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Meeting The Doctor, On The Voyage To
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Setting her bags down in the simply
furnished room, Anna sighed contentedly and looked around her
surroundings. There was a fair sized, wooden framed bed with a
comfortable feather mattress and plain blue bedspread, a small set
of drawers with a mirror and pretty wash jug and bowl set on top,
an empty bookcase and a small table and rocking chair near the
window.

It was perfect.

Anna Woodward had just arrived at Heron
Hall to take up her appointment as governess to an eight-year-old
little girl. Now, she would reside in this room. She took of her
thin, leather gloves and set them on the table.

The room was not what she had been used
to in her previous life, but that was ok; she was just grateful to
have a roof over her head and a purpose. A few months ago her
parents had died in an accident, she had been left all alone in the
world, devastated, and after her Father’s debtors had come,
penniless.

She had remained in the house as long
as she could until eventually they took that, too. It had turned
out that her Father’s business was not doing well and without him
there to turn it around, the debtors called everything in; their
faith gone. Destitute and alone, she had not known where to turn.
She had no other family and former friends turned their backs once
they realized she held no value to them.

At 21 years old, she was alone in the
world and hadn’t got a clue what to do.

Her Father’s solicitor, Mr. Percy, had
always held a soft spot for Anna and though he could do nothing
about her loss, he made enquiries to try to help her. Just as she
thought all was lost, he found her this post as
governess.

She had no prior experience but was
well educated herself and with Mr. Percy’s personal recommendation,
the family had agreed to take her on. Anna was so grateful that she
could have kissed Mr. Percy’s shiny, balding head.

Fixing her dark, auburn hair in the
mirror ensuring no strand escaped the sensible style she had pinned
it in, she checked herself over. She looked slightly tired, but
that was understandable considering the long carriage ride she had
undertaken to get here. Pinching her cheeks to put some color back
into her pale face, she rubbed her hands over her light blue eyes
and turned towards the door to go downstairs and greet her new
mistress.

 


 


Anna walked lightly down the stairs
towards the main lounge as instructed and jumped as she turned a
corner and bumped bodily into someone.

“Oh, I am sorry,” she
exclaimed, righting herself and feeling her cheeks burn with
embarrassment. She had been here five minutes and was already
showing herself up.

“Not at all, my fault
entirely” responded the man she had collided with, amusement
coloring his voice, a slow smile creeping throughout his thin face.
He kept his hand on her arm and she looked at it pointedly, not
wanting to appear rude by asking him to remove it. He smirked
slightly and rubbed his hand down the length of her forearm before
removing it.

“Careful now, these halls
can be dangerous. I’ll be seeing you.” He stared at her for a
moment, the smile still playing across his face, and then
left.

Anna blinked, shaking off the feeling
of unease the man had instilled in her and carried on to the
lounge. She wasn’t sure who he was or why he made her feel so
uncomfortable, but she hoped to avoid him in future.

Knocking on the door softly, she
entered and closed it quietly behind her. She approached the center
of the richly appointed room where a fire burned brightly in the
grand fireplace and a woman, assumedly the mistress of the house,
sat alone.

She studied the woman as she
approached. Her elegant dress of light grey silk seemed to match
the cold beauty of her face. Light grey eyes studied her back,
unemotionally, in a pale, thin face surrounded by a well-styled
mass of light brown hair. She sat upright, her hands crossed in her
lap.

“You are the young woman Mr.
Percy recommended so highly to us,” she stated, bluntly.

“Yes, my name is Anna
Woodward.” Anna smiled warmly, trying to break the ice. Her smile
was not returned.

“You have not been a
governess before, that is correct?”

“Er, yes my lady, that is
correct” Anna stuttered, caught a little of guard by the icy manner
of her new employer. She folded her hands behind her back,
squeezing them together as was her life-long habit, when trying to
comfort herself.

Lady Catherine studied her for a
further few moments before replying.

