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The Snow Man




One must have a mind of winter


To regard the frost and the boughs


Of the pine-trees crusted with snow;







And have been cold a long time


To behold the junipers shagged with ice,


The spruces rough in the distant glitter







Of the January sun; and not to think


Of any misery in the sound of the wind,


In the sound of a few leaves,







Which is the sound of the land


Full of the same wind


That is blowing in the same bare place







For the listener, who listens in the snow,


And, nothing himself, beholds


Nothing that is not there and the nothing that is.





Wallace Stevens


One cannot map the sublime, or give it place names.


Chauncey Loomis, Weird and Tragic Shores




Prologue


HOROLOGISTS PONDER MYSTERY OF HOW 19TH-CENTURY CHRONOMETER SURVIVED FATAL ARCTIC EXPEDITION


Timepiece linked to Sir John Franklin’s fatal Arctic expedition returns to Britain disguised as a carriage clock


By Maev Kennedy
Guardian, London,
 Wednesday 20 May 2009, 15.26 BST


In a mystery worthy of Agatha Christie, a valuable marine chronometer sits on a workbench in London, crudely disguised as a Victorian carriage clock, more than 150 years after it was recorded as lost in the Arctic along with Sir John Franklin and his crew in one of the most famous disasters in the history of polar exploration.


‘I have no answers, but the facts are completely extraordinary,’ said the senior specialist on horology at the Royal Observatory in Greenwich, Jonathan Betts. ‘This is a genuine mystery.’


When and how did the timepiece return to Britain, is it evidence that somebody survived the disaster, or of a crime – even murder?


Betts has no idea – but he does know its shining brass mechanism could never have spent months in the ice, exposed to salt-laden Arctic gales. It must have been stolen from the ship, or from a crew member who cared for it up to the moment of their death.


‘This has never been lying around in the open air. I have handled a pocket watch recovered from the expedition, and it is so corroded it is not possible even to open the case. Conditions in the Arctic are so extreme this would have rusted within a day, and been a heap of rubbish within a month.’


The chronometer returned to the same building – once the Admiralty store from which it was issued, now Betts’ clocks workshop at the Royal Observatory.


The apparent fate of the superb timekeeper, made in London by John Arnold, after it was issued to Sir John’s ship, is clear from the official ledger also on Betts’ desk. Under ‘Arnold 294’, the faded sepia ink reads: ‘Lost in the Arctic Regions with the “Erebus”.’ In the final entry, on 26 June 1886, more than 40 years after it disappeared, it was officially written off.


The fate of Franklin in 1845, his two superbly equipped ships carrying two years’ worth of supplies, including barrels of lemon juice to ward off scurvy, his 129 men who starved, froze and were poisoned to death in the ice, and the suggestion that some survived for a time by cannibalism, haunted the Victorian imagination.


A record 32 rescue expeditions were sent, spurred on by his formidable widow, Jane.


Inuit witnesses described Englishmen dying where they fell in the ice, apparently without ever asking how the natives survived such extreme conditions.


Rescue expeditions brought back papers recording the death of Franklin, abandoned clothes and equipment, caches of supplies including poorly sealed tins of meat that may have killed many of the men, and eventually skeletons. Every scrap of evidence was recorded – but there is no record of anyone setting eyes on the chronometer again.


It is clear to Betts that whoever converted it into a carriage clock for a suburban mantelpiece knew they were dealing with stolen property. The evidence of a crime concealed is on the dial, where Arnold’s name was beaten flat, and an invented maker’s name substituted – and then changed back again when the clock was sold 30 years ago and a restorer spotted Arnold’s name on the mechanism.


The Observatory bought it when it came up for sale again 10 years ago, but its true history emerged when Betts dismantled it, and matched it with the 19th-century records. None of those who handled it after conversion could have guessed its connection with the Franklin expedition.


It will be on public display for the first time in an exhibition opening on Saturday at the National Maritime museum, on Britain’s obsessive quest to find the legendary North West Passage to the east through the Arctic ice, which over centuries cost the lives of Franklin, his men and hundreds of other explorers and sailors.


Among poignant artefacts, including a sledge flag embroidered by his widow with the motto ‘Hope on Hope Ever’, one of the still-sealed cans of meat and the revolting contents of another opened in the 1920s, visitors will see the rather dumpy carriage clock, with three fat little ball feet and a carrying handle crudely bolted onto the chronometer’s original brass case.


Betts believes the only possible explanation for the conversion was to make Arnold 294 literally unrecognizable. Stealing a valuable piece of government property from an official expedition would have been a serious crime, punishable by transportation if not death. He yearns to know who dunnit.


North West Passage: An Arctic Obsession, National Maritime
Museum Greenwich, 23 May–20 January 2009
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North West Territories, Canada


They were driving on the sea ice a mile from the shore when a little brown creature ran out in front of them. It was heading out to sea, but the headlights confused it and it dithered in their beam. Nelson stood on the brakes and the car lurched to a stop, throwing Fay against her seat belt.


‘What is it?’ she said. And Nelson, who found he wanted to impress her, got out of the car and stood over the little animal. It had tried to hide under a tongue of drift snow but they could both see it plainly, the size of a hamster, its fur turned grey by the veneer of snow.


Nelson put on his gloves and picked it up.


‘What is it?’ she said again, and he turned and held it up to her.


‘It’s a lemming. They live under the snow.’


She joined him in the funnel of the lights. I’m standing on the open sea, she thought. It’s the Arctic winter, a month of night, and I’m standing on a frozen ocean, and that man is holding a lemming.


The little rodent stopped struggling and sat quiet in Nelson’s palm, its nose twitching, staring at her with tiny black eyes. She reached out her hand then quickly withdrew it.


‘What’s it doing out here on the ice?’


‘I don’t know.’ He turned a full circle, studying the problem. A mile to the south the North American mainland came to its end, a low snow-covered hump on the snow-covered sea. A timber fishing cabin, shuttered for the winter, sat on its edge, the only visible detail. To the north the sea ice stretched off to infinity, its snow carved by wind into motionless ripples. But there was no wind today, just a tremendous cold, silent apart from their idling engine.


‘It’s come from the land, I guess,’ he said. ‘Heading due north, right out to sea. I don’t know what it wants out there.’


To the west, from where they had come, the ice-road curved out of view between tongues of black stubble, the willows which grew on the last sandy spits of the Mackenzie delta. To the east a distant string of lights, hard in the dusk, revealed their destination: the coastal hamlet of Tuktoyaktuk. Another ten minutes and we’d have been there, thought Fay. Instead, this. She hugged herself and shivered, already missing the warmth of the car. The sky was a sad shade of silver, turning pink in the south where the sun had tried and failed to clear the horizon. To the north, the stars held firm against the civil twilight.


‘Perhaps it’s lost,’ she said.


Nelson cupped it in both hands. It sniffed between his fingers.


‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘Or maybe it’s trying to kill itself. They say lemmings do that.’


She had heard that too, of course. What else did anyone from London know about lemmings? But she had never expected to meet one. ‘I always assumed that thing about lemmings and suicide was just a legend.’


Nelson didn’t seem to hear her. Having transferred the lemming to his left glove, he was stroking its back with one finger. The little creature stretched out its neck as if liking the attention. Nelson smiled to himself, then looked up at Fay.


‘I’m going to turn it around,’ he said. ‘I’ll let it go, pointing back towards the mainland. With a bit of luck it’ll find its way back to the shore. It would only die out there.’ He jutted his chin to the north. ‘Nothing to eat. Nothing to nest in.’


That’s interfering with nature, Fay thought. But it was none of her business. The lemming was his.


She watched Nelson cross the ice-road. Bubbles of trapped air quivered like ghosts in the black depths beneath them. At the far side he knelt and pressed the back of his glove against the ice, uncurling his fingers so the lemming could escape. But now it wouldn’t leave his glove, clinging to the bridge between index and thumb.


‘It doesn’t want to go,’ said Fay. ‘They must tame very easily.’


‘I don’t know about that.’ Nelson scooped the lemming from his palm, propelling it head first towards the foot of the snow bank. Startled, it vanished into its element, burrowing back towards the shore. Nelson peeled off a glove, took out a pack of cigarettes.


‘If you think about it,’ he said, ‘my hand is probably the only warm thing it’s ever come across in winter. No wonder it liked it.’


