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For all the female scientists whose brilliant work has been attributed to male colleagues




‘Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle.’

Ian Maclaren
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The boy comes out of nowhere, running so fast across the cobblestones that I almost don’t see him. And now he is so close that I can smell him. Autumn and the tang of the ocean. Woodsmoke and seaweed. I take a step back to look at him properly. Tall. Black curly hair. Wild blue eyes. Long eyelashes spiked with tiny globes of rain. Pale face twisted in desperation. Horse hooves clatter along the cobbles as a cart weighed down with sacks of flour trundles past, leaving behind a cloud of dust that looks, for a moment, like snow. I shiver. My summer dress is thin and flimsy and lifts above my knees with every gust of damp wind.

He grabs my arm and I flinch. ‘Do you know where Anthos is?’

I stare at him, too startled to reply. How does he know about Anthos?

‘It’s a ship,’ he continues.

‘I know,’ I say, my throat suddenly dry as toast.

The boy pushes his hand through tight black curls and looks quickly over his shoulder. A trader emerges from the crowd and presents us with a pair of handmade brown leather gloves, his fingers long and thin, his nails blackened with dirt. His eyes are blank, as though he has no expectation from life. His shoulders are hunched, his boots scuffed, his clothes crudely patched. I inhale the sharpness of the new leather, but the boy waves the trader away and scowls. The old man shrugs and limps away.

‘That was unkind,’ I say.

The boy shrugs. ‘You said you know? About Anthos?’
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Sailors shout instructions at one another even though they have surely loaded sailcloth, rope and twine on to boats a thousand times before. They are barely visible; in the short time since I have been standing here, the rain has eased and a sea fret has descended on the small port. I have been forbidden from coming here and now this strange boy is asking questions I don’t want to answer.

I try to make out the names on the hulls of the boats, but the fog only reveals a few letters at a time. A fishing boat called Sailor’s Fright? No! Sailor’s Delight. I strain my eyes. Towards the end of the quay is a large vessel, a ship rather than a fishing boat. I can just about make out an ‘A’. An ‘N’. A ‘U’. Or is it a worn-away ‘O’?

A foghorn penetrates the air and makes me jump. Not the boy, though. The boy, it seems, knows the sounds of the sea. I want to escape him, but when I step to one side, he does the same, as though we are engaged in a strange dance. A shadow even when there is no sun. A moment of silence follows, in which the sailors take a breath between loads and the carts are piled up with flour just along the quay at Slipper Mill.

Coming here was a mistake. I haven’t been to the port in Emsworth since I was a young girl. The boy narrows his eyes. I look over his shoulder and point.

‘It’s that one, there,’ I say.

‘You really are stupid if you think I’m falling for that old trick,’ he laughs, his lip curling.



I push past with force, forgetting to be scared of him. There, on the smooth cobbles, is a kitten, sitting very still, its tail curled in a perfect semi-circle around its front paws. She must be female; nearly all calico cats are. Her coat is so chaotic that she looks as though she has fallen into successive pots of black, orange and white paint. Her mouth opens and closes, but emits no sound. She looks straight at me and offers a silent meow, and my heart somersaults.
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‘I will call you Astra,’ I say. ‘You probably don’t know this, but “Astra” means star. I have always dreamed of having my own kitten and calling it Astra!’

A hand closes around my arm, but I shake it off. Astra starts to run, galloping down the quay, darting out of the way of sailors and traders. I run after her, past a woman dragging her sobbing son along by the ear, past a thin girl who looks my age, slumped in a doorway, holding out her hand. I pause and reach inside the pocket of my dress: a fossil, a folded-up scrap of newspaper, a lucky four-leaf clover that I carry everywhere and a coin. It is the only money I have, but I press the shilling into her hand and, before she can lift her head, I set off after the kitten again.

A flicker of white fur. I zigzag past all the people milling around the quay. A flash of orange, as though the kitten is flying through the air. I smile; she is running up the wooden gangplank leading to the ship. At the top, she stops. Her green eyes widen, as though challenging me. I turn. No sign of the boy. I put one foot on the gangplank. Then the other. Before I know it, I am aboard Anthos.
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The snow falls silently to the ground. A sheet of immaculate white. Bobby and Charlie tumble out of the front door and throw themselves on to the snow, squealing at the cold, marvelling at the identical shapes their bodies make in the silvery wonderland. When the light reflects off the many sides of a snowflake, it appears white, but snow is in fact translucent – when my aunt told me that, I couldn’t believe it. I think about telling my brothers later, but what’s the point? They will only look at each other, raise their eyes to heaven and then stick their tongues out at me.

