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FOR PHIL,

WHO WENT WITH ME
TO THE ISLAND,

AND FOR
DEBBIE AND SI,

WHO WERE
ALREADY THERE
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WHEN WE ARE BORN, WE CRY THAT WE ARE COME TO THIS GREAT STAGE OF FOOLS.

— King Lear , Act IV, Scene VI

ONE HAN’ CAN’T CLAP.

—Antiguan proverb



· CHAPTER · ONE ·

“HEY! ARE YOU CRAZY OR WHAT? COME BACK!” “What’s she doing? What in the devil’s name is that woman playing at?”

“She must have taken leave of her senses.”

“Oh, no . . . oh, Cyril, I daren’t watch.”

“It’s heading straight for her!”

“She’s not budging. I can’t believe she’s— Oooof! Keep your eyes closed, old thing. Lean on me, that’s right, but whatever you do, DON’T LOOK! Ladies . . . all of you . . . Little girl, avert your eyes.”

Hazel Louise Mull-Dare, being very nearly thirteen years old, objected to anyone calling her a little girl. Under less shocking circumstances, she would have fixed the man on her right—the Cyril one—with the evil eye. She might even have told him, in her iciest tones, not to be so rude. But it would be insensitive, she knew, to make an issue out of her relative grown-upness when someone had just been trampled by a horse. And trampled so badly, by the look of it, that she probably wasn’t going to see the sun go down, never mind her own next birthday.

“Oh, Cyril! What’s happening? Is it . . . ghastly?”

Hazel continued to stare at the woman lying out on the turf like a big, broken doll. It was ghastly, all right, and had happened so fast. Too fast for her to make any sense of it until her pulse, and her thoughts, stopped racing.

Serves her right was her eventual response, followed, a bit later, by Poor thing .

“She’s not dead, is she, Cyril?”

Hazel had never seen a dead body before, or anyone’s blood but her own. It was . . . it was . . .

She raised herself up, on the tips of her new shoes, swaying with the effort to see.

The man on her left caught hold of her arm. Had the Cyril person been so presumptuous, Hazel would have stomped on his toes. Hard. But the man on her left was her father, so it was all right.

“You’re not going to faint, are you, pet?”

Hazel shook her head and settled back on her heels, only faintly ashamed of her desire to know precisely where the woman had been kicked, and if there were any bits of brain on her clothes.

Her own wits were recovering nicely—enough to recall, in some detail, precisely what had happened: She had nipped under the rail, a thin woman in a dark coat, which had flapped as she strode out onto the course. Then the horses had come—thundering round the curve one . . . two . . . three . . . And the woman in the coat could have got out of their way; could have ducked back under the rail, no harm done. But no. As calm as you like, she had faced what was coming, one arm raised as if the thoroughbred galloping straight at her was a bus that would stop, or a donkey plodding wearily down a beach.

And in that tiny space of time—shorter than it would take to clear a throat, pick up a cup, or stroke a cat from head to tail—Hazel had known for certain that this woman was in total command of what she was doing. That, for her, this was not a sudden act of madness but a moment of perfect glory.

Her own fault, then. Definitely her own stupid fault.

People behind began pushing and jostling, pressing Hazel’s tummy up against the rail.

“Hey!” her father shouted back at them. “Steady on.”

Then the crush eased as some of the people pushed all the way forward and ran, shouting, onto the course. None of them bothered to look right before they ran, or to listen out for the drumming of hooves. Stupid twits, Hazel thought. Serve them right if a big old straggler came charging round that corner RIGHT NOW.

“It may not be as awful as it looks, pet,” her father said. “I think he’s coming round.”

He was talking about the jockey, Hazel realized. The one whose horse had reared up and sent the woman flying with one brutal clobber of its hooves. The jockey had fallen too, but more neatly than the woman, as if he had rehearsed it.

“You’re right,” she heard the man called Cyril say. “That’s one lucky chappie out there. And that horse of his knew what to do—get up, avoid the bodies, and keep right on running. Could be it was lamed, though. You reckon they’ll have to shoot it?”

Hazel’s father said he didn’t know. He squeezed Hazel’s arm, in case the thought of a horse being shot was Too Much for Her Delicate Senses.

“Bad luck if they do,” said Cyril. “Which one was it, by the way? I missed the colors in all the kerfuffle.”

Hazel’s father said it had been the king’s horse, Anmer, that had struck the woman and thrown its rider to the ground. He sounded mournful, as if Anmer had been human, and a personal friend.

“Really?” Cyril whistled through his teeth. “The king’s horse. Bad luck . . .”

They were talking over Hazel’s hat. It was a very pretty hat, with pink roses on the brim, but having it leaned over was making Hazel feel more like a garden hedge than a young lady.

She stood up on tiptoe again, partly to make herself less hedgelike, but mostly to keep up with what was going on.

People were swarming all over the course. Swarming and yelling and hiding the woman’s body from view. Most of them looked, to Hazel, like ordinary spectators—from the lower classes, most of them, and with no clear idea at all of what to do. Then two men appeared, carrying a stretcher. Just the one stretcher, though, for just the one victim.

Where’s hers? Hazel wondered, as the injured jockey was borne away.

The crowd around the woman had shifted, to let the stretcher bearers through. They re-formed immediately, into a gawping huddle, but not before Hazel had noticed that the only people attending to the woman’s injuries were policemen.

“Hello . . . what’s happening now?” said one of the voices above her hat.

