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            FAIRER SEX FAILS FATHOMS

            American swimmer Miss Gertrude Ederle has been taken unconscious from the icy waters of the English Channel which have proven more than a match for even the strongest female swimmers of the world.

            Miss Ederle, eighteen, of Amsterdam Avenue, New York, has been training for the Channel swim since her triumphant return from the Olympic Games of Paris 1924. She set out from France in the early hours of Wednesday and battled rain, fog, shifting tides and freezing temperatures. She was pulled from the water after nine hours by her coach, experienced distance swimmer Mr Jabez Wolffe, just over halfway across from France to the English shore.

            Miss Ederle swims with the Women’s Swimming Association in New York which produced the swimmers that saw America triumphant in the Olympics, taking more Gold in the water than any other nation, with most medals taken by the women swimmers.

            But English swim coach Sir Michael Brossley said he’d seen no evidence in swimmers like Miss Ederle or British swimmer Mercedes Gleitze, also a Channel contender, of the kind of stamina required. ‘If women think they can swim the English Channel, then let’s find one who can actually do it,’ Sir Michael said. ‘I think you’ll find that these two are the strongest of them and they are not up to the task, nor ever will be.’
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        Chapter One
      

         

         Louisa Quick emerged into a morning as joyous as London offered. Princes Square was wearing summer finally, this late in August, almost as if the strange wintery weather of these last few weeks had never happened. Even Louisa, who rarely noticed anything about her surroundings, noticed the change.

         She’d started before dawn at a house in one of the lanes down by the docks; scarlet fever, the rash in full bloom on the chest and arms. Eleven, the lad might have been, twelve at most. He wouldn’t last the day, Louisa had thought but hadn’t said to the mother. He’s terribly unwell was what Louisa did say, which the mother already knew. As Louisa had been leaving the house, the sun had illuminated the clouds quite suddenly in a burst of pink. Majestic was the word that came to her mind. From the spectre of death to a majestic dawn.

         And now, the sun greeted her again as she came out through the clinic’s front door, and oh, the joy of it! What a gift. For just a moment, here was the world full of possibility. Louisa felt strangely blessed, and although she didn’t believe in God, blessed was the word that came to her mind. The still-wet pavement glistened in the sunlight. There were birds – she had no idea where they’d been until today. Louisa’s life seemed unimportant suddenly; the waiting room full of patients, the mountain of paperwork in the office, the grumbling nursing staff. All of it gone. Louisa might skip, she thought, or dance a jig, in weather like this. Actually, now that she thought about it, she’d never skip or dance a jig. That was ridiculous. Someone else might skip or dance a jig, Catherine, Nellie even, but not Louisa. Normally, she wouldn’t even be outside at this time of morning. She’d be inside, working. Where I would be still, she thought, if it weren’t for Helen Anderson.

         Louisa had been in the treatment area off the waiting room with a patient when the front desk nurse parted the curtains and told her she was wanted on the telephone. Can I call them back? Louisa had said. The nurse shook her head. They said it was urgent, Doctor. Rooms or here? Louisa had said. The nurse didn’t know. It was terrible to admit, but Louisa would hurry more for a patient from her Harley Street rooms. They paid, and expected more. Louisa needed their money for the clinic. She left her patient with the nurse and went to take the call.

         Louisa couldn’t remember what had been the matter with Helen Anderson when she’d come to the rooms, only that she was one of those patients who knew more than her doctor and wouldn’t do as she was told. Louisa saw her again just before Catherine started at the Henley School in the spring. The school’s principal, Helen didn’t acknowledge their history. Sometimes patients didn’t want to see their doctors in other settings, and who could blame them? But when Louisa asked on the telephone if she was all right, Helen sounded exasperated. ‘Of course,’ she spluttered. ‘You must come quickly. Write down the address.’ Louisa scribbled down an address as ordered. She was about to ask if anything had happened to Catherine when Helen Anderson rang off. What the devil could be wrong? Louisa thought. It had been a tumour, Louisa recalled now, that she’d excised. Perhaps it had regrown.

         Out on Princes Street, Louisa was accosted by a sweet seller and then by Charlie, who roasted chestnuts over an open fire. Louisa gave him a coin, told him she’d be back in half an hour. ‘Right you are,’ he said. ‘I’ll save ’em here, Dr Louisa.’ He patted his breast pocket – not the cleanest place he could store chestnuts, Louisa thought, but it didn’t matter; she didn’t eat them anyway.

         Louisa hurried through the lane to the Ratcliffe High Way and put her hand out to signal a passing taxicab. As the driver pulled over, she realised she’d forgotten her hat and coat; she must look a fright, her dark brown hair, the armoury of pins it took to secure it – she really needed a cut – adding to the view she was fairly confident others had of her: a woman of difficult-to-determine age a little addled by life. Forty-one, she’d tell anyone who asked. I’m forty-one. At least she’d taken off the stained pinafore she’d been wearing – she’d had to dress a nasty head wound earlier and the apron was still covered in blood. 

         ‘Why you going down there, Ma’am?’ the driver said, tapping the piece of paper she’d handed him.

         ‘I’m a doctor,’ she said.

         The driver turned around and looked at her with raised eyebrows but said no more.

         Louisa rarely took taxicabs, mostly walked where she needed to go, but she didn’t have time today. What the devil was the problem with Helen Anderson? she wondered.

         Brusque, that was how Louisa’s colleague and friend Ruth Luxton had described Louisa. ‘Sometimes, Louisa, you are brusque.’ Ruth said Louisa was working too hard and she needed a break. Brusque. She and Ruth were both working too hard, truth be told, keeping the clinic running with the money they earned from their Harley Street practices. Louisa had upset one of the nurses, Ruth said. The girl had handed Louisa a swab when she’d asked for something else. She wasn’t brusque, she was busy, she told Ruth Luxton. Still, Louisa went and apologised to the girl. She wished they were a bit tougher, these nurses. And, yes, she wished she hadn’t been brusque.

