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The March of the Women


Shout, shout, up with your song!


Cry with the wind, for the dawn is breaking.


March, march, swing you along,


Wide blows our banner and hope is waking.


Song with its story, dreams with their glory,


Lo! they call and glad is their word.


Forward! hark how it swells,


Thunder of freedom, the voice of the Lord.


Long, long, we in the past,


Cowered in dread from the light of Heaven.


Strong, strong, stand we at last,


Fearless in faith and with sight new given.


Strength with its beauty, life with its duty,


(Hear the voice, oh, hear and obey),


These, these, beckon us on,


Open your eyes to the blaze of day!


Comrades, ye who have dared,


First in the battle to strive and sorrow.


Scorned, spurned, naught have you cared,


Raising your eyes to a wider morrow.


Ways that are weary, days that are dreary,


Toil and pain by faith ye have borne.


Hail, hail, victors we stand.


Wearing the wreath that the brave have worn!


Life, strife, these two are one!


Naught can ye win but by faith and daring.


On, on, that ye have done,


But for the work of today preparing.


Firm in reliance, launch a defiance,


(Laugh in hope, for sure is the end).


March, march, many as one,


Shoulder to shoulder and friend to friend.


Cicely Hamilton


Printed by kind permission of J. Curwen & Sons Lid, London




Preface


One cold evening late in 1978, I happened to be in Virago’s office in Wardour Street, London. Carmen Callil had obviously been having a difficult day and had had enough. “I’m giving up publishing,” she announced, “I’m going to write a novel and it’s going to be a family saga about women.”


This was serious. The last thing a novelist needs is for her publisher to become a novelist. Besides, I too had been thinking about writing a family saga with a feminist background. We discussed the matter and soon came up with a division of labour whereby I would write the novel and Virago would publish it. Carmen, and Ursula Owen, suggested many ideas, read and reread the countless drafts, and offered important and vital insights into the development of the story, particularly at the early stages.


Stand We At Last is, it must be stressed, a work of fiction. It is not the story of my family or of any other family I know. Any resemblance between characters and events in the novel (except where these are obviously historical) and real characters and events, is solely in the eye of the beholder.


But many people have given their time and expertise to help me research the background of the story. These include historians, particularly those feminist historians who have done so much to rediscover women’s hidden past; librarians; relatives who have shared their memories with me, and friends with whom I have discussed the book, or who have perhaps unwittingly given me ideas for it while ostensibly discussing something completely different.


Particular thanks, then, to Mrs Alma Devitt, Anna Davin, Ann Dippie, Ben Okri, Frances Widdowson, Isabel Fairbairns, John Clifford, Judy Walkowitz, Leonore Davidoff, Mrs Lorraine Callil, Mandy Greenway, Myna Trustram, Susie Innes and Valerie Miner. Also to all the women at Virago; to the members of history groups and writing groups with whom I have worked, at the City Literary Institute, Holloway Prison and Goldsmith’s College, all in London; and above all to John Petherbridge, whose loyal and generous help came into all the categories I’ve mentioned, and more.


That seems like a lot of people to dedicate a book to, but then it’s a long book.


Zoë Fairbairns, London 1982




Helena
1855 …


The bare hills encircling the Sussex village of Littledean grew greener each minute as the sun rose. To seventeen-year-old Helena Weeks they seemed to tower like waves that would crest and break and flood the village. She shivered; then smiled to think what her sister would say if she could read her mind. Twenty-one-year-old Sarah was pacing energetically a few feet ahead of her; from time to time she stopped to wait for Helena, as if remembering that this farewell stroll around the village was being undertaken in fulfilment of a promise. But Sarah did not much like going for strolls; when Sarah walked she liked to have a destination.


Sarah looked at her with the odd, twisted smile that Helena had thought she affected in order to hide the gap in her teeth where a cow kicked her once; but by now Helena had realised that Sarah was as likely to twist her smile to the left, which exposed the gap, as to the right, which concealed it. The look was louder than words. Little, ’fraid-cat, it said; you’d see menace in a bowl of milk, even today, your wedding day!


But there was affection in the scornful look, and Helena was satisfied; perhaps she wanted to be teased by Sarah. It might be the last time it would happen.


Everyone who knew the Misses Weeks agreed that one of them was beautiful and one was not; however, this unanimity disappeared if they went on to identify which they thought the more favoured. One observer might be captivated by Helena’s pallor and pinkness, the intriguing colours that sunlight or candlelight could pick out in her chestnut hair, or her generally shyer, more agreeable manner; another might prefer Sarah’s evenness of colouring, the easy grace of her movements, or perhaps the look in her eye, the flexible brows and the mobile mouth which seemed always about to laugh at a joke, a joke which might or might not be the one that the observer thought he had made. Helena was of medium height, Sarah was half a head taller; only people who remembered their mother thought the sisters alike, since each, in different aspects, resembled her.


This morning there was no resemblance. And there would be none henceforward, Helena realised, staring in dismay at her sister’s straight back as she strode on ahead. Both of them had dressed hurriedly for this early walk; they did not expect to be seen. Sarah had even fastened her buttons on the wrong hooks. And they had pinned their hair with little care because it would be done properly later for the ceremony. But while Helena felt in her own tangled hair a sense of awkwardness, and of reassurance too because it would soon be put to rights, Sarah’s thick locks looked resigned or even happy with their state, as if they liked being blown about. And there was truth in this, and it was the truth about the difference between them and the reason why they were soon to be separated forever; and Helena was seized by a desire to pull out both their heads of hair, tug it up by the roots and fling it to the wind that seemed to want it so much, for why in a whole village of memories should it be the hair on their heads that would remind her of the thing she was trying to forget and make her sad on her wedding day?


If you marry him, I shall emigrate to Australia. Sarah had said it the morning the sisters guessed (correctly) that Jonathan Croft, a former business associate of their father’s, was about to propose to Helena. It was not a threat; Sarah did not begrudge Helena her love; it was a statement of fact. Now Sarah’s room was full of books from an emigration society in London and her passage was booked. If only it had been a threat! If only Helena could believe that Sarah was merely feeling piqued that her younger sister had found a husband before she had, then she might be open to persuasion! Sarah could be reminded that at twenty-one she was by no means too old to hope for offers, she could be induced to accept Jonathan’s gallant offer that, although the Littledean house must be sold to meet their father’s business debts, Sarah could come and live with him and Helena at Wenbury Hill in Kent. Helena sighed. How lovely that would be: to live with her sister and her husband under one roof! And in time Sarah would meet and marry one of Jonathan’s friends.


Walk round the village with me, and say goodbye to the houses!


Such babyish nonsense!


But you promised, Sarah!


They walked in silence. The road met the stream in the centre of the village, cutting it into almost perfect quarters. There were a few brown leaves floating beneath the surface of the water, heralding summer’s end, and shiny blackberries grew on the bramble bushes. Sarah picked a few and absent-mindedly put them into her mouth, forgetting to offer her sister any and leaving a tiny dot of black on her lip. Busy, awakening sounds came from the row of low, thatched cottages; and smells of oatmeal and bacon. A few faces appeared in windows and doorways, figures shaking mats or throwing out food for hens; they smiled with friendly understanding at the girls. Helena’s peace of mind was all gone. What had happened to it, the happiness and excitement of waiting for today? She felt fear and sadness as a solid presence within her, like – she tried to stop the nasty thought, but it was too quick for her – like the worm that had killed one of their dogs by living in its stomach and devouring its food.


Impatiently, she forced a smile, it wouldn’t do for the villagers to say that she had scowled. But she had not come to see them, she would see them later at the wedding, she had to come to see the village. And she was disappointed in it, angry with it; it was ordinary, unmoved; it ought to glow for her, find some way of fixing itself for ever in her memory.


I may be homesick for a while, Jonathan.


I shan’t allow it!


It was easy to smile again, remembering his words, the mixture of firmness and kindness that had always been Jonathan. It was difficult to remember the exact moment at which she had stopped thinking of him as a family friend and started to see him as a lover. He was nearly forty. He was old enough to be her father. And he wouldn’t allow her to be homesick. It was a foolish thing to say of course, one could not forbid a person their feelings, but it showed how he meant to take care of her.


The houses of the village stood aloof ready. You be goin’ away then, Miss Sarah, Miss Helena? they seemed to say, we be stayin’ put.


The sisters reached the end of the road for the second time, where the hills reared up. Sarah said, “I’ll race you up the Beacon!”


“No, I cannot!”


“Cannot, cannot, cannot!” Sarah taunted as if they were both children. “Why can’t you?”


Helena thought quickly. “It’s unlucky.” Sarah was more tolerant of superstition than of cowardice.


“Unlucky? Who says it is?”


“Mrs Simmons told me – it’s a saying – unlucky the bride, who walks on the Beacon at morningtide.” Sarah frowned. If she guessed that the proverb was less than a minute old, she said nothing about it. She just grinned to the left, displaying her gap (which wasn’t a gap at all, and it was unkind of Helena to think of it as one … it was just a little space in the corner of her mouth that the neighbouring teeth hadn’t grown quite close enough to occupy) and said mischievously. “All right, Two-erum” (the old nickname, their parents used to call them One-erum and Two-erum, like shepherds counting sheep), “I suppose you need luck on your wedding day,” and she burst out laughing, and Helena laughed too, because if Sarah had really thought she was doing a wrong or stupid thing in marrying Jonathan she would never have said that, not as a joke, not today. Sarah liked Jonathan really, and Jonathan liked Sarah, Helena was sure. If they argued it was only about little things in the newspapers Jonathan brought on his visits, or who was going to win the cricket-matches that the three of them liked to watch on the village green. Sometimes when they were together, Helena had to pinch herself to remember that it was she and not Sarah who was to marry Jonathan: Sarah and Jonathan had the easy, irritable familiarity together of some married couples, and were kind to her like parents. Once she had found the courage to ask Jonathan why he had chosen her in preference to Sarah. And he had said, “Because you are so kind and gentle.” And she had said, “So is Sarah!” And he had said, “Of course! She is your sister.” And Helena had said, “She is courageous too,” and he had said, “Indeed, and courage is a fine thing in a woman. But where should I be, my dear, if you had the courage to sail to Australia?”


Helena had reported this conversation to Sarah in the belief that the best way to induce one person to like another was to persuade the former that the latter already liked her very much; but Sarah had just chuckled. “I’m not courageous enough to marry Jonathan Croft! And he is not courageous enough to marry me!”


Having refused to climb Little Beacon with Sarah, Helena turned her back on it without regret. What made some people courageous and some not? Why did the same thing, the same person, frighten some and only please and amuse others? She had thought it was a matter of age. When she was four she had thought it was just a matter of being eight and then she would be as brave as Sarah. But she did not know then what was going to happen when she was five.


They still had the farm then, and Mother was alive: busy and jolly and pink-cheeked and impatient at the slowness her strange new shape imposed on her: she was all swollen up like a cow in calf. Helena had seen her like that once before, but never so big; it was only a small bulge when it ended in illness and tears and whispers and a quiet, guilty satisfaction in Helena that she could go on being the youngest for a little while longer. But then came the day when Mother went quite cheerfully to her bed and Sarah was told to take Helena off walking on Little Beacon and not come back till evening. They took bread and a couple of the intricate rabbit-shaped cheeses with which Mother had won prizes at the county fair. It was a windy, wintry day: if they opened their mouths they could taste salt in the air. The bushes and the stark, lonely trees bent before the wind, resigned, not even bothering to resume their normal positions when it paused in its blowing. Up and up they climbed; Sarah was remorseless.