And there, no more than a couple of yards away, was a man going berserk. “Are you satisfied?” he was bellowing, right into the face of a woman standing next to him. “Are you?” And then he raised what looked like a truncheon and began striking the woman’s shoulders . . . her arms . . . her neck . . . the top of her head. . . .

Hazel felt a thrill in her stomach, which went away once she realized that the weapon being used was only a rolled-up newspaper. Such fury, though! The man’s face was puce with it, and he was spitting for king and country.

“How far do you think this will get you, eh?” he roared, bashing the woman with the day’s headlines again . . . and again . . . and again. “You and your lot? What possible good will it do your cause, you ignorant . . . misguided . . . invert !!”

Cyril’s lady friend squeaked, just above Hazel’s ear. She had opened her eyes, finally, but was clutching her Cyril as if the whole world had gone barmy and she herself might be trampled on, hit, or called a nasty name any moment now.

Hazel waited, with growing interest, for someone to confront the furious man and make him stop. But nobody moved a muscle, unless it was to get a better view. The woman being attacked seemed almost resigned to it. Perhaps, Hazel thought, she was the man’s wife, although that didn’t really excuse him for lashing out at her in a public place, particularly when everyone watching had witnessed enough horror for one day. And what was the thing he had called her? She was sure she had heard it correctly, but it wasn’t a word she recognized. Not as an insult, anyway.

The woman raised her elbows, to protect her eyes.

And although being swiped with a rolled-up newspaper was nowhere near as dangerous as being kicked by a fastmoving animal, it seemed to Hazel the more uncomfortable thing for people to have to watch—perhaps because it was lasting longer and because this man, unlike the king’s horse, could have controlled himself.

Suddenly, as suddenly as he had started, the man ran out of steam. “Go on,” he spat, lowering the newspaper and jerking his thumb toward the nearest exit. “Clear off. You’re not wanted here.”

The woman’s hair was all messed up, whacked loose from its pins by a flurry of blows. Her face was chalky white but oddly defiant as she scanned the faces of those closest to her in the crowd.

For a split second she looked straight at Hazel. And only then did she falter, her face flushing and her shoulders sagging as she admitted some private defeat and bent to pick up—what? Hazel couldn’t see. But whatever it was got bundled away under the woman’s coat before she began moving—scurrying—away through the crowd with her head down and pins poking, like thorns, through the disorder of her hair.

“Good riddance,” Hazel’s father muttered.

“What?”

Hazel looked up so fast that her hat slid off her head, tightening the ribbon at her throat. It wasn’t like her father to be churlish, particularly toward women. It would have been more in his nature, surely, to have leapt to this one’s defense.

“What do you mean, Daddy?” she said. “Who is that woman? Do we know her?”

“Never mind,” her father replied, in a tone Hazel recognized as the one that Brooked No Argument. “And put that hat on properly, pet. You don’t want to catch the sun.”

The Cyril person and his lady friend were dithering over whether to get the next train back to London or wait for further announcements about the race.

“D’you think they’ll write the whole thing off?” Cyril wondered. “Out of respect?” It wasn’t clear to Hazel whether he meant for the fallen horse, the injured jockey, or the trampled woman.

Hazel’s father said he very much doubted it. He was looking glum, and so was Cyril, which Hazel took for a sure sign that the horses they’d backed had run about as fast and as well as clowns in baggy trousers.

“Come along, pet,” her father said. “No point hanging around. Let’s find the Old Girl and go home.”

By Old Girl he meant their motor car—his pride and joy. Most people assumed he was talking about his wife. Only Hazel shared his unspoken awareness that “Old Girl,” with its clear intimations of something homely and reliable, in no way described her mother.

She looked back at the course. The trampled woman had been taken away, and there was nothing more to see.

The Cyril person tipped his hat as Hazel and her father took their leave. His lady friend was still all of a dither, but she remembered her manners enough to smile and say, “Good-bye, little child. I do hope you won’t have bad dreams tonight.”

The look she got in return could have wilted a flower.

The Old Girl was full of hot air and smelled of baking leather. For a while, as he followed the signs out of Epsom, Hazel’s father was very quiet.

“Daddy, was it the king’s horse you had your money on?” Hazel asked him. “Did you change your mind at the last minute?” He was always doing that—getting a sudden hunch, just before the race began, and betting accordingly. Sometimes he told Hazel he’d done it and sometimes he didn’t. Sometimes he cheered the right horse on, and sometimes he yelled for the one he’d changed his mind about, depending which one was in the lead. It meant that Hazel was never quite sure if they were on a winning streak or not. Most of the time, she couldn’t help thinking, they weren’t.

“Never mind,” she said, when her question went unanswered. “Some you win, some you lose. It’s all even-steven in the end.”

He smiled then, but winced, too, as if her words—which were originally his—had hurt as well as cheered him.

Then: “Best we say nothing to Mother,” he said. “About what happened back there.”

Hazel was waving majestically at two small boys standing up ahead on a garden gate.

“Why not?” she wanted to know.

Her father parped the horn, to amuse the small boys as the Old Girl slid past in a cloud of peppery dust.

“It might worry her,” he said. “And then you wouldn’t be allowed to go gallivanting around the countryside with me anymore instead of going to school. In fact, best say nothing at all about where we’ve been today. We’ll pretend we went to the zoo. Minty sweet?”