         The driver turned into John Street. ‘Ratcliffe will be faster,’ Louisa said, looking at her pocket watch. The line of patients had been out the clinic’s front door when she left. It would be all the way down Princes Street by the time she returned, with no other doctor expected in before noon. They were the only medical clinic in the East End, the only care these patients had. You couldn’t turn them away.

         ‘No, Ma’am,’ the driver said evenly. ‘They’re digging the sewers, so it’s closed further along today.’

         ‘Very well,’ she said. 

         The driver stopped in Narrow Street near the Ratcliffe stairs, in front of a group of tired brick buildings. Louisa could see the masts of ships at anchor on the wharf to her left. The driver turned to look at her when he handed her the change. ‘You want me to wait?’ he said. He smiled, a tooth gone in front, an incisor; he’d miss it when he bit into an apple, she thought.

         ‘Of course not,’ Louisa said.

         He sighed and shook his head, then drove off.

         She looked around. The street was littered with rubbish, including, in the gutter near where she’d stepped out, the remains of what looked like a chicken, feathers and what might have been a claw. She looked up. Most of the buildings had broken windows and looked as if no one lived in them. It was a forsaken place, she thought, such a contrast with the pleasantness of the day, the only relief a group of boys playing football in one of the lanes off to Louisa’s left, using what looked like an unravelling cabbage for a ball, a roughly painted line on the end wall to mark one goal, a couple of dustbins to mark the other. They were dwarfed by the buildings on either side of the lane, which were in worse shape than those on the street, windows boarded over or stuffed with newspaper, washing hanging off ledges. But the boys’ faces, Louisa saw as she looked over, carried the hope of children the world over, their calls ringing out like an antidote to despair.

         ‘Score!’

         ‘Nah, you was offside.’

         ‘Was not.’

         ‘Was too.’ 

         Louisa thought again of the boy she’d visited early that morning, around the same age as these scallywags. You couldn’t always know what would happen, that was the thing. It was what Louisa hated most about her profession. No matter how hard she worked, sometimes it wasn’t enough.

         ‘Are you laddies playing the wag?’ Louisa called to them.

         They scattered quickly then, disappearing like rats into the maze of passageways that ran off every street. Louisa hadn’t meant to frighten them. Perhaps they thought she’d come to cart them off to school or, worse, give them a needle.

         In among the houses and inns were the large warehouses of the docks. It was to one of these that Helen Anderson had directed Louisa. She stood in front of the dark wooden door, which looked bolted fast. Louisa checked the piece of paper where she’d written the address. She was in the right place, although she couldn’t imagine Helen Anderson anywhere here.

         Louisa heard cheering down on the bank below. She turned to see that a little crowd had gathered there. She looked out towards the river where someone was pointing. Halfway across was a swimmer, solid, strong, determined, an Oxford or Cambridge freshman no doubt, conquering the Thames on a dare. That must be what they were cheering about. How could you swim in that? Louisa thought. She didn’t swim at all and the thought of the filthy river made her sick. But as she watched, the sun shone on the water and it made the swimmer golden. Louisa was mesmerised by his slow, sure stroke. There were two large sailing boats beside the wharf and a steamer coming up the river, half a dozen barges and ferries. What mad boys they were, she thought, a strange feeling building in the pit of her stomach, a nervousness she couldn’t account for. Intuition, Ruth Luxton would say. Never underestimate your intuition. Something was very wrong. The taxi driver had gone. She was alone here. Where was Helen?

         Just then she saw Helen Anderson herself puffing as she climbed the bank. ‘Well, what do you think?’ Helen Anderson said. She was flushed, breathless.

         ‘I’m sorry?’

         ‘I’m sorry too, Dr Quick. We’ve tried to be patient, but this has gone too far.’ She had her hands on her hips now, trying to get more air into her lungs.

         ‘What are you talking about?’ Louisa said, beginning to wonder if Helen Anderson was in her right mind.

         ‘That.’ Helen pointed towards the river, the sun disappearing behind a cloud just at that moment. And then the truth fluttered into Louisa’s brain, where it landed lightly and began to work its way into her consciousness. The lone swimmer, turning over now to switch to a perfectly executed back crawl, wasn’t Oxford or Cambridge, wasn’t a man. It was a woman, a girl. It was Catherine. Of course it was Catherine.

      

   


   
      

         
            
        Chapter Two
      

         

         She’d jumped in feet first from the steps. The water was deeper than it looked, and she felt as if her body had been dunked in a bowl of ice and held there. When her feet hit the bottom, it was soft and squelchy, nothing like the sandy sea floor at home. She sank down into mud.

         No turning back now, she’d thought to herself as she pushed up. When she reached the surface, she began to swim, one arm up and over, the other up and over, kicking with her legs, trying to generate heat. Her head felt as if it would burst from the cold. She was aware of the outline of her skull, her jaw. Her lips wouldn’t move properly. They were too cold to blow bubbles. They were too cold for the laughter that wanted to come, inexplicably. Was it water that made her want to laugh? Was it being back in water, even water so different from home?

         She couldn’t see her hand in front of her. On the island you’d never go into such brackish water, where a log might be a croc. No crocs here, though, no life in the water at all as far as she could tell.

         And then she was in the rhythm of the swim, a rhythm she knew so well it was like waking in the morning. It was still cold, but after a few minutes the movement of the swim was creating enough warmth to sustain her. Keep swimming. It was her father’s voice she heard. Even now, it soothed her. She loved the story, the story of how he’d saved her. Keep swimming, bonny Cate, he’d sung that night, and she had kept swimming, or at least she’d held on to him, and by morning, when they reached land, Catherine could swim. That’s what her father had said. She doubted it now, having watched other children learn. Swimming didn’t come naturally, not even to the Islanders, and Catherine had only been three years old. Her father’s story of that night always sounded made up, along with everything he’d told her about her mother, which wasn’t much. ‘It’s because you were so young,’ Florence said. ‘You don’t remember her, so it sounds like a made-up story.’