“Mr. Percy is a respected
friend of our family and as such we were happy to grant him this
favor. Please do not let him, or indeed, us, down, Miss Woodward.”
She reached for the delicate teacup and saucer on the side table
next to her chair and took a sip, not offering Anna a seat or a cup
herself.

“I can assure you, I don’t
intend to” Anna replied politely. “Mr. Percy has been very kind in
his assistance to me and I have every intention of making you glad
that you hired me.” She lifted her head a little.

“I look forward to that day,
Miss Woodward. You may be excused for the evening to settle into
your quarters. I shall have Helena ready to meet you at eight
o’clock sharp tomorrow morning.”

Anna nodded and turned to
leave.

“Oh, and Miss Woodward...”
Anna paused and turned back to her mistress, “this is a reputable
house. We have had trouble with some of the maids. I don’t expect
to have any trouble with any more of our staff. Just so that you
are aware.” Her stare lingered on Anna’s face.

Anna was not sure how to respond, not
entirely understanding her meaning, so she smiled and nodded before
finally leaving the room. Once the door was closed, she heaved a
sigh of relief. What a strange woman. Hopefully, given time, she
could thaw her mistress out a bit and create a more welcoming home
for herself here.

 


 


The first week went by and Anna settled
in happily. She barely saw Lady Catherine and both the housekeeper
and cook had welcomed her into their lives warmly, offering their
friendship and company when she wasn’t busy with her new charge.
Little Helena had turned out to be a delight, easy to teach and
open to all Anna had to offer her.

Anna quickly formed the impression that
before her arrival, Helena had been slightly starved of attention
and therefore gave her all that she could. They got along famously
right from the start. Anna looked forward to Helena’s eager little
face greeting her at the bottom of the stairs each morning, waiting
impatiently to get into the schoolroom.

The wide, grey eyes she inherited from
her mother constantly filled up with excitement as Anna introduced
new subjects to their lessons. If it weren’t for Lord Wesley, her
life would have been absolutely perfect.

After the housekeeper, Mrs. May and the
cook, Mrs. Harper, took her under their wing, they sat her down one
night and gave her the run-down of who everybody was and the
hushed-up history of the house. As she sipped on the hot, sweet tea
cook handed her and listened intently, it finally clicked what Lady
Catherine had been talking about.

“He wouldn’t leave poor
little Dolly alone, though she begged him to. He told her if she
fussed, he would send her to the workhouse. She ended up in
trouble, poor girl, and the mistress threw her out without a
reference. He got clean away with it of course.

“It was clear to anyone
under this roof what had happened, but the mistress turned a blind
eye and told us all we weren’t to associate with Dolly anymore.
Poor thing ended up at the workhouse anyway. Who’s going to take on
a pregnant maid with no reference?” Mrs. May shook her head
sadly.

Anna raised her eyebrows at the
unfairness of the situation, but said nothing. What was there to
say? She made a mental note to never be alone in the same room as
the master. Saying her goodnights, she headed up to bed and to
prepare for the next day of teaching.

 


 


The next day, her morning lessons flew
by and she sent her young charge off on a break to go and pester
cook for a biscuit or two. Anna busied herself, tidying up her desk
and cleaning the blackboard. She didn’t hear the door
close.

“Miss Woodward, we meet
again.”

Anna paused and inwardly groaned,
closing her eye briefly before turning around to face Lord
Wesley.

“How may I help you sir?”
she asked quietly, not moving from her spot across the
room.

He smiled, his rat-like face becoming
even uglier as he did so. “Oh, I think you know how you can help
me, Miss Woodward.” He ran his fingers across the edge of the table
and ran his tongue over his top lip, making Anna’s skin
crawl.

“No, I’m afraid I do not,
Lord Wesley” she snapped, holding her had high, “unless you are
here to gain report on your daughter’s studies, I do not believe
there is anything else I can do for you.”