Hazel put the sweet in her mouth. She knew full well, and wanted to say, that reports of people getting trampled and attacked at the Epsom Derby would barely register with her mother—although she would certainly be upset about the injured horse. But she wasn’t supposed to talk while sucking a sweet, in case it fell down her gullet and choked her to death. And it would be bad manners, she knew, to crunch.

By the time the sweet was finished, her father was humming “The Bees-Wax Rag” and parping the horn to the beat. Dum dah, dum dah, dummitty dum de dum dah PARP! Dum PARP dah, dum PARP dah . . . The horn was meant to sound like a trumpet and Hazel was supposed to giggle. She was in no mood, though, to play that old game, and her father’s own heart wasn’t in it either, she could tell.

“You’ll have to say,” she said. “About the zoo.”

“I will,” he replied. “Don’t worry, pet. I know it’s a lie, but it’s only a little one, and she probably won’t even ask.”

“I hope not,” Hazel fretted, for she hated lies—even little ones—and dreaded the thought of being put on the spot.

“That woman,” she said, changing the subject. “The one the king’s horse banged into. Do you think she’s dead?”

Her father sighed. Then he took a hand off the Old Girl’s wheel and patted Hazel’s arm.

“Try not to think about it,” he told her. “What’s done is done.”

Hazel looked out the window, at hedges and trees, and at the smaller roads, winding off and away—there and gone, there and gone, there and gone. The Old Girl was picking up speed now that they were through the little villages and onto the London road. If someone were to step out in front of them right now, it would be a terrible thing. A dreadful, messy thing. Would that person bounce off the bonnet, Hazel wondered, or go under the wheels and end up like pastry—rolled flat?

“I believe,” she said, “that she did it on purpose, that woman. I believe she threw herself to her doom.”

“Nonsense!”

Alarmed by the harshness of her father’s tone, Hazel swivelled round to look at him. His profile was as stern as a Roman emperor’s, and both his hands were clenched tight around the steering wheel.

“Most likely,” he added in a more normal voice, “she thought it was safe to cross. An unfortunate accident, that’s all it was, pet. A tragic miscalculation. So no more gloomy supposings—and definitely not a word to your mother about where we’ve been. All right? That’s the ticket. Another mint?”

He went back to humming his dance tune, only less merrily and without parping the horn.

Hazel closed her eyes. The mint she hadn’t wanted rasped against the inside of her mouth as she bullied it with her tongue and resisted the urge to crunch. She was right about the trampled woman. She knew she was. Not about her being dead, necessarily, but about it having been deliberate. Willful.

In her mind she saw, again, the kick and the fall. The woman had resembled an ungainly bird, flying through the air like that with her black coat billowing. A stoned crow. A smashed rook. A blackbird hit by a peashooter. Just like all of those, except for the sudden flash of colors—green, mauve, and white—beneath the dark coat.

It was odd, Hazel thought, that the woman had worn a heavy coat on such a beautiful summer day. Perhaps she had been ill with influenza and feeling shivery. Perhaps she had believed the afternoon would turn chilly. And yet . . . the other woman—the one who’d been bashed with a newspaper and called a . . . what was it again?— she had been wearing a coat too. A big winter coat, all buttoned up. And whatever it was she had retrieved from the ground had been concealed, deliberately, beneath it.

 There is more to know, Hazel told herself, swallowing the sucked-small sweet. Much more. And as her father revved the Old Girl’s engine, approaching the homestretch, she determined to find out what.

Even if it did prove Too Much for Her Delicate Senses.



· CHAPTER · TWO ·

The Times

Thursday, June 5, 1913

A MEMORABLE DERBY
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The desperate act of a woman who rushed from the rails onto the course as the horses swept round Tattenham Corner, apparently from some mad notion that she could spoil the race, will impress the general public even more, perhaps, than the disqualification of the winner. She did not interfere with the race, but she very nearly killed a jockey as well as herself, and she brought down a valuable horse. She seems to have run right in front of Anmer, which Herbert Jones was riding for the king. It was impossible to avoid her . . .

Thump!

Hazel lowered the newspaper and held her breath. She had never been forbidden, exactly, from entering her father’s study, or from reading the Times . But she knew it would look bad if she was caught.

Thump! Thump!

It was Florence, sweeping the stairs. Florence was all right, and probably wouldn’t tell. Only she might mention it to Mrs. Sawyer, the housekeeper, who was a bitter old fright and probably would.

Quickly, in case the door should suddenly open, Hazel read on:

Some of the spectators close to the woman supposed that she was under the impression that the horses had all gone by and was merely attempting to cross the course. The evidence, however, is strong that her action was deliberate and that it was planned and executed in the supposed interests of the suffragist movement. Whether she intended to commit suicide, or was simply reckless, is hard to surmise. . . .

“Are you there, sir? May I come in?”

Oh, fiddle!

Quickly Hazel skimmed a few more lines:

She is said to be a person well known in the suffragist movement, to have had a card of a suffragist association upon her, and to have had the so-called “Suffragist Colors” tied round her waist. . . .

“Sorry, sir, I’ll—Oh! Miss Hazel, it’s you. You frightened me half to death.”

Annoyed, Hazel folded her father’s copy of the Times and put it back on his desk. Alive, then. The trampled woman was still alive. And it had been deliberate. She’d been right about that.

“I needed something,” she said, her face turning very pink. It wasn’t a lie, for she had needed something—information. All the same, it was agony to say it.