         ‘What was she like?’ Catherine had asked her father. Catherine had no recollection of her, this mother who was the subject of the story – the sailing boat, the storm, her father saving Catherine, losing her mother. Catherine called her Julia. Mother or Mummy would have seemed false. She’d only ever seen one photograph, deep in the bottom drawer of her father’s dresser, a photograph Catherine knew she wasn’t supposed to see. She’d found her father sitting on the little stool by the bed one day. When he’d looked up, she saw there were tears running down his cheeks, which shocked her. She’d never seen her father cry before. He’d wiped the tears away quickly with one hand, while keeping his other hand, the hand that held the photograph, down by his side. Catherine pretended she didn’t notice, but watched from the corner of her eye as he put the photograph in a drawer. Next time he was out at the hospital, she went looking for it.

         At first it gave her a fright. Here was a person, a person who had lived. Not the Julia of her imagination but Julia herself, or her likeness at least. This Julia was sitting on the end of a sofa Catherine had never seen in a room Catherine didn’t recognise. She had an impression it was somewhere in America, where her mother and father had met, but she couldn’t have said why she thought that. Julia was wearing an emerald-green dress with a lace bodice and, high on her head, above her dark red-brown hair, a large bronze-coloured hat with little feathers hanging off the sides.

         But it was the face, and especially those eyes looking straight at her, that unnerved Catherine. I know you, those eyes said. I know all about you. It should have reassured Catherine, but if anything the image frightened her. Catherine touched the photograph, touched that face, left her fingerprint on it. She couldn’t see herself in this woman the way she saw herself in her father – his laugh, his feet, his way of tilting his head when he was thinking. Still it felt as if the woman in the photograph laid some claim on her. She ran her finger over the image again, wishing, although she wouldn’t have been able to say what it was she was wishing for.

         ‘She shone,’ her father had told her when she’d asked him what Julia was like. 

         ‘Am I like her?’

         Her father couldn’t speak for a moment. ‘Perhaps you are,’ he said then. ‘Perhaps you are after all, Cate.’

         Her father was the only one who called her Cate. She didn’t know what her mother had called her. People often said how sad it was, especially other mothers, confirming their own indispensability, but Catherine told them matter-of-factly that you couldn’t miss what you’d never had. ‘And anyway, I have Florence,’ she’d say. ‘And Florence is worth ten mothers.’ They’d look at her sadly then, as if there were some aspect of their pity she was failing to understand. ‘And, also, mothers are quite unimportant really,’ she’d say, a grin on her face. They never knew she was teasing. But sometimes when they talked about how sad it was, she’d think back to the photograph and wonder what it might have been like if her mother hadn’t died, what it might have been like if her mother was alive.

         Florence had been in Catherine’s life for as long as she could remember. She was like a mother to Catherine. She asked Florence about Julia, not mentioning that she’d seen the photograph. ‘Oh, she was a beautiful girl, your mother, a beautiful girl.’ Florence shook her head slowly. ‘That red hair and those green eyes. But being beautiful can be a curse.’

         ‘She was cursed?’ Catherine said.

         Florence paused before she answered. ‘Being beautiful didn’t make her happy. She wasn’t happy like you. You’re just a bucket of happiness to the brim. It’s children that make us women happy.’

         ‘So why wasn’t my mother happy?’ 

         ‘’Cause children make us sad too.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘All mothers are sad, because mothering is a giving away, always a giving away.’

         A bucket of happiness, Florence called Catherine. Catherine didn’t feel that way now; more like a bucket of cold. She lifted her head out of the water and looked towards the far bank. She was veering off course. The point towards which she was swimming – A.J. Smellie Warehouses – was to her left now. It should have been directly in front. She was drifting. That was the thing. You had to account for your drift. Perhaps the tide had turned already. Perhaps she’d miscalculated. Michael could aim for a reef a mile out and use the current to get there by the shortest route. Sometimes he’d swim in the opposite direction of his goal for a while, but always he’d come back to it effortlessly.

         She had a sudden memory then. She was standing on the beach with Michael. They were both in shorts without shirts, although Catherine had a singlet on. They might have been seven and nine. The soles of her feet were so hot on the sand she had to hop from one foot to the other to keep them from burning. Oh, to be so warm now, she thought. Michael yelled, ‘Go!’ She was the faster runner and she beat him into the water, but he dived under and came up thirty yards away from where they went in and won the race, just like he always did.

         She swam a few more strokes and looked up again, correcting again slightly, then put her head back under. She should be better at this, she thought. She’d pictured this swim in the weeks since she’d made up her mind to do it, but the reality was so different. Think about what you’re trying to achieve. Her father’s voice. And don’t go to sleep. The first shock had been replaced now by a deeper feeling, a hankering in her bones to be free of the cold. It was almost comfortable but she suspected being comfortable might be worse. She suspected it might be how she’d give up.

         She was drifting again. The tide had turned. ‘Swim,’ she said out loud, which felt good, to have a voice out in this dark old water.

         She could see on the bank the girls who’d come down to watch her this morning. They’d be so amazed, she thought, especially Darcy. There were others too, quite a crowd. It would show them she could do something important. What if I don’t make it? she wondered. The river had seemed narrow even that morning as she made the crossing in the wherry. But now, in the middle, it seemed so much wider. Her arms were beginning to tire. It was months since she’d swum. If I don’t make it, she thought, then stopped herself. Never plan failure. Her father again. It was one of the last things he’d said to her. Never plan failure. I won’t, Daddy.

