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Phoebe

June 1920

North Oxford

All I wanted to do was paint. That was my crime. It was frowned upon by Father and thus by the rest of the family. Painting was the opposite of everything Father valued – words. For him pictures were too simple. 

I grew up in north Oxford, in one of the new houses that were specially built when the archaic laws were changed and Dons were finally allowed to marry. Ours was a three storey semi-detached villa with a basement, typical of its kind, facing a small green area of grass and trees, which was grandly known as the park, despite it being far too small to warrant such a title. My bedroom was on the top floor along with the schoolroom and the tiny room which cook and the maid shared. From my bedroom window I could see a great horse chestnut which was easily the height of our house. I loved its bowed down branches, its buds filling and unfurling in spring, its scarlet trumpet flowers. In the autumn while my brothers competed over finding the best conker I’d watch as the leaves started falling, revealing the tree’s skeleton. My winter afternoons would be spent drawing, following the lines of its trunk as they flowed into branches which thinned till they were nothing at all. I loved seeing the lines of the tree against the thin fading winter light, a black silhouette against the setting blues of the falling night. I couldn’t understand how no one else saw what I did and how they weren’t mesmerised by its beauty. Once spring came the silhouette would be covered but it didn’t matter, I knew the tree so well that I could draw it by memory. That was when the creatures moved in.

I was seven when our new governess started. The ageless Miss Burchett, in her long pleated skirts that looked dated even to my young eyes had a different approach to our education – taking us to the Natural History Museum in the centre of Oxford. Upon our return I started drawing from memory the stuffed creatures that I’d seen and for the first time I saw rather than warm encouragement in Miss Burchett’s eyes, a genuine respect for what I was doing. My elder sister, Evie, surprised at hearing me be praised wandered over to my little desk.

“Oh. It’s only a bird.”

“It’s a splendid pelican,” Miss Burchett replied.

Evie shrugged and walked away.

After that Miss Burchett would frequently take us to the Natural History Museum and the Ashmolean, showing me the lines of the sculptures or leaving me to draw whichever creature caught my eye. I’d be left sitting on a small unfolded wooden chair while she took Evie and my youngest brother, Billy, around the museum. With the sketchbook, pencils, knife and rubber that Miss Burchett had bought for me I forgot everything around me. 

My imaginary world grew. The horse chestnut tree was soon thriving with birds and creatures that I’d seen in the Natural History Museum, populating its branches or resting under them. Everywhere there were large brightly coloured beetles, dodos, iguanas...even occasionally dinosaurs chomping away at the leaves.

I gave up showing Mother and Father my drawings for I saw the dull way they looked at them. I couldn’t answer Father’s criticism that iguanas do not nest under horse chestnut trees. Why couldn’t I be more like my sister, who despite being a girl was almost acceptable as she was a better linguist than her brothers – how could I take pride in producing such nonsense? What would be the point of it when I was married?

Evie. Four years my senior and forever in her twin brother’s shadow. Society may have put her there but Evie was determined to outshine Arthur in everything. If they’d both been brothers their need to compete with each other would have eradicated any love, yet by being brother and sister it grew into a deep, loving rivalry. Arthur would always achieve more because of his gender, but Evie was never daunted by this. There were four of us; Arthur and Evie, then me and Billy, who was a year younger than me. Out of the four of us Evie could speak any language that Father demanded over the dining room table and she excelled at cricket, but  all our parents ever saw were Arthur’s and Billy’s accomplishments.

As I grew up I became comfortable in my eclipsed state. I was and I always would be “poor old Phoebe” wheeled out at family functions and put like a potted plant in the corner, never being mentioned again. Rather than struggling with conjugated verbs at mealtimes I said nothing, leaving my siblings vying to outstrip each other, keen to win Father’s rare accolades. My world may have been in my head but I was anything but lonely. I lived in a place filled with creatures not men; I lived in a world that was anywhere but our home. 

I was sixteen when the Great War started and Miss Burchett left to drive ambulances. Father stopped talking in German in case cook or the maid said anything to anyone. Billy was nearing the end of his time at school. Whatever Arthur did Evie did too, so they both finished their teaching qualifications and signed up in 1915. Arthur went to the front line and Evie, after pronouncing that nursing was a “most un-Evie-like” occupation, used her mercurial linguistic skills in Whitehall, though she claimed the work was easy and dull compared to what the men were doing. It was only in 1917 when Mother and Father announced that as I was nineteen Father was finding me a prospective husband that I went out the next day with Billy and we enlisted our services for King and Country. I would not be married to any man who Father considered suitable. Billy joined Arthur on the front line and I travelled as far away from home as I could, volunteering to be a Land Girl in Northumbria. Mother and Father may have been quite verbose in their shock over my actions but their real concern was for Arthur and Billy. I was only lectured once whereas Billy was permanently dodging recriminating comments until he left for his military training, the three of us seeing him off at the station: my parents patriotic and afraid. 

The next day I walked to the train station by myself; no hired cab or concerned parents for me. I didn’t care. I’d volunteered to escape the entrapment of marriage and I’d chosen farming as I’d innocently thought I’d have time to paint. How wrong I was. My leisure hours in Oxford, those long empty days after Miss Burchett had gone, stretched into a dim past and my pencils lay untouched as I worked on Wall Farm more hours than I knew existed in a day. But I didn’t begrudge my lack of drawing for not only did I grow to love the land – I fell in love.