Lord Wesley laughed nastily, all his
fake politeness thrown out the window. “Miss Woodward, I saw the
eyes you gave me when you met me on the stairs and I know your
type. I know you have nowhere to go and that you will do everything
you can to stay here. And, if you want to stay here,” he paused
menacingly, “you will do everything I ask of you. You will do
anything I want, and that starts tonight.”

His eyes gleamed as he headed back
towards the door. “Your door will be left open for me to join you
in bed, so be ready for me.” He sauntered out, pleased with the
delights he had arranged for himself that evening.

In a fury, Anna dashed out the door
into the main hallway behind him. “I may have nowhere else to go,
but I will never, ever degrade myself to the extent you are
suggesting and I will most certainly not give into such a vicious
bully,” she shouted, her face scarlet.

He stared at her in shock, not having
expected such a reaction from the apparently destitute, desperate
woman his wife had taken on. He had assumed he had her cornered and
that he would have no problem getting into her bed and using her
for his own wicked pleasures.

Hearing the commotion, Lady Catherine
entered the hallway from the library where she had been reading,
and Mrs. Harper hurried through from the kitchen.

“What is the meaning of this
noise?” Lady Catherine demanded, her eyes flashing from an angry
Anna to her sheepish husband.

“Nothing my dear,” he said
quickly, trying to cover his tracks. “I was just trying to fend off
Miss Woodward’s misplaced attentions. The woman seems to be
confused at her place in his household”

“What?” Anna asked,
incredulously. “That is most certainly...“

“Miss Woodward, you will
hold your tongue,” Lady Catherine boomed. She looked icily at her
husband.

“Are you saying; that Miss
Woodward attempted to entice you?”

“I’m afraid to say that is
correct my dear and when I explained that this was inappropriate,
she lashed out in temper at me. The woman is quite volatile.” He
shook his head in mock sympathy.

Anna gasped, shocked by the lies
dripping out of his mouth and trying to grasp what was happening.
She tried to explain to her mistress that Lord Wesley was lying but
she could not form the words in her mouth. Surely, Lady Catherine
could not believe her snake-like husband.

Lady Catherine’s eyes clouded over and
she turned away. Anna watched her turn and suddenly realized that
Lady Catherine could see quite clearly that her husband was lying,
but also that it didn’t matter.

She was happy to hide behind the lie in
order to cope with the situation.

“Miss Woodward, you will
pack your things and be gone by tonight,” she said coldly, her
voice flat, “You will not come back to this house again and you
will not be receiving a reference.”

She closed the library door behind her
quietly and the hallway was silent. Anna looked at Mrs. Harper in
mute shock and Mrs. Harper shook her head in disbelief back at
her.

Lord Wesley swaggered past her, pausing
to rub salt into the wound. “And to think that instead of being out
on the streets tonight, you could have had a nice warm body in your
cozy bed upstairs.” His sneer pulled Anna out of her
shock.

“I would rather die in a
workhouse than have a disgusting rat like you anywhere near my
body” she snapped at him, eyes narrowing in distaste. He growled
and turned on his heel, disappearing out of sight.

Anna’s shoulders slumped as she
realized the full weight of what had just happened. Mrs. Harper put
her arm around her shoulder and took her through to the kitchen to
sit her down and pour her a cup of tea whilst they figured out what
to do.

 


 


A week later, Anna sat pouring over the
classified ads in the paper, still unsure what she was going to do.
When Mrs. Harper had come to settle her pay, she noticed that Lady
Catherine had added a fair amount extra to what she was owed. It
was obviously to assuage her guilt. Anna wanted to throw the money
back at her and walk out with what was left of her pride, but she
was in no position to do so, so she took the money grudgingly and
said no more.

She had left the house and gone
straight to the small boarding house Mrs. Harper had told her
about. It was nothing special, but it was reasonably priced and a
respectable place for a young woman to stay, so she was grateful
for that. If she was careful, she could live modestly for a while
until she figured out where to go next.

