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“Mr. Stelling,” she said … “couldn’t I do Euclid, and all Tom’s lessons, if you were to teach me instead of him?”


“No; you couldn’t,” said Tom, indignantly. “Girls can’t do Euclid; can they, sir?”


“They can pick up a little of everything, I dare say,” said Mr. Stelling. “They’ve a great deal of superficial cleverness; but they couldn’t go far into anything. They’re quick and shallow.”


—George Eliot, The Mill on the Floss


INGLEFORD, SURREY: JUNE 1907


The day her pupil’s father threw Lilia Brooke’s copy of Homer’s Odyssey across the schoolroom was the day she knew she’d have to leave Ingleford. Given time, she could forgive most offenses, but all bets were off if violence was done to her favorite book.


She didn’t usually bring the book to school. It was beautifully bound in dark green leather and too sacred to risk among her pupils, most of whom treated their books with a troubling lack of respect. But Anna Martin, Lilia’s cleverest pupil, had no copy of her own, and Lilia knew she could trust Anna with hers.


The day in question was ordinary, even dull, until Anna’s father burst into the schoolroom. Lilia had assigned an arithmetic problem to the younger girls and reading to the older ones. Then she invited Anna to sit with her at her own desk so she could help with her pupil’s translation of Homer.


Anna had just whispered a question about the proper translation of περιπέλομαι and Lilia turned to look at the word in context of the passage when the door was flung open and Mr. Martin—all six feet and eighteen stone of him—strode towards Lilia’s desk.


At Lilia’s other side, Anna shrank back, her face white.


Lilia shot to her feet, standing between Anna and her father, and demanded, “What is the meaning of this, Mr. Martin? We’re in the middle of a lesson.”


“Is that what you call it?” A stonemason, he was wearing his work smock, and as he moved, the dust of his trade settled on the floor and the front-row desks. The first-form pupils stared at him open-mouthed.


“Come, Anna,” he ordered. “We’re going home.”


Anna rose hesitantly, looking from her teacher to her father.


“Anna hasn’t finished her lessons,” Lilia said firmly. “She’ll go home later.”


Mr. Martin took a step closer—close enough for her to smell the sour reek of his breath—but she stood her ground. She was tall, though slender, no match for this huge man if he chose to be violent. But surely he wouldn’t shove or strike her in front of her pupils.


Instead of touching her, Mr. Martin snatched the Homer from the desk beside them and said, “This again? Just as I thought—you didn’t listen when I said no more Greek and Latin gibberish for Anna. She’s done with school.”


He then committed the unpardonable sin, flinging the Odyssey across the room with such force that it crashed against the wall. Some pages came loose, gracefully weaving through the air like dead leaves before coming to rest on the floor.


“How dare you?” Lilia cried, torn between wanting to save the book and wanting to scratch the man’s eyes out. “You have no right—”


“She’s my daughter, and I have the right to take her out of school. Anna, come!”


Anna, head bowed, went to her father, and he pushed her ahead of him towards the door.


Lilia moved quickly. She reached the door first, barring the way out with her body.


“You don’t understand how intelligent your daughter is,” Lilia said. “She can do anything, learn anything. Be anything.”


“She’s going to be a wife and mother. And a wife and mother doesn’t need to know Latin and Greek.”


Lilia didn’t move. “Don’t you care what Anna wants?”


“What Anna wants!” He snorted. “She wouldn’t want all this learning if you hadn’t put ideas in her head. You’re a menace to these girls, making them unhappy with their lot. Get out of my way!”


Lilia had no intention of obeying him, and he moved as if to push her aside, but at that moment, the headmaster appeared in the doorway just behind her. He was as tall as Mr. Martin, though not as solidly built. He also happened to be Lilia’s father.


“What’s the trouble here?” Mr. Brooke inquired.


“I’m taking my daughter out of school,” Mr. Martin said, “but your daughter is in my way. If you don’t remove her, I will.”


“Remove yourself!” Lilia snapped. “Then all will be well.”


“Let’s go to my office and discuss this calmly,” her father said. “I’m sure it’s merely a misunderstanding.”


Every conflict was a misunderstanding from her father’s point of view. He wasn’t a stupid man, so he was either willfully blind to true differences of opinion or using the word misunderstanding as a strategy to pacify people. But he had used it too many times with Lilia and her siblings for it to work on them any longer.


Apparently it wasn’t working on Mr. Martin, either, for he said, “There’s nothing to talk about. If you don’t do something about this harpy you call your daughter, you’ll be hearing from the school trustees.”


Before Lilia or her father could say another word, Mr. Martin pushed past them, dragging Anna after him, and left the building. Behind her, Lilia could hear her pupils whispering excitedly.


“Papa, how could you let him do that?” Lilia said in an undertone. “Not only the way he spoke to me, but abusing Anna in such a way—”


“Let’s talk in my office,” her father said firmly. “Will you ask one of the older girls to watch the class?”


She clenched her jaw to prevent herself from further protest and returned to the classroom. After asking her most responsible pupil to supervise, Lilia picked up her fallen Homer, carefully smoothing the creased pages and gathering up the loose ones, and left the room.


She and her father made their way to his office in silence. It was a small room at the back of the building, with papers and books stacked on every available surface, including the two chairs.


Lilia moved books from a chair to her father’s desk and sat down, gripping her Homer as if it had protective powers. Her father took the papers from his own chair, set them on the floor, and sat opposite her.


“I know how difficult this is for you,” he began, “and how much you care about Anna’s education, but it doesn’t help your case to exaggerate.”


“What do you mean?”


“You said Mr. Martin is abusing Anna. There’s no evidence to suggest such a thing.”


“Refusing her a proper education is abuse, as far as I’m concerned. But he’s rough with her, too—didn’t you see the way he forced her out of the classroom?”


Her father sighed and rubbed his temples with his index fingers. “I thought you stopped Anna’s Greek and Latin lessons when Mr. Martin complained weeks ago.”


“I didn’t promise to stop them. Besides, Anna wanted to continue.”


He looked skeptical. “You didn’t push her?”


“No. Do you think I’m some sort of tyrant?”


“No, Lilia, but you’re very persuasive and very determined, and sometimes your passion for educating these girls carries you away.”


She stared down at her lap and said as calmly as she could manage, “I can’t bear the thought of someone with Anna’s brain becoming a farm laborer’s wife and having ten children.”


