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For Mary-Rose: what’s said on the mountain, stays on the mountain.







The Times


Brisbane, May 1901


It is believed that all twenty-two souls aboard the barque Aurora have been lost in a hurricane off the eastern coast of Australia. Aboard the ship was Mr Arthur Winterbourne, first son of the late Lord Winterbourne, the London jeweller. Mr Winterbourne and his wife were accompanying a gift to the new Australian parliament from HRH Queen Victoria. It is understood the gift is a mace, a ceremonial club made of gold and precious gems, and it is priceless. Mr Percy Winterbourne, the second son, is expected to travel to Australia to conduct a search for the object.








PROLOGUE


The woman’s white skin dazzles in the harsh sun. Her pale blue dress clings wetly to her ankles. The sky makes her eyes ache: it is as though she can see behind the blue to the great arch of the cosmos. The sand squeaks beneath her bare feet. Her shoes were swallowed by the sea. All of her belongings, her husband. All lost, spinning down in cold, dark salt water. All except the chest she drags behind her in the sand.


One footstep after another. She has not seen another human face since that of her husband, as his grip slipped and he vanished between the ship and the lifeboat. He looked almost surprised.


Her arms ache from dragging the chest, but she will never let it go, not while there is breath in her lungs. Inside is something so precious that it makes her heart squeeze against her ribs to think of losing it. The sea roars and retreats, roars and retreats, as it has done since she started to walk. At first she found the sound soothing, but now it irritates her. She wants quiet in her head. She wants silence to think about what has happened, what she has lost, and what on earth she should do next.





ONE
2011



Libby sat at the back of the small parish church mourning the man she had loved for twelve years. In a congregation of nearly eighty people, not one offered her a warm touch or a sad smile. They didn’t even know who she was. Or if they did, they didn’t show it.


It was a relief in some ways: at least there were no sidelong glances, no murmurs passed from lips to ears behind hands, no cool shoulders on either side of her in the pew. But in other ways it was a sad acknowledgement of the grubby truth. Nobody knew that the man they had come here today to farewell forever – the man whose strong body and brilliant life force somehow fit in that narrow box at the front of the church – was the most important man in her world. Mark Winterbourne, dead at fifty-eight from a ruptured aneurysm. He was mourned by family: his wife Emily and their two adult daughters.


Libby wasn’t sure about the rule for secret lovers of the deceased, but she assumed it involved sitting in the back pew with one’s heart aching as though it might crack into pieces while reining in the impulse to stand up and shout, ‘But none of you loved him as much as I did!’.


On her birthday. Her fortieth birthday.


Libby discreetly touched her handkerchief to her leaking eyes again. The church was chill. February snow still lay on the ground outside. She shivered in her long-sleeved jacket. Mark wouldn’t have approved of what she was wearing. He had never liked her in tailored clothes: he said he spent enough time with people in suits. He liked her in jeans, loose dresses, or nothing. When she had pulled on the jacket this morning, an attempt not to stand out in a crowd that she knew would be immaculately dressed, she had remembered the last time she’d worn it. Mark had said, ‘Where’s that lacy shirt I like? Wear that instead.’ The thought that Mark would never again complain about the jacket had hit her hard. Never again in the whole, long future of the universe would Mark say anything to her. Never again would his eyes crinkle with his quiet laughter. Never again would his hands clasp hers, would his lips claim hers, would his body press against hers …


Libby’s scalp pinched from trying to hold the sobs inside. It wouldn’t do for this unknown woman in the back pew to break down and let loose a secret held tightly for so long. Mark had always been adamant: his wife and children must never be hurt. They were innocent, they deserved no pain. Mark and Libby had to carry the entire burden. And what a terrible burden it had been, what an exhausting dance of soaring hope and blinding guilt the last twelve years had been.


The first of the tributes started, and Libby listened for a while then decided these descriptions of Mark were not her Mark. So she closed her eyes and thought about what she would say, if she were free to say it.


Mark Winterbourne died at fifty-eight, but don’t make the mistake of thinking him a typical middle-aged man. He was tall and well kept, with a full head of hair and a flat stomach and hard thighs that were a testament to his healthy lifestyle and love of long-distance running. He was smart and funny and determined. He let nothing slow him down. He overcame childhood illnesses, dyslexia, the death of his father when he was only fifteen. We had so many good times, hidden and stolen though they were. Even after twelve years together, he took my breath away. He was generous, sweet and kind. So kind. The kindest man I have ever known. Hot tears squeezed from under Libby’s eyelids and ran down her cheeks. She opened her eyes, and saw that Mark’s wife had bent her head and was sobbing into her hands in the front pew. The vicar had come down the stairs to put his arm around her. Libby’s ribs squeezed tight with guilt. She should never have come.


*

The train back down through the Channel tunnel to Paris was largely empty, and Libby put her bag on the seat next to her and laid her head on it. Now the great hollowness could start in earnest. Mark was buried; the line between her old life and her new one had been marked in six feet of soil. She tried not to think of the things that she and Mark had never done, the things he had wanted to do but she had refused. Things that she needed to do herself, now that she was alone. Now that she was so keenly aware of how tenuously life was held. The train bumped and swayed and Libby breathed deeply. In, out, aware of her breath, so temporarily housed in her warm body.


*

‘Claudette wants to see you.’


Libby looked up. She was just unwinding her scarf and hanging her bag on the back of her chair. Here at Pierre-Louis Design the cubicles were as bland as the reception area was bright. Libby worked all day on her large-screen Mac designing glossy brochures for jewellery and fashion houses while surrounded by grey furniture and beige room dividers. Gradually the entire building was being refurbished, but somehow the refurbishers never made it to her quarter of the workplace.


‘Why does Claudette want to see me?’


Monique, Claudette’s secretary, blinked back as though surprised. ‘I don’t know. But she said to seize you the moment you came in.’


Libby sighed. It had been hard enough to get up in her little flat in Levallois. The weight of her limbs had astonished her. She had managed to take off the last five days, since Mark died, by claiming illness, and it was a kind of illness. An ache from toes to scalp. But it would never go away. She would never be fit for work. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’m coming.’


Libby’s French had been of the awkward, high-school variety when she’d first arrived in Paris twenty years ago. Now she was fluent, could think in French, but she missed speaking English. She missed the nuance available in so many synonyms, she missed being able to string adjectives one after the other like pearls, and she still had to hesitate if she was trying to express herself in French while upset. Claudette, her boss, had a reputation for upsetting her staff, so Libby was on her guard.


Claudette’s office featured floor-to-ceiling windows through which, if she desired, she could watch the Seine all day. But Claudette had purposely placed her desk so her back was turned away from the view. It had been the only change she’d made on her arrival eight months ago, but it had been a telling one. In Claudette’s opinion, there was no time for looking out windows, and the relaxed atmosphere that Libby had once treasured about her work had gradually withered and died.


‘Ah, Libby,’ Claudette said, indicating the chair at the side of the desk. ‘Do sit down. We need a little chat.’