However, where could she go next? She
had no reference and her name would be blackened as a governess in
this town anyway, now.

She sighed and rubbed her hand over her
weary face. This was not how she expected her life to turn out.
Just a few months ago she had been at home with her parents, young,
carefree, dreaming of balls and love and marriage. She had eagerly
waited for the day when she would have a family and home of her
own, never dreaming she might find herself in such a desperate
state. Nothing had prepared her for this.

A knock sounded on the door and the old
lady who ran the boarding house called through. “Mrs. May is here
for you dear. I’ve put her in the front room to wait for you. I’ll
bring through some tea.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Bolton,”
she called out, and listened to her shuffle off back down the hall.
Anna took a deep breath and shut away the self-pity. Self-pity
never solved anything.

Folding up the useless classified ads
pages she had been scouring, she went to throw it on the fire when
she paused. Something in the corner of it caught her eye. She laid
it on the small table by the window and flattened it back out with
her hand. Reading it, she paused, biting her lip. She giggled. Dare
she?

 


 


Mrs. May took another sip of tea,
sitting comfortably in her chair wondering what was taking Anna so
long to join her, when the door flew open and Anna entered, full of
energy.

“Mrs. May, it is so good to
see you.”

“Well dear, you certainly
look happier than when I last saw you” she answered, surprised by
the large smile on Anna’s face. She had expected the girl to be a
wreck.

“Yes, well. I cannot say I
am not fairly stressed at the situation right now, but just as you
arrived I found something interesting, if not a little
unusual.”

“Unusual? What do you mean?”
Mrs. May asked, confused. Anna handed her the small piece of
newspaper she had ripped out and Mrs. May began to read
aloud.

“Young English lady required
for marriage to one handsome, healthy and comfortably well-off
farmer in the countryside of Western America.” She paused, her eyes
widening, “Husband-to-be comes with a large, well-managed farm and
homestead and comfortable life. Companionship and affection
required and to be reciprocated.

“Lady in question to be of
at least moderate beauty, good intelligence and good nature. Please
send introduction letter along with photo to apply.”

Mrs. May’s mouth dropped open and she
stared at Anna in shock. Anna giggled, “I know, I know. It’s
absolutely absurd.”

“Well,” Mrs. May paused and
pondered. She was an old romantic at heart, spending most of her
nights tucked under the covers with penny romances. Her imagination
ran away with her as she thought it over. “You never know. Yes,
this is crazy, but what if he ends up being the one for you?” her
old eyes gleamed with excitement, “Why not just send the letter? No
harm can come of it, and he might not even reply. But you never
know what could happen if he does.”

Anna bit her lip again and thought it
over.

“Oh dear, I think I might
just have to do it” she exclaimed, and Mrs. May clapped her hands
together in delight, “Ok, so where should I start?”

 


 


Two months later, Anna stood on the
deck of the boat, waving goodbye to her only two real friends in
the world, Mrs. May and Mrs. Harper. They had become so close over
the short time she had known them and they had helped her so much.
She wiped away a tear. She was sad to be leaving them, but excited
at the thought of the new life that lay ahead of her.

Down on the dock, Mrs. Harper kept up a
large, fake smile as she berated Mrs. May at length.

“I still cannot believe you
allowed her to write that letter. What were you thinking? She could
be going anywhere, to anyone, and he could murder her for all we
know. He could be a heathen and make her join up with some cult.
She could be going to somewhere dirty and cold and uncivilized.”
Her face burned, but she kept smiling for Anna’s sake.

“You silly old woman. If
something happens to that poor girl, it will be your entire fault
for filling her head with romantic nonsense. You read far too much
of that rubbish. A woman shouldn’t be traveling the world alone on
adventures. It’s no place for any woman, let alone one of her
decent background.”

The boat became smaller and smaller as
it set sail for America and the two women kept waving until they
could no longer make Anna out amongst the crowd. Mrs May, silent
until now, turned to her companion.

