
[image: Cover: Terra Nova, by Henriette Lazaridis]


“An absolutely immersive story.”—Jenna Blum

Terra Nova

A Novel

Henriette Lazaridis

Author of The Clover House






[image: Terra Nova, by Henriette Lazaridis, Pegasus Books]






For Nike






When I looked back, the coastline was all but imperceptible, and it was apparent that our footprints had been erased behind us, and so we splashed tracelessly on out to the tidal limit. It felt at that moment wholly true that a horizon might exert as potent a pull upon the mind as a mountain’s summit.

—ROBERT MACFARLANE








1 88° 30’S


Soon they will have to send Tite and Lawrence back. There is no longer enough food for four of them. The men will protest, but it will be no secret that they will be crying behind their sun goggles, tears of relief freezing into grains of ice in the corners of their eyes. Watts catches himself. Their bodies are too desiccated for tears. There is no weeping in this place so stripped of human life. There is only cold. Cold like a presence they breathe and like a force to hold them down, hold them in place even as they inch over endless swales of white and gray, gray-white, blue-white. He wants to curse now, again, at this cruel palette. His lenses struggle to find nuance in this stark world, the camera eye narrowed to a pinprick and even that almost too much for his glass plates. There is only contrast here: white and black and darker black and brighter, impossibly brighter, white.

Cruelty reigns here. Is it not cruel to be forced to crawl like creatures of some frozen anthill or voles beneath the crust of this giant’s pasture, eyes screwed tight against this sun? Is it not cruel to continue forward when they have lost most sense of their progress, when to spin like the compass’s foolish needle and face in any direction, any!—he nearly sits up at the thought—and to set off would make no difference? Except to Heywoud. Heywoud who lies in his bag across the tent, who barely speaks all day lest human interaction distract him from his goal. It is a violence that they are here at all. Four men, and four others waiting at Hut Camp and six more at the edge of a sea from which no ship will depart, no hailing voices ring, for two more months. All of them carried away from gas fires, hearths, fenders, beds by the desire of this man Heywoud to plant the flag in the center of this vast expanse of nothing.

Watts can feel the panic rising in him, his heart fluttering and a small guttural sound rustling in his throat. Anywhere else, he would shout and thrash. He would seize Heywoud by the collar and pin him until he gave a schoolyard’s surrender. He cannot do that now. Not yet. They would know him to be mad, then, another casualty of the white cold, and they would leave him behind to die.

He fumbles in his clothing for his notebook, slipped inside the linen pouch he keeps around his neck. He pulls out the graphite stick but drops it, then scrabbles at the edges of his bag, fingertips already beginning to harden from mere proximity to the ice beneath, and retrieves the stick. Heywoud has not stirred. Watts rolls onto his stomach, the sour tang of the seal pelt thick in his lungs, and riffles the grubby pages. At the beginning of the little book is the list he began to keep when they made landfall. Curiosities sighted: penguin, seal, albatross, a band of vivid turquoise water at the base of a coastal berg. He was all eyes then, eager for the Pole’s new vastness. With time he added to his list. Spit, piss, shit, cum, blood. Things that froze, one by one, elements of his body that this place had overpowered. It is as good a chronicle of their time here as any other. But this is no language for the Geographical Society. If they live, they will have to find other words with which to tell their tale.

Watts finds the first blank page. He does not know how long it has been since he has written. Heywoud keeps the calendar for them now. For Watts, it has been one long day, time marked only by the brief graying of the sky. His mind is in a state of agitation that he knows cannot be calmed, only diverted. He writes to Viola. Once he begins, he cannot stop until the verbs go and he is left with the language of a list, naming her body as if to conjure it beneath him. Neck, breast, legs, cunt. He moves against the bag but knows he mustn’t come for it will mean peeling frozen wool from the only patch of skin that is still tender. He forces his mind to step back from her. Now she is across the room from him. Viola, brown eyes smiling and a laugh suppressed beneath the upper lip that pouts forever out. Her dark hair pinned up in the manner of an Ingres, her shoulder turned to him so that her jaw can cast a shadow, so that the hollow at the base of her neck can darken within her collarbone’s frame. In his mind he squeezes the shutter bulb. Viola, after the bath.

Watts looks over at Heywoud. How can he stand it? Has the man no passions? Before the Pole, on Alpine climbs and in the Dolomites, Heywoud would laugh and jolly him up a rock face. Heywoud would reach a gallant hand down to Viola who would take it without need. He stood on summits and breathed deep the beauty of the view. He clapped arms around them both, Watts and Viola, and they three were the luckiest alive to be together. In all these months that they have journeyed, weeks they camp together in the low canvas tent, Watts has never caught Heywoud so much as sighing. He moves forward each day more like machine than man. Watts rolls onto his back and stares up at a sprinkling of pinholes through which the light pierces like swordpoints. Perhaps Heywoud goes out into the sun and fucks the cold. That is his lover: Antarctica, Terra Australis. And the rest of them have become nothing more than pimps and panderers to the great man’s amorous folly.

Watts hears the clink of chain outside and then the dogs begin to snuffle and cry. Tite murmurs to the dogs and their whimpers become yelps. They think he has food for them, bits of potted seal and meat from the dogs’ own comrades, dried in the sun and preserved with fat, a canine pemmican. Such cannibalism no longer offends. These are the exigencies of the Pole, demanding, in so many ways beyond just this, that those who venture there consume their own kind in order to succeed.