I hadn’t realised how far up north Northumberland was until my final connection led to my train pulling into Hexham station, not quite halfway between Newcastle and Carlisle. A couple of other girls also alighted from the train and we stood on the platform eying each other up. We were met by one of the farm hands and taken in the back of a cart up, out of Hexham and high along what I learnt was called the sill. It was evening and a glorious May day. The farm land didn’t roll here, it rose like a wave, tipped by the visible remains of Hadrian’s Wall. Each girl was deposited at a farm till there were two of us left. Daphne was from Nottingham and knew as much about farming as I did.

Wall Farm sat in the shadow of this primordial crest. It did not matter how many times I looked at it or whatever the weather brought, it was always breathtaking, for the sill had been ancient in Roman times. There were no other buildings, there were no other people, only the wind and birdsong. I have never experienced such an open expanse of land, of unending space, of such a closeness to nature and it made my insides sing.

The farm was large and run by the family. Mr Jenkins was not one for change; he did exactly what his father and all the previous Mr Jenkins had done when not fighting off border reivers or Vikings. He was a proud man, proud and bitter that his sons had left to fight; he couldn’t quite understand why anyone would want to leave the land that had nurtured them. Legally they could have stayed on the farm as their work was a protected occupation but they’d chosen France. So Mr Jenkins was left with Daphne and me, to “larn us the proper ways” as he’d say countless times, permanently exasperated at our complete lack of farming intuition which to him was as obvious as the rising of the sun. 

Without the pressure of Father’s disdain I learnt the intricacies of Geordie. I also realised that it was best to speak in my sharp southern accent rather than to try and talk in Geordie, for if I did Mrs Jenkins would start streaming with tears while nudging her husband and howling at my efforts. They were private people, critical of anything that was different to what they knew. We soon learnt how to layer up in the bitter winters and that the best way to keep warm was to be busy. This wasn’t difficult with two crops to sow, especially the turnips which Mr Jenkins finally agreed to after much deliberating and persuasion from the local government official. It was only when Mr Jenkins taught us how to drive the tractors that I thought we’d finally been accepted. 

I barely returned home over the following two years. Sons  and cousins would appear at Wall Farm while on leave: some working on the farm alongside us, others staying in the farmhouse, resting and occasionally appearing at mealtimes. It was Michael, their eldest son that I grew to know the best. He took after his mother’s side, square faced and friendly, dark haired and talkative. Whenever he was on leave he would always work alongside us, relieved that he had made it home once more. He was easier company than his father (though that statement would have applied to the neighbouring sheep) for he understood that there was a world outside Wall Farm.  

Michael returned when the war ended: perfect. No shell shock, unharmed and indebted to the world that he had survived. He embraced life with a passion, taking me along with it. Daphne went home and I found myself living alone in my well insulated hayloft. It wasn’t long before Michael started visiting me, though I was fearful of the consequences, and it took a while for my morals to slip away and for me to fully relinquish myself to him. For the first time in my life I was truly happy.  

In November 1919 the Government officially disbanded the Land Girls, leaving it up to the individual farmers to keep the help if they still wanted and could afford it. I sensed that my freedom was coming to an end; all I was waiting for was Michael to ask me and I would be the next Mrs Jenkins. I clung to the short, dark days for as long as I could, not wanting to return with the all the other Land Girls back to our polite little lives back indoors, back to staid sayings of a lady doesn’t do that sort of thing, back to being hundreds of miles away from Wall Farm. Christmas came and went. I was barely home before returning up north for the new year, for 1920 to begin. For Michael to ask the question.

Mr Jenkins met me at Hexham station with the news that he’d give me a month’s notice. I’d done well to be given a month; I’d presumed he’d thought it was my love of the farm that had brought me back so soon. I was distraught as he told me that my time was up and I sat, repressing my tears as we jolted along in the old buggy. He talked about the farm and I half listened, reassuring myself that Michael was waiting for me, that the proposal was imminent. How wrong I was.

Everyone’s attitude towards me had changed, I could have coped with it all if Michael had remained the same but he was the coldest of them all. It was as if a shutter had come down between me and them and I had no idea what I’d done. During my years there I’d grown in confidence but after a few days of feeling horribly awkward I pushed Sam, Michael’s youngest brother into talking about more than about the job in hand. We were clearing a clogged drainage ditch: smelly, heavy duty work: when he clammed up again and said,

“Best ask Michael.”

“That’s what I’ve been doing.”

“Then I can’t say anymore.”

“Sam – there must be something, a someone – it’s a someone isn’t it?”

“No.”

“Who is she?”

“You won’t know her.”

“So I was right. When did he meet her? I’ve barely been gone.”

“She’s come back.”

“From where?”

“Not my place to say. He’s going to murder me for having said that much.”

I dropped my long pole on the hard ground and pounded the farm until I found Michael fixing a broken hinge on a field gate. All I wanted was for him to look at me the way he used to, when he’d sweet talk me into doing whatever he wanted. The way which-

“What do you want Phoebe? You’re looking at me all funny.”

“If I can’t look at you the way I feel about you – out here where there’s nobody around – then where can I?”

“Don’t Phoebe.”

“I love you.”

There was an audible silence as Michael focused on the hinge.

“I said I-”

“I heard.”

“You’ve said it before-”

“Things were different then.”

“How?”

“They just were. Can you pass me the larg-”

“No. I can’t, Michael. All those times we’ve, well, you know. I thought you wanted to marry me.”

