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For my mother






AUTHOR’S NOTE

Everything in this novel is based on real people, places, and events. These truths were buried, dusty, and crumbling, in storerooms of libraries or forgotten in the footnotes of men’s stories.

Until now.






12 July 1913

THE TIMES OF LONDON

WOMAN’S MAD ATTEMPT: Militant Throws King’s Derby Colt

Hundreds of spectators were gathered at Epsom today for the annual running of the horses, when a rogue woman sprinted in front of the leading steeds. The scene was already a tense one, as onlookers hung dangerously over the wooden rails at the point where the jockeys hug the final turn. Amidst this commotion, a woman slipped under the rails and rushed forward onto the course. She held her arms wide open and dashed in front of the king’s horse, as if in a desperate effort to seize its reins.

To stop a racehorse in full flight is not a safe or easy proposition, and in a moment the horse had fallen and was rolled onto its back, throwing its unfortunate jockey clear, while the woman herself was propelled violently to the ground. Shrieks erupted throughout the stands as the woman lay unconscious.

“She was bowled over like a ninepin,” a gentleman standing by observed. “The horse stumbled over her and eventually turned a complete somersault.”

It was hardly a surprise to onlookers that the woman wore a tricolor sash, striped with the violet, white, and green of the militant suffragette union. This paper condemns the suffragettes’ hysterical and anarchistic demonstrations. The woman’s identity and present state of health are not known, and she was last seen being carried into an ambulance.

“His poor Majesty,” said an anonymous onlooker, acknowledging the king’s disappointment at the results of the race. Readers shall be buoyed to learn that the king’s horse appeared not to be seriously hurt. Another steed, the thoroughbred bay horse Aboyeur, won the race at record odds.









PART ONE ONE YEAR EARLIER AUTUMN 1912








CHAPTER ONE CHARLOTTE


Charlotte Evans has exactly one day left at home, and she is determined to spend it wisely. For years, nothing mattered more to her than getting out—out of her brooding stepfather’s house, away from her mother’s criticism and her sisters’ squabbling. And out, most importantly, into the world, where ideas matter and intelligence is valued. When the day finally arrives to pack her bags, her fingers quiver with nervous energy each time she places a folded blouse in the valise. Months of studying by candlelight after her chores, books stacked high around her like a fortress, followed by weeks of begging, arguing, and pleading with her parents, earned her a spot at Girton College. She will not squander this chance at freedom.

Still, it’s been a long summer. A reckless summer.

“Charlotte,” says Sarah, lips pursed. “Come upstairs for a moment.”

Charlotte’s stomach drops with a low, deep sense of dread, as she follows her mother up the creaky wooden staircase and into the master bedroom. The faded blue curtains are still drawn, even though it is almost midday, and they stand in near darkness. Even so, Charlotte can see the apprehension etched upon her mother’s face. Does she know? She wills her face to stay impassive, her voice to remain steady. She reminds herself to breathe.

“What is it, Mother?”

Sarah wrings her hands and exhales. “Just… be careful. Be good and be careful.”

“Mother—”

“I mean it, Charlotte. Your virtue, once lost, is—”

Charlotte sighs, cutting off her mother’s last words: gone forever.

“I know, Mother.” The usual sarcasm returns to her voice as her body floods with a warm rush of relief—she has not been caught.

From the time Charlotte was five years old and permitted to cross the street on her own, her mother has repeated the importance of virtue. Sometimes she used other words, like purity or honor, but the message was always the same, delivered with frantic fervor. Charlotte has long considered the warning melodramatic, and she and her sisters used to joke about it behind their mother’s back.

“Careful,” they’d say when Sylvia began to knead dough, or as Anna left for school. “Your virtue, once lost, is gone forever.” It became a running joke, a game: Who could attribute warnings about promiscuity to the most mundane or absurd activities?

Still, Sarah is tense as they stand together in the dark bedroom. “Please, Charlotte,” she says, her voice a hair higher than usual, a violin string tuned too tight.

“Yes, Mother.” Charlotte bends to kiss her cheek. Sarah remains stiff.

The irony, of course, is that Charlotte has not been virtuous at all this summer. When Sylvia walked into the root cellar last week, Charlotte had needed to cover Jack’s face with her palm to stifle his laughter. She had been almost certain that her younger sister heard them down there. But after an excruciating moment, holding her breath in the dark and jabbing Jack in the ribs as he fumbled with her skirts, Sylvia had turned on her heel and climbed back upstairs. Charlotte avoided her sister’s gaze for days afterward, a million insufficient explanations at the tip of her tongue should Sylvia decide to confront her.

She’d been so worried that Sylvia would tell their mother, that somehow Sarah already knew and would pounce at the excuse to prevent Charlotte from leaving. This last week home, she lived in a constant state of anxiety. Charlotte swore off Jack and promised herself perfect propriety until, at last, she boarded the train bound for Cambridge. Jack was no one; it didn’t matter. They were children, neighbors, friends running around their tiny village unsupervised and sneaking private moments together. Over the years, Charlotte had struggled to find the words for the raw desire she disguised, the feelings she could not quite express. Not that she dared to speak them aloud. Though she and her sisters used to poke fun at their mother’s dire prognostications, sometime in the last few years they had stopped. Charlotte cannot quite remember when or why they ceased joking together, but she knows she can never, ever tell them about Jack. Sylvia and Anna wouldn’t understand.