“Down,” shouts Tite, and the dogs fall to silence, expectant and quivering, Watts knows, trusting and loyal. They don’t know that Tite has marked Lulu, the oldest bitch, as the next to be slaughtered. If Heywoud sends Tite and Lawrence back to Hut Camp, perhaps the old dog’s life will be spared. There is a future in which Tite lives out his days beside a hearth in Cornwall’s tropic zone, wrapped in shawls and jumpers against even that temperate clime, the old dog at his feet.

“Edward,” Watts says, for Heywoud has not moved at the sounds of the day’s beginning. “Edward.”

The man jolts upright, looking about him, quickly assessing. Still here, his gaze seems to say. Still not finished. Still in sunlight. Still cold and snow and ice. And still Watts. His eyes glance off Watts and he stares at nothing. His mouth opens and shuts as if practicing speech, or learning it. The men’s lips go numb in the night despite the fur they pull up to their chins. There is always, but especially upon first waking, a limit on what they are capable of saying.

Without addressing Watts, Heywoud pushes his bag down around his waist and dons his outer parka. Over his head he lowers the long strap connecting his fur mittens. A band linking the ends of the strap rests across his chest. To lose a mitten here would be to lose a hand, a limb entire. With more smacking of his lips, Heywoud strikes a match and lights the Primus stove. Nearly instantly the tent fills with briny, dark-gray smoke. It is seal oil they are burning, made from fat boiled down at Shore Camp and carried from each depot to the next. This can is one of the last four they possess. They will need at least two to reach the Pole.

Watts sits up in his bag and watches the little pot on the stove where Heywoud has dumped a tin of hoosh, a thin gruel of oats and pemmican, a breakfast fishy and foul. There can be no nourishment in it but to keep them from maddening dreams of gristle, toffee, bone. He craves such things his teeth could wrestle with. He wants to chew.

Tite’s ginger head pokes through the tent flap.

“Oi,” he says. “I was just having my morning constitutional.”

This is the way with Tite. Never afforded the leisure of a constitutional in his life as a farrier, up at dawn with the horses, he affects for Heywoud’s and Watts’ amusement the manners of the upper class.

“It’s a fine morning, gents,” he says.

But Watts can see the skin peeling off his pale cheeks above the copper beard. He has seen Tite limping and seen—once only and sufficient viewing, that—the right foot blistered and raw, the edge of black where the little toe is dying. There is a value to Tite’s jollity, but they must send him back. If they do not, he will be the cause of all their deaths. They are as tied to one another as the dogs in their traces or the mittens strung around their necks.

“Where is Lawrence?” Heywoud asks, his voice cracked and hoarse.

“He’s coming.” Tite assumes a cheery smile.

Watts holds back the tent flap and winces at the shock of the sun. He makes a lattice with his fingers and peers through it, searching the white until he spots a dark figure approaching from the other tent. Heywoud still maintains the rank and discipline of his Navy life and keeps the men’s tent at some remove from the one he shares with Watts. Unlike Heywoud, Watts is no officer, but he thinks he may still be a gentleman.

They take their bowls outside the tent and sit, two and two, on the sledges with their gloved hands cupping tin. For a brief instant the tin is hot and the steam rises up to moisten cheeks and beards and eyes. Watts dips his face so close that ice forms on his beard. There was no gray in it when they sailed from Cardiff.

The hoosh is quickly gone and the animals quickly fed with chunks of meat Tite throws for each dog separately so that they will not maim each other in the eating. Watts returns to the tent and emerges with his camera. He unfolds the tripod and stands the camera on the ice. The other three men glance up and look away. They do not like the camera. Lawrence complains about the weight of its glass plates—as much as seven stone—and even Heywoud has begun to worry that the record of their journey will never be seen if they cannot survive the hauling of it. Watts does not let the men see that he too has begun to find the burden heavy. He masks his grimace of effort as he heaves a box of plates and positions the camera on the hardpack surface. The men need no excuse from him to toss the plates into the snow like so many shards of ice.

He covers the camera with its thick, black drape and ducks beneath the cloth. He closes his eyes and breathes deeply in the darkness, a scent of wool so dry it smells like fire. The men’s voices come to him as if along a corridor. The camera is what keeps him here, away from fires and corridors. But for his skill with it, would he not be the one to go, back to Shore Camp and then a homebound berth at sea? Heywoud will never let him leave, will never send him back, never forego the photographic proof that Watts creates for him. Nor will Watts volunteer to leave. It is his job to take the photographs that document the expedition. He serves his friend, now here his Captain, by capturing images of stunning beauty to bring back to London. For this he braves the dreadful ice. The faintest cloud of heat fills the air before his face, though to call it heat would be to name their exertions no more than a stroll.

He forces himself to reach into the cold outside the drape for the box of glass plate negatives, then once again inside the soothing blackness of this fabric room he selects a pane of glass and inserts it in the negative-holder and slides the wooden apparatus into place within the camera’s box. They would mock him at the Slade for clinging to such cumbersome equipment in so inhospitable a place. But Watts began with a determination he has not yet shed: to document the southern lands as purely as he can. No film for him, but instead the immediacy of light etched in emulsion. When he shows his photographs in London—he impresses himself with this confidence in his own future—his viewers will see through the glass just as his camera has done. Viola will stand among the rest, staring in wonderment at his art, his vision, and she will look at him across the room. And there will be Antarctica, the thief of so much, yielding up in black and white some tithe of what it has stolen.

