithering beyond her reach into a mass of patterned coils. Only one point of entry hangs before her, a swift allusion to that night long ago when Grenfell claims to have been chosen by his vocation.


      “Dr. Grenfell,” she says, her voice surprisingly calm and clear. Someone flaps a leaflet a row in front, then becomes still. The audience is quiet, attentive. “You say you were converted to God’s work under the tent of Moody, the evangelist.”


      Grenfell’s head still tilts into the darkness, but the pleasant smile may have slipped into something more mask-like. It’s difficult to be sure from this distance. Only a muted cough or two disturbs the attentive atmosphere.


      “My husband had almost exactly the same experience at the same time.” Now agitation creeps into her voice, and she feels a tickling in the back of her throat. Her panic floats her away from herself. She seems to hover somewhere in the fuzzy darkness above her own shoulder. “He is a doctor, also, although he practises here in the United States, among the poor farming communities of Maine.”


      The audience is still motionless, still silent, but she can feel a communal twitch of discomfort like the stirring of a moth’s wing in the seats beneath her. She’s amazed she did not work out precisely what she was going to say before she put up her hand. This is something her husband would have done, something he did once do, in fact, to trick himself into acting when timidity would otherwise have kept him silent. The note, and the meeting outside Dr. Johnson’s house; these are the acts of a man who forces himself to jump. The similarity between herself and her husband feels like a comforting kind of solidarity. It’s exhilarating, too. She’s glad, at last, that she can share the burden of standard-bearer, that for once it’s she who’ll be riding into battle first.


      “I wonder, Dr. Grenfell,” she says more boldly, returning to herself and anchoring there, “how your audience would react to photographic slides of dire poverty and starvation among farmers in the New England states? Would it seem, perhaps, less glamorous, more threatening, and closer to home?”


      Now the place comes alive with murmurs and shuffling. A man two rows ahead turns and glares, the dim blue of the auditorium catching in his eyes, giving his stare enough steel to let Florence know it will not leave her until she is quiet.


      Grenfell gives a forced smile and sits back, with his hands locked over his chest as though considering.


      Dr. Gains colours deeply and coughs. “So your question to Dr. Grenfell is about grades of hardship, about whether the conditions and homes of the white fishermen and native trappers in Labrador are worse than those of our own American farmer in the New England states?”


      Florence suspects he does not mean this ironically, but the comparison draws guffaws and from certain areas of the auditorium. Then a more general laughter spreads as though it were an accepted fact that Dr. Gains has made a joke.


      “My question,” Florence says, “or, rather, comment, is that hardship and hunger exist right here in the affluent heart of eastern America and that Dr. Grenfell did not need to go to the frozen north, where some of the people seem to feel misrepresented by his work.”


      A circle of groans rises around her like an overflowing moat. The gloved woman flaps her Polar Society pamphlet at Florence to sit down.


      “Let’s have something else!” bellows a man’s voice closer to the stage. More voices rise and the sound buoys her at the elbows, making her feet light upon the ground.


      There’s the feeling, if not the physical reality, of a scuffle. In the darkness and confusion, Florence can’t be quite sure, but she feels herself either moving or being moved from the space directly in front of her seat toward the aisle two places away. Knees and hands graze against her, perhaps nudge her along. In a moment she is in the openness of the aisle, unsure as to whether she has been forced there or not.


      But already things have moved on. “It seems to me, if I may,” a white-haired gentleman at the front says, “we have tied ourselves in rather a knot.” The audience is hushed, and staring faces have turned from Florence to listen to the venerable speaker. There’s an impressive aura about the old man, a sense of the promise of wisdom and insight.


      Florence has been backing slowly toward the exit, but she slows down, sensing that the measured tones of the distinguished gentleman may provide some balm to the injustice burning within her. She feels grateful at least that he has already taken the spotlight from her.


      “The comparison between hunters and fishermen in the far north and farmers in the eastern seaboard states is quite redundant,” he says. “The real issue illuminated tonight by Dr. Grenfell, the gentleman who interrupted before, and this lady is a simple one.”


      Florence feels her face burn with a self-consciousness she has barely felt since she was a child in the classroom, awaiting either reward or censure for an answer to an arithmetic sum, or a Latin translation. Her feet root her at last a yard or so from the exit behind her; it seems too great a disrespect to the gentleman’s white hairs to leave before judgment is passed.


      “It is this: How do we react as people when we see goodness? Are we so suspicious, so cynical, that when confronted with devotion and unselfishness we must find some way to invalidate these qualities?” The lady by Grenfell’s side bows her head as though hiding an emotion. When she looks up again quickly, Florence thinks she sees a film of tears on her eyes. “The attacks on Dr. Grenfell,” the old gentleman continues, “reveal to us, I feel, something of our frailty in the face of true idealism.”


      The word attacks is like a swift, freezing current in the darkness. It carries her backwards through the exit which has been opened for her; she catches the ironic wave of that obliging gentleman as she moves into the hallway. The lecture hall door swings closed. She hears the white-haired gentleman thanking Grenfell for challenging them all, and making them search inside for the goodness in themselves.


      More applause bursts from the room, but the door is thick enough to dampen the vibrations which would have accompanied the sound had she remained. It seems unreal to Florence, like a music box which has been fastened closed yet still emits its mechanical melody. The judgment of the old gentleman smarts inside her like a fire, and she wonders if it can be true, whether her disbelief in Grenfell has come about because of a suspicious nature, her own moral failings, or worse, because of a twenty-five-year-old argument which made her feel first patronized, and then rejected. She thinks about the kind-looking woman beside Grenfell, surely the fiancée. Not English, of course. Not assertive, either, by the looks of things.


      A newspaper announced Grenfell’s betrothal months ago, and it surprised Florence that a man who had lived until middle age a bachelor should suddenly feel the need to marry. Was the jolt an unpleasant one? Was there envy when she read about Anne Elizabeth Caldwell MacClanahan of Chicago? Certainly the two of them together—one gathering fame by the year, the other from an old and established Chicago family—were a stark enough contrast to Florence and her husband. Part of her wanted that easy acceptance, that societal interest that both Grenfell and his intended seemed to expect and enjoy. Florence and her husband seemed destined to remain obscure, professionally uncelebrated creatures peeping out from under the legs of such renowned figures. But did she want to take Anne Elizabeth’s place? Surely not.


      Yet there, within those closed doors, a white-haired, soft-spoken elder led a crowd of intelligent, educated people in rounds of applause directed at the unflattering difference between Florence and the protester on the one side, and those who were still inside the auditorium on the other. Bible stories with their lessons and admonitions tingle once more in Florence’s imagination. It’s all too easy to find references to miscreants justly cast out while revels and celebrations take place within. She can feel the violent sobs and the gnashing of teeth in the coolish air circulating around her. It makes her wonder why the Good Book is so full of warnings about how to avoid what had just happened but no advice that might instruct one who has already been ejected. She thinks of the poor man who was physically manhandled from the place, wonders briefly whether she might find him. But, of course, those doormen would never have allowed him to stay in the environs.


      The finality of it, and the sense of unfairness, is almost enough to set her against the ancient texts. The one constant in the life unravelling behind her is the predictable movement from participant to outsider. And the transition always seems to come whenever she tries to engage her own intelligence and compassion. Her husband was the catalyst who first alerted her to this aspect of herself, but the decisions have always been hers.


      She turns from the door and walks the soft-carpeted corridor toward the elevator. The boy meets her gaze with trepidation and worry, as though reading the despondency in her posture. He rattles the cage open and she steps in, thinking of her husband and the glow and easefulness which is likely enveloping him. A modest man who requires so little for solace.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Sixteen —


      It’s very late and neither of them has slept. From the jangle of bells and the hum of engines, Florence can tell the trams are still running. Her sleepless eyes focus on the oozy V-shaped stripe upon the ceiling, a refuge for all the collected light from the street below. The curtains would not quite close when she tugged them before retiring, and Florence doesn’t want to get out of bed now and try again. Restless though it is, the bed possesses the warmth of a refuge.


      Her husband groans and moves, causing the bedclothes to slip off her, exposing her bare feet to the cool air. She lies still for a moment until she feels the prickle of a few stubbly hairs on her shins.


      “Do you know what time it is?” she asks.


      Her husband grunts, pretending to have been disturbed. But he’s merely disgruntled, she thinks. He wanted to sink into oblivion, and her story about Grenfell and the lecture pulled him back to reality.


      He turns onto his back and sighs. She takes the opportunity to haul the covers back over her legs.


      “No. Can’t you sleep?”


      “No. You?”


      “No.”


      “I’m sorry.”


      A bell, continuous and rising in pitch, scoops downtown toward the financial district. A fire perhaps.


      “What for?”


      “For stirring us both up by going to the lecture.”


      “It doesn’t matter. I was . . .”


      He stops suddenly.


      “What?”


      “I was thinking about something else.”


      “Hmm?”


      “The waiter who brought my drink.”


      “Yes?” The sheets hiss against her skin with each small movement.


      “He mistook me for Grenfell.”


      Now she stills herself, listening.


      “He was rather nervous, overly respectful, I thought. He poured my drink like a rich person’s valet. Then he bowed as he backed toward the door. At first I thought he was making fun of me. But then, as he opened the door to leave, he said, ‘Enjoy your stay, Dr. Grenfell.’”


      Florence gives a dry laugh, but something in her is stirring. She has the vague but tangible feeling that the universe has just revealed something about its design, that the incidence has greater meaning than its surface might suggest.


      “So, you see, I was thinking about him anyway.”


      “That’s quite a coincidence.”


      There’s another ring from the street below, this time short and sharp, maybe a tram. It seems to echo the word ‘coincidence,’ such an inadequate word, and one that always seems to shield something important from view. She feels again the gnashing of teeth in the corridor outside Grenfell’s lecture, hears once more the applause within. Coincidence, she thinks, is a lazy word. It’s for those who are disinclined to meet the universe on its own terms and accept its portents as living entities, charged with significance, trailing a known history behind them. The modern world eviscerates all such meanings; we are all supposed to believe in a random creation. Yet Florence was brought up with the Bible, and her own life has mirrored the tales of oppressed people and nations, of power and intrigue, disguises, prophecies, and rewards for blind faith. There was a pattern to it all, crystalline, intricate, and even symmetrical. There was nothing random about it at all.


      “Do I look like him?”


      Florence considers, placing the faces side by side in her imagination: Grenfell’s smiling visage tilted toward the unknown questioner; her husband’s face, downcast as he shuffles through the hallway.


      “You have grown to look somewhat alike, perhaps. You are the same height, a similar build.” She doesn’t go on to compare Grenfell’s puffy, padded features, his deep-set eyes, with those of her husband, because she knows the disparity in cause would not flatter her husband. Grenfell’s thickened skin comes through years of experience of outdoor life and the cold. Her poor husband’s face is bloated and reddened through drink. But it is quite remarkable, she thinks, how two opposite lifestyles have created basically the same effect.


      “Huh, maybe I should exploit that!” he says, and moves uncomfortably onto his side, facing her.


      “I’m sure we could put all that fame and the money to better use if we did.”


      Something catches in her throat and she coughs. She turns to face him. The blue light on the ceiling has faded slightly and the night intensifies. Florence has the strangest feeling that some thin but vital membrane between so far unconnectable thoughts has suddenly been breached, releasing all manner of possibilities both terrifying and exhilarating. She daren’t for the moment put them into words.


      “What do you think he does with it all?” her husband asks.


      “The money?”


      “Yes.”


      “Oh, I’m sure he builds his hospitals and funds his expeditions.”


      “Well, what’s the problem with it, really?”


      She thinks about it for a moment. Well, what is the problem? She sees the poor man dragged from the auditorium again, his feet scuffing along the carpet. She hears once more her husband’s story told as through Grenfell’s lips. And she tunnels back through quarter of a century to Grenfell and her outside Dr. Johnson’s house in London, to his admitted desire to build a monument to himself.


      “It’s just wrong,” she says. “He’s an imposter.”


      She has to acknowledge the profound irony of it. She’s talking to the same man who followed her and Grenfell through the London night, and later forged a letter in Grenfell’s hand. Once he was the ultimate imposter. Now he seems honest to the point of self-defeat. The reversal of her perceptions seems almost universal. She thinks of the people in the auditorium tonight and realizes how much she thinks as her husband thinks; she sees the suits of woven silk, fox furs, and mink coats as the very garbs of deceit. They were all imposters, every one save her and the other protester. None of them, save she and he, came within a mile of understanding the meaning of human dignity. The trapper from the north, the very subject of the lecture, was dragged by force from the theatre.


      She remembers the drunken, middle-aged sailor she and Grenfell had treated twenty-five years ago and her future husband’s objections when Grenfell tried to lecture to him; he had a right to his own philosophy, her future husband had said. It surprises her that it has taken her so very long to completely understand his words.


      “Aren’t we all imposters?” he asks gloomily, just when she believes he may have fallen asleep.


      “You’re not,” she says and doesn’t elaborate. But she thinks of his work. As a doctor he still does his very best, and still accepts payment in kind from almost half of his patients with no overarching charity to support his work or the sick for whom he cares.


      “Well,” he says. “I would be an imposter if I thought it would do any good.”


      The words take her aback, partly because they imply a lack of judgment against Grenfell, an acceptance of his methods, but mostly because they correspond to the images scattering through her own thoughts.


      “You would act like Grenfell?” she says.


      “I wouldn’t beg on behalf of my own patients. I’d be a more complete imposter.”


      “How do you mean?” The sheet sighs against her nightdress once more. She stills herself.


      “I’d take all the risk myself. I wouldn’t expose my real patients to ridicule or judgment.”


