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Wardsbury, Grayshead-on-Heath, England, 1914–1918




Mum starved herself for suffrage, Grandmother claiming it was just like Mum to take a cause too far. Mum said she had no choice. Besides, she said, starving made the world brighter, took away the dull edges, the disappointment. She said this in hospital, the place not entirely unpleasant—a private room, windows ammonia-washed looking out to a tree branch on windless days, an ivy-covered wall.

For instance, those, she said. Someone had sent greenhouse lilies, suffrage white, to their favorite cause célèbre, lilies now stuffed in a hospital pot intended for urine or bile. She said she had never known them to have that smell. She’d been blessed by this, she said, the smell of lilies. She said this when she was still speaking, or when she still could be heard, before she twisted into a shape reserved for cracked sticks and hard as that, before they gave her the drip intended for the dying soldiers and here, said the attendant, wasted on a woman by her own hand. Then I was afraid I might break Mum if I breathed, or spoke a word. Before I had tried and tried. Then I gave up like Mum did and went quiet.

Grandmother said to her, “You’re too smart.” She sat in the chair knitting, like Madame Lafarge waiting for heads to drop. She talked and she talked. She didn’t know whom to blame, she said. She had the attendant bring in the blue-veined china soup tureen she’d carried to hospital from her wedding collection, unwrapped from its velvet sack, and a spoon from the silverware she would later promise me, six place settings of a certain filigree. “You’re too smart to be so stupid,” she said to Mum as the attendant looked on, ladling broth on the ancient blue Chinaman in the matching bowl. “Nobody is paying a damn bit of attention.”

But Mum simply turned away.



William wore his barrister’s wig to the viewing; the papers reporting he had temporarily lost his mind. I never believed any of it. Besides, this was already December. Everyone had temporarily lost his mind—the war not yet won and miserably proceeding, the trenches entrenched. Wily, Mum had called William. A sparkling prig, she said, as if he were in the room and she were still flirting, arguing in the way they did. That she loved him desperately I understood, though she never fully said it—William still married to an important person’s daughter, Mum a widow or worse, an educated woman, and left long ago by my father, lost or dead in Ceylon. What she said was, “William’s an old, old friend,” or, “Sometimes we misbehave.”

Before she died he would come around, or he would not, but at the viewing he stayed a long, long time, wigged and ready. Beside him Mum lay like a dead offering in her simple box, a lavender Votes for Women sash across her small, unquivering bosom, her button-up kid gloves buttoned up to her stiff elbows, her hair à la pompadour.

To my godmother Alexandra’s suggestion that I play the piano, I flat out said, No. I was newly thirteen and could do as I pleased. Besides, Thomas would play. Thomas would always play. And so beautifully, who could know whether the mourners were weeping at the sight of Mum dead or the talents of her crippled son? The promise of him drove me mad—the way Mum had always listened, the way Nurse and Penny applauded from the kitchen. Even the bird in its cage, a canary kept to sound the alarm, sat all still and silent when my brother, Thomas, played. So it was around the beautiful Thomas that the mourners gathered, touching him—the top of his head, patting his arm, his shoulder—as if he were holy water. He paid little attention, slouched over the keys performing one of her favorites, his elbows akimbo, slicing the air. Soon, he knows, he will be shipped across the ocean to America. Grandmother said she could afford to keep one of us but two would be a handful. A new family has been found for him, old friends in San Francisco.

Good riddance, I thought, listening with the others—Grandmother and Alexandra and the few neighbors and the ladies Mum called compatriots and William before he bowed and closed the parlor door on his way out. The ladies rustled back to their dance chairs, folding their hands over the printed verse Grandmother said Mum would have preferred. Everyone sat and closed their eyes as if to dream of elsewhere.

I ducked into the kitchen to keep Nurse and Penny company. And what of them? Nurse will marry the milkman, Michael, and settle with him in Wales to live a perfectly miserable life. Children and children. Chores. Michael will drink in the way men do and one thing will lead to the other. Penny will pack her cardboard box and take a train east. She’ll disappear like our father did, long before we can even remember him. He fancied himself Lord Byron, Mum said, though he was only a sir and that sir a result of money changing hands. Why she had married him at all she could not say. He vanished in Ceylon, or perhaps the natives devoured him. For my sixth birthday, I received a box containing some of his possessions—cuff links and a blanket woven from hemp; a dictionary of lost words called The Dictionary of Lost Words that I, predictably, misplaced, everything and everyone dropping through my hands, even Grandmother, eventually, a few years after Mum died.

She said she thought it best I leave Wardsbury and move to Madame Lane’s, an educational establishment out of harm’s way. She said she had enjoyed my company, but in light of the endless war and the bloated zeppelins overhead, I should be farther north. There I would learn what I should in the relative peace of distance, peace such as it is, she said. There, she promised, I would find other girls my age and teachers of a kinder disposition and she had last heard that the facilities were still quite respectable: a home that once served as an inn to travelers, near enough to York, in a place called Grayshead-on-Heath. She said all this at the dining table, she and I at opposite ends, where we would meet for meals before returning to our rooms. It had become our custom to live together alone: me in my books and Grandmother engaged with cards or needlepoint or the conversation she called her lifeblood, her friends, the elderly women who lived within visiting distance and arrived in a regular stream to place their small white cards in the silver bowl reserved for guests.