This photograph he frames for its documentary qualities. January 1910, Captain Heywoud and two of his men at breakfast, one hundred miles from the Pole. When the newspapers publish this one, they will place the word breakfast in quotation marks, reassuring wives and husbands at their morning meals that Antarctic exploration preserves all the rituals of English life, that even here in this extremity of land, Englishmen are civilized. In a photograph taken in September at Shore Camp, they had toasted blood pudding on long forks over a fire, Heywoud brandishing the package for the public: Harrods. Sent to Lyttelton in New Zealand with the returning depot ship, that glass plate has by now found its way into newsprint, the jovial scene so many months gone now gracing households across the Empire.

Watts squeezes the shutter bulb. The men’s movements are so small—spoon to mouth, spoon to bowl—that they will never blur the image. The masses of their bodies and the sledges, and the smaller masses of the now-dozing dogs scattered around the men in a beautiful asymmetry, will be reproduced in sharp focus. At least there is that here, with the camera’s eye closed so tight against the sun: the focus is pin-sharp. In London’s gray, the shutter’s little curtain moved with deliberation, as if it had all the time in the world. Here it draws forward and back with the alacrity of a train porter closing a carriage door. In the Antarctic summer, time is frozen. Nothing seems to move—not sun, not ice—though at Shore Camp they woke nightly to loud cracks and groans as the ice shuddered and swelled against the shifting of the sea.

“And now one more, boys,” Watts says. “Give us a smile. Last leg and all that.”

The last leg, they call it, as if there will be no return journey, no slog backwards against the slow unspooling of their southward path. They say this as a hope, to think only of the goal, the success, but it is at once an utterance of resignation.

Lawrence rises from the sledge and pulls Tite up beside him. The larger man sways a little as he stands and, throwing an arm around Lawrence’s shoulders, conceals his unsteadiness with a swagger. Heywoud looks up and rests his bowl in his lap. In the camera’s eye, Watts sees Heywoud’s posture straighten. The man’s expression is serious, almost stern. Unlike Lawrence and Tite, he cannot hold a smile long enough.

“Just a little longer,” Watts says, and gives a quick squeeze to the shutter bulb. “All right.”

He watches through the camera as the smiles drop from the men and Heywoud resumes eating his hoosh, and then he ducks beneath the drape once more to remove the glass plate. It joins nine others in its box and he knows the men are thinking of the weight of it. It is just light he has captured in Paget’s solution of chemicals and egg whites, dried more than a year ago in London. It is just light and it has turned a burden for them all.

The men tend to the dogs and the sledges while Heywoud occupies himself with the sextant that is his constant companion. Watts begins to pack the camera but stops and gazes out in the direction he thinks they will take this day. With the Barrier and the Beardmore far behind him, he sees only a plain of gray-white ice, dimpled like the skin of a satsuma or the face of someone suffering from pox, and above it pale blue sky. Is it possible that this vast whiteness bears another expedition party like theirs hauling sledges and urging dogs onward? He sees no sign, hears no shout or howl. And yet the Norwegians cannot be too far, English and Norwegian paths from different coast camps converging surely now as both expeditions approach the Pole. Watts and Heywoud have been racing Olav Nilsen since before that September breakfast, even before their ship left port festooned with bunting and hailed by Navy bands. Who will be first man ever to the South Pole? This is the race they run. Watts knows that Heywoud scans the horizon daily, masking his search as a test of the sextant’s readings. They all do it. He has seen Tite crouch down to shush the halted dogs and cock his head, listening for the sounds of other men’s progress. Watts strains to hear now but there is only the hum of the wind.






2 15 January


Viola will have to run to catch the march. One hand rucks her skirt and the other grips the camera strap and she breaks into an awkward trot. The camera bumps her hip with every stride. She turns the corner onto Victoria Street and bulls through the stragglers. She makes no apologies, seeks no pardon. Even if she did, no one would hear her over their own shouts and slogans. Viola saves her breath, a thing she sees in puffs this January day, and pushes forward.

Where Victoria Street narrows she takes to the pavement and makes for the march’s head. She glimpses the leaders—Emmeline Pankhurst, Christabel, Sylvia—their feathered hats like plumage. But today she will photograph the crowd, this legion of women who, when the Pankhursts summon, answer with voices, bodies, hearts. There is power in these multitudes, strength in the anonymity the crowd affords. What might a woman do here among so many others. Look at them! Delegates with sashes listing towns from all of England. Graduates in academic dress. Votes for Women! Deeds Not Words! Mothers, daughters, sisters, all linking arms and singing. Viola is none of these—not even daughter lest an orphan claim the name—but here she is, among them all, and their numbers are so great, their shouts so high and clear, success seems destined.

Months now she wades into these protest rivers like an angler in the current. It is no less a marvel than a sunlit Yorkshire beck, this stream of joyous women brushing past. She spreads her feet to brace against the jostles and lifts the camera to her eye. She turns the focus ring and takes a photograph. Women fill the frame. Hat brims overlap, signs clash. Lavender and green, the colors of the movement, on every brooch and sash. In black and white, these shades will be just paler grays. No matter. Color is no loss here when she has the women’s figures for her work. She breathes on frozen knuckles and looks about for the next frame.

Ten paces off, a woman taller than the others sports a bandage on one eye, perhaps a casualty of last week’s tussles with police. Viola calls to her, waves, and the woman glances. “Yes, you!” Viola shouts. The woman halts. Viola wants her sharp and still and with the blur of marchers all around her. She turns the shutter knob to slow, dials the aperture as small as it will go, and springs the shutter. “That’s it,” she says and the woman gives her a shy smile. “Thank you,” Viola calls. “We must all fight as you have done.”