“What if she’s content with that?”


“How could she be?” cried Lilia, angry all over again.


Her father gave her a wry look. “We shouldn’t have sent you to Girton College. Though perhaps it doesn’t matter—you’ve never suited Ingleford’s simple village school.”


“Am I being sacked?”


He looked at her as if he had no idea what to do with her.


Lilia stared at this man who was both her employer and her father. Their resemblance—both tall and thin, with unruly dark hair—didn’t extend to their temperament. He was phlegmatic, a peacemaker in situations that Lilia thought called for open war. If he had been only her employer and not her father, she would have fought harder against the injustice she believed was being done to poor Anna.


“You haven’t been teaching here very long,” he said, “but I’ve had to defend your unconventional ideas and teaching methods more times than I care to count. And you haven’t been willing to change them.”


Lilia couldn’t deny this.


“This isn’t the place for you,” he said gently. “I’m sorry, little twig.”


The pet name brought tears to her eyes. She blinked them away, concentrating on the bookshelf behind her father’s head. She was surprised by the stab of sadness she felt: after all, she had been feeling as trapped in this school as if it were a prison, and now she was free.


“Very well,” she said. “Shall I go back to the classroom?”


“You may go home for the rest of the day. No doubt your mother could use your help.”


But Lilia didn’t go home. Going home before the end of the school day would mean unavoidable hysterics from her mother, who would want to exaggerate every detail of the trouble Lilia had caused for the family. She wasn’t ready for that, not with her own emotions so close to the surface. Instead, she went to a place she considered her second home, to see her Aunt Bianca and Uncle James.


Bianca and James weren’t really her aunt and uncle, nor were they properly married. Uncle James was the village physician and a childhood friend of Lilia’s father, but her family had always treated him as one of their own. When Bianca had left her husband twelve years earlier to live with James, he had lost most of his patients to the physician in the neighboring village. He’d lost some friends, too, but Lilia’s family hadn’t deserted him. Lilia would have loved Bianca and James even if they hadn’t caused a scandal in the village, but the scandal cemented her adoration. It gave her a cause to fight for: a man and woman didn’t need an outdated custom like marriage to prove their commitment to each other.


Lilia burst into James and Bianca’s small house unceremoniously, as she always did, and startled Bianca, who was in the tiny front parlor doing needlework. Bianca was in her mid-forties and was still beautiful—so beautiful that people often turned around in the street to stare at her. She was all lush curves, with masses of red-gold hair and green eyes. Uncle James hadn’t had a chance.


Lilia thought their story was wildly romantic. They’d both been very young when they’d fallen in love and had parted without either of them knowing Bianca was pregnant with his child. She’d moved to London and married Philip Harris, who had loved and raised the child as his own. But when the boy was fifteen, Bianca had left Philip and returned to James and Ingleford, where she’d been ever since.


“Lilia, whatever is the matter?” Bianca exclaimed, setting aside her needlework.


“Mr. Martin has taken Anna out of school,” Lilia said, sitting in the chair beside her aunt’s.


“Oh dear. Is it because you didn’t stop teaching her Latin and Greek?”


“Yes. But she could have gone on to college, maybe Girton. She could have made an independent life for herself, instead of being stuck in this horrid village forever.”


“Like you?”


Lilia blinked. “I went to Girton.”


“I know. But you’re back, ‘stuck in this horrid village,’ aren’t you? Why do you stay here?”


“You know why.” Lilia sighed and stared past her aunt and out the window. The trees were lush with summer leaves and a chaffinch was hopping about on the grass.


“You’re what, four-and-twenty now?” When Lilia nodded, Bianca continued, “More than old enough to make your own decisions. And your mother doesn’t need your help with your siblings anymore. Even Emily is nearly grown up.”


“A friend of mine from Girton has cofounded a girls’ school in London. She’s invited me to live with her and teach at her school.”


“Do you want to?”


Lilia nodded. She couldn’t possibly express how badly she wanted to move to the city. “But Mama wants me to stay. She’ll disown me if I go to London.”


“Is she worried for your safety?”


“She says so, but I know she’s more worried for the city’s safety.”


Lilia and her aunt locked eyes, then burst out laughing.


Becoming serious again, Bianca said, “She’s hard upon you, Lilia, I know, but she’s only worried that you won’t be accepted in polite society, that you’ll be an outcast like me. Not that you’ll do what I’ve done, of course”—a faint blush colored her cheeks—“but you’re so outspoken about women’s rights—”


“City people won’t find my ideas as shocking as the villagers here do.”


“I’m not sure about that. Your ideas may be too advanced even for London.”


Lilia shrugged. “I wouldn’t mind being an outcast if I were free to live and work as I choose.”


“You’re stronger than I am. But your mother minds. Very much.”


Lilia wasn’t afraid of her mother, but she was afraid of what happened when she and her mother argued. “Will you talk to her with me?”


“Certainly. And your mother might feel better about your moving to London if Paul knows you’re there. He can keep an eye on you. You’ll see him, won’t you?”


Lilia hesitated. Paul was Bianca and James’s son, but Lilia hardly knew him. She did have fond memories of the summer she’d spent at the Harrises’ London home, when Bianca was still with Philip. Paul was three years older than Lilia and had been a shy, awkward adolescent, very different from Lilia’s boisterous younger brothers. But he was a brilliant scholar and the person to whom she owed her first lessons in Latin and Greek. Even at twelve, she’d been persuasive, or perhaps just annoying. In any case, she’d pestered him until he’d given in.


Despite this positive experience, there were two counts against Paul from Lilia’s perspective. First was his refusal to visit his mother in the twelve years since she’d been living with James in Ingleford. Second, he was a clergyman. And not just any clergyman, but a canon at St. John’s Cathedral. Lilia found Christianity faintly repugnant and its ministers decidedly so. The virtues Paul possessed as a child would have almost certainly been crushed by his choice of profession.


Nevertheless, it was only fair to see the man if it pleased her aunt, since Bianca had been Lilia’s advocate in so many ways. It was largely due to her influence that Lilia’s parents had sent her to Girton. When she was twelve, Lilia had rebelled against her parents for sending her brothers to school while keeping her at home by running away to London, in hopes of being allowed to live with Bianca and Philip. Bianca had convinced the Brookes that if they promised Lilia that she could attend Girton when she was old enough, she would be easier to manage. Lilia had struggled valiantly, if not always successfully, to comply with her side of the bargain.


