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Spirit of Progress

She has told him her name is Belle (Isobel is, after all, her 
middle name) so his letters come addressed to Belle Sanders, or 
Miss B Sanders. After the initial confusion and Elsie’s elaborate 
explanation, her mother hands over the plump envelopes 
without comment, her face carefully expressionless. She doesn’t 
comment directly, that’s not her way, but Elsie has heard the 
old woman muttering as she stumps back into the garden: 
And just what is it that’s wrong with Elsie, I’d like to know. Isn’t 
Elsie good enough for our Miss Airs-and-graces? What sort of a 
daughter is it that changes the name her mother gave her? What 
sort of a daughter? An unnecessary question, surely: Elsie’s 
character having been established (at least as far as her mother 
is concerned) conspicuously and unequivocally some eight 
years earlier.

If she is careful (and for the past six years, Elsie has managed 
to be careful; she has slaved, scrimped, saved) she is able to 
spend two weeks a year in this town, in this house – once her 
home – with her mother and the boy. There was one additional 
trip earlier in the year for her father’s funeral, just an overnight 
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stay, it was all the time she could afford. Until now, the pattern 
of these days has always been the same.

But this year it’s different. This year there is no one to 
meet her at the station. Last year (and every year before that) 
her father would have been there, would perhaps have brought 
the boy, would be waiting, his face bright with anticipation 
(How I’ve missed my girl!), to help with her luggage. But this visit 
there is no one (she had expected – who?) and Elsie has to lug 
her port and a basket full of parcels (clothes and a wooden train 
for the boy, a silk wrap for her mother) the eight blocks herself. 
And those eight blocks seem eighty (the awkward weight of her 
baggage, the heat) without her father’s cheery conversation, his 
casual deflection of the malicious curiosity that she inevitably 
encounters along the way.

Her mother’s greeting is barely that. A cold-eyed ‘Well, here 
you are then.’ No cheek proffered, no physical contact, and this 
time there’s none from the boy either: he flinches when she goes 
to hug him, then stands close to his grandmother, pale, silent, shy. 
A shadow of a boy. A stranger. Her mother pours her a cup of tea 
(stewed: I had it ready at three. You did say three), but doesn’t sit down 
herself, stands by the range, her back to the table; busy, always busy. 
The boy hovers, uncertain. There is no cake and no conversation.

Her mother thanks her tersely for the shawl, though she 
can see no sense in it – where would she wear such a thing? The 
boy unwraps his presents carefully, thanks her politely for the 
clothes, but gives her a timid smile when the train is revealed. It 
is a simple thing, just an unpainted wooden engine with a single 
carriage, but he gazes at it admiringly, gives it a tentative push, 
grins when it rolls smoothly across the table. His grandmother 
frowns: ‘Outside with that,’ and he’s off and away out the door 
with his prize, and without a backward glance. 



3
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Elsie does not reply to the letters. There is no time to write, 
here. She resumes her childhood chores easily, unasked, during 
the day – collects eggs, sets the fire, sweeps, mops, dusts, prepares 
their meals. She works alone: the boy at school, her mother all day 
in the garden. In the evenings, once the boy is in bed, she helps 
her mother with the ironing and darning that the old woman 
does in exchange for various goods – a pound of sugar from the 
smithy’s wife; butter and milk from the woman who runs the 
dairy. They work silently at their separate tasks and when the 
work is finished – the starched shirts ironed and ready on their 
hangers; the mended clothes folded neatly in their wicker basket 
– her mother locks the windows, extinguishes the lamp. The two 
women murmur their goodnights, part without touching. 

It was not always like this. When her father was alive, Elsie 
would still share the work with her mother most evenings, but 
the boy would often be allowed to stay up, and he and his 
grandfather would play cards – snap, fish, happy families. There 
would be shouts and high spirits, and the women would be 
thrown the odd scrap of conversation: Look Ma. Look Else. Look 
at what this silly chump has done to his old grandpa! Occasionally 
her mother would forget herself and join in, would make a smart 
reply, even laugh. But would stop just as soon as she started, 
glare at her daughter, go back to her ironing. Her face settling 
back into its customary grim contours. 