“Wait – for me …” Helena’s words were lost in the grey, turbulent air: there was a button off her coat, there was no use in complaining, she should have sewn it on when she was told; but it meant she had to hold the coat closed and have only one hand free to save herself if her short legs stumbled, or let the wind whistle down her neck. “Sarah – wait – we’re not allowed …”


Sarah flopped down in the grass and waited, having a good rest, then mocked Helena for being out of breath: “You sound like the bellows! Not allowed what?”


They were not allowed to climb further up the Beacon. It dropped away suddenly at a terrifying height that was always a shock, for even the steepest slope seemed low and gentle compared with the deep drop down to the sea. The cliff crumbled; sometimes sheep went over. The children were not allowed near the edge: breathlessly Helena reminded her sister.


Sarah pouted. “They told us to come up here. I want to see the Seven Sisters. You’re not to tell.” And she strode on. The Seven Sisters was a curved formation of white cliff far along the coast, so distant and misty it could not always be seen. Helena stood still and cried, watching Sarah climb higher and higher. She wanted to see the Seven Sisters but she was frightened. She wanted to go home but they had turned her out. Suddenly Sarah screamed.


“Helena, Helena, come quickly!”


“What’s the matter –?” she screamed back; Sarah was standing still at the top of the cliff; the wind detached Helena’s words from each other and scattered them. She started to crawl. It took longer but she felt steadier that way.


“There – are – only – six –”


Only six Sisters! But Mother said there had been seven since the world began! Helena crept slowly upwards. Her face was close to the earth, watching for cracks that might warn her if the piece of land she was on was breaking under her weight. And then she was there, at the top of the cliff, and she wasn’t afraid any more. Even when she looked down the dizzying sheer white drop of the cliff to the flat sea, striped with foam, she wasn’t afraid. Even if she fell she could fly and call like the gulls.


She raised her eyes to the Seven – six – Sisters.


“One’s behind the mist,” she said, “that’s all, Sarah.” She felt rather superior. But Sarah looked more superior still; she had known all along.


“Why did you make me come up here?” Helena raged.


“So you won’t be frightened again.”


“When I’m nine I won’t be!”


But when they went back in the evening, expecting to see the new baby, there was no baby; and no Mother either; she was ill, they weren’t allowed to see her. And three days later she died; and three days after that she was buried in St Mary’s churchyard. From then on, Helena was always afraid of Little Beacon.


Their father Thomas Weeks had never had much of a head for farming, or even a heart; he was more interested in gunpowder. The farm had come from his wife’s family and she was a competent manager, so he had been content to live off its produce while he pursued the erratic profits to be made from supplying Sussex regiments with gunpowder from the small factory he owned. His wife’s death sent him slightly mad; his attempts to manage the farm, or to employ others to do so, proved disastrous. Just the sight of the dairy full of cheeses that she had made, or figures in the accounts that she had added up, would reduce him to helpless weeping. And he worried about his daughters’ prospects, feeling quite inadequate to the task of raising them. He sold the farm, bought a house in the village and hired a succession of governesses to make ladies of them. Helena was too young to mind the change; Sarah pined for farm life and never quite forgave him.


He survived his wife by seven years; then he was killed with six of his employees in an explosion which destroyed his factory. When his affairs were investigated, he was found to owe substantial amounts to Croft & Co., the London military suppliers, with whom he had entered agreements not very favourable to himself. Crofts agreed not to pursue the matter until the younger of the two orphaned daughters came of age; then they would require the Littledean house to be put on the market. But before this could come about, Jonathan Croft, son and heir of the owner of the firm, found himself in love with Helena Weeks, and she with him. Since the elder sister had other plans, their marriage presented a solution satisfactory to all concerned.
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“Of course, it was you, Helena,” said Sarah Weeks, “who first inspired me to seek my fortune in Australia.” Her tone was teasingly flat and emphatic against the flapping of tarpaulins, sails and ropes, the whistle of the wind, and the tramp of a thousand feet on the dockside.


“I?” said Helena Croft. She had meant to imitate her sister’s firm tone, but the word came out as an anguished croak, drawing back her husband’s attention from the soldiers he had been watching as they embarked on a distant troop-ship for the Crimea. He said, “Indeed?”


His cheerful, questioning tone might mean anything. It might mean that he saw a final chance for some banter with Sarah and sought readmission to the conversation; or it might mean that he had heard the tears in Helena’s voice and wanted to stop her being unhappy.


“Indeed, indeed,” said Sarah, “Helena does not remember the occasion, I can tell. She was not quite four years old at the time, and so may be forgiven. We were supposed to be planting seed potatoes. But Helena was never very interested in tasks of that kind, and on this occasion preferred to dig a hole. Like a veritable rabbit you were, Helena, for hole digging. And our mother came by and said, ‘What’s this, Helena? Are you going to Australia?’ Naturally I was curious to know what she meant.”


“Naturally, with your enquiring mind,” said Jonathan.


“When she said Australia was a place at the other end of the earth that could best be reached by digging, I encouraged Helena in her labours while I concentrated on the seed potatoes. You surely remember, Helena? I have never seen your face so muddy.”


“No,” said Helena quietly, “I do not remember.” Sarah was laughing at her, and so was Jonathan. Why was Sarah talking so much, telling over and over again her often-told stories?


“In time I discovered that it was the place to which convicts were sent and I lost interest; but I happened to see an advertisement in a newspaper, at the time when Father was selling our farm, much against my wishes, and the advertisement offered financial assistance to lady migrants. This seemed an excellent weapon in my fight, and I roundly declared that I should have my own farm in any case, even if I must go to Australia for it. Excellent weapon or not, he sold; but when I discovered that Jonathan intended, in marrying you, Helena, to turn me out on to the streets –”


Helena clasped Sarah’s arm. “Oh, he never, we never …” Sarah patted her hand and Jonathan patted her shoulder. Once again she was being laughed at. Jonathan gallantly pretended to have taken Sarah at her word. “My offer of a home with us still stands.”


Helena said, “It’s not too late.”


“It most certainly is,” said Sarah.


Of course it was. There was nothing in the bustle and noise of the wet, thronging harbour to suggest that here was a place where minds might be changed.


Jonathan’s eyes wandered again to the crates of equipment being loaded on to the Crimea-bound troop-ship. Helena’s eyes followed her husband’s and noted (or was the mist over the water playing tricks?) that the troop-ship seemed far sturdier than the migrants’ tiny vessel.


Of course Sarah could not change her mind. She was proud. Whatever her fear and regret now that the moment had almost come – and Helena felt Sarah’s fear and regret as her own, for why otherwise was Sarah being so jolly and voluble? – Sarah was going to embark on the Crescent Moon today, in her new, thick coat of big blue and purple checks, with her green hat clamped closely to her head by her green scarf, tied in a thick knot. At that place where she had been staying (she would not come to Wenbury Hill in the time between the wedding, and her departure, for, as she briskly and sensibly said, “We don’t want any old ghosts of me lurking in your new home”), that Ladies Progress place where temporary shelter was given to distressed gentlefolk awaiting emigration, instruction was given too: on religion, on the hardships of seaboard life, on withstanding difficult climates; could not just one of the ladies there have been kind enough to take Sarah aside and tell her that her chosen colours warred rather violently with one another?


As if she read her sister’s mind, Sarah began to speak of the place.


“They gave us little handbooks,” she was telling Jonathan. “They are quite useful. Mine tells me, for example, that I must not expect agricultural conditions in the Antipodes to be quite the same as those of Sussex. I very much appreciate being told that, for of course it would never have occurred to me. It also says that the character of single lady migrants must not only be beyond reproach, but above suspicion. It is to this end that we are kept under one roof and close observation in the week prior to departure, though what guarantee that provides concerning what we may or may not have been doing beforehand, I do not know. I have been attached to a family of failed snuff merchants called the Morleys, though whether as a jewel is attached to a crown or a horse to a cart remains to be seen. Mr Morley is supposed to protect me on the voyage – from what, I am not certain – and Mrs Morley and I are to be friends, which is to say I am to act as governess to her children and audience to her woes.”


Suddenly over the noises of the port, the shouts of sailors and the creaking of ropes, and the sad sounds of goodbyes, rough voices were singing.


My true love she was beautiful,


My true love she was young,


Her eyes were like the diamonds bright


And –


Helena turned. It was coming from the soldiers. They had caught sight of a party of ladies walking with brave, determined tread and heavy bags towards the little boat that would ferry them out to the Crescent Moon. They were shepherded by a plump matron in a blue cloak. They were of Sarah’s party. Soon Sarah must go.


She’s taken a trip on a government ship


Ten thousand miles away –


Their singing was an insult! It was all a great joke to them! They sang with an ironic lack of tune.


She’d a government band around each hand


And another one round her leg.


And another one round her –


They sang of convicts! They sang as if Sarah and the others were being sent away! They sang with no respect for their choice or admiration for their courage! They sang, and now they shouted: dreadful words and suggestions from the soldiers on the troopship to the women in the small, bobbing boat! Sarah’s back was resolutely turned to the boat as she talked on, her words gaining speed, her voice rising in pitch.


“Mrs Morley, Jonathan, to whom I have been attached, lost her home in the failure of her husband’s business, and I have heard the account of the loss several times. But whenever I have tried to offer my own comparable experience, she makes it perfectly clear that returning my troubles for hers is no part of my duties. But there. You do not have to listen to people like Mrs Morley. All that is required is a sympathetic set of face, a regular nod or two, and a small repartee of sad sounds. As long as these are provided, you may think what you will –”


I wish I were a bosun bold


Or even a bombardier,


I’d build a boat and away I’d float


And straight for my true love steer –


The soldiers’ singing rasped on Helena’s nerves. She turned on her sister.


“I think you have no pity – and no gratitude –”


Up went Sarah’s expressive eyebrows and she gave a little smile of exasperated surprise (twisted to the left, showing the gap in her teeth, the last time Helena would see it), as if she had forgotten Helena was there at all, and did not in any case mind whether she was or not. She said, “What do you mean?”


“Poor Mrs Morley – she only wants to help you – and she has been through so much trouble – you just laugh at other people’s sadness, Sarah! Really, you do!”


Helena had meant to imply that Sarah should have more regard for her own sister’s sadness; Helena did not care what happened to this Mrs Morley, she felt only jealousy that Mrs Morley would be with Sarah when she herself would not; but this rebuke was as near as she dared venture to expressing these feelings. And even this seemed to have gone too far, for the colour drained from Sarah’s face and her eyebrows descended and the outlines of the edges of her teeth became visible through her lips, biting them together to keep them still. And Jonathan, looking from one sister to the other, said, “That’s enough, Helena.”


Helena felt her cheeks go pink. He had no business rebuking her like that, in front of Sarah, on Sarah’s behalf. How could he expect her to be a proper wife if he treated her as a child? His expression changed and she knew that she could have an apology later if she wanted one.


