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Introduction
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Eva came to me in a brown paper parcel.

There is an elderly gentleman in Shropshire, England, who sends us curious packages. A few years ago, a large shoebox packed with many and all varieties of postcards arrived in our mailbox here in Canada. Back then he sent an abundance of these packages; I suspect he combed charity shops for such artifacts for us, but as busy people, we (my husband and I), while appreciating parcels from the old country, could only give them a quick flick through, dragging out one or two specimens with a ‘hey look at this’, and then the boxes were packed away in a cupboard until...

...a year or so ago, in an effort to de-clutter, one of these shoeboxes of postcards was brought out and an evening was spent poring over each and every one. Some were quite old, with interesting stamps. The messages also were curious: family members writing to each other with beautiful handwriting—on postcards—over a hundred years ago, greetings for birthdays, and ‘wish-you-were-heres’ from seaside resorts.

Then out dropped the photograph.

It’s a profile portrait of a young woman. Probably in the early or mid-1920s. She looks somewhat tentative, nervous, but hopeful. The slump in her shoulders shows she is not comfortable having the photograph taken. Her hair has been waved for the occasion it seems and, except for a stray curl near her temple, not one hair is out of place. She has a strong face with a nose of aquiline tendencies. She doesn’t smile or show her teeth, her lips are firmly closed in the straightest line imaginable. From the sepia photograph it is difficult to get a feel for her colouring, but I would say brown eyes and dark brown hair. Not a peaches and cream complexion. She wears a double string of fine pearls, and a diaphanous georgette silk blouse with an embroidered bodice and a ruffle. It would appear the blouse is homemade, the right sleeve, nearest the camera, has not been set professionally into the blouse body. Is she the dressmaker? Or was it made by a family member? 

The photograph has a thick backing sheet. I turn it over. On the reverse is a newspaper clipping. Firmly glued. It is an entry form for a beauty contest. The prize £2,500. An enormous sum for the 1920s, is my first reaction. 

[image: Image]

But I’m troubled by Eva. For Eva. What kind of life did she have? Did she make a difference? Was she happy? I want to make her so, but I also question my right to build a fictional life for this woman.

The name Matson rings bells. I remember now, a greyhound-rescue-group friend in England—her mother’s married name is Matson. So I send her a message: ‘Hi Sally, is this any relation of yours?’

Amazingly, she writes right back. ‘I’ll ask Mum.’

In the meantime, I do some more digging myself and find an Eva. In Dorset. A record of baptism. May 1900. I feel close to her even in her babyhood and, for some reason, I fear for her future. But I also want to be excited for her.

There’s another note from Sally, ‘Yes, there is a Dorset connection, I’ll follow up when I can.’

And I’m grateful for that. I still wonder if it’s OK to fictionalise this woman. I recently read Sean Michaels’ Us Conductors—a novel based on the life of Leon Termin. If Mr. Michaels can do it—then, surely, so can I. I just don’t want to hurt or offend anyone.

I’m Google-street-viewing villages on the Dorset coast. What a picturesque part of the world to be born into, to grow up, to fall from trees, to run on the beaches with hair flying in the breezes, to fall in and out of love, and maybe to die.

I feel Eva’s photograph has come my way for a purpose: to give her a life. To explore a woman’s life that transitions from the Victorian era—life without modern conveniences and where family ruled, especially by the matriarchs—through to a world approaching rock ’n roll and sexual freedom. I have a photograph of my grandfather’s mother who would have been the age of Eva’s grandmother. My Great-Grandma Cope looks strong. Forceful even. A woman capable of making decisions and doing her bit to further the causes of women at a time when changes were imminent. She also has a twinkle in her eye, so not without humour. And she must also have been quite a romper between the sheets with eleven children. Or was that, too, the role of women in that era?

I’ve already started to write Eva’s story when I hear back from Sally: The family contact she was planning to get information from died in a car crash a few weeks ago.