Out the windows I watched a streak of sunset fading.

Besides, she said, you need softening. You are as hard as rock, she said, and for a young woman your age this is not attractive, and, although she did not say it, what she thought was, look what happened to your mother.

“I no longer have the strength to be in loco parentis,” she said, slicing the meat off the chicken bone, scraping one of her silver knives across the china. She planned, she said, chewing, to debunk for Newquay, her rheumatism acute. “I’d like a regular week, a Monday or Tuesday on my own,” Grandmother said.



So I arrived at Madame Lane’s as any ordinary girl would, lugging my suitcase up the wide stone steps—a tackle box my godmother Alexandra bought secondhand on King’s Road, saying I was joining the horsey set and it was good thing, too—money there and mine nearly gone.

My skirt bumped my knees as I climbed the steps, period on and that smell you get though you try to ignore it—that smell and oats, or hay, or the saddle soap they use to clean the bridle bits. I climbed the steps smelling like something the horse dragged in, tripping on the last to dump my tackle box on my toe.

Brigid, the one assigned to me, wrapped my toe with gauze and tape. She came from Scotland, though not the Catholic type, which worked just fine, since the idea of Mum scared those other kind mute and I’d had enough of them, anyway. Brigid told me she believed fairies live in plants and at the ends of rainbows. Back in Inverness, she told me, she used to gather dew in a thimble and leave it on a stump and in the afternoon the fairies had already licked that thimble dry. Not the sharpest knife in the drawer, Alexandra said, though she’ll do as a friend. This after Brigid told me the colors of my toe—the greens and blues of it—reminded her of Scotland and she took this to mean we would be roommates for the rest of our lives. We’ll live abroad, she said, just Sterno and a wooden door somewhere in Florence. Or maybe Paris with a servant attached.

At Madame Lane’s we are expected to work. We learn elocution and mathematics. We sew curtains and chisel paint from the stuck, blackened windows. We sweep the corners of webs and the dust that settles from the quarry. We are too young to do much more, but still—we wrap bandages, we gather rags. We are girls who have come to stay for the duration: Brigid, and Josephine, whose parents are divorced and whose father will, before the end of the year, blow his brains through the roof, and Abigail, who arrived in April with seeds to plant, tiny specks in an envelope she carried to the girls’ garden and sat to watch grow, and Rebecca, a Jewess, someone said, though we had never met one, and Filomena, who refuses to speak and rarely bathes, and Harriet, God, Harriet. We are a few more than this, a dozen or so enrolled from the far corners, here to join the effort out of harm’s way—harm meaning the Kaiser himself. There are posters of his soldiers looming over girls like us, fallen and helpless beneath their big, black boots. We see the posters at every rail station and in the windows and doors of the shops in Grayshead. We are whom the men are fighting for, they suggest. It is one long duel.

The posters give some the chills and others nightmares, though we are in God’s hands, Madame Lane says, and must trust faith. Faith here is a silence near to unbearable. Everyone has gone away. Horses were once harnessed and ridden in the neighboring saffron field, but the horses have been sold, Madame Lane says, the saffron fields plowed under for corn and root bearers. There is little food and we are often hungry.

Still, we keep neat rows, military rows, and listen to the men who instruct us, men on leave or those who have never been; everyone nervous. They speak too quickly and startle from a raised hand. The women who look after us aren’t nervous, just mad. They have worked their fingers to the bone, they will tell us, a thousand and one jobs—have we seen the pictures?—men’s work. One even read the manual and repaired the tractor crankshaft. Fancy that, they say. Fancy that and now here, and now this.

What? we say.

This, this, they say, gesturing out to the cold blue hills beyond or the pile of rubble, a former castle, on the crest, or the rotten silver oak they have hacked to a stump, the weather already turned and Madame Lane’s in need of heat. There is never enough heat, and the women who look after us rise earliest in the morning to scour the dead limbs of the silver oak for kindling, the heels of their palms riddled with splinters, hard blisters. They were once dainty, though it is hard to imagine.



In late October, my godmother Alexandra visits. She wears her fox stole and a ruby signet ring and she writes a permission slip for Brigid and me to accompany her to Grayshead for scones with clotted cream. She knows someone and she can order what she likes. Afterward, we walk the maze of cobbled streets looking for the milliner’s tiny yellow flag. Alexandra believes I am in need of a hat.

The town is in a dale far north of London, closer to York, as Grandmother said, and ringed in medieval walls Brigid and I climb and balance on with our arms out, as if we would fly if we fell. Thunderheads bunch in the distance though it is only weather, says Alexandra, looking toward the ruins of the castle. She suggests we climb the path and explore, which we do, though the castle looks like nothing more than a pile of stones, is nothing more than a pile of stones, tossed onto what would have been a good cricket field, Alexandra says. She says this and other things, and then she says what she has been waiting to say: that she has decided to leave, that she has wrangled passage on a freighter to Buenos Aires later in the week, that try as she might she can no longer abide this proximity to slaughter, a million dead at the Somme, alone, including four brothers next door and her cousin, a shy boy newly sixteen who had lied his way in. And for what? she says, as if I might know. “His honor? Ours?”