There is a distance between herself and her sisters, and not just caused by age, although the four years between Charlotte and Sylvia feel more like a chasm lately. It is that Sylvia and Anna breathe propriety. They have no interest in running through town on mad escapades alongside Charlotte, following whatever impulsive whim left her skirts muddy and her heart pounding. They are inexplicably content to stay home and help Sarah with the chores. Charlotte, on the other hand, had to beg for George and Sarah to consider her plea to attend Girton College. But most of all, Sylvia and Anna are younger, so they love George, their stepfather, who feels more like a father than anyone they’ve ever known. Charlotte, however, remembers her real papa, a man gentler and lovelier than George Penfield could ever be.

Naturally, Charlotte never told Sylvia and Anna about what she did that summer, about what she allowed Jack to do in those final weeks before she escaped that stifling life forever. There had been years of touches, stolen kisses, chaste but curious. Then, at last, in the waning days of August, when each blade of grass was verdant and singing with life, she had said yes and yes and yes.

Charlotte had thought it might hurt. Lie back and think of England, the girls at school had whispered. But it hadn’t hurt. Nor had it been particularly pleasurable. The damp chill of the root cellar hadn’t much contributed to a sense of romance. But unlike the tacit warnings she had internalized over the years, Charlotte did not feel ruined or violated or dominated. She felt, in fact, oddly powerful. She had consumed him, taken his most vulnerable piece inside of her. If that wasn’t power, what was? She didn’t love him, of course. But she wanted him. And that felt like enough.

Still, whether or not her summer with Jack meant something or everything or nothing at all, if she had been caught, there would be no Girton College. There would be no future. She would have been married off, if she was lucky. Otherwise, she’d have been ruined. Thank God for Sylvia’s naïveté. On her last night at home, Charlotte keeps her hands busy, leaping at every chore placed before her. She knows how close she came to missing her chance.



With a puff of black smoke and a short, sharp whistle, the train jostles into motion. George sits across from her, his nose, as usual, in his newspaper. It was kind of him to accompany her, she supposes, though she’d have preferred her mother. But Sarah doesn’t travel alone. Or at all. Charlotte can’t remember the last time her mother left Fulney. Through the plate-glass windows, she watches brown fields and tiny, pinprick villages blur in the setting sun. The countryside rolls past as Charlotte travels farther from home than she has ever been in her life. Like indigo dye in a vat of cotton, the horizon grows darker and more beautiful with each shift in light as day descends to darkness.

The train jolts into the Cambridge Railway Station, and George folds the paper, then straightens his cravat. Charlotte’s cheek is numb from the cold window. She still wears her stiff traveling cloak, the one her mother sewed herself on candlelit evenings this summer, sacrificing her own eyesight to save the few extra shillings it would have cost to buy the cloak new in the village. Girton was, Sarah reminded Charlotte at every opportunity, costing George a fortune. Beneath the cloak, Charlotte wears a starched blouse, buttoned up to her chin, and under it, a tightly laced corset. The whalebone cuts into her ribs from sitting too long in one position. Her heart thrums against it as the yellow lights of Cambridge come into view. Wordlessly, George stands and gestures for a porter to retrieve their bags.

Charlotte’s rooms in Girton College feel like pure luxury. Unlike her sisters, Charlotte still remembers the days before they moved in with their stepfather, before they had a cook and a housemaid to light the fires every morning. Her younger sisters have forgotten what it was to wake up cold. George is not rich, no—he hunches over the expenses each month, and when Sarah thinks he won’t notice, she pores over the bills, too, performing her own calculations to determine how best to scrounge and save. They are comfortable enough, but always, it seems, teetering on the edge. Back home, all three sisters shared a bedroom.

Now, Charlotte discovers that she has a bedroom and an adjoining sitting room all to herself, with a narrow bed frame, a small wooden writing desk with an inkstand, a chest of drawers, and even a simple mantel surrounding her very own hearth—all of it is hers and hers alone. A thick though faded carpet covers most of the floor, and the windows, which look out on to manicured gardens, are curtained in cream-colored lace.

She hasn’t brought anything with which to decorate the room, though she notices girls and their parents dragging in extra furniture and paintings and spare blankets. Out in the hall, mothers instruct the porters on how to hang drapes and where to store furs. George stands in the doorway fiddling with his pocket watch.

“I think I’m settled,” Charlotte says. She’ll unpack her simple valise on her own. George slips an envelope of folded bills into her hand before he leaves. Perhaps she has judged him too harshly. He had helped her fill out her application to Girton back when her mother was against it. Sarah thought that a university education meant a long, expensive road to spinsterhood.

“You’ll ruin yourself for marriage,” Sarah had fretted. “Why do you need to learn more than you already know?”

“Because,” Charlotte had said, “I don’t know what I don’t know. And I’ll never be satisfied unless I find out.”

Charlotte and George had teamed up for the first time in her life in order to convince Sarah that her fears of the masculinizing effects of university were unwarranted, and that the pursuit of an education was not incompatible with Charlotte’s future life as a wife and mother. Though he probably just wanted his overambitious eldest stepdaughter out of the house, Charlotte had been grateful for George’s support. His only true flaw, she knows, is that George is not her real father. Papa would have been proud; she remembers how his eyes crinkled when he laughed—the same wide brown eyes she had inherited. Charlotte has not seen her mother’s real smile since Papa died. She wishes Sarah could have come to drop her off at Girton, could have exhibited some pride, or at least some support, instead of acting the ever-gracious, frugal housewife, demurring to George’s every whim, making herself small within their home.