      “Your real patients?”


      “I’d pretend to be some fellow like Grenfell collecting for a mission far away, for faceless people who won’t be blamed for taking charity. But I’d be collecting for the people I treat already.”


      Florence is afraid to speak, afraid that this plan—subversive, brilliant, and at its heart noble—might fizzle into the hypothetical world if prodded too hard. Doesn’t the Bible say somewhere that no moral act is free from the risk of imprisonment?


      Her blood races with the possibilities and she waits for her husband to sleep, praying silently that he remembers the idea in the morning.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Seventeen —


      1910: Portland, Maine


      ***


      The slide show has captured the audience as it usually does, dispelling the doctor’s feeling of unease. The rhythmic wheeze of an unseen audience member disturbed him a while ago, made him think of a wounded animal in the darkness, a malign and vengeful presence.


      Florence presses the switch again and a little communal gasp sounds as the audience views the close-up image; shrunken flesh stretching impossibly over a man’s ribs, clavicle and scapula protruding like the bones of a half-eaten chicken. The doctor nods at Florence. She presses the switch once more. And this time shrieks of horror rise from the darkness. He lets the outrage work for a moment.


      “And this, ladies and gentlemen, is the same young trapper’s son. As you see, we have protected the identities and shown only the torsos of these poor starving people. Though they may be a thousand miles away, we think it important to use only the images we have permission to use, and to protect the privacy of those afflicted by poverty and want.”


      He remembers the boy and his father well enough. They had originally come from a thousand miles away but from the south, not the north. They had been domicile in the New England states too long, however, to blame Dixie for their half-starved condition. The family, mother now dead, made the mistake of believing that farm life for half-breeds would be better in Maine than in Carolina, and so they had harvested the wheat and the corn, slept in leaking barns, and, becoming sick, had been laid off. Moving from one farm to another, they had clung to one another, not noticing the slow degeneration of clothes into rags, sinewy shoulders into skeletal shapes.


      The boy’s consumption was terribly advanced already. His father’s thinness was so far the result of hunger rather than disease, though disease would surely follow. As he set up the equipment to take their picture, the doctor watched the child cough into a blood-purpled rag he had long been using as a handkerchief. He caught a longing tug in the look from child to man. The boy wanted reassurance that he was merely the younger version of his father, that the blood was some rite of passage.


      The doctor had to turn from them and busy himself with the camera and stand until the thought passed, but Florence came up behind him with the flash, saw the moisture in his eyes, and gave him a sad smile.


      “I’m not going to include your heads in my photographs,” the doctor, head buried under the cloth, said. “I wish to preserve your anonymity.”


      The man’s eyes, yellowed in the corners, seemed to question, but he didn’t speak.


      “Now hold it,” said the doctor. Florence flashed. The doctor removed one plate and put in another. “One more time. This time the boy. That’s right.”


      A second flash.


      “Doctor,” said the man, his voice stronger, more resonant than would have seemed possible from such an emaciated body. “Who will you show these pictures to?”


      “To people in the cities,” the doctor replied, busying himself by removing the second plate. “So they may see the terrible hunger and disease that exists.” He hated lying, hated the idea of adding “in America,” or “in this very state,” and avoided doing so by allowing the hearer to infer it.


      “Isn’t there also hunger and disease in the cities?”


      There was the hint of a smile, sardonic and wise, on his face now. He has tried the factory circuit, too, of course. He knew as well as anyone.


      “There is,” said the doctor, handling the slide carefully, passing it to Florence, “but people are disinclined to notice the hunger that lives among them. It’s easier if it’s someone else’s fault.”


      “You can do what you like with the photographs, Doctor,” he said, rising from the seat, taking his boy’s hand. “You treat us for nothing. We’re grateful.”


      He caught the eyes of the man’s son. They were soulful, confused, yet hopeful. Inhalations could not cure him and the thought of it seemed unbearable when placed next to the hope of a child. Father and son shuffled wifeless and motherless toward the kitchen and the back door beyond. Florence whispered encouragements while she led them, but the words and the soft rustling tone seemed to promise something of the next world rather than the one they were in.


      ***


      Florence clicks again and again. The trick, they have found, is to start slowly, and then accelerate through the photographs, an assault to the senses leading to thankful darkness. A moment more and the slide show is over.


      “That, my friends,” he says, “is the sum of the pictures I have to show you tonight. Blame the railway company for mislaying the rest.” A ripple of unforced laughter stirs the audience. The doctor is amazed at how remarkably easy it is for a famous man to elicit the required response. The worry that nagged him before, the sense of a malign, watching presence, has died away.


      As Florence leaves the projector and takes her seat by his side, he’s as confident as he can be the rest of the evening will go smoothly.


      “I have touched upon the dreadful hardships of those who trap inland upon the Labrador during the winter, and pursue the fishery in summer.” A lone electric light buzzes over the lectern, sending a ghostly blue pallor over the faces in the front row. “I’ve talked of the diseases of malnourishment, the children who are stillborn who might have been saved. But one question remains and it’s a central one, a question that corresponds to one debt I intent to pay, and that I never tire of paying.”


      The silence is impressive. He senses they are turning upon his hook, open-mouthed and helpless. “When did it all start for me, a lowly, humble intern learning his skills in London’s East End?” A barely audible murmur sweeps through the audience. No one has asked this question, but this is the crux of the story.


      “It was nearly thirty years ago, late, very late at night. It was early fall and I was trudging through the normally blackened East End streets. Tired and worn down by the sights and smells of poverty, haunted by the knowledge I had just delivered a new babe to a family with no means of support in the smallest and dingiest corner of a city slum. In an open space between the slums, I noticed a tent rising improbably beneath the autumn moon, its canvas yellow with burning lamps, Arabesque with spires and dune-like dips.”


      Someone suppresses a cough, and the doctor again hears the laboured breathing, the early signs of emphysema. Now the sound is not so much spectral forewarning as the most touching kind of faith. The poor man, who should be at home, has come to be inspired. He thinks of the boy with consumption, his hopeful eyes, and the worry etched on the thankful face of his father. My mission, he reminds himself. Most of his supplies, most of his mortgage, are paid for these days by the lectures. Some weeks more than two-thirds of his patients are non-paying.


      “Despite my tiredness, the idle curiosity of youth drew me toward the entrance. Once inside I instantly breathed the pure, fresh air of faith.” He pauses, remembering the moment, feeling again the communal breaths, the startling cries of “Praise the Lord” from Moody’s congregation, the honest, naked desperation, the need of these people for their lives to mean something. “Although hundreds of eyes fixed on him,” the doctor continues, “the man on the podium commanded my attention like an osprey catching the shimmer of a tail fin far below. He gave a nod of recognition, a special kind of challenge glistened in his eyes. What did he say that night to claim my energies for the unsentimental service of good?”


      The lectern light flickers for a moment and buzzes louder, as though about to blow. The doctor feels his legs shift and wonders if his concentration might fail, but as the filament dims and then brightens again, he realizes the wavering light has merely focused the audience’s attention even more, as occurs in hypnosis. “In truth,” he continues, “I hardly remember. But the energy and the sincerity emanating from the man I would later come to know as D. L. Moody, the great evangelist, was palpable. And his message was timeless. It was simply this: come follow me. Forget the pomp and sham of religion, the hollow ceremonials. Come to the poorest and hungriest places on earth, and once there lend your talents to the service of humanity.”


      Save for the soft buzz of the light and a mouse-like scratching from someone apparently taking notes at the far end of the front row, the silence hangs like a pall. The intensity of the man’s writing—his pencil now scurrying across the paper as though the mouse senses food—gives the doctor a momentary pang of fear, which dies away as he reminds himself that he and Florence will soon be on the train, clunking through the night.


      “My friends,” he says, “I will conclude here. You will notice that my secretary has at her feet a donation box.” Florence nods and tightens the grasp of the fingers upon her lap. “Please do not feel compelled. The hotel generously donated space so we do not need to cover our costs. The box is for cash which goes straight to work in our mission. We do not accept cheques because we respect the anonymity of our donors. Please be governed merely by yourselves.” He gives a slight cough and feels heat under his moustache as he nods, a modest shadow of a bow to let them know it’s over. “Meanwhile, I would be delighted to mingle and answer any questions you might have individually.”


      It’s rather a scruffy ending, and he notes that this part of the presentation needs more work. But it’s about to come right. A single clap, loud and obliging, announces a tumult of applause ready to break.


      “One question, sir,” says the wheezing man. He stands up but with some difficulty. His eyes are large under pebble glasses, his face thin, perhaps through consumption. The coming applause is suspended.


      “Of course,” the doctor replies. He hasn’t yet sensed catastrophe but does wonder why he’s addressed as “sir” rather than “Doctor.”


      “You say you accept only cash?”


      The sense of danger returns—the malignant, watching presence as the audience hushes. The doctor’s eyes dart toward the high, narrow windows, the long poles and brass hooks intended to open them, and in an instant he knows it’s all over.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Eighteen —


      1940: Springfield, Massachusetts


      ***


      Florence fingers the edges of the leather-bound scrapbook before turning the cover. Lodged upright among recipe books in the bottom shelf of the kitchen dresser, the object had seemed innocuous, and she’d had to call her husband in to find it for her. The doctor had crouched and pulled it quite suddenly from its nest. Together they had finished the story, Florence seated, husband standing at her side. They’d completed each other’s sentences, gazing into the same far reaches of time. But the scrapbook had remained unopened, as if the contents together with their spoken memories would be too potent a mix.


      Only when the doctor left did Florence’s hands come down upon the leather. Now the first page opens to a yellowed newspaper extract under plastic. Judy cranes her neck to view the gothic masthead of the Gloucester Times. Below in a plain, chunky headline, she reads, “Dr. Grenfell Delights Gloucester Audience With Tales From the North.”


      “Hardly a snappy headline by today’s standards, Miss Agar?”


      She slides the cups and saucers aside and turns the scrapbook so Judy can read it. Indomitable a few moments ago, the older woman now seems a delicate creature of small bones and angles. The two married people are an odd inversion of each other. When the doctor came into the kitchen to find the scrapbook and help complete Florence’s narrative, he was a bloated, bear-like presence, with low vibrations in his voice and mysterious scents, perhaps aftershave mingled with liquor. When he departed, he left his animal imprint in the atmosphere.


      Florence gestures to the page. The photograph below the text reveals two men. Judy recognizes the face of one, the upturned moustache, puffy eyes—similar photographs and drawings have been passed around the office for weeks. The other man appears to be a dignitary with a top hat and cane held uncomfortably in both hands. He leans slightly toward his famous companion, as though humbled by the association. Judy tries to calculate the quality of a photographic copy in the event the image could be taken to the office—hardly right for the clear glossy pictures and illustrations favoured by Polar Adventures readers.


      “It’s your husband.” It’s a statement, not a question. She wonders now how many of those faded photographs in the Polar Adventures file are really of Grenfell.


      “You can’t tell?”


      Judy shrugs in defeat. Florence smiles.


      “How many times did your husband pretend to be a missionary?”


      “He didn’t.”


      “He didn’t?”


      “I take exception to the word ‘pretend,’ Miss Agar. The true missionary does not need to travel. Hardship and struggle are right on the doorstep no matter where you live—St. Anthony, London, Maine, or Massachusetts.”


      Judy steals a glance over Florence’s shoulder, scans the fine collection of porcelain and china on the dresser. Florence notices this, and her eyes narrow.


      “Patients who had money paid with money. We bartered with some. It wasn’t charity. They paid, too, but with something else, something they could afford. But we never turned anyone away, and there were bad months when very little came in, hence the lectures.”


      “So why did your husband pretend to be Grenfell? Why not simply tell the truth in his lectures?”


      A genuine smile—the first she’d seen—creases Florence’s face; irony and humour dissolve into the sparkle of hazel eyes. “The people we served, Miss Agar, were not only proud; they were Americans. They believed in the value of independence. We couldn’t tour in their name, projecting photographic slides of the hovels of their neighbours, asking for help. We would have been run out of the country.”


      Judy scribbles on her pad, frowning.


      “Turn the page.”


      The covering gives a pat as Judy does so. The sunlight, golden now in the late afternoon, catches the loose plastic film, and Judy has to tip the page from the window. The document beneath, browned on the edges, deeply creased but pressed, announces itself as a museum artifact—fragile, prized. The faint ink of the handwriting loops and circles in commendable straight lines like rows of performing dolphins in a zoo.


      Judy reads:


      September 23, 1883


      Memoranda — Moody’s Method — Aspects to Reuse


      A moment of spiritual revelation — the more commonplace and modern the setting, e.g. Moody’s shoe store, the better. . . . Most importantly everything must be different from that moment onwards.


      Heart quickening, Judy looks up at the doctor’s wife.


      “We found it again a few years ago in the bottom of a trunk with some old financial records.”


      Judy’s mind accelerates once more through the known story of Grenfell, the one he has told so many times himself in book, article, and lecture, wondering how much this changes things. She goes back to the page.


      Establish I was once a skeptic, especially when it comes to religion, its rituals etc—an effective way of diffusing cynicism.


      Falling under the influence of a “Great Man” if only for a short time. Advantages: absolves one from suspicion of boasting, the greatness of the moment belongs to another. One can accept one’s one part in the story with modesty and awe.


      Humble beginnings, e.g. Moody’s story about preaching in an abandoned railroad car, then a deserted saloon. Note: I can already use the East End.


      Being among and seeking the company of those who are low in status, being like Jesus without actually saying so.


      Travelling vast distances. Advantages: mystique, exotic stories, no verification possible or necessary.


      Preach not in your own country. A prophet is never etc, etc.