I cock my new hat on my knee, bruised as my toe from some other tumble. The hat’s been fashioned from red felt, formed and set on a wooden head, a partridge feather within its band—for luck, apparently, like a coin at the bottom of a wishing well.

“Adios,” I say, my only Spanish.

“Adios,” Alexandra says, and we laugh and then she too is gone, walking the piers of that city, squashing the squashed fruit with her high heels and waving to the men on the infirmary boat. She wears her fox stole and her thick hair twists over one eye. She is not yet too old, nor is she too young. She is neat, smart, a typist or a teacher. She is an educated woman, who knows? She has to make do, she later writes. And she will do what she must.



Father Fairfield comes from a distant parish, near Birmingham, and though he is still a father, he no longer believes. Once, he tells us, he led quite a flock.

He arranges our desks in a circle so we might look at one another rather than pepper his back with glares. “I stand at the ready,” he says. “What do you need to know?” He wears a black robe of sorts, tied with twine, and his hands are the hands of a laborer, though his face is different than his hands suggest, delicate and soft.

Father Fairfield is God, I write across the book reserved for notes, blue-lined and empty and entirely full of promise. We’ve been issued five, one for each subject, and a pencil that can be repeatedly sharpened. I shove my pullover to my elbow and write the words again, this time in script: Father Fairfield, I write, is GOD.

They will draft him by March, Archbishop of Canterbury be damned for sanctifying conscription of the clergy.

“I’m no Bertrand Russell,” Father Fairfield will say, and go, killed within his second week, but for now he stands before us beautiful and ruined and not yet dead.

We wear leather lace-up boots for sustenance and seamed, five-pence stockings and our hair should be brushed fifty times and from our eyes as well, even the curly kind. Madame Lane doles out rules as if we are still children, but we are no longer children. We are fifteen, sixteen, seventeen.

Our blue pullovers are required, even in summer, but now, in January, we are freezing, the winter draft whistling through the walls, swirling around us as churned waves would if we were mermaids. We are trapped undersea. In the mornings the ice is so thick on the windows we must crack it with the silver letter opener Josephine has brought from home, the tarnished one with the sharp point. The ice cracks as the world once did, Josephine says, to form the continents. “Look,” she says, holding up a shard. “Australia.”

We don’t know about that. We are simply mermaids, sirens ringing the locals in—the boys too young yet to go kicking past on their way to Top Hill—snakey boys, Brigid’s word, from the quarry families, boys with shorn hair and looks on their faces and black pants pinched at the knees. If they could, they would have dangled cigarettes, the rolled kind, from their lips, too dry for our likes. We’ll take the wet kind, the ones frequently licked, the full ones of Father Fairfield’s. He’d seen so much! Tell us, Father Fairfield. Fill us in. We are bleating over the moon.

He sits at the windowsill, smoking. He says his preference has always been silence. He tells us how there are many Quakers in Birmingham. He tells us how they conduct their Quaker meetings in their meeting houses, simple constructions of wood painted white and benches that line each wall where the congregants sit and wait and think until compelled to stand and speak. He believes this is a good idea, he tells us. Something we might try. He smokes for a while and watches us from his place on the windowsill, the smell of the smoke intoxicatingly warm. I sit on my fingers. I scratch an itch. No one, it appears, has anything to say, nothing rising to the surface out of the rumble of our own minds, although Father Fairfield doesn’t seem to notice. He doesn’t seem to remember we are here at all. He pinches the end of his cigarette and sets it beside him on the sill, then he stares out the long windows at the cold blue hills, or maybe at the remains of the castle on the crest, and it is not until we hear Miss Peach ring the bell for Domestic Duties that we are brave enough to stand, to remind him we are here.

“Miss Townsend,” Father Fairfield says as we file out of our classroom, a former library of sorts though our bookshelves have been emptied, donated to the Red Cross down the road, and the ladder that reached the higher shelves donated, as Madame Lane likes to say, to the stove.

Brigid has offered to wash the blackboard and Harriet has presented him with the scarf she was knitting, loopy and intended for a soldier, though here twisted in Harriet’s hands as she says, “Welcome, Father,” and curtseys. Father Fairfield ducks and hangs the scarf around his neck, the standard green yarn of it greased from Harriet’s dirty hands. She knitted everywhere, Harriet—at meals, at vespers, even after lights-out, when the rest of us lay like so many corpses in a trench, waiting for sleep, the blankets brought from home piled high and never enough, our toes freezing. “Thank you,” Father Fairfield says, turning away from her to me. “A word?” he says.

“Yes, sir,” I say, the other girls looking wide then moving on, leaving and sorry to go.

Dreamy Father Fairfield, with too-white skin and black hair and lips that curve just so and wet. He looks like the pictures of actors Penny showed Thomas and me in the kitchen some afternoons when the rain kept us in and we were waiting for Mum to come home or Nurse in the parlor, loitering with Michael. Penny had been the kind one, crying for hours when Mum passed on before packing her cardboard suitcase. We were on Mum’s order to be good to her and never cross and never rude and never to raise our voices. She was simple-minded, Mum said, and though there were times I wanted to say to her, bugger off, I did not. I never did. Alexandra said that I had inherited Mum’s will, not to mention her temper, and that this could either float me in good stead or kill me. I think I’ll float. Why Mum chose to go down I’ll understand when I am much older, everyone agrees. I’m dying for you, is what she said, but Alexandra said, no, she would never have said such a thing and besides, she was delirious and spoke stuff and nonsense. Her mind overwhelmed her, Alexandra said.