They stood there together, waiting to see if the lemming would double back, bound for the sea again, and when the cigarette was finished and it hadn’t reappeared they got in the car and drove on to Tuktoyaktuk.




Part One


Cape Crozier


77°30’S 169°20’E
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Van Diemen’s Land, 1841


It had been intended that they would take the carriage all the way to the ball, but the evening was so mild that Sir John gave in to Sophia’s pleading to finish the journey on foot. These are the lieutenant-governor’s botanical gardens, Sir John reasoned; I am the lieutenant-governor: why must I take a carriage to the end of my own garden?


So the party alighted at the magnetic observatory, that curious new wooden building crowning the hill, and – defying convention – old Sir John Franklin, viceroy of Van Diemen’s Land and famed Arctic explorer, set out on foot for a ball in his honour.


A footman with a lantern led them down the steep path to the Derwent, though it was still light enough to see through the trees. Sir John followed after him, a fat bouncing shadow on short sailor’s legs. I ought to walk with Uncle, thought Sophia, who – her Aunt Jane being then absent, travelling in New Zealand – was accompanying Sir John tonight. But for now it did not matter. There would be time enough to adjust their order of march before they reached the ball, when the ladies would pause to unpin their dresses and change their shoes for satin slippers.


Checking her pace, Sophia moved close to her younger cousin Eleanor and took her by the arm. They had quarrelled again that afternoon, and although Sophia was not yet quite ready to forgive her uncle’s daughter she needed her company now. Otherwise she might find herself walking alongside Henry Elliot, her uncle’s private secretary; it was to escape Elliot’s unwelcome proximity in the carriage that Sophia had campaigned to finish the journey on foot.


Eleanor, feeling her cousin’s touch, turned her head and smiled up at Sophia. Their dresses whispered together as they walked side by side. In the darkness behind them Lieutenant Kay, who had taken leave of his magnetic duties to attend the ball, was attempting to interest Elliot in his science, his phrases syncopated by the tramping of their shoes. And young Henry Elliot, son of the Earl of Minto and destined for high service, responded to the eager naval scientist with a lack of interest so beautifully polite, so drily amused, that Sophia had herself only teased out its meaning that morning.


It pained her still to think of that instant of revelation. It had occurred very close to where they were now, as she had walked in the gardens with Elliot, confiding to him her opinions of the novels of Sir Walter Scott, the winter sun bright on the Derwent Water, and she had glanced sideways for a moment, to assure herself of his enchantment, and had noticed for the first time, truly noticed, that he had long since fallen silent, and that, as he looked away from her, back towards the town itself and his place in the governor’s office, there was a curiously droll turn to the corners of his lips. She had herself fallen quiet, and to his credit Elliot had made every appearance of alarm and consideration when she had stammered an excuse – that she had left her book on a bench by Commander Crozier’s magnetic observatory, which stood in a clearing nearby – and went back to look for it. She would fetch it herself; Elliot’s duties must be calling him.


What a cold little person he was. Quite insubstantial and unromantic compared to the officers of Erebus and Terror, lately returned from their glorious Antarctic cruise. But why should she concern herself with Elliot, or feel slighted in any way? It was not as if she had set her cap at him. He was known to have an understanding with a young lady in England.


They passed out of a grove of native Australian gum trees which, not yet felled by the botanic custodians, screened the magnetic observatory from the river below. As one, Sophia and Eleanor came to a halt and even Lieutenant Kay fell silent. Sir John, taken aback, took off his cocked hat and wiped his forehead, which already glistened from the short walk. ‘Well, now,’ he said. ‘Well now indeed.’


‘They are on fire, Sophia!’ whispered Eleanor, and she squeezed Sophia’s arm.


Beneath them, lashed together in the estuary, the Terror and the Erebus blazed from stem to stern. They are bomb ships, recalled Sophia, who had studied her uncle’s profession. That is why they were given such infernal names. Perhaps, being creatures of fire, that is why the Admiralty has opposed them to the ice.


Lieutenant Kay was beside them now, smiling. ‘It’s a clever device, is it not? There are hundreds of mirrors fixed in the rigging, multiplying the lights of the lanterns and candles. I was aboard Terror this morning when the boatswain collected the men’s shaving mirrors. The rest of the mirrors are trade goods, carried as gifts for any savages they should meet.’


They stood a few moments longer, admiring the scene. The two little ships, dressed with every scrap from their flag lockers, were merely the brightest stars in a constellation of lights. Braced thirty yards offshore in a web of taut cables, they were approached by a pontoon made of row-boats lashed together, decked with planks, roofed with canvas and decorated with silver wattles. This floating bridge was set on either side with lines of burning torches that danced with their own reflections in the tide. The river too flickered with fireflies – the boats of guests who arrived by water, or of uninvited townsfolk who had come to watch and listen from outside the circle of light. Music was loud across the water: the band of the 51st Regiment of Foot striking up an air. Sophia, entranced, heard the notes step out boldly then artfully trip themselves, like a pretty girl with a club-foot, at once jaunty, romantic and sad. She found herself fixed to the spot, listening, while her uncle and Lieutenant Kay hurried after the footman who had continued down the path. Perhaps it is just this occasion that moves me, Sophia thought, and the lights on the water. Perhaps it is not that music at all.


‘Do come on, girls,’ urged Sir John, looking back at them. ‘That tune is our signal that it is time for us to show ourselves. Crozier arranged it. If I’d had my way they’d have fired a gun.’


Starting after them, Sophia turned to Eleanor. ‘Nell, do you know the name of that charming air?’ And Eleanor replied that she did not, though she was sure she had heard it before. Then young Elliot, whom Sophia had completely forgotten, spoke in the darkness at her side.


‘I believe it is called “The Brighton Camp”. A very old melody. It is the lament of a young man who must forsake his darling and sail off to war. It is very popular with soldiers and sailors, I believe.’


Sophia drew her shawl a little tighter round her shoulders. ‘Thank you, Mr Elliot. You are always so well informed.’


She held Eleanor closer still and hurried on to join her uncle. And Elliot, left with only the second footman for company, smiled to himself unseen.


*


The band stopped playing as they crossed the pontoon, the boards rocking and flexing under their feet. Sir John led the way with Sophia while Elliot followed with Eleanor on his arm. A cool wind flowed down the river, bringing with it the smell of eucalyptus from the hills. They are all watching us, thought Sophia, adjusting her grey silk shawl. They are all watching me. She pushed back her shoulders and raised her chin, as she had seen her aunt do on such occasions, and she averted her gaze from the faces which crowded the rail of the ship. One of those faces, she knew, must belong to Captain James Clark Ross, captain of Erebus and commander of the Antarctic expedition.


A fit of dizziness assailed her. But if I look down at my feet I might stumble or trip, perhaps fall into the river. If that were to happen, she thought, I should not wish to be rescued. The only escape from such an embarrassment would be to do the correct thing and drown. And perhaps, to increase the effect of distraction, I ought to drag my famous uncle down with me. At that, she could not helping smiling to herself. And several of those at the rail, seeing her smile, murmured together: such pleasant ease of character, to go with such beauty and poise!


The boatswains piped them aboard in a blur of light and faces, of whispered advice and discreet steering touches. Masts and rigging made a fairy roof above Sophia, gleaming with mirrors and lights. She saw Sir John touch his hat to the quarterdeck, and everyone fell silent as the band of the 51st Regiment, the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry, played the vice-regal salute. The ships’ marines, drawn up on the quarterdeck, presented arms. Sir John paced their ranks in token of inspection and then he returned to Sophia’s side. And now, she thought, I shall be presented to the officers, and Captain Ross shall be the first of all.


She saw him there, waiting on his quarterdeck, his blue uniform trimmed with gold braid. He was too slim and handsome for his forty hard years. The dark, hawk-like face was smiling at her. And as she started for the quarterdeck, in step with Sir John, she felt hundreds of eyes on her back, on the thin white silk of her dress, the black curls arranged at the nape of her neck, and she shivered with a strange new pleasure. No, I am not at all cold. She stopped before James Ross, the famed discoverer of magnetic north, veteran of seven Arctic expeditions and of the late glorious voyage to the fabled Antarctic, and she let her shawl slip down her bare shoulders, just a little, and gracefully extended her hand.