‘Mother,’ I say, turning away from the kitchen window, ‘if I wrap up warm, may I join the twins? I will be careful not to fall over.’

Mother shakes her head from her place at the kitchen table without bothering to look up. ‘Don’t you have embroidery to be getting on with, Nico? You’ll most certainly catch a cold if you go outside and then who will do your chores? Who will teach the boys this afternoon?’

As my heart sinks, Bobby and Charlie’s muffled laughter drifts in with the draught beneath the front door.

‘Have you seen my copy of The Times?’ asks Father, without getting up from his armchair by the fire.
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I remember seeing it earlier and dash into the hallway to pull it out of his coat pocket. ‘It’s here!’ I say. He takes it without a word.

‘Perhaps I can read one of the articles to you?’ I ask.

Father looks over the top of his reading glasses. ‘Why on earth would I want you to read to me? I am not a child.’

I bite my lower lip and busy myself by tidying up the twins’ mess on the kitchen table. Books and paper, quills and ink. I take a quill, made from a particularly fine goose feather, and pretend to dip it in ink.

‘Stop playing, Nico,’ says Mother sharply. ‘You know full well the quills belong to Bobby and Charlie.’

I nod obediently and put it away.

‘Goodness, Ida,’ says Father. ‘Will you take a look at this!’
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Mother gets up, hands planted firmly on her lower back to steady her growing bump. She knows the baby growing inside her is a boy because she tied her wedding ring to a piece of string and it swung back and forth. With me the string swung in a circular motion again and again, no matter how many times Mother tried to make it swing back and forth. Oh, the disappointment.




Mother leans over Father’s shoulder. ‘Well, I never,’ she says, peering at the newspaper article. ‘Your sister is finally having a break from her travels. I have to say that is a beautiful drawing of Anthos.’

‘My sister is a fool,’ says Father, closing The Times abruptly, and making Mother jump.

I know I am asking for trouble, but I am unable to contain my excitement at news of my favourite aunt. ‘What does it say, Father?’

‘It’s the shortest article you can imagine,’ he grunts.‘It barely even counts as news.’ Nevertheless, he is unable to resist. He opens the paper again and reads aloud. ‘“Dr Hamilton, who recently returned from his – his! – successful voyage to Siberia, will set sail again in April. There will doubtless be further vital discoveries made that will change the way we look at the world.” I can’t believe the fool is still dressing up as a man, pretending to be a famous scientist and dilly-dallying about on a boat. This is precisely why women shouldn’t be educated!’

I often imagine what it would be like if Aunt were to invite me on board and welcome me into her world of fossils and stars and equations. I don’t intend to say a single word out loud, but words tumble out of my mouth before I can stop them. ‘I wish I could be a famous scientist just like Aunt Ruth!’

Father’s face turns beetroot red. ‘You want to be a famous scientist who dresses up as a man, barely spends any time with her husband and doesn’t have any children because she sacrificed everything for her work?’

‘Yes,’ I say boldly. ‘I think it’s fine for women to have a family and a career as a scientist. Maybe Aunt Ruth didn’t want children. That’s fine too.’

‘Enough!’ shouts Mother, her face flushed. ‘Women are not allowed on ships for good reason. Their place is not at sea, but in the home. Pretending to be a man is preposterous and Ruth shouldn’t be allowed to get away with it.’ She returns to her seat at the kitchen table, landing with a heavy thud on her chair. ‘You will not mention that woman’s name again in this house. The only sister we shall acknowledge is Aunt Bertha, who is respectful to your father as well as being a good wife and mother.’

‘I miss Aunt Ruth,’ I mumble.

‘What did you say, Nico Cloud?’ Father flings the newspaper in the fire and jumps to his feet, waggling his finger at me. ‘I too forbid you to mention her name in this house. Go to your room immediately!’

