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“A man is lucky if he is the

first love of a woman.

A woman is lucky if she is the

last love of a man.”

- Charles Dickens
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Introduction

Outside the Magic Circle is part fiction and part fact; less fiction and more fact.

Charles Dickens married Catherine Hogarth on 2nd April, 1836, when he was an upcoming author and reporter.  Soon after marriage, he tasted spectacular success with The Pickwick Papers. Other successful serials, Oliver Twist, Nicholas Nickelby, The Old Curiosity Shop, Barnaby Rudge followed, and in 1846, Dombey and Son established him as the foremost author of his time.

Catherine was the daughter of a newspaper editor, and married Charles after a courtship of less than a year. She was the mother of his ten children, his hostess. She accompanied him on his American tour. Charles was an active correspondent, and whenever he was away from her, he wrote affectionate letters to her, filled with his news and concerns about their home and children.

Yet, twenty-one years after they wed, Charles Dickens very publicly separated from her, denouncing her as an unfit mother and wife. He removed her from his home, his life, and the lives of his children. He never saw her again, not even when their son, Walter, died at the age of twenty-three in faraway India. 

Many of his friends, who knew the real cause of the separation to be an eighteen-year-old actress, supported Catherine and paid the price by having Charles turn into an enemy.

Catherine’s sister, Georgina, placed her loyalty with her brother-in-law and continued to live with him and the children, while Catherine’s other sister, Helen, and the rest of the family rallied around Catherine.

Charles made the actress, Ellen Ternan, who was as young as his third child, his mistress.

Catherine did not speak against her husband publicly and did nothing to tarnish his image. However, on her deathbed, she gave her daughter letters that Charles had written to her and said, “Give these to the British Museum, that the world may know he loved me once."        

These, then, are the facts. Outside the Magic Circle is a fictionalized account of Catherine’s life after she was plucked out of her familiar world and thrown to the wolves, as it were, by none other than her husband, the exemplary Charles Dickens, famous for upholding values of home and hearth.

It is told in her voice; sometimes reminiscing, at other times baffled, confused, hurt, and angry. It has her tears, her love, and her quest for the meaning of her life and marriage.

 


 

One

19th May, 1858

I stand alone in this monstrously huge mansion, Tavistock House. Charles acquired it seven years ago for our large family, and meant it to be our London home for the rest of our lives. Three floors, numerous bedrooms, a schoolroom so large it was converted into a theatre on occasion, the house is now empty except for the servants who keep away, my son Charley, my mother, and me.

I have no other option left. Charles is bent upon a separation and will not talk. He moved out of the house ten days ago. My daughters, Mamie and Kate, young women of twenty and nineteen, and my baby, Edward, only six, whom Charles calls the Noble Plorn, and my sister Georgy, have also left home. 

I am told Charles is living in his office, and Georgy has taken the girls and Plorn to Gad’s Hill, our country home.

Walter, dear boy, is in India, ignorant of what is happening here. My other boys are away at school, all four of them. Yes, I am mother to nine living children, but I stand alone in the deep silence of this vast house.

What will happen if I scream? Will the silence shatter? Will I see the fragments, large jagged pieces, splinter into life? What will Charles think if he learns I screamed? No doubt he will disbelieve. He does not think I have the capacity to feel anything, definitely not pain. 

My mother has come to take me. She looks defeated. The fight has gone out of her. It has taken Charles only two months to defeat her and the rest of us. 

Helen has not come. She is angry with me. She does not understand why I do not fight for my rights. What rights?

The legal men and Charles’s friends have made it clear to me that I have no rights. At least not rights that matter. The law will give custody of my minor children to Charles. Except for Charley, my firstborn, all my children are minors.

Charles is being ruthless and cruel, yet he does not know it. He is convinced he is honorable and generous because he is making me a settlement; it isn’t as if he is casting me away penniless. What is honorable about discarding a wife who has borne him children and put up with his wishes? What is generous about separating young children from their mother?

But Charles believes his story, and he is capable of getting others to believe it, too. Is he not the greatest storyteller on both sides of the Atlantic? In the world? 

He is clever, he always has been. I have been his wife for twenty-one years and have often seen him drive a hard bargain. He should be happy with this one; it is all to his advantage. He is getting rid of his wife on his terms. I know he will do so in a manner to retain his spotless reputation as a keeper of household virtues.

After waiting for ten days, during which Charles has refused to discuss anything except terms of settlement, I know there is no other course left for me but to go away. I will go insane if I have to wait any longer in this empty shell of my home.

“Charley,” I hesitantly ask my firstborn, “may we first go to Gad’s Hill? I want to see Plorn and bless him and the girls. I fear I may not see them again.”