      Make sure the organization I establish bears my own name. Note: might take some time.


      Exaggerate hardships, both my own and those I work among—be “among the lepers.”


      Tell the same stories so many times I start to believe them.


      Find a devoted and compliant wife like the poor creature sitting so patiently next to Moody (not English—English women far too assertive e.g. Nurse Mills)


      It’s all there, she thinks, the calculation and the deceit, but something else, too, a caution licking like a flame at the edges of the memorandum. Not so fast, it tells her. The sun goes behind a cloud and Judy feels a chill under her blouse.


      “But he was very young,” she says.


      “Does that make a difference?” asks Florence, her bird-like head tilting, eyes narrow.


      “Of course it does.” Judy looks at the faint blue handwriting, spider-ghosts from a distant past. “It’s merely the scribble of a young man.”


      “He didn’t change, Miss Agar. The note proves it.”


      “It proves nothing beyond a moment of vanity, a moment of playing the politician. What can I or you really know about him? Then or now?”


      Judy lifts her gaze from the spidery hand, expects to see hurt on the old woman’s face—a woman scorned; the phrase dances through her, only it’s not her love that has been scorned now, it’s her right to judge a man she once loved. She senses that might be worse. But there’s only a mild frustration in the old woman’s face.


      “You believe Dr. Grenfell could really have changed his spirit while keeping so close to his plan?”


      “Why not? Young people cloak their desires in cynicism. It doesn’t mean the desires aren’t real. This could be just a pose.” She glances down at the paper once more. “Why . . .” she begins, stops, and then looks directly at the old woman’s eyes. Florence tilts her head slightly, beckoning the question. “Why do you want so much to discredit Grenfell now? Is it just to make your husband seem better?”


      The refrigerator hums, taking up the silence.


      “It is partly for my husband,” she says quietly, “partly for Grenfell, too.”


      “How so?”


      Florence takes a breath. “I understand him even after all these years. You think I judge him and I do, but not as unkindly as you think. He isn’t a happy man, you see. He suffers more than any of us.”


      “Why?”


      Florence struggles with the question, her face darkening. “Because there is so much need in him.”


      The words hang heavy between them.


      Judy waits through a couple of ticks. “But how could you really know that about him?”


      Florence leans back, folds her veined hands in front of her, fingertips inches from the scrapbook. “We thought we were in love once, you know. Both of us, I think. It didn’t last long, just a matter of days. But so much is communicated in that time, Miss Agar, so much.” The last word is merely a breath. Then she sighs. “You know he went back to St. Anthony last year.”


      “Yes,” says Judy.


      “You know why?”


      “Of course.”


      “To scatter his late wife’s ashes.”


      “We wrote a short article about it.”


      “Exactly.” Florence pauses for a moment. “And did she love that place where he scattered her last remains, Miss Agar?”


      Judy shakes her head. It was well-known that Lady Grenfell did not like St. Anthony. “Perhaps she wished it,” she says. “Perhaps it was in her will.”


      Florence smiled again, but this time in a kind of defeat. “Perhaps, Miss Agar, perhaps. What we know for sure, however, is that your magazine wrote about it. So did many others.”


      “So you think this was just another ploy to perpetuate his fame?”


      “I think, Miss Agar, that hunger for fame is a terrible burden. And it’s part of the whole story, a hard story from which no one emerges like a shimmering knight.”


      Florence slides her hands from the table.


      “You can take the scrapbook, Miss Agar. It’s yours.”


      Judy closes the book slowly, feels a downward twitch of her mouth. “It isn’t that simple,” she says.


      Florence fixes her, her pupils small, ready for something unwelcome.


      “I imagine you know about the great explorer Robert Peary.”


      Florence nods.


      “Every anniversary we publish an article extolling his virtues and celebrating his historic conquest of the North Pole in 1909. The piece is always about courage, honour, and integrity.”


      Florence’s eyelids flicker as though she recognizes something.


      “There is more than enough evidence now that Robert Peary could not possibly have reached the Pole as he claimed. The times and distances are all wrong. And if he didn’t reach the Pole, he must have known perfectly well he didn’t reach it, in which case he lied.”


      The clock ticks through the silence.


      “Do you think our readers want to know that?”


      Florence breathes in slowly. A bitter smile of recognition plays on her lips.


      “Our readers don’t want shades and nuances. They want heroes.”


      She lets the implication sink. Florence’s husband could never be that hero, no matter how hard the work, or how real the compassion beneath all the subterfuge. There was simply too much ground to make up. And the reading public had its man: they had Grenfell.


      “I see,” Florence says. “The whole story will be lost.”


      “Well, it would be a challenge to get it past the editor. And then the editor would have to deal with the publisher, and the publisher would have to deal with the public.”


      “And what of the people of Labrador, the proud people European, Eskimo, and Indian who never asked for charity? Will their story be told?”


      “What of the hospitals and clinics?” counters Judy. “That’s what the readers understand. As to his motivations, who knows, really? And Grenfell did help people in a real and material way. Surely he deserves some credit for that.”


      “He has credit, Miss Agar,” Florence says tiredly. She leans back. “I’m not going to try to persuade you, Miss. Agar. I have merely told you my story, and only then because you asked me for it. Perhaps your publication should ask Dr. Grenfell a few searching questions.”


      “We can’t,” Judy says, laying her hands on the scrapbook. “He isn’t well enough.”


      “But you told my husband—”


      “Yes, I know. We tried, but the interview won’t happen.” The leather binding adheres to her perspiring fingers. She knows she can’t use this material, yet she is loath to let go.


      Florence smiles. Judy can’t tell if the sadness behind her crow’s feet is ironic or real.


      “Then you will have to fill in the gaps.”


      “We can’t fill the gaps without evidence.” Her fingers twitch over the scrapbook again. This is not evidence, they seem to say. She sees the hurt in Florence’s face.


      “You can use your imagination, Miss Agar. If not for your readers, perhaps for yourself. You can skim a pebble along the waters. Watch as it catches the waves, the facts we do know. Faith and intuition will do the rest.”


      A flutter of something comes against the pane and then disappears. Judy searches the blue beyond the glass, then turns back to Florence.


      “I know anyway,” Florence says. “But it looks as though knowing will have to do.”

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Nineteen —


      1881: Parkgate, the Wirral Peninsula, Cheshire


      ***


      With his familiar, solemn turn of the wrist, Grenfell’s father breaks the dinner roll on his side plate, indicating it is time to eat. The gruel’s surface ripples to Grenfell’s spoon, its multicoloured grease pools stretching from circles to ovals and back again. The liquid is merely warm and the taste is sour.


      “Tell me, Wilfred,” Father says, spoon clinking against his bowl. “How do you plan to spend your day tomorrow?”


      Grenfell takes another sip to delay answering.


      “I was going to do some research, Father, down by the water.”


      “Research?”


      His mother reaches for some salt, gives a small cough.


      “Science, Father. Mr. Goff, the Biology Master, wants us to return with essays about nature, growth cycles and so on. I was going to catch some pollywogs and watch them develop.”


      He doesn’t look up. “I was hoping you could help me at school tomorrow. The village children could benefit from your learning, and there’s only two weeks left before you return.”


      A vision of those scruffy little devils races through Grenfell’s mind, the dirty shirt collars, the unruly tufts of hair, unwashed faces. He lays down his spoon and breaks off a piece of dinner roll.


      “Perhaps I could find something tomorrow, something enlightening for your students, and bring it in the following day, Father.”


      His father’s eyes narrow suspiciously as they meet his.


      “That sounds like a fine idea, Algernon,” Mother comes in softly. “All too often it seems the true benefits of living under God’s own sky seem lost on the children here. Wilfred can open their minds to the glories of nature.”


      Father nods at his wife, but his lips become taught as he looks toward Grenfell.


      “Indeed, Wilfred, you can share the privilege of your learning. Your brothers are scattered this summer, and I rely on you for a little help in serving the village boys and girls.”


      Father takes the gruel silently and the clock ticks. Two weeks only separate Grenfell from a return to Marlborough, but he wonders if he’ll survive it.


      ***


      A shaded spot on the riverbank. Swallows dart overhead like missiles. Grenfell’s breath is heavy, his pulse racing with agitation. The village girl with the loose tresses falling from beneath her bonnet came with him willingly, and he is on the verge of something momentous.


      In his tweeds, with Ivanhoe tucked under his arm, a talisman of chivalry and inspiration against the desperate provinciality of his home, he whistled along the dusty path, lofting words to the girl as boys at school would loft a football, knowing that if he spoke she would have to reply, that the rally of words between them would bring them closer with each bend in the path. No doubt he seemed a rare find to her, a story with which to regale her twittering friends. He took her hand and led her through the reeds, down the shimmering path, flies and gnats bobbing and hovering around their shoulders. Her laugh softened into a whisper when he mentioned a quiet spot on the riverbank. There was a tingle in his loins as he led the way, their fingers intertwined now and perspiring.


      At first, he wasn’t sure he wanted her; it was the expectation that did it: the girl’s and his own, and that of the fellows who would await him in the Marlborough dorms when September came. Along with the boxing ring, the fencing blocks, and the rugby field, there lurked another, darker rite of passage. He was doing all right at school. Month after month, year after year, he was beginning to encompass all that should comprise a man, but he wanted to distinguish himself, to bound free of the pack. The girl with the loose tresses falling from beneath her bonnet, the colouring cheek, was the gatekeeper of an inner fortress that needed breaching.


      Now with ripples of the water’s surface skimming bright reflections, his fingers hold the second button of her blouse, and he is sure he wants her. But her hand lies upon his, a white, hairless spider, obstructing his course. The slosh and murmur of the river calms a mind that would otherwise over-brim with impatience.


      The first button at her neck must have taken fifteen minutes and a hundred words of coaxing. Its unfastening caused the reddest of flushes, the most hen-like of warnings of what Mother and Father would think. Her eyes fasten him now in a clear exhortation to stop.


      “What kind of trick is this?” The words come not unkindly but edged with confusion.


      “What do you mean, ‘trick’?” she says, her nasally accent mismatching her prettiness.


      “Why did you come if you were going to act this way?”


      “I came because you brought me here.” She kicks her legs and smoothes her skirt for the fourth or fifth time, making sure it’s drawn down over her ankles. She doesn’t make a move to leave, though, and this encourages him. “I don’t want grass stains on my skirt, you know. What’s my father going to say?” The words seem an odd combination—practicality and virtue all mushed into a working-class morality entirely alien to him. Perhaps self-worth alone can’t provide a village girl’s defence. How dare you? belongs to his own kind. This girl needs the excuse of some third party’s opinion. Grenfell takes his hand from the button and sits, cold eddies from the river breeze curling around his ankles.


      There must be a way through, he thinks, still feeling her warm breath close to his cheek. He breaks off a little, picks up a stick, and hurls it. Water gulps down the stick, sending a high splash of droplets into the air. A swallow changes its path, zigzagging away. Why all the games? It was a trick and she knows it. Her blue eyes looked at him before with mischief and promise. Her hips swayed lasciviously within the dress that she now prized so dearly. What’s the use of a village girl if she won’t give him what he wants?—the kinds of things that he couldn’t get from the young ladies of whom his father would approve.


      A fly buzzes close to his ear and a new hope picks up the rhythm in his chest. Grass stains; this is her worry. Not virtue or propriety. And if he finds a way to ensure her skirt remains clean, what then? There can be no further objection.


      He turns to her again, and she seems to meet his gaze, curious but ready enough, it seems. In a moment the dress will be off, and the idea of it, the promise of white flesh resting upon the grass, of his own licensed hands, sends a rushing noise through his ears. This and the thunder in his chest become so loud he barely hears the crunch of approaching footsteps.


      It’s the girl who scrambles to her feet. Grenfell’s reaching fingers haven’t even touched the hem of her dress yet.


      A rough hand grabs his collar.


      “Jack, don’t!”


      Her surprise seems genuine enough. Her eyes are wide and a little glazed. But even as Grenfell struggles to unloose the grip, he suspects an ambush, suspects the whole thing was just some grubby scheme to rob him. The hold upon his clothes is strong, so strong he’s hauled upwards, feet cycling against air. He glimpses two faces, one just after the other, brothers in flat caps and plain jackets, former students—oh God!—of his father. And they’re both still members of his father’s congregation, too. He’s often seen them sitting sullenly at the back of the church, leaving before the final hymn.


      One of them stares at him blankly, grabbing his collar at the front now, the other wrenching his shoulders from behind. Now the first lets go his collar and grabs his legs. In a moment he’s aloft, hands gripping each underarm and encircling both ankles as though the three of them together are an acrobatic team simulating a chariot upon the stage. The river surface slants toward him, a swan seeming to glide downwards from a divided sky.


      “One,” the brothers chant, swinging him backwards.


      “Stop!” shouts the girl.


      “Two,” the brothers chant. Overhead branches form a jagged V against the sun. He feels dizzy.


      “Three!” Grenfell tries to grip the air as it sails by him. A crow in the tree ruffles its wings. He catches its black, shiny eye as he arcs past. He plunges, cool water receiving him. Ivanhoe, flying after him, lands on his chest. He grips the soggy pages as he flaps at the water.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Twenty —


      Grenfell gazes at the open sea. The view is bleak and grey, but at least it’s an expanse. He spent a miserable morning with some slimy tadpoles, spawn, and runny-nosed village children, some of whom seemed to be smirking oddly at him. When a pale young girl with stringy hair said, “You like the water, do you, Master Grenfell?” the class erupted into titters, and he knew he’d had enough.


      At lunchtime, he begged leave from his father and took to some footpaths away from the river and the endless ponds and waterways, which circled back upon themselves networking the sands and barrens.