He stopped fiddling with the hinge and for the first time looked at me properly.

“Hell Phoebe – just let it be.”

“I can’t. I’ve given you the one thing I can’t give to anyone else and you – why are you laughing?”

“Because you should hear yourself. You threw yourself at me. What’s a man to do when there’s a girl making eyes at him the way you did. It’s not my fault.”

“I thought you wanted to.”

“I did but I never wanted to marry you and I’ve never said I would.”

“You don’t love me?”

He looked away.

“Then why did you say that you did?” I continued.

“Jesus Christ. If you were pretending to be all innocent you couldn’t do a better job of it.”

“Of what? You said you wanted me and you had me.”

“Phoebe. Don’t you never get any urges?”

“Of course I do. But I get them because I’m with you, because I love you.” 

“Well I had them because I’m a man. And sometimes men – and women for that matter – get those urges but it don’t mean they love the person. They just want to have some fun. A bit of a release.”

“But you said you loved me.”

“Yes, well...Sometimes men say things which they don’t necessarily mean.”

“Meaning you lied?”

“Yes.”

“Didn’t you enjoy yourself with me?”

“Phoebe – this is – yes. I did. But that doesn’t mean that I’m going to marry you. There’s more to marriage than that.”

“I agree. And I’d do whatever you want. I’ve seen how Mother always pleases Father and never complains and-”

“God give me strength. Phoebe. I don’t love you. I’ve never loved you. It doesn’t matter what you offer me, nor how much I enjoyed myself with you – I don’t want to marry you.”

“Is it because I’m from Oxford?”

“No. It’s because I’m engaged to Nellie Leah.”

“Who?”

“Gordon Blenkinsop’s niece.”

“Brook Farm?” I said pointing west, it was a neighbouring farm. “I’ve never seen or even heard of anyone but old-”

“She’d left by the time you came. She went to live in Morpeth, her nan was sick and she was helping her family. She used to live over the way.”

“Well you obviously don’t love her or you’d wouldn’t have been with me.”

“I proposed to her the day I went to the recruiting office.”

“How can you love her when you’ve been with me?”

“I’m a man who hasn’t been with anyone for many years. You can’t blame me for spilling a few wild oats.”

“How vulgar.”

“How precious of you. But that’s your way Phoebe-”

“She doesn’t know about me does she?”

“And she’s not going to.” 

I looked at the man I still loved; he was everything I wanted and I despised him. Everyone knew what had been happening and that he’d been using me and none of them had said a word.  

“That’s why your Father said I had to leave isn’t it?”

“Yes. I’ve been getting a right earful about making a fuss about you.”

“Fuss? Why didn’t anyone say anything?”

“He has. He said it weren’t right to have both of you around.”

“On that I agree!”

Everything smarted in me. To have been jilted by him was bad enough but all of last year was turning sour before me. All those comments that had been made, those knowing looks which I’d thought were acceptance of me but all they were doing was biding their time until Nellie Leah returned, until I’d be sent off home. I had never been valued here or at home but here hurt so much more. I was used to not being respected at home.  

The wind was picking up and chasing the clouds over the sill, their large dark shapes throwing mile long shadows. I turned away and walked blindly back over the half formed crop, not caring where I stood. The ground rose with the sill while the bitter wind whipped my tears across my cheeks. All I wanted to do was leave, pack my bags and go, though the thought of home did little to cheer me.

I left the next morning. 

It was an empty underwhelming return. Claiming I was unwell I retreated to bed inspecting my heart and trying to block out my stupidity. It wasn’t until I had to finally accept what I really didn’t want to – that I was expecting – that I realised I was being punished.
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Phoebe

I hid, burrowing away from the truth, away from the rest of the world. I expected to lose myself but my pencils and brushes remained untouched. My birds and iguana lay asleep within me. Instead I was ruled by the fear of discovery, by the need to get rid of what was happening to my body. 

Evie had already returned from Whitehall. She’d shared my room since I was four and so I had to conceal my state from her – the tiredness, the nausea and my attempts at trying to remove the problem. Mother and Father would only accept marriage and even then it would have to be to the “correct gentleman”. There was no option of telling them my state; if I did I would have to leave. However I was due in the autumn and as the months trickled by I became more and more desperate. How to remove the problem? I cycled, drank tonics and had scorching hot baths, took up as much vigorous exercise as I could but my abdomen kept on swelling and my sketchbook remained blank. I let my dresses out, embracing the fashion for dropped hemlines and a shapeless figure, though they were to make girls look boyish, rather than to hide my rounding face and figure.

And then Arthur died.

It was a moment that shook me out of my world. 

It was a moment that made me realise the fragility of our existences. 

And it changed everything.

The Great War had finished almost eighteen months ago. It was Billy who’d ended up in a sanatorium having lost both his legs the first time he’d gone over the top. Meanwhile Arthur had led wave after wave and survived every attack unharmed. His war record was so strong that at his request, he’d been allowed to remain in the Army. He’d been one of the lucky few. So lucky that recently he’d contracted dysentery along with the rest of his barracks. A week later we received a telegram informing us that Arthur was dead.  

The burial was hard but the wake was worse. Evie was unusually quiet throughout the day and I sat through it all ridden with guilt. Filled with a hollow feeling as I grappled with understanding that that I really was at my brother’s funeral, guilt humming through me like a live wire; someone would look at me and see the truth of my situation. Rather than focus on Arthur all could think about was how I presented myself. I was determined not to give anything away.