Libby sat down, realised her heart was speeding and tried to take a deep breath without Claudette noticing. She crossed her legs and waited while Claudette fixed her with icy blue eyes. The window was open, and she could hear the traffic on the two bridges that bracketed the tip of the Ile Saint-Louis.


‘Happy birthday,’ Claudette said at last.


Libby was taken aback. ‘Thank you,’ she said.


A pause. Claudette still hadn’t smiled.


‘Is that all?’ Libby asked.


‘I am suspicious,’ Claudette said. ‘You took five days off over your fortieth birthday.’


‘I was unwell.’


‘And yet you look well this morning.’


She did? ‘Because I’ve had five days off.’


Claudette narrowed her eyes, then leaned back in her chair, turning a lead pencil over and over in her fingers. ‘I must believe you, I suppose. I simply do not like being made a fool of, Libby. Five days’ leave costs me a lot of money. I would hate to think you were taking advantage of your employer, simply because you had a milestone birthday to celebrate.’


Claudette was famed for these little offences, so Libby didn’t bite. ‘I assure you I was incapable of coming to work.’


‘And yet Henri saw you on the platform at Gare du Nord yesterday afternoon.’


‘I was coming back from London, from seeing my specialist.’


‘Specialist?’


Libby held her ground. ‘It’s private.’


Claudette frowned. Libby fought back guilt. It wasn’t in her nature to lie, even after twelve years with Mark.


‘I can do nothing but accept you are telling the truth,’ Claudette said with a little shrug.


‘It is the truth,’ Libby lied.


Claudette glanced at her diary. ‘While I have you here … I heard this morning that Mark Winterbourne died. You handled his account, yes?’


Libby’s heart screeched but she tried not to give any outward sign. ‘Yes.’


‘Can you call his office today and see who is taking his position? We’ve had his account for twelve years and I don’t want to lose it. The Winterbourne Catalogue is one of our signature productions.’


‘Call them today? We don’t normally sign the contract until mid-year.’


‘They’ll be distracted. Everything still up in the air. We can’t risk another studio getting the contract.’ Claudette shook her head. ‘He died of an aneurysm, you know,’ she said. ‘I heard it was genetic. He’s not the first Winterbourne to go that way, apparently.’


Libby winced. She hadn’t known that. Of all the intimacies they’d shared, he’d never mentioned a predisposition to drop dead suddenly. Had he not told her because he wanted to protect her from worry? Or had he not told her because she was only his lover?


Claudette shrugged. ‘Life is short. Let’s get the contract. Call them today.’


Libby returned to her desk with her stomach churning. How could she dial that familiar number now, knowing that he wouldn’t be there to take her call? How could she go on working on the catalogue without Mark to plan it with her? Her job, once the sweet refuge where contact with Mark was sanctioned, had emptied out. There was nothing except the beige room dividers and cranky boss. She stared for a long time at her blank computer screen – she hadn’t even switched it on – wondering if anyone ever recovered from such a loss. Then she stood and picked up her handbag, scarf and coat and, without a word, left the office.


She wasn’t going to call Winterbourne Jewellers. She was going to call her sister.


*

Libby perched on the edge of her rented couch in her rented flat on Villa Rémond and tapped out her childhood phone number; familiar yet half-forgotten, stretched out of shape by international dialling codes. As it rang, she noticed she was holding her breath. She forced her shoulders to relax.


‘Hello?’ a voice croaked, and Libby realised she had made the error of not checking international time zones properly. She had woken Juliet.


Voiceless with embarrassment and self-blame, she allowed the silence to go on a little too long.


‘Hello?’ Juliet said again, this time with a tinge of fear.


Libby hung up. She didn’t know what else to do. Who was she kidding? Juliet wouldn’t welcome her coming home. If she knew that was what Libby planned, she might actively discourage her. Don’t come back. Ever. That’s what Juliet had said to her. And Libby had replied, I never will. Ever. For twenty years, Libby had made good on that promise.


But things teenagers say to each other shouldn’t be plans for life, and there were good reasons for going home. Mark’s voice started up in her imagination. You’ll paint. We’ll look at the sea together. Maybe get to the bottom of the Winterbourne family mystery. How could I not buy the cottage? Our annual retreat. Then he’d handed her keys that she’d swore she’d never use, and a title deed that she swore she’d never read. Once in a while he’d mention it, always before an opal-buying trip to Australia. Checking if she was sure she didn’t want to go. But she’d held firm. If Juliet had seen her with Mark … God, if Juliet had told Mark …


Libby glanced around her flat. It had always been too expensive, but she’d stayed because Mark wanted her to live somewhere central. She focused on the door to the bedroom, holding her breath, certain that at any second Mark would walk out, tall and strong, dressed only in his boxer shorts and his blue silk robe, his dark hair curling over his ears. And he would smile at her and touch her hair and he would be flesh and blood and breath. But he didn’t walk out. He never would again.


And one of the only other people who knew what that loss felt like was Juliet.


*

Libby and Mark’s favourite cafe had been on Boulevard Saint-Germain, a cafe whose art-deco interior had barely been touched since the 1930s. They always sat just outside the entrance, at the table to the left of the door. Mark became irrationally irritated if they arrrived and somebody else was at their table. He always had a copy of The Guardian with him, usually bought from the international newsagent but sometimes it was the copy he’d brought with him from London.


Today Libby arrived at the cafe alone, placed the folded copy of The Guardian where Mark would have sat and ordered their usual: a cafe au lait for her, an espresso for him. Then she waited for the drinks to arrive, taking in the familiar view of the pale cream and white neoclassical buildings on Rue Saint-Benoît, the traffic, the pedestrians in their dark coats, the unfurling leaves on the elms overhead. She breathed in the scents of Paris – exhaust fumes, cut lillies, rain on pavement – and wondered how it would be possible to leave. The farewell party at work had seemed as though it was happening to someone else; some happy, unconflicted woman with no dark past and a bright future.


‘You are expecting your friend?’ the waiter said to her as he placed Mark’s espresso next to the newspaper.


Libby forced a smile, but her heart pinched. No, he’s never coming again. She sipped her coffee while Mark’s cooled in the spring morning air. She closed her eyes and imagined a conversation with him, drawn from so many of their conversations.


‘How was the journey down?’ she asked.


‘Good,’ he replied. ‘I got a lot of work done on the train.’


‘Have you been busy?’


‘Always.’ A slight smile, a tap of his knuckles on his newspaper that said, Let me read.


Libby opened her eyes. Grey clouds had gathered overhead and a damp chill was in the air. Her flight was leaving in three hours. Behind her ribs, her stinging heart pulsed coldly. Everything ached. Slowly, she drank her coffee. The last time. She gathered her bag and keys and stood. The last time. A light shower started as she walked away. She turned to look behind her. Mark’s coffee sat untouched on the table, his newspaper flapping in the breeze.


‘Goodbye,’ she said, leaving Paris and Mark behind her.


The last time.





TWO


The ocean.