It takes me a moment to hear Father Fairfield talking. I am always drifting, my own mind loud.

“I admired her,” he is saying. “I just wanted you to know, I admired your mother.”

I stand stock-still in my uniform, though when he offers me a chair, I sit.

“Smoke?” he says, and I say yes. He walks to the window, left open a crack though the wind blows, and picks up the cigarette pinched on its sill, lighting it with a match from the pocket of his robe. He draws the smoke in, unwrapping the scarf from around his neck, breathing out. “Don’t want to catch fire,” he says, passing the fag to me. I hold it in the way I’d seen Mum occasionally, and Nurse in the kitchen with Michael. I let it burn between my cold fingers and then take a puff, suddenly giddy from the cigarette and from Father Fairfield talking. He is saying he had read all about her in the papers—between the lines, he says, where the news is: a real hero she was. She would not compromise, he says. She did something, he says, though it must have been a sorry lot to live through. And wasn’t it cruel the way the press eviscerated her, the word itself like taking Mum from his other pocket and slicing her down the middle.


You can learn a lot that way, he says. Reading the papers. Do I read the papers? Just this morning he has learned how our new allies, the Americans, have tortured four Hutterites, he says. Do I know of them?

“No, sir,” I say.

“Farmers, mostly, descended from mountain men. Bohemians.”

“Oh.”

“They wanted to farm in America. Someplace west.”

“Yes, sir.”

“The Americans killed two of them. Beat them to a pulp for refusing to fight in the war,” he says. “The other two, God knows.”

This I do believe, given the way the wind is blowing, he says. The dead ones were chained to a wall and so badly beaten, according to the papers, that the wife, the sister-in-law, had to come in to identify them—brother, husband. “These Americans, our new allies,” he says, “our brothers in arms.”

Father Fairfield stops then and waits. I cannot imagine what he expects me to add. I have learned that adding, embellishing, decorating with words is part of my finishing, or at least this is what Miss Peach of Domestic Duties expects of us. We are to elevate the conversation, to egg it on. Think of the sweet flourish of a frosted butter-cream rose on a many-layered cake, she says, and our mouths water hearing it, since it had been some time since we ate cake.

The ash sifts down, burning. I should put the cigarette somewhere, what remains of it, but where? Father Fairfield occupies the desk and shadows the ashtray and I would have to stand, straightening my legs. It all seems too complicated and awkward and lacking in female grace, a word we discuss in the evenings after vespers, when Miss Cordine and Miss Long speak to us on the many graces.

“And who looks after you?” he says.

I cough, passing the fag, nothing but ash and paper, back to him.

“My godmother Alexandra,” I say.

Father Fairfield smiles, then leans over to wrap Harriet’s scarf around my own neck. “You’re shaking,” he says.


“Yes, sir,” I say.

“I just wanted you to know that I admired her,” he says.

“Yes, sir,” I say.

His eyes are a bit green instead of all brown. They are algae green and perhaps that’s what comes to mind because they are tearing, not tearing as if he will cry right then and there, but tearing as if he is suddenly caught in a wind tunnel, or has found himself reading too long, the way tears come on from too much concentration, or thinking.

“How old are you?” he says.

“Pardon?”

“How old are you?”

“Sixteen,” I say. “Almost.”

“That’s right,” he says, as if this were an examination.

“And when she died?” he says.

“Thirteen,” I say, too quiet, but he hears.



I am a fighter, Grandmother says. I am just like her, and stubborn as a goat, and willful and determined and entirely lacking, she says, in female wiles, so that I will not cry. I should not cry.

Besides, I could tell Father Fairfield, I would rather hear something else. I would rather hear about the woman who had to identify her brother and her husband, beaten to a pulp for refusing to fight. I would rather hear whether the woman found the two dead ones who had wanted to farm west sitting in chairs, their hands tied behind their backs, their faces sprouting like purple cauliflowers and blood from their noses, or if the woman found them as if they were asleep, the sheets pulled over their bodies so that she had to turn the sheets down to see, so that she might have, for just a moment, imagined she would find no one there she knew, though of course she could tell from the outlines, from the shift in the air. She knew from the wind and the sudden sun, just as I did. I knew from the way my eyes teared so that no one ever had to tell me. No one needed to say the word dead because—I could tell Father Fairfield now and I could have told him then—I already knew.

And knowing, I took the birdcage outdoors and opened the little latch that so many times I had been tempted to open before, the little latch that fit through the tiny loop, the coil of brass there. I let the door swing open, the canary with its seed eyes and thorn beak stunned by fresh air though mostly—I will think about this later—by the absence of that horrible room: its four walls papered and browned at the seams as if all the tea in all the teacups from all the sitting and waiting had stained its joints. Nowhere is the oiled piano with its spinet legs and raised, ridged spine waiting for the swing of the metronome and Thomas’s long fingers, and the green velvet draperies thick as blankets for the draft and the chairs, two, and little writing table with its smaller stool and inkwell and pens and blotter to answer the letters propped between the bookend Bibles Mum had said were put to best use there.