The wake was held at home and the house was full of whispering well-wishers: the drawing room overflowing with condolences. Mother retreated to her bedroom and Great Aunt Florence held court, her attention first turning to Evie.

“It might be acceptable in your time, but if I had been your age and a spinster my parents would have expired of shame.”

As always Evie looked impeccable. It was as if she’d dressed for a role in a film rather than her brother’s funeral, then again, that was Evie’s style: thick dark eye shadow accentuating her dark eyes and short black bobbed hair. Unlike me she was tall and slender, perfect in a black dress, not a stitch wrongly placed. “I’m only twenty six-” she started.

“And still at home unmarried!”

“I did my bit during the war. If the men hadn’t taken all the jobs when they came back I’d still be at the Translation Bureau.”

“It’s not exactly ladylike to be prancing around Whitehall, you weren’t involved in a lady’s profession.”

“The Translation Bureau was run by women. We’re just as proficient as men.”

“A woman’s place is-”

“Yes, yes. Well it isn’t anymore.” Evie rose and walked over to Billy who was sitting in an armchair by the unlit fireplace.

“Was Arthur stepping out?” continued Great Aunt Florence. “I didn’t see any particular girl at the service.”

“That’s because there was no one.”

“I’m surprised. I would have thought he’d have had someone. Billy? Was Arthur seeing someone?”

“If Evie says Arthur wasn’t, then he wasn’t,” said Billy. He wasn’t as dark as Evie and Arthur, he was a dull blond like me. Evie and Arthur shared the same slightly angular face whereas Billy and I were far rounder. Years in the wheelchair had made his upper body strong and he only ever asked for help when he absolutely needed it.

The room was full of relatives spilling out into the hallway. Every surface was covered with tea cups and side plates. It was hot and uncomfortable. I didn’t want any attention drawn to me in any way. All I needed was to get through today. Tomorrow still needed to be dealt with but all those eyes...I stretched my back again, my girdle uncomfortably straining over my abdomen. I was sitting as straight as possible making sure that my dress hung off me as loosely as it possibly could. 

Determined to be fair Great Aunt Florence started interrogating me. “Haven’t the Land Girls been disbanded?”

“Yes. I’ve been home the last five months, since the end of January. The farm where I was working didn’t need me anymore. Most of the girls went sent home when we were disbanded back in November but I stayed on a bit longer.”

“I can’t think why. Being on the land is most definitely man’s work. I may not approve of your sister’s choice of war work, but it was considerably more dignified than farming. Why didn’t you do the same as her? Or aren’t you as good as your sister? Surely you are, considering your Father. You would have thought the War Office would have welcomed a multilingual Don’s daughter.”

“Evie’s by far the fairer linguist.” I replied; it grated to say it. “I volunteered to be part of the Land Army and I enjoyed it.” 

“We were at war, we all did our bit,” said Billy.

“Well you certainly did more than your fair share,” said Great Aunt Florence tactlessly nodding at Billy’s folded trouser legs. “But why farming? All that mud and being outdoors. Most unhealthy.”

“It was invaluable work,” I replied softly. “It was an arable farm, every single field made a difference. Each crop was vital.”

“It was in the north.”

“Yes, Northumberland – it was beautiful.” I tried not to think of Wall Farm. “It was quite literally in the middle of nowhere.”

“My point exactly. I’m surprised it’s warm enough up there to grow anything.”

“Our yields were excellent.”

Great Aunt Florence fixed me with a hard stare. “Yields? You’re a lady. You shouldn’t even know the word.”

“Maybe you could go and check on Mother,” said Billy helpfully. 

It was a welcome suggestion. I smiled at Billy and Father muttered something in Latin about that being a sensible idea. I squeezed through the relatives into the hallway and up the forlorn stairs. Three floors of drawn curtains and everything draped in black; the house shared our mourning. 

Mother’s room was on the first floor landing on the right. In her heart Mother was still a true-blue Victorian: she opposed women’s suffrage and complied with everything Father said and did. Already fluent in French, she’d learnt German and Italian so she could take Father’s dictations. She made visits, sorted his papers and lived her entire life for Father: hardly surprisingly it was an easy marriage. Father was totally unaware of his pedestal.

This was the first time Mother had ever shied away from her duty as the Angel in the House. She’d quit her room for the funeral service, holding onto Father’s arm like a walking statue behind the coffin, sobbing silently under her thick veil while she attempted to say goodbye. We’d returned home and she’d fled to her room. The three of us hadn’t said it but we all knew that Arthur had been her favourite. He was the one who always made Mother smile, the one she consulted if she was unsure of anything when Father was not present. Like so many women before her, Mother couldn’t see that she’d been brought up to believe that men were the superior gender. A man’s opinion mattered, a woman’s opinion did not. If Evie made a suggestion it would be ignored, if Arthur voiced it, it was fact. Something which Arthur’s good nature was painfully aware of. A man knew things by the very nature of him being a man.  

I knocked lightly on Mother’s door. No reply. I gently opened the door. She was lying on her back in her mourning dress, her eyes a little too tightly shut. I suspected she’d quickly closed them as soon as I’d opened the door.

“Mother, can I fetch you anything?”

No reply.

She didn’t want me. She didn’t want any of us. I suspected not even Father. All she wanted was Arthur.