Libby’s breath caught in her throat as she peeled off the highway and down on to the ocean-front road for her first glimpse of the wide Pacific. It was a perfect February day. The blue sky was cloudless, and the sun shone white-yellow above the water. The ocean sparkled in shades of blue and green, underlit with gold. The afternoon sea breeze was picking up, ruffling the water into white caps and buffeting under the wings of seagulls. At the top of a cliff, Libby pulled the car over. She crossed the road to the grass verge and took a moment to breathe it in.


That smell. So familiar, waking in her long-buried feelings. Seaweed. Salt. A smell both invigorating and overpowering. She inhaled great lungfuls of it. From here she could look to the north and see the promontory that curved around the northern tip of Lighthouse Bay – her childhood home – with the old lighthouse catching the sun on its limewashed bricks. Her heart stammered.


Libby turned and crossed the road back to her car. She’d bought it two days ago, still jetlagged from her arrival in Brisbane. She hadn’t driven a car in years. There was no need in Paris, and during any holidays she spent with Mark, he would drive. He was precious about his Mercedes and any suggestion that she could take a turn at the wheel was met with a quick but gentle refusal. Driving this little Subaru off the lot had been an interesting experience. She dropped the clutch, kangaroo-hopped it to the driveway, then had to remember how to hill-start before she could make it out on to the incline into traffic. But it had come back to her quickly, and she took heart in that.


Libby started the car and pulled back on to the road that wound along the cliff’s edge and to the north. The cliff slowly tapered down, and the white-golden beach came into view. It was empty but for a few fishermen and the occasional mad sunbather braving the midday heat. Lighthouse Bay was too far north to be convenient, like the famous beaches of Noosa and Peregian. When Libby had left town in the late 1980s, it had been a backwater, a place young people escaped from to the bigger smokes of Brisbane or Sydney. But as the road guided her up into the town, she could see that things had changed. The main street was now a shopping strip. Beach-clothing stores, al fresco restaurants, a gourmet ice-creamery, shiny takeaways, a large bottle shop. The slow but determined creep of progress was visible in a small shopping complex, with white painted plaster and lots of glass windows and a smoothie chain store with street frontage.


Then there it was, almost exactly the same as the last time Libby had seen it, perhaps with fresher paint: her father’s B&B. When Libby was a child, the summer would see all four rooms full, and the winter would see Juliet and Libby playing in them empty, pretending to own a castle. But no, it was her sister’s business now, with Juliet’s painted on the front window where once it had said Reggie’s. Libby slowed but didn’t stop. There would be time to see Juliet soon, but not now. Not while Libby was grappling with the strangeness of being back here. In the place she said she’d never return to. Ever.


The road branched off in two directions now. One would take her back to the beachfront and then to the cottage. The other would take her a little further inland, through the suburb she had grown up in, and past the cemetery where her father was buried.


Libby indicated and headed towards the cemetery.


Lighthouse Bay Lawn Cemetery was small and shady. She parked her car on the street and walked along parallel to the low iron face until she reached the gate. It squeaked open then clanged closed behind her. For a moment she was bewildered. He was in here somewhere, but where? She walked along between the headstones, glancing at them for familiar letters. Around the fish pond and down the narrow path towards the back fence. Finally she found it.


Reginald Robert Slater. b. 1938, d. 1996. At rest.


Libby read the simple inscription over and over again. He’d only been fifty-eight when he’d died; the same age as Mark. But at the time she’d thought him old. She’d thought his sudden death from a heart attack par for the course for the elderly. No lingering death from sickness that would have tempted her to come home and say goodbye. She hadn’t even come to the funeral: it was simply too far from Paris.


A butcher bird on a nearby tree started to sing, breaking into the thoughts that had made her squirm with guilt. She wished she’d brought some flowers to put on his grave, but she realised that it would have been an empty gesture. Libby raised her eyes and took in the rest of the cemetery. Her mother was in here somewhere too, but she had died before Libby’s second birthday, just three days after Juliet was born. Libby had no recollection of her and had never missed her. Not the way she was suddenly and unexpectedly missing her father.


She could hear the sea drawing and shushing in the distance. She was struck by a raft of sensations so fierce and overwhelming that she thought it might knock her to her knees: grief, regret, aching love, cold guilt. Sometimes, in the days since Mark’s death, Libby had wondered why on earth she was still alive. Why hadn’t the pain killed her yet? It seemed impossible she could feel this bad and not die of it.


But she went on. Broken inside, but still moving her body, still breathing in and out. She walked down the row of graves back to the car, idly reading headstones. Most names were unfamiliar. But one, under the spreading branches of a tree, she knew very well. Andrew Nicholson. Andy. She wondered if Juliet still visited his grave.


Libby slid back into the car. Today, she couldn’t face seeing Juliet. Today, she would deal with the simple yet overwhelming task of seeing the cottage Mark had bought for her – for them.


*

She recognised the cottage as soon as she saw it, standing there alone on the bottom of the gravel path to the lighthouse. Not just from the photographs Mark had shown her, but from her own youth. She stretched her memory backwards for local history. The cottage had been built in the 1940s as the new lighthouse keeper’s residence. When she had lived in Lighthouse Bay, the cottage had been empty. Pirate Pete had chosen to live in the lighthouse, which was a relic of the nineteenth century. And now thinking of Pirate Pete brought more recollections. She and a group of her teenaged friends, daring each other to go up the path towards the lighthouse and knock on the door. Giggling like fools. Pirate Pete swinging open the door, his long grey beard and his icy eyes, ‘You kids leave me the hell alone!’ Pirate Pete had featured heavily in their late-night slumber-party scary stories. Except he wasn’t a pirate, of course. He was just a lighthouse keeper and, perhaps, a lonely old man.


She pulled the car into the overgrown driveway and turned off the engine, then sat there for a few minutes, hands locked on the steering wheel, letting the thoughts and memories wash over her. In her handbag were the keys – keys she thought she’d never use. Libby sighed. This wasn’t what she’d expected to do with her life this week. She hadn’t expected to return home, in mourning, with no job, to a cottage that she owned but had never seen the inside of.


Mark had travelled to Queensland once a year to buy opals. Six years ago, he had taken a side trip to nearby Winterbourne Beach, a place named after his family and a popular diving location because of a legendary treasure his family lost in a shipwreck at the turn of the twentieth century. ‘While I was there, how could I not go to see the place where my baby girl was born and bred?’ he’d said. ‘The cottage was for sale and I wanted a way to show you how much I love you.’


Blinking back tears, she scooped up her handbag and climbed out of the car. The first key she tried fitted the front door lock, and then she was inside.


Musty. Old things. Itching dust. The windows were covered in a fine crust of salt, fogging the view of the outside world. First mental note: get windows cleaned. She crossed the livingroom floor – brown tiles, thin brown rug, old square wooden table, no chairs – and unlatched the aluminium sliders. With a heft, she pulled each one open, letting in the sea breeze. It may have been originally built in the 1940s, but the decor was wholly 1970s. The kitchen bench was bright green laminate, the splashbacks were made of tiny tiles the colour of pond scum. The gas stove was laced with cobwebs and dotted with cockroach droppings. Second mental note: scrub everything with industrial-strength cleaner.