Who can blame the canary? What does the canary know of sky and trees and air? The little door swings open on its tiny brass hinges but the bird does not move nor sing nor ungrip its maddeningly rigid claws from its swing, its hanging perch, nor blink its seed eyes nor do anything as I shake the cage. I shake the cage hard. The door is open, the tiny door no longer latched with the tiny brass spike through the tiny brass loop. It could have done it itself, idiot, no trick to this. It could have used its thorn beak to lift the latch, but it is an idiot bird, an idiot canary, a birdbrain, an imbecile, and I must turn the cage upside down and shake the cage again and again to watch it swing upside down until with a jerk it wings for balance but too late, birdbrain, I pull it out, yank it out and it bites the skin of my thumb, the tight skin there, and that hurts so much I fling it off toward the tree so that it falls a bit into it, then up, flying! And then it’s gone.

And when the bird flies away I am not as happy as I imagined I would be. I would do anything to bring it back.

I could tell Father Fairfield about the canary, about letting the canary go, but I do not. Instead, I wait for Father Fairfield to explain something more, to perhaps explain the point of it. But Father Fairfield never explains the point of it. He simply flicks the nub of ash toward the empty bookshelves, his feet beneath his robe planted in lace-up leather boots not so different, I might have shown him, from my own.









DOROTHY TREVOR TOWNSEND














London, England, 1914




Bloody hot that day and earlier a trip to London for an insufferable luncheon at the Victoria Club, the speaker someone’s brilliant son, a certain Richard Thorke, la la la, here to address them on The Woman Question or rather to enlighten them on A Short History of Women. So it said in the program in the shaky hand of the poor scribe assigned to such tasks—wedding invitations, funeral announcements, lectures delivered to the willing. A Short History of Women, again and again, Some Observations on The Woman Question, again and again, dedicated to Mrs. Joseph Allen Thorke, again and again, tireless in her cause, peerless in her principles.

The gathered are propped in mandrake chairs around ordinary curtained tables; hot and they can barely move, draped wrist to ankle, corseted, as Richard Thorke stands in cool white jacket and trousers, his hair combed bristle. Don of philosophy, he is, though with a greater interest in eugenics. They all have a greater interest in eugenics now, don’t they? A result of the recent Galton conference and what William calls the clear regression toward the mean on display at every bus queue. No doubt Richard Thorke might have just as easily stood at the lectern to speak of the delicacy of a woman’s skull, how he could read the cranium with his hands though, one would guess, he might prefer to crush it.

She’s too hard on him, of course. She’s too hard on all of them.

And why Richard Thorke stands before them at the Victoria Club at all, neither in France nor going, is a question, though he must be missing a kidney or blind in one eye.

He taps his water glass and waits for the women to find their seats.

They like to talk, women; this Dorothy imagines Richard Thorke thinking along with, what else? What men think. She has no idea, truly. William will, on occasion, enlighten her—“women think in circles,” he said recently, “men in lines”—as did Dr. Vaughn, the sole professor at Cambridge who had agreed to let her and the other girls from Girton attend his university lectures, Dorothy and the rest bored with the mistresses who had been hired to instruct them at their own college, brilliant women, but no more known than shop-girls. She wanted to hear the famous men, the authors of the books she had read.

“And you’re, what? Fifteen? Sixteen?” Professor Vaughn said, staring up at her, his bowl of soup before him cooling. She had knocked on the door to his rooms, directed by a few sulky students. (“Permitted,” one said, “but never tolerated.”) She stood very straight in front of Vaughn though her hair, piled high on her head, felt too heavy and she would have liked a warm bath—Girton far from here on its windswept hill. She rode her bicycle, her mum’s one concession.

“Eighteen,” she said, regretting it, her age, the question, him with his stained robes and hair sprouting from his ears.

“And you’ll be quiet as mice?” he said.

She nodded though Vaughn had already returned to his meal, the spoon disappeared in his huge hand, gnarled from psoriasis. He’d scratch himself away, eventually, until he remained merely flakes and a robed hat.

“So be it,” he said, slurping.

“Ladies,” Richard Thorke calls, his voice loud, commanding.

Her table fills with several women she has never met. They wear the requisite lavender, or cream in support of woman’s suffrage, though their attentions have been diverted to war, to The Voluntary Aid Detachments, to wrapping surgical dressings and packing Red Cross boxes, their labor evidence of their patriotic intent and good, bloody conscience. Now their silks shuffle as they settle in, their hands folded, yes, folded, she would say to Dr. Vaughn, this not, she would argue, female, Latinate prose as he would have corrected, his belief that a woman’s ability to think clearly at all was hindered by anecdote, emotion, unnecessary drama, butterflies that fluttered about and tickled his nose, he said.

But the gathered have now settled and are waiting for Thorke to begin, as he promises, with Darwin himself, whom he will argue constructed a new life for all of them.

“Leading then to the work of Havelock Ellis,” Thorke says. “And so forth.”