Another reason to see Paul was Lilia’s precious Odyssey, which had been a gift from him as a reward for her hard work as his pupil. Surely any adolescent boy who had given such a gift wouldn’t grow up to be a bad man.
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Ah, but a man’s reach should exceed his grasp,


Or what’s a heaven for?


—Robert Browning, “Andrea del Sarto”


LONDON: JULY 1907


Paul Harris was alone in the sacristy, removing his vestments and feeling nostalgic. It had been exactly two years ago today that he was installed as a canon at the cathedral. He remembered how nervous he had been the first Sunday he had celebrated the Eucharist. He’d worried that he would stumble over his words or read the wrong prayers. He’d worried that he would drop the Body or Blood of Christ on the floor. He’d worried that he would miss a cue or look undignified at the altar. But none of those things had happened, then or since.


Except for one notable exception, the cathedral clergy had welcomed him warmly and made no disparaging comments about his youth. He had been only five-and-twenty when he became a canon, and even now he was young for a cathedral clergyman. His dream of becoming the youngest dean in the history of the cathedral was surely not out of the realm of possibility.


Paul’s musings were interrupted by the notable exception himself, Thomas Cross. Cross poked his head into the sacristy and said, “There you are, Harris. Are you coming?”


“I beg your pardon?”


“Johnson and I are going to visit the prison inmates. It would do you good to come with us.” Cross was four or five years older than Paul and hadn’t held his own canonry for more than a few years, but he treated Paul like a stupid younger brother who was in constant need of advice.


“I can’t,” Paul said. “I’m otherwise engaged.” He had no intention of canceling a long-awaited luncheon with his friend Stephen Elliott, whose visits to London were rare.


Cross raised one eyebrow. He was darkly handsome, in a pantherlike way—sleek, muscular, and, Paul fancied, ready to spring upon his prey and sink in his gleaming fangs in one quick motion.


“Is that so?” Cross said. Quoting from his own sermon that morning, he added, “‘I was a stranger, and ye took me not in: naked, and ye clothed me not: sick, and in prison, and ye visited me not.’”


“As I said, I have other plans,” Paul replied evenly, turning to put away the richly embroidered stole he’d been wearing.


“Very well.” Cross turned to leave. “Enjoy your solitary religion.”


His solitary religion! It was a common taunt from Cross, but it made Paul’s blood boil all the same.


Paul flung himself out the opposite door, which led to a private courtyard at the side of the cathedral. He paced back and forth, taking deep breaths, until he could assume his calm public mask again. But as he made his way to the front entrance of the cathedral where his friend Stephen was waiting, he was still struggling to keep his temper.


Stephen greeted him cheerfully and said, “You did a fine job with the Eucharist.”


“Thank you.”


“What do you say to a walk before we eat?” Stephen said. “It’s a beautiful day.”


Paul agreed, and the two men headed down the street, Stephen adjusting his pace to match Paul’s quicker one. They had met as students at Oxford, and Stephen was now the vicar of Stretham, a village fifty miles from London.


As soon as they were a safe distance from the cathedral, Paul exclaimed, “He ought to be ashamed to call himself a clergyman!”


This violent outburst didn’t mystify Stephen, who said placidly, “Ah, Thomas Cross is at his tricks again?”


“Yes.”


“What did he do this time?”


Paul related his exchange with Cross, adding, “He loves to make a public display of his so-called faith in action and to criticize me for spending too much time in private study and prayer. I’ll be preaching in a few weeks and I’m sorely tempted to include a few of my thoughts on his ‘faith in action.’”


“Harris, don’t do it. You’ll only lower yourself by entering a contest of dueling sermons with him.”


Paul sighed. “I know, but the temptation is strong. What would you do in my place?”


“I’d be far too lazy to do anything at all,” Stephen said. “Besides, his actions are motivated by jealousy. Not only are you his intellectual superior, but you also have the ear of the bishop. If you could ignore his attempts to provoke you—or better yet, kill the man with kindness—I’m sure he’ll tire of the game and leave you alone.”


“If I had your temperament, Elliott, it would be easily done. But I’m too susceptible to his provocations. He loves to twist my words to make my position on any subject seem ridiculous. And he loves to contradict me. If I were to say there are three persons in the Trinity, I should not be surprised to hear him insist on four.”


Stephen laughed.


Paul noticed that his friend was short of breath. “Shall we sit down?” Paul said. They had just entered Regent’s Park, and they made their way to the nearest bench. They sat, enjoying the cool breeze and the birdsongs in the trees above them.


“There are times when I think Cross is right, for all his distortions of my weaknesses,” Paul went on. “I find pastoral duties difficult. Although I do visit parishioners, I can’t help wishing I were alone, writing in my study, or even preaching from the safety of the pulpit. I don’t understand so many of my fellow men. I wish to help them, but I don’t know how.”


“We all have our weaknesses,” Stephen said, “and the best we can do is struggle to overcome them. I half wish I had a Thomas Cross to make me more aware of mine. Mark my words, Harris, he’ll make you a better man. As our Lord himself said, ‘Take up your Cross, and follow me.’ Ha-ha!”


Paul smiled wryly and shook his head. “I don’t see how that man will do anything to improve my character.”


He changed the subject, asking Stephen about his life, and Stephen regaled him with tales of eccentric parishioners, rodents in the church pantry, and his unrequited love for the village squire’s daughter, Rosamond. By the end of the afternoon, thanks to Stephen’s calming influence, Paul’s mood had brightened considerably.
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Monday was a precious day of solitude and a respite from Paul’s duties at the cathedral. He spent the morning and most of the afternoon working on his book, tentatively entitled Anglo-Catholicism in the Nineteenth Century.


He had just finished his tea when his housekeeper, Mrs. Rigby, appeared in the open doorway of the study. Mrs. Rigby had come with the house, which had always been occupied by cathedral clergymen. The cathedral’s proximity to the house and its small but richly furnished rooms would have made the house irresistible to any unmarried priest with the means to afford its rent. Paul had such means, and he made no objection to the landlord’s requirement that Mrs. Rigby and the house not be separated.


“Canon Harris, there is a Miss Brooke at the door asking to see you. She claims to be a family friend.” Mrs. Rigby was a stately woman with steel-gray hair and a forbidding aspect, and she uttered the word claims with particular emphasis.