      Inland waterways were entrapment, but the sea is escape. Now, in the rich light of late afternoon, the horizon fades in the distance like the ridge of a giant coin. There is a world out there. Adventure is in his mother’s line; she was even born in India. Her father was a colonel and his brother held the fort at Lucknow. Gallantry and valour were in his blood, and he could claim this heritage for himself. If he could just escape this place permanently, he would see yesterday for what it was, uncouth and ignorant young men protecting the dubious virtue of a girl one of them intended to marry. For the remainder of the summer, he would have to keep away from the river and that stretch of farmland. He would study the face of his father for signs he had caught wind of the event, although ultimately it hardly mattered if he did. He would soon be away from Parkgate and the filthy tributaries of the Dee and back at school, embellishing the tale of the village girl and the two ruffians. Perhaps, in his version, he would be defending her honour from them. And, as a reward for his courage, she could give herself to him.


      The logic is lacking, of course, but since when have his school friends been interested in logic? They’ll believe because it will be in their interests to believe. Everyone desires that adventure, and the chance to be a hero, exists somewhere beyond the narrow confines of themselves.


      He plunges once more, turning full circle under water, facing the bubbling haze as he scoops around and hauls himself toward the light. A setback, that’s all it was—a setback and also a challenge. The strength in his arms comforts him as his head emerges into the warm afternoon. He can’t deny his disappointment and the water—the way it buoys him and obeys the commands of his limbs—gives him the strength to admit it; yesterday he’d been in the wrong.


      It’s a terrible, humbling realization, yet it frees him as well, especially as the calming sea lets him see that it’s an aberration. He’s been caught in the wrong by people infinitely inferior to himself, and the rest of his life must be devoted to proving his worth, proving how much better he is than the liberty-taking weakling encountered by those simple brothers.


      The village girl probably was blameless, after all. Water cools upon his hair as it drips, but he lets the full embarrassment sink in. Yes, she was innocent in the way that the animals which chomped on the farmer’s pasture were innocent. And the men had never meant to rob him, either. In their own primitive way, they were protecting their own. It was understandable.


      He treads water, gazing at the still bright sun and the dark ribbon of land below. A man in tweeds, likely a local squire, walks, gun in hand, yellow dog romping around him.


      But being in the wrong is only half the shame. The other is that he had not possessed the physical strength or alertness to defend his own point of view. There can be no virtue without the power and the courage to assert it. This much he has learned many times. Without strength and the force of will, civilization could slide overnight into the barbarian mud.


      He turns in the water once more and, taking a deep breath, plunges hard, kicking with his feet, letting the bubbles escape his lips slowly. It would be better to have been in the wrong and to have defeated the ruffians than to have been in the right and have lost.


      As the water darkens, he closes his eyes and holds his breath. One other sickly undercurrent to the whole business is harder to ignore—the suspicion that if his own father was to find out about the incident, he would undoubtedly side with his son’s enemies. Something in the action, a brute, unimaginative punishment for the most natural of urges, fits in perfectly with his father’s provincially English view of religion. For his father, as for most in this country, Christianity is merely a device through which individual desire can be successfully thwarted.


      Grenfell turns quickly, pointing his hands toward the surface and kicking hard against the water. He opens his eyes to the oncoming light, certain of what he must do in the weeks and months ahead.


      He will redouble his efforts at school, on the athletics field, in the classroom, and the boxing ring. He will return from the gym to his study with swollen eyes and bleeding teeth if necessary and carry those scars with pride. To fuel his imagination, he will immerse himself in the lurid violence of Greek mythology and the Old Testament. To train his body, he will learn the patience of a left jab, practise the stealth that will get him under his opponent’s guard and deliver the undercut to the jaw. Never again will he be unready for conflict and adventure. Never again will he be bested in a tussle.


      He comes to the surface once more and gasps the warm summer air, panting and treading water again. He will obey where one is expected to obey, volunteer where eagerness is sought by the master or prefect. He will do all things that are recognized as the correct and virtuous route to attainment. His growth will encompass it all: the reading, the mental agility, the study of civilized behaviour, the physical prowess, and the calculated daring. What is Parkgate, after all, but the place from which he must escape? Only the most modest of successes is ever recognized in his own town, because true ambition is, by nature, abrasive. It kicks up dust and offends.


      His limbs are aching now and his breath still comes in gasps. He’d swum as far from his depth as he dared, and now it is time to return. Settling into a slow crawl, he vows this return to Parkgate will be one of the last.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Twenty-One —


      1883: London


      ***


      The humiliation is startling, unfathomable. All day, fury has been rising like a fire in his chest. How dare she? The words burn mutely on his lips. He stares up at the square windows—some black, some burning orange—of the nurses’ residences.


      Two sucker punches one after the other. The first came from Dr. Bleaker squirming on his stool. His face beneath the growing stubble of late afternoon was a patchwork of purple and crimson, like the skin of some exotic caterpillar.


      “Nurse Mills requests you to stop following her. You must accept that she and her fiancé be given the appropriate respect.”


      “But . . .” A snort followed the single spoken word; it aptly conveyed, at least to Grenfell, his astonishment, his contempt, and his indignation at this grotesque inversion of truth. But it was lost on Dr. Bleaker, whose caterpillar skin merely puckered, straightened, and puckered again where his neck met his collar. Worse, he seemed oddly prepared for Grenfell’s reaction.


      “It’s no use, Grenfell,” he said, lifting an empty test tube from the table and folding his fingers around it. “In view of everything, it might be best for you to be transferred. I will provide an excellent reference, of course, and the episode need not affect your progress adversely.”


      Grenfell wasn’t often lost for words, but it didn’t take long for his mind, swarming in all directions at once for self-justifications, to realize that none existed. If a woman or man tells a bold-faced lie, and if that lie is corroborated by one other, there is little one can do other than burn inside and long for revenge. And Dr. Bleaker clearly wanted an end to the matter. The false intimacy of his tiny office space would make further denials and explanations unbearable to both of them. Furthermore, withdrawn and unsociable though he was, Dr. Bleaker had shown an uncommon insight when it came to encouraging Grenfell to conform to this distortion. The episode need not affect your progress adversely, he had said. He had lost a battle but not a war. If the recommendation was wholehearted enough, the switch might even help.


      ***


      The second sucker punch was Grenfell’s own fault, a lapse of judgment due to anger and pride, but that didn’t make it any better. Moments ago, in the courtyard, he’d intercepted Florence. Her face was wary, expectant, when she turned the corner to find him there. But what had she supposed would happen? The slowing of her step, the warning stare, and the studied backing away from him as she arced toward her entrance—as though he were a lion and she were a deer—infuriated Grenfell further. He leapt forward and caught hold of Florence’s wrist. He blurted the facts—his voice a curious blend of anger and pleading; he’d had no choice but to accept a transfer to another London hospital.


      He still couldn’t say what he’d wanted from her, perhaps some sign of contrition, some acknowledgement of the lie and the embarrassment it had caused him.


      “Let go,” she said, brandishing her captured arm as though for the benefit of passersby. “Let go,” she repeated, eyes like needle points. He had to release her, of course. An elderly nun had already turned her head in his direction. A middle-aged couple close behind them ceased their genial chatter and became silent. Where had they come from? The place had been empty a moment before. Grenfell sensed the man behind him might be planning a rescue.


      His face burned and he felt himself shrink. He was ashamed of his embarrassment, ashamed that he needed anything from her, and ashamed that to any witness he must seem exactly like the spurned lover of Bleaker’s mistaken narrative, a man unable to accept defeat. He would like to put all of them right on the matter—the nun, the middle-aged couple, and Florence herself—and shout out the truth, that he grabbed Florence’s wrist not though thwarted passion but in pure and righteous fury. She could be as haughty as she liked, but he was above her, not below her, and up until last evening she had been at least as much pursuer as he. She had in fact been one speck in that swirl of particles that orbit a man of growing stature. Ultimately she was the one who would have ended up discarded. No matter how charming a pastime Nurse Mills had been for him over the last few days, she was quite inappropriate for consideration as a wife. He would like to have said this, too. Nurses are merely a training ground for the amorous doctor—everyone knew that—the soft bedding beneath his early mistakes.


      ***


      Injustice digs inside him as he hears her “Let go” again. It was all she would say, delivered first calmly but with determined eyes, repeated with voice rising and wrist waving like a tethered flag. He relives it over and over, and each time there is a subtle difference, a shadow on her face he hadn’t seen before, a lengthier pause as he meets her defiance.


      She moved away from him, no backwards turn, no discernible sorrow or penitence in her step, callous as an insect as she disappeared with clattering heels into the residency entrance. The middle-aged couple had passed him, the man making a satisfied noise, both of them breathing pale funnels into the cooling autumn air.


      How profoundly unsettling it is, he thinks, to be rejected by someone you planned to reject yourself. It is like a pauper spurning a prince, a reversal of all perceived order and deserving. Yet it happened before, and the deep shadows of that summer two years ago hover over him ominously: the shaded spot on the riverbank, the swallows darting overhead like missiles, his breath heavy, pulse racing with agitation. He’d been barely fifteen then, and the village girl had come with him willingly. Willingly, like Florence Mills.


      His comeuppance at the river had long turned into a mere ripple, a distant warning of the dangers of not achieving all he needed to achieve. But now, with her “Let go” and her callous, insect disappearance into the rock wall of the mews that houses her own rooms, Nurse Mills has made him question it all again.


      He thinks of his rival, hardly a man, really, more a poor Tom O’Bedlam stuffed uncomfortably into a doctor’s garb. Is this what the world wants? A man stripped of dignity, unable to work, inadequate in every respect? Clearly the wretches under Moody’s tent demanded it. Submission and collapse, the weepier the better, were a vital part of their redemption. He has read about women and love, how it is the mother in them that is drawn into romance. He has always hoped it wasn’t true. It seems so unfair that a man should be penalized for being able to look after himself.


      The mews has become quiet now, the middle-aged couple mysteriously gone, the nun somewhere inside the high wall and burning orange lights.


      He feels calmer suddenly. Another light comes alive in the residence, perhaps Florence’s, maybe the aged nun’s. It’s all part of the plan, he thinks, a rounding-up of education. Moody and the tent still burns within him, and he wishes he still had his notes. The man had hit upon something. Abject though the appeal was, there was a fire in it, an antidote to the utter greyness of his father’s religion. It possessed a taste of the future. And it is true, after all; he has his calling, too, as real as Moody’s. He has a fire within him, a hunger that won’t let him be, half of it ambition, half of it a fury at the sheer waste of it—those diseases that eat away at women and men because nobody prevents them; the bodies that destroy themselves through alcohol because the world is too apathetic to limit its use. The whole population of the earth, it seems, is riddled with disease, poverty, ignorance, and want, and no one is taking charge. Who better than a doctor to address this need? Who better than a man like himself, who can see the scale of it and who can act while the authorities dither?


      There can be no lasting surprise, no permanent disappointment in tonight. He always knew he must forge through life, that there would be confusion, bumps, and grazes along the way. Florence is nothing but a dog scrap, discarded by herself rather than by him. Either way, it hardly matters. The particles still swirl around him, sensing his mission and drive. Like a planet gathering matter as it turns, his gravity will increase and more will be drawn into orbit around him. He will soldier on and he will succeed.


      Only one suspicion rises from the settling unrest, the same feeling that came on the heels of that earlier humiliation. It made sense in Parkgate, but here, in the centre of this neat courtyard with its fortress walls, enclosed, in turn, by walls and spires ancient and modern for many miles around, its logic seems inverted. But the words form clearly enough: London is the place from which he must escape.


      Grenfell listens for a moment to the distant rumble of hooves and omnibus wheels. There is a common enough saying to cover the feeling. A prophet is not recognized in his own country. The whole of England—not merely Parkgate—is his own country. How can a man truly distinguish himself when he’s surrounded by so many who to all outward appearances are just like himself? He’d thought briefly of India when his mind was bruised by the Parkgate girl and the brothers, but India was crowded these days.


      He breathes in the night slowly, and knows, with that infallible instinct of a man in the midst of a life change, that this taste of London is one of a diminishing number. An elsewhere awaits.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Twenty-Two —


      April 1908: St. Anthony, Northern Newfoundland


      ***


      Dead as it is, the house is not silent. Brittle coughs from the grandfather clock parcel out time. Boards creak and windows rattle as though he were in a ship’s cabin. Again Grenfell looks down at the soaked cabbage and thick gravy, the round pools of grease which elongate to ovals when a hint of breeze creeps through the walls. He finds he can’t move his fingers toward the cutlery.


      It’s been burning him up all day, this sense of being lost upon some vast, indefinable plain. On one horizon is triumph, on the other calamity. His life is snailing toward the former, but so slowly he fears he will wither and die long before he reaches the Promised Land.


      But then, he tells himself, he has his new bride now. Surely Anne Elizabeth will change everything. He tries to recall the promise of their first meeting two years ago, the excitement in her smile as he described the work. Encouraged by the warmth largely absent from her father—his real fundraising target for that evening—he let his defences down and even became passionate.


      “I was prepared for many depressing sights among the half-breeds of the north,” he told her, “but you cannot imagine the shock of seeing one’s own race living in such poverty and ignorance.”


      Light shifted through the crystal decanter on the table, sparkling upon her earrings as she leaned earnestly toward the table and toward him.


      “It must be such a very great challenge to one’s faith, Dr. Grenfell.”


      Her fingers reached and held onto the stem of her glass, but when the waiter filled it she drew them away as though wine was not the purpose of the gesture.