Charley flushes in embarrassment, and I understand. He does not want to go against his father’s wishes. Though Charles has not ordered me, yet, to keep away from the children, both of us know he would not want me at Gad’s Hill.

I am surprised and grateful that Charley is standing by me. He is not a minor; therefore, Charles has no control over him legally, but he continues to exert the control built over a lifetime. Charley and the children, my sister Georgy and I, are all accustomed to carrying out Charles’s wishes. His approval and praise are very important to us.

I cannot rid myself of the premonition that I will not see my children again. I have been told that the separation will not stop the children from coming to me, but I know nothing will ever be the same. The children will grow up in a home I cannot enter, and will soon forget me. They will not know my love. Perhaps, they will hate me. I should write them notes and tell them they will forever be in my heart, but I know I will not do so. Charles has already intimated that the children will do better away from my corrupting influence. I am no better than Charley. I cannot oppose Charles’s will.

“I think it is better, after all, that we do not go to Gad’s Hill,” I tell Charley. “Georgy is there with Plorn. She is good to him.”

“Georgy!” My mother’s lips tremble as she strives for control. “I’m ashamed to call her my daughter! I rue the day I sent her to you. I’m inclined to think Helen and the others are speaking the truth. What has been going on here, Kate? I implore you, tell me the truth so that I can help you and save Georgy from further ruin.”

Charley flushes a dark shade of red. He is a young man and would rather not listen to intimate matters pertaining to his parents. I leave him standing in the passage and steer my mother into my room.

“Mama, I don’t think matters are that way between them. She holds him in high esteem, and he treats her as a firm favorite.”

“But you are her sister! Her loyalty is with you, with us. She is a Hogarth, is she not? She has lived with you for sixteen years. She only needed to tell the truth. Her silence is proving Charles’s allegations about you true, don’t you see? He blames you while he is at fault, chasing after an actress who is young enough to be his daughter. Why doesn’t Georgy tell this to his friends and lawyers?”

I have been hearing these arguments for over a month. They lead nowhere. Georgina, my sister, has cast her lot with my husband.  

My mother suddenly breaks down. This too is not new. She alternates between anger and tears and only stops when I cry. Then she comforts me.

“Kate, do you realize how difficult this is for me and your father? We are having to bear your sorry state and also listen to scandalous talk about Georgy. People are saying terrible things. They say Georgy has lived in sin since she was sixteen. Some gossip even said most of the children are hers, which is why she is staying and you are going. And once again, there is speculation about Mary.

“Sweet, pure Mary! She must be turning in her grave at the things people say, not that I blame them. I could never understand what Charles calls his great love for Mary. He wears her ring; he took it off her finger when she breathed her last, and instead of giving it to you or us, he swore to me he would wear it for the rest of his life. He caused quite a scandal when he expressed his wish to be buried in the same grave as her. She was his unmarried sister-in-law, and he spoke about joining with her in the other world. Had I not known how sweet and innocent Mary was, I would not have accepted your protestations about your husband’s innocence.  And now, this? Is the man mad? If there is nothing between him and Georgina and she has this foolish regard for him, he is honor-bound to send her away. Let him have his actress and leave you with the children. Why does he have to tear them away? Why is he orphaning them? Why?”

“You haven’t been listening to his reasons, Mama. I am not fit to be a wife and mother, and the children need their aunt whom they regard as their mother.”

My mother dabs her tears away and says, “Don’t worry, Kate. We’ll keep trying. God willing, you will be back in your home and all this will be but a bad dream. You have decided to leave this house, so make haste; it will be less painful that way. Shall I call a maid to help you pack?”

“What should I pack, Mama?” I ask, as helpless as a child who turns to its mother for all the answers.

“Leave the packing, I’ll send Helen with Charley later. She will know what to do. Let’s go.”

My mother leaves the room and I look around it. Like the rest of the house, the room is decorated according to Charles’s wishes. Though he had moved out of our room a few months ago, I had not changed anything. The spaces that held his things remain empty, to mock me with the barrenness of my marriage.

I turn back and, on an impulse, pick up Charles’s letters. I know they are filled with the love of a lover and a husband, and I need to read them again and hold them against my heart.

I leave my home with my head bowed low. I do not look back at the grand, imposing façade of the mansion. I fear the servants are all lined up behind the curtains and are watching me.

I will never forget this day. 

 


Two

Sundered

There was no peace for me. Mother, Helen, and my other relatives were divided in their opinion about the best way to help me. There was a recent law that allowed a wife to divorce her husband in cases of bigamy, cruelty, or incest.

