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            PROLOGUE

         

         Emily Wilding Davison was an odd sort of child. She had long fair hair and a small crooked smile, and pale green eyes which darted back and forth like birds in a cage. When she was eight she went through a stage when she brought God into almost everything. God and soldiers and justice were all she talked about, for months.

         “This is God’s army!” she might say, after lining up her brother’s toy soldiers on his bedroom floor.

         “You know darling Alfred really doesn’t like…”

         “He needn’t know.”

         Alfred was Emily’s brother. He was three years older than her and ten times stupider. But he was the one who got to go away to school.

         “Where’s the justice in that?” Emily would ask.

         “There isn’t any, that I know of,” answered Mrs Davison. “It’s just the way things are.”

         Emily was taught at home by governesses. She was clever, anyone could see that, as greedy for books and lessons as other children were for buns and liquorice. She was reading her father’s copy of The Times by the age of five, and by nine she had learned reams of poetry by heart, and chunks of scripture.

         Her home, for the first ten years of her life, was a handsome Georgian house in warm red brick in the middle of the Essex countryside. Emily spent hours marching up and down the shrubbery outside the library, chopping the air with her long thin arms and bellowing out her favourite hymns in a mournful sing-song.

         “She should have been a boy,” thought her mother, watching her daughter from the nursery window. The room was full of beautiful china dolls lying neglected in their cribs. Emily had only ever wanted soldiers, little lead figures to match her brother’s.

         
             

         

         In the early 1880s Emily’s father became involved in a business venture in the capital, and the family moved to London. Mr Davison, afraid that his wild martinet of a daughter would miss her regular exercise in the fresh country air, taught her to skate on the round pond in Kensington Gardens and to swim in the newly built Chelsea baths. Emily took to both like an owl to the dark.

         She was always either reading or rushing about, her mother complained. She never just sat, as other girls did, with some needlework in her lap and a patient look on her face.

         No, agreed Emily. She hated sewing. Darling Mama. Don’t be cross. You’re the best mother in the world, and I’m the worst daughter. Thanks for this.

         “This” was for yesterday’s paper, put aside for her by her father, handed over by her mother with a sigh.

         “It stretches her,” said Mr Davison to his wife, when she looked doubtful about the newspaper habit. Mrs Davison’s doubts remained intact. She had a frightened vision of her daughter growing as tall as the girl in the Alice picture, becoming unfit for the world.

         “It’s shrinking she needs, not the other,” she said, gloomily.

         In the newspaper Emily read reports of the debates in Parliament. She thought of the two sides in the House of Commons as opposing armies, battling it out with words. In those days the Labour party didn’t exist. You were either a Liberal or a Conservative, also known as Tory. Which one was she?

         “You’re a Tory of course; we all are,” said her mother.

         Why was that?

         Mrs Davison frowned. “We always have been.”

         It wasn’t like that, said Emily. Politics wasn’t fixed. It was a question of voting for whichever side you agreed with most.

         “Don’t look at me,” said her mother, “I haven’t got a vote.”

         Emily felt stupid. England was a democracy. Which meant rule by the people. The House of Commons was made up of the representatives of the people, put there by votes. Her mother was a person. Why didn’t she have a vote?

         Not everyone did.

         Emily knew that. Poor people for instance, without homes to call their own. But her mother wasn’t poor. So why—

         She was a woman. Women didn’t vote. But why?

         “Oh Emily no more questions, please!” said Mrs Davison, losing patience at last. “It’s just the way things are.”

         
             

         

         Emily was sent to France to stay with an elder half-sister on her father’s side. This sister, in her thirties with a fat French husband and a babyish way of speaking, tried to teach Emily some of the tricks of the marriage trade.

         “You’re perfectly pwetty enough,” she said. “But you mustn’t wead so much. It’s bad for your posture and fwightens ve fellows away.”

         The next thing Emily knew was that the book which she had been about to open was taken from her hands and placed on her head.

         “What on earth…” Emily began. As she spoke she moved her head and the book fell into her lap. Her sister put it back: “As long as it doesn’t dwop, you know you’re sitting stwaight.”