She dashes to the front and looks out past the leaders towards the railings of Westminster Palace. Today’s march seeks an audience with Asquith. Since the Prime Minister refuses all discussion of the cause, these women bring the cause to him. But the gate to Parliament is closed and by the time Viola reaches it the press of marchers is so thick she cannot even move to raise the camera. The women are shouting now and a constable’s whistle shrills somewhere overhead. A surge forward buckles Viola’s knees and she nearly tumbles. Constables break through to seize a woman who has climbed the iron fence. She hurls something over the crowd and it glints an instant in the sun. A key, ignored in favor of its lock now fastened around the woman’s other wrist.

Viola pitches down into a storm of banners, boots, and constables’ batons. Her cheek is scraped by buttons on a woman’s sleeve. A shoe steps on her skirt. The Midg catches on something and the strap snaps and it is gone. On hands and knees she feels for the hard edges of the camera box. Let the box hold or her day’s work will be glass shards. She saves her head with one raised arm and forces through with the other until her fingers close on the camera’s corner. She brings it to her chest, pushes to stand. She gives the Midg a little shake as if to chide a prodigal and sighs relief at no sound of broken pieces. The plates are packed in velvet and thick oak, thank god for that.

The crowd squeezes close again and she scrabbles for purchase but it is too late; she is aloft among the bodies. “Stop!” people are shouting. “Move back!” She keeps her arms wrapped tight around the Midg. It is like tumbling down a snow face and the rope not yet paid out. From James she learned the safest way to fall. But now, pressed to the fence, chin tucked to save her neck, Viola has no safe route out but up. Toe to the fence, one hand at the rail and tugging with her climber’s grip, she pulls free of the crowd and feels an awkward twist in her ankle. She seizes the railing with one hand to hoist herself up onto the granite lip. An ache pulses in her ankle, but her vantage is so good she must ignore it. She looks out over the hats and bared heads of the march that has become a protest and the force of it near takes her breath away. Today’s march spreads further, wider, than any she has photographed before. When she gives her photographs to the newsmen at the Telegraph and the Observer, everyone will see the scope of the movement’s power. Surely, everyone will see that they must not be turned aside.

She spots a new band of constables brandishing a saw. They are a dark blue streak in a field of greens and lavenders. They shove towards the woman who has chained herself and she clings to the fence like a Prometheus, the constables like pecking birds. What these women want—and Viola too—some think it is as dangerous as fire. So many are arrayed against them—Anti-Suffrage Leagues and Government and men with daft ideas about what womanhood must be. Must women be punished like Prometheus for claiming what they should already own? A hand seizes Viola’s shoe and she grunts at a jab of pain and nearly tumbles from the ledge. She breathes in deep and braces tight, watches the crowd moving like unruly clouds below a cornice. She has one plate left and she must choose. What has she not yet captured? No, that is not the question. What has no one, no photographer, artist, or journalist yet captured? What image makes the most of her stolen freedom to stand here, at this moment, with a camera, on this ledge?

She waits until the instant the police lay hold of the chained woman. One constable pulls at her, a dark diagonal. Another works the saw; he is an anchoring mass in the frame’s lower left. She brings the camera to her eye and holds her breath. The crouched policeman takes the woman by the waist. The instant she is seized and shouting, Viola springs the shutter, feels the curtain dash across the lens. It is the same glorious sensation every time: the plate settles in the box and all the light and shadow she has stolen from the air is caught between her hands.

She makes her way along the rail until she reaches open space and lowers herself gently to the street. She weights the foot and sees that she can walk with careful steps. Breathless, she looks back at the march still pressing at Parliament. Her photographs will show the country women must be independent. They will show James and Edward, too. Yes, you traveled to the world’s last place, but see what a world grew while you were gone. Look at the power of these women. Is it not almost as great as the strength of you few exploring men? Or greater, driven not by desire or curiosity but by the need for freedom.

It is an hour’s walk home to Margaretta Terrace, but even with her ankle sore she cannot imagine taking the Underground and being stuck inside a tube after such excitement. She walks slowly west instead, ignoring the cold that nips her ears, bearing the camera at her hip like a creel lined with silver shining fish, each one a piece of light tugged from a brilliant stream. There is a tale somewhere of fish who leap from creels or rivers to grant a stranger’s wish. If such magic sprang now from the camera at her side, what would she ask for? Her single and constant wish comes to mind quick as a superstition: may James and Edward return safe. She rests the ankle, waiting for a line of cabs and omnibuses to cross and, in the moment she is still, her other, deeper, wish arrives, like something she cannot outpace. May her photographs astonish. May she capture light like a live thing to flash silver and white and black inside her darkroom and then leap out into the world. Viola shakes her head to shed the idea, the hubris of it, the folly, but the thought clings to her like the cold. She is not sure the photographs she took today will generate that sort of living awe. What can she do to match what James does with his camera at the Pole? What can she find in this world to surpass his reflections of a new one?

In Chelsea, she turns onto Margaretta Terrace, a small street that forms a loop one block before the Thames. Three years she has lived here with Edward, his choice of this address a marriage gift to her. With their home here, she could stay near her artist friends from the Slade School—though Isabella, whom she missed the most, was off in Soho, and Edward never knew Viola traveled further to see James in Camden, never knew that she had taken up again the line to James that she had once let go. Now, she takes the two steps up from the pavement and lets herself into the house where she finds Mary already in the hall.

“Ma’am!” Mary says. “The sight of you!”

“It’s nothing, Mary.” She touches her cheek where a welt makes a raised line.

“And your hat.”

“Yes. That one’s gone, I’m afraid.”

Viola sets the Midg on the hall table and checks her image in the mirror.