      Grenfell remembers weighing the moment, feeling possibilities. Everything about the young woman’s manner was full of expectation and involvement. But more than this, there were two quite specific clues. The first was in her language. She had echoed his use of “one’s” as a pronoun. She’d made the subject as much her concern as his. The second clue was in the way she had gripped her glass stem. It was an action which suggested acceptance of responsibility; she would not decline this cup.


      Grenfell’s mind moved very quickly from his original aim—a donation to the mission from the MacClanahan family—to a far greater prize, the acquiring of which would lead to a rich stream of revenue in perpetuity.


      “A challenge but a tonic, too, Miss MacClanahan,” he said softly. “It strengthens one’s faith immeasurably. One sees oneself as one would have been if one’s line had been disconnected for several generations from civilization. Their disadvantages, when we compare ourselves, are so enormous. But when one is over the shock, one finds these are as nothing to our similarities.”


      “I’m sure, Dr. Grenfell,” she said, the moisture of sentiment in her eyes.


      ***


      He listens to the wind moaning and tries to transform the sound. In a few months now, he tells himself, Anne herself will be here, and her arrival will haul the collective imagination of friends and relatives, worthies and admirers throughout the state of Michigan. Bells jingle faintly, but the wind is still mournful; his mood refuses to lift. Grenfell can’t help shaking the feeling that it’s all too late, that the stars are refusing to align the way they should.


      The gloom came in part with the large yet plain Easter meal Mrs. Evans, his housekeeper, put before him a few minutes ago. The smell of over-boiled cabbage, powdered gravy, and slightly burned meat combines with the discontented yaps and howls of the sled dogs outside, yielding a flavour of the terminally commonplace. This, and the recent memory of the church organ’s awful wheezing and the droning of the minister, gives him the feeling that the pall of the mundane will hang around him to the grave no matter where he travels.


      He could not be farther from the landscape of inspiration, certainly—that exotic “frozen north,” of quaint and kindly natives, steely trappers, and calloused-handed migrant sailors he describes in his lectures. And just lately, the oddest feeling has been creeping upon him in the dark, especially when he hears the trickle and dollop of melting ice on a warm day. He feels that the waters, rivers, and streams that surround the tundra here in St. Anthony are indistinguishable from the dead waters circling in upon themselves around the barrens of Parkgate, that the two places are mysteriously joined by the same spirit of stagnation.


      But this is the price, the nature of the dull purgatory through which he must earn his fame. And it’s true, if he weighs the thing up dispassionately, he’s closer to success than ever before. The lectures were more crowded this year than the year before. His name is spreading by newsprint and cable. And yes, he reminds himself, he’s soon to marry the daughter of one of Chicago’s most prosperous and respected families. His three hundred reindeer have created a stir of newspaper interest. He felt like Noah when, the animals’ bells jingling in his ear, he first tasted the milk. Close by, a huge-eyed fawn licked its lips and stood rear end first after its nap. Milk was sweet and the cheese promising, and already the beasts were multiplying. A reindeer a fortnight could be slaughtered without endangering the herd.


      But in this strange begrudging land, even this success has created opposition. Reindeer hooves make potholes in the snow, and there have been murmurings among the trappers about dogs breaking their legs. The Lapp herders also are sullen and brooding. Snow and wind aside, he has found himself thinking, he could bring paradise here easily enough were it not for the people.


      At the service today, he glanced back from the front pew, and then had to look again as something caught his eye. In the shadowy rear of the building, close to the door, stood two sullen young men. When he glanced again just before the final hymn, he saw them shuffling out of the church. He recalled a riverbank near Parkgate, and the feel of rough hands against his collar. They weren’t the same people, of course, had little in common, no doubt. But there was a similarity in their posture, something both defiant and morose. The people from the past, it seemed, as well as the water, were collecting in pools, stagnating, refusing to drain from the present.


      Things have changed for the better in his grand plan, but the increments are so agonizingly slow. And there are other dangers. The impossible glamour of the north makes headlines while no other news exists to claim attention. But there was always talk of expeditions north or south to claim the very Poles. Another Discovery expedition, or perhaps a war in which Great Britain becomes involved, would submerge him entirely, and make him seem what he is, just another middle-aged doctor in a barren outpost of a foreign land, working under the auspices of a home-based mission. How is this so very different from the provincial vicar and schoolmaster who fathered him? His dream of breaking away, of creating a society in his own name, with subscribers brought on board by his wife and himself, would merely fade into the winter snow.


      He stares at the steam curling up from his plate, picks up his fork, and lets it rest on the cabbage. Water rises like tiny moats around the prongs. And then there is Anne, gentle, trusting Anne. Last fall he saw the sparkle of excitement in her eyes tinged by another quality—something quivering and confused. He realized even at the time the new emotion was trepidation. Fear of the cold, fear of isolation. Never has she been far from the theatre, from lively, educated conversation. He can’t quite imagine her here listening to the dogs and the house creaking in the wind, talking to Mrs. Evans about the salt beef and the window fastenings when winter begins to rage.


      And were this not enough, something else has infected his optimism, something he scarcely dares to name. Brin, his lead dog, gives a long, sustained howl, and the noise seems like the very essence of an almost desperate gloom. Florence, the nurse, and her dipsomaniac husband are on his trail.


      Pride, like a shell, hard but fragile, has caused him to make a game of his fear. He’s taken to calling his crafty-eyed black and white dog Spy, after Florence’s husband. There’s something in his sideways look, a furtive quality that truly reminds him of the man, and the name he secretly gave to him long ago when he realized he had been followed from the Music Hall, to the law courts, to the house of Dr. Johnson. Moody, the stoic of the group—reliable and plodding—was named two years ago; some instinct told him to litter the trivia of his life with clues as to his vocation. Someday someone would write his biography. He would be studied as D. L. Moody is studied. One has to provide nuggets, and what better, more touching tribute to his own spiritual mentor, Moody, than to name a much-loved animal after him? This would especially please Americans; they loved to elevate nature to the testing ground through which one can prove one’s own spirituality. He would be seen as the man who encounters God in all living things.


      Since his return from New York, he has noticed a penetrating quality in the brute’s eyes, not exactly sly, but challenging, almost insolent. It made him think of Florence Mills. He’d found comfort in the devotion of the youngest of the pack, the handsome, daring, athletic one with the reddish coat and christened him Watch, remembering a long-ago riposte to his rival.


      “If you followed me,” the young inebriate said quietly under Moody’s tent, “then you’re the spy now.”


      “I don’t spy,” Grenfell replied. “I watch.”


      There seemed a world of difference at the time, and still does. Grenfell was sober and strategic. He didn’t collapse in an abject heap and beg for some other, Moody the evangelist, Florence Mills, or the bottle, to save him. Still, there was one moment in time. The courtyard outside the nurses’ residence, a wrist grabbed, witnesses—that middle-aged couple and aged nun—present; to them Grenfell must have seemed the spy, and the memory still smarts.


      He liked to combat confusion head-on. Naming the dogs this way helped build delineating walls between himself and his antagonists. He had already soared far beyond the spectres which had descended upon him in New York. Like opposing poles of a magnet, Moody and Spy would continue to propel Watch, keep him going onwards and upwards.


      But now, as he listens, he realizes his bravado has tricked him. The yowls are bringing the past much closer to him than he would like. The young doctor, Florence, and his own unhappy self have crept stealthily into his northern hideout because he allowed the dogs, like mummers in a play, to take on symbolic form. They have become more than themselves.


      Foulness lurks in the memory of London. So much of himself given away, so much revealed, and in the end spilled into Florence’s ears. Her stoicism and her pristine idealism convinced him she was safe for a dalliance. He had imagined that, when he left her, she would mourn him as a casualty of memory, would continue to honour him as greatness claimed him. Many nurses act in such a manner, staring off at some faraway beacon of virtue, but not Nurse Mills. She shared his secrets with his rival, and ridiculed him in his own workplace. She looked into his face with contempt.


      A growl dies away into silence. Now the threat has returned in a real and tangible form. When first he glimpsed the thin, hollow-cheeked woman in the hotel lobby in New York, he thought of Florence Mills, but not because he believed there was any serious chance the woman might be her. Only when she returned his gaze, causing him to look at her shuffling companion, did he realize the truth. Here they were, the two of them, as unlikely a couple of tormentors as one could imagine. Still, he had shrugged off the sighting as a man might laugh too heartily at a black cat scampering across his path.


      But then she turned up at his lecture. Her white hand emerged from the darkness at the back of the theatre, and he heard her strained but familiar voice, its upright, calm, yet rather insistent tone weaving into perceived untruths. Perhaps she expected him to crumble, but he was long past any such danger. He had told the story of Moody’s tent so many times it was no longer a borrowed tale. He had made it his own, and legitimately. There had been inspiration, though he had scoffed at the time. Moody, the showman, the zealot, was an example to follow. All around England, in the town and country, ministers crawled out of their churches on Sunday, dutifully shook the hands of the local gentry after reading from the tracks they suggested. Moody was a fire to the damp cloth of his father’s tribe of priests. His religion was real, an entity of portent and danger. Florence turning up had proved that again. She was not merely an unwelcome coincidence as he had believed in the hotel lobby, but an invasion, malignant and planned.


      Darkness sweeps over him as the howls start up again, and this time the feeling has the flavour of a premonition. He was sure of Florence once, of a noble, upright nature, and though he knew she was too assertive to be his wife, he did believe in her discretion. He thinks of Anne, and her likely disappointments when she comes, and wonders how much he really knows women, and to what extent his upcoming marriage might be an extraordinary gamble.


      He slides the plate away and listens to the grandfather clock ticking through the music of animal howls and window-rattling breezes. His knowledge of drama tells him that downfall, slow or rapid, always comes when a man has attained his desires, or is very close to doing so. He is almost where he needs to be, but not quite. Any great tragedian would surely choose a moment very soon to precipitate his decline. Perhaps this is the reason for his gloom, the inevitability of an oncoming collapse.


      He wonders about Florence and her husband. Would they be sly and determined enough to approach his intended wife’s family? Do they still have the note he penned so many years ago outlining his vision? Would they slip it to them if they refused to believe?


      It seems unlikely, fantastic, but then so did being challenged openly by Florence Mills twenty-five years on, until it happened. The thought of letters makes him glance again at the opened note by his plate, a rather timid missive sent by a mother in Brent Island, and brought my sled messengers who had come and gone in a hurry, bartering for extra fuel for the last of the winter.


      The Brent Island woman wanted to thank him for operating on her son. The boy had an infection near the bone. It had needed to be cleared out quickly to prevent deterioration. The letter was pleasing enough to receive, or would have been were he in a better temper, but it was hardly an unusual thanks for any family doctor, let alone one who commanded nursing stations and strove so hard to be a community leader.


      The grandfather clock seems to tick louder, and for the moment the dogs are silent. He hears Mrs. Evans moving pots and pans in the kitchen, and pulls his plate rather guiltily forward again. Taking a scoop of potato on his fork, he raises it to his lips and chews without relish. The languid hand of failure weighs down upon his shoulders with more force, and he tries to take stock again. It’s true he attracts people to the mission. It’s true he’s an efficient doctor, conscientious and focused. But he’s only half-accepted as leader here, and Anne would soon see this and be surprised. She’d soon notice the contrast between this and the assumptions people made in New York and Gloucester and Boston. They all thought of him as a giant among pygmies, a man of learning and charisma, and they merely presumed his people would be breathless with gratitude all the time. But the reality is more prosaic. He works at the hospital, occasionally goes on the hospital ship, and treats serious and routine conditions like any other doctor. Some people like him and some people don’t. And occasionally, very occasionally, the people who don’t like him—like that wretch who called him a liar in New York—surface where one least expects.


      One day he will wake up an old man. Friendly adventurers will find him and be filled not with admiration but with a kind of curious pity. They will see what he has been at pains to conceal from himself and from others: that he is a kind of exile, his life a tribute to an age long past. How many of his kind litter the outposts of the colonies? Human driftwood bleaching in the sun, part of a quaint landscape which will have ceased to exist at home.


      What was lacking, he knew, was drama. He remembers reading about Moody on the red-soaked killing fields of the Civil War. Moody would walk on tiptoes among the dying, crouching toward each head. Failing eyes would flicker toward him in hope or respite from the pain, or some promise of recovery. But always the same austere question would leave Moody’s lips. “My friend, are you a Christian?” If the answer was yes, he would hear the final penance and move on, leaving men to choke or wheeze their last. If only he could somehow clutch onto some elements of that uncompromising spirit.


      He had no illusions. It wasn’t mended bones or stitched-up guts that made reputations when word of a man’s exploits reached civilization. People demand something extreme, images that harness the lurid power of classical mythology. They want blood and the vicarious terrors they are too afraid to sample for themselves. This, not plodding competence, kindliness, or living peacefully among the natives is how a man distinguishes himself.


      He puts down his fork and picks up the note again— “Just a note, dear Doctor, that my boy seems to be recovering very well from his operation. We thank you sincerely”—then drops it in disgust.


      A fight breaks out beyond the door. The dogs pull on their ropes and bark once more as the wind rises. Grenfell hears the slap of the sled rope against the runner. It occurs to him he has simply been too careful. Each step, thoughtfully enough planned, has been designed for a painfully slow rise toward ambitions.


      Driftwood beckoning.


      His pulse quickens as unexpected hope grips him. He picks up the letter once more, reads, and then slips it back into its envelope. Mrs. Evans didn’t see him open the note, doesn’t know he has read it already. The rope slaps against the runner again. Moody howls. Adventure and risk, he thinks; once formed in his thoughts, the syllables begin to echo in the slapping of the rope and in the cozy-sinister tocks of the grandfather clock. It seems so obvious all of a sudden. Jack London and The Call of the Wild; Charles Kingsley and Westward Ho; the Klondike gold rush; great tests of courage and self-sacrifice are what fires the modern imagination—man against nature and the elements.