He looked like a dog, she decided, a sturdy, gentle, slightly mournful dog. His jowls were heavy; there were veins in his eyes. In contrast with his large head, his figure was lean and trim and he was proud of this. He was more concerned about his appearance than she had ever supposed men to be, but then she had never known a man this well. There was a pink circle in the flesh of his neck where it bulged over his stiff collar, for he would not believe that a collar which had fitted him last year fitted him no longer. It must be uncomfortable; the sight of that distended fold of flesh made her uneasy. His dark blue coat was good and thick and entirely necessary on the breezy dockside; but he wore it unbuttoned, and every few minutes, as if casually, he moved his weight forward onto his left leg and thrust his clenched fist onto his hip, pushing the lapels of his coat apart to reveal his new check waistcoat with the gold thread. And now as he did this, he glanced shyly at her and she looked away, because he seemed to be asking for some sort of appreciation, some acknowledgement that she forgave his hasty words because he was such a fine fellow; and it made her uneasy, she didn’t like to think why.


She started to apologise to Sarah, but one look at Sarah’s face told her this was unnecessary, would not even be heard. Sarah was looking at the little boat that had unloaded its consignment of emigrants onto the Crescent Moon and was coming back for more. A blue-cloaked matron detached herself from another group of women huddling at the dockside and bustled towards Sarah, waving in an agitated fashion.


“Mrs Packham. Mrs Packham, please!”


“She cannot mean you?” said Helena. “She has mistaken your name.”


Sarah laughed shortly. “So she has!” She made to pick up her bags. The matron bustled nearer. Sarah called rather sharply that the matron need not trouble herself any further; she was coming.


Jonathan stopped posturing and put his hand gently around Helena’s back, as if he thought she would faint. Helena looked out again at the tiny ship in the middle of the river: in the short time they had stood there, it seemed to have gathered a mist about itself, and now looked frail as a skeleton, ominous as a gibbet. But she must not say that. She must be brave for Sarah. Why weren’t there any words for a parting like this? And why, oh, why, did Jonathan have to be there?


“I think Sarah has to go now, Helena.”


“Yes, I know.” She grasped her sister’s hand and peeled off the soft woollen glove, then peeled off her own kid one; and felt Sarah’s vigorous flesh. Suddenly Sarah hugged her, hugged the breath out of her. Sarah’s lips found her ear.


“Don’t say anything.”


“I cannot –”


“To the boat, please, Mrs Packham.”


“That woman – your name –”


“Take no notice. She has no memory for names.”


“I think the boat is waiting,” said Jonathan, sympathetic but sure of his duty.


“I think so too,” said Sarah. She replaced her glove, shook his hand, and was gone along the quay without another glance at Helena from her beautiful, humorous, rigidly-held features.


It was like a dream watching Sarah stepping capably into the little boat (while all the other women had to be helped) and sitting aloof from them in the bow, amid a fortress of luggage, her face turned remorselessly from the shore. Why did she neither look nor wave … because she was afraid of breaking down … and if Sarah broke down she had no kindly husband to press her to him until the storm passed; only the bustling matron whose authority (Helena could tell) Sarah already resented, and the other single lady migrants who were probably not far from breaking down themselves. And Mrs Morley … No, Sarah would not look back, she would not wave.


It must be a dream that Sarah was going away for ever. It must be a dream because everywhere was so silent. Helena’s mind knew that there was a cacophony of sounds, soldiers singing, oars splashing, wails of children, laughter, even a Roman Catholic priest standing in a crowd of emigrants’ relatives, raising a cross and booming out the words of a blessing to carry across the water; her mind knew it all but her ears heard none of it.


Taking a trip on a government ship


Ten thousand miles away –


The little boat was making good speed to the ship, chopping up the waves. Ten thousand miles. Ten thousand miles. It was fifty miles from Wenbury Hill to Littledean … fifty into ten thousand goes … two hundred! Two hundred times the distance between her old home and her new … if she walked from Jonathan’s house to the Sussex village and back again one hundred times, that would be the distance. She started to pace the quay, five steps to the left, five steps to the right, going faster in her anguish. The little boat reached the ship and Sarah climbed the ladder – thank heaven for her bright clothing; now Helena could watch her till the very last. A sailor helped her aboard. Oh sailor, hold her tightly even if she does brush away your arm; I could give you gold to keep her safe; or send her back, refuse on some pretext to carry her, send her back: you could sail round the coast and land her on one of the beaches below Little Beacon and I would run over the stones to meet her!


In the silence a voice was speaking, a flat, monotonous, gruff voice saying flat, monotonous, gruff words, full of numbers. The numbers were of persons who had made the voyage from England to Australia in recent years and the tiny proportion who had met with any mishap, even though many had travelled in vessels far less seaworthy than the Crescent Moon. The voice praised the effectiveness of government regulations on safety and conditions in migrant ships; and it pointed out, with a certain sheepishness, that for it to praise government regulations on any subject they would have to be very good regulations indeed.


“I wish you would not stand so close to me, Jonathan!” Helena cried. The very fibres of her coat felt him, like hairs. She saw surprise and hurt spread gently in his big, fleshy features; and she repented. “It’s … just that I feel you’re going to push me over the quay.”


“Accidentally, my dear?” he joked, “or deliberately?”


“Oh Jonathan –” She let him embrace her, and laughed a little, and cried a little.


Soon he put her gently to one side and pulled out his watch. It was a very good watch. Then he took out a leather notebook which contained some calculations he had made with Sarah concerning the tides and winds.


“Sailing time is in fifteen minutes or so,” he said, “but she won’t be out of the river for an hour.”


“It’s not so long to wait … for one’s sister.”


“But I have to take the ferry,” he reminded her. He was to dine at the garrison at Colchester this evening, and was sending her home alone in the carriage.


“Then leave me here,” she said.


“Certainly not! What? With all these fellows?” He eyed the soldiers, the sailors, the dockers.


“You don’t have a very high opinion of your customers, Jonathan,” she said, and smiled nervously because it sounded rude.


“I should think not, as far as my wife’s concerned! My dear wife, who sees good in everyone! Come along now.” He took her arm with deceptive gentleness. He was actually forcing her along. “Helena. Don’t cry. Hm? Hm? Don’t, now. Just wish her luck and, er, say a prayer. Shall we? Come along now.”


“All right, Jonathan.”


“I daresay that old matron’s met her match! I’m not sure your sister will be very appreciative of the kind of shipboard supervision she has in mind! What did she keep calling her?”


“Mrs something. Mrs Packham. Jonathan?”


“Yes, my dear?”


“You don’t suppose Sarah has been secretly married and is keeping it hidden from us?”


Jonathan laughed. “Sarah! Well! Nothing would surprise me.” He looked at Helena’s face. “No, of course she hasn’t. Why should she? Neither of us would stand in the way of any choice she made; and any choice she would make would be an excellent one in any case.”


“You liked her, didn’t you?”


“I still do, Helena!” He gazed almost wistfully over the water at the Crescent Moon. He patted Helena’s hand and smiled broadly. “I still do. Very, very much.”


Helena fretted about the name Packham as the carriage took her home. Jonathan was right, of course; Sarah would not have married without telling them. That matron must deal with hundreds of unknown women every year; it was natural that she should make an occasional mistake. But Helena wished she could work out why the name Packham seemed familiar. She fretted and worried like a dog at a bone, but could find no answer. It was good, though, to have a specific thing to puzzle over; better than letting the loss of Sarah descend on her like a breaking wave that would carry her away in its cold wet depths.
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Wenbury Hill was growing fast in popularity as a place for men with thriving businesses in London to live with their families; the roads were wide and quiet, the hillside air fresh, and the journey north by railway to London Bridge took only thirty-seven minutes. Jonathan Croft’s house (which he often told Helena was hers too, an idea to which she supposed she would become accustomed, along with everything else) was tall and white and new, half-hidden from the road by young plane trees and young sycamore trees. This would be Helena’s first night alone there.


It was dark by the time the fly brought her home. After the brisk autumnal day, the evening had settled in earnest into winter. Here on the hill the air was sharp and clear, but Helena could see fog beginning sullenly to curl about the chimneys in the lower valleys of land that led to London. The stars were very bright, like sparks or slivers of steel shot skywards from the railway as the heavy wheels plunged forwards, shattering the night air. Helena sighed. Sometimes when there was little to be heard on Wenbury Hill, Jonathan spoke of silence; but he knew nothing of the real deep silences of the countryside.


But she consoled herself as she approached the house. It was her house. None of the cottages in Littledean had been fully proof against the wind. And Sarah was out tossing on the cold sea. The white of the walls was not the soft, natural whiteness of snow or chalk or milk, but the hard dazzle of new glossy paint. Even in darkness it gleamed coldly. There were steep white steps up to the black front door, with a black rail to hold on to, to protect oneself from tripping. The day Helena first came to the house, the black paint had still been wet, and her hand in its new glove had stuck to the rail. Jonathan could not have been more apologetic if the hand had been severed at the wrist. She had not minded. They were not her favourite gloves. But now she always hesitated before touching the rail.


The number of the house, number 17, was nailed to the door in bright white-gold brass, which corresponded with the doorknob and the letter-box. Maisie, the housemaid, was supposed to polish the brass and whiten the step every morning, and it was a great relief to Helena that she did in fact do so: for Maisie was a surly girl, very different from the cheerful village women who used to come in to help at home, to be dealt with, in any case, by Sarah. Maisie was strong and competent, and Helena feared that the slightest rebuke might lead to her giving in notice, and then she, Helena, would have to arrange to hire a replacement; she could not do it, she knew she could not. She did not know what to do or say; she simply had not reached the age at which such things came naturally.


Besides, Helena would like to be friendly with the servants. Maisie was nearly her age; and Helena was not so grand.


She took out her latch-key and very quietly let herself into the house. She could hang up her own coat. No one need know she was back, for there was nothing she wanted; the only thing she wanted to do was something rather silly; it was to look in the wire basket under the inside of the letter-box and see if there was a letter from Sarah.


Of course there could not be one. It was silly even to think of it. But, were she Sarah, just the sort of thing she might do would be to post a letter on her way to the docks, to have it waiting for when Helena arrived home. It would not be much of a letter; Helena understood, there was no time for that; but it might say something like: My Dear Sister, the emotions I feel are so strong that I fear I shall not be able adequately to express them when we meet. If I should appear abrupt, if I seem to make light of the poignancy of the moment, if I even give the impression that I prefer to make frivolous conversation with your husband when I could be exchanging fond words with you, I nevertheless want you to know …


There was no letter.


She went into the drawing-room. It was a long room, gleaming with new furniture. There seemed to Helena to be plenty of furniture in the house but he wanted her to order more. He enjoyed buying things, though he pretended not to. “This is really your department, my dear,” he said. He thought she knew about furnishing a house, whereas he feared his preferences fell short of what was generally regarded as good taste.


When he returned from Colchester tomorrow, he would want her to have selected some new easy chairs from a catalogue. “And make sure you choose a comfortable one for yourself, Helena,” he had said. “I’m not one of these husbands who wants a throne for himself and expects his wife to make do with a milking-stool!” It seemed very important to him that she did not think him a tyrant.


And he was not a tyrant, he was not! She could not have hoped for a kinder husband. He could be rather thoughtless, but in that matter he seemed not to be able to help himself. And she supposed all men were the same.


The drawing-room wall-paper was very rich. It was of oriental design, in orange and crimson and blue and gold with dozens of pictures that fascinated the eye by being not quite identical. In morning sunlight the blue and the crimson predominated; it could be quite cheering, leading one to ponder (as Jonathan said) on the world-wide wonder of man’s genius; but in lamplight or firelight it could look rather sinister, with gold glinting from the lanterns of figures crossing bridges, or the eyes of cats.