All that is behind Charlotte now, thank goodness. She watches George putter down the stone pathway out her window before he disappears onto the street. And then she is alone. How exhilarating it feels to be entirely, wonderfully solitary! Each patter of the floorboards comes from her very own feet. The air smells like paper and ink, and the whole place hums with possibility. She explores the building, noting the stairs that creak and the ones that don’t, the intricate molding where the corridors meet the ceiling. Ghostly faces of long-dead benefactors grimace at her from their gilded frames.



The stern housemother, Mrs. Pennington, has the face of a trout and lives at the end of the hall. “Girton College,” she intones on their first night, all the girls gathered in the library for prayers, “is one of the few institutions intended solely for women that has ever been built in England. It is, in fact, among the few such institutions in the entire world, with the exception of convents, created to educate women. You must endeavor to embody all the superior qualities of womanhood and good breeding, so that you may go out into the world and improve it through manners, femininity, and grace.”

Charlotte scans the room, noting the huddle of first-year girls who hang on Mrs. Pennington’s words. The second-year cohort is rather smaller, but the third-years, she realizes, are reduced to only a handful. She doesn’t mean to be cruel, but all she can think, as she looks at the oldest students, is how awkward most of them seem—all but a few dress in outdated clothes and hover near the corner in their small flock.

Charlotte quickly learns that Mrs. Pennington is even more obsessive about virtue and chastity than her mother. Known for regimental surveillance of her charges, Mrs. Pennington makes it her mission to put a stop to any behavior that might associate her girls with unfeminine bluestockings. Education, she insists, won’t take Girton girls off the marriage market.

As Charlotte comes downstairs for seven o’clock breakfast on her first morning, Mrs. Pennington pokes out her metal-tipped cane, nearly causing Charlotte to trip.

“Young lady, how dare you present yourself in this state of undress?”

Charlotte flushes red—has she forgotten her knickers? But after a quick assessment, she’s certain she is fully clothed.

“Your hair,” Mrs. Pennington continues, pointing a knobby finger at the single braid that winds down Charlotte’s back. “Girton girls must wear buns at all times.”

“I’m just going down to breakfast,” Charlotte protests. “I’ll pin it up later.”

“You’ll do it now,” Mrs. Pennington admonishes. “And do not let me see you in such a state of dishabille again.”

Charlotte hurries back upstairs, her neck hot. It takes far longer than she would like to do her hair properly. Back home, she rarely had reason to wear it up, and for the odd formal occasion, she and her sisters helped each other. Now Charlotte huffs into the tiny looking glass, pins between her lips like a porcupine. She’s done it all out of order—already dressed, she can hardly lift her arms high enough to manage her hair.

When at last she’s succeeded in fashioning some semblance of a chignon, she rushes back downstairs. She steels herself to enter the dining room full of strangers, hoping there will still be a seat free at a friendly table. The door creaks as she pushes it open, and the room falls silent, eyes greeting her with cold stares. Charlotte is acutely aware of the loose strands in the back that she couldn’t reach, of the beads of sweat dripping between her breasts and dampening her chemise. She cannot find a seat, and her footsteps are too loud. The girls turn back to their plates, heads bowed as they laugh and whisper together. Mrs. Pennington sits at the head of the table, unperturbed.

Over the next several days, Charlotte observes her classmates but speaks to almost no one. Or, rather, almost no one speaks to her. It appears that most of the girls are from London, and they all know each other already. They’ve been to the same finishing schools, attended the same parties, and seem to have little interest in meeting anyone else. Charlotte tries to participate when the conversation presents even the slightest opening. “Pretty dress,” she is quick to compliment, or “Have you read Wollstonecraft, too?” The responses are usually concise—thank-yous, and yeses or nos—before backs turn and Charlotte is, once again, on the outside.

At teatime she overhears fellow first-years, all dressed impeccably, whispering about the men at King’s College.

“Will you stay next year?” Flora St. Clare, an earl’s daughter, asks the beautiful, raven-haired Georgina Fernsby-Bryce.

“I haven’t decided,” says Georgina, batting her black lashes conspiratorially. “The engagement, though unofficial,” she mock whispers, “is set for spring. I suppose it depends if I’ve had time to prepare my trousseau.”

Flora nods emphatically. “Well, if you leave before our second year is finished, so will I,” she says. “My father has a third cousin I’m meant to meet soon, but even if that doesn’t work out, I’d rather be back in town than here alone.”

“Pardon my interruption,” says Charlotte. “But what do you mean, here alone?”

The girls turn to her but no one responds. It’s as though she asked her question in a foreign tongue. At last, Georgina explains, in a voice one would usually reserve to communicate with a child or someone hard of hearing, that no one stays for their third year at Girton College. “Unless,” she adds, as an apologetic afterthought, “she has no marriage prospects.” The diminished cohort of third-years suddenly makes sense.

Soon Flora and Georgina swish away in their silk skirts, leaving Charlotte in the wake of their whispers about the London season, wondering just what sort of world she’s landed in.

No matter, she tells herself. Be patient. Charlotte explores the charming Cambridge streets on her own, counting the spires of medieval towers that pierce the gray autumn skies. And when the clouds open up and the air is dense with cold rain, she finds squashy chairs in the library and reads undisturbed for hours at a time. She feasts nightly in the dining hall, enjoying pudding at every meal and rich roasted chicken that she is never required to pluck or prepare herself. She hopes—no, she knows—it is only a matter of time before she finds friends. She must hold on.