         “I want to go home!” said Emily, with a mutinous shake of the head.

         “Oh la la!” said the sister. “You ungwateful wwetch!”

         “I want to go to school,” said Emily to her parents, on the first evening of her return.

         Her father, smiling, said she might as well, since she wanted it so much. But she must promise not to work too hard. They’d been a spate of articles in the paper recently, about the dangerous side-effects of study on schoolgirls. 

         “What sort of side-effects?” asked Emily, interested.

         “Tummy aches, that sort of thing…” replied her father, vaguely.

         
             

         

         Emily was enrolled at Kensington High, and taken there on her first morning by her father. They went together to see Miss Hitchcock, the headmistress, and Mr Davison repeated his worries about overwork.

         “There’s no question of that here,” replied Miss Hitchcock, smiling.

         She was used to fathers making a fuss. The things men thought girls couldn’t do! She blamed the mothers.

         Miss Hitchcock found her new pupil an interesting case. Literature and History were Emily’s passions, and they were the subjects which the headmistress took herself. In class Emily was not, as some of the other girls were, keen to show off her knowledge of a topic. She never called out an answer, nor was she the sort to stretch out an arm with a look of desperate pleading on her face. In fact she hardly bothered with answers at all, preferring to save her fire for the asking of searching questions which took her further inside a subject, further than her teacher had intended she should go. Miss Hitchcock learnt not to be surprised when in exams, more often than not, the Davison girl came top of her class.

         
             

         

         Alfred, Emily’s elder brother, was only ever placed at the bottom of his. “Clever clogs!” he snarled at his sister, when both their school reports came plopping through the door.

         Alfred was vicious as well as stupid, always in trouble for thieving, cheating, and falling into fisticuffs with younger, weaker boys. He was a great disappointment to his father, but there was in those days a solution to the problem of problem sons: they were packed off to the Colonies, distant outposts of the Empire where young men were expected to be on the lawless side of rough. Emily was fifteen when her brother was sent away to seek his fortune in Canada, and she never saw him again. Did she miss him? Not for a second!

         It was different for Mrs Davison. For years she lived for Alfred’s letters, hurried little scraps of lazy nothings, which arrived at longer and longer intervals until at last they petered out altogether.

         The mother’s heart was broken by the silence of the son. 

         This made it easier for the daughter to do the things she had to do.

         
             

         

         “I want to go to Holloway,” said Emily, aged 19, to her parents.

         “Whatever for?” answered Mrs Davison with a startled look. She was thinking of the women’s prison north of the city.

         Emily, laughing, explained what she meant. Holloway was the name of one of the new women’s colleges attached to London University. She wanted to study for a degree in English literature.

         Better a college than a prison Mrs Davison agreed, smiling. But what was the point, really, in such a course? Emily would be best off learning the arts of household management from her mother, rather than filling her head with book-learning which she was never likely to use.

         Mr Davison took a different view.

         “It’s a good idea,” he said, without saying why. The truth was that he was worried about money – clearing up Alfred’s debts had more or less cleaned him out. His business venture had never prospered and for years the family had been living off a dwindling pile of capital. Now he thought: if I can scrape together the money for Emily to go to college then at least she’ll be able to get a good teaching job. If it comes to that, which I hope it won’t.

         
             

         

         It did. Emily was only half-way through her course – and loving it, better than she’d loved anything in her life before – when her father dropped down dead without so much as a warning flicker. His widow, at a meeting with the family lawyer to see what money was left for herself and her daughter to live on, was told that there was none. She felt a fool, then, for always having supposed her husband knew best when it came to money matters. Why hadn’t he told her there were problems?

         Perhaps because she’d never asked.

         At least they had somewhere to live. Some years earlier Mr Davison had bought a cottage in the moorland village in the north of England, where both Emily’s parents had grown up. At present it was laid out as a shop, with accommodation on the first floor. The idea had always been to reconvert the shop part, back into the downstairs of the cottage, and for the couple to live there, in their old age.