Dorothy listens and then she does not. She hears instead the sound of Thomas. He sits at the piano practicing his scales, jaw clenched as his clubfoot, his good foot pumping the pedal, the other tight as a fist from what the doctor would not tell her though she has read what literature is available: A mother in distress may cause the fetus to recoil from the natural course of growth, the cells understanding defeat and the mother’s Attitude revolt to abnormality of the limbs and possibly of the brain. There have been numerous—

Concentration, Dorothy thinks. Here and now.

She looks around the table to see that many of the other women have shut their eyes.

“—Ellis for whom I am entirely grateful, given his scholarship on Individualism and After. How this pertains to you, to all of you, I will attempt to make clear, though I would like to begin by acknowledging the great debt I owe to Mr. Herbert Spencer, for his work on natural and parasitic evolution, and for his understanding that only the fittest among us, as he wrote, will survive.

“But first—”

Again?

“My mother, to whom I have dedicated this talk.”

Dorothy imagines Richard Thorke’s mother: short and hearty, as these brilliant men’s mothers mostly are, red wrists and boiled hands, feet blackened by the fire.


“To deny her the scholarship she craved, to relegate her to a position next to the fire—”

Ah-hah!

“To insist that Woman did not matter in the functioning of society, nay civilization, from the time I was a young boy, struck me as terribly wrong—”

How astute!

“And I would hasten to add that she, far more than my father, might have made a lasting contribution—”

Shocking!

“—to what is good and right, to what is fair, about our system of governance. We know from the work of the adventurers in the Explorers Club that there are certain societies that celebrate women’s work, that rely on women to sustain their very existence. I’m thinking of South American cultures, many of the tribes from the Amazon Basin—”

The names of the tribes from the Amazon Basin roll off Richard Thorke’s tongue to land in a series of thuds on the lectern. He pauses, then, lifting his glass to sip and looking up. He is blind in one eye, Dorothy thinks, and not for the first time imagines she must be a witch. From here she can see the sharp flecks of white that explode the iris, or is she only dreaming? How can she see from this distance so clearly and yet she can, there! The eye remains rigid, fixed, trained on the aisle that separates the two rows of curtained tables, the towering centerpieces—no doubt lunch favors—like so many preening peacocks. It is too much, the adornment, and so perhaps the dead eye, his dead eye, seeks emptiness, as she will the sky over the horizon, or the sea. Emptiness, quiet, a certain release from expectation—from seeing, in this case, from the burden of the thing itself keenly observed. But then this may be singularly her burden and not his.

“Take the Onimapoe tribal women,” says Richard Thorke, setting down the glass and straightening his notes, “who make their home in the Amazon Basin where they have collected medicinal components of certain unique vegetation for decades and thus composed an aural language expressly for the purposes of health. The names and properties of the remedies are apparently communicated great distances, by that I mean jungle to jungle; as evidenced by the witch doctors of the central countries these remedies have traveled as far as southern Mexico and have had a profound effect on the populations of the entire continent. The work of the American anthropologist Franz Heiniker, whose studies of the Onimapoe women have been widely published and may be known to many of you, confirm the extraordinary reach of this knowledge.”

Thorke clears his throat over the faintly interrupting sounds of London, busier near the end of the lunch hour. Thankfully someone has pried open a window. It is a relief, the air, and the clang of the street as well.

“And I use the word knowledge here with great care in your midst because it is my desire to emphasize to those of you who have chosen my company this afternoon the work of my colleagues in the Darwinists, whose understanding of the fundamental principle of the ideal, or rather, of women who labor toward that ideal, informs my own knowledge and subsequent scholarship. In the Onimapoe that ideal is the health—dental and otherwise—of husbands who preserve the order and hunt for the tribe, and sons who will inherit the governing traditions aforementioned. In our civilized society,” Richard Thorke continues, “that ideal has evolved and shifted from survival per se—men have assumed these responsibilities—to what I propose might best be called ‘comfort.’ Simply put, women have traditionally maintained comfort; and, consequently, they have exhibited a physical drive—as manifested in their propensity toward impulse rather than intellect—to advance comfort.”

There is a shift in the interrupted silence. A few women take notes, one coughs. This seems to be a stopping point, or at least a pause. Richard Thorke wipes his brow and removes his jacket. Dorothy sees sweat stains under his arms and that he wears braces, which she’s always liked, wide blue braces, and that in his pocket is a small notebook that contains, she imagines, important thoughts that occur to him at irregular hours, or at those hours of the day when he finds himself not at his library desk or in the solarium, but riding on the bus or walking. A luxury, pockets. But then in truth her thoughts, these random ones, only occur to her when she should be listening, or rather, when she is listening. It is as if she lives in a heavy fog; even when reading the children their stories, she is elsewhere.

“To return to the Onimapoe,” says Thorke. “Vis-à-vis health, the Onimapoe tribal women have similarly worked toward their ideal of comfort and by dint of purpose suggest a woman’s capability to advance toward a certain intellect—and here is where we, the Darwinists, become interested in Heidegger’s research—suggest a woman’s capability to solve complex problems by using empirical evidence to the sole purpose of reaching this com—”

Apparently a hand has been raised somewhere within the sea of tables. Dorothy turns with the rest of them to see it frantically waving, as if desperate to summon a passing ship. “May I interrupt?” the woman is asking. She bobs somewhere in the back; a voice.

Richard Thorke stares, the dead eye fixed. “Briefly,” he says.