“You’ll catch your death of cold,” the girl says, and then a hand flies to her mouth. Such statements are not uttered now in Margaretta Terrace. “I’m sorry, ma’am.”

“I have apparently survived,” Viola says. “And that hat was useless anyway. But I do seem to have hurt my ankle.”

The sounds of Viola’s return have summoned Samuel Miner from the rear parlor that is Edward’s study. In the shadow of the stairs, he bends over some object he is always fussing with and always secreting away before she sees it. A strand of hair, a locket, a medal from the Boer War he would rather not pin to his chest? She does not know.

“Samuel.”

“Ma’am.”

The face no longer shocks as it once did. She knows to look him in the eyes. The nose ends in a puckered stub, like a twisted bit of clay, the skin discolored to a shade of darkest oxblood. Miner is a man mutilated by weather. One day and one long night in a Mont Blanc crevasse after his rope to Edward failed have robbed him of a nose, a thumb, and several fingertips. His left boot holds a block of molded leather where half his foot should be. What if James and Edward return like this, with pieces of their bodies lost to cold, with feet misshapen, toes and fingers gone? Even this fear, Viola knows, is a luxury—to think that they will be only diminished.

“You’ve been out taking photographs?” he says.

“Yes,” she says. “With the Midg.” When she uses her larger camera, Miner attends, her truculent familiar, the rude spirit of her art. At Edward’s request, he has fashioned a cart from wood and leather, with wheels along the bottom and a handle with which he steers it like a sledge down city pavements. It contains everything she needs—her lenses, tripod, flares, her glass-plate negatives and cloth drape. To Edward she made the promise that Miner would escort her. She did not tell Edward she could choose the Midg, which she can work without his help.

“I assume there was another march,” he says.

“There was.”

“Sure, she was in it again, with all the suffragettes,” Mary says. “Look at the state of her.”

“I am a suffragette, Mary.” She hands the girl her coat and winces at a new pain in the ankle.

“You’re hurt,” Miner says.

“It’s fine, Samuel.”

“She twisted her ankle.”

“I’m fine, both of you. It’s not the first time I’ve rolled an ankle and it won’t be the last.”

“You should have it looked at, ma’am,” he says. “I’ll send for Mr. Hickham.”

Viola sighs loudly, but she does not stop him. Bertie will come and drink some tea and wrap the ankle in a bandage. It will be good to see him.

“You shouldn’t be going,” Miner says. “These things are dangerous.”

“Hardly dangerous at all compared to what Edward endures.”

“Dangerous for London, then. And I see you’ve hurt your face as well.”

This last remark unsettles her, said with no seeming connection to his own state.

“I’m fine,” she says. “Both of you. Stop it.”

Mary’s freckles vanish in the flush of her cheeks.

“And Mary will give me an ointment, won’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the girl says, with a little bob.

Viola takes the Midg and limps towards the back stairs that lead down to the darkroom.

“What would Mr. Edward say if he knew you were joining with these marchers?” Miner says.

She looks at him.

“Mr. Edward is not here.” She imagines for an instant that Miner will send a telegram to meet Edward in New Zealand. Sir, your wife has disobeyed you. Stop. Come home soon and make her stop. Stop. “I can do what I choose,” she says.

“If he were here,” Miner says, “would you be going?”

“Mr. Miner, it is not your place to comment on my actions.”

“Mr. Edward charged me with your safety, ma’am.”

“But he needn’t have, as I am perfectly capable of keeping myself safe.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” Miner says. “I was simply concerned for your well-being.”

Viola cannot always read his face—even when he bares it as he does inside the house, shedding the special mask he wears outdoors—and now she wonders if, with so much time away from Edward, he cares more for her than for her husband’s edicts.

“It’s all right, Samuel. I spoke too harshly,” she says. “And thank you for sending for Bertie. But now you must both leave me alone. I need to work.”

Theirs is a strange balance of need and independence. Three years in Margaretta Terrace, Miner has been with her more than Edward has. Miner, her husband’s man, his climbing scout turned family retainer—though there is no family in the house save the false one they make with Mary. Yet they observe certain rules. Despite his injuries, Miner serves. And despite Viola’s desire for self-reliance, she accepts his help. They play these roles as if Edward were watching—as if to drop the pretense would melt the very ice that Edward walks on.

She finds that she must lean on the handrail to take some weight off her ankle as she descends to the ground floor. Edward agreed to have a darkroom fashioned here, carved from a larger workroom. The darkroom abuts the kitchen, but with two doors closing the space off from the tiled corridor, Viola hears no sounds of Mary’s cooking. In a grander house, there would be both maid and cook, but Edward saves this luxury for later when his adventures have brought him fame and fortune. Viola’s is a lean home, with only Mary and Miner to attend her. She closes the two doors behind her and flicks the toggle for the ruby safety light. She puts on her leather apron and drags out from beneath the workbench the tubs of chemicals: developer to bring the silver crystals together where the light has found them, fixer to halt the process when the blacks and whites are clear, and stopper to stabilize the image once and for all. It is a tricky task to do this without standing fully on the injured foot, but she will not confine herself to bed or to an armchair with her foot raised on a cushion.

She fills the timing tank with developer and slides the first negative from its waxed-paper envelope. In the ruby light, she makes out the green of the exposed plate, a dusty green like the spring silt of an Alpine river. She moistens the plate from a bottle of distilled water and stands it on its edge inside the tank. She does the same with ten more plates, then shuts the tank with its metal cover. She rocks the tank gently, bathing the plates in the developer until her clock ticks off its time. She rinses once more, glimpsing the images in their reversed blacks and whites, and sets them one by one into a basin filled with fixer. Once the fixer binds the silver halides to the glass, she rinses off the last of the emulsion and dries them with her chamois cloth.