His head was filled with the intricacies of connecting Anglicanism to its Catholic roots, and Paul at first had no idea who Miss Brooke might be. Then he realized she must be Lilia Brooke from Ingleford. When he thought of Lilia, it was never as a family friend, only as a wild little genius girl from a part of his past he’d rather forget.


“Oh, I see,” he said. “Show her in, please.”


A few minutes later, Lilia entered the room and Paul rose to greet her. She was tall for a woman; they stood nearly eye to eye.


Paul’s first impression of her was in fragments. She wore the businesslike dress of the New Woman, a long, slim black skirt and white linen blouse. Stray wisps of dark hair escaped from under her shabby straw hat. Her lips were perfect—full, yet finely cut. He was struck by the incongruity of such a beautiful mouth on a young woman who clearly took no pains with her appearance.


She shook his hand firmly, like a man. “I’m sorry to drop in on you unannounced,” she said, “but I’ve been meaning to visit for ages.”


“It’s no trouble,” he said with a smile. “I’m glad to see you.”


Lilia turned away suddenly, as if he weren’t there, and went to the bookshelves. She swept her fingers along the spines of the books, then let them rest on the polished wood of Paul’s desk. When she met his gaze again, she said, “This is a beautiful room.”


“Thank you.” He offered her one of the chairs in front of his desk and pulled up another for himself. “Congratulations on your achievements at Girton. My mother wrote that you ranked above the Senior Classic in the classical tripos. First Philippa Fawcett in the mathematical tripos, and now you. You’ll change the way universities treat women.”


Lilia gave him a guarded look, as if he had spouted some frivolous gallantry. He noticed her eyes resting on his clerical collar.


“Thank you, but I don’t think that will happen soon,” she said. “Until Oxford and Cambridge award degrees to women, we won’t be taken seriously. It’s too easy to dismiss women’s achievements as the exceptions that prove the rule. Why should it be shocking or sensational for a woman to rank above the senior wrangler in anything?”


“Change doesn’t happen quickly,” he said, surprised by her forcefulness.


“It won’t happen at all if people don’t act. I have no patience for those who propose theories for reform without putting them into practice.”


“You’re just as frightening now as you were twelve years ago.”


“Was I frightening?” Lilia gave him a curious look. Her eyes were an unusual dark blue, the color of the sky during an electrical storm.


“Don’t you remember the first time we met in Ingleford? You were playing Jeanne d’Arc and your siblings were the French army. I tried to save your little sister from the battle—she couldn’t have been more than two or three—but then you were angry because she was the Dauphin of France and I was interfering. And then your dog pushed me to the ground and muddied my shirt.”


She laughed. “I do remember now. Was it really so traumatic for you?”


“Of course. You forget I had no siblings and lived a quiet life. It was a great shock to meet such boisterous, active children.”


“We were just playing.” Once again her manner changed. In a voice that was both serious and warm, she said, “I don’t think I ever thanked you for the trouble you took to teach me the ancient languages. That summer I spent in London with your family was the best one of my childhood.”


Paul couldn’t keep up with the quicksilver shifts in her manner. It was like trying to catch a wildly thrashing fish, only to have it repeatedly slip out of one’s grasp.


“So what am I to call you now?” she went on. “The Very Honorable Reverend Father Canon or something just as ridiculous?” She smiled at him in such a way that he couldn’t take offense.


“Call me Paul, as you used to.”


She contemplated him. “You surprise me. You’re not what I expected.”


“What did you expect?”


“A humorless, stuffy, pedantic bore.” She hesitated, then added, “Excuse my plain speaking.”


“I’m relieved I don’t meet your expectations,” he said. “Were they based on my association with the church?”


“Yes, partly, but you were rather stuffy when you were fifteen. I didn’t think there was much hope for you.”


“I was shy around other children, especially girls. It was easier to speak to you in Greek and Latin about books than in English about … anything else.”


She gave him an arch look. “You speak English very well now.”


He laughed. “Are your siblings well?” Since he had met them only once, he couldn’t remember which of her four brothers was which, and he remembered her sister, Emily, only as the toddler Dauphin of France.


“Yes, indeed. Harry went into the navy and has just been commissioned as a lieutenant. Edward is a sculptor. John and David are at Rugby, enjoying the games far more than their lessons, and Emily’s only fourteen, so she’s still at home. She has the sweetest disposition of the lot of us.” She beamed with pride, adding, “You really ought to come to Ingleford for a visit when everyone is home for the holidays.”


Paul frowned. He had avoided the place for twelve years as if it were the portal to Hell itself, and he saw no reason to change his mind now. “I’m afraid that’s not possible.”


The best summer of Lilia’s childhood had been the worst one of his. While he had enjoyed tutoring Lilia in Latin and Greek, the summer had ended with his mother leaving him and his father to live with James Anbrey. James might have been Paul’s natural father, but he was also the destroyer of the only family Paul had ever known.


Lilia must have been thinking of the events of that summer, too, for after a brief pause she asked, “How is your father? Mr. Harris, I mean.”


“He is well,” Paul said. It was a polite falsehood designed to protect Philip Harris, who had aged prematurely after his wife left him. He was quieter, more guarded, no longer gregarious, though he brightened whenever Paul was with him. Philip hadn’t granted Bianca the divorce she had asked for, but he never spoke ill of her or James. Paul considered Philip a saint, not only for this restraint, but also for having married a fallen woman in the first place and loving her baby son as his own.


“Are you a Papist, then?” Lilia asked.


The non sequitur confused him. Had she seen through his falsehood about his father being well, and had it prompted her to express anti-Catholic sentiments? But then he saw that she was looking at his bookshelf and realized she was merely changing the subject.


“Not exactly. I prefer the term Anglo-Catholic,” he said. “What gave me away?”


“One of our family friends in Ingleford was a Dissenter and he taught us to recognize the signs. John Henry Newman’s Pro Vita Sua sits in the place of honor on your bookshelf, you’re clean-shaven, and you’re wearing the clerical collar and cassock, even though you’re at home. I don’t see the Mark of the Beast waistcoat, though, so perhaps you’re not completely lost to Romish practices.” She sat back with a smile, clearly proud of herself.


“I’m impressed,” he said, and so he was. “I would never have pictured you as a Dissenter, though.”