“Catherine should file a petition. She can cite cruelty or even incest. Having relations with a sister-in-law is considered incest,” one of my aunts insisted.

“Stop saying that! Georgy is unaccountably foolish, but she will not sin in the eyes of God and against her sister!” Mama said.

“How about that actress?  He might have married her. Doesn’t that amount to bigamy?”

“How do we get the proof? He may have taken her across the channel and set her up in France.”

“Will he provide for Kate and the children if she gets a divorce?” an uncle asked.

“Will she get custody if she divorces him? That is the moot question. She will succeed in dragging his name through mud, but there is no certainty she will get the children. If she does, how will she support them? Charles has said the children will live with him after the separation, but they can visit Catherine. If there is a divorce and he gets custody, he may forbid the children from seeing her,” a cousin, who knew a little about the law, argued. 

I did not want a divorce; I did not even want a separation. I only wanted my world back, wherein I was the wife of a highly respected man of letters and mother to my dear children. But who would serve as my advocate towards reconciliation? 

Our dear friend Mark Lemon was acting for me in matters of settlement. It was Charles’s wish that we would not deal directly. He was having Forster speak for him while Mark would look out for my interests.  

Mark was unhappy with his role, but having accepted it, he was doing his best. Charles was rushing through the negotiations. He wanted to finish off the business at the earliest. He set up a frenzy of meetings as soon as I left Tavistock House. I knew he would cite this as another example of my tacit consent to our separation.

“You know how he is,” Mark tried to explain. “Having seized on an idea, he will not let it go until he realizes it fully. I told Forster we should suspend legalities and let tempers cool. But Charles is bent upon this course of action. He refuses to listen and, sadly, has been spreading canards about you. It is appalling to see to what ill-use he is putting his genius.”

Three days later, Charles raised the settlement amount from 400 pounds to 600 pounds per year but extracted a heavy price for it. He made my sister, Helen, and parents sign a document that read, "Certain statements have been circulated that such differences are occasioned by circumstances deeply affecting the moral character of Mr. Dickens and compromising the reputation and good name of others, we solemnly declare that we now disbelieve such statements." 

They were also made to promise they would not take any legal action against him.

Charles was convinced Mama and Helen were behind the rumors about his relationships with the actress Ellen Ternan and my sister Georgina. However, they were only repeating what everyone was speculating, but as they were hurting for me, they were a little more vociferous. Could he not understand? 

I signed the document of our separation. It was a long document with a lot of legalities.  Had I read it, it is likely I would not have understood half of it. But I could not read; tears blurred the piece of paper that would sever me from my past life. In a way, that was a blessed relief. 

Helen took the document from me. It made her furious. Uncaring of my tears, she read aloud from it. At some point, the document read that I, Catherine, would not take any legal measures to make him live with or cohabit with me.

“As if you would want to live with that vile creature!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms around me. “You are sweet and kind and gentle! Why would you want to live with that cold-hearted man!”

And yet, I wanted nothing more than Charles rushing into the room, tearing the papers, and taking me back home.

 


Three

Thrown to the Wolves

My mother’s house slowly emptied itself of the guests. The entertainment was over. There were no more arguments, speculations, or gossip. What remained was a family that felt like a dog whipped for no reason. All we wanted was to retreat to a corner and lick our wounds.

My father and Charley had the worst of it. My father was a newspaperman. He moved in literary circles where everyone was obsessed with Charles Dickens and the great upheaval in his personal life. While Charles met the scandal with righteousness, my father could not do so even though I was not in the wrong; the brush that Charles used to whitewash his reputation tarred mine. To prove he was morally clean and to maintain a spotless reputation, he mired my character.

He did it with a viciousness that left me wondering, “Did I know him at all? Was he the same man who laughed and sang and conjured tricks for the children, or an evil character out of his own books?”    

My father learned that Charles had written letters during the last months and also told many of our friends that his marriage had been an unhappy one. A mistake, he called it. He told them that I was intellectually, and in all respects, not suited to be his wife.

My mother and Helen wanted me to live with them, but I was terrified of displeasing Charles. Charles had conceived a deep hatred for them. He had ordered Charley that when the boys visited, on no account were they to speak to their aunt or grandmother. If they did so, they had to be sent back immediately. 

I feared Charles might use my mother’s and sister’s presence as a pretext for not sending the boys to see me.

Those were sad days for Charley and me. My heart was breaking, but I could not look to my son for comfort because he too was shattered. We suffered the same pain, but could not speak of it. If death or a bereavement had brought about the sorrow, we would have shared our grief, but now we kept it locked within us and carried it like a heavy burden. 