      He stuffs the note in his jacket pocket and stands.


      “Mrs. Evans,” he calls. “I have to leave for Brent Island. Straightaway!”

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Twenty-Three —


      The snow ridges sparkle under a pale sky like shards of crystal. Speed and emptiness quicken his thoughts, make them electric and brilliant. Like jagged teeth of Himalayan peaks, the twin destinies of glory or death race with him. Sled-runners hiss and ice stars fleck his cheeks. The grey tails of the dogs sway like disconnected rudders. The animals, in V formation, roll like a river of fur, racing into nowhere.


      Grenfell’s heart beats fast as he thinks back through the short conversation with Mrs. Evans; in a few words he took a plunge from which there would be no easy return.


      “You can’t do that, Doctor. It’s thirty miles distant and the ice is breaking up.”


      “I have to go, Mrs. Evans. It’s a matter of life or death.”


      He fingered the note in his pocket.


      “Why didn’t you go with the messengers?”


      “They thought they’d slow me down. The note explains.”


      “Let me fetch my husband. He’ll talk to you about it.”


      But he was already marching out the door, ears stinging with cold and heart pounding with panicky delirium as he untied the dogs’ reins. Fur bristled and Moody’s pale grey eyes fixed him suspiciously as he cut a stubborn rope and pocketed the knife.


      “No time for that!” he yelled. “Fetch my bag, my oilskins, and food for the dogs.”


      The exchange was decisive. It amputated all alternatives but that of being hailed as a hero or denounced as the most abject and desperate of liars. Once upon the ice, he reasoned, he could avoid too much physical danger by not going too far out. His plan was uncertain except for vying hopes of clear obstacles that might prevent him from achieving his destination while at the same time preserving the heroism of the act. He might either be caught in a sudden squall or be trapped upon breaking ice. Either way, he would make a miraculous escape. This would be enough to cement his reputation, especially allied with the child’s life in the balance and his stubborn determination to go no matter the advice. If successful, he could change the details, too. It won’t be too much of a stretch to say he was returning from morning prayers, or that a desperate-looking boy scampered up to him with a note. Or he could recount an imagined exchange with the messenger sled before he decided to go on his own for speed.


      ***


      The sled swerves wildly on its runners. But what if they found out the truth? This was a peril more real than any squall. Grenfell grips the whip and almost strikes but sees in time the dogs are still straight and in formation. The sled rights itself, serves again, and speeds along the narrowing band of ice. Black water circles at the ice’s melting edge.


      Communication from Brent Island to the outside world is sporadic, especially at this time of year. The supply boat goes direct to the island, and then comes to St. Anthony. Messages of sympathy or concern would have to wait half a year or more. And there’s little need for the boy’s mother to speak or write to any person in St. Anthony until the next time a doctor is needed. At such a time he could insist that doctor should be himself.


      Unless he is touring. His stomach jumps as the sled goes over a sharp ridge and dips down again. The dangers are manifold, of course. But the very danger is what gives him right to think of a reward. In life there’s success or failure and no in-between. This much he has found out to his cost already.


      The hope, he tells himself, is this: No one will remember the identity of the woman and the boy; they will fade in contrast to his own act of heroism, and certainly no journalist will ever come here to try and track them down. The woman’s memory of the contents of her note might be fuzzy, too. When she is eventually told the good doctor misunderstood her letter and thought he had to come without delay, she will be puzzled, surely, rather than suspicious, or at least not suspicious enough to pursue the matter. The sled team who came for the fuel will merely assume there was another team from the region and will think no more about it.


      Breaking ice vibrates the sled from below. Spy’s tail drops between its legs. The animal is hauled along for a number of yards, a bundle of fur, before unrolling itself with a high-pitched yelp, finding its feet and running once more with the rest. The dogs group closer together, fur spiking. The sled tips too close to the black waters and Grenfell’s heart lurches. It rights itself again, but the ice groans hungrily. This time Grenfell watches as a fissure opens into an abyss, a foot from the sled-runner. Salt water hisses over the lips of the ice, dancing dark circles as it retreats. The sled races through, leaving the danger behind, for the moment.


      The sun shows like a pale disc beyond the clouds and the cold closes in on him. For the first time Grenfell’s entrails shrink with fear. It’s the kind of fear he once knew as a child when he strayed out after dark for the first time, a self-dare turning bad as nature, once inviting, became agitated and sullen.


      Suddenly, the life he’s been risking doesn’t seem so bad after all, a future of driftwood, perhaps, of aging into an object of pity, but at least he would be warm and safe and he would have Anne by his side. She might take to the life here more than he thinks. The possibility creates a rare pang of longing for her.


      The sound of the runners changes from a hiss into something mellower, less defined, and Grenfell knows there is water and slush as well as ice. He can taste the thaw on his tongue. To his left the snowscape rises, dotted with small, dark trees. If he becomes stranded here—and this is as near as he has got to a plan—he might be difficult to distinguish in the landscape. Traplines scatter the place like a loose spider’s web. Komatiks will speed along within sight, but the drivers would spot him only if they are looking and awake to the possibility of someone needing help.


      But there is no way back. He left the impression he was determined to make Brent Island, desperate to help that poor sick boy. How can he claim to have since received news the child had recovered? The sled jolts to the right, halts, and spins around. Moody plunges through the ice and gives a squeal. He paws frantically at the ice as the others heave sideways from the water, claws scampering on the slush. The brutes merely drag the right runner hard against the underside of the ice lip.


      The hope the sled might jolt itself free vanishes this time. It digs itself deeper into trouble by the moment, rising high on the left, almost upending. Grenfell holds on, still waiting, but the sled tilts farther, and the bag with his change of clothes slides off, falls into the water and sinks beside the struggling Moody. With another howl the animal finally scrambles onto the ice and safety.


      Grenfell’s hand plunges into his oilskins and pulls out his knife. Throwing off his gloves, he cuts the rope connecting the sled from the harness, replaces the knife in his oilskins, then he leaps.


      He seems to hang in the grey-blue air for a moment before the ice races up to meet him. He closes his eyes for impact, but his boots shrug through the crisp surface. Time slows like molasses as his legs flap in the heavy water. His head plunges last. Freezing sea stings his ears, cheeks, neck, and scalp like a hundred angry bees.


      Everything is dark save a halo of wavering light which beckons from above. His upstretched hands haul at the ice water, flap at his sides, reach again, and haul until the light-halo approaches. He’s in Moody’s tent, hearing the babble of the congregation. Images spin. Light ripples carry fractured parts of Florence, himself, and his rival intern: first Florence’s penetrating eye; then the sloping shoulders of his rival; then himself as he studies the face in his mirror: his thick moustache shielding youthful features which seem too open and revealing by far. The pictures weave themselves into short scenes.


      “If you followed me,” the intern says quietly, his breath laced with stale liquor, “then you’re the spy now.” The words fade into the muffled hiccoughs of water and ice. Now he’s standing with Florence outside her lodgings. She demands he return the rival’s note. He stands firm, sure of his ground despite the growing heat of her indignation. He flaps at the ice water again, feels the ache of freezing muscles. Florence brandishes her captured wrist. Let go, she mouths, though he hears only gurgles. A burning pain stabs his chest as the light wobbles above. A riverbank, the second button of a cotton blouse, her fingers on his, a warning. He’s held aloft now, rough hands gripping his ankles, his underarms. They swing him, “One . . . two . . . three!” and he flies through the air.


      ***


      The howl terrifies him—a savage, animal sound. The water is gone, his head light like a balloon, the sting of the air on his forehead is harsher even than the ice water below. The wind travels right through to his skull. With surprise he realizes the howl was his own. Gasping air, he reaches for the ice ridge, but the surface of the lip burns his ungloved fingers. The dogs gather calmly above him, watching. He treads water one-handed and reaches in his oilskins for his knife. Hacking the ice will surely make it easier to grip.


      He clasps the knife handle and catches a glance at the dispassionate, watching eyes of Moody. The dog’s fur drips but he seems calm, almost happy as he licks its lips. On Moody’s left stands Spy, bristling, nose curling as he sniffs; on his right, Watch.


      Grenfell’s stomach lurches. In his throat a burning sensation rises and spreads in all directions. He brings the knife down on the ice and tries to grip the white surface with his free hand, but slips away and yells. The dogs move, gathering more closely together.


      Ice air fills Grenfell’s lungs as he recovers and takes another more forceful stab. He recognizes the emotion: pure rage. He’s furious with these callous beasts. Such a cruel contrast, he thinks, to the way dogs are usually depicted. He brings the knifepoint down a third time. Ice pellets leap, scattering over Spy’s whiskers. The animal shakes its head and continues to stare, malignant and appraising.


      Grenfell pushes his numbed fingers into one of the cracks his knife has made, and with his other hand plunges the knife an arm span’s distance. He hauls himself clear at last, using crevice and blade as anchors. The anger runs deeper than the dogs. Gasping now, he lies with his cheek against the ice, his feet still dangling in the water, knifepoint still lodged in the snow, handle gripped in his frozen hand.


      What images assailed him when in mortal peril? Not something from his years of selfless devotion, not his nursing stations or his hospital, or even his public meetings to gather support for a fishermen’s co-operative. No, a useless, drunken intern challenging him; Florence Mills turning from future disciple to judge; and then, briefly, two young ruffians from his hometown, putting the vicar’s son in his place.


      He feels stranded, marooned upon the ice, miles from St. Anthony, stranded in Labrador, exiled in middle years, and everything points to a few days in 1883 when things went slightly off course, when his dream became infected.


      The pain in his frozen fingers is so severe his lips give way to whimpering. The sounds reverse into his lungs, filling them with burning air. Soon the whimpering becomes a moan and then one quick, loud roar. He hears the animals’ paws lifting and touching down upon the slush and ice as though they are gathering for a conference.


      He’s shamed to admit that a nurse’s disbelief in him could have affected him so much, even more ashamed that her decision, so easily reached, to replace him with the young man they once both despised, should have sent through him such tremors of self-doubt. But it’s these things, above all else, the urgent reminder of them in New York, that have pushed him into the extremities of deceit.


      He has to prove himself a giant now. To do otherwise would be to lie and cheat for no reason at all. It would make him smaller than Florence and her rival. It would turn him into the kind of liberty-taking mongrel that the two young men saw on the riverbank near Parkgate.


      The dogs gather around, the white funnels of their breath creating a fog around him, heating one earlobe, providing an instant of comfort and hope. But there’s no nuzzling, no gentle licking. They’re just curious. He glances from face to face, still gasping. He christened the beasts Moody, Watch, and Spy for a reason. And there is serendipity indeed they should be watching him so calmly now. He will be cleansing the past, wrapping himself in the lurid clothes expected of a hero. Think of Homer, the animal sacrifice in the Odyssey. Think of Abraham with Isaac on the altar. These are the names that resound through history. Fame and faint-heartedness don’t mix. Don’t question, Grenfell. Just act.


      His hand grips harder on the knife and pulls it from the ice. The blade catches the dying sun, and he anticipates the warmth of blood newly shed.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Twenty-Four —


      June 1909: New York


      ***


      The reading is over. Waiting for the expected murmurs—the soft, butterfly hints of approval, confusion, or protest—Grenfell closes the book. But the silence intensifies, seems for a moment a material thing, thick and impenetrable. Then a clap, like a stone falling upon gravel, another pause, and it breaks all at once, spontaneous as a waterfall, a clamour of applause, cheers, and foot-stamping, whoops like air bubbles carried along in the stream of sound.


      He was right to end with the detail of the plaque. As neat and dramatic a finale as could be wished for. Before tonight it had worried him. So much repetition in the story, a frenzy of climaxes: hours of freezing water, plunging off one ice pan onto another, cutting ropes, plunging again, swimming through icy waters, slaying beloved animals and flaying the hides from the flesh, wrapping himself in the fur, drinking their blood for warmth and nourishment. It was all too intense, a trumpet playing upon the same note at too harsh a volume. He knew quiet moments were necessary not only for dramatic punch but also for plausibility. A lull is like a valley which sets off the true drama of the mountain. His writing seemed like peak after peak with no contrasting relief. While in the thick of it, jumping from one sinking ice pan, swimming toward another, a rebel thought danced through his brain: Who on earth could believe all this nonsense?


      He could feel his housekeeper, Mrs. Evans, burrowing up through his narrative, especially when he mentioned the tear-filled faces of his rescuers. Mrs. Evans’s husband, John, did have red eyes when he and others hauled Grenfell aboard. But even at the time Grenfell knew the moisture was likely the result of cold and exasperation, as well as relief.


      Mrs. Evans had said very little to Grenfell during his recuperation, but her manner had changed. A silence had grown between her actions and her words, between the moment she laid his dinner plate in front of him and the question, “Would you like anything else, Doctor?”


      It was as though she was waiting, mother-like, for him to fill in the pause with some explanation, or apology.


      One time, two weeks after his rescue, she was more direct.


      “How is the boy?” she asked, as he picked up his knife and fork.


      “The boy?” he repeated, utensils raised, hot steam from the cabbage blushing his chin.


      “The boy on Brent Island, Doctor,” she said.


      She was an odd figure suddenly, her head titled slightly for his answer, her arms hanging by her sides. Mrs. Evans had always been defined by her actions, her hands always occupied—a broom and dustpan, a serving platter or baking pan. For once, there was not as much as a dishcloth, tea towel, or oven glove. It made her seem redundant and strangely formidable.