She expected Florence to go. To say that she would come back later. It was rotten luck to have been caught red-handed but inevitable, really, given the number of servants in the house and the way they constantly milled around with their dustpans and flyswatters and the stuff they used to clean the carpets when one of the dogs had a mishap.

Florence, however, showed no signs of leaving. Instead she put down her dustpan and began flicking a feather duster at things.

“No school today, miss?” she asked brightly.

“No,” said Hazel. “I am indisposed.”

It wasn’t the Done Thing to mention bodily functions—particularly those of a feminine nature—to anyone . But Hazel didn’t care, for she had only told the truth.

Serves you right for asking, she thought, as Florence flicked faster to cover her embarrassment. And really, it was ridiculous—wasn’t it?—that feminine things were never to be discussed, not even discreetly between two grown girls, when there were dogs leaving evidence of their own bodily functions on every stair and landing.

Florence began dusting a framed photograph of Hazel’s mother. It was already clean enough to glint, but Florence dusted it anyway, her eyes fixed devotedly on the face behind the glass. Hazel was familiar with this look of adoration. It softened her father’s features every night at dinner. And she had seen it all her life in the rheumy eyes of assorted greyhounds, spaniels, and mongrels, whenever they heard a latch click and her mother’s voice calling out their names.

It was a peculiar look, Hazel decided. Hungry, almost. She could forgive it in her father, and dumb animals couldn’t help themselves, but this girl, presumably, had a mother of her own to dote on, so she should leave other people’s alone.

“Florence,” she said, “do you know what a suffragist is?”

Florence stopped what she was doing and stared at Hazel in surprise. Not devotion. Just surprise.

“A suffering what, miss?”

“A suff-ra-gist,” Hazel repeated patiently. “They are . . . special people, I believe. Women.”

“Do you mean them doolally women, miss? The ones what want the Vote?”

Hazel shrugged. Maybe she did. Maybe she didn’t. She knew what the vote was, though, for her father had one, which he had used a few years back to try and keep Mr. Asquith from becoming the prime minister and sending the country to Rack and Ruin.

Florence lifted an ebony statuette and gave the desk beneath it a cursory tickle with the duster. “Careful,” said Hazel automatically, for the black statuette, of an ancient goddess called Isis, was both lovely and rare, and one of her father’s most treasured possessions.

“You don’t want to be bothering about them kinds of women, miss,” Florence said, replacing the ebony Isis just so. “They’re as mad as March hares, according to Cook. She says there’s one in particular tore up all the orchids in Kew Gardens the other week. Imagine that! Ripped them clean out their tubs in great big handfuls she did, shouting ‘Votes for women!’ all the while. And there’s been windows smashed and all sorts. And what for? Let the men run the country, is what Cook says. We womenfolk have other cats to skin.”

She sniffed derisively, dusted a brass letter rack, and looked around for something else to clean.

Hazel watched, uncertain how to proceed with this interesting conversation. It was doubtful that Florence had ever been to school. Almost certainly she wouldn’t be able to read the Times. And yet she clearly knew plenty—far more than Hazel, anyway—about the ways of the world.

“I would be interested to meet a suffragist,” she said. “Do you know where I might find one?”

Florence looked alarmed. “Goodness, no, Miss Hazel,” she exclaimed. “What a question! You’ll find none in this household, that’s for certain. Your father wouldn’t tolerate it, and nor would Mrs. Sawyer.”

What about my mother? Hazel wondered, although she knew well enough that her mother wouldn’t really care if a servant broke a few windows on her afternoons off, so long as she didn’t kick the animals or turn pale at the sight of their excrement.

Florence was cleaning one of the glass-fronted bookcases, standing on tiptoe to sweep the feather duster in wide, ponderous arcs. To Hazel, she looked like a hefty fairy waving a wand. Clap hands if you believe in fairies! Clap hands, children. Everyone clap your hands together, or poor Tinkerbell will die! Hazel had been deliberately sitting on her hands at performances of Peter Pan since she was five years old, so there was nothing whimsical about her image of Florence as a domestic sprite. And instead of smiling to herself she scowled, for there were dictionaries in that bookcase she had planned to consult after finishing the article in the Times .

“Just one more question,” she said to Florence’s broad pinafored back. “If a man calls a woman an ‘invert,’ what does he mean by it?”

Was it her imagination, or did Florence’s spine stiffen? Certainly the feather duster began moving ten times faster, swishing across the bookcase the way the Old Girl’s wipers did whenever rain came bucketing down. Quickly. Urgently. Pushing everything away.

“You’ve got me there, miss,” Florence replied. “I can’t answer that one. Now . . . where’s that pan and brush? If you’ll excuse me, I’ll need to sweep in a moment where your feet are.”

Hazel looked down at her feet, in their soft white shoes. They were very small feet, taking up the tiniest fraction of space on the vast expanse of carpet. From her feet she looked at the Times , which Florence had refolded, and then up at the row of leather-bound dictionaries locked away behind tickled-clean glass.

There is more to know. Much more.

“I have things to do as well,” she said huffily. “So I’d better go and make a start.”

Nothing.

She had nothing whatsoever to be getting on with. Oh, there was a piano to be played, a handkerchief to be embroidered, and a book about a phoenix and a carpet to start reading. There was a rocking horse she could thrash, while pretending to win the Derby, or a collection of seashells to sort through. But none of those things interested her anywhere near as much as staying right here in her father’s study, learning all that the Times and the dictionaries could tell her about the doolally women who wanted the vote.

“Haven’t you forgotten something, miss?”