“Oh, I’m not, I assure you. As happy as I am to dissent from almost anything, I’m not one of that party. I can’t stomach Puritanism in any form. The last time I attended my family’s church, the curate preached such nonsense about the proper role of women that I left in the middle of his sermon. I haven’t returned to any church since.”


“Are you an atheist?”


“I consider myself agnostic. Being an atheist would require far too much effort. If there is a God, I’m quite sure He is as content not to believe in me as I am not to believe in Him.”


“I see.”


“Have I shocked you?”


“Not at all. I am of Tennyson’s opinion that ‘there lives more faith in honest doubt than in half the creeds.’”


“That’s generous of you,” she acknowledged. “You’ve also cleverly found out my weakness: how can I dissent from anything when my opinions are met with such kind responses?”


He smiled. “You’ve said nothing about your life. What are you doing in London?”


“I’m about to begin teaching at a school my friend Harriet Firth helped to found. We went to Girton together and talked a great deal about reforming girls’ education. We share the same vision of creating a nation of self-respecting women who have no doubts about their equality with men.”


“That seems a noble goal. What sort of curriculum does the school have?”


“It’s a small school, with only three teachers, but their curriculum is equal to that of the best boys’ schools. Harriet’s friend Miss Chapman teaches history, art, and literature; Harriet teaches science and mathematics; and I’ll teach Greek and Latin, of course.”


“There are already a great many private girls’ schools in London. Has your friend had trouble finding students?”


“Not at all. Harriet is a member of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies, and most of the pupils are daughters of their members.”


“I see.” Some of his parishioners were members of the NUWSS, but Paul knew very little about the society.


Lilia leaned forward and said, very seriously, “May I ask a favor of you?”


“Of course.”


“If my mother writes to you to ask about me, could you tell her we see each other every week?”


He frowned. “Do you mean you want me to lie for you?”


“Well, not exactly.” She bit her lip, looking uncomfortable. “My mother is upset about my move to London. She thinks I’ll run wild and get into constant scrapes, as if I’m still a child. Your mother convinced her that if you’ll watch out for me, I’ll be fine. But I think it’s ridiculous to have to report to a man, respectable family friend or not, about my activities. I don’t want to put you in a difficult position, though. It’s not really the thing for a clergyman to lie. Not on purpose, anyway.”


He tried to hide a smile. “Not really. But I’d be delighted to have such a commission. We could have short weekly meetings and I could send honest reports to my mother, which she could then pass on to yours, assuring her of your well-being.”


“I suppose we could try it,” she said, looking doubtful. Then she glanced at the clock on the mantel and jumped to her feet. “I had no idea it was so late. I must go at once—I promised to meet a friend. She’ll be cross with me; I’ve been late the last two times we’ve met.”


Paul rose also. “Thank you for coming. May I visit you, or do you prefer to come here?”


“Of course you may! Have you a paper and pen? I’ll write down my address.” He produced the requested implements and she wrote quickly, pausing once to look up at him. “I didn’t mean to suggest I wouldn’t enjoy your company. I’d be ever so glad to see you again.”


Paul found the suddenly uncertain look in her eyes and girlish effusiveness endearing. “The Archbishop of Canterbury himself couldn’t keep me away,” he said.


She smiled, then raised her hand in farewell and left.


As glad as he was to have seen her, Paul was unsettled by Lilia’s visit. He saw nothing wrong with women’s well-established positions as lovely, gentle creatures whose main purposes were to support and comfort the men and children in their lives, and it seemed to him that women were generally happy with these roles. But, clearly, Lilia was a different sort of woman. Still, he was disappointed by how utterly conventional she was in her unconventionality: he could identify the signs of the Girton-educated New Woman in her just as easily as she had identified his Anglo-Catholicism.


He thought of the first time he had seen her, as a twelve-year-old Jeanne d’Arc with her ill-assorted French army. Perhaps that was the problem. She could never live up to that first impression. A Jeanne d’Arc who grew up to be a schoolmistress instead of dying a triumphant martyr at the stake was bound to be a disappointment.
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“You’re too fond of your own ways.”


“Yes, I think I’m very fond of them. But I always want to know the things one shouldn’t do.”


“So as to do them?” asked her aunt.


“So as to choose,” said Isabel.


—Henry James, The Portrait of a Lady


Lilia made her way to the podium, feeling more anxious than she had expected. She was used to speaking before an audience: after all, she had made many speeches in college and in front of her pupils in Ingleford, not to mention the impromptu speeches she had subjected her siblings to throughout her childhood. She was used to bored, even hostile, audiences.


But this was different. It was her first official, invited speech. Harriet had introduced her to Lady Fernham, an influential member of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies who had also provided most of the capital for Harriet’s school. After talking to Lilia about her ideas for reforming girls’ education, Lady Fernham had been sufficiently impressed to arrange the speaking engagement, and Lilia didn’t want to let her or the NUWSS down.


Before she started to speak, she took a deep breath and paused to survey her audience. It was mainly women, but there were a few men, too. The small public hall they were in was full. There weren’t enough seats for everyone, so some people had to stand at the back.


She began her speech with examples of the ways a poor education limited a girl’s prospects in life. After the first few minutes, her anxiety fell away and was replaced by a surge of excitement. Everyone was listening intently, waiting for her next words in expectant silence. Especially enthralled was a girl sitting beside Lady Fernham in the front row who looked hardly old enough to be out of the schoolroom herself. Her delicate, ethereal frame reminded Lilia of Anna Martin, but something about her dark, mournful eyes suggested she was older than she looked. She seemed ill at ease in her fashionable burgundy silk gown.


Lilia went on to discuss the importance of women’s suffrage in relation to education reform. “Isn’t it time to treat girls like rational human beings instead of empty-headed dolls? Isn’t it time to teach them to ask for what they want directly instead of putting them in positions in which they must manipulate and flatter? We can do none of this without the vote.”


Several audience members nodded and smiled.


I was born to do this. The thought buoyed Lilia as she continued her speech, words flowing from her as if she had rehearsed dozens of times. In fact, she had only briefly looked at her notes beforehand. Now, she said things that hadn’t even occurred to her when she was planning the speech.


“Our struggle is great, but do not be discouraged. Do not think, ‘What good can I, one little woman, do for the mighty cause of womankind?’ Do not wait for others to act because you are afraid. Do what you can in your corner of the world and know that a great army of women acts with you. No fight men have ever embarked upon is more noble than this.”