But someone had stepped between them. A heavyset officer with a homely face and bushy whiskers had moved into her path, leaning forward to whisper to the guest of honour. ‘If you’d care for a little refreshment, Sir John, before we set off the dancing, please step over for a minute to my cabin on Terror – James’s cabin has been reserved for the ladies tonight, to serve them as a dressing room.’


It seemed to Sophia that not many officers of the Royal Navy would have presumed, even in confidence, to address a lieutenant-governor as anything other than ‘excellency’, or to refer to his immediate commander by his Christian name. But she ought to excuse Commander Crozier his impertinence. Though he did not enjoy their rank, birth or wealth, he was, she knew, accepted by both Ross and Sir John as a friend and a peer, one of the navy’s intimate circle of polar explorers.


Sir John released Sophia’s arm so he could grasp the commander’s hand. ‘Indeed, Frank, there’s an idea for you! On a cool night like this it will be just the thing.’


Crozier turned and smiled at Sophia. ‘Miss Cracroft,’ he said, ‘how delighted I am to welcome you aboard tonight. Your first dance must of course be reserved for Captain Ross, but I believe that as deputy commander I am entitled to the second. I now present my claim.’


His soft Irish consonants were butchered by harsh Ulster vowels. Yet her Aunt Jane, Sophia knew, was charmed by Crozier’s rustic way of speaking, and had become a great friend and champion of the Terror’s shy captain. That’s quite a pretty speech for poor Crozier, thought Sophia. He must have practised it ahead of time.


‘I believe that the second dance is due to my uncle, as governor,’ she replied, ‘but I would be honoured to pledge you the third.’ She was inwardly calculating, in spite of her better sense: after my first dance with Captain Ross, with how many other men must I dance before I might come to Ross again? But after all, what harm was there in that? It was merely for her own amusement: she knew very well that he was said to be engaged.


*


Sophia had, to her credit, done her best to avoid it, had wriggled and squirmed like a worm on a hook, but she could not escape it: she must open the dancing on the night of the ball.


But the ladies of Hobart will scorn me, she had protested. It is well known that I am helping to direct the preparations for the ball. If I stand up at the head of the dance, the ladies will flutter their fans to hide their mouths, and whisper together that it is a place of rare honour which I occupy, having appointed me to it myself.


Nonsense, said her uncle. The invitation is not yours, nor even mine, but comes from the hosts of the ball, Ross and Crozier. In any case, Lady Jane being absent, you are the mistress of my household and therefore take precedence; Eleanor may be my own daughter, but she is still too young. And to be quite frank, my dear Sophia, as we are both aware, Eleanor does not dance half so well as do you. Her education in such matters has been neglected since we left Lincolnshire. So let us send for a dancing master, if a respectable one can be found in this town.


Alas, there could not. Such dancing masters as there were then in Hobart Town were of a low character – men of the theatre, or poets or journalists, most of them tickets-of-leave or emancipated convicts. Two very fine dance teachers had lately arrived from London and Bath but neither could be engaged, as the one had been transported for poncing, the other for unnatural crime, and – the assignment system having been lately abolished by London – it was now quite impossible for the lieutenant-governor, as guardian of the law, to requisition their service, even in the character of gardener or groom.


This difficulty had scarcely presented itself before it was overcome by means unlooked for and external. Within days of the ball’s announcement an army of dancing masters had invaded the colony. So swift was their arrival that Captains Ross and Crozier, who were staying with Sir John at Government House, got out their charts and puzzled over the prodigious winds and currents that could have sped word of the ball so quickly to New South Wales. The newcomers were for the most part men of unknown character – a circumstance which must, in an Australian penal colony like New South Wales or Van Diemen’s Land, have its advantages – and so were able to pass into the employment of the wealthiest colonial households and even those of the garrison and government.


By great exertion Sophia was able to find a man whose character was without proven blemish, having arrived into New South Wales two years before as a free settler. Before that, of course, his history was obscure, but whatever his origins, Mr Snow was a very fine dancer and a patient teacher. Classes were held each day in the breakfast room of Government House, cleared of all furniture. Sir John’s maids, a trio of transported prostitutes who still sometimes dabbled in that trade, would make excuse to sweep the veranda outside, peering in through the half-open windows, as Eleanor and Sophia and several other daughters of the colonial establishment practised the country dance, the quadrille, the new Schottische and the daring waltz, with Mr Snow and Sophia taking turns at the pianoforte.


Sophia had come out very well in London and had little to learn about dancing; indeed, she might have set up as an instructor herself, and saved Sir John a portion of his quite inadequate stipend, but for her want of patience and her habit, when angered, of revealing the sharpness of her tongue. This was apparent to no one more than to poor Captain Ainsworth of the 51st who, having already had a marriage proposal rejected by Sophia, had attempted to join in the lessons himself, claiming – falsely, as Sophia well knew – that he had never learned to dance. Assuming the character of her aunt, Sophia had coldly enquired of the lovestruck captain whether he considered it appropriate that he should be present, a gentleman in a red coat, at a gathering of girls who were there without chaperones, and had he not better wait until the night of the ball? He had departed, quite crestfallen, and Sophia, soon repenting of her scorn, had sent him a short but friendly note, advising him of the other times when Mr Snow’s services might be privately engaged. In reaching out to him thus, having already dismissed him, she believed in all innocence that she was being kind.


For weeks the dancing masters prospered in Hobarton and Launceston, instructing the sons and daughters of the colony in the latest points of the terpsichorean art, direct from the ballrooms of London and Paris. Even those with no hope of attending the ball were swept up in the fashion for hopping and stepping and bowing, until the lessons became an end in themselves, informal social occasions for which invitations were not the less ruthlessly sought and withheld.


Then came the week of the great disappointment, when a mere two hundred and fifty cards were sent out requesting the company of the recipients aboard Terror and Erebus on the first night of June 1841. The bubble was burst, and the disbanded host of dancing masters straggled back to Hobart port, counting its takings – all but a few who had found positions on the island, or who had fallen in love with their students, or resolved to go into business, and who would stay in Van Diemen’s Land: for every army must have its deserters. Mr Snow also remained, bringing his charges to the point of perfection, and then on the last day of May he too departed, intending to establish a school or hotel in the new mainland village of Melbourne. Like many who passed through Van Diemen’s Land in those years of its decline he was never seen in Hobart Town again.


*


The ball would open with a country dance; the free settlers would expect it, having most of them quit England at a time when the quadrille was new and the waltz was still scandalous. And so, with a great deal of chatter and flirting (the officers and their partners) or grim-faced froideur (the free settlers, who were determined to be set in old ways half remembered) two lines were formed on the main deck of Erebus, the men facing the ladies.


At the head of the line stood Sophia Cracroft, fanning herself with her dance card, not because she was hot but to conceal the fact that her hand was a-tremble. She looked down the lines of the dancers, the men in their coats of black or blue or red, the ladies in dresses of muslin or tulle, trimmed with silk flowers and ribbons, their slippers bright with hand-stitched roses, and she heard the musicians finish their tuning – a last few scrapes of a bow on a cello, a toot of the bassoon. The lights in the rigging, the lamps above the rails, shone on the jewels of the ladies, gleamed in the medals and orders of soldiers and sailors and softened the harshest colonial faces, making them young again. The watchers fell silent around the ship’s rail. All faces turned to Sophia, waiting for her to open the ball. And Captain Ross, at whom she hardly dared to look, her partner for the long, formal evolutions of this opening set, made his bow and addressed her.


‘Now, Miss Cracroft, what is it to be? We have cleared our deck for action: please do us the honour of giving the word to commence the engagement. With what music would you have us begin?’


She was prepared for this. Her choice had not been difficult and the musicians were already informed. She smiled at Captain Ross, made her own curtsy. ‘On such a rare occasion as this,’ she said, ‘aboard two of Her Majesty’s ships of war, there can only be one fitting commencement: let us have please “Nelson’s Victory”!’


Those close enough to hear her – the next in line were Sir John and his partner for this dance, a debutante daughter of the 51st Regiment, and then Commander Crozier, who stood up with Eleanor – warmly approved her decision. Captain Ross spoke to the band leader, then turned to his friends. ‘A most excellent choice, Miss Cracroft, particularly in our present company. For although I have heard it disputed whether the victory celebrated in that tune was Nelson’s victory at Copenhagen or that of Trafalgar, His Excellency Sir John has very politely smoothed over the question tonight, by having had the foresight to serve gallantly in both.’