A short hallway led to a miserable bathroom, a laundry with a back door, and two bedrooms. The first, the main bedroom, was painted pale pink. The bed was wrought iron, king-sized, with a mattress on it still in plastic wrapping. A quick check of the cupboards unearthed pale green linen, also still in wrapping. She stopped and took a breath.


Once, they had almost come. Mark had organised the time off work, Libby had chosen colours for the bedroom. These colours. But a week before their flight, her feet had grown cold. ‘Just give me another six months,’ she’d said. ‘I’ll write to Juliet and see how she feels about it all. There’s a lot of bad blood.’


‘What kind of bad blood?’


But she’d never been able to tell him. Her hold on him was already so tenuous: if she’d articulated her shame, her guilt, would his feelings have cooled? Six months became a year. A year became two. She hadn’t written to Juliet, and he’d stopped asking: maybe he thought he could work on her slowly over time. But time had run out.


The second bedroom was not really big enough to be a bedroom; it was more of a studio, with a whole wall of sliding aluminium windows. It was set up as an art room; two blank canvasses stood on easels, cobwebbed. It made her sit down on the floor and cry.


When Mark bought the cottage, she had wondered why he would pressure her into going back to a place she’d sworn she’d never return to. But all he’d wanted was for her to give up the job with Pierre-Louis and take life easier, relax and paint, her dream since she was a child. And here it all was: a little cottage, a view of the sea, a way to get started. And Mark wasn’t here to see how grateful she was, how much she appreciated this gesture of love.


Libby cried for what seemed like an age, then pulled herself to her feet and palmed tears off her face. She flicked the light switch: nothing. No electricity. She returned to the kitchen. The fridge was standing open, empty. Nothing in the pantry. No cleaning products or dishcloths under the sink. She needed the basics. That meant a trip to the general store. The longer she was in town, the greater the risk she’d run into her sister accidentally. But she couldn’t bring herself to go to the B&B just yet. One more good night’s sleep and then she’d do it. Definitely.


*

The sticky heat made her tired. Libby just wanted to curl up and sleep. But she had to spend the afternoon getting the cottage in order. She dressed in a sleeveless cotton top and shorts, tied back her long, dark hair and summoned as much energy as she could. By sunset, she had a light scum of perspiration and cobwebs all over her. She considered a shower, but then remembered she was on the sea. So, instead, she found her bathing costume and headed to the beach.


Years of city living a long way from the sea had made her wary. What if there were jellyfish? Sharks? But the water was blue-green and clear and warm, rolling all around her. She waded in to her waist then dived into a wave. The constant pull of the waves was replaced by the sound of water bubbling against her ears, then she was up again, gulping air and laughing. The idea that she could be out this late in nothing but a bathing costume, swimming in the sea, was ridiculous. In Paris at this time, she’d be layering on gloves and a scarf for the walk back to the Metro, grinding for space with other commuters. Here on the beach, the only other person was a fisherman up to his ankles in the tide, half a kilometre away.


She floated on her back for a while, letting the waves carry her. Salt water on her lips, hair streaming behind her. Then she waded back out on to the beach and sat on the sand to dry by air. The sweet bruise of dusk in the sky; brazen pinks and golds gave way to subtle purple and pewter. She was wrapped in velvet: the soft sand, the sea mist over the headland, the temperate breeze, and her own human softness, her flesh and muscle and aching heart. Libby closed her eyes.


When she opened them again, the fisherman was gone and dusk was falling away to night. She rose and dusted off the sand, and trudged back up towards the cottage. The beach was separated from civilisation by a strip of vegetation: banksias, pandanuses, mangroves. Ghost crabs scuttled away from her as she made her way up the sandy path to the street. She let herself into the cottage and was pleased that the musty smell was gone. The sea breeze was rushing in at the windows, making the light lacy curtains flutter. She made a peanut-butter sandwich, showered off the salt quickly under unheated water, and thought about making a start on setting up a canvas and opening some of the boxes of paints. But weariness had other ideas for her, and she climbed into bed instead.


Around 11 pm, she woke wondering what had prickled her from sleep. A car engine. She lay in the dark a while, listening. The car wasn’t moving away or moving closer, just sitting in the same place.


She rose and pulled back the corner of the curtain. Yes, a car sat on the road right outside her house. Headlights on. Motor running. Not moving. Libby watched it, curious. Then, with a slight thrill of apprehension. It was too dark to see what kind of car it was, let alone the number plate. Five minutes passed. Ten. Finally, it pulled into the street, did a U-turn, its tyres crunching on the gravel shoulder, and roared off.





THREE


It wasn’t a good day for an entire mothers’ group to come in. Cheryl had called in sick at seven, and Juliet hadn’t been able to track down Melody to start early. Juliet reasoned that if she left the dirty linen in room number two, she could manage the tea room by herself until lunchtime when Melody was due. Then after lunch she could slip upstairs and strip the linen, make beds, give the only occupied room a quick vaccuum, and be down in time for the after-school trade. But this plan relied on a normal morning.


‘I hope you don’t mind,’ said the round-faced young woman with the equally round-faced baby on her hip, ‘but we had intended to meet at my place and I forgot the renovators were coming to build my new linen cupboard. Just too much noise.’


‘Of course I don’t mind,’ Juliet said, smiling, frantically doing calculations in her head. There were twelve of them. Even if every single one of them ordered scones with jam and cream, there would still be fourteen scones left over for her regular customers. Should she get started on a scone mix now just in case? Before they all started asking for bottles to be heated and coffees made a dozen different ways?


Juliet didn’t have time to resolve this question. The orders started coming and she started running – carefully and gracefully – between tables and kitchen, ruefully eyeing the four unopened loaves of bread set out to prepare ready-made sandwiches for lunch. Today would be a nightmare and that was that. She simply had to put her head down and work hard. Luckily, working hard was something Juliet was well used to. She tied back her long, brown hair and got on with it.


Juliet’s B&B and Tea Room or, as her business was popularly known, Juliet’s, owed a little of its success to location: it was right on the beach, with a wide wooden deck undercover for toddlers to feed seagulls and harried mothers to soothe their sleep-deprived eyes on the sea. But the business owed most of its success to Juliet. ‘She’s a marvel, that Juliet,’ she heard people say frequently. Once or twice she’d heard, ‘Married to her job,’ too, but only after she’d turned away the affections of Sergeant Scott Lacey, former career ratbag at Bay High who now enforced the law at the local police station. But Juliet was neither a marvel, nor married to her job. When her father had died fifteen years ago he left the business behind and somebody had to pick up the reins. She’d only been twenty-three, but she knew she couldn’t let all her father’s work go to waste. She’d added the tea room, renamed it Juliet’s and hadn’t had a day off since. Even away for three weeks on a meditation retreat in New Zealand, she had phoned Cheryl every day to check in, solve problems, and add to the enormous to-do list for her return.