At night, she hears girls clamoring down the halls, doors opening and closing as they visit each other. She leaves her door propped open, but though laughter trills through the corridors, no one knocks. Charlotte breathes deeply, reminding herself to relish each moment. She’s here, isn’t she? In her very own room at England’s premiere college for women.

How dare she feel lonely when her dreams have come true?






CHAPTER TWO EMILY


Emily plunges the mop into the murky water of her bucket, the hallways of Holloway Prison quiet in the fading afternoon light. She’d left school in a hurry, as always, rushing home to do her chores. Her father, Thomas, is tucked in the warden’s office on the first floor, hunched over intake forms strewn across his small desk. Her mother, Marianne, is somewhere within the labyrinthine passageways of Holloway, cranking open windows caked with rust to air out the odor of unwashed bodies. Emily grips the wooden handle of the mop with strong hands, her skin perpetually chapped and her mind anywhere but here. Swirling water onto the floor in patterns and shapes that fade gently as the streaks dry, she cannot quite pretend that she is painting, though her fingers itch to find the charcoal pencil tucked into her skirt and return to her drawings. Maybe later, when the work is done, she’ll find a spare moment, though lately it feels like the work at Holloway is never over.

The prison was built in the radial style of the previous century, a fact that Thomas Brown proudly repeated to his daughter countless times in the decade since they had moved into the small warden’s cottage adjacent to the jail. “Six wings, 435-prisoner capacity. Optimal surveillance,” he explained. “From the observation post, one guard can see into every wing, but the inmates cannot see anyone outside their cell.”

As a child, Emily had found that idea disconcerting. The hivelike hold, with its tight cells packed side by side and one atop the other, connected by clanging metal railings and narrow winding stairs, reminded her of the old abolitionist postcards she had seen in school, the images of enslaved people packed into the berth of a ship. Her father thought the prison was the pinnacle of scientific efficiency. But she couldn’t shake the image of human sardines.

The screams of women in fear and in pain used to terrify her, but over time she’d grown numb. Holloway could never be considered home—with its blood-red brick façade, fierce winged griffin gargoyles, and cold corridors that felt even more bitter in winter than the streets outside—and yet it was where she had lived for most of her life. She grew up playing make-believe games with her rag doll, Geraldine; sneaking silently through the corridors; and listening in on half-understood conversations of grown-ups. Hardly anyone took notice of the small child playing in the nooks and crannies of the jail; she was silent, docile, invisible.

“Hello, sweetheart.”

Emily cranes her neck over the metal railing to locate her mother’s voice, and there she is, a floor below.

“Come on down. I need your help.”

Emily stows the mop and clatters down the stairs, sliding into her mother’s sideways hug.

“What is it, Mama?”

A rumble of footsteps and the sound of Thomas’s voice echo from down the hall. Emily raises an eyebrow.

“A new charge,” Marianne says with a nod. “Let’s go.”

Down the hall and past the entryway, the gate to the prison like a sharp-toothed mouth, in the second-degree D wing where prisoners are held in solitary confinement, Marianne and Emily arrive as two guards drag in a young girl, barely older than Emily.

“Gentle,” Marianne hisses as one of the guards wrangles the girl into the cell.

Emily turns away out of politeness while Marianne strips off the girl’s street clothes and dresses her in the itchy brown prison uniform. The girl resists, clinging to her own clothing and throwing the standard-issue boots against the bars. Marianne clicks her tongue. Later, when the guards are back in the main hall, Marianne walks quietly into the hold. As ever, Emily follows two steps behind.

“Do you need anything?” Marianne whispers. The girl looks up, her eyes brimming with tears. “First night in jail?”

She nods.

“It’ll be alright,” Marianne says. “Here.” She slips a thick slice of home-baked brown bread in through the grate. The girl hesitates and then takes it with a trembling hand.

“Thank you.”

“My name is Marianne, and this is my daughter, Emily. We’ll be right around the corner, dear. You’re not alone.”

Marianne knows just what to say to reassure a woman in panic. Emily tries to mirror her mother’s kindness, her generosity, but she is often tongue-tied and worried she’ll say the wrong thing. She tries to imagine herself in this young girl’s shoes, the rattling, jangling cells of the jail unfamiliar and frightening, a long, dark night ahead of her.

“You’ll be alright,” Emily whispers as they leave.

Seated on the stiff cot in the corner of the cell, the girl nods.



“The damn suffragettes,” as Thomas Brown calls them, have changed the composition of Holloway Prison in recent years. More women than ever enter her father’s cells, younger ones, too, admitted for strange crimes Emily had never before heard of. It’s never anything objectively violent, and always shrouded in strange jargon—inciting agitation, unlawful assembly, conduct likely to provoke a breach of the peace. Emily ponders over those words. Likely to provoke, as a phrase, seems rather too insubstantial to warrant a jail sentence.

Over dinner that evening, she broaches the subject.

“Papa, will you please supply me with a list of illegal deeds?”

“What’s that, Em?”

“It’s just that there are so many young prisoners these days. It seems as though a person could accidentally commit a crime without even realizing it.”

“I don’t have a list,” Thomas says, breaking off a crusty corner of bread. “There isn’t one.”

“Then a law book,” Emily says. She keeps her tone inquisitive, but she can’t help smiling at her father’s flustered expression. “How can I be sure that I’ll never commit a crime?”

Marianne, to Emily’s surprise, bursts out in bitter laughter. The laugh, as usual, devolves into a rumbling cough.

“What, Mama?”

“You can make no such promise,” Marianne says. Her eyes flicker with something Emily does not recognize. “Crimes are constructed at the government’s will. Who knows what they’ll criminalize next?”