Pausing in the doorway, Hazel turned.

“Whatever it was that you needed,” said Florence.

Hazel flinched.

“I will come back later,” she snapped.

Up the stairs she went, watching carefully where she trod. Up the stairs to her pink and white bedroom, with its view across Kensington’s rooftops blocked, for the time being, by the leaves of a giant magnolia. One of the maids had been in, to straighten and tidy. The rose-colored bedspread was stretched, tight as skin, over her mattress. A window had been opened, but only a notch, and her silver-backed hairbrush retrieved from a drawer and displayed, like a hint, dead center on the dressing table.

Over in one corner stood a dollhouse, its brick-painted front shut tight and fastened with a big hook and eye. It was a long time since Hazel had played with it; so long that she could no longer remember whether the mother doll was in bed with a headache or down in the kitchen frying miniature eggs in a tiny pan. The father doll, she knew, would be sitting alone in the drawing room. And the little girl doll was hiding in a cupboard.

Sometimes, when she woke in the night, there was moonlight glinting on the dollhouse windows, and she imagined all the little people inside shaking their tiny fists and shouting, “Play with me! Play with me!”

It was the same with the larger dolls. And the teddy bears. And the wooden animals in the ark. She remembered all their names—even the ark’s two ladybirds, though barely bigger than specks, had been given names once upon a time—but the idea of playing with them no longer appealed. And when she thought about them, or caught sight of some of them, propped awkwardly on a shelf, she felt irritated and strangely sad.

Only the rocking horse attracted her still, because if she closed her eyes and held tight to the reins, it was almost like riding a real one. And she could ride it, and ride it, and fancy herself galloping far away . . . to the desert sands of Arabia, or a tropical jungle. Anywhere, really, where she wouldn’t have to eat horrendous things like rice pudding and boiled greens, or embroider stupid bluebirds on ridiculous handkerchiefs, which no one ever blew their noses on because of the bumpy stitches.

The rocking horse was called Spearmint. There it was— SPEARMINT—branded on his neck in black and gold. He’d been named by Hazel’s father after the winner of the 1906 Epsom Derby. Hazel would have preferred something else—a name that didn’t make her think of sweets—but hadn’t been given the choice.

It was warm in the room, despite the opened window. And the light shining in through the magnolia leaves had a bilious tinge. What with the roses on her wallpaper—blowsy pink things, as big as babies’ faces—and the knots of silk flowers decorating the headboard of her bed, it was like being in a conservatory. Or the hothouse at Kew Gardens.

Now there was a good idea for a game.

Her winter coat was in the wardrobe, stinking of mothballs. It wasn’t black, nor did it reach her ankles, but she put it on all the same and buttoned it up to her neck.

How odd it felt to be wearing such a thing on an otherwise ordinary morning in June. Odd and somehow . . . disobedient.

Looking at herself in her full-length mirror, Hazel experienced a rush of warmth that had nothing to do with the mugginess of the day or the weight of her coat. Is this how they feel? she wondered. Her hair looked wrong, though. She couldn’t help the color, any more than she could help the freckles that went with it, but the long looseness of it was childish. She needed hairpins. Her mother would have some, but she didn’t want to be caught, twice in one day, rummaging among her parents’ things.

Lifting the hair in both hands, Hazel twisted it into a loose bun and tied it with a ribbon—a dark ribbon, nothing frivolous. That was better, although it still needed a few pins to keep the bun in place and complete the—aha! Spillikins. There was a box of ivory spillikins among the games on her toy shelf. They would do the job—for now.

And her silk scarf. The green one. Where was it? Shame she didn’t have a mauve one, or a white one either, but she could always make do with hair ribbons, to get the colors right.

Dressing up had never been so much fun.

Downstairs a latch clicked, and the dogs began to bark.

“Pipkin, my darling boy . . . Hello, Rascal. How’s my naughty Rascal, then? Dottie, where are you? Where’s my precious little sweetheart? I’m home!”

Luncheon would be served soon, on the strike of midday, and it would be Cause for Concern, Hazel knew, were she to appear for it dressed for frost and with spillikins in her hair. She had five minutes, at the most, to play her game. Seven, perhaps eight, before Florence or one of the other maids came tapping at her door.

Hazel couldn’t remember whose idea it had been to twine artificial flowers through the rungs of her bedstead, to make the headboard look like a garden trellis. Not hers, certainly. And not Mrs. Sawyer’s, or Florence’s, either, for they called such arrangements dust traps. Anyway, she had never cared for them.

Snip went her nail scissors—such a little sound, but so satisfying. Snip, snip, snip.

How must that suffragist have felt—the one Florence had spoken of—as she destroyed all those valuable orchids at Kew Gardens? Would she have winced a tiny bit, or simply felt triumphant? And although there were no orchids tied to her headboard, there were enough artificial roses and violets and pansies, and enough stupid white things that might or might not have been daisies, to make lopping their heads off a most satisfying act.

Snip . . . snip . . .

There would be salad for lunch, as the day was so warm. A salad of greens. And fresh fruit for dessert, with ice cream if she was lucky and blancmange if she was not.

What would a suffragist eat for lunch?

Anything she wanted.

A banquet . . . a sandwich . . . or nothing at all.

Snip . . .

The trampled woman was still alive. She had done a doolally thing, rushing out like that in front of the king’s horse, but she had done it bravely, and knowingly, so that more people would understand about the vote. About how important it was for women to have it as well as men.