The newspaper crackles furiously but, as I leave the room, I notice the bottom of it is sticking out. There is the drawing of Anthos, defiantly refusing to perish. I will sneak downstairs and save it when no one else is around.

‘Are you still here?’ Mother growls.

I stomp loudly up the wooden stairs. Near the top, I stand and wait, holding my breath.

‘I am sorry, Solomon. That girl just doesn’t seem to understand her place in this household,’ says Mother. ‘I have no idea why she thinks she should have an opinion. About anything, never mind your vulgar, bragging sister. The whole situation really is obscene.’

‘Nico thinks she’s as clever as Ruth, but they are as idiotic as each other,’ says Father. There is an ominous silence before he starts speaking again. ‘I’m afraid there is only one answer.’

I cover my ears. I don’t want to hear. Then again, I need to know their intentions. Even if they won’t listen to what I have to say. Because they never, ever listen to me. I lower my hands.

‘Are you sure?’ asks Mother.

‘Yes,’ says Father. I know he’s prodding at the fire – I can hear the crackle of a new log that hasn’t properly dried out. ‘We confiscate her maps and her preposterous collection of blasted seeds.’ I don’t know why Father finds my seeds so infuriating. If he would let me explain then he might understand. He doesn’t know what he’s missing out on: seeds are everything. Father pauses. ‘And we confiscate her books!’

I clap a hand over my mouth to stifle a gasp.

I have two books. I begged Mother and Father to buy them for me every single day for a year. I persuaded them in the end, arguing that I would use them to teach the twins. One is about seeds and fossils – The A-Z of Seeds and Fossils – the other about myths and legends: The Book of Lore and Legends. As for the maps – Aunt Ruth gave them to me the last time I saw her, when I was seven years old, to illustrate the importance of travel, of seeing the world. And, worst of all, they want to steal my beloved seeds, collected over years and years.

They can’t take the things I love the most away from me. My heartbeat is thudding in my ears. I strain to hear.

Father is still talking. ‘… Nico has to learn that no one is remotely interested in what she has to say about acorns or dinosaurs.’

I want to run back downstairs and defend myself. I want to shout and scream at them.

Why can’t you love me like you love my stupid brothers?

I don’t. Instead, I put my foot on the next stair.

‘Did you hear that?’ Mother asks.

‘It’s just the house creaking with the cold,’ says Father.

I tiptoe back to my room, pick up the embroidery and stab the needle through the cloth. I wait for Mother to appear at my door and tell me off for earwigging, but the house is silent. I cast aside the embroidery and, for a moment, all I can hear is the icicles dripping outside the window.

The stillness is broken by my brothers’ excited yelps drifting through the air as they throw snowballs at each other. Soon they will appear in our bedroom, faces and hands red raw, teeth chattering. Their loud, boisterous voices will fill the room and Mother will laugh at everything they say while I sit silently on my bed and finish off embroidering the pink rose that I’ve been working on for months. I sigh dramatically. It feels good and so I do it again.

But I will not cry.

I stand on my thin, hard bed and look at all the books on the bookshelf. I remember how excited I was when Father told me that the word science was from the Latin word ‘scientia’, meaning ‘knowledge’. Back then,I stupidly believed that he would allow me to go to school with the twins. Instead, I give them extra lessons after school and at the weekend, in between other chores and yet more embroidery. And the last time Father talked of science was years ago, long before Aunt Ruth became successful and he became so angry.

It suddenly becomes clear that I must not only hide my favourite things but that, when the time is right, I must leave home. If only for the day. I need to know that Mother and Father will miss me once they notice I have gone. Perhaps then they will think twice about confiscating my things.