“But when people do bad things—”

“Of course, murder and thievery are wrong. But the rest of it…” Marianne waves her hand, as though conjuring the litany of absurd misdeeds she has encountered in the halls of the jail in recent years. “Crimes make criminals,” she says. “Not the other way around.”

“Marianne,” Thomas warns, his voice taut.

“I don’t sympathize with the suffragettes. You know I don’t. What use is the right to vote when women are struggling to feed their families?”

“Don’t you think there’s more to it than that?” Emily asks.

“I just don’t think locking teenage girls in jail does anyone any good,” says Marianne. “They’re all someone’s daughter.”

“That’s enough, I think,” Thomas says.

Marianne stands and begins to clear the table. There is a pregnant silence, and then Marianne lets out a small laugh. “Little Martin’s become quite the looker, hasn’t he?” she says, prodding Emily with her dishrag. Martin is a guard in training with sandy-blond hair, whose cheeks ruddy whenever Emily is near. Emily feels her ears grow hot.

“My Martin?” Thomas teases. “My training guard?”

“I daresay he fancies you, Em.”

Emily buries her face in her palms, laughing. Her parents so deftly skirted an uncomfortable subject, and once more, their kitchen, though tiny, is full of laughter. She often wonders about crimes and criminals, and the girls her age who occupy the cold cells across the courtyard. But she doesn’t dare ask again.



Later that night, Emily lies in bed with her sketch pad and falls into a rhythm with flicks of her wrist across the page. The underside of her right hand turns silvery with charcoal. Marianne knocks lightly on the door, then sits on the edge of Emily’s bed.

“It’s nearly your birthday,” Marianne says. “I have a feeling this is going to be a very special year for you, love.”

Emily bites her lip.

“Eighteen,” Marianne continues. “I was your age when I married your father.”

“I can’t imagine being married. Not now.”

“Nor should you. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you. And you’re so very bright, my love. You won’t work at Holloway forever, no matter what your father says.”

Emily shudders at the thought of working at the jail for the rest of her life, though her father seems to think the best job available is the one she already has.

“I’m going to continue with school for as long as I can,” she says.

“That’s my girl,” Marianne says, squeezing Emily’s knee. “Promise me, darling, you won’t follow some fellow down the aisle before you’ve got your teacher’s certificate. Men, they come and go. But your own cleverness will open doors you’ve never even dreamed of.”

Emily grins, indulging her mother in a hope that feels as impossible to pin down as the stars outside her window. She has known what tomorrow will look like for her entire life: school, chores, repeat. It’s at once tantalizing and laughable to imagine a future beyond.

“I mean it, Emily. Promise me?”

“I promise.” She strokes the soft skin of her mother’s wrist. Though Marianne’s hands are calloused and rough, her wrists are petal soft.

“And then, the future is yours for the taking.”

“Alright, Mama.”

Marianne gazes into Emily’s eyes as though seeing her anew. “Goodness, you’ve grown up in the blink of an eye. It feels like yesterday that you were turning six years old. That was the year of the village fair. Do you remember?”

Emily conjures that year in her mind, the memories of childhood veiled with hazy nostalgia and half-remembered images. It had been their last year in Oldham, nearly twelve years ago. She had seen the signs fluttering around the village all week, believed that the fair had come to town for her sixth birthday. At last, the day arrived. There were games and musical instruments, cakes and contests. And best of all, the mysterious traveling exhibition: the Invisible Lady. Marianne had stayed home with a hacking cough. But Emily and Thomas approached the tent together.

The carnival barker’s breath reeked of gin as the man and the little girl approached. He held open a curtain, and the pair stepped into the hush of the dark tent. Emily gripped her father’s hand. There, in the middle of the tent, sat a large glass box. It was empty.

“Shall we walk ’round it then?” Thomas asked. Emily released his hand and stepped forward. They tapped the side. Through the glass, Emily’s reflection flashed back at her, translucent. On one side of the box, an ear horn sat at the ready.

“This is the Invisible Lady,” the barker droned. He was bored, hungover, perhaps even still a bit drunk. But children clung to his every word. Emily was no exception. “You cannot see her, but she can see you,” he continued. “The Invisible Lady knows everything, all the secrets of the universe. You may ask her any question, and she will tell you the answer.”

Thomas raised an eyebrow, impressed, and smiled at his daughter. Emily, age six, looked from her father to the glass box and back again. She was certain that the box was empty.

“Ask her a question,” the barker instructed.

“Go on,” Thomas said.

Emily leaned in and pressed her ear to the horn. It felt cool against her cheek. “Er… who are you?” Emily asked. A moment’s pause, and then her eyes widened. “How do I know you’re real?”

“What’s she saying?” Thomas asked, grinning.

“She says—” Emily gasped. “She says I’ve got brown hair and a… a blue dress.” Emily looked down at her dress as though to check that it was indeed blue. Of course, besides her brown muslin, Emily had no other dresses. And the blue one was getting old. Marianne had mended it just that morning and added new trim to the collar to spruce up the faded fabric. Thomas protested the trim, but Marianne insisted. “It’s scrap,” she whispered, thinking Emily couldn’t hear, as Thomas bent to kiss her cheek.

“Ask another question,” Thomas said. Emily flushed with excitement.

“How far away is India?”

The carnival barker flipped open a rusty pocket watch. “One more question,” he drawled.