She heaved the big furniture catalogue on to her lap. She wondered uneasily if she ought to ring for Maisie, just to let the girl know that her mistress had returned. It was strange to feel so alone in the quiet house. But why disturb her? Helena couldn’t think of anything she wanted … except perhaps company, and you did not ask your servants for that. Ah – a creak on the floorboards outside the drawing-room – Maisie was coming anyway. Helena called, “Come in!” anticipating the knock; but no one came. She went to the door; the hall was empty. It must just be the house creaking. Did new houses creak? She rang the bell and decided to ask for a light supper when Maisie answered. Nobody came.


Jonathan said they needed more servants than just Maisie and the cook; but Helena changed the subject every time he talked of advertising.


Where was Maisie?


Resting, perhaps?


Perhaps she deserved to rest.


Drawings of easy chairs danced before Helena’s eyes. How on earth was one supposed to choose? When every manufacturer called his furniture superior, his craftsmen skilled, his prices moderate and his service personal, how could one know? One could not even necessarily believe in the unsolicited testimonials that were quoted at some length, for the advertisers could have written those themselves.


And even if they were genuine … well, they would hardly print letters of complaint, would they? Even if they did receive more of them than the other kind?


Those velvet chairs looked comfortable, but a manufacturer would not keep an artist in his employment for very long if he could not achieve that impression … would he?


Helena’s neighbours and Jonathan’s relatives might think her a little bit of a country girl still, and patronise her with their advice, but she was not to be made a fool of by pictures in a catalogue. She would visit the showrooms in person. She would do it tomorrow, and give Jonathan such a surprise when he returned.


She sat and listened to the sounds of the quiet house. She decided to go upstairs and think about furniture for her own bedroom. It now contained her parents’ old bed and a few other things from Littledean. Jonathan was too tactful to say directly that she ought to replace them; but she knew he would like her to improve the room a little, make it more like his own.


Their bedrooms were on the second floor. Then there was a steep flight of wooden stairs leading to the attic where the servants slept.


Helena hardly knew what made her start to climb them. She had never seen the servants’ rooms. She was supposed to inspect them, to make sure they were clean. But it seemed so insulting, she did not do it. Perhaps she wanted to know whether the tall narrow house was really as empty as it felt. Perhaps she wanted to hear a voice. Perhaps she wanted company … company? One did not go to one’s servants for company! Did one? Helena did not know … but she did want to be a kindly mistress.


The stairs were wooden and bare and narrow and moved under her feet. Climbing higher, she met an odd, sweetish smell. Was it flowers, sugar? Or was it slightly unpleasant, stale sweetmeats or dirt? It was all of those things, but not quite any of them. Why was she tiptoeing? The house was hers.


The stairs creaked. She heard someone moving around. She looked into the open room. It was a very small room – Helena thought the broom cupboard downstairs might be bigger. Maisie sat on a narrow bed holding a candle and a cheap hand-mirror. The upper half of her body was naked except for a chemise of greying wool, and Helena could see the cold gooseflesh on her arms as she moved the mirror and the light to a favourable position to examine her face. Maisie set down the candle, and her freed hand began to pull and prod at her skin while she peered closely into the glass.


Helena smiled. She felt old and protective. Hadn’t she looked in mirrors in just such a way when Jonathan was expected? Hunting for blemishes? Was Maisie courting, then? Helena felt like a mother to her, or an older sister: she wanted to rush forward and reassure her that when a man is in love, he does not notice imperfections so small that they must be searched for with a candle and a looking-glass.


Helena stood still, watching. Maisie put down her mirror. She reached under her bed and from a wooden box took out a smudged glass bottle. She turned it on to her fingertip and dabbed her fingertip under her arms. She looked up and saw Helena. She made a little sound like an exasperated snarl. She pulled a blanket off the bed and covered herself.


Helena said, “It’s all right, Maisie, there’s nothing wrong.”


Maisie said, “Ain’t this my place?”


Helena was frightened; servants did not speak to one like that.


The girl repeated, “Beggin’ your pardon, mum. But ain’t this my place?” The polite formula took nothing away from her hostility.


Helena said, “I rang. You didn’t come.”


“I thought you and Mr Croft was stayin’ away.”


Helena fled. Ain’t this my place? The cheek of it! The house belonged to Jonathan. As his wife, she could go where she pleased.


Half way to sleep, she realised the maid had been lying; if she had not expected her mistress or master home, why had she lit the fire? But Helena decided to say nothing. If the servants didn’t respect her, it was probably her own fault.


Helena slept badly in her old bed. It was a low, creaky, wooden bed with one of its knobs lost on the road from Littledean; but soft and comforting in the tall narrow room. When Jonathan wanted to be with her, she preferred to go to his room; she didn’t want him disapproving of her old furniture; and she would be ashamed to be with him in the bed where her mother had been with her father.


She needed to get up several times in the night. In between, she dreamed three dreams. In the first she was a child, running up Little Beacon with a huge pail of milk that wasn’t even heavy. In the second, she was being pursued down a long flight of stairs by a mahogany wardrobe with claws and Jonathan’s face. Even in the dream she saw the absurdity of this and laughed at it … but it was real enough, with the stairs becoming narrower and the air more stifling until she emerged into the third dream where she was all alone on a wide, hot plain, and kept saying, “Ain’t this my place? Ain’t this my place?” Those were Maisie’s words; but she felt sure, when she finally awoke into a cold morning streaming with rain, that she had been Sarah in that dream.


There were peacocks on the tiles on the walls of the water-closet. They amused Helena. It was a thoroughly elegant room, considering its function, and she had never seen anything like it. The peacocks had supercilious expressions on their faces, and she wondered why Jonathan had chosen them.


She smiled wanly to herself about this as she sat alone at breakfast, sipping weak tea; she seemed to have spent rather a long time contemplating the peacocks last night, when she wasn’t having extraordinary dreams. She felt her brow: it was rather hot. The more she thought about it, the more she realised that she was not well.


Should she send for the doctor? But it was hard to identify what was wrong – impossible to put it into words. And she had a feeling she would not like to answer the questions he would put to her, knowing she was a newly married lady.


Probably it would put itself to rights … if there was anything that needed putting to rights. Perhaps her symptoms, far from indicating something wrong, showed that things were happening very much as they should.


She shivered at the thought and listened to the beat of the rain.


Was it possible, so soon? They had only been married a month. And the thing that they did as husband and wife (it must have a name, she supposed, a name different from the farmyard terms she could recall) … that thing had occurred with such difficulty and awkwardness that she could not believe it had had its naturally destined effect.


It was too soon, she was too young. She was not yet eighteen. She knew village girls who had had babies at sixteen or less, but they had their mothers with them, they had their sisters. She had known what marriage would mean; she had secretly looked forward to sleeping all night cuddled close to Jonathan’s strong arms. She had not been ready for the shock of the different ways he treated her: how she seemed to him to be different people, child bride or fine lady in the daytime, for whom nothing was too much trouble; but at night, hardly a person at all, only a fierce, dark duty from which he turned in sadness when he had done what he could not help.


They had never slept all night, cuddled together. He escorted her courteously back to her parents’ bed, his head turned away.


Perhaps it was her fault.


She ought to be more sensitive to his feelings. Wasn’t he always telling her how beautiful she was? He was a vain man, and older than she; perhaps he thought her reluctance meant she did not think him good looking, and if he thought that he would be very mortified. And he would be wrong; it was the other way round; it was the very sense of reluctance and compulsion warring in him that scared her.


She visited the kitchen to hear Mrs Lyons tell her what they would eat that evening; she asked Maisie if she would be so kind as to clean the bedrooms. Maisie bobbed pertly; Helena understood that there was an agreement that if there was no mention of last night’s rudeness, there would be no repetition of it.


She remembered she had intended to visit the furniture showrooms today, and choose chairs; but perhaps it would be wiser to wait and choose with Jonathan. It was raining, the streets would be unspeakable; and she, was not well.


Upstairs, Maisie was thumping about busily; maybe Helena could spend the morning writing an advertisement for another maid. She wished she had asked the girl to do her room before Jonathan’s; she might want to rest this afternoon.


She decided to clean some brass. Helena liked cleaning brass; she liked the way it rewarded her with a silver-red gleam when it was done. And Jonathan did not like her to do it, so here was the perfect opportunity. Not the front-door fittings; they were Maisie’s job; but she spread a covering on the floor in the drawing-room and went quietly about the house collecting everything made of brass.


Soon, tired from the work and with a dragging pain low in her back, she went upstairs. Maisie had finished Jonathan’s room and was brushing down the mattress in Helena’s. She supposed it would do no harm if she lay on Jonathan’s bed for a while?


Why was she so tired? Jonathan had said, “You won’t have to do anything, anything at all. Just amuse yourself.” Sarah had curled her lip at this. One of the reasons why Sarah had hated giving up the farm was that there was “nothing to do; just things around the house.” Helena had meant to do things around Jonathan’s house regardless; it was her house too; but Maisie was so competent and everything was so bright and new … there were probably jobs she ought to do to prevent them deteriorating, but she didn’t know what they might be and she didn’t like to ask.


Jonathan’s room was very blue: blue walls, blue curtains, blue ceiling. She imagined being under water. She remembered stories Mother had told, of mortal women who married mermen and went to live in the sea. Mother told such stories, beside the big crackling fire in the farmhouse kitchen. Sometimes there was fibre and dust in the air from the spinning wheels, and the fire spat.


The huge curtained bed could be a wreck, and she a great female fish. To his own mother’s amusement, Jonathan kept a frayed brown shawl from his childhood. It looked like a piece of seaweed.


No wonder Jonathan treated her as a child!


Rain lashed the window panes. Even the neat street outside seemed to be under water. Through the beat of the rain she could hear the soft clopping of tradesmen’s horses, or callers at other houses in the street.


How easy it would be to pop next door, where the kindly Mrs Lindsay had vowed always to be glad to receive her; and whisper delicately that she feared something was wrong, something hard to mention … and have Mrs Lindsay smile and know what it was (since it was so normal) and find a way of speaking of it that acknowledged its discomfort but made light of it without being unkind: “Trouble in the water pipes, eh?” – yes, that was how she would put it in that jolly Scotch way of hers, and then they might even have a secret laugh together about the cruder words they might once have used, for Mrs Lindsay had been a country-woman too, thirty years ago.


She would go … in half an hour, perhaps. Meanwhile she lay still.


She heard Maisie finish in the room next door and stamp downstairs to her lunch. Still Helena did not move.


She stared at Jonathan’s bare fireplace. She was cold but would not get under the covers. The fireplace was made of marble, with pictures from the story of Achilles. Mother used to like Greek myths, and read from a big heavy book. Achilles’ mother feared he would grow up to be killed in a war, so she disguised him as a girl and hid him in a palace. Jonathan’s pictures showed him revealing himself by choosing a sword in preference to jewels when merchants came to call. He was taken away for a soldier and in due course his mother’s gloomy prediction was fulfilled. Helena supposed that it was Jonathan’s being a military supplier that made him like the story so much.


The fireplace was only one of the room’s glories. The royal blue carpet caressed and swallowed up the feet, and on two of the walls there were guns and swords and pictures of wars and cricket matches.


The wall by the bed was different. It had been cunningly made to allow a variety of little alcoves, shelves, niches and nooks; it was rather cosy after the guns and swords, because these were the places where he kept his souvenirs. Was there ever such a man for collecting souvenirs? Ornaments, buttons, postcards, pictures, snuff boxes, even toys; and feathers, stones and shells. There were some oyster shells that smelled rather strongly if you went close to them; but he would not have them washed. “It’s good to smell the sea,” he said; but Helena had never smelt the sea like that.