At eleven-thirty, while Melody cleared the tables on the deck, and Juliet frantically made sandwiches, and the phone rang unanswered in the background, the bell over the door went and Juliet thought, Please, no more customers. Just give me ten minutes to make these sandwiches.


But then Melody came to the kitchen door and said, ‘Juliet, somebody here to see you.’


Juliet looked up, wiping sweat off her forehead with the back of her hand and blowing a strand of loose hair out of her eyes. ‘Who?’


‘She says her name is Libby.’


Despite the sticky warmth in the kitchen, Juliet’s entire body went cold. ‘No. Are you sure?’


Melody spoke warily. ‘That’s what she said. Is everything okay?’


Juliet never swore. It wasn’t that she was prudish, it was simply that the words were often spoken with such anger or coarseness that they made her flinch. But on this occasion, as she put down the butter knife and pressed her palms into the stainless-steel work bench, she shouted, ‘Fuuuuuck.’


Melody, only nineteen and now more frightened than puzzled, backed away. ‘It’s okay, I’ll tell her you’re too busy to see her now.’


Juliet untied her apron. ‘No, no. I’ll see her. She’s my sister. The one I haven’t seen in twenty years.’ Her heart looped a fast rhythm. Twenty years. Not since … Juliet shook her head. ‘Here,’ she said, handing Melody the apron. ‘Make four ham-and-salad, four turkey-Swiss-and-cranberry and four …oh, use your imagination. Where is she?’


‘Out on the deck. I haven’t finished cleaning up after the mothers’ group yet.’


Juliet swallowed hard. Her mouth was dry. She went out through the swinging doors, across the carpeted tea-room floor and out to the deck. Libby sat with her back to Juliet, wearing a crisp cotton shirt and expensive-looking jeans, her black hair gleaming in the sun. Juliet’s hand went self-consciously to her own sweaty hair, knotted at her nape. All around were tables full of empty cups and plates and spoons. Seagulls were feasting on the half-chewed remnants that toddlers had dropped. Juliet flapped them away.


Libby turned. ‘Juliet,’ she said, jumping to her feet.


‘I hadn’t expected to see you.’ Did that sound too cold? Should she have said, ‘I’m glad to see you’? Was she glad to see her sister after twenty years and approximately eight Christmas cards that always arrived in February? No, what she wanted to say was, ‘Why are you here?’, because she was afraid – suddenly, seriously afraid – that Libby was here to claim her half of the business that their father had left to both of them.


‘I’m sorry,’ Libby said with that winning smile that had turned every boy’s heart at Bay High. Every boy except Andy. She spread her hands. ‘Jet lag. I’m not thinking straight. I should have called.’


‘I have spare rooms but they’re not ready yet. It’s been a really busy morning and—’


‘I don’t need a room. It’s fine.’


‘Then where are you staying?’ Surely if her sister had booked an apartment with one of the holiday letting agencies, somebody would have told her.


‘The lighthouse cottage on the hill. Hey, let’s sit down and talk.’


Libby’s failure to see that Juliet was busy rankled. ‘I can’t. It’s nearly lunch and I’ve loads to do. That cottage isn’t for rent. Some English businessman bought it.’


‘He was a friend of mine.’


‘Excuse me, Juliet?’


Juliet turned. Melody stood at the door.


‘I’ve just taken a call from the Lighthouse Ladies Book Club. They want to come down for high tea at one-thirty. There are eighteen of them.’


Juliet’s shoulders sagged. She returned her attention to Libby. ‘I’m sorry, but I can’t stop and talk.’


Libby’s pupils contracted. She was offended. Juliet hardened against her. If she couldn’t see that turning up at rush hour after twenty years was a bad idea, then that wasn’t Juliet’s problem. ‘How long are you staying? Can we talk some time when I’m not so busy?’


‘Sure,’ Libby said, shouldering her handbag.


Juliet watched her go. Years of bitterness and regret and sorrow and fear churned in her gut. But then she was far too busy to think about it.


*


The Breakers Room of the Lighthouse Bay Surf Club was where all the wedding receptions, Melbourne Cup lunches and community meetings were held. Juliet’s first job in her teens had been waitressing in the Breakers Room: handing out canapes and glasses of the second-cheapest champagne. This afternoon, though, she was sitting on a hard plastic chair among two dozen other community-minded people, listening to a handsome, slippery eel named Tristan Catherwood talk. He represented a company called Ashley-Harris Holdings, who had been circling Lighthouse Bay like wolves for years. Every proposal the company had put forward had been knocked on the head by the shire council: the eight-storey tourist resort, the five-storey tourist resort and, lately, the three-storey tourist resort. It seemed, though, that Catherwood and his mob just didn’t get the message: nobody wanted a tourist resort in Lighthouse Bay.


But that wasn’t strictly true. Some folk believed that a bona fide tourist resort – the kind with a gym and a fancy pool with thatched-roof pergolas and slot machines in the bar – would put Lighthouse Bay on the map. No more sleepy town with just enough holiday apartments and B&B rooms for the small family-orientated tourist trade. Big trade, big money.


But Juliet didn’t want big trade in the Bay. Big trade meant chain stores, and she feared she was only one chain coffee shop away from losing her business. The thought made her feet tingle, as though she were falling. Everybody knew Juliet’s made the best coffee in town. Her breakfasts were famous. But in the dark part of her imagination she could see her customers deserting her to sit at veneer-and-chrome tables and sip lattes from logo-stamped cups, while she maintained four empty B&B rooms and baked scones for nobody.


She shivered. The aircon must be up too high.


Sustainable. That was the word Tristan Catherwood kept using, as though he knew what it meant. As though he had a clue what a delicately balanced eco-system a small seaside town was, and how easily it could be tilted into wreckage.


‘At Ashley-Harris Holdings, we have listened to your concerns, and we are working very hard to come up with a sustainable vision for Lighthouse Bay’s future, while maximising the benefits for your community and our investors.’ The dramatic emphasis was insulting: as though he were talking to a roomful of deaf pensioners.


Juliet glanced around. Well, there were a few deaf pensioners, but still …


Ashley-Harris always served tea and biscuits after these community consultations, but Juliet could never bear to stay and chat afterwards. Tea bags and store-bought biscuits were an insult to her. Would it have killed them to buy some locally made produce? She passed through the bar, cautioned herself against stopping to down a swift Scotch, and headed across the park and on to the beach to clear her head before returning to work. Why did she torture herself by going to the community consultations? They always left her with a raw feeling in her gullet that wouldn’t fade for days. Eventually Ashley-Harris Holdings would find a way to build their tourist resort. They would find a piece of land and a way to appease the council and the future would come rushing in to Lighthouse Bay, the way high tide rushes in to the beach at night: swirling and inescapable and pulling her in directions she didn’t want to go.