Charles had removed me from my home and life; I was no longer his concern, but he was all solicitude about Ellen Ternan and Georgina, who was back at Tavistock House, filling the role of surrogate mother to my children and loyal friend to Charles. A few weeks after the separation, he printed a public notice in the press: 

"By some means, arising out of wickedness, or out of folly, or out of inconceivable wild chance, or out of all three, this trouble has been the occasion of misrepresentations, mostly grossly false, most monstrous, and most cruel - involving, not only me, but innocent persons dear to my heart... I most solemnly declare, then - and this I do both in my own name and in my wife's name - that all the lately whispered rumors touching the trouble, at which I have glanced, are abominably false. And whosoever repeats one of them after this denial, will lie as willfully and as foully as it is possible for any false witness to lie, before heaven and earth.”

This was followed by  

“Some domestic trouble of mine, of long-standing, on which I will make no further remark than that it claims to be respected, as being of a sacredly private nature, has lately been brought to an arrangement, which involves no anger or ill-will of any kind, and the whole origin, progress, and surrounding circumstances of which have been, throughout, within the knowledge of my children. It is amicably composed, and its details have now to be forgotten by those concerned in it."

He sent a copy of the statement to me with a letter saying that he hoped all unkindness between us was over.

“How can he speak for you and make it seem that everything has your consent?” Helen demanded. “Kate, you should also give a statement. Tell everyone the truth about the ornament he sent Ellen.”

“Have you forgotten? He made you sign a document. My agreement probably bars me from speaking against him, but he is free to say whatever he wants. Helen, people listen to what he has to say. Editors publish his notices and letters. Can you imagine anyone going against him and publishing my version? Don’t forget, I affixed my signature to the agreement of separation by mutual consent.”

I was worrying about the children. I wanted to see them. I had done everything Charles wanted. I had set him as free as it was possible to do. Now, all I wanted was the children to come to me.

I asked Charley, “When will the girls and Plorn come? I miss them.”

Charley was evasive in his answer, but I would not let him be. 

“I don’t know, Mama. He has forbidden the girls and the older boys from seeing you. Kate told me he is behaving like a madman, shouting for no reason. Nothing they do is good enough for him.”

“He said… I could see the children. Helen tells me it is there in the agreement.”

“I spoke to Aunt Georgy. She said she will make arrangements for Plorn to see you after Father permits.”

“Charley, he is so young! He needs his mother. I need him.”

“I know, I miss them too! How happy we were!” And Charley, my brave son, who at twenty-two was doing something few could even contemplate, he was opposing the great Charles Dickens, broke down and cried like a baby.

I comforted him, but my thoughts were with my other children. Did they also weep, and if they did, who wiped their tears?

I worried about my sons at school. Charles had published statements to the effect that the children knew what was happening and were content with the changed domestic arrangements, but he spoke falsely. 

The madness had erupted only two months ago. I did not know what was coming. The boys would have been completely ignorant. When they went to their boarding school at the beginning of the term, their parents and their home were as normal as ever. They would have learned about the separation, like everybody else, from the newspapers. Their masters, school fellows, and even the servants must know. Were they objects of pity and cruel jests? 

I asked Charley, “Did your father or aunt go to see the boys at school?”

“They know what has happened. Father has informed them.” 

How did Charles inform them, by way of a cold letter or a jolly one saying they were better rid of their mother? Whatever way he had done it, the children would be cut up. Why did he not understand he was ruining the lives of the children? What about Kate and Mamie? Would they be received in decent families? They were young women who needed to go into Society and find good husbands. Who would open their doors to them with all this talk about their father? And even if someone did, how would the girls hold up their heads? 

What about Walter, who was in India? The children here could find solace in one another, but Walter was alone. Charles had sent him to the colonies last year, at a time when we were hearing dreadful stories about the Sepoy Mutiny. Walter was only sixteen and did not want to go, but he bowed to his father’s strong will and tearfully set off on the long voyage. He was now a soldier in India, living in a harsh climate that was not suited to his health. He must know his world back home was irrevocably changed, because news from England reached India quickly. What would he have made of Charles’s statements to the press?

My parents and my sister often visited me, as did a few other relatives. I tried not to break down in their presence. I kept my anger and my heartbreak for the privacy of my bedroom. Whatever tears I shed, I shed them alone. Such tears are bitter and cold; they only freeze the pain but do not lessen it.

I was filled with desperation to see Plorn and the girls. I tried to think of ways to see them. Maybe I could don a bonnet with a long veil, wrap myself in a voluminous shawl and spy on them? But I lacked the courage. For the last twenty-two years, Charles had emphatically taken all my decisions for me, so though my heart yearned for my children, I could not decide how to set up a meeting. Neither could I challenge Charles. 