There were laughs and a round of applause, and Sir John, wiping his forehead, called out: ‘I fear that the victory in question was that of the Nile, Captain Ross. From which I was absent.’


How prettily Ross put things. Sophia would have to remember his words, stow them in a mind already confounded by lights and confused by impressions, so that she could recount them to her Aunt Jane who, like Sophia herself, admired nothing in a man so much as wit and learning. It was merely a superfluity of charm that made Captain Ross so handsome, so calm in command, so esteemed and graceful in his bearing. Yet it was said that he had a fiancée and that she was quite undistinguished, untravelled and unread, the child of a mere Yorkshire squire. In the course of his recent Antarctic voyage Ross had already named an ice-bound island and a stormy cape for this placid domestic, this tranquil Ann Coulman; to Sophia it seemed inappropriate: indeed, it was almost indecent. And she could not but wonder, who would name an island for Sophia Cracroft? Must she find one of her own?


All this, in an instant. Then the music began and Sophia, her gloved hands raised easily, her dance card hanging prettily from its ribbon round her wrist, stepped forward from her position and, watched by all eyes, paced out the pattern that all must observe and all must follow as the sets moved down the line. Forward, side, back, hand, turn – the decorous, detached self-absorption of doing things correctly, of doing them exactly as they ought to be done, rotating like clockwork, sometimes facing your partner, sometimes not.


Well, there would be waltzes later, in which a lady and her partner might turn away from the others and circle each other, their hands together, his right on her waist. She had by various stratagems and flutters of her dance card kept all her waltzes free thus far, although it was really not done to refuse a dance to one man and then to later be seen dancing it with another: she had been forced to invent phantom partners, official duties, even a fainting disposition, though she felt nothing but scorn for young ladies who fainted. Yet she could not have admitted, even to herself, for whom she was saving her waltzes; it is just, she told herself, that I must first be quite sure of my gentleman’s dancing, to protect my dress and my slippers and to prevent the crushing of my toes.


She smiled at Captain Ross, with whom she had just crossed hands. He was not a tall man, scarcely taller than herself, and his eyes – the black, Scottish eyes that the ladies found so picturesque, for which he was known as the handsomest man in the navy – were not a foot away from hers.


‘How very pleasant it is,’ she said, ‘to see naval officers dancing in their uniforms. I always thought it so unfair in England, that officers of the mere county militia are permitted to attend balls in their red coats while the gentlemen of the navy must wear civilian dress. It gives the army such an advantage with the ladies.’


I am being bold, she thought. But I am known to have a bold character. I must be permitted to be myself. And he is engaged, of course.


They cast off around Sir John and his partner, who was too young and too shy to talk while they danced, to do anything but watch her own steps, and when Sophia and Ross came back into the set they gave hands, together again.


‘Miss Cracroft,’ Ross said, ‘you have seen through our game. We have practised a ruse. Our whole expedition – the Magnetic Union, the voyage to Antarctica, and the natural researches of Mr Hooker and Mr McCormick – was conceived by Crozier and I, with the connivance of our old friend Sir John and the men of the Arctic Council, so that we might dance in our blue coats in Van Diemen’s Land. How else are we to win the hearts of ladies, when in England we are shut out by the red coats?’


They passed by the right, performed a hey. I amuse him, she thought. That is why he is smiling.


‘Cut out at home, Captain? Surely not. It is generally understood in the colony that you already have an understanding.’


It was an indelicacy which she would never have permitted herself in England, or even ashore in Van Diemen’s Land. But they were far from England, in a new country with manners of its own, and there was also the excitement of being on the deck of a ship of war, even if it was only at moorings in a stream. And there was also the light of the lamps and the candles, and the moon that now rose in the mouth of the Derwent. She had already drunk a full glass of champagne. Around the rail, people laughed and talked and stared at the dancers. Many men will be looking at me. They can see me dance, but they can’t hear what I say.


They were to stand up, marking time, while Sir John and his partner cast off in turn. Ross’s smile was still amused, it seemed to Sophia. ‘And it is also understood in the colony, Miss Cracroft, that you yourself are not entirely repelled by the sight of a red coat.’


Captain Ainsworth. I ought to have been firmer with him. Oh, the vexation! How like people to misunderstand! She had confided to Eleanor that Ainsworth had proposed to her and that she had refused him. Surely Eleanor had not been so dull as to keep this secret to herself? And there was Ainsworth now, several places down the line, dancing with some overdressed colonial girl, a barrister’s daughter whom Sophia did not know. But whenever the revolutions of the dance brought Ainsworth’s eyes around to the head of the line they lingered on Sophia. And Ross, she saw, was well aware of Captain’s Ainsworth’s interest. Indeed, he was trying not to laugh.


She had already reached, perhaps passed, the outermost bounds of delicacy. And yet she made herself smile. ‘I find, Captain Ross, that this colony is often mistaken in its understanding of such matters.’


They armed left, crossed hands again. ‘Indeed, Miss Cracroft, I find that myself.’


It was time for them to go down the middle and change places with Sir John and his girl, the first evolution in a dance that would take Captain Ross and herself, turn by turn, dancing with every other couple, all the way down to the end of the line, which they would reach in about twenty minutes provided the musicians were brisk. They had passed the mizzenmast, were almost at the stern, with Sophia congratulating herself on the perfect indifference that she had shown to poor Ainsworth as the turn had come to dance with him, when the import of Captain Ross’s remark came home to her; by accepting so freely, and indeed with such evident personal conviction, that the colony might misapprehend her own situation, and by avoiding any direct response to her own remark about his reputed engagement, might he not be implying that his own situation too was misunderstood? Perhaps he did not, after all, have an understanding with a young lady?


The first dance was almost over; they had reached the final set, and it was a good thing too, for the gradual loosening of the formation, extending the lines beyond the marked dance floor, had forced the last couples onto the quarterdeck, as far astern as the ship’s wheel (because Erebus was a flush-deck ship, like many that were built as bombs). Sophia and Ross, in performing the last figures, had to dance around the binnacle which, though idle in port, had its oil lamp lit to add to the festivity. The orange flame of the compass lit them both from beneath, throwing their eyes into shadow, a most singular effect which applied to them alone, as if they of all the company, and of all the dancers, had been chosen by the compass for its partners, and Sophia, catching her breath, looked into the pools of darkness that were Captain Ross’s eyes, and saw there only what she wanted to see.


The music had grown indistinct – it may have been the distance from the band, and the blood which coursed in her ears, though the dance, if long, was not very energetic. She saw the moon in the rigging, the lamps in the mirrors, the gleam of buttons and jewels in the darkness by the rail, and she felt the tramp of scores of feet moving in time on the deck. She wished she could do as the sailors did, and kick off her slippers, and dance barefoot on the holystoned planks. Turning away from her partner, she stepped sideways, came back into the middle, her arms gracefully extended, preparing to make hands before they moved into the final few steps. Instead, she found herself colliding with the standing form of Ross who, swayed by the shock, grasped her in his arms to steady them both, in the same instant that her own arms involuntarily wrapped themselves around him. Her face was in his neck, and his breath was in her ear. They stood there thus, embracing, for barely a moment, before Sophia pushed herself away from him. There was laughter, she could hear it now, and Captain Ross pulled a droll face and offered her his hand, which after a moment she accepted, though flushed with what, she told herself, must be mortification.


‘Alas, Sophia, the music has already stopped.’ He spoke gently, so that no one else might hear him. ‘You were so lost in your dancing. Let me take you back to your uncle for the second dance.’


Together, they walked back along the deck, applauded by all. The regimental band began to play again, a short, jaunty air to while away the interval, and Sophia, bright with pleasure, rejoined her uncle, accepted his compliments and smiled kindly at Eleanor who – being, it seemed, incapable of jealousy – was too wide-eyed even to smile at her cousin. Crozier beamed. ‘You have done it!’ he exclaimed. ‘You have carried it off brilliantly! Was ever a ball in London opened so prettily? And to think that you were minded to refuse the honour!’


But Sophia, accepting for a moment the use of her uncle’s chair so that she might recover herself, was deaf to the voices that clamoured around her. She wished only to hear again, rehearsed in the privacy of her own mind, the voice of Captain Ross, addressing her by her first name.