      

   


   
      

         
            
        Chapter Three
      

         

         Louisa watched her niece swimming, managing to avoid the ferries whose passengers waved and cheered, the boats and barges that looked ready to run the girl down. There was a smell like fresh meat on the turn, sweet, a little rancid. Louisa was afraid. Would Catherine make it across without harm? What if she didn’t? What was the girl thinking?

         A ferry sounded its horn. Louisa didn’t know if it was a warning or greeting but Catherine raised an arm to wave. It seemed a hopeful gesture, Louisa thought. She looked back at the bank where half a dozen girls from the school were waiting, cheering along with the builders from the next-door site. The beauty of the day was with them all, except for Helen Anderson, who was awfully red in the face.

         Catherine’s arms were bare. They looked so slight as they came up out of the water. But she moved so easily, like a creature born to swim. Even as Louisa knew she shouldn’t, she admired her niece’s grace.

         Catherine had said she wanted to swim, Louisa thought now, although it was Louisa’s housekeeper Nellie who first raised it. She’d cooked pancakes for Catherine’s birthday on the third. ‘She’s fifteen now,’ Nellie had said, as if that had anything to do with it, ‘and so perhaps she could swim again.’

         So was this what Nellie meant? It must have been. And Louisa had ignored her. You can’t ignore children, Louisa heard her mother say behind her, so clearly she turned and looked, as if her mother was there. ‘I wasn’t ignoring her,’ Louisa said.

         Helen Anderson cocked her head. ‘I beg your pardon, Doctor?’

         ‘Nothing,’ Louisa said. ‘I’m sure there’s a perfectly rational explanation for this.’ Louisa had a hunch there was no rational explanation at all but she desperately wanted Helen Anderson to believe there might be one.

         She looked below at the group cheering Catherine on, the girls, the builders and now a few others from neighbouring buildings, Louisa noticed. A motor car pulled up and a man holding a large camera got out, followed by another man in a tan suit. The second man started talking to the girls on the bank.

         ‘I think that might be a journalist,’ Louisa said, ‘talking to your students.’

         ‘Oh goodness, stop that! Stop that this instant!’ Helen Anderson called out, going back down the bank towards the group. ‘Just one minute, young man.’

         The journalist, a compact lad with blue eyes and a cheeky grin, lifted his hat and said, ‘I believe she’s one of your students, Miss Anderson. Is this the school’s three Rs? Readin’, ritin’ and the river?’

         This was going to be bad, Louisa thought: very, very bad. 

         They’d tried to be patient, Helen Anderson had said. What did she mean? Had there been trouble for Catherine at the school? Whenever Louisa asked her, Catherine had said it was going well, although in truth Louisa was so busy with work she hadn’t really spoken to Catherine lately.

         It was Louisa who’d picked Henley, which valued education for women, according to its prospectus, while accepting the importance of manners. Moreover, it was a school that didn’t stop for the long summer break all the other local schools had, which meant Louisa wouldn’t have to find something to do with Catherine across a summer holiday.

         But now, it seemed, either the school had failed or Catherine had, and Louisa had a notion that Helen Anderson, at least, was convinced it was Catherine.

         Louisa had a picture in her mind, then, of Catherine on the island at three, running full pelt into the sea behind her father, catching him up, catching him up, Harry pretending to run as fast as he could, letting her grab him around the legs, both of them crashing over into the water, Harry coming up first, shaking the water from his blonde curls. Louisa, waiting on the beach, was afraid, for where was the child? And then, suddenly, there she was, out in the deeper water, calling, ‘Daddy! Come on or we’ll miss the wave,’ just like a little porpoise.

         Catherine’s mother had drowned, that was the thing. The water was the last place you’d expect to find her, and yet it was like a siren to the girl. Always had been, Louisa thought now.

         
             

         

         It was six months after Julia died. Louisa had left London in the January of 1914, in the middle of that cold winter, reaching Sydney nearly two months later in high summer. She’d put off going – selfish, really, but she’d been setting up her practice in Harley Street – and before she knew it, those months had passed. And in truth, she had fears about seeing Harry again, about seeing a child, any child, if she was honest with herself, and especially a child from her own family, the feelings it might arouse in her. Millicent had counselled against her going for this very reason. ‘If Harry wants to come home, he will,’ their mother said. But Millicent was already a little addled by then, good days and bad, and Louisa didn’t put much stock in what she said. Louisa felt it was her duty to go to her brother and do her best to convince him to come home, no matter how she herself might feel. Perhaps, too, she wanted him back in her life. At any rate, she set out, hopeful.

         Australia was warm, delightful for the first days, but then, as Louisa moved steadily north – Brisbane, Townsville, Cairns – the weather became hot then unbearable, relieved only by the sea. It was late on a Sunday when the last ferry pulled in beside a long pier that jutted out into a little bay. Louisa stepped down the gangplank and onto the jetty. To one side was a muddy bank and to the other a long, curved beach. Although there was a good breeze, the heat blasted her now that she wasn’t on the water.

         Harry was waiting at the shore end of the jetty. When he saw his sister, he took off his hat and waved it madly, reminding her of the guileless boy he’d been. ‘Louie!’ he called. ‘My, but it’s good to see your face.’ He came towards Louisa with his arms outstretched. They embraced warmly. When she pulled away finally, she saw tears pricked his eyes. Poor Harry, she thought then. He’d suffered terribly, she knew. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Thank you for coming.’

         He looked so well, it occurred to Louisa, not so much the grieving husband she’d expected. ‘Oh goodness, Harry,’ she said. ‘It’s the least I could do. And it’s taken long enough.’ She smiled, holding on to his hands, which he seemed in no hurry to free from her grasp.

         ‘Yes, it has,’ he said, returning the smile with a boyish grin. ‘But I’ll forgive you as it’s an awfully long way.’ He let go of her hands and then took her arm to lead her off the pier, taking her portmanteau in his other hand. He was quite cheerful, Louisa thought.