The sad-eyed girl’s eyes lit up as Lilia spoke, and she spoke as if to her alone. She concluded by saying, “Let me leave you with some words, slightly amended, from Shakespeare’s Henry the Fifth:


She which hath no stomach to this fight,
Let her depart; her passport shall be made
And crowns for convoy put into her purse.
We would not die in that woman’s company
That fears her fellowship to die with us.”


The audience’s applause was gratifyingly loud and long, and it continued as Lilia left the podium and made her way back to her seat beside Harriet. People who didn’t know Harriet were often intimidated by her: despite her small, rotund figure, she had piercing gray eyes and a face that was stern in repose.


“Good work!” she whispered. “Using King Henry’s Saint Crispin’s Day speech was a brilliant touch.”


“Thank you. Harriet, do you know that girl beside Lady Fernham?”


“That’s her boarder, Ellen Wells. I’ll tell you about her later.”


When the meeting was over, Lilia rose from her seat and was instantly surrounded by several women who congratulated her enthusiastically on her speech. She accepted their compliments with pleasure, then turned to Lady Fernham and her companion, who were waiting to speak with her.


Lady Fernham, an attractive middle-aged woman, made the necessary introductions. Miss Wells, even more fragile-looking at close range, murmured something that could have been “How do you do?” but she spoke so quietly that it was nearly inaudible.


“You’re an inspiring speaker, Miss Brooke,” said Lady Fernham. “It’s a pity women can’t be members of Parliament, for I should like to see you in a position where you could influence the decision makers in our country more directly.” Lady Fernham’s husband was an MP, and Harriet had told Lilia that Lady Fernham was the driving force behind many of Lord Fernham’s political decisions.


“Thank you.”


“You make us believe we’ll get the vote soon,” Miss Wells said, a little louder this time, but Lilia still had to lean closer to hear her.


“It depends on how hard we’re willing to fight for it,” Lilia replied.


“Indeed.” Lady Fernham studied her thoughtfully. “I hope the other NUWSS members will apply what you said about direct action to themselves. We are too ladylike sometimes, too willing to wait patiently. We could use more young women like you, women who are willing to act—even fight, if necessary. You’ll be a good model for my daughters. I’m glad you’ll be teaching them.”


“Thank you. I’m very much looking forward to meeting them.”


Lady Fernham was called away to talk to another woman, and as she turned to leave, Lilia felt a timid hand on her arm. It was little Miss Wells.


“I beg your pardon, Miss Brooke,” the girl said, speaking so softly once again that Lilia had to bow her head to hear her. “I wanted to thank you for your speech. Your words gave me courage.”


“I’m very glad to hear it,” Lilia said.


“I was wondering,” Miss Wells said slowly, “if you might be willing to come with me to visit a friend of mine. She’s in difficult circumstances, and if you would talk to her, I think she’d be greatly encouraged.”


“Of course. Where does your friend live?”


Miss Wells hesitated before replying, “At the Whitechapel House of Mercy.”


“Oh. A penitentiary?” Lilia guessed from the name that the place was one of the charitable institutions that housed so-called fallen women.


“Yes.” The girl blushed and looked away. “If you consider it a charity visit, there would be no danger to your reputation—”


“Miss Wells, I’m not in the least concerned about my reputation,” Lilia interrupted. “I’ve never visited a penitentiary before, but I assure you I have nothing but sympathy for the women there. I’d be glad to see your friend.”


“Thank you so much.” Miss Wells smiled tearfully, in a way that made Lilia feel like a princess scattering largesse to the populace.


Harriet and Lilia had much to talk about during the long walk back to Harriet’s house once they left the meeting hall. First, Harriet told Lilia what she knew of Ellen Wells’s background. Ellen was eighteen years old and had until recently been an inmate at the Whitechapel House of Mercy. Unlike most of the other inmates, Ellen had been reasonably well educated by her father, a widower who had been a poor country parson. She had no other family, and her father died when she was sixteen, leaving Ellen penniless. She came to London and fell into the clutches of a young wastrel, who took advantage of her and then abandoned her. She found herself on the streets and became a prostitute. A few months later, she was arrested and recommended by a justice of the peace to go to the penitentiary. Lady Fernham, in the course of her charity work, met Ellen there and took her in when she was released.


“If girls were better educated, fewer of them would become prostitutes,” Lilia said in response to this story. “Even for the middle classes, the useless accomplishments that pass for education only train women to please men and to exchange their bodies for a man’s economic support.”


“You sound like Mary Wollstonecraft,” Harriet observed with a smile.


“That’s just it, Harriet. Doesn’t it bother you that we’re still making the same arguments she made more than a hundred years ago, and so little has changed?”


“Of course it does. But I don’t know what to do about it. At least we’re trying to improve girls’ education with our school, though it seems a small thing sometimes.”


Harriet’s parents had died shortly after she was born, and she had been raised by her grandfather, who had encouraged her independence. He’d died when Harriet was two-and-twenty, leaving her his London house and a small inheritance, most of which she had used to start the school.


“I don’t mean to be discouraging,” Lilia said. “The school is a noble venture, and I’m grateful for the opportunity you and Lady Fernham are giving me to teach there. Not to mention allowing me to live with you.”


“You’re helping me, as well. There was no other candidate who shared our ideals and was suitable for the position. And I confess, I get lonely sometimes, so a housemate will suit me perfectly. We orphan spinsters need company, you know!”


[image: images]


A few days later, Lilia received a visit from Paul. Having seen his spotless, beautifully furnished house, she felt self-conscious about the state of the private sitting room Harriet had offered her. It wasn’t Harriet’s fault, although her severe utilitarianism coexisted uneasily with the heavy, dark, mid-century furniture and draperies and her grandfather’s extensive collection of antique pipes, which were mounted on the walls in this room and the main parlor. Harriet had cleared out the spare bedroom and sitting room for Lilia, but the pipes were fastened so firmly to the walls that she had given up trying to remove them.


The bigger issue was that Lilia had only to spend a few days in any room before it became overpopulated with books and papers. No matter how hard she tried to organize them, they were always spilling onto every available surface. And when Harriet’s maid, Lizzie, showed Paul into the sitting room, the papers were in a worse state than usual and there was nowhere for him to sit.


“I’m sorry, miss,” Lizzie said. “I would have shown Canon Harris into the parlor, but Miss Firth has two callers there already.”