When she has set each plate in the enlarger and printed a photograph from each one, she will dispatch a set of prints by evening post to the Observer. What began as the newspaper’s favor for the wife of a man soon to be famous has now become sincere demand. No one else has photographs like hers, in compositions that arrest the eye and taken with the intimacy of someone allowed into the movement’s heart. She signs her prints Colfax, not Heywoud, a large V and X bracketing her name. ViolacolfaX. She likes the look of it. Edward liked it too, until they married and he expected this to change. But there is no harm in her publishing these photographs under her own name now while he is gone. She will give up Colfax once again, when Edward comes a second time into her life.

When, she tells herself. Not if but when. And in a few months, she hopes to have them both. James the slight and wiry figure beside Edward’s stocky one. James dark-haired and Edward light, both of them with dark eyes smiling. Their ship will come to Cardiff’s port and someone will take Viola up the gangplank and bring her to a cabin where Edward will rise slowly to embrace her. In her thoughts he always rises slowly, as though he has only just left the Pole and not spent weeks on board to rest and heal. They bring James to her in Edward’s cabin and she holds him just too close and just too long and hopes that Edward does not see.

Mary is at the door.

“Ma’am, I have the ointment.”

Viola checks that her photographic paper is within its wax-sealed box and that she has left no undeveloped plate out on the workbench. She tugs off the heavy gloves and opens the two doors into the corridor.

“If you must,” she says to Mary, who bears a tray with a little ceramic pot and a wooden spreader.

“I must.”

Mary dips the spreader into the pot and presents it like a warning to comply.

“How’s that ankle?”

Here below stairs where it is just the two of them, Viola allows this more familiar attitude. A mere five years her junior, Mary might have been schoolmate or sister in different circumstances.

“Bertie will fix it.”

“That he will. But he can’t fix your fancy to go out romping with those marchers. Chin up,” Mary says, before Viola can chide her for the comment. Viola tilts her cheek to the girl’s ministrations.

“It is no fancy, Mary. And when we win, you also stand to benefit.”

Mary makes a dismissive sound. They both know the movement leaves the working women out for now, that no one—man or woman—without property can vote.

“You’ll be glad Mr. Hickham’s coming.”

“I always am.” Bertie who shared the medical office with her father, who came to find her at the Slade with news of the railway crash. Bertie and Alice who took her in when she was newly orphaned.

The ointment is cool to the skin and smells of something dusky, floral.

“Just a bit more, ma’am. You don’t want this to scar.”

Here is another in the list of statements they should not make in Margaretta Terrace. How can Viola prize smooth skin when Miner bears his disfigurement and when James and Edward may return the same?

“You’d have a job explaining that scar to Mr. Edward, wouldn’t you?”

“I’ve no intention of keeping any of this secret, Mary. I will tell Edward I am still fighting for the cause. I was already marching when I met him.” She does not say that when Edward asked her to stop marching, she agreed. She wanted to please her new husband. But by the time he sailed from London, the movement had sparked hotter and she could not stay away from that new blaze.

“Well, I agree with Samuel,” Mary says. “Mr. Edward won’t be happy.”

“Let’s not have this again.” Viola looks her in the eye, and Mary sticks the spreader into the little pot as if in comment. “When Edward returns,” Viola goes on, “we will have more interesting things to talk about than whether I photographed a march.”

Mary gives her a look of mock prudery.

Back in the darkroom, Viola cinches her gloves tight around her wrists and resists the urge to touch her cheek where the ointment has roused a sting. She knows of one photographer who wiped a tear away at the image of his dead child and lost the sight in that eye thanks to the halides. Mary and Miner are both right. If Edward were here now he would chide her. For all of it. For going to the marches, for taking the photographs, for using the name Colfax. He would insist that she stay safe at home and that she return to painting—a noble art, an art for women—not this new thing photography that uses chemicals and gadgets. Let men do it. Let women—let my wife—maintain a household, raise our child.

She wanted a child, too, before Edward departed. Or at least she wanted what he wanted. There was such sweetness to be joined to him, first on a climbing rope and he sending her up ahead to marvel at her prowess, and then in love and savoring the ease of his embrace. He made a dashing figure in his woolens and his cap that first climb at Great Gable. But it was his voice that drew her to him, so commanding and so sure. Edward and James were to attempt Napes Needle, a feat James thought a good beginning to this new bond between his friends. Theirs was a modern companionship—old lovers with passion spent, and romance taking form in a new pairing. That day in the Lakes, Viola was to stay at ridge’s base while the men climbed up the spire. But before they reached the Needle, mist rolled in and Edward declared they must head down. Know the cost and know the value, he said then. This is not the risk to take. From pub windows in Wasdale they watched black clouds claim the sky and lightning scratch the crags along the ridge they would have climbed.

From that day, she and Edward climbed together, away from each other but always in sight, and he was always there for her return. When she lost the child Edward wanted so much, she discovered a relief to be free a little longer from that other kind of tether. She could not fathom a rope that bound its climber with so tight a knot. There would be no rescue there but by shrinking small enough to slip away. Now, with Edward gone, she has had respite from that tie and from the thought of it. It is like breathing deeply after gasping in thin air.