         Only a year separated them, Louisa older, and they’d grown up like twins, although Harry always towered over his sister physically and Louisa worked harder at her studies. Left largely to their own devices – their mother had taken up a post at the London School of Medicine for Women before Harry was walking, and their brother Alexander was six years older than Louisa and off at school – they’d always been close. Harry was tall like their father George and had the curliest hair of the three children. When he was a child, it was like wires sticking out of his head, and red like their father’s had been, though it was tamer now, Louisa noticed, and more sandy coloured. He’d been the favourite of their grandmother in Edinburgh; she always made Napolean cakes especially for Harry. But after he married, he’d distanced himself from the Quicks and from Louisa in particular. She never understood why, and since he’d moved away, she couldn’t easily address it with him.

         Besotted was the only word for it, Millicent had said. ‘Our Harry is besotted with an American girl.’ Their mother had gone over for the wedding. ‘Delightful,’ she said. ‘Absolutely delightful people, even if they are Catholic.’

         ‘Does she want to be a missionary too?’ Louisa had asked. Harry had first visited Australia with Alexander, who’d taken over the family shipping company. They’d extended the mail service, which meant their ships passed through the Torres Strait to Australia’s north. Harry and Alexander stopped at the port at Thursday Island and then spent a month in Cairns. Alexander wanted Harry to go into the business with him, Louisa realised later, but Harry was set on following his mother and Louisa into medicine. The visit to the island only cemented his plan. When he came home, all he talked about was the hospital they were building on Thursday Island and the marvellous Torres Strait Islanders. He finished his medical studies and then spent six months training at Johns Hopkins in America, where he met Julia Freebody. They married so quickly Louisa wondered if Julia had been pregnant, but Catherine was born eleven months later, after they’d left for Australia and Thursday Island, where Harry had secured the post as hospital doctor. So it had been a love match. And Julia was more than happy to go to a remote place, Millicent told Louisa when she came home from the wedding. ‘Aren’t they marvellous, Louie? Aren’t they just?’ That’s when Louisa asked, Does she want to be a missionary too?

         Louisa wondered at first when Harry stopped writing if Julia was one of those possessive types – some of Louisa’s friends had married men like this – but Julia hadn’t seemed that way the one time Louisa had met her. She seemed an uncomplicated girl to Louisa; a bit lost, if anything. They’d come to England on the way through to Australia. Louisa had travelled down from Edinburgh, where she was finishing her surgical training, to the family house at Aldeburgh in Suffolk to see them. Harry was as besotted as Millicent claimed. Julia was polite, smiled a lot, but she wasn’t really there. That’s what Louisa would have said if asked. ‘I didn’t get a chance to get to know her because she wasn’t really there.’ Awfully young, Louisa decided, too young to make up her mind about anything. And, yet, married. Louisa herself was only in her middle twenties, but Julia was nineteen. No interest in the vote, or medicine, or any of the issues of the day, as far as Louisa could tell. Hunting, Millicent had said. The girl goes hunting, shoots with the fellows. But other than that, harmless, if an odd match for Harry, who, like the rest of the Quicks, had an opinion on everything, and, Louisa realised when she thought about it, had never fired a gun in his life.

         After they left, Harry rarely wrote home and never came back to visit, even after Catherine was born. Louisa asked her mother was there something she, Louisa, had done to offend him. They’d always been so close and now he hardly even acknowledged his sister. Millicent said he was just getting on with life. ‘He’s married with a family now.’ Louisa had missed her brother, and the opportunity she might have had to be an aunt to the child. She sometimes wondered if Millicent had breached Louisa’s confidence and told Harry what had happened. Perhaps he knew and judged Louisa harshly. Alexander had always blamed her, so perhaps Harry would too.

         She regarded him now. He didn’t look as if he was judging his sister at all. He looked genuinely relieved to see her. The cream linen suit and broad-brimmed hat looked well on him. It had been four years, Louisa realised.

         On the ferry, Louisa had sat outside with the Islanders, hoping to find a breeze. Their skin was beautiful, with such a depth to the colour. She had to stop herself from staring. But it was more than skin colour she was drawn to. Strangely, they reminded Louisa of the women of the East End, who were generous with their time and inexhaustibly, and, given the cruelty of their lives, inexplicably happy. One shy young woman offered Louisa a white fruit with a brown hairy skin. Coconut, Louisa thought. She shook her head no, although it smelt delicious. There was something about these women with their full smiling faces, the easy way they had with one another and with their children, that wasn’t there even in the East End women. They looked free, Louisa thought.

         Harry held a parasol over his sister’s head as they made their way to the buggy. ‘Florence said to bring this,’ he said, twirling it before handing it to her. ‘You’ll burn in a minute otherwise.’

         Louisa didn’t know who Florence was but didn’t ask. Had Harry met a woman on the island? she wondered. It would be no bad thing if he were to remarry, Louisa thought then.

         They took a dirt road towards the town centre, sitting up front in the open buggy, Harry gently guiding the horse. Oh, the heat of the place. While the horses moved quickly enough, the breeze they created was as hot as the air. It would make anyone want to kill themselves, Louisa thought. She nearly said so, until she realised that, given his loss, talk of death probably wouldn’t do Harry any good. But surely he noticed the heat. She looked across, but he appeared oblivious.

         Louisa had expected the island to be populated by those natives she’d seen on the ferry. Back in London, she’d gone to the library and located in an atlas the islands to Australia’s north. They were home to the Papuans, the atlas said, and the Papuans were cannibals. The people on the ferry didn’t look as if they’d eat each other. What’s more, when Harry took her through the main street of the town, it was full of Europeans rather than natives, men in suits like Harry’s, arm in arm with young women in colourful dresses with parasols against the sun, workers in shirtsleeves and knickerbockers, girls and boys in cotton shorts or skirts.