Hazel had never really thought about the vote before. Certainly she hadn’t consciously suffered from not having one of her own to look forward to. All she knew—and she knew it right to her bones—was that it must be amazing to feel so strongly, so . . . passionately about a thing that you would risk your very life for it.

Later—after lunch—she would make believe that Spearmint was running in the Derby and that she was a bold suffragist making a grab for his bridle.

Downstairs the dogs had settled, in a devoted heap, at their mistress’s feet. The maid who brought the salad in avoided their tails with practised ease as she set down her tray and straightened up.

“Should I let Miss Hazel know, ma’am, that luncheon is served?” she asked.

“Oh—is Hazel at home?” replied Mrs. Mull-Dare. “Then, yes, do by all means, although I have only an hour to spare, so she may prefer a tray upstairs. Or out on the lawn, perhaps. And could you bring a bowl of water for the dogs? Poor Dot-Dots is gasping, aren’t you, my poppet? I must see about getting her groomed, for she is far too uncomfortable, with all that hair, and Rascal and Diggy Bert will insist on chasing her, despite the heat. . . .”

Dottie the too-hairy mongrel understood not a word of this but wagged her tail anyway, relieved to be taking a much-needed break from the attentions of two frisky males.

“Votes for women!” whispered Hazel, slicing through the stem of a perfect white rose.



· CHAPTER · THREE ·

THE FOLLOWING MORNING, ALTHOUGH STILL indisposed, Hazel was anxious to get back to school. Not because she expected to learn any more about the suffragists in that dreary place, or because anyone there cared tuppence how many days she was absent, or for what reason. She was just fed up with being at home.

The Kensington School for the Daughters of Gentlemen was less than four streets and a few minutes’ walk away. Hazel would have liked to go there and back alone, dawdling or skipping as she chose, but she had never been allowed. Her mother would have let her, but her father had always said no, it wasn’t the Done Thing for a respectable young girl to be out in the streets by herself. Only on the rare occasions when another gentleman’s daughter came back with Hazel for tea were the two girls permitted to walk from the school to Hazel’s home without a chaperone, but only if they moved quickly ( no running ) and did not call in at the sweetshop ( too vulgar ) or veer off into the gardens ( too dangerous ).

On most mornings, at precisely five to nine, one of the servants would stop sweeping, cooking, or swabbing a dog stain long enough to take Hazel to her lessons, and another would meet her outside the school on the dot of two p.m. But if he wasn’t needed urgently at his office in the city, Mr. Mull-Dare liked to accompany his daughter himself.

Since the spring, it seemed to Hazel, the city’s need for her father had not exactly been vital. Indeed, he had been at home so much recently that her mother had suggested he start walking the dogs—an idea he had greeted with barely concealed horror and a string of lame excuses.

It was a huge relief to Hazel that her mother had not insisted. For heaven forbid that any of her walks to and from the Kensington School for the Daughters of Gentlemen should be intruded on by four badly behaved animals, crisscrossing leashes as they lunged at lampposts, sniffed one another’s bottoms, or tried to drag her father into the road.

As it was, if she absolutely had to be chaperoned, she preferred her father’s company above anybody else’s. He was nearly always cheerful, for a start, in a proud and affectionate way that didn’t quite match the blind adoration he showed toward her mother, but was good enough. And being with him could be fun. Being with him turned the things that were vulgar or dangerous for young ladies to do alone into perfectly normal and acceptable activities. Either they nipped into the sweetshop for a little bag of something, or went the long way round the edge of Kensington Gardens to inspect blossoms, autumn leaves, or the frozen cobwebs that Hazel, as a much younger child, had secretly enjoyed swiping and wrecking with her mittened fists.

On this day, though—Friday, June 6, 1913—Mr. Mull-Dare seemed distracted, and they didn’t veer off anywhere.

“Not today, pet,” he said, as they passed the sweetshop by. And although the gardens looked inviting, he made no move toward them.

Hazel wondered briefly whether he was cross with her. Had Mrs. Sawyer been telling tales about her being in his study? Or had one of the maids, puzzled by yesterday’s severe pruning of the flowers on her bedstead, had a word with him?

But no. Whatever was troubling her father had nothing to do with her, Hazel decided. For if it had, he would have confronted her by now and they would have Thrashed It Out Between Them. He would have forgiven her, as he always did, and then let the matter drop.

Gently, even though they were not about to cross a road, Hazel took her father’s hand. Without a word he squeezed her fingers and she sensed, through her skin, that he felt comforted a bit.

“So—what delights do the Whiney Gumms have in store for you this morning?”

Hazel giggled.

The Whiney Gumms . . . It was a perfect description of the middle-aged Gumm sisters, who ran the Kensington School for the Daughters of Gentlemen between them. For they did whine. A lot. Particularly Miss Amelia.

In the right kind of mood, Hazel’s father did a wonderful impersonation of Miss Amelia Gumm—the younger one, who had fluttery hands and eyes that blinked so fast, when she was anxious, that it looked like she was flirting with a sailor or trying desperately hard not to cry. He was in no mood this morning, though, to mimic anyone, which was a shame. He could have been an actor, Hazel believed, if he hadn’t been a gentleman.

“Shakespeare,” she told him, wrinkling her nose. “We’re doing Shakespeare today.”

“Are you, by Jove? Excellent. Jolly good.”

