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A Beautiful Dare


A short story by Natasha Lester


Massachusetts, February 1922


Evelyn Lockhart scooped porridge into her mouth as quickly as she could and without a care for how she must look; there was nobody in the dining room and, with luck, she could escape before anyone was awake. Her spoon froze by her lips at the sound of her mother’s voice.


‘Evelyn, what were you doing this morning? Clattering around like a horse. I was hoping to have a lie-in.’


‘Did you have a busy day yesterday?’ Evelyn asked politely, just managing to swallow her sarcasm along with her breakfast.


‘Just coffee,’ her mother said to the maid, ignoring Evelyn’s remark. ‘I’m not hungry. Although, now I’m awake so early I might as well eat. Some toast perhaps. Or waffles. Yes, waffles. And toast. Some eggs as well, I think. And don’t forget the coffee.’


The maid nodded and left to get breakfast for the not-hungry Mrs Lockhart.


Evelyn finished her last mouthful and was about to push back her chair when her sister came into the room.


‘Evie, what were you doing this morning?’ Viola yawned, rubbing her eyes.


‘Clattering around like a horse,’ Evelyn replied impishly.


‘And where are you going? It’s still dark,’ Viola asked, sitting down and holding up her coffee cup, clearly too exhausted from the early start to pour her own. Luckily the maid was there to assist.


‘College,’ Evelyn replied impatiently, glancing out the window at the grey February morning that promised nothing but rain, and lots of it. ‘Just like I’ve done every Monday for the past year and a half.’


‘Oh, don’t start talking about college,’ Mrs Lockhart sighed, as she pricked her syrupy waffles with a fork. ‘Not at breakfast. Let’s have at least one meal without me having to wonder why I ever agreed to let you go to Radcliffe in the first place.’


Even though Evelyn secretly agreed that it would be delightful to share a meal where she didn’t have to listen to her mother listing all the reasons why attending Radcliffe was potentially ruinous for her future prospects, she couldn’t resist saying, ‘Literature is very decorous, Mother.’


‘Marrying Charles Whitman would be more so,’ Mrs Lockhart snapped.


‘Do you know what a man said to me at the Vermonts’ party last week?’ Viola said sweetly. ‘That the saying, Is she a Radcliffe girl, or did a horse step on her face? is quite popular right now.’


‘Mind your own potatoes, Vi,’ Evelyn said brusquely.


‘Evelyn!’ her mother said.


‘She just called me ugly,’ Evelyn retorted.


Her mother put down her fork. ‘Are people—men—really saying such things?’


Evelyn pushed back her chair. ‘I’m going to be late.’


Mrs Lockhart put a hand on Evelyn’s arm, stopping her. ‘Is it true?’ Her voice could have sliced through the china plate in front of her.


Silence spoke the words Evelyn didn’t want to say. That for a Radcliffe girl to have her face mistaken for one trodden on by a horse was comparatively complimentary when put beside all the other insults—witches, grinds—tossed at the women—the Cliffies—who dared to expand their intelligence.


‘Well,’ her mother said. She prodded her plate away. ‘I feel ill. I knew I shouldn’t have had breakfast.’


Evelyn took advantage of her freed arm to stand up. ‘If that’s all for this morning,’ she said flatly.


‘No, it’s not all.’ Mrs Lockhart wiped her mouth and studied her daughter. ‘If young men really are saying such things, then we need to make sure you meet Charles Whitman again before too much time passes. You haven’t seen one another since Christmas, when everyone noticed how solicitous he was towards you.’ Mrs Lockhart beamed at the memory of the praise heaped vicariously on her through her daughter’s success in fixing the attention of the wealthy Charles Whitman.


Evelyn shifted impatiently and her mother regained her ominous tone.


‘If Charles hears that …’ Mrs Lockhart shuddered at the memory of Viola’s words, ‘phrase, he won’t be inclined to give it any credence with the memory of your pretty face fresh in his mind. You know as well as I do that you can be most becoming when you try.’


Evelyn rolled her eyes but her mother had seized on the idea and was working through it with enthusiasm.


‘Perhaps you could engineer a meeting with Charles at Harvard? Yes, that is what you should do. And as soon as possible too.’


Evelyn was aware that she should just take the chance offered and leave, but her mouth opened: ‘Given that neither you nor Father will allow me to go beyond West Cambridge Station and the Radcliffe grounds, how exactly am I supposed to engineer this meeting?’ she said furiously, unable to believe the hypocrisy of it. She’d been told that if even her little toe so much as inched over the line of impeccable behaviour her parents had established, Radcliffe would be withdrawn from her as swiftly as a finger from a very hot fire. And so she’d been more gratingly obedient for the last eighteen months than she’d ever been in her life, not ever walking down to Harvard, going only to the lectures she’d been permitted to attend, cycling to the station and then catching the train seventeen miles from Concord every day because her parents wouldn’t hear of her living on campus. ‘Or, perhaps I should go for a drive with Charles? That might do it. After all, Radcliffe did just pass a rule allowing us to ride unchaperoned in cars with men.’


‘Now you’re being ridiculous,’ her mother sniffed.


‘I’m being ridiculous?’ Evelyn blazed. ‘You don’t want me to go to Radcliffe because it will make me unmarriageable, but now you want me to go to college in order to arrange my marriage to Charles. I don’t think I’m the one who’s being ridiculous. But I am the one who’s going to be late.’


‘What does it matter if you are late?’ Viola asked lazily.


Evelyn froze mid-tirade. ‘Because …’ Because what? What did it really matter if she didn’t learn how to write a sonnet or interpret a villanelle or put together an essay on metaphor? Would the sky fall down? Would anyone’s life be different? ‘Excuse me,’ she muttered, hurrying out of the room, knocking into her father who was just coming in the door.


‘Evelyn Lockhart!’ he shouted.


But she didn’t turn back. She ran into the yard and grabbed her bicycle, hurtling towards Concord station as fast as she could, letting the February chill put out the fire in her cheeks and soothe her temper. But no matter how hard the wind blew, it couldn’t sweep away the thought: why was she fighting so hard for something that mattered so little to anyone?


*


She only just made the train. In fact, she barely had time to unstrap her books before throwing her bicycle into the bushes and racing down the platform, one hand on her hat and the other clutching her books. She bounded through the door as the train began to pull away, all the while hoping that no one she knew would see her and report her undignified sprint to her mother.


An hour later, Evelyn reached West Cambridge Station. With one eye on the sky, which was no longer dawn-grey but the colour of thunderbolts, and one eye on the path ahead, she marched on to Radcliffe. She was halfway across the quad when the rain began, pouring down like her mother’s constant disapproval, sharp and stinging, and quickly soaking through her clothes. She was stranded, with as much distance ahead of her as behind, so she began to run again, eyes down, in a ridiculous attempt to keep off the rain that had already turned her blonde hair to treacle.


BANG! Evelyn ran into something so hard that she fell backwards, landing with a splash in the sodden grass. Dazed, she realised she’d crashed into a person, who was now also ingloriously seated in a puddle the size of Walden Pond and with the breath thumped right out of her too. Evelyn couldn’t help it; after the conversation she’d had with her mother and sister over breakfast, the scramble to catch the train, the sudden downpour and now this—wallowing around on her bottom in the mud like a pig—she began to laugh. What else was there to do when she was wetter than a liquored-up flapper and felt just as woozy from the blow? The red-headed woman on the ground giggled too, and then neither of them could get up because the waves of laughter made it impossible to move.
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