I am speechless. I don’t know the details of the crash, or who the man was, or what connection he was to our Eva, but it seems I now have to go it alone and fill in the gaps of her life as I imagine them.

And I am so sorry, Sally, for your family’s loss.

I look again at Eva’s photograph. Is this the young woman who once flung her leg over the crossbar of father’s bicycle and pedalled like billy-o to fetch the doctor to her sick grandmother? I reckon so. I reckon she had all the guts she was going to need for what was to come next in her life.

S.B.B. 2015

Additional author’s notes.

I’ve found a transcript of the memorial stones in the Chickerell graveyard. Eva’s name is there. So is Grandma’s. And that really sends me shivers. I had no idea in 2015 when I first wrote this story.

I look again at the only photograph I have of my great-grandmother, Grandma Cope. She has to be my blueprint for Grandma in Eva’s story. Grandma Cope canvassed for a political party in Leicester. The story goes that her eleven children took care of each other, very ably, and when there were insufficient chairs, the young ones had to stand and let the older children sit: respect for elders. I met Grandma Cope, once, when I was very young. She had a kind but commanding air. She sent out for the cream cakes that day. The best I had ever tasted—given that I had never had a cream cake until that day it stood to reason it would be the best. I chose a meringue. Filled with fresh cream. Unforgettable.

Grandma Cope, like Grandma Matson was firm, commanding, but hidden underneath it all, a gentle caring kindness.

This is a work of fiction. Only Eva’s photograph, its backing sheet, and the correspondence with Sally are real. Research regarding the wars that affected characters in this story was accurate at the time of writing. There is no evidence that Douglas Fairbanks visited Dorset, or had a smelly tobacco breath, but he is in the story because, well, why not? Any discrepancies are entirely mine and it is my hope that they do not adversely affect my story of Eva Matson.

S.B.B. 2021
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1. Amy
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The baby was born on May 24th, 1900. Queen Victoria’s 81st birthday. It stood to reason that when she was baptised at the little Church of Mary Magdalene in Langton-Herring on August 9th, both May and Victoria would be chosen names. But Eva? Grandma Matson was the epitome of a family matriarch. Little Eva’s father, George, was overwhelmed by his mother, always known as Grandma, even to her son, even to the villagers and tradesmen, she was known to rule the family.

“That baby will be named for me, of course,” she said to George and Eva’s mother, Amy. There was no question.

Amy really wanted to call her baby, Margaret Rose. But didn’t offer her thoughts. She kept them to herself and on summer afternoons, sitting on the garden seat under the apple trees, rocking her little girl, she sang, “Margaret Rose with the sweet button nose...” and, more often than not, a single tear would fall onto the baby swaddled on her lap. Onto the hand knitted baby dresses in fine cream wool. Amy rocked back and forth, “You’ll always be my Margaret Rose, no matter what,” she said.

Little Eva gurgled and blew bubbles from her tiny, pursed lips, looking into her mother’s deep brown eyes, looking above at the apples beginning to sweeten on their boughs, and beyond to the deep blue summer skies of rural Dorset.

Amy placed baby Eva gently back in her baby carriage, it was the carriage Grandma Matson trundled up the garden path a month before Eva’s arrival, “It was our George’s,” she said in her firm deep voice. “It was good enough for him. It will be more than good enough for yours.” She pointed at Amy’s baby bump, well hidden under her flowing smock. Amy blushed. 

And so Amy had no choice but to accept that this would be the baby carriage for her new baby. She was hoping that she and George would take the charabanc into Dorchester before too long and choose one from the Co-op. But it was not to be. The one Grandma Matson insisted they use was good enough. It had to be. Grandma Matson was quite clear about that. The chrome shone; the hood worked just fine. The fitted waterproof cover had a tiny scuff in one corner, but Amy, being an accomplished needle-woman, was able to sew an invisible hedge-tear darn in fine black silk. There was no sign of a scuff having been on the corner at all. Grandma was impressed when she saw it, saying, “Very nice, Dear,” making Amy feel, for once, that she’d done something right. Grandma followed her praise with, “but there was really no need, the babe will soon have it all kicked up. Just like our George. And you will be having a boy, won’t you.” It wasn’t a question, more an order.