He didn’t ask which play, or whether she understood it. Nor did he ruffle her hair and say, “See you at two, my bibbety-boo,” as he usually did. She considered asking what was wrong, imagined her mouth opening and the words, What’s the matter, Daddy? coming out. But then, he might not like being questioned, like . . . like a criminal or something. He might go all huffy, and then she would feel awful.

“Bye, Daddy,” she said, letting go of his hand and hurrying up the steps to her school.

“Good-bye, pet,” he replied.

Miss Eunice and Miss Amelia Gumm were hovering in the hallway, for they made a point of answering the door themselves to welcome each of their pupils in. On Mondays and Wednesdays they trilled their greetings in French, raising their voices to such a pitch, if a parent remained in earshot, that their bonjour s echoed desperately halfway down the street.

Today being a Friday, they made do with patting Hazel’s cheek, sticking her hat on a peg, and then hustling her toward the Yellow Room, where nine other girls, ten copies of King Lear , and an atmosphere of deep despondency were waiting.

Hazel took her place at the table. It was a round table, like the one King Arthur was said to have favored when he met with his knights to discuss business and wars. According to the Whiney Gumms, sitting in a circle, with no one at the top or the bottom, made everyone feel equal, whatever their status in life.

Since none of the girls had a status in life yet, apart from being gentlemen’s daughters, Hazel had never quite seen the point. Also the Whineys, unlike King Arthur, never sat, only stood at the blackboard or strode around quoting things, so what did it matter if the table was round, square, or that five-sided shape whose name everyone had clean forgotten because geometry had been taught for only half an hour sometime back in April?

Resigned to Shakespeare, and a dreary few hours, Hazel sat. The Whineys were still out in the hall, awaiting one of the younger girls who was late, so she looked around the circle of faces and said, “I saw a woman kicked in the head on Wednesday. At the Epsom Derby. There was blood everywhere—it was gruesome.”

Some of the other girls gasped.

“Do—do you mean kicked by another person ?” stammered Millicent, whose father was In Chemicals. “By a man ?”

“No, silly,” said Gloria, whose father was In Mining. “By a horse. It was in all the newspapers. She was a suffragette, like Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst. And Ma says—”

“Suffra gist ,” Hazel interrupted. “She was a suffra gist .”

“Same darn thing,” drawled Gloria. “My ma says that if she dies it will be a triumph for the Pankhursts, because then they’ll have a martyr for their cause. And in any case, the poor thing’s bound to be wrong in the head if she survives, so she might just as well croak. The sooner the better, Ma says, before the public loses interest.”

Hazel looked at Gloria with the beginnings of respect. She was the newest among them, having recently come from a school somewhere else, and with her plump chest and knowing eyes seemed a great deal older. Older, certainly, than timid little Evelyn, whose father was In Docks and Harbors, and older, by far, than crybaby Verity, whose father was In Property.

Gloria spoke with an interesting accent, because her mother was from New York. And rumor had it that her Knightsbridge home had real diamonds set into the lavatory seats.

“Do you know what an ‘invert’ is?” Hazel asked her.

Gloria raised her eyebrows. Then in strode Miss Amelia.

“To work, young ladies, to work!” Blinking rapidly, she began doling out copies of King Lear . “Act one, scene two—who wishes to read aloud? Octavia? Marvelous—off you trot!”

Octavia’s father wasn’t In anything. Out of all the girls’ fathers, he was the only one whose wealth and title went back over ten generations. “Old money,” Hazel’s father called it (somewhat enviously, Hazel always thought). And although it didn’t matter two hoots to Hazel, or to the other girls, whether their money was old, young, or just coming into its prime, Hazel couldn’t help suspecting that it meant rather a lot to the Whineys. And that if the table in the Yellow Room had been shaped like a plank instead of a hoop, Octavia de Willoughby would have been placed, with all due reverence, at the head of it.

She read very nicely, though, Octavia did. Much better than anyone else. Perhaps, Hazel thought, it came naturally, this clear, confident way of speaking, when you were the only girl in the room whose ancestors had eaten dinner with Henry the Eighth and had their portraits done by Holbein.

“‘Thou, nature, art my goddess; to thy law / my services are bound. Wherefore should I / stand in the plague of custom . . .’”

But what did it mean? What did it mean , particularly that bit about standing in a “plague of custom”? King Lear had banished his daughter, Cordelia, from his kingdom because she didn’t love him enough—or so he thought. Hazel had gathered that much last week, from Miss Amelia’s reading of the first scene. But the way Shakespeare put things . . . it made her feel like a baby again, a little baby listening to grown-up conversations that she could neither grasp nor follow.

Hazel yawned, Verity slumped, and most of the others were gazing dismally at custard-colored walls as Octavia stumbled over an unfamiliar word.

“‘Lag of a brother? Why b-bas-bast—’”

“Bastard,” Gloria cut in smoothly. “B-a-s-t-a-r-d, bastard. It means illegitimate. A brat born out of wedlock.”

For a moment there was shocked silence. Then Verity tittered, and all eyes turned anxiously to Miss Amelia. Hazel found she was holding her breath.

Sure enough, Miss Amelia’s face and throat were livid, and her eyes blinking like the clappers as she stared in disgust and disbelief at the back of Gloria Gilbert’s head. Then: “We will have our walk now, young ladies,” she said, her voice unnaturally high. “Before it thunders. Because yes . . . I do believe the barometer tells of rain, and it would be bad bananas, wouldn’t it, to get caught in a shower later? Bring your sketchbooks and follow me. Quick sticks!”