Sometimes when the three sit together at teatime – not 
even her mother can find a way around the pragmatic necessity 
of a communal evening meal – Elsie tells stories of life in the city. 
This is for the boy’s benefit. She wants to give him something 
of herself. Some idea of her. She doesn’t tell her own story, of 
course, or only ever in the most roundabout way. ‘There is a 
woman,’ she will say, ‘a woman who lives in the room above 
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mine. She sang once in the opera, and in the night, sometimes 
all the night, she sings – scales, exercises – up and down and up 
again, until my head is ringing with it, until I can’t think. Can’t 
sleep. I tap sometimes – when I cannot bear another minute of 
it – I tap on the ceiling with a broom…’ and her mother’s mouth 
will tighten, harden, and she will spit out words: sharp, cutting, 
conclusive. ‘This is not something I care to hear about,’ she will 
say, or: ‘I hardly think this conversation is suitable for the boy’s 
ears.’ She will look down and away from her daughter, hack at 
her mutton, chew noisily. The boy sits wide-eyed, would have 
her keep talking, she knows, would have her finish the tale. But 
always her mother’s anger defeats her. She, too, looks down at 
her plate, chews, swallows; eats without tasting.

Elsie sends a cheque each month. For six years she has sent 
home almost one third of her earnings for the boy’s keep. While 
her father was alive there were no complaints. We manage, he’d 
smile. Don’t you worry, darl. But now, this visit: ‘It is not enough,’ 
says her mother. ‘How can it be enough? The boy needs clothes, 
and food, look how he is growing, so much food…What you 
send barely pays for a week. There is the garden, but you know 
I can only grow a little…’ But Elsie has herself to keep, can 
send no more. ‘It’s hard in the city,’ she explains. She has barely 
enough now for meals, for her room; she goes without heat in 
winter, spends evenings in the dark. Her mother shrugs. ‘So? 
He is your son,’ she says, ‘not mine. You think your life is hard?’ 
says her mother. ‘I am old and a widow with no money and no 
help and this boy to keep. Now that is hard. If you can’t send 
more money, I can’t keep him. You’ll have to take him back to 
the city with you. Or find him a place in a home.’ There is some 
movement at the doorway; a shadow flickers, then disappears. 
‘There are places that take children like him.’
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She shares a bed with the boy – it is her childhood bed, her 
old room – and at night, before they sleep, she reads passages 
from the letters aloud to him. ‘Listen,’ she says, ‘Listen to this.’ 
She puts on a radio voice: ‘I must confess that I find the eating habits 
of your countrymen quite insupportable, and certainly indigestible: 
meat three, and sometimes four times a day…’ Sometimes she 
stumbles over unfamiliar words: Exacerbate. Elucidate. Antipodean. 
Obfuscate. Concomitant. ‘Why, it’s like something from a book!’ 
She exclaims over the handwriting. ‘Look. Just look at it. So 
fine!’ The boy traces the meaningless loops and curls with a 
hesitant finger. ‘You can tell, can’t you, that he’s the cousin 
of an English duke? That he’s someone special. Important. 
Wouldn’t you like to be able to write like this when you’re a 
man, Georgie?’ It is not really a question and she hardly notices 
that the boy neither agrees nor disagrees, but turns on his side 
to face the wall. 

There are other parts, parts that she keeps to herself, that 
she reads when she is sure that the boy is properly asleep. She 
will push him across to the far side of the bed – as far away from 
her as possible – dim the lamp and then linger on these passages, 
her lips moving as she reads, the fingers of one hand twirling 
her hair, the other placed loosely between her parted thighs. I 
think so often, my darling, my bella bellisima Belle, of those nights… 
and here his handwriting deteriorates slightly, becomes uneven, 
erratic…of your breasts like soft white doves, the sweet warmth of your 
lips…of your little hands (so small so swift so sweet) here and here and 
here on me. Oh Bella, how I ache for your touch…Another week is 
more than I can bear. Come back my faery child, my mysterious Belle, 
come back from whatever enchanted grot you have disappeared into…
come back and make me whole. Without you, My own Belle Dame 
Sans Merci, I am as nothing:
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Alone and palely loitering,
Though the sedge is wither’d from the lake,
And no birds sing.

She keeps the letters under her pillow while she sleeps, 
and then in the morning places them gently, reverently, into 
her new maroon patent leather beauty case. The case (a gift for 
the journey: ‘Keep yourself beautiful for me,’ he’d whispered) is 
generously supplied with bottles and jars of scientifically proven 
restorers – potions, lotions, powders – of beauty and youth, 
but there’s still space for his letters. She locks the case with a 
pretty, but sturdy, gilt padlock. During the day the two small 
keys swing gently on a long golden chain, well hidden from her 
mother and the boy, like a pendulum between those two soft 
white doves.

But this night, when she comes to bed the boy asks her to 
finish the story begun at the table. In the dark, away from his 
grandmother, he speaks to her. He speaks in a whisper, and 
hesitantly, rarely a complete sentence, but still – he speaks. 