*


To retain the young people’s interest the second dance would be a lively quadrille. Sir John was now his niece’s partner, the head couple in their square, while Ross and Eleanor danced the sides. The dance was a sore test for Sir John, who was no longer the man who had tramped through the Arctic twenty years before. The stout lieutenant-governor, being now fifty-five years of age, had no breath to spare for conversation so there was little talk among their set. It was with visible relief that Sir John, hearing the last bars of the Finale, retreated to a chair beside the foremast where he charmed the ladies present by borrowing Eleanor’s fan.


There was a brief interval, a sip of refreshment, and then the third dance was almost upon them, another country dance, and Sophia recalled she must dance it with Commander Crozier. There he was, already waiting for her as the musicians tuned their instruments, and she saw that Crozier had observed her watching him, and that she must therefore go and stand up with him, exposed to the gaze of the ladies and the semaphore of their fans. She comforted herself that her next dance, another quadrille, was engaged to Joseph Hooker, the ship’s naturalist and surgeon who, though practically a civilian, was of her own age and both learned and quick. She had just engaged the following dance – the first waltz of the evening – to Lieutenant McMurdo, the first of the Terror, who looked very fine in his uniform and could easily be forgiven his soft Scottish brogue. Well, she would endure her present duty in anticipation of pleasures to come; she only hoped that Commander Crozier would not step on her dress or trample her toes.


She went and stood by him and gave him her hand. He stood there, looking down at her, and seemed as if about to speak, and then he thought better of it, or could not find his tongue, and bowed to her again. Of course! He is nervous. After thirty years at sea, and numerous polar expeditions, this professional seaman, esteemed by his peers for his coolness in danger, who had neatly threaded the Terror between two clashing icebergs in a southern ocean squall, was dumbstruck by fear, here, on this motionless deck in this safe moonlit harbour! It must be the dance, she concluded: he fears parading his clumsiness before so many eyes. Her pity moved, she resolved to assist her poor partner through his ordeal. She would whisper instructions, simplify the steps. So moved was she by her own kindness that it did not occur to her – not until later, after she had learned that Commander Crozier was in fact a perfectly sound dancer – that it was not the steps that frightened him but rather that he was to perform them with her.


*


Two violin bows sawed in unison, there was a final flourish of the bassoon, and the town’s musicians, convicts to a man, reached for the beer glasses concealed behind their sheet music. It was over, the second of the country dances, and the ranks on the floor would thin out now as the older people, having discharged their duty, abandoned the deck to the youngsters. Sophia, anticipating the more fashionable dances to come, decided she must refresh herself, and as Joseph Hooker had yet to claim her she asked Commander Crozier to escort her to the dressing room. It pleased her to be able to favour him so: he had danced so bravely in the event, with so little help from herself; and if some of the other couples might have been discomfited by his lack of conversation, even when standing off, she herself had no objection to it: silence in such a man as Crozier might be taken as a virtue. How unlike the charming Ross he was, though they were known to be close as brothers: indeed, closer than most. It delighted her that she alone had fathomed the cause of his reticence, that the poor dear man was clearly engrossed in recalling and dancing his steps.


So Crozier, still mute, gave Sophia his arm and escorted her to the companionway which led to Ross’s cabin, set aside for the night as a dressing room. And there near the companionway, in the crowd of chattering ladies and gentlemen, was her next partner, young Joseph Dalton Hooker, still in animated conversation with his fellow scientist and surgeon, Mr McCormick. They must, Sophia surmised, have made up their recent quarrel, the talk of the two ships, over a certain friend of Hooker who had usurped McCormick’s role as naturalist on a recent voyage of the Beagle.


Observing young Hooker, Crozier at last found his tongue.


‘Miss Cracroft, I see my relief is at hand. But may I ask if you are already engaged for the final waltz of the night? I should be honoured if you would dance it with me.’


The last waltz of the night. It was still in her gift, and indeed she still had one other waltz free, the third, having just promised her second to her cousin Lieutenant Kay. Two waltzes, a reel and a couple of quadrilles: these were the blanks that remained on her dance card, and none of them yet solicited by Captain James Clark Ross. There he was now by the rail, complacently talking to some men of the town, abandoning her to the trap she was in! She looked away from Crozier, searching for means of escape.


‘The last waltz?’ she said vaguely. ‘I believe that I have an engagement for that.’ She made no move to check her card; it was the shallowest of lies, and she despised herself for it. ‘But I have three other dances still free – you are welcome to any of them, Commander. It shall be a pleasure to stand up again with a gentleman who dances so well.’ And she gave him the smile – the beautiful smile, she knew – which she hoped might compensate him for the disappointment on his broad, freckled face. And though she reproved her own dishonesty (and took some comfort from the fact that she had the evident good character to reprove herself for it), a part of her also whispered: this is not my fault; how does he presume to ask to dance with me twice?


‘Alas,’ said Crozier, ‘the final waltz is the only dance for which I myself am not already engaged.’ He surprised her by smiling. ‘As captains of the expedition, Ross and I are much in demand tonight; all the ladies of the town wish to dance with us, and we have had quite a comical time of it, rebuffing all the outraged gentlemen who wish to know why we don’t ask their wives to dance. Ross has appointed poor McCormick to act as our match-maker, so as not to cause an incident each time we are obliged to refuse. Now I have only the last dance left to me, and James has no dance left at all.’


Sophia looked away from him again, down the tunnel of light which enclosed the main deck. How strange they all looked, and small, in their best coats and ball dresses, their medals and their fans. There was cousin Eleanor, that sad motherless little creature with whom she lived, deep in talk with the Reverend Gell, who was pompously in love with her. Here was Hooker, the naturalist, who had spied her through the crowd, and was about to accost her, to take possession. If I were to fall ill now, if I had to go home . . . But they would send me down to the cabin, where the ladies would surround me with their sympathy, and fan me with their questions, until they had unpicked the cause of my heartache, and then they would turn away from me and smile.


A gust of wind blew off the river. She thought she felt the deck move beneath her feet, stirred by the last faint swell of the ocean, that great southern ocean, which waited for Erebus off the mouth of the Derwent.


She shivered and settled her shawl about her shoulders. She was being silly. No: she had been silly and would be silly no more. This was a ball after all. How many true balls were held in Van Diemen’s Land? Would such a ball as this ever be held here again? ‘The Glorious First of June’, the newspapers were calling it. She was unmarried, already twenty-four: society decreed that balls must be her business. And it would be such poor manners to refuse poor Crozier. She turned to him again, still smiling vaguely. ‘The last waltz, you say. That is the third, is it not?’ She turned over her dance card, but still did not examine it.


He shook his head. ‘No, Miss Cracroft. The fourth. There are to be four waltzes tonight. The ball will conclude with the last of them.’


She glanced at her dance card and brightened her smile. ‘Why, you are quite right, Commander! Here it is, a fourth! I had quite overlooked it!’ She had, in fact, arranged the order of dancing herself. ‘And it is free. I had thought the third waltz was the last one.’ She turned over her card again, so that he might not see that the space for the third waltz was also left blank. ‘I am already engaged for the third with an officer of the garrison.’ She had little doubt that such a request would yet be forthcoming. ‘Of course I shall dance the fourth waltz with you. You are very kind, Commander.’


And with that she left him and escaped to the dressing room, to avoid her own eyes in the mirror, while young Joseph Dalton Hooker, bewildered to see her thus flee from him, awaited her return at the top of the stair.


*


Her last dance before supper was with her cousin, Lieutenant Kay, who must therefore by custom accompany her to supper with her party – which happened to be his own party as well.


The music, in stopping, had stranded them both near the mainmast, so that they were the first couple to cross the makeshift companionway, a kind of carpeted stile adorned with silver wattles, which joined the Erebus to Terror where their hulls kissed amidships. And there on the other side, welcoming the stream of guests to his own vessel, stood the smiling Frank Crozier. He bowed to Sophia as her shoes met his deck.


‘Here you see, Miss Cracroft, the result of all your labours. Without your assistance, we poor sailors would never have supplied such a feast as this.’ And with a sweep of his arm he showed her the supper which awaited the guests, set out on trestles which ranged the full length of the deck. There were platters and bowls of cold chicken and ham, of poached fish, salads, biscuits and cheese; of lobster, prawns, pies, pastries both sweet and savoury, and raspberries and peaches from cold stores packed with Yankee ice. Servants bustled up through the main-hatch – sailors and marines in their blue or red jackets – bringing with them the scent of roast beef and lamb and the almond smell of white soup. Surveying them all from his place by the mainmast, where he guarded a trestle crowded with bottles, was Mr Hallett, the purser of Erebus, plying his corkscrew the while.