Emily furrowed her brow, considering her final question gravely. She had about a million at the tip of her tongue, concerns she had been too afraid to voice before, worries and wonderings that had long swirled in the recesses of her mind. Are unicorns real? Why does Peggy Kemper have two pairs of silk stockings when I have none? What happens to Mama when her eyes turn soft and watery?

The man cleared his throat and Thomas nudged his daughter. “Go on, now,” he said.

Emily stepped closer, pressing a palm against the empty glass. “I would like to know,” she said slowly. “How do you make yourself invisible?”

A voice, tinny but clear, rang in her ear, as near as a whisper. Emily shivered in the stifling tent. She replaced the ear horn as the carnival barker gestured toward the way out. As Emily floated in and out of sleep that night, tucked into her little cot, something at the fair burrowed itself in her mind. A few weeks later, when the Brown family left Oldham for the last time and made their way on the clanging train to London, Emily would replay that moment over and over in her memory. If Thomas and Marianne noticed that their daughter was quieter than usual, they didn’t mention it. But the little girl had grasped the magic, the mystery, of the Invisible Lady. That strange and susurrus whisper rang in her ear for years after she uncurled her fingers from the smooth metal of the ear horn.

“I am invisible because you choose not to see me. You see nothing. And in turn, I know everything.”

It was a promise.



Marianne coughs, her eyes misty.

“It’s getting late,” Emily says. And she has so much to think about before she falls asleep: the girl in the dark cell across the courtyard; the life she imagines for herself outside the prison walls; her future as a teacher with her own salary and a room in a boardinghouse where she can paper the walls with her sketches; and maybe, some very distant day, a home of her own.

“So it is. Good night, my good girl.” Marianne kisses the top of Emily’s head.






CHAPTER THREE CHARLOTTE


Charlotte slips into her favorite navy wool skirt and buttons up her best blouse, the one with the imitation pearls at the neck. She rolls her shoulders back and makes her way to the classroom within the Girton College library. The courses she’s sampled so far are standard fare, literature, Latin, and history classes in which the students are expected to sit in silence as the professor lectures for two hours and the chaperone dozes in the corner. Charlotte tries to absorb all the information, but finds herself restless. Today should be different: a visit from Matilda George Foster, the Girton alumna and women’s rights advocate. She intends to discuss real ideas and things that matter—no offense to ancient history and dead languages.

About a dozen students sit around the room. The dim, rain-mottled afternoon light filters through stained glass windows, lending the space an underwater appearance. Charlotte spots a few fellow first-years, though some of the girls present must be upper-years, as she doesn’t recognize them. There’s a pretty blond paging through a book in the corner, and there at the center of the room is Mrs. Foster, her graying hair knotted at the nape of her neck. Charlotte grins—her first woman lecturer!—as Mrs. Foster makes her way to the front of the room.

“Students, it is my sincere pleasure to speak to you today. It seems that not long ago, I was in your very seats, though, of course, you must look at me now and think I am about a hundred years old,” she says, her voice gentle and grandmotherly. “When I left Girton, my mission was to help women win the vote. And tonight, I ask for your help.”

Charlotte studies the aging woman before her. Everything she’s ever heard about votes for women seems stodgy and old-fashioned—the bland petitions that circulated in Fulney every few years and ended up in the gutters, the tea parties where, she assumes, old ladies served overbaked biscuits and complained about their rheumatism. Mrs. Foster looks as prim, conservative, and, well, old as she imagined a suffragist to be. But she cannot say she isn’t curious. A few students begin passing around sheets of paper and pens.

“Thank you, ladies,” Mrs. Foster says, once everyone has the writing materials. “Today, we write letters to members of Parliament, asking for their support of our women’s suffrage bill. If you know your local MP, please feel free to address him personally. Otherwise, I suggest directing your letter to Prime Minister Asquith. Any questions?”

“What should we write?” someone asks.

“Introduce yourself,” Mrs. Foster says. “The art of letter writing should be maintained even in political correspondence. ‘Dear Sir, my name is Mrs. Edward Foster,’ ” she dictates. “ ‘I am a graduate of Girton College, in Cambridge, and I wish to convey to you my support for the issue of woman suffrage.’ Then, you may add your own opinion. Perhaps explain why women’s innate ability to nurture would benefit the state. Or quell his concerns that voting would keep women from the housework—we all know that to be untrue!”

Charlotte stares down at her paper and begins to write. Dear Sir. In the past, if she ever briefly thought about women’s suffrage, the subject seemed as boring as its presenters. Women like Mrs. Foster were accomplished, no doubt, but they were of another generation, of petticoats and candlelight, not the electric twentieth century. But yes, Charlotte thinks, women should get the vote. We are intellectual equals, as demonstrated by the very fact that women at Girton College excel in identical coursework to the men studying at the University of Cambridge, though we are not permitted to prove ourselves in official examinations or earn proper degrees.

When she’s finally finished writing, her hand is numb. She flexes her fingers and brings the letter up to the front of the room, where Mrs. Foster is collecting them. Charlotte’s letter looks much longer than most of the others.

“Thank you, my dear,” says Mrs. Foster. “Are you interested in learning more about women’s suffrage?”

“Yes, I am,” Charlotte says. “I think we need more young women as suffragettes.”

“We are law-abiding suffragists,” Mrs. Foster corrects sharply. “Not wild suffragettes.”

“Sorry,” Charlotte says. “I didn’t know there was a difference. I just mean, it would be nice to see more women my age represented. We would get to be voters, too.”

“Perhaps,” Mrs. Foster says.

“Perhaps?”

“Our proposed bill would give the right to vote to unmarried women over the age of thirty. And widows, of course.”