‘Please,’ he says, ‘tell me about that opera singer.’ Clears his 
throat. ‘What happened to her?’ 

What happened to her? Elsie casts about for a suitable 
ending – it is not for the boy’s ears, the real story. In truth it is 
a squalid little tale: a story of failure, corruption, desperation. A 
city story. ‘Oh,’ she says, ‘the opera singer. Well – it turns out 
that we have become great friends, the best of friends. She is an 
Italian woman, her name is Maria, and was very famous once, 
she sang all over the world. Paris, Vienna, London, New York. 
And now we…we have tea together, and sometimes she takes me 
to the opera with her.’

‘Does the opera lady…does she have a coat. A fur coat?’
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‘A fur coat? Oh yes – she has ten fur coats. A cupboard full 
of fur coats!’

‘Mink?’ He strokes the blankets wonderingly.
‘Mink and fox and…and arctic seal.’
His forehead wrinkles. ‘Seal?’ 
‘Yes, seal. All the way from the North Pole. And jewels. She 

has a cupboard full of jewellery. Gifts from kings and princes. 
Rubies and emeralds and diamonds. Once she let me borrow her 
diamond tiara…’

‘Oh.’ The boy’s eyes shine in the dim light. ‘Oh. She did? 
I think you would have been…you would have looked very 
beautiful.’ Shyly. ‘I wish I could have seen you. I wish…’

It is only at night that she sees he is something substantial, 
that he is flesh and blood, solid, warm, perhaps even that small 
snuggling, nestling creature – her baby, her shame – that she 
knows she loved so fiercely once.

On a good day and in a certain light she could pass for twenty-
eight or so, but Elsie is nearing forty. As her mother likes to point 
out – she’s no spring chicken. So she was at first disbelieving, and 
then bemused, by the man’s attentions. Now, she is still slightly 
bewildered (look, just look at the way the flesh on her arms sags, 
the lines on her face that no amount of powder can disguise, 
the crepey skin of her chest, the breasts that when freed from 
their harness droop like sad summer flowers…What is it, she 
wonders, that he sees – surely not a faery child?), but besotted 
also. How could she not be? His attentions, his affection, his 
devotion – they are so much more than she has ever experienced, 
or expected. But she is enchanted, too, by the world that he 
inhabits. A world that she has always been dimly aware of, but 
has never aspired to. A world where men stand up when women 
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enter rooms, where doors are opened for ladies, (where she is 
a lady!), where vowels are rounded, dinners are leisurely, and 
conversation is a serious business. A world where love is not 
the rushed and grunting act that she has known, but is full of 
softness and sweet whisperings and slow delight. 

It is this world that fascinates her, perhaps even more than 
the man himself – who, despite his big words, the silver watch 
that he keeps in the pocket of his waistcoat, the moustache that 
he trims and waxes so carefully, is not especially impressive. (She 
can imagine her mother’s scorn – the big words, the waistcoat in 
summer, the waxed moustache – why, he’s just like an undertaker!) 
Now that she has had a glimpse, a taste, of this world, now 
she wants – more than anything she has ever wanted – to be a 
part of it. She is determined (and it is the determination of the 
desperate) to make the journey from her world to his. 

The night before she is to leave Elsie comes to bed later than 
usual. She has spent the evening sorting through her childhood 
belongings at her mother’s request. She has kept very little – a 
photograph of her father, a lock of the boy’s baby hair (gossamer 
– her faery child), a little rag doll, much loved, made by her grand-
mother – and has told her mother she can get rid of the rest. That 
she can burn the lot for all she cares. She tiptoes into the room, 
undresses in the dark, but the boy is still awake. He has waited up 
for her, he confides, has pinched himself to stop from sleeping. He 
has something he has to tell her, he says. Something important. 
She climbs in beside him and just for a moment (he wriggles away 
as quickly as a rabbit), just for a moment their bodies touch.

‘Well, what is it, love?’ She is tired, but tries to stay patient, 
sound interested.

‘That train. The train you gave me…’ He pauses, holds his 
breath for moment, then blurts out:
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‘I gave it a name.’
‘A name? What name, George?’
‘Teacher showed us a book. At school. It had pictures of the 

new train. The new fast train. It’s to come through here, teacher 
said. Can you guess?’ He holds his breath again. Waits.

‘Of course, George. The Spirit of Progress!’
He sighs, relieved. Gives his slow smile. 
‘Ye-es. The Spirit of Progress…I thought,’ he pauses, unsure. 

‘I thought you might…that when it comes…that maybe we could 
go on it one day. Go for a ride. You and me and Gran.’