There are a dozen books on the shelf, only two of them mine. I take down The Book of Lore and Legends and The A-Z of Seeds and Fossils, but the spaces between the remaining books look like the gaps between the twins’ teeth, so I put them back.
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Maybe, though, there’s something I can do about the maps. There’s a large cloth bag on the back of the bedroom door, decorated with a puffin. It probably won’t be missed.It was not my finest attempt at embroidery; the bird’s beak is dark purple and not bright orange because that was the cheapest thread in the shop. I hide the map of Europe that Aunt Ruth gave me in the bag. As I fold it, I see fragments of France, Spain, Italy, Corsica, Sardinia and Sicily and I sigh. I will never see those countries. I’ll probably never leave England. Or even Sussex. But I fold the map of Europe until it can be folded no more, hoping the paper doesn’t rip.
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There’s the box too, shoved right under my bed and tied with several ribbons so that I will immediately know if Bobby or Charlie have been snooping around. I hold my breath and listen for the sound of footsteps on the stairs. Nothing. The twins have probably built a snowman by now, with a long carroty nose and mean raisin eyes, and no doubt my father’s pipe stuck into its pretend mouth.

I take the trilobite fossil carefully out of the box. It might look like a flattened woodlouse, but it’s a sea creature that lived hundreds of millions of years ago.

Also in the box, hidden beneath an old copy of The Times, is my grandmother’s jet brooch. A rose is intricately carved into the black wood. Jet is a fossil that was created when the wood from a monkey puzzle tree washed out to sea in the Triassic period (over 200 million years ago, which is so hard to imagine that it makes my head hurt, but it’s exciting too because it’s when dinosaurs roamed). I decide to add the brooch to the puffin bag as a reminder of my warm, kind grandma, who would surely be turning in her grave if she knew how cruel my father had become.

I don’t want to think about Father, so I rifle in the box till I find my paper bags of seeds. In one bag there are dark brown acorns, with strange scaly cupules that look like little hats; and in another the dried-out flowerhead of the milk thistle, whose small brown seeds are attached to white parachutes. There are cloth bags full of stripy black and white sunflower seeds, wrinkled horse chestnuts and the Norway maple seeds that flutter to the ground like green insects.

I pick a few favourites and fill a small cloth bag: brown beech seeds, kidney-shaped poppy seeds, the yellow kernels of sweet corn, salad leaf seeds, radish, red pepper, spinach, beans and sweet peas. And, as an afterthought, brown beech seeds and the horse chestnuts. I might meet someone who needs them.

Right at the bottom of the box, is my notebook. I open it, savouring the smell of its leather covers. I remember how excited I was when Aunt Ruth gave me my very own notebook – before Father decided she was a bad influence on me and her visits came to an abrupt halt. I was convinced that I’d fill every page with wise thoughts and intricate drawings. The first page is just a handful of words, written in an elaborate script as though I was half-hoping somebody might find the notebook and say that I could be a scientist straight away, at the age of seven.

I hold the page up to the light coming in from the window: Fossils are the past, but seeds are the future.

I believe that now more than ever.

On the second page is a drawing that took me hours and hours to complete, but that I had forgotten about: the legendary Tree of Hope.

It’s from my favourite page in The Book of Lore and Legends. I would turn to that page whenever I was sent to my room to think about speaking out of turn, or speaking at all. Soon, as if by magic, I would forget I was in a small bedroom in Sussex, and be transported back thousands of years to a field of olive trees in Sicily, feeling the dusty heat on my skin.

According to The Book of Lore and Legends, there was once a sacred tree in the middle of a field in Sicily. It had a gnarly, knotted trunk so thick that two people with outstretched arms couldn’t manage to reach the tips of each other’s fingers. The so-called Tree of Hope had the same silvery-green leaves as the army of olive trees that protected it, but, instead of producing olives that turned slowly from green to black as they ripened, it was covered in bright red fruit all year round.

The deep red fruit was round like an apple, but slightly larger, and so heavy that the branches of the tree creaked with its weight. One by one, the fruit would split open to reveal dazzling red seeds that shone like precious stones. Birds gorged themselves on its treasure. On occasion a solitary bird would visit that none of the locals recognised. A large bird, too heavy to fly very far, it was nicknamed the briccone, Italian for ‘rascal’.

The briccone had the vibrant plumage of a peacock. Its neck was bright blue, its feathers shimmering blue and green. Its eyes were tiny, its beak large and curved, its claws ugly and sharp. It fought other birds for the shiny red seeds.