Up ahead, she could see a large dark shape on the beach. At first she thought somebody had left their clothes on the sand while they went swimming but, as she approached, she recognised a big sea turtle.


Juliet held her breath and jogged towards it. In many ways, it would be worse if it was still alive. A turtle that size would weigh too much for her to lift and if it was sick enough to be stranded it probably wouldn’t live anyway. But this turtle was already dead, with sightless black eyes and the corner of a blue plastic shopping bag protruding from its mouth. It had mistaken the bag for a jellyfish, then choked on it. Rubbish, especially plastic rubbish, was now the leading killer of sea turtles in these parts.


Juliet wished that Tristan Catherwood was standing beside her right now. ‘Sustainable, Tristan?’ she would ask. ‘How are you going to stop all those tourists from unwittingly killing our native marine life?’


Juliet sighed, turning her eyes out to sea. The breeze lifted her long brown hair and tugged at her loose cotton dress. She didn’t understand why the whole world was so seduced by the idea of bigger, better, more. What was wrong with things staying the way they were? She cast a glance towards the old lighthouse, thinking of Libby. Lighthouse Bay had always been too small for her, and Juliet had been so glad when she’d left. She’d never expected her sister to come back. She still didn’t fit, with her glossy dark hair and her unlined white skin, looking as though she’d never worried about anything. Twenty years in Paris, doing … Well, Juliet didn’t really know what Libby had been doing in Paris. But if she thought she could come back and take half the business she was mistaken. Juliet had done all the work. Perhaps she could remortgage and pay Libby out. Juliet felt her mind whirl with the particular brand of crazy that thinking about money induced. She stopped herself, told herself to focus on the moment at hand.


Late-afternoon shadows were making their way across the sand. Juliet trudged back up towards home to call Coastcare. They would want to come and take the turtle, cut it up and examine it to see what had killed it. But what had killed it was obvious: progress for the sake of progress, without care or conscience. The stock in Tristan Catherwood’s trade.


*

By ten o’clock each night, everything was usually perfectly quiet. All the jobs had been done, the kitchen and tea room were clean, the guests were asleep, the paperwork was filled in and filed. That’s when Juliet finally relaxed with a pot of tea for an hour before bed. Tonight, she had an overnight guest in her apartment: her friend and co-worker Cheryl’s seven-year-old daughter. Cheryl worked one night shift a week at the surf club to help pay for private school fees. As a single mother, she had few late-night childcare options, so Juliet helped out. Katie had been fast asleep by eight on the roll-out bed in Juliet’s bedroom.


Juliet closed the spreadsheet on her computer and opened the internet browser, and started poking around the same old sites. It was a warm evening, and she leaned over to slide open a window. She could hear the sea but, maddeningly, couldn’t see it. Ten years ago she had moved out of the apartment that faced the water and turned it into two B&B rooms. She’d moved here into the back apartment, hoping at the time it would be temporary: that marriage and children would mean a move to somewhere bigger. But here she still was. Juliet didn’t mind the size of the apartment so much. She had an industrial kitchen downstairs if she wanted to spread out and cook something ambitious, and it was easier to keep a small place clean considering her busy hours. What she minded was that there had been no marriage, there had been no children. Now, at thirty-eight, she felt herself being dragged through an ever-narrowing window. If she wanted to be married and have babies before the window closed, she had to meet Mr Right four years ago.


The door to her bedroom opened and Katie stood there in her pyjamas, blinking against the light.


‘What’s wrong, sweetie?’ Juliet said.


‘I had a bad dream.’ The little girl padded over and climbed on to Juliet’s lap, snuggling against her. ‘Where’s Mummy?’


‘She’s still working. She’ll be here to get you in the morning.’ Juliet stroked Katie’s fair hair. ‘Are you going to help me with the breakfasts in the morning?’


Katie shrugged. She was dazed with sleep.


‘Don’t worry about bad dreams. They go away when you open your eyes.’


Katie remained silent, pressed up against Juliet’s body. Juliet could feel the little girl’s heartbeat. Tick-tick, tick-tick, tick-tick.


Finally Katie said, ‘Who are all those pictures of?’


Juliet glanced at the screen. ‘Men.’


‘Are they all your friends?’


‘No. I don’t know any of them.’ Juliet fought with embarrassment. She hoped Katie wouldn’t mention Datemate to her mother, who still had hopes that Juliet would finally give in to the pleadings of Scott Lacey. ‘It’s just a website you can go to if you want to meet new friends.’


Already Katie had lost interest. She was yawning widely.


‘Here,’ Juliet said. ‘Let’s put you back to bed.’


She lifted Katie and took her back to the roll-out bed, tucked her in and sang her another lullaby, then she closed the door quietly and returned to the living room. The array of male faces was still there. She had never contacted any of these men. Not once. But she spent a lot of time scrolling through them, reading about their interests, their political and religious beliefs. Some of them sounded lovely and genuine, some of them were raging egomaniacs. Some were handsome, some plain but sweet. But none of them, not one, had yet persuaded her to sign up, make contact, meet for coffee and a chat. She glanced at the framed picture of Andy she still kept on the bookshelf: forever preserved at nineteen.


‘Juliet?’


Juliet turned. Katie was at the door again.


‘Will you lie down with me? I’m frightened.’


Juliet shut down the computer and stood. ‘Come on then.’ Lying in the dark singing to a seven-year-old wasn’t her idea of the ideal Friday night, but things were as they were. Cheryl was seven years older than Juliet, had been Juliet’s age when she’d decided that single motherhood would be better than no motherhood at all. ‘The problem is,’ she’d said at the time, ‘men in their forties want women in their twenties.’


Juliet didn’t know how many of Cheryl’s common wisdoms about men and what they wanted were true, so Juliet tried to remain positive. When it’s meant to happen, she always said.


But sometimes, in the darker hours of the night, she suspected it was never meant to happen, at least not for her. She’d had her one chance. She’d had her true, mad, deep love. Perhaps it was greedy to expect it to happen again.


Katie wrapped a strand of Juliet’s long brown hair around her index finger. In the distance, thunder rumbled. ‘Don’t leave,’ she said.


‘I won’t,’ Juliet said softly. ‘Close your eyes.’


She watched as the child fell asleep, then stayed a little longer as the storm rolled in, happy to have some company in the dark.