Keen not to return downstairs I walked across the wooden landing and went up the next flight of stairs to my bedroom. I flopped down onto my bed, unbuttoned my dress and undid my girdle. Finally I could breathe...Lying back I let the distant sounds from downstairs dissipate, pretending that everyone had already gone...I would visit Arthur’s grave by myself over the next few days.

“Are you alright Phoebe?” Evie was standing in the bedroom doorway.

“Yes.” I didn’t mean to jump. The voices from the wake downstairs came through the open bedroom doorway.

“How’s Mother?” she asked.

“She didn’t want anything and I really couldn’t face any more of Great Aunt Florence.”

“Me neither. I’ve left Billy to it.”

“He won’t mind.”

“Are you sure you’re alright?” Evie came in, shutting the door behind her and sat on her bed kicking off her pretty shoes. “I’ve been crying dreadfully, when no one can see of course. I still can’t believe that I’ll never see him again.”

“Yes...Arthur,” I said weakly.

“You really do look, well quite hot actually. I’ve been thinking you’ve not been yourself for a while now. You’re quiet – even by your standards. I know you said you’ve had terrible indigestion the last month or so but are you sure you’ve not caught anything?”

“Yes.”

“Well maybe it’s that frightful dress you’re wearing. Far too hot for you in this weather. I know dropped waistlines are in at the moment, but all of your clothes are sacks nowadays.” 

I reached inside my dress to fasten my girdle back into position. Evie never listened to Mother and Father. She wore what she wanted, swore when she wanted to and even smoked in the street. She was the bane of Mother and Father’s life and yet she was always preferred over me. 

“What is it?” Evie continued. “You’ve got that look about you that Burchett used to call concerning.”

Could I risk it? After all how did I not know that Evie hadn’t been in the same predicament when she was living in lady’s lodgings in London during the War? If she had then she’d hidden it well, or maybe she knew someone who knew someone who could help. We weren’t close but I was desperate. I needed help. If nothing else I needed someone to talk to.

“Evie – can I trust you?”

“Of course you can. When haven’t you been able to?”

I ignored all those times she’d told my confidences to Arthur and continued. “Seriously Evie, if Mother or Father find out – then you’ll have this room all to yourself.”

Evie’s eyes narrowed. “That doesn’t sound like you.”

“I’ve got myself into a terrible fix.”

“Fix?”

“Yes.”

“What kind of fix?”

“I’m sure you’ve stepped out once or twice...”

Evie laughed. “If that’s what you want to call it, well then yes. Have you fallen for some fellow and you’re not sure if he likes you?”

“It’s more than that...Much more than that...I’m expecting.”

“Phoebe! I didn’t think you had it in you! Now that really is quite a fix.”

“I know.”

“Are you sure?”

“Definitely.”

“What rotten luck. He must have been quite something for you to bend the rul-”

“It’s not a joke Evie.”

“No, no, you’re right. It isn’t. I didn’t know you’d stepped out, let alone done anything else.” She came over and put her arm around me. “I’m sorry. What did he say when you told him?”

“He doesn’t know.”

“Really?”

“He was engaged when I last saw him, he’s probably married by now-”

“Phoebe!” Evie was almost looking at me with respect.

“He doesn’t want to marry me.”

“You asked him?”

“Sort of. We discussed it. Well he told me he didn’t want to because he was already engaged and I had to leave the farm as his whole family knew we’d been carrying on.”

“That’s embarrassing. He sounds like a cad to me.”

I nodded. “I didn’t think so at the time.”

“Who was it?”

“Michael. The eldest son.”

“Well I couldn’t really see you staying there and being a farmer’s wife.”

“That’s what he said.”

“I never could imagine you being there at all. What did you do all day? Don’t answer. Now I know about Michael it answers a lot of questions but it took a level of determination to sign up which I didn’t know you had.”

“It took Mother and Father.”

“On that I can’t disagree...” Evie looked sideways at my stomach. “How far gone are you?”

“I don’t exactly know. I think I’m due in September, maybe October. I’ve not seen a doctor and I’ve not told anyone.”

“Well it explains your strange behaviour recently. I thought you were just feeling like me - pent up at being back here again.”

“It doesn’t help.”

Evie smiled.

“I need help Evie. I’ve tried everything I can think of. I’ve drunk too much, had so many hot baths, done everything I can think of but throw myself down the stairs and none of its worked.”

“You can always trying giving the baby up for adoption.”

“How? How do I have a baby without Mother and Father noticing? Let alone go to some authority. I don’t even know who to go to. It must have happened just before I left to come back here for Christmas. He stopped being interested in me when I returned. His fiancée was back by then.”

“Did you see her?”

“No. She was a niece from the neighbouring farm.”

“I bet she was really ugly.”

“Are you sure he wouldn’t want to know?”

I remembered the way he’d looked at me by that gate. “Yes.”

“Probably easier.”

“That’s what I thought but I’m so scared Evie and I don’t know what to do. It feels as if I’m getting bigger every day and-”

“It explains your dresses. I couldn’t work out what was happening there. Don’t worry no one else will have noticed.”

“So what do I do? Do you know anyone?”

“To...?”

“Get rid of the baby?”

“No.”

“I don’t know what to do Evie.”

“Have it.”

“How?”

“I don’t know Phoebe, I don’t know. But I will do some thinking...Have you thought of telling Billy?”