The woman stands. She looks like all of them from this distance, stout, a shroud of cloth, a hat, a handbag or something similar, one would guess, wedged beneath her chair—and what would that contain? All the tools of the trade—a hairbrush, a small mirror, some missives from the Bible to keep her spirits up. The woman clears her throat. “Are the Onimapoe of which you speak the ones who elongate their lips with clay palates?” she says. She has clearly rehearsed the question. Perhaps she has even written it out beforehand, having routed out the work of Richard Thorke, read a pamphlet or two in which the Onimapoe were mentioned, his interest in, his specialty regarding, his expertise. She says the question bravely, her voice strong.

Richard Thorke pauses. “What?” he says.

The woman shifts as a horse would, kept too long standing. “I asked,” she says, “whether the Onimapoe of which you speak were the ones who—

“Right,” says Richard Thorke. “Right.” He sighs and sips his water. “They engage in much ornamentation that has a scholarly significance I wouldn’t dare to address,” he says.

“So it means something?” she says.

“Of course,” he says.

The “thank you,” can barely be heard within the rustling of the women turning back to face the lectern, the stout woman forgotten, humiliated for asking; the others are on Thorke’s team and would cut the stout woman down in an instant.

“I’ve lost my place,” he mutters, and she is close enough to be one of the few to hear, though she knows she is not meant to answer. If she were, she might say, comfort; she might say, by dint of purpose.

“Think of her as simple: Woman. Yet think of her also as a soft flower, a bud newly opened, delicate yet sturdy in her determination to bloom: she shall not wilt on the vine. She shall grow toward comforts yet to come regardless the age, the year, the moment in history.

“‘What can be done?’ asks Man. ‘What cannot be done?’ answers Woman.”

There is an inexplicable burst of applause at this, a rallying burst. The woman to Dorothy’s left leans in and whispers, “What did he say?”

“What cannot be done,” she whispers back, noticing, as she does, the smell of the powder thick on the woman’s face and how, with a fingernail, perhaps in answer to an itch, the woman has streaked a rut from eye to chin.



Richard Thorke has paused to wipe his hands on the linen napkin provided for him. He returns to his notes.

“Consider what is known as social evolution, or rather, Woman’s innate or natural abilities and how, given the work of Havelock Ellis and Herbert Spencer, whom I have mentioned and whom many of you must know, and, most recently, Alfred Wallace’s ‘On the Tendency of Varieties to Depart Indefinitely from the Original Type,’ we see now that type can transmute, transform, transcend type,” he continues.

“What is a woman’s type? She fluctuates with the tides, her watery blood leading to a constant irritability, and she dislikes analysis and rigid rules and grows, in Ellis’s words, ‘restive under the order which a man is inclined to obey.’ She has, in the face of this, compensated well: Think of Dr. Gregory’s classic “Legacy to His Daughters,” a primer in which she is advised to cultivate a ‘courteous mode of expression,’ by avoiding conversation altogether—‘if you happen to have any learning, keep it a profound secret, especially from men.’

“So the type still holds. And best not to quibble mathematics. We could call it Differential Availability of Aptitude at the High End—we observe the phenomenon everywhere—little girls turning trucks into baby dolls, little boys turning trucks into tanks.

“So let’s turn from what we cannot amend and begin again, to Darwin. Evolution! Here is the hope: Havelock Ellis believed that the natural existence of Woman is quantified, validated, so to speak, as the natural—emphasis mine—counterbalance to the existence of Man. The harmony possible between Man and Woman is the one that occurs between two warring forces, and by that I mean the very construct of the universe, the pull that keeps the earth spinning on its axis. And he addresses the defects of Woman, the stupendous natural obstacles Woman faces (though he did refute the frontal lobe argument and there it is) with a brilliant analysis: Every inaptitude of Woman will be in its time accompanied by some compensatory aptitude ‘even if it has not itself yet developed into an advantageous character.’

“So. Full stop. And a question.

“Where have you been; whence are you to go?

“Now, in this hour, we are finally put to the test. Are women made of that mettle? Can women rise to the challenge of the times? When you are asked to vote, and I believe, if you are patient, given the way the wind blows, you will be asked to vote in this century, nay, in this decade—”

To this a scattering of applause.

“Will Woman, and by that I mean You, step in line, show the naysayers and the soothsayers—”

Laughter.

“And your husbands and fathers and sons that you have had it all along—courage—that you have understood all along certain incontrovertible necessities and by that I mean war, the necessity of war. This is not dollies in nappies, ladies. Do you understand the elemental nature of the question?”

To the scattering of applause Richard Thorke slightly nods. Then a cloud passes over the sun and a storm of violent shadows sketches the walls of the Victoria Club—troubled oceans and sliding continents.

“We owned the second pew,” says Richard Thorke. “Mum’s knees were bruised from it. And still, we cleaned the church on Thursdays. Sang choir Tuesdays. Mum’s hands did the braiding of the church bread, and my father, the man for whom I was named, refused to attend on the matter of principle, his principle, though that would be the principle of the belt.”