      “I’ve had word, Mrs. Evans. Thank you for asking. The boy is doing fine.” Grenfell nodded and coughed, picked up the saltcellar, and sprinkled.


      “False alarm, then,” she said mildly enough, smoothing down her apron. “And when you come to think of what might have happened as a result.”


      “Indeed,” he replied, pronging a potato with his fork.


      “There’s you, my John, the others in John’s boat. They all might have been lost.”


      Grenfell cut the spud in two, nodding again. “It doesn’t bear thinking about, Mrs. Evans.”


      He raised the fork, but halted before it reached his mouth. He looked to the table solemnly, willing her away.


      “No, Doctor,” she said. “And there’s our little daughter, Maggie.”


      “Yes,” he replied, firming up the mask of sadness over his growing impatience.


      “Where would she be if my John were taken from us?”


      “Quite,” he said, focusing on the dwindling trail of steam from the potato.


      Silently, she turned and walked from the room.


      The atmosphere prickled between them like static all spring, never put into words, never abating. He had put her family into danger and she doubted it was necessary. How much had she guessed? There was no way to tell. He couldn’t let her go. Such an action might turn the discomfort of silence into a blaze of living rumour. She did at least seem discreet.


      Who on earth could believe all this nonsense? It was both her voice and his that seemed to skip upon the surface of his heroic narrative. He had to swallow it down with a modest cough and a promise to bring this “egotistic narrative” to a close. It worked, obviously, and far better than he could have hoped. When he reached the solemn, emotional ending, “On a plaque in my hallway in St. Anthony I have memorialized my dear friends Moody, Watch, and Spy, who gave their lives for mine on the ice on April 21, 1908,” the lump in his throat was real.


      He thought of the dogs, of Spy’s crafty-eyed sneer, Moody’s penetrating judgment. Did any part of him mourn them, really? Only Watch gave him a slight pang of regret, and only then because the youngster had once seemed like a canine version of himself.


      Of course, he realized. The grief was not all false. The sentiment rising in his throat was the last-gasp nature of his success. He’d made it, after all. He had to allow himself a moment of weakness, the hint of a tear for the Grenfell who might have been—the one who almost fell into obscurity.


      The story, his publisher told him, was destined to be a bestseller. He’d woven the most spectacular of modern myths from fragments of truth; and, at last, drama—lurid, fantastical drama—was part of the Grenfell story. Everything was coming together like a dream, the foundations of a new administration. Anne Caldwell was his wife. However much she frets away in St. Anthony, especially when he is away as now, she is loyal and hard-working. She builds community among the women, and summons the whole extended society of Chicago and beyond to experience his exploits with so much vicarious, enthralled pleasure he feels at times like a Homeric prince.


      Detractors could act as they wished. Anything they could do or say would be swept away by the power of his growing reputation. Every great man has enemies, after all: the bitter vagrant who tries to interrupt proceedings, the woman who questions the veracity of one’s history. Envy and spite are nothing more significant than the foam rolling from the speeding bow of a pioneering enterprise.


      The applause begins to die off at last. The publisher at his side rises, his face flushed with excitement. “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. Dr. Grenfell will take just a few questions.”


      Grenfell looks into the rows, sees several hands rising from the darkness. He remembers Florence and smiles inside at the knowledge he can scarcely be touched now. A number of his books hover among audience members, too. The owners must have been following the text as he read. A strong pulse, almost a contraction, goes through him as he sees the ghostly, blue-white pages flutter open and closed. He feels the potency of his message in print. Spoken word and reputation are fine, but they are unreliable. Like water, these elements can seep into the ground and disappear if something more urgent claims general attention.


      In the flapping pages of Adrift on an Ice-Pan he sees the sections of his own Bible, a story not subject to change or dilution. It can be spread and reprinted to meet the clamour of demand.


      “How did your other dogs recover from the ordeal, Doctor?” asks a middle-aged man with a bristling moustache.


      “My dear sir,” Grenfell says, “I wrote the account you have heard tonight with the leader, Brin, curled around my feet. Dogs are the most wonderful, faithful, and unquestioning of followers.”


      “Indeed, Doctor!” The man nods, smiling broadly, delighted. “An example to us all!”


      “A few more,” mumbles the publisher, pointing to a frail-looking youngish man with pebble glasses in the front row.


      “Doctor,” the man says, pausing for breath. “I myself have for years suffered from a respiratory ailment.” He speaks slowly and quietly, but the audience hushes its collective breath for him. “And I find your example inspiring. Your determination to help others, your great courage, physical and moral. I hope you provide some information tonight about how to donate to your cause.”


      The publisher gives Grenfell a nod.


      It has not been discussed between them, and as this is officially a book launch, Grenfell had not intended to presume, but now feels the rush of another potential success. The “International Grenfell Association” may be only a few years away, after all.


      “I can only say,” the man continues, “that ill as I am, if Dr. Grenfell ever comes to lecture in my modest town, I will be only too glad to pick up my bed and walk!”


      The audience gives a rush of sympathetic laughter and applause as the man sits down.


      “And where, may I ask, is your town, sir?”


      “Portland, Maine, Doctor,” he says, half standing again.


      “I shall be glad to include it on a lecture circuit soon,” Grenfell says, knowing such a thing to be unlikely. The larger centres where he already has allies would yield better results. But this is no time to dampen expectations. Hands go up like doves under a station awning. The publisher shakes his head and smiles. Grenfell feels that at last he is coming home.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Twenty-Five —


      1939: St. Anthony


      ***


      The dust lifts into the blue once more. Dry cinders swirl around Grenfell, specks finding their way up his nose. The breeze, which is uncommonly warm, is not as he remembers St. Anthony’s winds. One might think the sun would feel like a benediction, but it crouches above him, watchful, disapproving. The whole of his life, it seems, has been under a magnifying glass, and the older he gets, the more his failing heart rebels, the more he feels judged by the red monster eye that peers from the other side of the lens.


      Three reporters huddle together like battered scarecrows on the ridge below, their loose-fitting mackintoshes and light overcoats flapping in the wind. Only one, from the St. John’s Evening Telegram, has a camera, and he fiddles with his device, refraining, at least for the moment, from taking any snaps. The three of them seem embarrassed, and look everywhere but at Grenfell.


      He feels his life force draining. It’s as though while he scatters his wife’s ashes, the reporters, through their inattention, are scattering him, so that his own spirit, in turn, drifts away with the dust clouds he creates.


      No doubt he seems forlorn enough to them, an ancient, grieving figure with downturned mouth and bent back. At the moment they would be right; he does feel miserable. When he arrived in St. Anthony a few days ago, he was buoyed by an up-swell of support. Circles of admirers, wives with flapping head scarves, husbands clutching their caps, bony-kneed children all grinned and clapped and even waved homemade paper Union Jacks at him. Waterfalls of triumph churned in his veins. His legacy was firmly implanted here as well as in the institutions and families that fed the International Grenfell Association.


      But something changed this morning when he began to climb Fox Farm Hill, especially when he realized the ragged reporters meant to stop below like his own disconnected shadows. For one awful moment he glanced below and saw in two of them those surly brothers who had assaulted him on the riverbank. He had to outface the sun’s glare to dispel the illusion before continuing his ascent.


      The people of the town have decided to give him privacy, too. He is quite alone as the ashes of his late wife spiral around him. In solitude he feels soiled, misled by his own ambition. It all feels terribly unfair. Everything he has done in his life has followed that simple schoolroom dictate to achieve distinction, to mould something of one’s image into the world into which one is born. Every book he ever opened in his father’s library or in the prep room at school spilled forth the names of those who had successfully risen like ice peaks above the surface of history either by science, politics, adventure, or missionary zeal. Every sports day, every prize-giving, reinforced the fire that has dictated his life’s path. And here he is, checking the flame one last time, and feeling not warmth, but absence.


      He resists a sudden impulse to call the reporters back to their job, to beg them to witness the event, to take photographs and bombard him with questions. Only the obvious and wildly inappropriate nature of such an act prevents him. A puff of his wife’s ashes hangs for a moment, expanding like a balloon as the wind dies. The paleness of the ash reminds him of Anne’s face, the lines of resignation like sled tracks through the snow, determined, stoical, joyless. He holds the memory of her expression, watches her features as he imagines her licking stamps or writing figures in the International Grenfell Association ledgers.


      He was told the dust was symbolic. It might be her, but could just as easily be the coffin or the previous occupant of the crematorium incinerator. And yet the stillness of this last cloud seems to possess her spirit. She always had a placidity and patience which mystified him. Month after month, year after year, in St. Anthony, detailing finances in her tight, controlled hand, writing to her influential friends for funds or to be her surrogate in Chicago, Michigan, or New York as a new IGA event is planned, managing from afar the mission’s Dogteam Tavern in Vermont when in truth she likely wished she had never left the American mainland at all.


      From her desk in St. Anthony she set up her bursary for students from Newfoundland and Labrador to study in New England. She organized fresh tours, ensured a minimum commitment from her benevolent organizations back home. All this accomplished with the mild tilt of her head and the constant flicking of her wrist.


      She seemed a thwarted woman, and at first the guilt had pained him. But slowly, by degrees, and because there was a lack of any sudden emotional crisis he had half expected, he got used to it. She was unhappy, but she didn’t complain. Only once did he dare open a door he had always meant to keep shut. His words came without warning, even to himself.


      “Perhaps you’d like a holiday in Chicago, the whole winter if you like.”


      She had been staring into space as though in a trance, the pen suspended in her hand. He wondered even as he heard the unprecedented words on his lips whether he was using them ironically, trying to chastise her, as a schoolmaster chastises a daydreaming student. But the undercurrent in his voice was closer to panic than sarcasm.


      She seemed confused rather than stung, her eyes narrowing, her shoulders bending toward her task.


      “I can’t,” she said. The irritation in her voice was real, and he had remembered their first meeting, the way her fingers reached and held onto the stem of her glass, the way she had leaned into the table and toward him and used the language of ownership—“one’s faith,” not only his, but hers. At once he saw it: she wasn’t here merely to help him. The reason she had subordinated her life to his was because she saw in it something greater than herself, and something greater than him, too.


      She had faith; she was its rightful owner. The boys from coastal Labrador and Newfoundland who might gain a thorough grounding in the classics, in European and American history, were real to her. The knowledge made his insides shrivel. He had become used to congratulating himself for choosing well and for making a missionary of his wife. She had learned to sacrifice, he had told himself, and somewhere in his mind lurked the belief that she was sacrificing for him, for his faith, his mission. But this was not the case. Her mission had predated his and she surpassed him in faith. She wanted nothing in return, not glory or thanks, not even happiness.


      The swirl of Anne’s cloud curls around him now as the breeze returns. Faith: the word to him is like dust falling in his hair, touching down on his earlobe. Florence and his rival enter his mind, he isn’t sure why. More than thirty years ago, soon after Florence heckled him at the lecture, a man and a woman were found to be impersonating himself and his wife.


      The descriptions that appeared in the newspaper were sent to him also independently in a letter from one of his supporters. Together they made him almost certain the imposters were Florence and her husband. The act of imposture had unsettled him more than the heckling; there was something so deeply invasive about it. His supporters expected him to be angry, hinted that lawsuits might be advisable.


      Finally he was shown a photograph. Perrin, an author and a mutual friend of his publisher, had invited him to dine in a New York restaurant. Perrin passed the picture to Grenfell during coffee, and Grenfell had immediately recognized the face, the startled, puffy eyes and the moustache like his own. The rival, Florence’s husband, looked much as he had that evening when Florence gate-crashed his lecture. Grenfell glanced at his companion, squinted at the photograph, held it at arm’s length, and dabbed his lips. The imposter appeared to be in an elevator, the cage half-drawn.


      “This is the man,” said Perrin. “Does he look familiar?”


      But it was too late to tell the truth; Grenfell had already play-acted confusion at the image. “We have a name—a doctor who studied with you for a while in London. We think it’s the same person.”


      Grenfell’s face burned. He let his gaze fall momentarily on the white tablecloth beyond the photograph. “Really?” he said, picking up his coffee cup absent-mindedly.


      Perrin said the name. “It’s quite common, apparently, this form of hoax. He married a nurse at the same London hospital, has a practice in rural New England. They work together.”


      Grenfell laid the photograph down and sipped his coffee.


      “Well?” prompted Perrin. “Is it the same person? Do you recognize him?”


      “Perhaps. It’s so long ago.”


      Grenfell smiled, picked up the photograph again, and returned it to Perrin. Perrin frowned, opened his jacket, and slid the photograph back inside his pocket. The poor man had been expecting outrage but had received only a feeble kind of uncertainty. Grenfell gazed at a passing trolley with a rattling tea set. The oddest thing, he reflected, was that it wasn’t only fear that had prevented him from confirming his rival’s identity; it was also a strange kind of loyalty. It took confidence to be so daring, to lay oneself at the mercy of the law and of the ridicule which would follow capture. Florence, he had already noticed, had a boundless kind of confidence. Now he had to credit his rival as well.


      But the humbling element of the story went even deeper. From all that he knew of Florence and her husband, he could not believe they had acted merely for shekels. They were too complicated for that. There had to be some other motive, however obscure. And, as they were in disguise, that motive could have nothing to do with personal glory. The question was deeply troubling. Who would put themselves into such danger when there was no promise of financial or personal gain? And why?


      ***


      Fresh dust scatters upon the newly stirring wind. Anne’s urn tips upside down in his hand. His wife is gone now and no pictures have been taken. Something tugs in his chest, a knotty, confused kind of terror which hauls in turn at every thought and experience. Regardless of the camera-shy reporters, he has achieved all that he set out to achieve. His name will surely be remembered. But something else has been lost, or perhaps never possessed to begin with. He knows suddenly why Florence and her husband have come into his thoughts: faith.