She takes up one of the glass plates, now developed and stark in the black and white of the negative. She slides it into the enlarger and reaches for the paper where she will print the image. When Edward returns—her heart jolts a little at the hopeful certainty of when—she must convince him she will not give up this life of her own choosing. James understands the pull of it. Like her, he knows the joy of catching light and shadow, the thrill of summoning it forth in darkness like a kind of god. But Edward grasps at hard shapes of rock and ice. What can she offer in her currency that he will value? Is there some quality of light she can yield up to him to seal the bargain?






3 88° 30’S


Heywoud motions to him from the tent. Watts finishes packing up the camera and the glass plates and joins Heywoud who is sitting on his bag, folded onto itself to fashion a low stool. Watts does the same with his own bag. If they could spare the matches he would light a pipe.

“I’ve made new calculations,” Heywoud says. “We have twenty tins of hoosh, six of seal meat, ten boxes of biscuit, seven of lard, and eleven of potted beef. Each man hauling over one hundred miles, with the assistance of dogs, assuming progress of three miles each hour”—Watts knows this is far faster than they can advance but says nothing—“consumes 4,000 kilocalories each day.”

“How many do we have left?”

“Not enough.”

Watts waits.

“The dogs must be calculated too,” Heywoud goes on. “But if we eat them, we gain several more days’ kilocalories each.”

Watts makes a disapproving noise.

“We gain, James, in the eating and in saving what it takes to keep them alive.”

“I’m not going to eat the dogs, Edward.”

“Would you rather die? No, I ask you,” Heywoud continues when Watts begins a challenge. “Would you rather die without having eaten dog or would you rather live? Because it may come down to that.”

Watts does not answer.

“If we keep the dogs alive,” Heywoud says, “we have only enough for 1,000 kilocalories each man each day. If I send Lawrence and Tite back with one dog, we can kill and eat the other three over time. That gives us more food for the last leg. I don’t know how much is in a dog.” Heywoud’s voice trails off.

“You’re trying to do the mathematics for a life.”

Heywoud snaps his gaze to Watts.

“Exactly. If I do not do that, we are lost.”

Watts must concede the logic. The dogs are worth more to them as fuel than as workers. Four men to travel the more than one hundred estimated miles from their current position, and to return more than one hundred again, and then from there to continue to the depot at Hut Camp: the effort will starve them and the starvation will freeze them to death. But Tite and Lawrence will be robbed the heroism of the Pole. If Heywoud sends them back, they may at least survive, but their names will never be remembered.

“What of the camera?” Watts says.

“Of course, we will keep the camera. Don’t be an idiot.”

“The weight of it means work. Have you done the maths for that?”

Heywoud rises and looks down at him with a wry smile.

“The camera is worth its weight in hoosh, James. I’m not sure I could say that for you.”

“And the photographs. I want them safe,” Watts says. “I want them to reach London.”

Watts wants Viola to see them, to hold the gelatin prints in her hands and peer at the men’s faces.

“I do too,” Heywoud says, and looks at him. “If nothing else,” he adds, “mementoes for my widow.”

Watts affects a chuckle and forces himself to meet Heywoud’s gaze. The man’s face is deeply creased, brown as a brogue, and the lips are cracked and scabbed. The blond beard is thick with gray. Patches of skin below his eyes have begun to blacken, deadened by persistent ice where he does not sweep it from the hollows. Watts supposes his own face presents a similar chronicle of exposure and hardship. His earlobes burn now when his body warms from work. He suspects he will lose them. Watts waits for a sign from Heywoud, a sign of anger or disgust or even sadness, but the man speaks of his widow and gives away nothing. Then Heywoud’s face cracks into a smile.

“I’ve not come this far in this fucking cold to have nothing to show for it, have I now?”

Heywoud stoops and passes out of the tent.

Watts looks at the space that Heywoud has vacated, vaguely aware of the sound of men and dogs outside, the hardpack creaking beneath booted steps. He wonders at the sharpness in Heywoud’s voice, that touch of the cynic new for a man of such honest ambition. He fears he knows the reason for it, though there are ample causes here for the stripping away of kindness. It is a marvel they have come this far without greater savageries.

When Heywoud thinks of London, what does he imagine? What does he think Watts conjures of his own future there? Watts sees them now returning, greeted first by crowds in Christchurch and its harbor Lyttelton, outpost of Empire granted pre-eminence in this one thing: the welcoming of those mad enough to embark for Antarctica. Mawson, Shackleton, Scott: the great men who have come South before them and whose living ghosts Heywoud chases and now overtakes as he pushes towards greater latitude, towards the very Pole itself. Their welcome, his and Heywoud’s, will be far greater, offering to the crowd a common dream, the shared fantasy of the Union Jack in virgin ice. Watts sees himself descending from the ship in Cardiff, Heywoud at his side, and between them Viola, the great man’s wife. Will the crowds watching them discern what he fears Heywoud knows? Will it pulse off Watts like a heat even then, the heat that warms him when he wakes in the sun-blazing night, and off Viola too, or will it dissipate once and for all in London’s sooty air?

“Watts! Get out here!”

Heywoud’s voice rouses him and he stumbles in the tent to take up something, anything, in his hand as a cover for his idleness. He steps out of the tent, pulling his sun goggles over his eyes.

“Come on, man. We’ve work to do.”

“Right you are, sir!” Watts attempts a smile at his own joke, his mockery of the very obedience Tite and Lawrence live by. Heywoud turns his back and continues with his work of carrying boxes to one of the two sledges. Tite is freeing Lulu from a knot in the traces, made from her immobility within a tangle of restive dogs.

The wind has been building. It is what Watts has come to think of as a rope wind, a thick cord of surging air formed of several breezes come suddenly together, twisted like a braid. From some unseen tether to the South, always to the South, it bucks and snakes, snapping and whipping as if to scatter them away. The rope wind is gathering now. They will be lucky to have their belongings secured before it begins to lash.