It was strange that Jonathan should sometimes be so fatherly; for seeing all these toys and collections she felt like nothing so much as a mother to him, a mother with a son whose trouser-pockets were full of dead insects and birds’ eggs.


She yawned. He would not be home till the evening. She could stay here. But there was no point in ignoring that irritating sensation. Down she must go to the peacocks again! What a funny thing this was! How Sarah would laugh! How Jonathan would laugh if she couldn’t sit still through dinner!


At last the sensation eased; and she slept.


She must have slept. She awoke in darkness on the cold blue counterpane. She reached out and she could touch the darkness; she rolled over to the other side of the bed where a lamp was burning.


Jonathan was padding round the bed like a bear in his shirt-sleeves and his trousers and his stockinged feet, pulling the golden tassels at the bed’s corners till the unbound curtains fell loose like unpinned hair. She sat up.


“Jonathan, what are you doing?”


“There’s a fine welcome!” His broad face smiled with pleasure at seeing her; but he looked a little disappointed too, thwarted in surprising her. She moved to the edge of the bed. “No, stay there,” he said, “you look like the sleeping beauty, and besides …” The fourth curtain closed and she felt trapped in a box. She heard a rustling sound; was he changing his clothes? Her heart beat so fast she felt sick.


Light returned and the curtain opened.


“There!” he said.


In the middle of the room, draped across a chair, was a fine gown, black, trimmed with scarlet lace.


She stared. “Thank you, Jonathan. I shall … wear it next time we have company.”


He threw back his head and laughed. He shook with laughter. He stopped when he saw her face and squeezed her hands. “You dear thing! It is a nightgown!”


“Oh,” she said, “is it? I did not know.”


“No,” he said, “you did not know.”


“Thank you, Jonathan. I was not expecting any presents.”


“No, no! Of course not!” He embraced her and she was glad of the reassurance of his return but she wished he would put his jacket back on. It was a rather wasteful nightgown and would not suit her colouring, but it was kind of him. It’s the kind thought, not the gift, Mother used to say. He was still laughing at her. “Of course not! And if I hadn’t given it to you, not for one moment would you have pestered me with ‘What have you brought me from Colchester, Jonathan?’ It would never have crossed your mind, would it, to think, ‘here’s a fine husband I’ve found myself! Leaves me all alone and doesn’t even think to bring a –’ ” he was mimicking her voice. And he pinched her cheek with two fingers, quite hard. She felt the place burn.


“I hope I am not ungrateful,” she said.


“Now, now! Don’t pout! Silly girl! You bring out the playfulness in me and until I discover your real faults – so far you appear to have none – I shall have to tease you for imaginary ones. Now. Tell me what you have been doing.”


She said stiffly, “Am I to account for myself?”


Again he laughed. “Certainly not! You will have an easier time of it hunting out my faults than I have with yours, but tyranny will never be among them … even if your formidable protectrix has abandoned you to my mercy.” His tone changed. “No, no, Helena.” He sounded hurt. She had not meant to hurt him. “You need never account to me for anything.” Anxious lines creased his face. “But Helena, this is the way married people talk to each other! They are separated for some reason and when they come together again they say, ‘What have you been doing?’ The husband says it and the wife tells him – excluding anything if she wishes, it is no matter, it is just conversation – and then she asks him the same question.” He took a deep breath and rubbed his hands together. “Would you like to put it on now, Helena? For me to see?”


“Jonathan! We have not had dinner!”


“No,” he agreed. “We have not had dinner.” She hurried downstairs, and soon he followed.


After dinner he asked again if she would put it on. She opened her mouth to protest that she was not well, but she realised she would have to wear it sooner or later if she was not to seem ungrateful. She put it on in her own room, then went to him.


“With you in it,” he said, “the nightgown is even more beautiful than before.”


“You mean the other way round?” she said shyly.


“What, Helena?”


“I mean, isn’t it a more usual compliment to say a dress makes a woman more beautiful, rather than –” she stopped, confused. He was laughing at her again.


“Why should I pay you compliments that are usual? And Helena, you seem to know more than I do about the usual forms of address to a lady in a nightgown!”


She pushed him away. “Don’t say that.”


“It was only a joke.”


“I don’t like your jokes.”


“Or me. You don’t like me very much yet, do you, Helena?”


“I do.”


“Come along, then. Come and show me.”


What could she say? He had trapped her nicely. She had thought she was growing accustomed to this, but this time was worse than before. The bed rocked with the force of him and the nightgown scratched her skin. She felt outraged. He seemed to be simply spiteful. If he could not be gentle, where at least was his dignity, Jonathan Croft of Croft & Co., who dined with the colonels at Colchester barracks? Had he gone mad? Had some rapid illness struck him while he was away? Or had he always wanted to be like this, waiting for the first month of marriage to pass before revealing himself, bringing her a beautiful nightgown to console her for what he would make her endure while she wore it? He was big and heavy and wet, his movements were out of control, she could almost have pitied him, how dreadful to suffer such a need … She found a way to move that lessened his weight, felt better. Felt much better. Or worse: strange, terrifying edges of sensation like licking flames. Like nothing. No, not like nothing, like something she would not think about, like dreams, like childish games, silly childish habits, games with Sarah that the governess caught them playing and said she would beat them like hearth rugs if she ever, if they ever …


“Helena.” Jonathan was still. “Forgive me. I forgot myself.”


“You forget me,” she sobbed.


“Helena, sometimes a man … don’t go.”


“I am not well.”


As she opened the door, he said, “Don’t wear that thing again. Just wear your own things.”


“You gave it to me!”


“I know. I should have known …” he started to get out of bed and come towards her.


“I am not well!” She fled from him to her own bed. He did not follow, but she felt his remorse through the wall.


Forgive him? She might as well. No doubt it would be repeated. No doubt she would get used to it, though she could not imagine that now.


She wanted to sleep but she could not; her nerves were writhing like caterpillars and the rain pouring down the dark outsides of the windows seemed to call to all the fluids of her body to follow in floods, draining her like chalk. She wondered if she was really ill or only nervous.


Time after time she must get out of bed and pad along to the water-closet, half crying with exasperation and pain, half laughing at the absurdity …


She wished she knew what this strange ailment was. She wished it would go away.
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Two weeks later, Helena Croft received an unexpected letter.


She was glad not to have troubled a doctor with the little difficulty that had by now almost vanished. She would hate to speak of it. Her fear and hope that she might be expecting a child had proved unfounded. Jonathan and she had a silent agreement not to refer in the daytime to what passed between them at night; and even that was becoming less frequent and, through familiarity, more acceptable. The red and black nightgown was neither worn again nor mentioned. Helena put it in a box at the back of her wardrobe, wrapped up in tissue paper. Perhaps it would be more suitable when she was older.


As if exacting a debt, her body slept late in the mornings.


She was dimly aware of Janet, the lady’s maid Jonathan had employed for her as a surprise, bringing in a jug of water; but she signalled to the girl (who reminded her a little of Sarah, being tall and jovial) to set it down and be gone. She slept on until ten, then rose and dressed herself. She did not ring. As if she needed someone to dress her! She put on a plain green morning dress, then decided it looked rather vulgar with her pallor. She changed to the yellow, which she had once thought sickly but now suited her.


The dining-room was deserted. Jonathan had gone to his shop. Her own plate and cup awaited her, and a rack of cold toast. There was a sugary smear on the tablecloth where somebody had spilt marmalade and scraped it off with a knife. The marmalade jars were arranged neatly in their silver holders as Jonathan liked them to be. And there was a letter by her plate. She recognised the handwriting at once and turned the letter over and over in her hands.


“Should I bring fresh tea, Mrs Croft, or coffee?”


“Oh – tea.” She felt the pot. “I don’t need any more.”


Maisie fussed around. Helena kept her letter and her hands in her lap. She sipped the tea; it was tepid. She spread a little butter on a bit of toast.


“There’s fresh toast makin’, Mrs Croft.”


“Oh goodness – this is perfectly all right. That will be all, Maisie.” That will be all. That was what you said. It was politer than leave me in peace. But she decided to postpone reading the letter until after breakfast. She would find a little place for herself before attending to the morning’s tasks.


Back came Maisie, opening the dining-room door with a thump and looking like thunder, all a-bristle with brushes and brooms and pots of polish.


“Good gracious, Maisie, wait until I have finished my breakfast, please!” Helena cried.


Slowly and deliberately, Maisie set down her cleaning tools. “Beggin’ your pardon, Mrs Croft, mum. But Mr Croft said I was to give the dinin’ room a thorough clean out and later on I’ve got to …” She recited a long list of tasks that Jonathan had apparently assigned to her, accompanied by an explanation of why they had to be done in a particular order, all leading up to the moral that there was no alternative to her doing the dining-room now. Maisie’s shrewd eyes were eloquent: Mrs Croft was causing her considerable inconvenience by eating breakfast so late. Helena bit slowly on her toast and resented Jonathan; how like him, if he was dissatisfied with the way the household was managed, to go over her head to the servants, as if he and the servants were the only adults in the place!


She stood up. “You had better do as Mr Croft said.”


“Thank you, mum. And Mrs Croft –”


“Yes?”


“Beggin’ your pardon, but Mrs Lyons says can she come and talk to you or can you go and talk to her, whichever is convenient, about tonight.”


“Tonight?”


Maisie turned her back and swept plates, vases and ornaments to the end of the sideboard and began to polish. “I understood Mr Croft to say you ’ad company coming.”


“Oh yes,” she said. “Yes, of course. He – er – mentioned it last week.”


“Only told Mrs Lyons this morning. She’s in a proper state.”


“All right, Maisie. That will be all.” That will be all. That was what you said.


“You mean I’m not to clean?”


“Clean, of course. I shall go to the kitchen.”


Half way down the stairs she thought she had left her letter behind. But she felt it in her pocket, flat and hard against her leg.


Mrs Lyons wasn’t in a state at all.


“I’m terribly sorry for all the rush, Mrs Lyons.”


“Bless you, Mrs Croft, it’s no bother. Just the one gentleman coming, is it? But I like to have things specially nice when there’s company.”


“It’s always nice, Mrs Lyons. Will that be all?”


“If you’ll just run your eyes over this …”


Helena read the bill of fare in Mrs Lyons’ neat round handwriting: vermicelli soup, rump steak, roast mutton, pastries and custards. Jonathan’s guest was obviously expected to have a good appetite. Really it was too bad of Jonathan: to invite people without consulting her. Perhaps news of the man’s coming had only arrived in today’s post, but still, didn’t he know that she wanted to be a good wife and arrange these things herself?


Suddenly the house seemed to spring to grotesque, decaying life: the furniture and fittings that had gleamed with such newness revealed dust and smears and threatened her with disgrace. Jonathan was right; the whole house must be scrubbed from top to bottom, all the rooms, for what if Jonathan wanted to show off his residence? She must swallow her pride and work alongside Maisie; she must summon Janet and put her to cleaning too. And what would she wear? Was black silk correct for a small dinner? Janet would know. Was that why Jonathan had employed Janet – because he feared his wife needed advice on dressing? Still – time enough to worry about that. It was nearly eleven o’clock. “Don’t worry, I’ll do the brass, Maisie!” she sang out. And while she supposed Maisie ought still to be feeling grateful for this relief she started lifting up the edges of carpets to check that there were no piles of dust …


Perhaps before doing this she ought to have decided what response to make if her suspicions were fulfilled; for there were the flattened dunes of dust. She left them.