*

The jet lag took days to lift. Libby was still having trouble sleeping. Her mind was a whirl of questions: some practical, like when her belongings would arrive from Paris; some less straightforward, like how she could get used to this new life and make it up to her sister. She closed her eyes. She tried her left side, then her right, then gave in and got up. She could hear the distant grumble of an approaching storm. She switched on her torch and went to the back room – the art room, as she already thought of it – and slid open the window. Cool sea air and the rushing sound of waves flowed in. Lightning reflected in the clouds in the distance. She stood her torch up in an empty cup so that it shone on the ceiling, giving her enough light to start unpacking the supplies. Maybe this way she could tire herself enough to sleep. Mark had thought of everything, of course. Not just the view and all the light she would get from those windows. The easels, the canvases on cedar stretchers, a rolling chest of drawers full of paints, brushes, palettes, palette knives, bottles of linseed oil and gum and turpentine and varnish, a roll of rags tied with a blue ribbon, even jars of shellac, beeswax and pumice sand. The smells – oils, solvents, wood, earth – filled her head. A shelf was lined up with inks, nibs and watercolour paper, books of art by Cézanne, Monet and Turner: all her favourites. So Mark had been listening. As the wind grew gustier and the thunder closer, she removed things from wrappers, lined them up tidily in drawers, going through the process robotically; both because she was tired and because she was barely able to enjoy the fantasy scenario without Mark by her side. He had purchased these things and put them here assuming one day they would open them together, that he would be able to see her face and hear her squeals of delight, have a glass of champagne with her and toast her new art room at her beach cottage. But in her stubbornness and her fear she had refused to come here with him. Now he was gone. Now it was too late to tell him how grateful she was for his generosity, and especially for taking seriously her dream of painting.


When the rain started in earnest, she remembered all the windows were open, so she grabbed her torch and hurried to the lounge room and kitchen. The wind was gusting madly by now, tying the curtains in knots, laden with the sweet, damp smell of rain. Libby slid the windows closed and was left with sticky humidity. She was tempted to reopen the windows but knew it would mean rainwater to clean up in the morning. She went to the other side of the house and opened the front door. From here she could see the stormy sky without getting wet, so she watched for a while as the lightning flashed and the trees were torn this way and that in the wind. Then she glanced up towards the lighthouse.


There was a dim flickering light in one of the windows. Libby squinted, sure she was seeing things. Surely the lighthouse was empty. But there was unmistakably a light, like candlelight. Who was in the lighthouse, with a candle, at this time of night? The nerves in her belly tingled a little with fear, as she remembered how spooky the lighthouse had seemed to her all those years ago. Pirate Pete had cast a long shadow.


No, tiredness and the storm had made her jumpy. She went back to bed, pushed off the sheets and slept naked and uncovered in the sticky warmth. She didn’t sleep well, dreaming of flickering lights in windows, and a cold ocean roaring like a great beast.





FOUR
1901



Isabella can do nothing but trust the sea. There is no ground beneath her feet, so she curls her toes lightly on the planks of the anchor deck as she watches the great waves roll beneath her. The sun is bright and wind flaps the sails and rattles the cleats. She pleads quietly with the ocean: keep us safe, for we are not fish; we are men and women, and we are far from land. Every morning she comes out here and says her little prayer, in fair weather and in foul. So far, they have been safe. And while she knows rationally that her prayer can’t be the reason they are safe, somehow she still suspects it in a superstitious corner of her heart.


‘Making a spectacle of yourself again, Isabella?’


Isabella turns. Her husband, Arthur, stands down a few steps, in front of the deck house. His arms are folded and, under his thin pale hair, he wears a frown. Or perhaps that is his permanent expression, at least for her.


‘Don’t fret,’ she says, a little too boldly for his liking no doubt, ‘nobody can hear me.’


‘They all know you’re standing up there, lips moving, talking to the sky.’


‘Talking to the sea, actually,’ she says, moving to the stairs.


‘Shoes, Isabella. Where are your shoes?’


Shoes. Today it is shoes. Yesterday it was unbound hair. The day before, gloves. Gloves! Why insist that she dress as though she were going to high tea when she simply wanted to get above deck for fresh air and sunshine? Nobody on this wretched ship cares what she wears, surely. ‘My shoes are in our cabin, Arthur,’ she replies.


‘Fetch them. Wear them. I can endure you going without hat and gloves, but shoes are a necessity.’ His eyes drop, as they often do, to the black ribbon around her wrist. His complexion, usually florid, deepens to red.


She pulls her sleeve over it. She doesn’t want to have that argument today. Why do you insist on wearing that old piece of tat? Winterbourne Jewellers are world renowned and you wear a ribbon? You won’t even wear your wedding ring. She doesn’t want to tell him again that her wedding ring doesn’t fit, because she suspects he made it that small on purpose, hoping it would become trapped on her hand.


He shakes his head slightly. ‘Have a care for your appearance, Isabella. Remember the Winterbourne name.’


‘Very well, Arthur.’ She cares nothing for the Winterbourne name and only a little more than nothing for her husband. Once she was the same as other women; once she had a soft heart. But time and sorrow have worn down her goodwill, thinned it until it is barely there. She goes below deck only half-intending to find her shoes, hesitates outside the saloon. From here she can see down into the dark end of the ship, a place so full of trapped gloom and the smell of unwashed men that she can barely breathe. Seventeen crew man the ship, and even now after eight weeks at sea she cannot name a single one beyond the Captain and First Mate. She is both frightened and compelled by their rough maleness. Meggy, who is sitting in the saloon knitting, calls out to her.


‘Isabella?’


Isabella turns and smiles at her friend. A ship is no place for a woman, but for two women it is bearable. ‘Shoes,’ she says.


Meggy grimaces, scrunching up her pretty face. ‘Yes, one must wear shoes. Sharp things and rough things everywhere.’


‘But it’s so much easier to climb the stairs without them.’ The staircase between the main deck and ’tween deck more closely resembles a ladder. Here in the saloon there is light from the small round windows. There is even a semblance of civilised comfort in the mahogany dining table, the embroidered cushions, the hanging lampshade. The Captain’s desk is laid out tidily under a porthole. Books and maps, though Isabella would be surprised if he read and even more surprised if he could follow a map given the frightening amounts of whiskey he consumes daily. Isabella, still shoeless, sits next to Meggy and picks up her embroidery ring.


‘Still,’ Meggy says, ‘you don’t want to stand on a nail. Much more blood than falling down stairs.’ She speaks with the weary authority of one who has been on many voyages, seen many shipboard injuries. And indeed she has. Meggy Whiteaway is one of the reasons Isabella is here. Meggy travels a great deal with her husband, the Captain, and longs for female company. Life aboard a cargo ship is not a natural environment for a woman, and Meggy has been pressing Isabella for years to join them on a journey. Arthur and the Captain are old school chums. Isabella met Meggy the day she married Arthur and has always liked her, or felt sorry for her, or perhaps both.


Another reason Isabella is here, of course, is the parliamentary mace. Commissioned by the Queen, designed by Arthur Winterbourne, made lovingly on British soil and destined for Sydney where it will be handed to the new Australian government to celebrate federation. Arthur wanted to accompany it, and so Isabella came too. Better than staying in Somerset, prey to his viperous family.


But Isabella knows the most pressing reason she is aboard the barque Aurora. She is here because it solves, temporarily, the problem of What To Do About Isabella, a question she hears whispered behind hands in the parlour at her mother-in-law’s house, as much as she sees it in the eyes of her husband. There was a time when she might have felt ashamed that she had brought them all so much worry and embarrassment. But social shame became beyond insignificant when she lost Daniel.