“But why?”

Another student comes up behind Charlotte to hand in her letter. “Our husbands will vote the same as us,” she chimes in.

“But that’s not necessarily true. And it’s not fair or equal,” Charlotte says.

“Parliament will sooner support gradual woman suffrage, and votes for some are better than none at all,” Mrs. Foster explains. “A slow and steady approach will win the day.”

“But if we’re bothering to write letters, we should demand what we really want, not what we think the MPs want to hear,” Charlotte protests.

“Patience is a virtue, young lady,” says Mrs. Foster. “We work like a glacier: slow but unstoppable. Trust me, I’ve been doing this for over twenty years.”

“Twenty years of writing letters? If that’s the case, shouldn’t we try something else?” Charlotte feels a clammy hand on her shoulder and turns around to see Mrs. Pennington.

“Perhaps, Miss Evans, you ought to take your leave. Further conversation with our guest can take place when you are less”—Mrs. Pennington pauses, her palms templed together as though in prayer—“agitated.”

It takes Charlotte longer than usual to find her words. Giving up, she turns on her heel and weaves her way out of the room. So much for discussing ideas that matter. Her eyes prickle, though, as her breath comes up tight in her throat.

Why has it been so hard? Why is nothing and no one as she had hoped? She swipes at a tear, ducking her head. At the door, the pretty blond catches Charlotte’s gaze. Her green eyes flicker with mirth as Charlotte runs out.



Charlotte crawls straight into bed with her clothes on. She shuts her eyes, buries her face in the pillow, and breathes deeply into the poky feathers. It is just like before, she can’t help but think, just like back home, where no one understood her and she never fit in. She chose then to blame the place, but here everything was supposed to be different. She was finally meant to find friends, to meet young women who share her desire to make meaning of the world. But even something as clear as women’s voting is muddled in propriety and etiquette, and she’s made to feel like she’s wrong when she points out that something isn’t right. A question creeps into her mind and for once she cannot find the excuses to will it away: What if the problem is Charlotte herself?

Out in the hall, girls walk toward their rooms, chattering happily, pausing sometimes in front of Charlotte’s door to lower their voices to a whisper. She knows what they’re saying about her. Charlotte Evans is cold and aloof. She is arrogant and supercilious. She thinks she’s better than us. Now would be the perfect opportunity to prop open her door and prove them wrong, to invite passing students in for tea or just to sit and chat. But Charlotte is spent. It has taken every ounce of effort, every day since she arrived, to try so painstakingly hard to fit in. She hasn’t been warm enough, kind enough, genteel enough. But hasn’t she tried?

What is wrong with her?

When she hears the first knock on her door, Charlotte thinks it must be a mistake. But the knocking persists, so she wipes her tears and twists her swollen face into a smile. There, in her doorway, is the pretty blond girl she’d seen in the library.

“I’m afraid the suffragist meeting was rather disappointing, wasn’t it?” the girl says without preamble. “I’m Beatrice Piper. Do you fancy a cup of tea?”






CHAPTER FOUR BEATRICE


Beatrice leads Charlotte up the stairs to the third-year suites, pretending not to notice Charlotte’s sniffles or bloodshot eyes as they traipse down the corridors.

“Here we are,” Beatrice says. “Home sweet home.”

Charlotte’s eyes widen as she takes in the space. Unlike the other Girton girls, with their frilly excess of velvet and lace, Beatrice took pains to make her room feel like her own sanctuary. The room is decorated almost like a country lodge, with miniature model horses positioned on the mantelpiece, and a painting of a hunt hanging in a simple gold frame above the fireplace.

“That’s my horse, July,” Beatrice says, pointing to the elegant chestnut mare in the foreground of the painting. “And this one’s her foal, Brontë. I was there for the birth.”

“Were you really?”

“I waited up all night,” Beatrice explains. “Labor can happen so quickly, and I didn’t want to miss it. When little Brontë was born, July was so protective. I’ve never seen anything like it.” She sighs, turning from the painting. “Anyway, my mother absolutely detests my decoration.” Instead of lace doilies on the table, she has left the wood bare. And on the shelf where the other girls keep delicate tea sets, Beatrice has stuffed the space with stacks of books, the thick spines of all her favorites on prominent display—Austen’s collected works, the Brontë sisters, Shakespeare, Dickinson, and Emerson.

“I think it’s lovely,” Charlotte says. “Is that your family’s home?” She studies the grand estate in the background of the painting.

“Champney House, yes. In Kent,” Beatrice says, a little embarrassed by Charlotte’s gaping expression. Not that she ought to be; most of the Girton girls came from families that are just as wealthy. But I’m different, Beatrice wants to say. Trust me.

“What do you study?” Beatrice asks instead.

“I haven’t yet decided,” says Charlotte. “I was thinking about politics or philosophy, because what I most wish to learn is how the world works. But Mrs. Pennington suggested poetry.”

“Why learn something useful when your purpose in life is ornamental?” Beatrice says, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “You should have heard her when I announced my law degree. Her face turned purple.”

“You read law? I didn’t realize that was a possibility.”

“I’m the first and only female legal scholar in all of Cambridge. Which makes it sound a lot more, oh, glamorous, I suppose. But in reality, I’ve got to be accompanied by a chaperone to every lecture, and I sit for my exams alone, separated from the young men.”

“Why is that?”

“So I don’t distract them,” she whispers, rolling her eyes. “I don’t mind. The only problem is that even after I graduate, I cannot actually be a lawyer, according to the law. At least, not yet.”