Local Sicilians both respected and feared the tree. Some thought it must be haunted by demons – or that the briccone was itself a demon – because how else could the tree bear its bright fruit when frost hardened the ground? Other locals crept through the field at night and took handfuls of seeds from the gaping fruit, wiping their reddened hands on their aprons. When their bodies ached or they had little food to feed their family, they secretly beat the seeds to a pulp and hid it in soups and smiled to themselves when the aches disappeared and their tummies stopped rumbling. Yet they didn’t dare plant the seeds and grow their own Tree of Hope for fear of being scorned by the other locals.

No one knows what happened to the tree – or, indeed, if it ever existed. I have always liked to think it did.

I smile at my drawing of the Tree of Hope and put the leather notebook at the bottom of the puffin bag.

The wardrobe is stuffed full of my brothers’ immaculate shirts and trousers. My dresses, all of which have seen better days, are squashed to one side. I take the thinnest, lightest one as it will be easier to carry.

The icicles are still dripping as they rapidly melt, but the twins aren’t making a racket any more. They must have come back inside. I put the dress on top of the seeds, the map, the ancient sea creature and grandmother’s brooch at the bottom of the bag.

There is a bundle of the twins’ clothes at the bottom of the wardrobe, waiting to be worn again by the new baby, and I hide the puffin bag underneath it. As soon as I am able, I will leave for the day.

‘Fossils are the past, but seeds are the future,’ I whisper to myself as I climb into bed.
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Tomorrow is the day.

Alone in the room I share with the twins, I sit on my bed, my legs swinging back and forth. My brothers’ laughter drifts up the stairs – they are no doubt being tickled by Father. I get up and push the door shut, loudly enough to give myself some satisfaction, but not loudly enough to be heard by anyone else. I open the wardrobe. My bag is still there, beneath the baby clothes.

I glance up at the bookshelf where The Book of Lore and Legends and The A-Z of Fossils and Seeds used to sit, before they were confiscated. I pull the petals off a dried dandelion from last summer that I flattened in one of the twins’ books.

They will miss me.

They will miss me not.

They will miss me.

They will miss me not.

I unfold the piece of newspaper I keep under my mattress, rescued when everyone else was sleeping. The edges are charred by fire, but I can still see the drawing of Anthos, her sails billowing in the wind. I trace the headline with my index finger: ANTHOS WILL SET SAIL AGAIN 7th APRIL 1832.

I have to catch a glimpse of Aunt Ruth’s boat before it sets sail, even if it’s from afar. I have to believe that another life exists. And perhaps Mother and Father really will miss me.

‘It is time,’ I whisper. ‘It’s now or never.’
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‘Who are you?’

The voice is full of impatience and irritation. I pull the map off my face. It’s a boy’s voice but I can’t see his face; I can’t see a thing. The fog is so dense that it feels solid, as though you could push it away with your hands. My heart clatters in my chest. I reach down until my hand touches the puffin bag. Thank goodness it’s still there.

It takes a second to work out where I am. I remember sitting down in the rowing boat secured to one side of the deck on Anthos with the kitten in my arms and then … I must have fallen asleep. I throw off the damp blanket, sit up quickly. What if it’s the boy from the quay?

Whoever it is jabs at the boat until it gently sways. The sharp smell of varnish stains my nostrils. I stretch out my arms and hold on to the boat’s wooden sides. They are smooth but still slightly sticky. I don’t think I can stand up.

‘I asked you a question,’ he says.

He shoves the boat again, more forcefully this time. My stomach lurches.

My lips are dry, but I must find my voice.

‘I am Nico Cloud, sir,’ I say.

The boat comes to a rest. A lantern shoots out of the fog, attached to a ghostly hand.

‘How old are you, Nico Cloud?’

Should I lie and pretend I am older? Probably best not to. If I lie, I will have to remember the lie.

‘I just turned twelve,’ I say quietly.
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‘Why are you on this ship, hiding in this rowing boat?’

‘I wasn’t hiding. I fell asleep,’ I say, folding my map up quickly. ‘Obviously it was a mistake. The falling asleep, I mean. I saw a gorgeous kitten run on to Anthos and then jump into this rowing boat. I followed her and dropped off. Anyway, I must take my leave now ὀ Mother and Father will notice my absence and I will no doubt be locked in my room for days or given endless boring chores or … I only left home for the day to see if my parents would miss me. They only seem to have eyes for my annoying twin brothers. And Mother has another boy on the way …’
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