Kay escorted her to her uncle’s table, where they were joined by Sir John and Captain Ross, and by Lieutenant Bird of the Erebus, another close friend from their polar voyages with Parry. Next came McMurdo and Hooker, who was escorting Eleanor to supper. The Reverend Gell joined them uninvited, presuming on his status as unofficial chaplain to the lieutenant-governor’s household; he sat on the other side of Eleanor, from where he looked darkly at Hooker, and sought to cow the young scientist with barbs of Latin and Greek, to which Hooker easily responded, until Gell topped him with a few caustic-sounding remarks in a language which Sophia, who was greatly amused, took to be Hebrew, or perhaps Aramaic.


It was time now for the toasts and speeches. Sophia had not thought there was so much crystal in all of the colony. The glasses, held high in readiness, splintered the light from the lanterns and mirrors, each facet and cut giving birth to a jewel. The champagne, chilled by imported ice from the lakes of New England, sparkled within her. All eyes were now fixed on the quarterdeck, on Commander Crozier, who stood – for the naval officers, so as not to cause confusion with the guests, were waiving their privilege and would drink the loyal toast standing – with his own glass extended. How was it possible, Sophia wondered, for such a weathered old sailor to blush so deeply?


The loyal toast was given, and then the toast of the day which, it being a Tuesday, was by custom ‘to our men’, and then Crozier made a halting speech by way of introduction, a few words of Erse from the hills near his native Banbridge, kade mealy faulty (which many present, being untutored, mistook for Greek), and then it was the turn of Captain Ross to address the diners, and next the guest of honour, his excellency the lieutenant-governor of Van Diemen’s Land, Rear-Admiral Sir John Franklin. And when all the thanks and congratulations and patriotic sentiment were quite run through, everyone could at last sit down and recharge their glasses and fill up their plates, and there was quiet for a while, because of the excellence of the supper, and the appetite born of dancing and talking in the cool air off the Derwent.


The meal having been consumed – or at least, the rate of its consumption having slowed enough to permit some polite interjection – the drone of voices could again be heard over the clink of glasses and forks.


As the interval progressed, a licence was assumed to move from table to table. Joining the top table now was Mr John Hepburn, the superintendent of Government House, a man whose humble origin – he had begun life as a Scotch cowherd before going to sea on a collier – was trumped by his heroic service to Sir John twenty years before. Hepburn had been his master’s right-hand man when Sir John made his famous Arctic journey from the Great Slave Lake down the Coppermine River to the polar sea at Point Turnagain. He arrived at the table just as Captain Ross was discussing with his brother explorers his sailing orders from the Admiralty. These would soon send Terror and Erebus south of New Zealand, from where they were to follow the sixtieth parallel of latitude to the further side of the Antarctic continent, attempting as they went to fix the true position of the Nimrod and Aurora islands. Having reached the vicinity of 55 degrees west, they were then to turn south and attempt to pass through the pack ice for a second time, to see what lay beyond it at that longitude.


Returning from this exploration of the far south – God willing – the ships were then to touch at the Falkland Islands to perform a hydrological survey and then visit Tierra del Fuego for magnetic observations. After that, if the ships were still sound, they were directed to brave the southern ice for a third summer season, to search for Bouvet Island and Thompson Island before finally returning to Greenwich. Nor were they likely to rest there for long, Captain Ross confided: there was talk in his mail from the Admiralty of sending the two ships out again as soon as they could be refitted, this time to the other end of the earth, where they would attempt to traverse the fabled North West Passage.


‘They offer me command of this next expedition,’ he told his friends, ‘though I confess I have seen enough ice for one lifetime.’


‘As have we all,’ said Sir John.


‘Aye, indeed,’ said Crozier.


But how could one tire of the ice, thought Sophia, enraptured by the names on Ross’s itinerary. The Nimrod Islands. Aurora. Cold beauty that waited, shrouded from knowledge, in secret vaults of ice. If she could only cut off her hair, dress as a boy and run off with the ships, like the famous Grace O’Malley, the pirate queen of old Ireland, who had dared to present herself, a wanted rebel, at the palace at Greenwich, where she had treated with great Elizabeth as if she were her peer.


Sir John spoke again, though his voice was kept low, so that his words might not carry beyond this private circle.


‘I confess,’ he said, ‘that I am aggrieved for myself, that the Admiralty’s orders must send away the dearest friends to have passed through Van Diemen’s Land since I took up my post here. Yet I am even more aggrieved for yourselves, that their lordships have seen fit to order your ships to attempt the pack ice twice more in this same expedition. What more can you do than you have already done in your last season? You have passed clear through the southern pack ice, which has never been done before. You have determined the location of the south magnetic pole. You have discovered new lands and prodigious wonders, like the Great Ice Barrier that guards the southern continent, and the volcano that burns at your furthest south, your marvellous Mount Erebus. And all this without losing a single man to scurvy! To try more than this is to tempt fate.’


Captain Ross answered his old friend with a smile.


‘Your care for us makes you overstate our peril, Sir John. Our little bomb ships may be poor sailers in the open sea, but they are built strongly for their calling and have proven well-suited to enduring the ice. All that can be done has been done, and we are in the hands of God, now as ever.’


‘Amen,’ said Sir John, who was a deeply pious man for all his seamanly concern for pagan fate. ‘Yet I cannot help but fret. Hepburn and I know all too well the horrors that can befall an expedition that goes awry. When I think of that brute Terohaute, and the meat which he fed to Hepburn here, saying it was wolf meat, but which we later learned was the flesh of his fellow voyageurs, whom he had murdered in the barrens . . .’


Hepburn shook his head dutifully, though he did not seem much put out at this revelation of his unwitting cannibal past. Sir John continued: ‘Dr Richardson had to put a bullet in Terohaute’s head after he murdered poor Midshipman Hood. That was no job for a physician.’


Sophia scarcely dared to breathe. Such tales of horror were not told in the books of adventure and travel that she inhaled like fresh air, and which formed such a staple of her conversation with her aunt. Let him only speak on, she thought. Then she noticed that Crozier was watching her. She lowered her eyes then raised them again in mute appeal. Don’t reveal me as a spy, she thought. Crozier cleared his throat and looked away from her, addressing Sir John. ‘Your concern for us does you credit, Sir John, especially in light of your Arctic experiences. But you had to travel by land from the interior of the Canadas, in boats and on foot, whereas we are supplied with two fully victualled ships and a wide sea to sail them on. Should one of our ships be stricken, it is to be hoped that the other would be on hand to take off its crew.’ He made a diffident bow to Hepburn, as if seeking his forgiveness for this exposition. But, Sophia realized, he is explaining this to me.


‘Perhaps,’ countered Sir John. ‘But I fear you speak ingenuously, Frank, in order to make light of your danger in this present charming company.’ He turned and smiled at his niece, who thought, Oh, so he has not forgotten me! Sir John continued: ‘When Erebus and Terror leave here they must cross again the Roaring Forties and the great southern ocean, where they were already separated on their voyage here from the Cape. In the event of a shipwreck I do not think that any small boat could weather such waters for long.’


There was a moment’s silence as all in the circle considered the evident truth of Sir John’s words. Then Captain Ross reached across the table to clap his friend Crozier on the shoulder. ‘There, my dear Frank. The Madeira is sitting before you. Pass it around and let us drink to our good fortune, that she may remain constant to us. And tomorrow, when the wine has worn off, we shall make amends for our superstition and commend ourselves properly to our Maker, who holds us in His hand.’


The talk continued on happier subjects until the sawing of bows signalled the musicians’ intention to resume their work. One by one, the officers went off to claim their partners for the next dance, but Lieutenant Bird, who was to dance with Sophia, was detained at the rail by Captain Ross on some ship’s business, leaving Sophia alone with her uncle. Sir John sat back in his chair and watched the revellers flee from the ruins of their supper.


‘What a great shame it is, Sophia,’ he said, ‘that your aunt could not be here. She has worked so hard for the people of this colony, convict and settler alike, and with so little thanks. The officials plot against her campaign for humane reform and would have me dismissed if they could. Tonight, at least, she might have had some reward for her troubles.’