Eva’s birth was a long and difficult one. Amy got the first signs of labour on May 22nd when she was hanging out all the blankets on the line. “Why have you done this heavy wash today?” George said. “They were all quite clean.”

But Amy had scrubbed floors and polished windows until they shone like the chrome handlebars on the baby carriage. She rubbed with vinegar and newspaper until her fingers bled. “I don’t know George,” she said. “I just had to, I suppose, make ready for our baby.”

The labour pains began that night around eleven. George rubbed her back to ease the aches and discomfort and made her cups of hot milk with a boiled onion until his mother arrived.

“I heard you’d started,” she snapped while pulling a large starched white pinafore over her head and tying it around her ample waist. “Now let’s see what we have.” She proceeded to pull up Amy’s petticoats, revealing body parts only George had ever glimpsed before. But there was no time for embarrassment. 

“Shoo you,” Grandma said to George, “make yourself useful, boil kettles, fetch clean towels. And bring me a pot of tea.”

As George scuttled down the wooden staircase with a clattering not unlike a herd of horses, Amy quaked with fear of the woman known to all as Grandma. For a moment, just a brief one, she wondered why a woman of such ferocity was called by a name evoking gentleness and warmth. She looked again into the firm set lines of Grandma’s face, the piercing brown eyes, the strong manlike nose, the hint of facial hair above the top lip and the chestnut brown hair pulled back into the tightest of buns. Amy had never seen Grandma’s hair not in a bun. She wondered just how long it really was, and how wavy.

“Now listen to me, Girl,” Grandma was saying, “I can see you drifting away with the fairies and that just will not do. You have a job to do, and I am going to be with you all the way.” Grandma put a hand on Amy’s shoulder. It was an uncharacteristically gentle touch and Amy knew she was on a journey for which there was no turning back. This baby would be born. And Grandma would make it happen. Amy closed her eyes, thought of England, and handed herself over entirely into the hands of George’s mother.

It turned out to be a long and fruitless night. Grandma fell asleep in the rocking chair alongside Amy’s bed. Amy’s pain subsided to the point where she too fell into a sleep full of dreams. Dreams where she gave birth to ten little grandmas and awoke with a start, screaming, “God help us.”

Grandma, too, woke up to the screaming, replying, “Indeed, Child, God help us. And he will. Let us say a prayer together. Amy had no choice but to sit with the large starched white pillow behind her, put her hands together close her eyes and stumble along with Grandma:

Dear Lord, you have helped us through this night. A night brought about by earthly sin. We beseech you to keep us safe as we bear the pains so rightly brought down upon us by you, Dear Lord, as punishment for the dirty sins we have committed. Bring forth this baby free from all blemish and blame for the sins of his parents, we ask you this in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.”

Amy was shocked into the final Amen. Shocked that her condition was being seen as the result of a dirty sin. Shocked that George’s mother should see things this way. But she knew she’d married into a religious family, and accepted such in order to marry George, who she loved with all her heart.

On Wednesday, May 23rd, the pains had subsided to the extent that Amy managed a gentle stroll around the garden. Grandma had popped back to her own house next door to put wood on the fire, leaving Amy in George's hands. “On no account is she to get out of bed,” she barked, as she strode out of the front door.

Of course, the moment she disappeared around the high, yellow privet hedge, Amy said to George, “Get me out of here, even just for five minutes. I need to smell the fresh mown grass and the salt sea air. Just for five minutes, Georgie.”