“Yes, he was the first person I thought of but he’s not marrying Peg till next year. Otherwise I’d have told him straight away and asked if I could stay there or I’d have the baby somewhere in the country knowing that he and Peg would bring it up as their own.”

Evie nodded. “Well it’d make Great Aunt Florence choke on her tea.”

“Don’t Evie.”

“You must have been thinking it earlier. There she was going on about what’s ladylike while you’ve most definitely been unladylike...You do know it’s not only Mother and Father who will have nothing to do with you or the child.”

“Yes.”

“And no one is going to take you in. Even into lodgings. Well only the disreputable ones and you’d still have to lie and say you were a widow.”

“Yes.”

“And everyone would know that you were lying and had got yourself into the family way.”

“I know and that’s assuming that I have money to live off. Which I haven’t. I’ve no way of making an income. Not even a widow’s war pension.”

“You don’t have some other beau on hand to trap into a speedy marriage...?”

“No. I keep on wondering what other women do. I can’t be the only one in England.”

“They either trap a man or are thrown out of their homes and never mentioned again. They’re left with a child and trying to make their way however they can. God help them. It’s not a life I’d choose...As I said Phoebe, let me have a think...In the meantime I’m going back downstairs. Are you coming with me or...?”

“I’d better.” I stood up and started fastening up my girdle.

“If nothing else we can make your disguise slightly less sack-like.”

“Thanks.”

“Well you’ve certainly spiced things up a bit and managed to stop me from thinking about Arthur for five minutes.”

Evie waited while I splashed some water over my face, put my shoes back on and we descended to the incessant din below. There were times when I was grateful I had a sister, even if she was Evie. 
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Chapter 3

[image: image]




Evie

No one really seemed to care about Arthur’s death. Not in a way that made them stop whatever they were doing and start sobbing uncontrollably, not in a way that made them dead inside. Father was quieter than usual while Mother was trying so hard not to draw attention to her suffering that it was all everyone was talking about. As for Phoebe and Billy they had other matters to deal with, which cruel as it may seem, would only naturally divide their thoughts. No one missed Arthur like I did but then again no one knew him like me.

Phoebe and I shared our lives purely because we lived together, Arthur and I shared our lives because we wanted to, even though we hadn’t lived under the same roof for years. We instinctively knew what the other was thinking. It started with the stories he’d write telling me about his life at boarding school and it never stopped. I knew the truth about his concerns while he was fighting at the front, I knew how little he cared at being mentioned in Dispatches, which he saw as ridiculous, for who wouldn’t help their friends? He dismissed the threat of death under enemy fire as irrelevant; he couldn’t leave someone to die. For twenty-six years we’d been each other’s confessional – until now. For the first time in my life I understood what it was to be alone. Billy often said that it felt that as if his legs were still there; that he often dreamt about walking, running or playing rugby and cricket. Yet Arthur was more than my legs. He could only truly die when I did, only then would he be allowed to rest in peace.

I still talked to him, late in the night while the others slept I’d go to his room and sit, crying on his old stiff backed chair. It had been the first place that I’d gone to when Father had read out the telegram announcing Arthur’s death; I wouldn’t accept it and I’d told him quite plainly. Tonight I had drawn the curtains and lit the smallest lamp so the room was ringed in darkness. One of the jackets Arthur didn’t like was on the back of his chair and I pulled it around me, smelling it and feeling the stiffness of the weave. In the darkness he was there.

I looked at my reflection in the long mirror. With his jacket on I saw a bobbed haired Arthur sitting sideways on the chair. I pulled my hair back and then leant forwards, carefully opening the draw where I knew he kept a flat cap. I scooped my hair up and pushed it under. I stopped crying, Arthur was looking back at me. 

What would he have said about Phoebe expecting? He would have wanted to help. How? What could he do as a trained School Master who’d stayed in the army after the war? Maybe he’d have quit the army and taken a teaching position, but how would that have helped? And then it came to me. A thin whispering suggestion that would surely have worked for him...If he’d pretended to have been married, then the child could easily have been his, he had no sweetheart, so he could have claimed that Phoebe was his wife...No one needed to know the truth and it would give her protection...Yes it would hinder his chances of marrying in the future, but for now, it would work...They could share a house and who would know? 

Arthur was still watching me in the mirror, urging me on. Yes, he would have done that...And then I knew it. Arthur still could. Since I had returned from Whitehall I had been cocooned at home. No prospects of a life away from here. While I had been at Whitehall I’d thrived, I’d loved certain aspects of the war: the freedom of being away from home, the work, of having my own identity. And now I was nobody. I’d applied to teaching post after teaching post but they were all being taken by the men who’d come home from the War. There were a few positions for unmarried women but none that paid the same salary as a man would receive for doing exactly the same work. A woman’s salary was supposed to supplement to her Father’s home. No married woman would teach – it was unheard of. So why pay a decent wage? Why pay women the same as men? However, if Arthur applied he would have a full salary, a proper salary, enough to support a family. If I were Arthur I could support Phoebe, but most importantly I would have complete control over my life. I could do whatever I wanted. I could leave this house, my parents, this life behind. Freedom beckoned like an open window. 