“Annie Harper, if I am a
silly old woman, then you are one right alongside me, standing here
waving her off.” She wagged her finger. “Don’t you forget; I know
you better than anyone after all these years. I know that although
you are worried for our Anna, if it were you, you would be on that
boat in a shot”

“I would not!” Mrs. Harper
exclaimed, pursing her lips and folding her arms.

“Oh yes you would,” Mrs. May
chuckled, “as would I”

Both of their faces softened as they
watched the boat in the distance.

“She will be fine. Anna’s a
clever girl, and if something isn’t right, she will come home. Now,
let us go and get a nice cup of tea to warm our bones before we set
home.”

The two older women linked arms and
walked away from the docks together.

 


 


Anna settled down in her cabin, scared
now that she was actually on the boat and there was no turning
back. She pulled out the letter her husband-to-be had sent her in
response to her own. Perhaps reading the words he wrote, would give
her the strength to continue.

 


My dearest Miss Woodward,
Anna,

 


Thank you for your charming letter and
picture. I would like to have been able to meet you in a more
conventional way, but alas that is not possible, the circumstances
as they are. If I were back in England, I would woo you in a way
befitting of such a beautiful and obviously intelligent young
woman, but as it stands, all I can do is write you a
letter.

Allow me to tell you more of my home
and life out here, in the west. It is certainly different to
England. The weather for example, it is always hot and dry, and
there is very rarely any rain or they grey skies you will be used
to. I live out in the country on the outskirts of a small town,
which means it is always fairly quiet and peaceful.

The town has everything that one could
need; grocery shops, tailor and dressmakers, a hotel, church and
post office. There is also a train station of course, for people to
come in and out.

My farm is a good sized one, which
provides everything I need to live in a manner of comfort. I manage
it with a good team of farm hands and it does well. The house is
large and right now, empty. My parents, who built it themselves,
passed it down to me. It is of course in need of a feminine touch,
I won’t lie, but that is to be expected of a man living alone. I
look forward to the day I am lucky enough to see such luxury around
me as the small touches of a creative, caring woman.

I realize this is a very short
courtship, but Anna, I would like to ask you to take a chance on me
and do me the honor of becoming my wife. You have swept me off my
feet with your letter and I will promise you this, if you accept
and you join me here, I will spend my every waking minute devoted
to making you the happiest woman on earth. I want nothing more than
a full and happy marriage.

You will be free to make the house as
you wish and everything you need shall be provided. You have but to
ask.

I hope you accept my proposal, Anna. I
have spent many days and nights wishing I could meet a woman as
incredible as you are and could not believe my luck when your
letter reached my door. I believe that we could truly find
happiness together and create a wonderful life.

Please let me know your answer via
telegram and if you do wish to proceed, I will send you all the
details to make arrangements.

 


Yours hopefully,

Leonard

 


Anna folded it up again, smiling
dreamily. He sounded like such a gentleman, his words coming
through sincere if not slightly vulnerable. He had not sent a
picture, but that was ok. If he was a good and kind man, a
gentleman and a hard worker, then that was enough for her. In
addition, if he was everything that she dreamed him to be in her
head, she may even fall deeply in love with him. She truly hoped
this was the case. She squeezed herself happily at the
thought.

 


 


Eric Lacey wandered up to the top deck
of the boat after dinner and breathed the sea air deep into his
lungs. It felt clean, fresh, and revitalizing after the smoggy
streets of London. A doctor, he had opened up a small practice two
years ago in the poorer east end, trying to make a difference in
the world.

Many days, when sickness and disease
spread through the slums like wildfire due to the poor state of the
sewage and water systems, he felt as though nothing he ever did
could ever change things. However, on other days, when he saved a
life or helped a new one into the world, he was glad he had made
the choices he had.

He was a kind doctor, never turning a
patient away whether they could pay or not - and most could not.
His father had begged him and ranted at him to move away from the
slums and work in one of the better parts of
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