My father had been Charles’s sponsor when he was yet to make his mark. He had introduced Charles to our household. He was now naturally upset with the way things had turned out, but he was able to contain his anger much better than my mother.

Two months after my separation, he told me, “Charles was confident he could bluster out of this mess. Instead of retreating from society like a gentleman would, he has been giving readings to packed audiences. He is always a great success with the public. He expected his public appearances and his notices in the press to absolve him of all blame. He thought to continue as before.”

“Is that not happening?” I asked. “I do not read of any public outcry. He continues to be the Keeper of English Morality.”

“The public has swallowed his version, but you have several champions among his friends. They believe he has treated you very shabbily. They would even call on you to show you support, but...”

“No, please, I could not bear that. Not now, at least.”

“I understand. I hope Charles sees the error of his ways. He cannot fail to notice the lack of warmth in his reception in respectable circles.  Apart from Forster, who is a loyal friend, the only people I see with him are those who are not very respectable, like William Macready and Wilkie Collins, who themselves live questionable lives. He is no longer friendly with Thackeray.”

My father’s words gave me some hope, but it was cruelly dashed a few days later. The New York Tribune published another of Charles’s statements, and the press in England reprinted it. This statement was shocking in its deceit and cruelty.

In the open letter, Charles stated that our marriage had been unhappy for many years and that Georgina Hogarth, his sister-in-law was responsible for long preventing a separation by her care for the children: "She has remonstrated, reasoned, suffered and toiled, again and again to prevent a separation between Mrs. Dickens and me."

He blamed me for the separation. Not only blamed, but made it sound as if by separating from me, he was fulfilling my heart’s desire. "Her always increasing estrangement made a mental disorder under which she sometimes labors - more, that she felt herself unfit for the life she had to lead as my wife and that she would be better far away." 

What was this mental disorder, and if he was the solicitous husband he claimed to be, why had no doctor treated me for it?

Cruel, cruel, Charles. He played the martyr and boasted of his financial generosity to me. Without spelling it out, his statements proclaimed, ‘Look at me! I have suffered from being tied to a woman who is little better than a lunatic. I bore it as much as possible, but now, for the sake of my innocent children, I had to remove her from my home and family. But I did not leave her penniless. No sir! She has a comfortable income. Lucky woman! Poor me!’ 

He was an author, wasn’t he, and he knew how to set a plot and assign roles. Having cast me as a mentally disordered wife, he needed a caretaker and chose Georgina, and praised her as having a higher claim on his affection, respect, and gratitude than anybody in the world.

My family rallied around me, as did a few friends. Of course, none of us knew what could be done about these falsehoods. 

Georgina added her voice to his and told whoever would listen that "By some constitutional misfortune and incapacity, my sister always from their infancy, threw her children upon other people, consequently as they grew up, there was not the usual strong tie between them and her - in short, for many years, although we have put a good face upon it, we have been very miserable at home."

These were her exact words in her letter to Maria Winter, and they soon got around. 

“Georgina is parroting Charles!” my mother’s friend, who had seen the letter, told us. She sounded most surprised.

What surprised me was that Georgina had written to Maria Beadnell Winter at all, and that too as if to an intimate friend. I knew Georgy did not like her. She thought her gossipy and insincere. Was that why she had written? Was this the equivalent of Charles’s letters in the newspapers?

I asked Charley, “You do believe I have no mental disorder, don’t you, Charley?”

He dashed away a tear and held me in his embrace.

“Charley, what is wrong with your father? Why is he behaving like this?”

“I don’t know, Mama. Katey says he is behaving like a madman. He does not rest, and is away most of the time. He is presently on a provincial tour.”

“Charley, my reputation is in tatters. No doubt, everyone will run and hide when they see me next, or even send me to Bedlam. But I worry about the children. Will the boys not suffer at school?  How about you, Charley? How do you face your friends?”

“It’s not so bad,” he said bravely.

Neither of us alluded to the part of the letter that spoke about Ellen Ternan.

"Two wicked persons who should have spoken very differently of me... have... coupled with this separation the name of a young lady for whom I have a great attachment and regard. I will not repeat her name - I honor it too much. Upon my soul and honor, there is not on this earth a more virtuous and spotless creature than this young lady. I know her to be as innocent and pure, and as good as my own dear daughters."

I knew very well that the separation for which Charles laid the blame at my door had much to do with Ellen. I wondered what I would have done had he set her up discreetly as his mistress, like it was whispered about so many other authors we knew.
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