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An Extract from Take Nothing With You




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



Praise for Kansas in August:

‘Patrick Gale, on the strength of this modern, excellent and sympathetic novel, seems to be bound for greatness’ Stephen Fry

‘Patrick Gale is an elegant, witty writer, with an engagingly bizarre imagination’ Sunday Telegraph

‘Gale’s blend of artifice and realism is not quite like anybody else’s’ Observer

‘Patrick Gale’s novels grip tightly, like swaddling clothes, stunning the reader into a state of lolling, contented absorption. How does he do it?’ TLS


By Patrick Gale
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Kansas in August

Ease

Facing the Tank

Little Bits of Baby

The Cat Sanctuary

Caesar’s Wife

The Facts of Life

Dangerous Pleasures

Tree Surgery for Beginners

Rough Music

A Sweet Obscurity

Friendly Fire

Notes from an Exhibition

The Whole Day Through

Gentleman’s Relish

A Perfectly Good Man

A Place Called Winter



About the Book 

Musical-obsessed Hilary Metcalfe, abandoned by his lover Rufus on his birthday, gets drunk, discovers a baby and brings it home to his flat above a corner shop to provide comfort and company. Rufus, meanwhile, allows himself to be seduced by a frivolous young woman, who is actually Hilary’s professional, high-powered sister, romancing under a pseudonym to escape the reality of her own loneliness.

In this witty, bawdy slice of sex and lies, the trio will find themselves drawn together ever more tightly by the lures of hedonism, self-delusion and the inescapable need to be needed.




 

For Catharine with much love


‘I’m as corny as Kansas in August,

High as a flag on the Fourth of July.

If you’ll excuse

An expression I use:

I’m in love with a wonderful guy!’



from South Pacific: Oscar Hammerstein II



Chapter one

‘Who is it?’

Henry had just woken to thin sunlight and the sound of someone knocking on her surgery door. The knocking continued, almost out of control.

‘Yes?’ shouted Henry. The knocking stopped. A woman’s voice answered.

‘Room service.’ The voice had a Canadian twang which Henry thought she recognized. ‘I have your breakfast here.’

‘What?’ Henry clutched a sheet to her chin and sat up incredulous as the door opened and a young woman in pyjamas, dressing-gown and slippers tripped in. A perky smile was on her face and a tray, empty save for a urine sample, was borne carefully in her hands. ‘Miss McGillis, you’re not allowed up here without an appointment.’

‘There we are,’ said Miss McGillis, impervious. ‘We thought you might not want to get up straight after all you’ve been through, so I fixed you up coffee, orange juice, waffles and a piece or two of French toast. How’s that grab you?’

‘Oh, that’s just perfect,’ said Henry, retching from the ammoniac smell. ‘You can go now.’

‘Be sure to have a nice day.’

‘I’ll try.’ She waited until the door was closed, then lifted the tray and ‘breakfast’ on to the floor before reaching for the telephone. ‘Doctor Metcalfe here, who’s that? … Yes, isn’t it early! Has your Miss McGillis gone missing? The Canadian? … Mmm. Well she should be nearing the bottom of my staircase now if you want to fetch her back where she belongs. Do try not to be so careless. She’s been to the kitchen and might have done herself an injury … Not at all. Good morning.’

She replaced the receiver, then sank back on her pillow with a sigh. A gust of wind shook the open window on its sash cord and rattled the blinds by her desk. Pulling a hand from under the bedding, she picked the yellow bits from the corners of each eye and flicked them on to the lino. She focused on the alarm clock and swore. Bloody McGillis had woken her far too early. She rolled on to her side in an effort to fall asleep once more and came face to face with a pair of navy blue Y-fronts.

Somewhere in the building there stalked an underwearless doctor. Or was he a porter? That’s right. A first-year zoology student moonlighting as a hospital porter to pay off his overdraft, and he was called Rodney. No, David. Geoff, possibly? Anyway, he had been terribly sweet. Henry had worked late on a report (still untyped) and had seen him over her eggs and chips in the canteen. His had been an unfamiliar face among the late-night desperados, so she had smiled in welcome and thereby drawn him to her table and her peculiarly seductive brand of conversation. He had told her of his girl-friend, Trish – Tina? – who was on a kibbutz being shot at by Arabs, and Henry had asked him back to a tot of whisky from her filing cabinet. Terribly sweet. And now sans Y-fronts.