Grandma would have had a fit, firstly to hear Amy call her son Georgie, something unheard of other than behind George and Amy’s closed doors, and furthermore to see her in her bedroom robe, walking up and down the garden path. George and Amy talked. “I’m really scared, Georgie," she said. “Why did we let this happen?”

George smiled, “It’s a natural thing,” he said. “How do you think we all came into being?” It was a typical George response. George the thinker, the reasoner, the man who read and researched topics in depth. A man who spent his few spare hours a week at the library pouring over encyclopaedias.

“You are right of course, Georgie,” said Amy, “I didn’t think of it like that. Your mother keeps going on about how sinful it is.” She hesitated to criticize his mother to him. “Of course we are not the only people ever in the world to have a baby. What a grand little family we are going to be, Georgie.”

George took her hand and they stood together before slowly walking back into the house and up the steep, narrow wooden staircase to the bedroom, seconds before they heard the front door latch open and close and Grandma’s footfall on the stairs.

“Out of bed, are we?” she said.

“Just to take a look out the window, Grandma, and at the sea,” said Amy, aware she was lying. “How good it is to breathe in the sea air.”

“What! Have you opened this window, George? Now you get it closed forthwith and get back down those stairs and make tea for us all. I think we are in for another long day.” Grandma sat back into the deep grooves her ample behind had made in the cushions on the wicker rocking chair and picked up her knitting. 

“Can I do mine too?” said Amy. “It might help to calm me.”

Here was something that both women were in agreement on. Grandma handed Amy her knitting basket with baby jacket almost complete, the soft wool and the tiny needles holding the last sleeve to be knitted. Amy stroked the knitted item before picking up the needles and beginning the shaping for the armholes. “I should have this finished by dinnertime,” she said to no-one in particular.

“Just be careful you don’t get yourself into a ferdoodle,” said Grandma, nodding as she worked the eyelet holes on the right baby bootee.

Twilight descended, casting shadows around the bedroom, with its mahogany tallboy topped with intricate lace doilies, highlighting the large painting of a mermaid. Amy imagined the white lace curtains could lift gently in the evening breeze if only the window were opened. But Grandma was booming down the stairs to George, “You’d better go for Doctor Wilson, I don’t want us to get lulled away. Your wife is tired, and the babe is tired and I think we must do something.”

Grandma’s shouting brought Amy from her reverie. She sat up in bed bewildered, looking around her saying, “Where am I, what’s happening, where are my daisies?” And Grandma knew Amy was delirious and a doctor was needed.

George headed off on his bicycle into the descending night. Gravel flew up along the road behind his wheels as he pedalled for Amy’s life. And the baby’s. It took more than twenty minutes for him to reach Doctor Wilson, who had settled down with his pipe and the evening paper and a glass of port after supper. But as soon as he heard he’d been summoned by Grandma Matson, he put on his light linen coat and his deerstalker hat, picked up his Gladstone bag and cycled along beside George at not quite the speed George had achieved on his outward journey.

It was dark by the time they arrived, almost ten o’clock, and the good doctor was at Amy’s bedside before he’d removed his coat. “Now then young lady, what is going on?” he said.

Grandma told him, blow by blow, of the day Amy had had, Amy didn’t open her mouth, just lay back and waited for death to descend. ‘If they’ve sent for the doctor, it must be bad,’ was the thought that jingled around in her head. The oil lamps were lit and shadows of Grandma and Doctor Wilson loomed high on the far wall. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but she began to pray to herself, ‘Lord take care of my Georgie. Make sure he changes his vest on Fridays. If my baby lives, please take care of him and call him Victor, in God’s name, Amen.’ 

The pain hit her with an almighty punch. She thought it was God’s answer to her prayer. She closed her eyes and waited to be transported to heaven.

Eva was born at 2.15 am on May 24th. By 7 a.m., with the early morning sun streaking through the lace curtains, Amy could make out the shape of Grandma Matson in the rocking chair with a bundle wrapped in her arms.