Once or twice she sat back on her heels from the cleaning and reached in her pocket for her letter. But she was always disturbed.


The guest was a man from the War Office who wanted to talk about some business with Jonathan. Jonathan was not at his ease: he seemed to want to show his appreciation of Helena for having arranged a good dinner and for looking so elegant in her black silk, but the man would have none of it. “Hm, yes, very nice, Mrs Croft,” he said gruffly a few times, then returned to talk of uniforms and equipment.


“My wife is very concerned that the soldiers should be warm enough,” Jonathan said once, referring to a conversation they had had and trying to bring her into the party, but only succeeding in making her feel silly and old-maidish “and it does not do to ignore the opinions of the ladies.”


“Indeed not! Indeed not!” said the man from the War Office gallantly, his mouth full. “ ‘Wrap up warmly!’ my mother used to say.” And then, as if that was enough frivolity, he moved on to mention his concern that British soldiers in red and blue were proving to be rather easy targets in the Crimea. Jonathan nearly choked in his eagerness to offer Croft & Co.’s services in providing uniforms in the brownish colours that so frustrated the army in India trying to aim at the Afghans in the sandy landscapes; the man from the War Office was not sure. Were the soldiers of the Queen to imitate blackies, to scuttle about and hide under rocks like locusts in the desert?


Helena was so near to sleeping at the table that Jonathan had to clear his throat three times before she realised he was indicating that she should withdraw.


Dearest Helena,


How surprised you will be to have word from me so soon! And if I know anything of your darling imagination, you will have devised any number of ingenious disasters to have befallen me and made this communication possible! You will have postponed unsealing the envelope for a day or more in order to enjoy fretting to the full; but you will at last have realised that I cannot be drowned, nor cast away in an open boat, nor even marooned on a desert island, unless it be one with a convenient postal service to Wenbury Hill, Kent!


Sarah’s mocking voice echoed softly in the long drawing-room where Helena sat alone, firelight flickering on the gold lanterns in the wallpaper. Where are you, Sarah? Oh, where are you?


… somewhere off the coast of Portugal and tossing like a cork; it has been a tempestuous night and I and most of my fellow passengers have been wretchedly indisposed. But now, like a reward for suffering bravely borne, calmer weather is promised; and a ship has been sighted, homeward bound …


You plan to transfer yourself to that ship! You have already done so – you are in England, now as I read this!


… she will be alongside us in an hour; and if the wind has dropped it may be possible to exchange letters, etc.; so I write feverishly to tell you I am alive and as well as might be expected, and recount my adventures hitherto; and trust you will forgive any shortcomings in my letter, having regard to the circumstances.


Helena, I beg you to be honest with me always! Otherwise, how will we remain alive to each other as sisters in all the years we are to be separated? I mean to tell you everything, however it may reflect on me, and I begin by confessing that my first reaction on hearing that we were to have contact with the approaching vessel was to rush to my berth and pack my box, for I thought that if messages could be exchanged, people might too; I was homesick, you see, and never so aware that I was taking voluntarily a step that has been thought suitable punishment for the basest of rogues, second only in severity to the gibbet itself! Uprooting myself from all that I knew and loved, including the best sister a girl ever bullied, casting myself on the mercy of the oceans for maybe three months, and then, that survived, facing a life of – what? Drudgery and hardship – for what else will it be, the early years of scratching a living from a difficult soil, rich and comfortable though I mean to be in my waning years (and doubtless a little tyrannical too, I am afraid to say).


There! Confession is good for the soul! It has calmed me and strengthened my resolve: I stay with my ship!


Helena sighed and petulantly bit her lip. A door opened out in the hall; she heard a gruff chop of laughter from the man from the War Office. Were they coming in? She crumpled the letter, made to throw it on the fire, waited tensely … the door closed. She smoothed out the paper. Why had she done that? Jonathan would hardly object, indeed he would be pleased to hear that Sarah was safely on her way; but he might wonder why she had not mentioned the letter.


Now – where was she?


Ah – the passage she had longed for.


I fear our parting was rather abrupt. A thousand times I have regretted it – wished I had embraced you and talked to you and consoled you – but now I console myself with the knowledge that you will have understood and known how unbearable tears would have been; and they were very near for me, I do not speak for you.


We single ladies are stowed in the stern like chests of tea. They call us the Poop Governesses. We are not in the poop and we are not all governesses … but this is a remarkable thing I have noticed about the presiding dragons of Ladies Progress: a steadfast reluctance to acknowledge my frequently-stated intention to work in no woman’s house but my own (nor any man’s either), but to be a farmer.


I confess I do not know how long you waited on the quay; I hope you did not chill yourself. I went below at once. It was all I could do; I had to be alone to compose myself.


I was neither surprised nor disappointed by my quarters. The Ladies Progress ladies had warned us about them, adding the encouraging rider that a certain discomfort now would be to our credit in the hereafter, not to mention preparing us for life in Australia.


The doorway is slightly shorter than I am, which fact is permanently recorded in a purple bump on my forehead which I have given no time to heal before renewing it at frequent intervals. I reeled from the first blow and tumbled clumsily to the floor (how easily you would have accommodated the inconvenience, Helena, in your dainty stride!), tearing the hem of my dress.


“Oh joy!” I remember thinking. “We have not left port, and already I have something to sew!” You will not have forgotten the delight I take in the needle.


It is very dim below, even when the hatch is open. It is frankly foul now, though it was clean enough, even soapy, on my first arrival. The “beds” are patches of hard floor with wooden ridges to keep us from rolling into one another when the ship pitches. Three feet above are shelves, which I at first assumed were for passengers’ belongings but in fact are more beds. What possessions we cannot fit into our bedspace are stowed in boxes in the hold, with access only allowed at certain times. Eighty berths I counted, eighty single ladies. Our great nation is indeed clearing out its cupboards!


I could laugh to think of myself, so bitter and so forlorn. But if I were speaking these words, my voice would crack.


The ship lurched and creaked; I grabbed a shelf, fought panic and scolded myself. “We are still in the river, Sarah; how on earth will you handle the Bay of Biscay?” Never one to allow a rebuke to go unanswered (as you know) I retorted that that would depend on how the Bay of Biscay handled me, and silenced my critic. Faint sounds reached me from the deck above and the flat receding shore that I refused to look at, keenly though I felt your hurt. I heard cheers, cries, prayers, the sounds of love. Will you ever forgive me for abandoning you to wave at nothing? It seemed wise to exclude you from my thoughts for the time being, and prepare myself for the company of the eighty strangers with whom I must live in far closer physical, though not, I feared, emotional, intimacy than I have enjoyed with you.


A much-read paragraph from one of our interminable Handbooks rehearsed itself in my mind: “On board ship you must expect to meet and mingle with persons who would not, perhaps, under normal circumstances, be part of your circle. Be tolerant, for God smiles on a harmonious ship – think of it as preparation for your new life in Australia where a man is valued not for what he has been but for what he can do –” All very good sense, I do not doubt it; indeed I am counting on it, hoping that having been the dreariest of young ladies will not prevent me from becoming the most enterprising of farmers – but there and then with my feet on the unsteady floor of the sleeping quarters, I had severe doubts. Eighty women in this space, being “tolerant” towards one another? Governesses, housemaids, farm-girls and some whose occupation would not, I suspect, bear investigation, scrupulous though the Ladies Progress enquiries may have been. I sent up a prayer for cleanliness and freedom from infectious diseases, this seeming to me a reasonable minimum requirement; I have always felt it best to make only minimal demands of the Almighty, for there is then less risk of disappointment. It seems I was wise; for apart from seasickness and its accompanying inconvenience, which, for all its being a horrible nuisance, at least has the advantage of being entirely foreseeable, my prayers have been answered; and I have also made a friend.


She came crashing through the doorway in those early moments, exactly as I had done. Rubbing her head and her eyes in the darkness, she uttered a profanity with such sweetness that it could have been a prayer; looked at me in a way both friendly and accusing; and declared that she knew who I was.


“Then you have the advantage of me, Miss – er –” said I, and she replied that she was Miss Jean Flanagan and I was Mrs Packham.


Ah, Helena! I wrote those words exactly as I recalled the conversation; and immediately my fingers itched to delete it. But having vowed always to tell the truth, and having commanded you to do the same, I suppose I must confess it. I have changed my name.


Helena gasped at this: she had been right, Sarah was married! Her puzzlement faded into pleasure, until she read on, and puzzlement returned.


… not in the conventional way that women do such a thing! There is no Mr Packham, that I know of! It was not done deliberately, or out of any intention to deceive; but since everybody aboard now knows me as Mrs Packham, and I am not disposed to offer them the explanation which I now owe you, I shall have to wait until I am alone again before reverting to the name to which I am more accustomed.


Before I explain (how near the ship comes! Half-a-dozen more tacks and she will be upon us! I must make haste!) – before I explain, and lest you misunderstand, let me remind you of my opinions on the institution of marriage.


I have no opinions. One might as well marvel or express disappointment at a sealed gift box before discovering what it contains. Marriage to a kind, beloved person is, I am sure, a blessing and a happiness, as our parents knew and as I pray you and Jonathan are discovering. Marriage to a brute or a fool would be sheer torture. It is obviously absurd, therefore, to ask the question “What are your opinions on the institution of marriage?” without posing a supplementary question: “Marriage to whom?”


And yet just such a question was being asked, just such a conversation being conducted at the quayside, mainly among the complacent wives, all of them praising the married state, as if the identity and character of one’s spouse were of the smallest consequence, and expressing ill-disguised pity for the single ladies on the voyage, all of whom, it was assumed, were going to Australia for the sole purpose of finding a husband and out of desperation of finding one at home.


Make no mistake: I shall happily marry the right man, English, Australian or Hottentot if he comes along, and if he asks me – I see him as rather taller than I, cleverer in some regards and stupider in others to make up; sufficiently good-looking to gladden my eye, yet with enough peculiarities to deter the frequently heard observation that the best-looking men always marry the plainest women. Until, as I say, he happens along; or if he does not; I shall happily remain Miss Weeks.


And yet I was about to explain why it is that on board ship I am known as Mrs Packham! It began as a joke – well, perhaps not entirely so. I was quite beside myself with anger at such unkindness, for it may be that some women are desperate to marry, and how cruel of people who have succeeded in doing a thing to mock those desperate to do it too! And so I said very loudly, “I am not looking for a husband.”


And Mrs Morley, who is supposed to be my friend and whose husband is supposed to be my protector, said, “That is just as well, Miss Weeks! For they like to be the ones to do the looking.”


Her words so goaded me that I could have pulled off her bonnet; or smacked her face; or even pushed her into the water – anything to make her feel as foolish and hurt as her words would have made me feel, had I been in the slightest degree troubled by my single state. Instead I decided to discomfort her. And I said, “I am not Miss Weeks; I am Mrs – er – Packham; I had reverted to my former name in the hope that I might forget. Yet your talk of the happiness of the married state only reminds me of what I have lost. Oh, poor Packham – and all to save a drowning puppy!”


The confusion of Mrs Morley, on finding herself thus silently accused of taunting a widow was well worth any inconvenience or difficulty that may come to me through thus travelling under an assumed name! For needless to say, I cannot now admit the pretence without risking utter ridicule. But I wonder if you can guess – or remember – why the name of Packham came to me? Sarah Packham: I must say, it sounds rather well.