With little sighs and mutters, the girls abandoned King Lear and pushed back their chairs.

Hats. They needed their hats—those annoying cartwheels of straw that most of them, given the chance, would have sent spinning into the Round Pond in Kensington Gardens to float, until they rotted, among water lilies and weed and the wreckage of toy boats.

“So much nicer, girls, to be out in the fresh air. So good for the constitution.”

While hats were being crammed reluctantly on, and ribbons tied under chins, the door to the Green Room flew open and there stood Miss Eunice, puzzled by this sudden change in the morning’s timetable. Behind her, the school’s younger pupils—around a dozen girls, aged eight to eleven—looked up from perfecting their handwriting.

“Sketching!” Miss Amelia twittered. “We are going to put the finishing touches to our Landscapes in June. I’ll fill you in later, dear heart. Not to worry.”

Miss Eunice frowned. She was twice the size of her sister—so big she filled the doorway—and her voice, when she raised it, was as gruff as a man’s. She was about to raise it now but then thought better of it. “Take a jar,” she said. “And the net. And bring me back a dragonfly for my nature table—two if you can get ’em.”

“Oh, absolutely . . . a splendid idea. Hazel, you may fetch a jar. I’ll dig out the net. Into line, the rest of you. Quick sticks. Double up.”

The specimen jars were kept in a cupboard, next to the hall stand. Hazel chose a biggish one, with holes in the lid, so that the dragonflies, if they got any, would be able to breathe—at least until they died from hunger, or exhaustion, or from whatever else eventually killed all living things that ended up on Miss Eunice’s nature table, being studied.

Closing the cupboard, Hazel accidentally knocked against the hall stand, dislodging the day’s post—two letters and a small packet—which had arrived earlier and been set aside unopened.

One of the letters slipped right off the stand and landed at her feet. She picked it up and put it back with the rest of the mail. “Miss A. Gumm and Miss E. Potter,” said the writing on the envelope.

How very peculiar . . .

The other girls had formed a short line, in pairs as required. Usually Hazel doubled up with Millicent, or with Jennifer, whose father was In Steel. But today those two were together, leaving only Gloria by herself, at the end of the line, looking dreadfully bored and way too grown-up to be chivvied into a hat and herded out for a constitutional by one of the Whineys.

Hazel was pleased. She had yet to double up with Gloria, or to know her even a little, and it would be much easier to talk if they were bringing up the rear.

“All set, girls? Off we trot!”

The barometer had surely lied. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, or the tiniest hint of rain, as the ten girls, in their hated hats, and the one Whiney, brandishing a pole with a net the size of an ogre’s sock trailing from it, filed out of the school, down the steps, and then left toward Kensington Gardens.

“She’s nuts,” said Gloria, as they all crossed over a road. “She’s stark staring bonkers.”

“Who is?” Hazel replied. “Miss Amelia?”

“Sure. All that fuss about King Lear . She skipped some choice words herself, last week, when she read us the first scene. Didn’t you notice?”

Hazel had to admit that she hadn’t.

“Well, she skipped ‘womb’ and ‘whore’ and ‘amorous.’ No wonder it made no damned sense. I’ve looked ahead, and she’s got ‘bosom’ and ‘lust’ and ‘brothel’ to come. And plenty more ‘bastard’s’ as well. I’m sure looking forward to seeing how she gets past all of those.”

Hazel was impressed.

“Would you like to come for tea at my house, Gloria?” she asked. “Next Friday, perhaps? On my birthday?”

“Sure.”

“Maybe your mother—your ma—would tell you more about the suffragis—suffra gettes , and then you could tell me. I’d really like to meet a suffragette, wouldn’t you?”

“Sure—I guess.”

They crossed another road. In the distance Hazel could see the balloon woman, sitting in her usual place at the entrance to the gardens. The balloons—red, yellow, orange, and green—were tugging gently at their strings, their colors lollipop-bright in the sunshine and looking fit to melt.

Farther along, on the other side of the road, stood Hazel’s home.

She intended pointing it out in a minute to her new friend Gloria. It was on the tip of her tongue to say, “See that house over there? The one with the blue door? That’s where I live.” And then: “My father is In Sugar,” she planned to add, with a certain amount of pride. “Cane sugar, from the Caribbean.”

Of her mother and the dogs she would say nothing at all, unless specifically asked.

A small boy, denied a balloon, began wailing up at his nanny.

A sudden breeze lifted the rims of the girls’ straw hats. A few leaves, and a scrunch of paper, came bowling toward them, pattering along the pavement like strange, hurrying feet.

“Oh, I say,” cried Miss Amelia, as her specimen net flapped in her face.

And “Look! Look!” cried most of the girls, and “Whaaa?” went the angry, and now extremely puzzled, little boy as several balloons blew free from the balloon woman’s grasp and went floating and bumping away.

“See that house . . . ,” Hazel began telling Gloria. And then stopped.

Not because Gloria wasn’t listening—although she wasn’t. And not because Miss Amelia was hurrying them all toward the gardens (“Quick sticks, girls”) before the sun went in—although she was.

But because when the front door to her house flew open, and Mrs. Sawyer came running out—Mrs. Sawyer the housekeeper, who never, ever ran anywhere—she knew straightaway that something had happened.

Something terrible.

And so convinced was she about this that the chill that ran through her had nothing to do with the unexpected breeze, and the fear that gripped her stomach seemed perfectly—horribly—in time and tune with a sudden, resounding bang .
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