It seemed she had barely drifted off to sleep again when the telephone rang.

‘Henrietta?’

‘Yes?’

‘It’s Candy.’

‘Oh.’

‘Candy. Remember?’

‘Hello, Candy. How are you?’

‘Fine. Are you awake?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good. You weren’t at home last night, so I assumed you were working late on something. I’ve just got in. Do you want to meet me for breakfast? I’m not on till nine.’

‘OK. Just let me have a bath.’

‘Half an hour?’

‘Lovely. See you there.’

Candy was an acquaintance from school who had resurfaced, without fair warning, as a psychiatric nurse with a husband and two children. Gently growling, Henry got up, wrapped her white coat about her and tottered along the chill tiled corridor to the nearest bathroom. The only good – well, one of the good – things about spending the night at work was the unlimited supply of extremely hot water that awaited one on waking.

She dressed in yesterday’s slacks and one of the clean shirts she kept in the bottom drawer of her desk, gave her short hair a fierce brushing, made her bed and then sat at her desk with the navy blue Y-fronts on the blotter before her. Whistling through her teeth, she thumbed through the books on the shelf beside her and found the Directory of Old Girls from Saint Catherine’s, Selmbury. This was dusky pink, with ‘Henrietta Metcalfe’ inscribed in a schoolma’amish hand on one corner of the cover. Under a bogus crest it read ‘Lest We Forget’ in Gothic print. Henry flicked through it in search of a suitably hated name, then addressed a large brown envelope to one Unity Pope in a house called Little Spark in a suburb of Newbury. She slid the Y-fronts, lovingly folded, inside and left the sealed package in her post tray.



Ensconced in the steamiest corner of the canteeen for warmth, she attacked a full cooked breakfast while Candy, who had naturally curly hair and the sort of disposition most kindly described as sunny, toyed with a cup of tea and a round of dry toast.

‘But how are you really?’ asked Candy. ‘Are you still happy?’

‘Yes,’ said Henry, ‘I suppose so. Reasonably.’

‘I don’t know how you manage. I was saying to Derek only the other day that if he wasn’t there and all I had was my work, I’d go mad.’

‘Yes,’ said Henry, smiling at the forbidden epithet and stabbing a badly grilled tomato.

‘But there’s nobody special at the moment?’

‘No. You know me,’ said Henry, reflecting that Candy didn’t know the half of her. They had barely known each other at school – Candy having been the ‘Outdoor Type’ – but Candy seemed to feel that their shared education constituted sufficient common ground for a friendship.

‘How’s that brother of yours?’ asked Candy.

‘Hilary?’

‘Yes. Is he still acting?’

‘Well, he’s teaching at the moment. But I think he still wants to be an actor.’ Henry had told her all this last time they shared breakfast. Candy had a short-term memory. ‘He likes dancing and singing,’ she added.

‘Oh, I love musicals!’

‘I loathe them.’

‘Does he look like you?’

‘Apparently very. He’s slightly less blond, though. He’s the spitting image of my mother,’ said Henry and thought suddenly of a squeaky-clean grave beneath a palm tree. Damn Candy for making her remember that.

‘And how’s your father?’

‘Still in Paris.’

‘It must be lovely to live there. Do you and Hilary visit him often?’

‘Once a year, usually. Hilary’s too poor and I don’t get off for long enough.’

‘Of course you don’t.’ There was a pause during which Henry finished her second rasher of bacon and Candy crumbled her last crust of toast. Predictably it was Candy who was the first to call out over the mounting clatter of plates and conversation. ‘I just don’t know how you manage. I suppose if you’re a brainbox like you are, it makes it much easier to do without … well, things.’

‘I’m not a “brainbox”.’

‘Yes you are. You’re much brighter than me, anyway.’

‘All right. I am.’

Candy laughed, reassured of the happy natural order of things, and patted the nurse’s cap atop her natural curls.

(‘You’re so inane I could bite you,’ thought Henry.)

As she excused herself for work and walked back along the corridors of shuffling, pyjama-trapped patients and starchy-trotting guardians, she pondered the question of friendship. She considered it odd that she found the woman whom any outside observer would assume to be one of her only friends, so utterly abhorrent.
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