“Little Sarah is growing to look like Constancia Packham.” Our grandmother used to say that; but I do not suppose you remember our visits to her with Mother; Grandmother died when you were three. Naturally I wanted to know who it was that I resembled, and Grandmother one day showed me her portrait. It was not a very interesting portrait. It was old and the colours had faded.


“She looks very cross,” I think I said, and Grandmother chuckled. “Determined, not cross. She was my ancestor, and so she is yours; she owned all the land in these parts –” And she told me some exciting stories about barons and dukes scheming to take it from her and she always outwitting them. I had not realised how firm a root Constancia Packham had taken in my memory until I found the name Packham on my tongue just when I needed one! It is better than having the name of a stranger!


Helena sat perplexed. The long drawing-room was chilly; the fire was dying; she wondered whether to ring for more coal. Were Jonathan and the man from the War Office going to stay talking all night? Would it be impolite if she went to bed? Sarah thought herself so superior, being those few years older! She thought Helena remembered nothing! But Helena remembered the portrait of Constancia Packham perfectly well – better, in fact, than Sarah did, for it was not old and faded at all, it was rather glorious and golden like a figure in a stained-glass window when the sun shone; and Constancia looked neither determined nor cross, she looked kind.


Helena turned back to the letter. The handwriting was racing now. Helena could sense the approach of the ship that would bring the letter home. Sea wind cleared the smell of the dying fire from the room; she heard the flap of ropes and sails.


Enough explanations! You will think me quite crazy, but there is nothing new in that! Miss Flanagan had pleased me by using my new name, but apart from that – as is often the way with new acquaintances who are soon to become firm friends – she pleased me not at all at first. She told me I must come on deck immediately, and I coolly asked on whose authority the command came. She is about my age, her clothes very shabby and covered with darning. Her pink cheeks I now see as pretty, but her eyes and manner were a good deal too knowing for my taste. She informed me that Matron was convinced I had missed the boat, and if I did not come at once and prove her wrong I would find myself without food or duties for the journey.


Naturally I should not wish to be without food, so I followed her up to the deck, grudgingly stopping her from falling when the ship dipped unexpectedly. I lowered my eyes in keeping with my decision not to look on England again, but then realised this looked apologetic, so I examined our deck. The single ladies appeared to be fenced off from the rest of the ship like cattle in a paddock: men in the bow were attempting to catch our attention with shouts and whistles but they were sternly ignored. The married couples and families in the middle deck were making each other’s acquaintance and even playing music to keep their spirits up at this poignant time, but no such levity is permitted single ladies, or even fraudulent widows! (Really I must find a way to drop this nonsense!) We must listen to Matron!


Again, you must not misunderstand me. I regard the notion of appointing a woman of very mature years to watch over any young and flighty girls on the ship as an excellent one, but I did not and do not propose to submit myself to petty tyranny, otherwise why should I be making this journey? She wore a large badge: MATRON. It has always been my opinion that those with rightful and natural authority do not need to wear symbols of it.


She was reading from a sheet of paper, and it was exciting news indeed. Each of us was to be permitted, per week, 3 lb ship’s biscuit, ½ lb beef, 1 gill lime juice – really, Helena, no woman on earth is keener on her food than I am, but to hear it thus reduced to a list of ingredients quite destroyed my appetite.


All around me, bonnets nodded and giggled. Matron finished the bill of fare with a flourish – ½ oz pepper – at which I caught Jean Flanagan’s eye and we licked our lips in ironic unison, earning a hurt glance from Matron before she proceeded to the two pillars of shipboard life for single ladies: rules and duties.


But goodness me! You will not want to hear about such matters, for I do not imagine that your life lacks rules or duties! Hopes and plans are more to the point! Jean Flanagan and I have discovered kindred souls in one another, and are determined to stay together once we reach Australia: to evade quickly the kindly-meant services of the Ladies Progress to find us respectable positions in religiously-minded households, and set off into the bush together, as soon as possible. What we lack in money and experience we shall fully make up for in courage and friendship and determination – on which inspiring note I must leave you, Helena, for the other ship is close by. Next time you recognise my handwriting on an envelope, it must mean my journey is over and I am safe on the terra firma of Sydney – many weeks, many dangers perhaps, lie ahead, but I am in good heart now that I have found a friend.


And the letter ended with an abrupt, untidy signature. Helena put it aside angrily.


Had Sarah forgotten her manners so soon on that uncivilised-sounding ship? Was there really no time for the sort of fond salutation that would be suitable at the end of such a letter? A letter between sisters who had loved each other and now were parted, perhaps for ever?


Must Sarah ridicule everyone who tried to help her – good, unfortunate Matron with her half ounce of pepper – must she make jokes about everything?


Did she think that by mocking and joking she made things less real? Did she suppose that by changing her name and then contriving that foolish explanation, she hid her disappointment in not being married, the desperation of her flight to the other end of the earth?


Did she imagine that by writing in that bluff, lip-curling style, as if they were girls together by the fire telling stories, she lessened the distance between them?


But what did Sarah care for the distance between them? Sarah had never loved Helena in any case; just tolerated her, patronised her as a sister. It was Jean Flanagan this, Jean Flanagan that.


What a distance it was!


“Jonathan, where do you think Sarah is now?”


“Not far from the equator, I suppose.”


The line that cuts the world in two, where the sun comes closest to the earth, Helena remembered from her lessons.


“Where now?”


“Near Capricorn, I daresay.”


The tropics, where the water lies still and glassy and sluggish and ships frizzle up like bacon and the people aboard parch to death, driven mad by the water all around them, and sea serpents coil and huge man-eating sharks thrust up their heads …


“Where now?”


“I calculate she docks at Sydney any day now.”


It was no relief. How safe that ship seemed, that tall, toppling ship butted by storms, that little vessel charred by the sun, how cosy and secure compared with the great empty country into which Sarah was setting off even now with nothing but her courage and good humour and a few memories of farming in Sussex to keep her alive, and no-one for company but Miss Jean Flanagan.
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The years after the war were good years for Croft & Co. Jonathan explained to Helena that England had won but it had been a close-run thing: strategies, skills, and, above all, equipment which had always been good enough for campaigns against primitive peoples in Africa and the East, had not prevailed so easily against the Russians. He was confident that the resulting army reforms would bring more business his way: “Many’s the officer walking about,” he said, “who owes his life to a Croft’s Crimean Outfit or Winter Greatcoat; all he’s got to do is say so in the right ear. I’m sorry to have to be away so often, my dear, but we shall soon be rich.”


“Are we not rich already, Jonathan?” She was weary of his boasting. It was strange how time changed a person’s endearing characteristics into annoyances.


“Of course! But you shall have everything you want!”


He met her eye and turned away. Everything she wanted … except the one thing they both wanted, and could not be bought.


One afternoon when he thought she was sleeping, she had caught him supervising two men tiptoeing up the stairs with a heavy carved crib, taking it to one of the spare rooms which he had had painted with ducks on the wall. She waited for the men to leave, then started to weep noisily. He came and sat by her. He laid his hand cautiously on her back.


“It was a good bargain! You know I can’t resist a good bargain!”


“And I suppose if you hear of a nurse who is cheap you will bring her in too and put her in the room to wait!”


“Helena! We can only be patient! It is only a matter of time!”


He knew, she supposed! Really, he was so thoughtless! He acted as if a child was something you ordered from a catalogue and had delivered; he talked as if mystified by the late arrival of the post!


He talked … but he didn’t, they didn’t talk about it. There were sentences half-begun, there were wistful moments, there were incidents like the one with the crib. But Helena usually changed the subject. Jonathan had his work; he could not be thinking about babies all the time as she was; it was best to keep his mind off the subject, for what if Jonathan began to blame her, even to regret marrying her? One heard such terrible stories of what husbands did if they were disappointed at home. And their physical unions in the dark bed were more tolerable if they were not alluded to in the daytime; it was easier to long for a warm baby to hold if she was not constantly reminded of the only means by which it could be brought about.


People said what a happy couple they were, how well suited. Helena knew people said this because Jonathan’s mother reported the conversations to her. She was a kind woman, but Helena felt her eyes probing for signs whenever she came to visit. Jonathan’s mother never waited to be invited, nor felt the slightest compunction about prowling round the house. Usually this was to the accompaniment of admiring sounds when she discovered some new improvement; and it was certainly very satisfying, the way she always noticed things. The day Helena caught her coming out of the nursery, their eyes met. Jonathan’s mother’s eyes were full of excitement and hopeful questioning. Helena’s faced showed her she was wrong. Jonathan’s mother’s expression turned to understanding and pity.


She made a rapid excuse to leave. At the door she said to Jonathan in one of her indiscreet whispers, “Maybe you shouldn’t leave Helena on her own so often.”


And to Helena she said, “Are you satisfied with your doctor? I can introduce you to such a good man.”


The good man’s questions were alarmingly explicit. He wished to know how frequently Mr and Mrs Croft partook of the marital connection. He made it sound like dinner. Helena wished she could laugh; or at least discuss the matter calmly, as she supposed some women were able to do or he would not speak to her in this way … but what if the answer she gave was thought by the doctor to be too frequent? Or not frequent enough?


Was she to carry that message back to Jonathan? Or would the doctor send a note?


She muttered that it varied.


“Is there anything else?”


“What … for instance?”


If he would say it, she need only nod.


“Anything you perhaps have difficulty in mentioning?”


“No,” she whispered. “No.”


“Are you sure, Mrs Croft? You should not allow your modesty to inhibit you.”


“My back aches.”


They were both relieved. He discussed her back-ache with her for a while. He told her she should rest every afternoon, flat on her back with no pillow and the curtains drawn.


Mrs Lindsay, Helena’s neighbour, was rather scornful of this advice. She had had all her children when she was working seventeen hours a day. She described farm labour to Helena as if Helena had never heard of it.


“My mother was like you,” Helena said sharply, “and she lost more children than ever lived.”


Mrs Lindsay’s kindness was only available on the understanding that she was never contradicted. “You,” she pointed out, “are not even carrying.”


Helena turned away.


Mrs Lindsay said softly, “But maybe you do seem a little tired.”


Mary, the pious lady’s maid who had replaced Janet, told Helena about her cousin. Five full years had passed between the cousin’s marriage and the birth of her first child. The family had been very worried. But the child, a healthy boy, had been followed by beautiful sisters at two-yearly intervals, each one of them surviving to this day, thank God; and if Mary might presume to interpret the motives of God as expressed in the workings of nature, it had always seemed to her that this was His way of preparing her cousin and preserving her strength for each child; and Mary was sure that God in His wisdom blessed a woman with children as soon as He saw that she was ready for them, and not before; and it did not do, therefore, for a woman who had not yet been blessed to question …


Helena said, “Why are you telling me this?”


“I was just … making conversation. Excuse me, Mrs Croft. Oh! Your hair is the colour of chestnuts today. So beautiful!”


“I shall thank you to mind your own business.”


It was intolerable to be pitied by an unmarried servant.


And it was no less tolerable that the one person whose pity she might accept, who might have useful advice to give on even such a matter as this, had become a servant herself. Not that Helena had committed her worries to paper on this matter. Sarah might assume, since Helena’s letters contained no mention of any happy event, that there had been none; but the gulf between them made the oceans seem narrow and it was all Helena could do in her letters to list visits and outings and touch on periods of illness, she could not bring herself to write what was in her heart. It was partly the months one waited for a reply, the time that elapsed between saying something and knowing that it was heard; partly an indefinable fear of turning thoughts to words. Helena had not actually disobeyed her sister’s injunction to tell the truth, she had not actually lied; but letters were an empty form of communication, they were no communication at all.