I turned my head slightly, studying my profile as best as I could. With a haircut and no make up, I could easily be him. All his clothes were hanging in his wardrobe but he was taller and broader than me. Phoebe was an able seamstress and I knew she could nip, tuck and hem with ease. As for my figure, I had such a small chest that it would be easily disguised by the time I donned a vest, shirt, waistcoat and jacket, let alone the flapping gown which now doubt as a School Master Arthur would be expected to wear. My voice and lack of stubble was my only concern. There was clean shaving and then there was a complete lack of stubble. Would anyone be curious enough to look and wonder? There was nothing I could do about my voice. It was what it was. I couldn’t alter it, though thankfully it was neither shrill nor high.

I sat for a long time watching Arthur in the mirror until it didn’t matter which way I turned, Arthur wasn’t dead at all.

I waited till Phoebe and I were both in the morning room the next day. She looked nothing like me or Arthur. She was shorter than me and fuller in the figure. She clung to the older way of wearing her hair, enjoying the pinned up styles: her hair, flaxen and thick, was streaked almost a honeyed brown in places, it was her prettiest feature. Billy often said her eyes were too serious, that she didn’t look at the world, she seemed permanently to be analysing it, as if whatever she saw would appear in one of her strange animal drawings.  

I spoke, carefully explaining my idea; Phoebe gazing at me as if I was possessed.

“You want to be Arthur?”

“Yes.” 

“Evie. I know that no one must miss him like you do but I honestly don’t think that it’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re Evie and he’s, well, he was Arthur.”

“How many times have you heard people say how alike we look?”

“True. But, but if nothing else, it’s too recent, too raw – it feels distasteful.”

“I know what you mean, but I think it’s what he would have done for you. I know he would have wanted to help and it’s not his fault that he caught dysentery.”

Phoebe faltered.

“A position as a School Master would be perfect,” I continued. “We both have Teaching Diplomas so it’s not as if I’d be pretending I was a doctor or something. I’d know what I’d be doing...”

“You did say you’d been trying for positions and not getting any interviews-”

“That’s because all of the men are getting them. Schools want to show their support even if men do cost them more. Think of it Phoebe. We’ve shared a bedroom for years, we can easily share a house.”

“They’d pay that much?”

“They must. How else does a man provide?”

Phoebe said nothing but I could see in her eyes a small child running free. 

“Would anyone actually believe that you were him? I know you knew his ways but-”

“I wouldn’t have to be him. It would be me using his name. By being a man I can protect you.”

“I agree it’s a tempting but-”

“But nothing Phoebe.”

“Is it actually legal?”

“I don’t know but I very much doubt it or women would be doing it all the time.”

“Could we go to prison?”

“I don’t know but I could find out.”

“I still don’t think it’s right.”

“Do you want me to help or not?”

She was clearly torn. We’d never been close, her constant quietness and always wanting to do what’s right attitude annoyed me, especially as I could see that by doing what was right was often not what she actually wanted to do. Her one moment of independence in signing up had resulted in her falling in love. How very soft of her, how very Phoebe.

After a trip to the library I discovered that as I’d be taking money it was illegal to pretend to be someone else. I didn’t tell Phoebe this as I didn’t want her fretting about “what was right and what was wrong”. I did however tell her that I’d been looking in the newspapers and I’d found several advertising for a reputable School Master in Modern Languages. While I let Phoebe wrestle with her conscience I wrote as Arthur and applied for the positions. Each morning I hovered waiting to catch the post before it fell into our housemaid’s hands. At the beginning of the following week Arthur received a reply inviting him for an interview at Gilbert House School. Yes, the letter had politely replied, it was a post that would be suitable for a married Master and yes, they could offer us accommodation as well. I wrote back by the very next post saying that Arthur would be there the following Wednesday.
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Chapter 4

[image: image]




Evie

Arthur had trained as a School Master as he needed an occupation so I had followed suit, pestering Father until he finally acquiesced and wrote a letter of application to the Ladies College in Oxford where I could train as a School Mistress. I voluntarily sat an entrance exam which I passed with ease despite having no qualifications. Arthur endured his training whereas I revelled in mine. Finally I had a voice. I understood why Miss Burchett had spent so long with Phoebe and me. I had become a person in my own right: Miss Clarence. After the war I had been forced to return home where I would visit the library every week going through the papers applying for teaching positions. I wanted independence. 

Therefore every time Phoebe voiced a concern I squashed it. I was not going to fail as Arthur. I was certain that if he’d applied he’d have as good a chance as any other man – so why shouldn’t I as him? I reassured Phoebe daily, citing that as I was the one who’d be humiliated if I was found out, she need not worry; I’d rather try and risk exposure than not try at all. After all, if I can manage to deceive in an all boys’ school surrounded by Masters, then I would manage anywhere. She was reassured by the fact that the school was south of Oxford, a little place in the middle of nowhere by the Thames.

“So if they do see through you then at least no one will know. There should be no repercussions.” Phoebe said for the umpteenth time.

“There aren’t going to be any repercussions as I’m not going to be found out.” It was a simple philosophy.  

First of all there were the practicalities of finding Arthur’s Birth and Degree Certificates along with his Teaching Diploma, none of which I knew if I needed, but I thought I should take them with me in case I was asked for any form of identification or proof. Phoebe set to work pinning and stitching one of Arthur’s best suits and shirt. A far bigger problem were Arthur’s shoes. His socks were too large, but I could easily purchase a smaller pair, but as for his shoes...A woman could not just walk into a man’s shop and buy a pair of men’s shoes for themselves. However, after trying to walk with either competence or ease in Arthur’s old shoes and having illicitly tried on a pair of Billy’s and Father’s, I had to concede and do what I did not want to do...Walk into the shoe shop claiming that I was buying a pair of shoes for my invalided twin brother, who coincidentally happened to have feet the same size as mine. Luckily the male shop assistant seemed fairly uninterested and after calling a girl over to help me, left us to it.