“Not yet?”

“I remember my excitement about Mrs. Foster’s guest lecture in my first year,” Beatrice says, shifting from Charlotte’s quizzical expression. “Until I found out that all she’s done is keep the stationery business alive for the past twenty years. It was more than a little disappointing.”

“Yes,” Charlotte says, “finally, someone understands! I came here wanting to learn about the world and make a difference, or at least meet people who had the same curiosity as me. But so far, I’ve just felt—”

“Lonely?” Beatrice finishes.

Charlotte nods.

“There are other young women like you—like us, who feel the same way and want to use our voices. But they can be difficult to find.”

Downstairs the gong rings out, loud and low. It is nearly time for supper, and everyone will be gathering in the library to join Mrs. Pennington for evening prayers.

“I have an idea for you,” Beatrice says, reaching for a folded piece of paper tucked between two books on her shelf. “Here.” She presses the paper into Charlotte’s hands. “Perhaps this will be of interest.”






CHAPTER FIVE CHARLOTTE


Charlotte has lost count of how many times she has reread the now-creased paper that Beatrice pressed into her hand. It is a leaflet for a women’s suffrage meeting in the village. Wild suffragettes, she thinks, hearing Mrs. Foster’s disdain in her head. Well, let’s see.

With the leaflet burning her pocket, Charlotte uses both arms to push her heavy window open, just enough so she can slip through and land in the garden below. Mrs. Pennington would undoubtedly burst into hysterics if she were to discover her pupil’s method of egress, but Charlotte knows that Mrs. Pennington enjoys a glass of sherry around seven o’clock each evening, leaving just enough time for her to escape unnoticed. She brushes herself off—landing in the prickly bushes was perhaps less graceful than she might have hoped, even from her ground-floor window—and dodges the glow of the porter’s lodge. The night air is sharp, heady.

Girton College is located northwest of Cambridge proper, so the young temptresses do not distract the gentlemen scholars, Charlotte thinks. But she does not mind the walk. Huntingdon Road is quiet this time of night. When she arrives at the meeting hall, a simple stone building on the outskirts of the village, she finds the windows aglow and the front door propped open. Since arriving at college, Charlotte has grown accustomed to entering rooms of strangers. She straightens her spine and steps inside.

The hall is already quite full and lively, though no one of college age appears to be in attendance. Charlotte spies old ladies in long cloaks seated near the front and middle-aged mother types, some even with a child or two in tow, chatting animatedly with one another. The crowded space brings back a certain nostalgia for home. That same air of anticipation, the buzzing energy, unlatches something in Charlotte’s memory. When she was very small, they used to attend church. They walked to the village chapel, full of familiar faces, every Sunday morning. The portly old pastor would give a sermon, and then they’d all return home for Sunday roast. Charlotte has not set foot in a church since her father’s funeral.

She finds a seat in the back, hugging her shawl around her shoulders against the damp autumn chill. Someone passes Charlotte a handbill and she turns it over. The original leaflet from Beatrice simply said that all young women were welcome to attend. What exactly has she gotten herself into? She begins to read the handbill, but a clamor at the front of the room draws her eye.

“Good evening.” A petite young woman climbs to the podium. Her hair is styled in the Gibson Girl fashion, a voluminous twist beneath a floral hat. “Good evening,” she repeats as the audience settles. “Thank you all for being here tonight. My name is Isabel Hurston, and I am here as a representative of the Women’s Social and Political Union.”

Murmurs ripple through the crowd. Isabel appears to be a few years older than Charlotte. She is effortlessly glamorous. Already, Charlotte can tell, this is not Mrs. Foster’s suffrage meeting.

“Why don’t women have access to the ballot?” Isabel begins. Her voice lilts melodically, carrying through the room as though in song. It is strange, Charlotte thinks at first, though she cannot quite define why the sound of this woman’s voice projected across a packed meeting hall is so jarring. “When we work, when we raise children, when we provide the spiritual and moral guidance for our families, why do we not have the same right to vote afforded to men? Men, I might add, who may well drink away the money they earn, beat their wives, and abandon their children?”

Isabel pauses and surveys the crowd. Someone cheers at the phrase “drink away the money,” and Charlotte jolts. This no longer feels like church. And this woman, Isabel Hurston, with her stylish outfit and pretty voice, is nothing like the staid, potbellied pastor of Charlotte’s childhood. As Isabel continues, Charlotte realizes what had niggled her at first. She has never heard a woman speak out like this. Not in a sermon, not in a speech, not in a lecture. It is dissonant to hear a woman’s voice raised like this in a public space, outside the hushed halls of Girton College, commanding attention. It is intoxicating.

“We have embarked on a quest for equality among men and women. We do not ask for special privileges, merely for equal access to representation in our government. This fight has nothing to do with party or partisanship. It is about the moral obligation for our country to respect the women without whom it would fall apart. You all,” she says, sweeping her hand over the crowd, “are here tonight because you know that our society, as it is, is not just. You know that a change needs to be made. But—” Isabel’s cheeks glow.

Charlotte’s breath catches. But what?

“But there is a difference, a distinct one, between thinking and doing. We must do more than complain amongst ourselves. We must be willing to act. Deeds, not words. And when we act—when we stand—we will change this country and the world.”

The audience bursts into applause. Isabel smiles, poised on the tips of her toes and assessing the crowd. Charlotte’s heartbeat thrums forcefully in her chest. She can tell that Isabel has more to say, and she stops clapping as soon as it seems appropriate, for she does not want to miss a single word.
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