Sarah might cover all the pages she pleased with loud, unasked-for protests that a domestic help in Sydney was not the same as a domestic help in London, and that it was quite normal in Australia for a governess to cook and clean floors; but the fact remained that Sarah had gone bragging round the world to better herself, or at least to have adventures, and had finished up no better than this girl who combed Helena’s hair and whom Helena had just advised to mind her own business!


Jonathan meant to be kind, but she wished he wouldn’t introduce Sarah into the conversation quite so often when they had guests. It was as if he thought Sarah was the only topic on which she could speak, that would be interesting to his friends and their wives. Being a man, he didn’t hear the tone in which the wives expressed their interest.


“And where in Australia is your sister, Mrs Croft? I have a cousin at –”


“She is in … ah … Sydney.”


“So her husband is in business there?”


“My sister is unmarried.”


“Indeed? Then she has a position?”


“She is a … er … she helps a family who are in snuff. That is –”


“Sarah is a governess,” Jonathan helped


“A governess, eh?”


“Snuff, eh?”


The conversation might pass then, to snuff. There was nothing very interesting about an unmarried sister who was a governess, even if she had gone all the way to Australia to be one.


What had Sarah written in that first letter from the ship? They call us the Poop Governesses … we are not all governesses … reluctance to acknowledge my frequently-stated intention to work in no woman’s house but my own … Yet there she was, in the house of that dreadful Morley family who were supposed to be protecting her but whom she so disliked on the ship. Since her plans for farming had failed, why did she not simply come home?


Why don’t you come home, Sarah, to your family who miss you? Family? I am your only family … I wonder if you still think of me as your family or whether all your allegiance is to the Morleys; you are so free with your loyalty, Sarah, perhaps it is a shame to call that a fault, but one might have supposed Miss Flanagan’s shameful behaviour would have warned you … Perhaps when I have a child you will realise where you belong and come home and we will raise him together …


I cannot write that …


“Dearest Sarah, Last week we had the Huntingdons to dinner, they have a cousin who is sheep farming in Victoria, I wonder whether by chance you may have …” Helena paused in irritation; she did not even know the Huntingdons’ cousin’s name; she crossed out the stupid sentence and threw the paper away. Why could she not write a cheerful letter, like Sarah? For all her disappointment, for all her still having no farm, Sarah always managed to find the bright side of things to report. Even when she told of Jean Flanagan meeting a man on the ship and marrying him on the deck against the rocky backdrop of Botany Bay while the passengers buzzed with excitement at the nearness of their journey’s end and Sarah only despaired that she was alone once more … even then her cheerful tone belied her disappointment …


I begged that she would explain the rash (not to say treacherous) step she had taken, but she had nothing to say; she merely looked at me in such a way as to imply that I was jealous, and summoned her beloved, who was passing, with these words: “Daniel, please come and make the acquaintance of my friend Mrs Packham, who fears I have married you in haste and shall repent at my leisure.”


He seemed a good-natured fellow; he shambled over, shook my hand in his floppy red one, wished me well in my new life and shambled away again, playfully pinching his wife’s nose as he went. I say “playfully”, I am sure he meant no harm; but the pinch was a hard one and brought tears of pain and anger to her eyes, which wrecked the image of delicate besottedness that my poor Jean had striven to display.


Poor Jean? Her poor Jean? Helena clenched her fingers tightly round the letter. How like Sarah to pity her! Who would pity Sarah? Who would help her? Not the Morleys …


I dare say I chose the wrong moment to approach Mr Morley with my request; he was perched like a seal atop the slippery box of his wife’s clothes, struggling to close it, and, in between making the most terrifying grunting noises, enquiring of his wife whether she supposed her things had been reproducing themselves during the voyage, or whether she had merely been on a few foraging raids. She retorted that a far more likely explanation for his difficulties was that he was losing strength, at which dangerous point I noticed the heel of a boot sticking out of the end of the box. I removed it quite easily, the lid closed, and Mr Morley fell to the ground. Yes, I must admit it; it was not tactful of me to ask him there and then if he would help me to buy some land when we reached Sydney. Even when I explained that it was not financial help that I sought, only company and male authority to reduce the chances of my being swindled, his look was not friendly. And his wife chimed in with the astounding query as to why I should be wanting to purchase land in any case.


Sydney harbour was coming closer. I could see ships and boats of all sizes scuttling across the wide blue bay in the breeze, and behind them the exquisitely sweet sight of land firm enough to hold white buildings glistening in the sun, trees, churches, windmills … exquisite and sweet it was indeed, but awesome too; for I had read enough of my helpful Handbooks to know that the cities are but thin, short ribbons of safety and comfort and the great Bush yawns and lures beyond … I knew that if I allowed Mrs Morley’s absurd question to unnerve me at this moment, I should never respect myself again. So I replied thus:


“What do I want with land, Mrs Morley? What would a person want with land? Have I been talking to myself all these weeks? Why do you suppose I have come to Australia? I am not a pauper who has failed in business or a miserable girl cringing for a husband; I am the descendant of Constancia Packham, a freeborn Englishwoman with farming in her blood who wants to breathe the air of honest toil and bring civilisation to a wilderness – I want to be rich from my own labours! I want to eat the food that I have grown, I want to lie down at night dog-tired under blankets woven from the backs of my own herd!” I proceeded in this manner for some time, I fear, for I was becoming increasingly agitated and Mrs Morley was not moved. Mildly she heard me out, then observed in hurt tones that she had understood I would be remaining with the family; that she had treated me as her own daughter on that account; that the children were devoted to me (which was a great mystery to her, her tone implied) and would be deeply distressed by my going, and that in view of her condition, she must make one last appeal to my better nature. I had not been aware that she was in any condition; but her husband intervened at this point to inform me that the ship’s doctor had recently confirmed that another little Morley was on the way …


Was it Mrs Morley’s entreaty and her plight that unnerved Sarah? Helena could sense the change in the tone of the letter, though the words were as cheerful as ever. And although she still felt angry with Sarah for being where she was, she consoled herself with the bond of their shared disappointment: the sense of having failed to achieve the one thing you really wanted, the thing you had led people to expect of you; the sense of being laughed at, resented; the sense that it was your own fault when you knew that it was not; and the deep, violent hatred of anyone who would dare pity you.


Sarah’s letters were vivid. Her experience entered Helena’s mind like a memory. Sometimes it was impossible for Helena to distinguish what she had been told from the details she imagined.


The Morleys complained to the matron, and the matron tried again to jolly Sarah out of her nonsense; and then the ship docked and Matron was handing out books donated by philanthropic organisations in England to help the new governesses, and Sarah stood aloof with her hands behind her back (stamping her foot, Helena imagined, and saying “Shan’t!”) and said that what she needed was tools. An old hoe was found, and a garden fork and even a Sussex trug, and given to her as a joke which she accepted in good part, for who would set out to tame the Bush so equipped? And when she climbed at last on to dry land (wanting to kneel and kiss it), passing louts shouted abuse: “It’s Varmer George isself!” and other words which Sarah was too delicate to write but which Helena could imagine, remembering the soldiers on the quayside when Sarah left England.


Sarah sat down on a heap of rope and leaned her back against a barrel. The rope was damp and the barrel splintery, but they felt to Sarah like the most comfortable of sofas. She had thought that the first thing she would do on reaching dry land would be to run and run, but she closed her eyes. It suddenly came to her why men smoked pipes. Tobacco had never appealed to her before. Now she thought how wonderful it would be, in the warm morning air, to have a sweet taste to breathe. The ground lurched under her, Sarah was sure it did; she felt seasick as she had not done since the first weeks of the voyage; she opened her eyes in alarm; was Australia floating then? Had they omitted to tell her that it was nothing but a gigantic chunk of driftwood, not anchored to the bed of the ocean at all? But it was just her body remembering the swaying and tossing of the ship; she felt better with her eyes open.


She watched the governesses being shepherded into a big shed with a cross on it, the premises of a sister organisation to Ladies Progress.


As if I needed to travel ten thousand miles to bully children in some stuffy schoolroom! she thought.


Her luggage was in the shed, being looked after; she might collect it when she was ready; and have some food and drink and refresh herself; the matron had been kind in the face of her intransigence; no-one could force Sarah to accept a position she did not want; the services of Ladies Progress were at her disposal nonetheless.


She felt she was being humoured.


“As if I haven’t plenty of floors of my own to scrub!”


And then Sarah remembered she had none; her home had been taken from her and so had her farm; she had no home.


“Oh, but you have,” Helena breathed when she read this. “Jonathan meant it when he said you could live with us; and if he did not mean it, I can make him mean it.”


It was still quite early in the morning (Sarah tried to imagine a wintry evening at Littledean, with wet mist rolling down from Little Beacon) but she supposed she had better not sit here all day! She had come to Australia to start a new life, and there was no time like the present for beginning! She supposed she had to find the office where they sold land to migrants. And having obtained your land, how did you reach it? She supposed she should see about getting a horse. If she only had a notebook she would make a list. One. Get land. Two. Get a horse. Still she sat and gazed across the wide blue bay as boats of every size scudded back and forth with their intriguing cargoes having no regard for the collisions which seemed constantly imminent but were somehow always averted. Behind her was the tramp of feet, and voices, strange, rough male voices with coarse accents Were they speaking of her, to her? She did not listen, she just stared and stared. There was a sweet smell in the air (perhaps it was this that had put her in mind of pipe-smoking) … it came from the sun on some dark logs being unloaded onto the quay by little slant-eyed sailors gabbling instructions to each other; and far out where the harbour seemed to meet the open sea, a whaler was tacking in laboriously with a huge blood-soaked whale …


I can’t sit here for ever, Sarah thought.


The stuffy office hummed with flies. They crawled like some grotesque, living hat on the bald head of the clerk with round spectacles who was trying to hide his fear of the threatening manner of two other men arguing with him over prices, under a mask of official boredom. As Sarah hesitated in the doorway he reached with a paper to swat his head, though not with any conviction that his threat to the insects would be heeded. The flies gave a buzz of joy on spotting Sarah and swooped at her in a dark cloud.


The eyes of the men followed the insects.


Sarah waited. The thick air was full of buzzing and silence and the smell of alcohol on breath. Sarah tensed herself to counteract the failing of her heart. Her voice came out in a whisper. “I wish to buy some land.”


The office rocked. It pitched and dipped like the sea, and Sarah had thought she could escape this disconcerting after effect of the voyage by simply keeping her eyes open … were they open? It was the laughter of the men that was rocking the place great guffaws as they slapped their sides, startling the flies. The clerk wiped his face and took down a great map from the wall and spread it before her.


He diverted a giggle down his nose and a green bubble appeared.


“Make ya selection. Ma’am.”


And suddenly Sarah knew she could not; knew that if she was a fool to be here in this hostile office thinking she could buy land like a pound of potatoes and expect not to be swindled, she was twice the fool for spurning the offer of the matron and the Morleys of at least a roof over her head for the night, at least a chance to catch her breath, and, oh, three times the fool for coming to Australia at all and thinking that she could thereby escape her own folly; thinking that it was enough to be daughter of her mother and descendant of the great Constancia, enough to have been once a capable farm girl who could coax good milk from cows fed on short downland grass … she would be dead in five days in the great empty lands, the buzzing voracious flies seemed to think her dead already.
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