That left the final issue of Arthur’s hair and hat. His flat cap may have fitted my head when I stuffed my hair into it but that was neither practical nor could it be worn with the suit. Phoebe cut my hair, bobbing it as short as we dared: with the aid of brilliantine I slickened it back effectively. I discovered that only Father’s hats fitted me, so I chose one of his least favourite, a pale grey homburg to match the suit. When I tried everything on Phoebe gasped and only then did her quibbling stop. 

Wednesday arrived, interview day. Phoebe was my eyes and ears, furtively ushering me out of the house. It was very early as I quickly headed down the road thinking that Arthur had walked this road many times before. The further away I went the less likely I was to be recognised, I did not want Arthur to be seen and result in fainting neighbours as he’d appeared to have come back from the dead...Yet as I walked I thought about more and more about being Arthur...I could not impersonate him, I had to be him. When he had walked he had done so with confidence. He wasn’t worried about people looking at him. I repeated this to myself as I headed towards the train station. Arthur would be confident, therefore so would I. People didn’t look twice at you if you were sure of yourself. 

I was right. The man at the ticket office didn’t give me a second glance when I bought my ticket. In fact no one looked at me at all. Being a man gave me freedom; not only as the trousers and flat shoes meant I could move easily and comfortably, but it was more than that. I realised that there was nothing a man couldn’t do. I was used to men catching my eye, or women looking me up and down, assessing themselves against me, but now I was at the top of the pile. I could walk anywhere, be anywhere, nowhere was barred from me. There was no longer the decorum of what was and wasn’t fitting – I was man. I set the rules. My word was law.

I sat smoking cigarette after cigarette in my empty carriage. If I’d done this dressed as a woman I’d be seen as loose, filled with dubious (if any) morals, yet dressed as a man no one would look twice. As Arthur I could do good, be a radical, a philanthropist, an educator and try to change the world. I could also perpetuate all that was wrong with society. Yet I suspected that most men were like Father, perfectly happy with the status quo, with the comfortable excuse of ‘that’s how it’s always been’. Rocks changed more than they did. 

Thus I demonstrated appalling manners by putting my feet up on the empty seat opposite as I smoked. No one joined me and I knew that it kept the ladies away. People may tut behind my back but no one would say a word to my face. It was a small yet symptomatic action. My compartment remained empty.

I changed at Reading, catching a local train to a village called Pangbourne. From there I made my enquires and was told that Gilbert House School was about a three mile walk. Pangbourne was situated on the Thames, linked by a pretty iron worked bridge to another village on the other side. I crossed over, soon turning right through the second village where I followed a straight road that ran parallel with the river until I reached my third and final village, Roseton where I took a road leading north west halfway up the valley to Gilbert House School.

It was built in Bath Stone giving it a warmth which was unusual in Victorian buildings, for everything, even the gothic twiddles and turns were honey coloured. The impressive facade faced out on a terrace with the school field beyond it. At the bottom of the field was Pond Lane. I walked in through the school gate, past the gate house up a narrow avenue that was lined with trees. This brought me out onto the side of the main school building and the edge of the terrace. The main school building stretched away down the terrace on my left, in the centre there were arches, presumably part of the quad. On either side of the arches was a bell tower and a dovecote, on the right was the staff room on the ground floor, above it were the Senior Master’s offices and some of the Masters living quarters. On the left of the arches, past the dovecote was one of the four main boarding houses, Hume. 

I entered the school reception via a door on the far right of the main building. Apart from the ancient school receptionist I was surrounded by men. All eyes turned as I walked into the large room and for a moment I feared they were questioning my disguise. It was one thing pretending to be a man while walking down the street or strolling the country lanes. It was quite another to step into the lion’s den. 

I spoke with a confidence that I didn’t feel.

The withered receptionist told to me join the other two candidates. I stood by them, thrown as I naïvely hadn’t considered the possibility of there being other applicants. The competition had become real. I caught sight of Arthur’s reflection in the glass of a framed painting of the school above the fireplace. All anyone would see was Arthur. I lifted my homburg, running my hand through my hair and was reassured to see Arthur flattening his hair. It wasn’t me, it was him, he was here and he wouldn’t fail.  

After a short wait we were shown upstairs to meet Mr Boswell, the Head Master. He was a spry gentleman of indeterminate age who reminded me of a good natured turtle. He didn’t look oddly at me as he shook my hand or while I listened to his speech about the school. Afterwards, the Deputy or Second Master, Mr Crutchinson, fetched the three of us to show us around the school. When we were at the back of one of the boarding houses one of the younger boys was running and he stumbled in front of me. “Sorry Sir,” he called out before throwing himself after his friends, keen that Mr Crutchinson didn’t admonish him. They were all seeing what they wanted to see: Arthur.  

I stopped worrying about my deception and let Arthur focus on the school. Gilbert House was a world that I really could see myself inhabiting. Though I may have spent my time training at St Anne’s, an all girls’ school, it wasn’t that different to here. The school consisted of three boarding houses and one day house. The boys started at eleven years old and left either for university or whatever future their parents had decided for them. I looked at class upon class, of row upon row of boys and I knew that I could do this.  
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