‘Well – I don’t know George. I don’t think that it’ll stop 
here. It’s an express train – it goes all the way to the city without 
stopping.’

‘Oh.’ He breathes in sharply. 
‘But we could watch, Georgie. We could go to the station 

and wave as it passes.’
His relief comes in a noisy snort of air, and they both laugh. 

‘Yes, we could wave, couldn’t we? I’d like that.’ He rubs his eyes, 
yawns. 

‘Would you like me to…’ it is Elsie’s turn to be shy now, 
‘Would you like me to kiss you goodnight, Georgie?’

He leans towards her, offers his cheek. ‘Please,’ he says. 
‘Yes please, Elsie.’ He says her name quietly, then, a little louder, 
‘Ma. And can you read to me some more? Those letters,’ he says 
yawning again, snuggling down under the blankets. ‘I like to 
hear them,’ he says, ‘when I’m asleep.’

She listens to his night noises, this little boy sleeping beside 
her, listens to his soft snuffles, his clicks and whickerings, and 
wonders briefly what it is that he dreams about. Trains, she 
guesses. Imagines him steaming off into some distant, no-stops 
future. Lately, though she has never before been worried by 
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such things, Elsie has had the same dream over and over. In 
this dream she is making a journey alone across a suspension 
bridge of rope and plank. Every step she takes the bridge sways, 
sometimes gently, sometimes wildly, but, however perilous the 
pitch, she is compelled to dismantle the bridge as she goes; each 
trodden-on plank must be prised up and hurled into the abyss. 
The expanse of bridge ahead of her seems endless, she makes no 
obvious progress. She goes on regardless, though she has never 
even glimpsed the other side. 

She wants the boy to come with her to the station, to 
say goodbye, but his grandmother says no, that he must go to 
school, he is too young to walk back home himself and there is 
no way she can come with him – what do they think – that she 
is a lady of leisure, that she has nothing better to do with her 
time? No, she has washing to do, meals to prepare, a house to 
keep. Unlike others…Elsie suggests that he walks with her to 
the end of the street. Her mother shrugs. If he wants to, she can 
see no harm in that – but no further, mind, and then straight 
to school. 

The two walk slowly up the road. She only has her port 
to carry this trip – so reaches out for his hand. He pretends he 
doesn’t see, swings his arms stiffly in order to avoid her clasp. At 
the corner they stop to say goodbye. Elsie puts her hands on his 
shoulders and bends to kiss him, but he ducks his head, and her 
lips barely graze his cheek. ‘It won’t be long, George. I promise.’ 
He looks down at the ground. Says nothing. ‘Be a good boy for 
your gran, Georgie. It’s hard for her too.’ He doesn’t answer. ‘I 
have to go now, George. Can’t you just say goodbye? Quick, 
love, or I’ll miss my train.’ The boy ignores her, squats down by 
the side of the road. She watches as he drags his fingers through 
the dirt, picks up one small stone, then another, makes a little 
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pile, a pyramid. She sighs. Ruffles his hair. ‘I’m going, George. 
Make sure you get off to school. I’ll write.’

Elsie leaves him squatting there at the corner. She turns 
to wave but he’s not looking, is still scrabbling about in the dirt. 
She takes another step and feels a sudden sharp sting at the back 
of her calf. And then another on the back of her neck. And then 
more – little pellets hitting her back, her shoulders, her head. She 
looks behind her. The boy is standing up now, and is throwing 
pebbles, little bits of road gravel that he’s collected from the 
roadside. He’s throwing them as hard as he can, straight at her. 
She stands facing him. He casts another, but this time with 
less precision, it falls short, hits the gutter. ‘Georgie?’ The boy 
looks at her for one long moment, his face blank. Then he is 
running – running faster than she imagined he could run, back 
down the street, away from her.

Back in the city, Elsie writes letters. She makes calls, sends 
telegrams. Finally she sends a postcard – with a picture of the 
Spirit of Progress on the front – to the boy. She tells him that he 
will be moving closer to the city, to a special home for boys – ( just 
like a boarding school!). His gran will take him to the station, pack 
his lunch – a picnic lunch! – and give him a halfpenny to buy 
sweets or an ice-cream. He is to give his gran a proper goodbye 
and to be on his best behaviour. She tells him that she will visit 
when she can. Perhaps they will go out for the day – they could 
visit the railway station and wave as the new train steams past. 

At night she dreams she is crossing that rope bridge again. 
Only now, when she hurls each plank into the void, little bits of 
gravel are thrown up in their wake. The rocks never connect; 
they miss her by a hairsbreadth, fly past swift as shadows.
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