Thorke has turned a strange corner, Dorothy thinks. They all stare down the alley with him. The shadows now are buildings cast on brick walls, the dark of it grime and soot. He clears his throat and mutters something inaudible. What should they do? They could sit him in their laps and tell him it’s all right. They could stroke him with their watery hands, tend to him, she thinks, provide, what had he said? Comfort? They could explain to him that his father is long since dead, that all those men eventually die and that his was not, after all, so unlike most of theirs. She could have stood up and turned and cleared her own throat and said something. Anything. What is this gibberish? she might have said. Is anyone really listening?


But she does not. Instead, she applauds as Thorke abruptly concludes, thanking them for their attendance, complimenting the cooks on the fine luncheon they are about to enjoy, suggesting that afterward they might take a moment and pick up one of his pamphlets in the solarium for a small donation. Thorke is shaking, she can see, as he tucks his notes back into his pocket and bows, appearing, from this close, as if at any moment he might faint.



Richard Thorke’s invitation for coffee doesn’t surprise Dorothy in the least. He has recognized her all along, he says, the Girton girl who interrupted the Anarchists.

They were at Cambridge together a dozen years ago, he will remind her, and then she remembers him—Richard Thorke, one of those earnest men in flying black robes hurrying to Evensong, hymnal tucked underwing.

And did she know, he said, that Terrance Gibson had recently been made Chancellor of the Exchequer?

And did she know, he said, that Richard Paul would soon be appointed to bishop?

“And what of our esteemed leader, William Crawford?” he asks. No doubt Richard Thorke has read of their resumed affair, of what the press has called William’s shady shenanigans: his lack of moral fortitude, his rumored pact with the Hun devils and the wheeler-dealers and the men of industry who fuel this war. William has told her practically nothing and yet she understands enough to know that he will be made rich or rather, richer, and that he will live down the scandal.

They leave the Victoria Club, strolling past cabbage on the walk and potato peels and cigarette stubs, the rubbish collectors unemployed or enlisted. He pauses to light his cigarette and hers.

“You liked it?” Richard Thorke asks. “What did you think?”

She exhales as Richard Thorke waits, his dead eye wandering off to gaze at the moon, just visible now in the beastly sky. Richard Thorke. Fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge University, and recent inductee to the newly established Men for Women’s Suffrage, or MWS, professor of eugenics, Cobbett Chair in evolution, waits to hear what she has to say. They stand momentarily on the walk, or perhaps in a doorway, at the entrance of a pub or eating establishment into which she is not yet allowed. He has pulled her aside. Is his plan then to kiss her? What exactly does he want of her? To advance comfort, is her job. She could do that, couldn’t she? Be useful that way. Women want to be useful, after all, and young boys are dying. They’re bred to be useful, or maybe, they’re bred to breed? She can’t remember which and there’s no time, truly, to think. Richard Thorke needs something. He wants something terribly.

Again she must apologize. She truthfully wasn’t listening.

He smiles, then. “I asked,” Richard Thorke says, “whether you found my talk interesting.”

Dorothy reaches out to take Richard Thorke’s arm, her laugh distracted, automatic, complete.

“Full marks,” she answers. “Bloody brilliant,” she says.



Dorothy makes the hourlong journey back to Wardsbury by train. It is the time of early evening when the heat should magically drift but does not; it settles, solidifying, like too ripe fruit, gelatinous and capable of rot. Bees are out, hideous swarms around the trash bins, and the battered soldier who tears the tickets sits on the shade bench reading, his leg unbuckled and propped against the arm of the bench. The look of that! The saturation of color and the smell—the stench of garbage, the swarming bees, the soldier, leg off, the amplified sun at a slant descending (it occurring to her for the first time how tremendously hot that machinery must be to cart around, buckles and straps and a solid piece of wood, or is it hollow?)—and the memory of Richard Thorke’s lecture, Thorke fresh from Trinity College, Cambridge, fresh from the American Museum of Natural History, New York, fresh from Munich or Bonn: A Short History of Women, the program read: Some Observations on The Woman Question, with apologies to Havelock Ellis, Charles Darwin, and, God knows, she thinks, Jesus Christ. Thorke had smiled when introduced, the sound of the applause in greeting loud before the unbearable quiet as they sat with their small hands in their laps and waited. They were always waiting. Waiting to hear, respectfully listening. Who are we? they wanted to know. Tell us, who? And what should we do next?

Returning to Wardsbury in the early evening heat, everything feels under siege. Dorothy looks at the unbuckled soldier and wonders what he reads though she knows it will disappoint her: elementary verses or the masters Fledge and Doyle on their walking tour of Norway. “Water?” she offers. She has brought a thermos refilled from the luncheon and a pocketbook full of sweets, intended for the children, Nurse, and Penny. “Biscuit?” she says.

“Thank you,” he says.

Crumbs on his lips, he asks her to sit and she does, no other passengers departing or arriving, and she in no hurry to begin the walk home. The station she has known since childhood, the red bricks of it, the rusting Wardsbury sign, enamel blue with white lettering, the papers stacked beneath the conductor’s window where a young man in a greasy shirt once sold tickets to everywhere. She had wanted to go everywhere, had tugged her mum’s hand to take her: the view from the train, first the smokestacks and then the city, and all the places her mum promised she would visit as a bigger girl—St. Paul’s Cathedral, Big Ben, the Tower of London—so much grander, she came to know, from a distance.
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