“If this is a bad time, I can return another day,” Paul said.


“No, it’s fine. Just give me a moment.” Lilia moved a stack of papers from a sturdy wooden chair and another from the sofa, then handed them to Lizzie with a whispered instruction to deposit them wherever there was space in Lilia’s bedroom.


Before Lizzie left the room, she whispered, “Are you all right, miss?”


“Yes. Why wouldn’t I be?”


“We’ve never had a member of the clergy here before. I thought you might be ill.”


Stifling a laugh, Lilia said, “He’s a friend. Please bring us tea when you have a moment.”


Once the maid left, Lilia said to Paul, “Poor Lizzie seems to think I’m near death and you’ve arrived to perform the last rites—or is that something only Catholics do? You must think this is a truly wicked house.”


“I think nothing of the kind,” Paul said with a smile. “People tend to react to my presence in strange ways. In any case, you look perfectly healthy, so that ought to set her mind at ease.”


Lilia invited him to sit, and he looked at his two choices: the lumpy sofa, dangerous with loose springs, or the plain, straight-backed wooden chair.


“I recommend the chair,” Lilia said, noting his indecision. “The sofa takes some getting used to.”


He took her advice and, as he sat, gave her a kind look. She wondered if that was his standard look for poor or untidy parishioners.


“If you weren’t in costume, people wouldn’t react to you so strangely,” Lilia said, her self-consciousness making her sound more confrontational than she intended. “Why do you wear it when you’re not on duty?”


“I might ask you the same question.”


She eased herself carefully onto the sofa. “What do you mean?”


“You’re wearing a costume also, what I believe is called ‘rational dress.’ Why do you wear it?”


Lilia looked down at her ordinary clothing—a white blouse and black skirt. Although she didn’t wear the corseted, fussy clothing that was the mark of the fashionable woman, her apparel was far from the extremes of rational dress, such as knickerbockers, or even a divided skirt.


“I don’t think our clothing is comparable,” she said. “I wear this because it doesn’t restrict my movements, the way so many women’s clothes do. I don’t believe it’s healthy to wear corsets or twenty pounds of undergarments, and I don’t consider myself an ornament for men to look at, so I dress to suit myself. And you?”


“I suppose I consider myself always ‘on duty,’ as you put it, and the purpose of my clothing is the opposite of yours. Rather than releasing myself from restrictions, I choose to restrict myself, to set myself apart from the layman.”


Lilia couldn’t resist an attempt to shock him. “Ah, but the restrictions you speak of are symbolical. I assume you’re not wearing twenty pounds of undergarments.”


If he was offended, he didn’t show it. “Indeed, I am not,” he said. “No man has the strength to bear such weight.”


She laughed and began to relax. “I do see similarities between us. We both use our clothing as a public, even political, statement. And I heartily approve of restrictions on men. You’ve been allowed to act too freely for centuries.”


With a wry smile, Paul asked, “Would you have us all become monks and exercise complete self-denial?”


“No, I wouldn’t go that far. Even a man shouldn’t restrict himself too much lest his natural passions overwhelm him.”


“I do believe in self-denial,” he said gravely, “but only to a point. One must balance command of oneself with an acknowledgment of one’s God-given human desires.”


“I think self-denial is good for men, but not for women. Men must catch up to women in that respect; we’ve been taught nothing but self-denial since childhood. I stand with Mary Wollstonecraft in asserting, ‘till men are more chaste, women will be immodest.’” Lilia fell silent, thinking of her conversation with Harriet about prostitutes and their clients.


Looking thoughtful, Paul replied, “You’re probably right.”


“Do you mind if I smoke?” she asked a moment later. Paul glanced at the pipes mounted on the wall and she added, “Not those—they’re from Harriet’s grandfather’s collection. I prefer cigarettes.”


“Do as you please,” he said. But as he watched her light a cigarette and put it to her lips, he seemed disconcerted. Perhaps he had never seen a woman smoke before. She was pleased she had succeeded in shocking him.


“I read somewhere that it isn’t polite to smoke in the presence of a clergyman,” Lilia mused. “The advice was for men, though, so I hope I’m exempt.”


“You don’t seem the sort of woman who worries about polite behavior.”


“That’s true. I’m content to rely on my own mind and conscience to avoid giving undue offense to others. You probably think me one of the wicked who does ‘that which is right in his own eyes.’” She was pleased with herself for having used a phrase from the Bible against him.


“Would you like me to think that?”


“Of course not,” she said, impatient with what she perceived as a patronizing tone. “But you’ll think it, nevertheless. I can see you’ve placed me in the category of the fast, modern woman, and there I’ll stay until I can prove to you I’m a real person.”


“It seems to me you’ve taken pains to put yourself in that category. Besides, haven’t you categorized me just as quickly? Don’t you see me as a dull clergyman who is out of touch with the world, mired in outdated traditions and rituals?”


She hadn’t expected him to challenge her in such a direct way. He wasn’t as warm or accommodating as he had been when she had visited him, but she was glad of it. Here was someone worth sparring with, if only verbally, and there was nothing Lilia liked better than a lively debate. On the other hand, she didn’t wish to go over the same ground repeatedly, especially if it involved having to defend her way of life.


She held her cigarette out beside her to keep the smoke away from him and leaned forward, meeting his eyes. “Paul, if we’re going to be friends, we must speak plainly. If we can’t overcome the prejudices we have against our respective ways of life, we must at least acknowledge that they are prejudices. I like you, but I don’t like the church or the vengeful, punishing God it seems to promote. However, I’ll respect your beliefs if you’ll respect mine.” She paused and gave him a tiny smile. “And in spite of your clerical garb, I believe there’s some good in you.”


She was rewarded for her forthrightness—or perhaps for her attempt at humor—with one of his dazzling smiles.


“I hope so, Lilia,” he said. “I’ll admit to my prejudice against the modern woman, but I must say I’m interested in what this particular modern woman will do with her life. I’m not as accustomed to plain speaking as you are, but I’ll do my best. I admire your frankness very much.”


“Well, that’s settled. Now that we’re officially friends, we must learn more about each other’s lives. Tell me what you do when you’re not busy with your parish duties.”


Lizzie came in with the tea tray and left again with a curious sidelong glance at Paul. Lilia poured the tea as Paul told her about the book he was writing on Anglo-Catholicism and his regular visits to Philip Harris. Lilia had to remind herself that from Paul’s perspective, Philip was more his father than James was.