Sophia, distracted by confused thoughts of eternal love and of dire extremity, ventured to say what she had heard said by others, and of others, but which she could not yet conceive to be true also of herself: that it was a sad fact of life that people do not always get what they deserve.


She regretted her remark immediately. It was too off-hand, too casual; it was unworthy of Lady Jane’s tireless philanthropy and improving zeal to consign her to the category of mere ‘people’. Yet her uncle surprised her by solemnly nodding.


‘You are quite right,’ he said. ‘People do not always get what they seem to deserve in this life, and must await their true reward or punishment in the next. The ways of God are not laid bare to us and are quite beyond our moral judgement.’


Sophia, who knew of her uncle’s great piety, readied herself for a sermon on the Divine Will. Yet her uncle surprised her again.


‘That being the case,’ he continued, ‘it is all the more pleasant to observe the good fortune of a friend who is about to receive his deserved reward on this side of heaven. Our dear friend Frank Crozier –’ and here he seemed to fix her with his eye – ‘has never been given the credit he deserves for his distinguished service. He is known as one of the finest seamen in the navy, and a keen scientist too. And yet Frank has little private interest at the court or in parliament, so promotions and posts have often eluded him. His father left him nothing – he has not even a house of his own.’


‘What a great pity,’ said Sophia. It was a cause of some embarrassment to her that she knew all this already; did Sir John not understand that the ladies of the town had assayed to the last ounce the wealth and prospects of each unmarried officer of the squadron, almost as soon as his feet touched the shore? Sophia, a romantic of the heroic stamp, considered such gossip indelicate. She believed – no, she felt, for her reason was sound enough, and tried to tell her otherwise – that the worth of a man could be read in his eyes.


‘All that will change now,’ said Sir John. His gaze was still on her. ‘If it pleases God that the ships should return to England, Frank Crozier will finally get what he deserves. Ross will be knighted and Frank made post captain, and they will offer Frank command of the North West Passage voyage should James refuse it, as I think likely. And when God willing he returns from that expedition, Frank will have earned a salaried post at Greenwich. I have heard him say how much he loves to stand by the observatory, astride the prime meridian like a fanciful schoolboy, and to placidly observe the ships and boats that pass up and down the Thames. To have a little house nearby and to walk each day on the Black Heath is his notion of heaven. He even talks of bringing his unmarried sisters there from Dublin. If he cannot get a wife.’


She was looking beyond her uncle, to where Ross and Lieutenant Bird conversed at the windward rail of Terror. Across on the Erebus the tuning of instruments was now complete. If Bird did not hasten to claim her they would have to join the dance late, at the end of the line. Ross, glancing across, saw her and smiled.


‘It sounds a charming prospect,’ Sophia said distractedly. ‘I am sure that Commander Crozier will be most deserving of his future happiness.’ Her memory stirred within her. ‘And is it not fixed that Captain Ross will also live at Greenwich once his voyaging is done?’


‘It is. He has had enough of polar sailing. Unless there is a war this may be his last voyage. So he has bought a house on the Black Heath that is big enough for himself and Miss Coulman. And God willing their children as well.’


She turned away from her uncle, in the vague direction of the bows.


Sophia knew the Black Heath well, and all of Greenwich and its environs. She had often gone there with her uncle and aunt, paying calls on the tribe of serving and retired navy men who had settled near the naval college, braced between London and the sea. Yet now, on the deck of the Terror in this cold hour of night, her recollection of those genteel districts, their parks and their hills and their houses, was infused with a sudden dread. The houses and the terraces, the squares of the naval college and the old Greenwich palace, seemed newly strange and sorrowful: like offerings, old and new, large and small, arranged beneath the shrine of the observatory, where time was transubstantiated from the sky and consecrated in chronometers, then served to the ships that passed down the reach. It was in Greenwich that days were born and there that they returned to die.


She shuddered. Was this to have been the scene of her triumph? Men had wives there, and children, and problems with servants. Their houses, she had noticed, were often a little too small, their furniture not quite of the best manufacture, showing the scars of too-frequent removal from one rented home to the next. And here and there, in odd corners of dusty upstairs rooms, she saw the great sturdy sea-chests that called to her softly like a shell held to the ear. How could they stand it, men who had sailed into battle, who had dared the unknown and written their names there, to settle down here on this hill by an estuary, with what comfort and love they could gather around them, and wait for death, whom they knew well already, to find and reclaim them? How could they bear to sit still?


*


It was a little after three when the last waltz was called. Many of the older guests had long since departed, the exceptions being those with marriageable daughters or those who were lucky or reckless at cards.


The floor now belonged to the youngsters. Which is to say, it belonged to the young ladies and to those gentlemen who, in this most unbalanced of colonies, where men outnumbered women several times over, were charming or ruthless or lucky enough to have secured partners for the very last waltz of the Glorious First, an occasion which would be talked of in Hobart Town lifetimes from now: long after Erebus and Terror had vanished in the frozen Arctic labyrinth; after the shameful name of Van Diemen’s Land was replaced with the blameless Tasmania; after Sophia’s own travels had finally ended, fifty-one years later, on a rainy June evening in Phillimore Gardens, Kensington; after both the poles were conquered, and the last blank spaces on the map had been claimed by the aerial photographers.


And yet even the next day Sophia herself could remember almost nothing of that final entry on her dance card. Crozier must have been silent again. He must have danced well, although she was sure he would have looked very tired. His hand had not been too heavy on her waist, his fingers had not sweated through her glove and he had not stepped on her feet. He had left her, in short, to dance by herself, as she had done since suppertime, alone with the music and the forms of the dance, forms which included the steps and the partner and whatever small-talk she was required to make, which she did quite mechanically, hearing herself speak while the music flowed through her, shaping itself to her need. She was borne upward by her weariness, exalted in her loneliness. She no longer cared whom she danced with or who might be watching her. The white planks of the deck were a snow-field; the dancers were swirls in a blizzard, figments of a winter dream. What a fine thing it was to be tired and heartsore and wise beyond one’s years. If she could only stay that way for ever.


The music stopped and she heard the hum of voices. Commander Crozier asked her to take a turn with him by the stern rail. She stood, looking out to the mouth of the river where fading stars gave notice of the dawn, and half listened to the honest sailor as he talked of his prospects. Was she caught in a circular dream? She had already heard the same talk from her uncle tonight, although it seemed like long ages before. The six men of the quadrille orchestra, their instruments cased on the deck at their feet, stood by the mainmast exchanging tired conversation. They wore blanket-cloth coats and their breaths smoked in the air. Every few moments one head or the other would turn in her direction, and she thought: They are waiting for me to be finished with Crozier, so Crozier can pay them, and then they can go on their way.


Then the bandsmen of the 51st Regiment took up their instruments to play the last guests off the ships, and at once Sophia was awake again. It was that tune, the same that had moved her the evening before, when she had descended through magical gardens and marvelled at ships on the river, ships that were burning with light. Hearing it now, she understood the beauty of that moment; it was her own beauty, and she pitied it and mourned it, although for the rest of her life it could be summoned by that tune.


All this turmoil of regret and understanding, and yet Sophia still had to stifle a yawn. She pulled her shawl tightly about her. Crozier was coming to his point. She ought in kindness to stop him before he reached it. But how could she decently divert him? He stood beside her at the rail, clasping it with both hands as if waiting for a wave to break over him, his face braced for the cold slap, and he was telling her that of course it was by no means certain that the next two seasons of the voyage would be crowned with success, or that he himself would be spared from the hazards of the sea, but that if, upon returning to England . . .


She put her hand on his sleeve, stilling him. ‘My dear Frank,’ she said, ‘things will be as they shall be, and I will pray for your safety until we see you again. But please tell me now, in case it should slip me to ask you, and then later come back to trouble me, as it has troubled me all night – what is the name, do you know, of that tune they are playing? It is lodged like a thorn in my memory and I cannot pluck it out. Mr Elliot said earlier that it might be “The Brighton Camp”. Do you know if he is right?’


Crozier seemed taken aback by her interruption. Yet he mastered himself quickly. He does have manners, she thought; I am sure he will forgive me. ‘ “The Brighton Camp”?’ he pondered. ‘Why no, Sophia, it is no such thing as far as I know. It is one of our old Irish songs – surely the lilt of it betrays its origin. We call it “The Girl I Left Behind Me”.’