         Harry laughed when she asked him about the cannibals. ‘Wrong islands,’ he said. ‘New Guinea is north of here, and I didn’t know the Papuans were cannibals. They come across in canoes sometimes to Saibai or Boigu in the north of the Strait when they’re sick. Occasionally the native healers bring them to me. Blood poisoning, a labour that goes on – but I’ve never heard of them eating each other.’ He laughed again, as if Louisa had made some great joke.

         Under the trees along the street they did see more Islanders, their skin as dark as coal, the little children running naked and laughing, soft voices drifting over to her on the breeze.

         ‘These people are peaceful, more or less, as far as I know,’ Harry said. ‘And who wouldn’t be, living here?’

         She looked out towards the turquoise water. It drew her in.

         ‘There were different groups on the different islands,’ Harry said. ‘But they were always linked by trade. There’s a chap at Cambridge I met after I came here the first time. He’s studied all the different cultures. The Islanders are mostly Christian now, but we English haven’t always understood their ways of doing things. Those canoes you might have seen down on the beach; they can get anywhere in them. They’re beautiful boats.

         ‘Then there was a magistrate back in the nineties, a chap named Douglas, who worked closely with them. He had a lot of respect for the Islanders.’ Harry looked at her. ‘I do too. The protector system takes away their rights same as for the Aboriginals on the mainland. They can’t even travel island to island as easily any more. It’s just wrong, Louie.’ Louisa agreed it was.

         Further along the main street, she noticed a group of young men outside one of the stores. They had sun-browned skin and short black hair and they all wore cotton shirts and trousers. Louisa thought they might be Chinese.

         ‘Japanese, actually,’ Harry said when she commented. ‘Good lung capacity.’

         ‘Lung.’

         ‘Pearls,’ Harry said. ‘They’re divers.’

         ‘Pearls,’ Louisa said.

         ‘Mother-of-pearl,’ he said. ‘The shell. We supply half the world’s buttons.’

         They turned out of town and up the only hill on the island, a gentle incline of red dirt from which you’d be able to survey the sea on all sides. Harry pointed. ‘That’s the house.’

         From a distance, it looked like a castle, Louisa thought, built from stone, a belltower on one side, flags flying from the front. ‘A stupid thing I did,’ he said. ‘I think I wanted to impress Julia.’ He winced.

         ‘I’m so sorry for your loss, Harry,’ Louisa said, patting his knee. ‘I should have come sooner. Mama sends her love, dear boy.’

         ‘Well, you’ve come,’ he said. ‘And I’m very glad you have.’

         ‘Do you want to tell me about it?’ Ruth Luxton had said it would do him good to tell the story.

         ‘About what?’ he asked.

         ‘About Julia. What happened to Julia,’ Louisa said.

         ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘When we get to the house. Later.’

         As they wound their way up the hill, Louisa thought Harry might come home now after all. He’d been quite adamant about the island, Louisa remembered. He and Julia were going to start a new life there, he’d told Millicent, another hint in hindsight that their old life, the life involving the Quicks, was somehow flawed. It was as if he’d become religious. Perhaps Julia’s Catholicism was more strident than Louisa had realised. She did wear a cross on a little chain about her neck, now that Louisa thought about it.

         As they drew nearer, the house was no less imposing. The roof was made of slate tiles and they were indeed stone walls, Louisa saw now – they must have carried it block by block in boats and then up the hill from the jetty. The whole lower floor was surrounded by a deep portico. Harry led Louisa up a small set of stairs and through the large front door. He left her bag in the hall and sat her down in the parlour while he went to fetch a cool drink. It took some time for Louisa’s eyes to adjust to the dimness. There were double sash windows onto the verandah on two sides, she’d seen from outside as they entered, but they were closed now, and covered with heavy velvet drapes of a deep moss green. There was a sickly smell of flowers past their time. Louisa had an urge to tear back the drapes and open the windows. She felt as if she were suffocating in the humid air. Harry had lost his young wife to the sea outside these windows; perhaps that was why the drapes were closed.

         ‘Lord, Harry, how do you survive the heat?’ she said when he came back.

         He smiled. ‘You get used to it,’ he said. ‘And there’s the monsoon. It’s that breeze you could feel from the shore. It brings the rain. Usually by this time of afternoon, we’d have a shower at least. That helps too.’

         Louisa’s eyes had adjusted now. She could see the room was furnished richly, with two sofas and two big chairs. It was spotlessly clean but looked strangely uninhabited. There were no dead flowers, and yet the smell persisted.

         They were sitting sipping their cold water when Louisa heard a voice outside. ‘Where is she? Where?’ A moment later, the door burst open, and filled the room with light.

         She was a beautiful child, with long chestnut hair that fell down her back in a wave, green eyes and dark skin, a handful of freckles thrown across her cheeks, and wit, if the speed at which those eyes surveyed Louisa was anything to go by. She was a Quick, Louisa could see, even in the way she stood, toes out, ankles together, like Millicent and Louisa both. Harry, too, now that she thought about it. Duck-footed Quicks. A dancer, Mrs Quick, one of Louisa’s governesses had suggested to Millicent. Young Louisa could be a dancer. Hah! Millicent had crowed. More like a poor skeleton.

         Louisa looked at Catherine’s face and found herself feeling so tender she couldn’t trust herself to speak. She stared.

         ‘You must be Louisa,’ the little girl said, sounding grown up.

         Louisa smiled. ‘And you must be Catherine,’ she said finally, tears pricking her eyes. She had an urge to touch the child, to take her in her arms, which she resisted.

         Harry cleared his throat and Louisa took her eyes off the child, reluctantly, and looked at him. He looked as proud as punch, and she knew immediately what had helped him through his loss. It was Catherine.

         The little girl walked over and stood in front of Louisa and smiled. She took Louisa’s hands in her own little hands. She leant in and kissed her aunt on each cheek. Then she pulled away and twirled. She wore a blue-and-white gingham dress with white socks and little black boots, and a blue ribbon in her hair.