Paul asked Lilia what she did with her time, and she told him about preparing to teach her new pupils at Harriet’s school and about the successful speech she had given at the NUWSS meeting. She also mentioned her plan to visit the Whitechapel House of Mercy.


“Whitechapel!” Paul exclaimed, nearly upsetting his cup of tea. “Surely you don’t go there unaccompanied?”


She eyed him appraisingly. “I haven’t yet visited the penitentiary, but I intend to go next week with Miss Wells.”


Paul appeared to be struggling to keep his chivalrous impulses under control. “It’s not safe for two ladies to go to that part of the East End alone. May I accompany you?”


“Certainly not. I’m confident I can protect Miss Wells and myself from danger, but to have the added burden of protecting you also … that’s too much responsibility for one woman to bear.” She sat back and put her cigarette to her lips again, regarding him from beneath half-closed eyelids.


“Lilia, be serious. You needn’t try to prove to me you can take care of yourself. It’s abundantly clear that you can. But plunging into a dangerous situation just to prove you can do it is another matter entirely. And I daresay I know London better than you do. You ought to take my advice.”


“How well do you know Whitechapel?”


He hesitated.


“Have you ever been there?” she pressed.


“No,” he admitted, “but I don’t need to go to Hell to know I don’t want to spend time there.”


She laughed. “That’s a terrible analogy.”


“Don’t you think you could better achieve your ends by adding a little prudence to your fearlessness?”


“You sound like my mother.” She tapped her foot impatiently. “Why is it that men’s courage is called bravery but women’s courage is called recklessness—or, even worse, foolishness? If I were a man, would you urge me to be prudent?”


“I certainly would,” he said firmly. “Not everything is a question of sex.”


“That’s where you’re wrong. Everything is a question of sex, but because you’re a man, you don’t see it.”


“I give up.” He did indeed look appropriately defeated. “You’re clearly determined to see me as the misguided knight wanting to protect a lady who needs no protection.”


“Isn’t that the truth?”


“Perhaps, in part. But couldn’t I simply be a friend and supporter who would like to learn more about your work?”


“I don’t know. There’s too much of the medieval knight about you, Paul.” She set down her cigarette and took a sip of tea. “I deeply regret telling you about the agreement I made with my mother about your keeping an eye on me, since your relish for the role is only too apparent. ‘Friend and supporter’? Perhaps, but I’ll have to reserve judgment on that until I’ve seen more evidence. It’s all very well to talk about it, but can you act the part?”


“I can and I will,” Paul assured her.


“Very well. Then you may accompany us to the penitentiary, as long as Miss Wells has no objection. I’ll be watching you, though, and you’d do well to keep in mind that this is a trial period.” She softened her severe tone with a smile.


“I understand. No chivalry. Ordinary politeness may be allowed, I hope?”


“Certainly. Let us shake hands upon it.”


And they did.
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We talk of “fallen women;” but for the far greater number there is no fall… . They are starving, and they sell themselves for food.


—Anna Brownell Jameson, “Sisters of Charity”


A week later, a small group set out for the Whitechapel House of Mercy. In addition to Paul, Lilia, and Ellen Wells, Lilia’s friend Harriet Firth joined the party. The group had decided to meet at King’s Cross station, a central location for everyone, and take the underground railway to Whitechapel.


On the way there, Paul remained in the background, feeling out of his element. Harriet was a solid little woman with a humorless stare, in some ways even more formidable than Lilia. After the introductions were made, she looked at him as if she were calculating what price he would fetch if he were sold to a museum. She and Lilia then proceeded to discuss people and ideas surrounding women’s suffrage that Paul knew nothing about. The ethereal Ellen was the opposite of Harriet in both appearance and manner, and her eyes had widened upon seeing Paul, as if she were afraid he would eat her. She said nothing at all.


When this ill-assorted party finally stood before the stark gray stone walls of the penitentiary, Paul began to have serious misgivings. What, exactly, he asked himself, was he doing there? His desire to protect Lilia, which had evidently been as transparent to her as it was to him, seemed laughable now, considering that the East End held few terrors in the daylight, unless one were afraid of grime and a few beggars. But the other motive he had for this trip, which he hadn’t shared with her, was to prove Thomas Cross wrong about Paul’s “solitary religion.” Doing charitable work was something Paul could accomplish just as well as—perhaps better than—Cross could. Thus, Paul stood outside the penitentiary gates, only too aware of his mixed motives and suddenly wishing he hadn’t come.


There was little time for internal debate. The group was admitted and ushered into a waiting room of sorts, a room with no windows, only a gas light that produced a greasy, dim glow. A few minutes later, the matron—a tall uniformed woman—entered and said brusquely, “I understood that only two people were visiting Mary Braddock today.”


“That was our plan, but we hope you’ll allow two more,” Ellen interposed in a surprisingly clear voice. It was the first time Paul had heard her speak.


“We don’t commonly allow former inmates to visit our current ones, Miss Wells, but Lady Fernham tells me you’re a credit to our House of Mercy and will be a positive influence on the other girls. Mary has certainly caused a good deal of trouble.” The matron’s eyes passed quickly and dismissively over Lilia and Harriet, then came back to rest on Paul. “And a clergyman is always welcome here.”


As the matron led the group back through the door through which she had entered, Lilia whispered to Paul, “It seems you’re a useful accoutrement when one wishes to gain admittance to heavily guarded places. I won’t put up such a fight next time.”


“I’ve never been called an accoutrement before,” he said, “but I do hope to be useful.”


The brief moment of levity dissipated when they entered the room in which Mary Braddock sat at a large table. Aside from the table and four chairs, there was no other furniture, and once again, the dim light and stark stone walls seemed to forbid any feeling but gloom. The young woman’s face, despite brightening upon seeing Ellen, was haggard and pale. She wore a mob cap and a simple gray dress with an apron.


Paul had entertained two incompatible expectations of these women—the romantic, sorrowful, lovely unfortunates of Pre-Raphaelite paintings on the one hand, and the gaudy, brash, painted courtesans of legend on the other. Neither expectation was realized. What surprised Paul most was how ordinary and young Mary looked. She couldn’t have been older than seventeen, yet her face was sober and intelligent, reminding him of his father’s upper servants. Was this one of the wicked, abandoned creatures that many of his colleagues spoke out against from the pulpit?
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