‘ “The Girl I Left Behind Me”,’ she repeated, weighing herself with the words.


Hers would be a life of departures, but it was not she who would be left behind. And a life of departures must also be a life of quiet renunciations: it was things such as these – old friends half forgotten, cold wind on your face, rain on a London window as the light fades in June – that made you feel alive.


She linked his arm and led him away from the rail, back to where her uncle awaited them. ‘Thank you, Frank. It is a very lovely air. I shall send for the broadsheet. “The Girl I Left Behind Me”. We shall play it in our drawing room and think of you and your ships.’


And Francis Crozier, quite mistaking her meaning, squeezed her hand to his side with his elbow then quickly released it once more.




North West Territories, Canada


If there had ever been a sign, then Nelson had missed it. Instead of taking the highway south he found himself in the car park of Inuvik’s small airport, built on its own dead-end road on the south side of town. He was about to turn and drive on, but then he remembered that he needed cigarettes, and that Fort McPherson, the next township to the south, was about two hours’ drive away.


He parked his car and went into the terminal, and by the time he understood his mistake – that the airport was too small to have its own store – it was already too late.


She was alone on the plastic seats inside the door. Her bag lay on the floor beside her. Voices murmured from a distant backroom but the hall itself was empty. The paleness of her face, the shadows under her eyes, suggested a long journey. Her hair was short and too dark, too lacking in grey, not to be at least a little bit dyed.


She got to her feet and smoothed down the knees of her jeans. ‘Taxi?’


‘No. I’m sorry.’ He turned to go.


‘Then could I ask you for a lift into town? I’ve been here for ages and no one’s come or gone.’


He could see a couple of small planes through the glass doors at the back of the hall, their engines wrapped in canvas. Grounded by weather, he guessed: the radio had said there were storms to the south over Whitehorse and Yellowknife and Norman Wells. The snow front was headed this way: if he didn’t get out now he could be blocked in the mountains.


‘I’m not going back to Inuvik. I’m headed the other way. Out.’


The door swooshed behind him and he stood in the cold, seeing the way that her face had looked, lost and dazed, as if she’d been travelling for ever. He walked back to his car, boots crunching in an inch of new snow. Then he remembered the cigarettes. The stores would be open in town.


He found her again at the back of the terminal, staring up at a stuffed polar bear. She didn’t seem to notice him until he was right by her side.


‘I can give you a ride after all,’ he said. ‘I have to go back into town.’


‘That’s very kind of you.’ She didn’t seem surprised to see him again. ‘My name’s Fay.’


Her hand was quite cold though the building was well heated.


‘Nelson,’ he said. ‘Let me help you with your bag.’


She gasped as the January air burned her lungs. The cold turned her face pink, brought it to life again. Nelson put her bag in the trunk of his old Ford Taurus. When he closed it again she was waiting on the driver’s side: she must have come here straight from England, he guessed.


‘Lady? You’re on the wrong side of the car.’


She was staring at the willows which grew beside the parking lot. They were curdled with snow, bowed by the weight of it. She turned and frowned at him, as if she’d forgotten he was there, then came around the hood while he crossed behind the back, keeping the car between them.


‘That’s stupid of me.’ She got in the passenger seat. ‘I’ve been travelling for ages. I can’t believe that I’m finally here.’


*


She said she had a booking at the Eskimo Inn so he parked outside and carried her bag up to the lobby and then he said goodbye. Crossing Mackenzie Road, he bought a carton of cigarettes at the Mid Town Market, and because he’d be late on the road, and you never knew up here, you might get stuck, he also bought some nuts and raisins and chocolate and potato chips, and a couple of bottles of water and two three-packs of Red Bull to keep him awake at the wheel. Outside, he lit a cigarette and watched cars come and go from the North Mart, lights flaring across its windowless wall. A group of boys and girls came out of the food court, their outsize snow-boots clomping down the metal stairs. They bunched together on the pavement’s dirty snow and he heard them laughing though he couldn’t make out words. Their eyes passed over Nelson without seeming to notice him. They won’t see me, he thought, because they think I don’t belong here. They’re right about that.


He tossed the cigarette, ready to go. Then he looked across the street and saw her again, standing on the stoop of the Eskimo Inn, her bag beside her, looking hopefully about. Oh Christ, he thought. Will I ever get out of here?


‘I’m really sorry to impose on you again,’ she said, as he carried her bag down the steps. ‘They say that when they tried to confirm my reservation last week the computer wouldn’t accept my credit card. So they just cancelled the booking without letting me know. Now the hotel is booked out for some engineering conference. Something to do with a new road they’re building.’


The Mackenzie Hotel was also booked out, for the same reason. But a desk clerk mentioned another place, an off-season tourist resort. Nelson drove her back out of town, past boxy public buildings and snow-shrouded truck lots and new subdivisions of small vinyl houses, all built up on stilts to stop the ground melting. It was five in the evening, the twilight long gone, and traffic was quiet. They met a snowplough on the outskirts, grading the verge between the road and the trees. Their headlights made rainbows as they passed through its plume.


The sign they were looking for said ‘Northern Villas’. It pointed down a side road to a clearing in the spruces. A few log cabins stood around the clearing, also mounted on stilts above the permafrost. There were lights in a couple of them, trucks parked outside, but the rest were dark and empty. A larger house stood by the entrance, evidently a residence, but with a reception room built to one side.


Pulling up the car, Nelson felt his front wheels crunch pleasingly into a snow drift. The woman, Fay, was asleep now, her chin tucked into her chest. Her face was blue from the lights in the clearing.


Maybe, he thought, I should leave her to sleep for a bit, go in there myself to see if they have a room. But he thought better of it: If they say no, then I’ll still be stuck with her. He knew from experience that they’d be more likely to say no to him than to someone like her. And he ached to drive south without stopping. He touched her shoulder to wake her up.


A buzzer on the counter summoned a big, rugged-faced man from the back of the house. Nelson guessed he’d been eating his dinner in back.


‘I can help you tonight,’ said the owner. ‘Tomorrow and the next day too, most likely. After that I don’t know. I have bookings for all the cabins – engineers for the new overland road from here to Tuktoyaktuk. But I’m not sure when they’ll turn up.’


‘Two or three nights is all I need,’ she said.


The owner woke up his computer, began to jab it with two fingers. ‘I’m not saying you’ll definitely have to check out in three days, if you don’t want to. It just depends how long the flights are grounded and the highway stays closed.’


Nelson, who had been waiting for a chance to say goodbye, stepped back to the counter. ‘The highway’s closed?’


The owner didn’t look up. ‘Fresh snow in the Richardson Mountains. Storms came earlier than they predicted. My engineers just called from Eagle Plains to say they got stopped at the boom. It went down about a quarter-hour ago, just as they were leaving. Otherwise they’d have been here late tonight.’ He looked up at Fay. ‘I’m giving you their chalet. Name, please?’


‘It’s Morgan, Fay. Fay Morgan.’


‘Sam Ringnes.’ They shook hands. ‘And your friend’s name?’


‘He’s not staying. He was kind enough to give me a lift.’


Nelson did his calculations. The booms had gone down only fifteen minutes ago. If I’d’ve taken the right road, or if I’d’ve left her at the airport, I would have made it past Fort McPherson before they closed the boom there. I could have crossed the Arctic Circle tonight and seen the sun come up tomorrow.


He wanted to curse, to turn and walk out of there, but her bags were still in the boot of his car.


The owner stopped typing. ‘I can’t get this registration form to load. I guess I’ll do it later.’ He looked up at Fay. ‘Do you have a ride of your own? We’re two miles out of town here.’


‘I was going to ask you about that. I want to go north to Tuktoyaktuk tomorrow, but I don’t drive. Could you recommend a taxi?’


‘Want to drive the famous ice-road, huh? It’s usually guys who come here for that. They see it on TV.’


‘It’s not that. I just want to look around.’


Ringnes set both hands on the counter. ‘There’s the minibus taxis, I guess. They run back and forth on the ice-road when they can fill enough seats. I could give you a couple of numbers.’


‘I was hoping for a private hire.’


‘NorCan Hire is just across the road there. But you say you don’t drive.’ Ringnes took a slow look at Nelson. ‘You need someone who’s got some free time on his hands. And who could possibly use a little cash.’
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