         Let the shop remain a shop, announced Mrs Davison, briskly. She wasn’t proud, she had roots in retail, she’d always fancied a stint behind the counter.

         What about me, Emily thought but did not say.

         What about her daughter, Mrs Davison wondered, as she packed away her linen and counted up her china. There wasn’t the money for her to stay at college, and there’d hardly be room for her at the cottage even if she wanted to come which she probably wouldn’t, Mrs Davison thought, given what a darting restless creature she was and always had been. Marriage was obviously the answer except that it just as obviously wasn’t. There was something about Emily, with her dangling arms and flickering eyes and the half-shy half-fervent way she had of asking questions, which marked her out as different. And if Mrs Davison knew anything at all about men it was this: they couldn’t be doing with difference.

         “You’d better find yourself a teaching job,” she said to her daughter, at length. “Put all that learning to some use.”

         I should have kept her with me, Mrs Davison would think, years later, when Emily was dead. I should never have let her loose upon the world.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER ONE

            Unwomanly Women

         

         London, 1906. Emily Davison tried and failed to look relaxed as she threaded her way through groups of drinkers who had spilled out onto the pavement from the public house on the corner. It was a bad time to be travelling through the city: the markets had been busy all day and now, in the unaccustomed mildness of an autumn evening, the traders were in a mood to celebrate.

         “What’s the hurry, darlin’?” asked one, causing the rest of his group to pause in their drinking and follow the direction of his gaze. They saw a tall, stooping woman in her early thirties with long thin arms and a small narrow head which bent beneath the piled-up weight of her braided hair. The woman’s clothes – a calf-length green coat over white blouse and long grey skirt – suggested humdrum respectability; only her eyes, pale and quick and searching, hinted at a different story.

         It was quieter on the other side of the street and Emily paused to take the folded piece of paper from out of her glove. She had to work out where she was, how far she had still to go. Two horse-drawn hansom carriages rumbled by, and she looked at them longingly.

         If wishes were horses, she said aloud, I’d be in a hansom now.

         She scanned the horizon for familiar landmarks, frowning until at last she saw the silvery tip of St George’s steeple, rising like a dirty needle into the redness of the setting sun. She would be late, she realised then, and softly cursed the life which had stopped her leaving sooner.

         
             

         

         She had been a governess, on and off, for ten years now. Her present situation was in a gloomy house in Kensington. Her duties were, in theory, light. She had two pupils, sisters of five and six, with whom she was expected to spend the main part of every weekday, teaching the basics of everything and the detail of nothing. From tea-time onwards she was officially free, to do as she would. 

         In practice, however, it was not so simple. Mrs May, her pupils’ mother, was forever asking if Miss Davison would mind, very much, just popping down to the dressmaker for her, or across the park to the milliner’s, to fetch some ribbon or to pay a bill. There were days, such as this one, when Emily did mind, rather a lot, but she knew better than to say so out loud. Her discontent, such as it was, ran underground.

         
             

         

         The meeting, in the church basement, had been advertised to start at six. But it was nearer half past by the time Emily had found the stairs at the side of the building, and pushed open the heavy steel door. Her eyes took a moment to adjust to the dimness. When they did she saw a woman standing behind a table in the top right-hand corner of the hall, and about ten others dotted around on two benches facing the table. Emily trod carefully across the parquet floor. To see but not be seen was what she wanted most, for now.

         “It was not my first time in prison,” the woman behind the table was saying, “and I don’t expect it to be my last. You see…”

         The speaker stopped, seeing Emily. Emily also stopped, feeling like the loser in a game of grandmother’s footsteps.

         “Do take a seat,” said the woman, in an easy, friendly voice. Emily was struck by how young she was, and how self-possessed. “All friends are welcome,” the woman added, smiling.

         “Oh, but I’m not…” Emily began, then fell shyly silent as some of the other women craned their necks to take a look at the disruptive newcomer.

         “Are you interested in finding out more about our movement?” asked the speaker, in a clear ringing voice.

         “I – yes, I think I am,” said Emily.

         “That makes you a friend. Please take a seat.”
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