“There you are, Dearie,” she said. “Welcome back, it was a long, long night. But you will survive.”

Amy was in disbelief. “I didn’t die?” she said, tears gently falling to her hot cheek. “And I have a baby, can I hold him?”

“You do indeed have a baby,” said Grandma, “but...”

“But...?” said Amy, more tears rolling down her cheeks. “Is he alright? Is there something wrong?”

At that moment George came through the bedroom door carrying a tray with tea and hot buttered crumpets. “For my girls,” he said.

Grandma laughed, “Yes,” she said, “for the girls, you have a baby girl, Amy. A beautiful little baby girl.” And with that she handed the bundle to the tear-stained Amy. She pulled a shawl around the young woman’s shoulders and said, “It was a bit tough for a while, you are going to feel quite sore and must stay in bed for at least two weeks, but everything is going to be fine. The little mite will need to be fed very soon, so once George leaves, I will show you how.”

“What happened?” said Amy. “Why can’t I remember?” The tears began to fall again. She looked around at the sheeting, rags, and towels, blood-soaked on the floor by the bedroom door. “What has happened to me?”

“It is nothing child,” said Grandma, “You will heal. We had to save both you and the baby, it was necessary. George was here and Doctor Wilson. You will recover in time. Now let’s look at your lovely baby girl.”

Grandma placed the baby in Amy’s weak arms. Amy looked down at the perfect head, the soft cap of dark hair and the eyes as purple as violets. She touched the tiny perfect fingers of her new-born girl, the fingernails, still soft, but perfect, minute, and kissable. She pulled back the shawl to show the baby’s tiny feet, Amy counted the toes, one, two, three, four, five...”

Grandma laughed, a tired laugh but still a laugh, “You can check her all over, but she is perfect. And look we have bound her navel, a large copper penny has been placed to help it tuck back in and then we’ve bound her with bandages.”

Amy mouthed, “Thank-you,” to Grandma and said, "but we had no name for a girl, only Victor for a boy.”

“Today is our queen’s birthday,” said Grandma, “but if you call her Victoria, it will for certain be shortened to Queenie. Do you want that?”

“I like Margaret,” said Amy, “but it will be up to George.”

“There is also May,” said Grandma, “but don’t you think May Matson sounds a bit of a mouthful?”

Amy drifted back into the fresh pillows. She didn’t want to be desultory with Grandma after all she’d done over the past two days and nights. “We’ll talk, George and me,” she said, looking towards the tray of tea and crumpets.

Grandma helped her with breakfast. “Then we have to feed this little one,” she said.

Amy had heard of mothers breastfeeding babies but had never learned how it could happen. There was a pamphlet Grandma had given to George a few weeks before. Amy had read it and was shocked. She had no idea that milk would come from her own body for the baby, no thought as to how she could put another human to her breast. She wondered if it would hurt.
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The little village of Lingwell St. Mary is on the Dorset coast. It is a village without a centre. People often say how lovely it would be if there was a village green, with a couple of park benches where they could meet up and chat. The nearest thing to that was a standing stone. A single standing stone like those at Avebury and in the highlands of Scotland. No-one had a clue as to where it came from or how it got there. It is not local stone, more like a Welsh granite. Once in a while someone left a message and pinned it down with another pebble or rock. Like a prayer to a heathen God.

The vicar of St. Mary’s tried for many years to have the stone removed. “It is a pagan artifact,” he said to the council who replied, “Sorry Reverend, it is of historical and archeological interest. It can never be moved.”

People were posted behind the high yew hedge to see who was leaving notes, but no-one had ever been caught. Reverend Jones collected the notes in a large cedar box that he kept in the vestry at the church. He hoped to consult a hand-writing expert, to see if the scribbler or scribblers could be identified. So far no handwriting expert had been consulted. And therefore, no culprit had been named.

The nature of the notes bothered Reverend Jones. He wondered who in the village might have money worries, who might
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