Watts joins Tite who now is fixing leather straps around the bundles on his sledge.

“How are you, Angus?” he says.

“Peachy.” Tite does not look up from his work.

“How is the foot?”

Now Tite glances up at him. He cinches up the strap as if it were a saddle girth and he back in a Cornwall barn.

“Foot’s fine,” he says. “It’ll hold.”

“You’ve been limping.”

“Aye. And he’s lost half his face.” Tite tips his chin towards Lawrence. “That’s not stopping either of us.”

Tite fixes him with the strange stare of a man in sun goggles, black circles for eyes.

“Haven’t come this far to turn back now, have I, sir?” he says.

“I suppose not, Angus. Nor have I.”

But there it is again, a whisper telling him he could change direction, march North, let this rising wind push him homeward to the shore. Keep Tite, he would say. Send me in his place.

“What’s he saying, sir? The Captain.”

“We’re close. Handful of days now,” Watts says and marvels at the easy slide of the lie.

No more than twenty yards of hardpack stretches from the two men to where Heywoud bustles back and forth between the tent and the sledge. The Polar wind and cold expand distance, so that a man could starve to death or lose a toe to frost with food or fire mere steps from where he lies. In this space of ice no larger than a London drawing room Heywoud is alone, as isolated from companions as are they from the men who await them at the shore.

They do this packing and unpacking of the sledges at every stop, like travelers on the Grand Tour unloading trunks and cases at a succession of approved hotels. It has become a quiet joke shared by all but Heywoud, though their cheeks rise now in grimaces not smiles and they curse the theater of these furnished camps. They desire only to sleep in deep snow trenches warmed by dogs and pelts and wool and with their eyes closed against the glow of Antarctic dusk. Now Heywoud loosens the guy lines for the tent pitched as last night’s shelter and Watts wonders why he squanders the very time and kilocalories he deems so precious.

It is nearly certain Heywoud has been watching Watts and Tite as he works. That he has not shouted at them and at Lawrence to join him is testament to his awareness. They might speak mutiny, but the weight of the sledges will counter their flyaway words. And so he trudges from the tent and stacks another heavy crate onto the pile.

Watts steps around Tite’s sledge and walks into a landscape altered by the thrashing of the air. The hardpack blurs, the line between snow and sky erased by the scouring of the rope wind. Solid ground turns to a cloud of crystals rising and falling, throwing up plumes and wraiths. The dogs have disappeared and everything—sledges, boxes, blocks of ice they sat on for their pemmican moments ago—is lost to the white cloud. A ground cloud, they call it, and they fear the storm it presages and the confusion it creates.

Watts sees a corner of the tent caught in the wind and flapping towards a tear. He calls to Heywoud. The man does not hear him so he shouts the words again, this time downwind. Heywoud looks up from the strap he is affixing to the sledge rail as if to spot a bird on the wing, and, disappointed, turns back to his task.

“The tent,” Watts bellows.

Heywoud sees him finally and Watts waves to the tent whose edges he can hear thrumming against the snow. Heywoud has removed the boxes and crates they place around the tent’s perimeter to block the wind and the fabric is vibrating in the rush of air.

“Come.” Watts steps into the tent without waiting to see if Heywoud has followed. But he has, and both men take a single deep breath in the hush of the enclosed space. A gust pries a windward corner of the tent from its mooring, and the men pounce at the canvas that bucks with a sound like gunfire.

The storm is nearly upon them. Watts and Heywoud both know the storms of Snowdon and the Peaks. They know the orages of Mont Blanc where black clouds surge like ocean waves, tumbling and grinding down upon the summits. At Shore Camp, too, the storms were familiar, terrestrial. Here in the interior of this blasted land, storms come with the force of an idea, in a clear sky, on a dry day. The wind tumbles the snow until the men are all blind and lost in white and blue, while the indolent sun ignores their struggles.

The tent again secure, they work together to dismantle it properly, beginning with the stays and snow anchors. Watts notices in Heywoud a tightened expression, a stiff carriage of the neck. In this Antarctic summer, the man warmed during his solitary work before the wind arrived, and he has been caught without his balaclava. Watts fetches the wool hat from Heywoud’s bag of coverings and pushes it over his head when he throws off his hood. Heywoud stands still, like a child, while Watts nudges the wool into the man’s coat as best he can with his broad gauntlets, and pulls the hood around Heywoud’s face. They must move quickly now. They finish loading the sledges, evenly dividing their supplies between the two, and they marshal the dogs to their traces. In the ground cloud, Watts loses sight of the dogs until one creature frantic at the coming run leaps up at Tite’s legs. He sees Tite crouch down briefly. He is saying something to the dog.

They step into their skis and set off into the wind. The harness tugs against Watts’ chest and presses shoulders down as if to drive him through the snow’s hard crust. He steps and kicks a heel back and glides forward with the other ski, one glide and then another and this is how it will go this day as on all others. He steps and kicks and draws the sledge forward one more yard. They are one hundred miles from the Pole and he is contemplating yards. He looks across at the other sledge where Lawrence takes the harness. Already that sledge leads and Watts knows again the panic of being left behind. He is no different from that antic dog desperate for its master’s notice. But in this ground cloud, they must not lose one another. There have been days when the cloud has teased and tempted men away like some atmospheric Circe and at haul’s end they have been two groups not one, the errant sledge some crucial compass points off course. Then to travel east or west is an indignity, the extra miles heaved onto day-weary men like as many blows.
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