‘Are you well, Isabella?’ Meggy is saying, her round blue eyes soft with concern. ‘You look quite pale.’


Isabella fights tears. Isabella is always fighting tears. She shoots out of the seat. ‘My shoes,’ she says, half an explanation, and takes herself off alone to her quiet cabin.


*

Isabella is awake early, lying in her narrow bed considering that cold nausea known only by mothers who have lost a child. Each day when she wakes, there is perhaps two or three seconds of reprieve, and then the sadness floods back in and she is reminded that her life is ruined. The fall, from unknowing to knowing, is agony. She would prefer to simply wake into sadness. But those few seconds of reprieve mock her every morning: they are a false time, a cruel promise of happiness that cannot be kept, just like the fifteen-and-a-half days that Daniel lived.


But life ticks on, and Isabella knows she must get up and go to the anchor deck to say her prayer to the ocean. She slips through the fore hatch and immediately sees Meggy sitting up on the anchor deck with a forlorn expression, her red-gold hair catching the morning light. Curious, Isabella approaches, sits down next to her. Arthur often complains about the way both she and Meggy ‘pose like children’ around the ship. Ladies, he thinks, should never sit anywhere but in a chair. But just in front of the ship’s wheel is a wonderful place to sit with her knees under her chin and feel as though she were skimming fast along the edge of the known world with the sunshine in her hair.


Isabella had kept her decorum for the first little while on the ship, but the further she got from home, the quicker she shed her manners. As they sailed from Bristol, down the river Avon, past St Vincents Rocks, she still wore a hat and gloves. When they hit contrary winds just two days later, and she couldn’t stand up without vomiting, she soon removed everything that was likely to intervene between her and getting to the side of the ship quickly. Within three weeks they had moved into the trade winds, and the speed of the ship and the pressing warmth made her feel reckless enough to abandon her corset. She breathed for the first time since she was a child.


‘Up early, Meggy?’ Isabella says.


Meggy faces the quarter deck, not the bow. ‘Couldn’t sleep.’ Her eyes follow someone on the main deck, on the other side of the wheel. Isabella studies her a few moments, then realises she is watching the First Mate.


‘Mr Harrow interests you this morning?’ she says softly, leaning against Meggy briefly.


Meggy’s eyes flicker and return to Isabella. ‘Do you not think he is splendid?’


‘Splendid is perhaps not the word I would use.’ Isabella turns to assess him. He speaks with two crew members down on the quarter deck. He is a little man, shorter than Isabella, but perhaps that doesn’t matter so much to Meggy, who is a tiny woman with a body shaped like a bell. Isabella wars inside herself. She wants to protect Meggy, but she is also exasperated by her friend’s foolishness. Women with the twin curses of beauty and breeding do not choose where they love. ‘Meggy, you know how unsafe it is to harbour a secret love for him.’


‘I don’t love him, Isabella. I just admire him so terribly much. His wife Mary died last year. He nursed her until the end; he was there to hear her last breath.’


‘How do you know?’


‘I overheard him telling Francis, on our last voyage. Do you not think it a wonderful thing when a man loves so deeply? They are meant to be so strong and hard, yet in their hearts they can be so soft.’


Isabella doesn’t answer. She is imagining if she were sick, dying. Arthur would simply stay away until it was over. Just as he did when Daniel died. Isabella didn’t see him until after the funeral, an event that took place without her knowledge. Arthur had been afraid she would make a scene.


‘How terribly sad, for him to be a widower so young,’ Meggy breathes. ‘What misery he has endured.’


Isabella glances at Meggy’s face. Her friend’s eyes are shiny with tears. A knotted, angry feeling hardens within her. Meggy has never once cried with Isabella about Daniel, and losing a child is far worse than losing a wife. Meggy, who has never had a child of her own, had merely said, ‘You’ll have another, and this sadness will turn to sunshine,’ as though children were like tea sets and the loss of one could be compensated easily with the purchase of another.


Isabella gets the devil in her.


She stands, calls out, ‘Mr Harrow!’


Meggy shrinks up, knees against chest, putting Isabella in mind of a spider when one raises the broom at it. ‘Isabella, don’t!’ she hisses.


But it is too late. Mr Harrow turns towards them and raises his hand in a wave. Meggy climbs to her feet, in the hope of escape. Isabella beckons Mr Harrow with one hand, while capturing Meggy by the upper arm. Isabella is strong, tall and queenly; Meggy cannot get away. Mr Harrow’s shiny pink face is curious as he approaches.


‘Yes, Mrs Winterbourne?’


Meggy has turned her face away, deep red with embarrassment. The first tendril of regret touches Isabella, but it is too late. Her mouth has already started to form the words. ‘Mrs Whiteaway and I were just having a little chat, and it seems that Mrs Whiteaway admires you greatly.’


Now it is Mr Harrow’s turn to glow with embarrassment, and Isabella can’t for the life of her recover the evil spark that has made her start this nonsense, and shame creeps across her skin. She releases Meggy, who runs past them and down the fore hatch with a sob. Mr Harrow watches her, then turns back to Isabella. She cannot read his expression. Is he angry? Puzzled? Perhaps he is sweet on Meggy too?


Ah, of course he is. They travel all over the world together, and it’s ‘Mrs Whiteaway’ this and ‘Mr Harrow’ that and dropped eyelids as they pass each other in the narrow wood-panelled corridors of the saloon.


‘I’m sorry,’ Isabella manages. ‘I don’t quite know …’ she trails off, nods once, then goes to the anchor deck to recite her morning plea to the ocean.


She realises it is unlikely Meggy will speak to her for the rest of the journey and for a few hot moments she doesn’t care. But then she cools again, and despairs because she is a woman who is too broken to reassemble herself nicely when the situation requires. Too broken, surely, to move among other people, whose hearts are whole.


*

The ship is large, but the rooms are very close together. Isabella and Arthur have two cramped bunks in what is otherwise the bosun’s cabin. The bosun, for this journey, sleeps with the crew at the dark end of the ship. At night the ship creaks. The sound of wind gusting outside. The sea slapping the boards. But Isabella has never slept so well in her life, rocked in the arms of the ocean.


At night, when she lies in her bunk, she can hear Arthur and the Captain talking in the saloon. They don’t know she can hear them, because they talk about her readily and clearly. Her body tenses as she hears her name.


‘My wife is inconsolable this evening, Winterbourne. Isabella’s gone and done something silly.’


Arthur harrumphs. There is the sound of a drink being poured. ‘Did Meggy tell you what she’d done?’


‘Wouldn’t divulge. Simply said that she’d embarrassed her greatly, and that she is as wild as a spitting cat.’


Isabella’s heart wilts in her chest. Meggy has turned on her. She knows why, but she still feels betrayed. Why can nobody be kind to her? As kind as she needs them to be? Is there something in her face or bearing that invites people to unkindness?


‘Ah, yes. That’s Isabella,’ Arthur grumbles. ‘She wasn’t always this way, Francis. When I married her she was much more amenable. The infant’s death …’
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