      Florence Mills placed her faith in an intern with his very few prospects and his obvious weakness for drink. At the time, the young nurse’s rejection of Grenfell had been too unexpected even to consider in any light other than an act of temporary madness. But she had seen something, after all, recognized something in his rival, despite his pathetic reliance on whisky and the most slobbering, abject side of religion. Florence and the helpless young man had both prostrated themselves before a shrine. And the act of submission was the key; a part of him had seen that, even at the time. Submission means the giving away of everything, all carefully laid plans, all ambitions. The intern prostrated himself under Moody’s tent; Florence prostrated herself before the intern. Their lives were no longer their own.


      Envy is a foreign emotion to Grenfell, but he knows this must be the feeling burning inside him now. He envies his dead wife for her decades of selfless work. He envies Florence and the other young intern with a passion that terrifies him. If he’s right about their motivations, the reality of it reverses every perception his life’s work has been at pains to create. He envies the three of them—his wife, Florence, and her husband—because they have willingly given their lives to some cause greater than themselves.


      Let go, said Florence, her eyes defiant, as she brandished the wrist captured in his hand. There had been so much certainty in her then, it was chilling. Let go of what? More than Florence’s wrist.


      Suddenly the disinterest of the reporters is too much. His fingers go numb and the empty urn drops and rolls upon the gravel. He doesn’t notice the strength departing his knees, but he feels himself fall and smarts at the impact of the ground upon his knees. A moan comes from his lips, a wolf-like, primal, juddering sound he doesn’t recognize as himself. His breaths are shallow, and the breeze teases strands of his hair.


      He senses furtive movement on the rock ridge below, a scrabble of pebbles, a slow, cautious approach. The collapse isn’t caused by his heart. The checklist is well enough known to him by now. No tightness in the chest, no tingling sensation, vision fine; he can see clearly enough as the Evening Telegram reporter adjusts a strap so his camera is behind his back and therefore out of sight. No, it’s not his heart. It’s merely the panic of accumulated disappointment. This morning, with no one around him, he is an old man on a hill scattering his wife’s ashes, secretly jealous of a woman and man he had always believed himself to despise.


      “Are you all right, Doctor?” calls the man with the camera.


      Another reporter, a local man, scuttles toward him quickly, reaching out with his hand.


      The man’s fingers are warm and reassuring as Grenfell pulls himself back to standing, brushing off his knees. The three of them surround him now, silent, embarrassed, shuffling. The eyes he meets are full of pity and awe and he feels the rush of blood return. The third man reverently bends, picks up the urn, and hands it to him. Grenfell sees his fingers tremble as he takes it.


      Comfortless though the exercise has been, this ending resonates beyond expectations: men on guard, but standing off and distracted; he wishing to call them to witness; they returning finally but only upon a cry of agony. He didn’t plan it this way at all, not consciously. The ashes, his return, and the promise to join his wife had been in his head. But the Biblical overtones, his own personal agony in the garden, these things were all new. Perhaps he has become so expert in weaving his own tale that these intimations of divine suffering unravel from him as dead skin unravels from certain animals, regardless of thought or will. The thought alarms him. He thinks of Anne, disappeared now in the wind, and he feels his blood thicken.


      He nods at the reporters, receives a murmur from one, a sad smile from the other, and a bowed head from the third. They accompany him closely now as he makes his way down the path, rolling tundra in all directions—a ghostly landscape, especially as the wind tugs a solitary bush in the distance. Grenfell feels the spirits of his three hundred reindeer, forever diseased and coughing out their last after all the herders returned to Norway. A piece of distant scrub waves at him, dust flying in its shadow. A failed experiment, some newspapers said. Did they mean the reindeer, or his career? But now he sees it, rising improbably over the barrens and the small community—the hospital, his hospital, a white mausoleum, walls solid and defiant like any large government-run hospital in an imperial outpost.


      It’s a sense of legacy he has always sought. Former Indian governors look at the railways that snake all over the vast peninsula; institutions, modelled on British counterparts, they await the hands which will inevitably inherit. He has his hospital and his people.


      The ground becomes more solid under his feet as they spill out of their homes to greet him now, the women’s handkerchiefs catching the sun. Timorously they form themselves into a welcoming garland around the nearest home’s entrance, feet shuffling as they wait to line the final steps of his journey, handkerchiefs, like palms, lining the way. Only when close does he see the women are crying for him, eyes reddened in brown and windblown flesh. Even little Maggie Evans, whose mother once doubted his story, even she wears a smile of inexpressible sadness at the scene she has witnessed. Small feminine hands touch under his elbows, leading, supporting him through the threshold. The men hold back, physically, eyes cast down like a congregation hearing the liturgy.


      “A cup of tea, Doctor.” The suggestion comes like a blessing, and the women move around him, ministering angels in the muted interior light, guiding him to a soft chair.


      “A good doctor”—he catches the whispered phrase, perhaps from Maggie, who holds some standing as the daughter of his former housekeeper. All suspicions, it seems, have died with Mrs. Evans and her husband. All that is left is the bricks and mortar of progress, and hushed gratitude.


      Cup and saucer are lowered into his hands.


      “With your permission, Doctor, ladies,” says the Evening Telegram reporter.


      Grenfell nods, and a flash follows, white and startling.


      A triumph, after all, but tears scorch his eyes.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Twenty-Six —


      1940: Massachusetts


      ***


      The garden has come alive in that mysterious way that often occurs in the last weeks of summer. A robin’s call spirals over the tick of the clock and the hum of the refrigerator. Florence looks at the young woman before her, watches her edge the notebook along the table toward her—such an apologetic act, as though she is returning a Christmas present to a respected great-aunt. The poor girl talked about cynicism being a cloak and, of course, she was talking about herself.


      The reverie into which Florence sank lasted seconds, perhaps, but has taken her through so many years, and it has left her as weightless as Lady Grenfell’s dust. Empathy is natural to her, her strength and—no doubt some would say—her downfall. She can’t unknow Willy Grenfell any more than she can unlove her brief memory of him. It is her version of Willy, a half-truth at least. She has imagined his life before, and always with that sense of sadness at a life made slave to ambition. But he, like her husband, is her brother; she is keeper to them both. She thinks of Lady Grenfell’s ashes once more and can’t help but feel Willy’s pain.


      Miss Agar is busy with her satchel. Florence coughs away an emotion quickly and stands, making the poor girl rise as though to attention.


      Miss Agar smiles apologetically, fingering her satchel strap.


      “It’s time to leave,” she says.

    

  


  
    
      — Chapter Twenty-Seven —


      Grenfell’s note lies on the white leather passenger seat beside Judy. Its spidery blue writing draws her glances more often than any flesh-and-blood travelling companion could have done. On each side of the road dust spirals rise, teased by a wind that seems to tumble over itself in this stretch of open farmland. The drifting dust reminds her of the stories Florence told of starving itinerant farmhands, broken-down shacks, droughts, and bad harvests.


      The doctor and Florence both came as far as the gate to see her off. At first it seemed embarrassing and unbusinesslike, as though she had stepped awkwardly into the role of a family member. An onlooker might have presumed this much had they watched her step into the car and seen the old couple leaning into each other as though for support—Florence, with her bone-thin ankles, the doctor with his tweeds, baggy over his shrunken frame. The doctor wanted to press the scrapbook into her hands, and Judy knew, from her prior conversation with Florence, that this must have been planned in advance, perhaps as soon as Polar Adventures contacted them about an interview.


      Florence whispered to her husband. He nodded, turned his back, opened the scrapbook, and slipped something out. Facing her again, he handed the yellowed sheet to her with the indulgent smile of an old man handing a banknote to his granddaughter.


      Judy took it uncertainly, but with quiet thanks. It was only when she turned the wheel to loop around the lane, pebbles popping under her tires, that she realized the fond goodbye at the gate was not for her, but for Grenfell’s note, a relic of the past that had followed them since the day of their engagement. The thought entered her head that one, or both, of them was dying. Why else would people gladly part with their own history?


      She raised her hand to the window and, quite unexpectedly, felt the tug of separation—the doctor and Florence separating from their past, and perhaps from each other. They waved also as she drew away.


      ***


      She knows she can’t use the note, not with Polar Adventures, and probably not anywhere. War in Europe has cast an oblique and contradictory shadow over everything. All the myths of straightforward virtue, strength, honesty, and courage have never been more in vogue on radio and in print. In motion pictures, Technicolor magic has enveloped the English-speaking world—The Adventures of Robin Hood, The Wizard of Oz, Gone with the Wind. The darker the reality, the frothier must be the escape.


      Judy passes a scarecrow. A rusted metal pitchfork sticks out from its chest, and straw pokes from its sleeves and from under its hat. Pulling open the glove compartment, Judy slips out a cigarette and, steering one-handed, lights up. It’s been a hard day’s work for a story that can’t be told.


      Smoke fills the car with the first long exhale, and Judy winds down the driver’s side window an inch to catch the honk of a passing car as she swerves toward the centre of the road. It happens before she’s aware: Grenfell’s note has slipped from the seat and flown out through the window.


      Judy slows, moves onto the hard shoulder. Stones crunch under her tires as she comes to a stop. She winds down the driver’s side window completely and stares out. Behind her is nothing but trees, bushes, and fields of rolling wheat under a cloudless blue sky. Perched on the horizon, the scarecrow stands jagged, straw hands splayed in a gesture of mock innocence.


      A fresh breeze scatters leaves and tiny stones around the car. She gets out, slams the door, and takes a long draw on her cigarette. Grenfell’s note could be in a ditch by now, or up in the branches of a tree half a mile distant. She blows out a puff of smoke which disappears in the breeze. It’s a fairy tale, she thinks, unaware whether she means Grenfell’s story of the ice pan and the dogs or the tale of Florence and her husband. Leaning back against the car, the thought strikes her that it hardly matters. The times dictate which of the versions are acceptable as fact and which would be dismissed as fantasy. Frothy unreality, however, is on Grenfell’s side for now, and perhaps for the foreseeable future.


      A sudden gust of breeze shakes the scarecrow on the horizon. Judy lets her cigarette butt drop on the road, skewers it with her foot, and climbs back into the car.

    

  


  
    
      — Author’s Note —


      So who, in recorded history, was Wilfred Grenfell?


      Between his arrival in St. Anthony in 1892 and his death in 1940, Wilfred Thomason Grenfell carved himself into the landscape of his adopted home on Newfoundland’s Great Northern Peninsula, and wove himself deeply into the history of the future Canadian province of Newfoundland and Labrador.


      Physically brave, stoical, of charitable disposition, but emphasizing the need for pride and self-sufficiency, the “good doctor,” as he became known, embodied the missionary zeal and adventurous spirit of his age.


      The legacy that commands such attention derives from his work initially with the Mission to Deep Sea Fishermen, a British organization, through which he set up nursing stations on the Labrador coast, staffed a hospital ship, and later established a fully-equipped modern hospital in St. Anthony. To many who heard of Grenfell’s work, he represented a beacon of civilization and compassion travelling into the darkness of hunger and want. In 1912, he broke away from the mission and set up the International Grenfell Association.


      Praise for Grenfell reached a crescendo sometime between the two world wars. He was knighted by Great Britain in 1928, and in the same year the US publication the North American Review described him as “the most beloved missionary in the world.”


      More than a decade into the twenty-first century, Grenfell—though a controversial figure to some—still looms large in Newfoundland society. The Corner Brook campus of Memorial University of Newfoundland was named Sir Wilfred Grenfell College when founded in 1975 and is still called Grenfell Campus. One of the province’s regional health service providers is called the Labrador Grenfell Health Authority. A statue of Grenfell, with heavy overcoat and doctor’s bag, overlooks Newfoundland and Labrador’s legislature in St. John’s, lending his figure a prominence rivalling that of Newfoundland’s European discoverer, the fifteenth century explorer John Cabot.


      But the essential romance fuelling his fame relies not so much upon medical services, or increments of social change, as upon stirring adventures. The first of these, told many times in his own words, is Grenfell’s conversion under the tent of evangelist D. L. Moody in the East End of London in 1883. A Church of England minister’s son, Grenfell describes how the words of Moody called him to his future work, making him see beyond the “sham and externals of religion . . . a vital call in the world for things that I could do.” A second, even more memorable, incident involved an attempted journey through cracking spring ice from St. Anthony to remote Brent Island in 1908. On his way to save a boy sick of blood poisoning, Grenfell became stuck along with his dog team on a drifting piece of ice.


      To save himself in the freezing temperatures, he tells how he stabbed three of his beloved dogs—Moody, Watch, and Spy—to death, wrapped their hides around his shoulders for warmth, and made windbreaks out of their carcasses. Spotted from the shore and rescued, the doctor, wrapped in bloody animal hides, cut a startling image to those who witnessed his return. His account of the event, Adrift on an Ice-Pan (1909), became, not surprisingly, an international bestseller. Grenfell became the ultimate emblem of “muscular Christianity” espoused by Charles Kingsley, priest and author of Westward Ho!


      ***


      When one person, like Grenfell, writes a memoir there are many constraints. Not least of these is the knowledge that he is planting his own legacy. One eye is on the obvious question what will people think, and the writer is hauled irresistibly into the role of politician.


      The Good Doctor is intended as a tale that should run like an underground river beneath the accepted story of Wilfred Grenfell. Or perhaps it is a story that runs beneath the tale. It’s curious how language conspires to question any claim to objective truth. Story and tale: any series of events, seen through somebody’s eyes, is described with one of those two simple words that imply creation.


      And so it should be.
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