         ‘She’s so beautiful,’ Louisa said to Harry.

         ‘We’ve done our best with her,’ Harry said, his voice gruff with emotion, looking from his sister to his daughter, tears in his eyes.

         ‘I truly am beautiful,’ the little girl said, twirling again in the dress. ‘Florence made me put on a dress.’ She leant in. ‘It’s awfully uncomfortable, though.’ She smiled. ‘Florence is bringing the tea,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t allowed to carry the tray. It’s too dangerous,’ she added, opening her eyes wide.

         As if on cue, a native woman came in with the tray. She wore a blue cotton dress with a white apron tied at the back. So Florence was the help, Louisa thought.

         Catherine maintained a steady chatter directed at Florence. ‘She’s here. It’s Aunt Louisa, see? She’s very beautiful, isn’t she? And she’s a proper lady, just like Sister Ignatius said she would be.’ The girl ran over to Florence and wrapped her arms around the woman’s legs. Florence put her hand to Catherine’s head. Louisa noticed the woman’s long, delicate fingers.

         ‘I should have introduced you,’ Harry said. ‘This is Florence, who saved us.’ He looked briefly at the native woman and away. ‘She looks after Catherine.’

         The woman nodded. ‘Pleased to meet you, Ma’am,’ she said. She smiled gently with her mouth closed.

         Louisa noticed a look pass between Harry and Florence then. She had a distinct impression of being shut out, as if there was something between the pair that they weren’t saying.

         ‘Catherine’s been looking forward to your visit, haven’t you?’ Harry said, his eyes flicking to Florence again and then back to Louisa.

         The little girl smiled and curtsied. ‘Where did you learn those lovely manners?’ Louisa said. She still felt the urge to reach out, although it was fading now in the face of whatever was going on between Harry and Florence, which she couldn’t fathom. The looks between them were full of meaning. She recalled Alexander saying something about Harry and a native woman in Cairns, but Louisa hadn’t listened. Alexander had never liked Harry, too many years between them and Harry so adored by their mother. Alexander had been concerned, Louisa remembered now. Could the woman have been Florence? Surely not.

         ‘From Sister Ignatius,’ the girl said. ‘She said you would be a lady, and I must curtsy to a lady.’

         Louisa laughed. ‘I’m your aunt, Catherine, your daddy’s sister. You don’t have to curtsy to me.’

         Catherine smiled conspiratorially. ‘I know that,’ she said in a whisper. ‘But it was very important for Sister Ignatius.’ Then she ran to Florence. ‘Oh, Florence, isn’t it wonderful to have Aunt Louisa here with us? Aren’t we so lucky? Well, aren’t we?’

         ‘Yes, she’s your family,’ Florence said, stressing each syllable of the word family. Florence flashed Louisa a look. It was as if she were sizing Louisa up.

         Catherine was prattling on about the shells she’d found on the beach yesterday. One of them, if you listened carefully, had kept the sea inside, and Catherine would show Louisa, if she liked, once they’d had some tea. But they were most definitely going for a swim that afternoon. Daddy had promised. And scones, there were scones, with real jam they’d made from the mulberries they’d grown in the winter, even though Sister Ignatius said you couldn’t grow mulberries on the island. But Florence could grow anything: ‘Can’t you, Florence,’ Catherine said. Florence only smiled.

         When Florence left the room, Catherine trailing behind her, Louisa said to Harry, ‘Interesting woman.’

         ‘Who?’ he said.

         ‘Your housekeeper, Florence. Catherine adores her.’

         ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Yes. We’d be lost without Florence. She does so much around the house. And for Catherine.’ 

         ‘That must be a relief,’ Louisa said.

         Harry looked at her. ‘Florence was the housekeeper in Cairns when Alexander and I were there,’ he said, as if reading her thoughts. ‘She’s Islander. When we had Catherine she came back here and we … She helped and now … I can’t do it all.’ So Alexander was jumping to conclusions, as usual, Louisa thought, but, still, there was something.

         ‘Of course you can’t,’ Louisa said, noting how he skirted over the loss of Julia. Harry would tell her about it when he was ready. ‘You’re the only doctor here?’

         He nodded. ‘I have a chap comes up from Cairns once a month, but other than that it’s just me,’ he said. ‘It’s not as hard as it sounds. It’s more like having a big family. You don’t really take time off.’ He frowned at Catherine, who had come back into the room quietly. She’d sat on the floor at first but then had moved to Louisa’s lap. ‘You don’t need to be bothering your aunt,’ Harry said, more sternly than needed.

         ‘Oh, she’s all right,’ Louisa said, putting her arms around the little girl. She smelt sweet, Louisa thought. Harry was still frowning at his daughter, preoccupied with his thoughts.

         ‘Well, you’re right at home, Catherine,’ Harry said. ‘Come, let’s get down to the beach before dark.’ The little girl sprang from Louisa’s lap, just like the Scotties when Louisa mentioned a walk.

         Louisa had no bathing suit to change into and wouldn’t have dared bathe in the sea anyway – she couldn’t swim. She remained in her woollen skirt and blouse, leaving the jacket in her room, which was on the upper floor next to Catherine’s looking out towards the sea. Although the sun would soon set, the heat was relentless. It would never be cool here, Louisa thought.

         Catherine had shed her dress and was wearing shorts with a boy’s singlet that was too big for her. Harry was in trunks with an old button-up shirt and a wide-brimmed straw hat. They climbed down a path behind the main house that took them to a cosy beach scalloped by rocks at one end and palms at the other. There was a little boathouse above the beach itself. Catherine had scooted ahead, Harry following her. Louisa, who’d carefully picked her way down the path, took a moment to peer through the briny window of the boathouse. There was a sailing skiff on mounts inside. She wondered if this was the boat Harry had taken out when Julia drowned.

         Catherine took to the water as if she lived there, running out alone into the sea and then diving under, terrifying Louisa. In the twilight, she watched her little niece swimming out into the sea and catching the gentle waves back in with her father. Catherine was not like a person, Louisa thought then. She was like a sea creature. That was what she smelt like. It was the sea, clean and pure and alive. Wild, that’s what Alexander had said before Louisa left England. That child is growing up wild.

         Watching her in the water now at fifteen, Louisa couldn’t help thinking that swimming was what Catherine had been born to.

      

   


   
      

         
            
        Chapter Four
      

         

         ‘We were out sailing,’ Harry said suddenly, looking not at Louisa but at Florence. They were in the front parlour. After returning from the beach, they’d eaten dinner – cold chicken and salad followed by jelly and cold custard – in the conservatory that gave onto the back terrace. Catherine had fallen asleep in Florence’s lap over on the sofa, and Florence was sitting there quietly stroking the child’s hair while Louisa and Harry talked. The drapes and windows were still closed to the sea, although Louisa thought she could hear it in the distance. A breeze blew in through the front door of the house.

         Louisa was surprised that Florence had remained with them after dinner. She’d got up to leave and it was Harry who’d asked her to stay. Catherine, for her part, seemed accustomed to Florence being a part of their life together. Florence was just like a mother to the child, Louisa thought.

         Harry had been drinking; whisky before dinner and now a glass or more of port. Was that how he managed after Julia’s death? Louisa wondered.

         He smiled weakly now. ‘We’d taken lunch and headed for Banks Island, which is north of here. Florence’s people are from there, aren’t they?’ he said, and she nodded gently. ‘I do a monthly clinic and I used to take them sometimes. Julia liked to get out and about.’

         The way he said Julia’s name made Louisa look up. There was something in his voice. Was it anger? Louisa thought it might be.

         ‘You have to understand the weather patterns here,’ he said, putting his glass down heavily on the table in front of him. ‘It can be fine, not a cloud in the sky, and you think you’ll head out. It was a blue day, wasn’t it, Florence?’

         Florence didn’t answer him, only sat looking down at Catherine.

         Harry turned back to Louisa. ‘Actually, Florence said there was a storm coming. Florence, do you recall?’

         Florence looked up at him now and nodded slowly.

         ‘You knew. I wish I’d listened. Later, I wished I’d listened. You understand the weather.’ He pointed at Florence, took another sip of his drink. Louisa had the urge to put the bottle away from him.

         The clinic was soon dispensed with, he said, so they ate their picnic and afterwards Harry and Catherine had a swim. ‘She couldn’t swim,’ he said, referring, Louisa assumed, to Julia – and they made for home in good time. ‘Banks Island is a couple of hours away even if the wind is up. And we were lucky, I thought. The breeze was good. But then the sea got rough, the wind whipping up such a swell. Still no storm that I could see, but I know boats. I know what you do. I did it all right. I did everything to stop it.’ He looked up at her. ‘I did my best, Louie.’

         ‘Of course you did, darling,’ she said, noting the awful anguish in his eyes. ‘God, it must have been awful, Harry.’

         He saw the storm front then, he said, approaching from the south-west, between them and Thursday Island. He pulled into a bay near one of the unpopulated islands, thinking they would be protected there until the storm passed. But even in the shelter of the bay the sea was wild. ‘The anchor wouldn’t hold and we were soon swept back out.’ He shook his head, looking as if he might cry. ‘She shouldn’t have …’ He stopped and sighed.

         The storm was furious, he said. ‘When the mast cracked, I knew we were done for.’ He paused. ‘You can’t do anything without a mast. We just had to wait and hope.’ He shook his head. ‘You’ve no idea what it’s like.’

         He drank again then, pausing so long Louisa thought he might have forgotten he was telling the story. She looked across at Catherine, who twitched in her sleep, as if her father’s telling of the story was being lived in her very dreams. Florence was still stroking the girl’s hair and Louisa had the strangest urge to tell her to stop. She’s not yours, she’s ours, Louisa wanted to say.

         Later, Louisa told Ruth Luxton how she’d felt about Florence with Catherine. ‘Was it because the housekeeper was black?’ Ruth had asked.

         ‘Of course not,’ Louisa said. ‘At least, I don’t think it was. I think it was because I realised Catherine was family for the first time, that I owed her something, that she’s a Quick.’

         Harry followed Louisa’s eye to Catherine. ‘I couldn’t provide comfort. That’s the thing. I couldn’t help her.’ He stared at Florence. ‘A boat overturns relatively quietly,’ he said. ‘It’s as if nothing is happening and yet your whole world is falling apart. Catherine screamed when we went in the water.’ He swallowed hard. ‘She was a wee thing, and it was cold enough at night, in a storm, thunder and lightning all around and the wind and rain. The swell, Louisa, it’s likely to tear anything out of your hands. I just held on to Catherine, of course. Through it all.’

         ‘Of course,’ Louisa said. ‘It’s what anyone would do in your situation.’

         They only had the one life preserver, he explained. He left Julia the life preserver and swam with little Catherine for an island. The storm passed, he said. He was able to save his daughter but not his wife. The life preserver washed ashore the next morning. Julia was gone. ‘Why couldn’t she just hold on?’ he said, glaring now at Florence.

         Florence was a study in repressed emotion, Louisa thought. Her face was set tight, her arms folded around Catherine. Louisa couldn’t say what the other woman’s feelings were, only that she was having trouble keeping them in check. Later Louisa said to her, ‘It was a shame my brother’s wife didn’t listen to you that day, about the storm.’ Louisa saw that tight mouth again before Florence replied, ‘Sad day, Miss. Sad, sad day.’





OEBPS/logo_online.jpg





OEBPS/9780749020590_cover_epub.jpg
- FROM THE
AUTHOR OF THE
INTERNATIONAL

BESTSELLER

IN FALLING SNOW






