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            CHAPTER ONE

         
 
         ‘We shall call her Octavia,’ the professor said, gazing down at  the crumpled face of his newborn daughter.
 
         It was stuffy in the bedroom and the air was spiked with  unfamiliar scents and smells – an astringent trace of the lime  tea the midwife would insist on having made, a heaviness of  blood and sweat, a breath of warm linen, the brusque smell  of carbolic soap – but Dr Smith was much too discreet to  notice them. They were part of the great mystery of birth and  that was something from which he had been rightly and  gratefully debarred. Left on his own as the mystery  proceeded, he’d spent the night fidgeting from study to  parlour, aware that what he was suffering was nothing  compared to the torments of his poor dear Amy. From time  to time he’d found himself trembling with cold and anxiety  and was relieved that there were no servants about to see the  state he was in. But now the long hours were over and they  were rewarded by this delicious child. He was breathless with  pride and happiness, as he’d been from the moment the  midwife first eased the baby into his arms, amazed that something so small could rouse him to such heights of  protective rapture. Being a man with a logical intelligence, it  occurred to him that the reason for his reaction was probably  because she was so small – small, soft, sweet-smelling, wool-wrapped,  trusting. Ah, the trust of that tiny hand actually  holding his finger! But for the moment logic was roared aside  by the power of his feelings. ‘Octavia Smith,’ he said. ‘It is the  only possible name. Octavia Smith, born on the eighth day of  the eighth month of the year 1888. Think of it, my love. She  is a numerical delight.’
         
 
         The numerical delight caught her breath and gave a short  sharp sneeze, like a cat. ‘Exquisite!’ her father said.
 
         Watching them from the needed support of her mound of  lace-edged pillows, Amy Smith was warm with emotion too,  flooded with the most passionate love for this new daughter  of hers but caught up in the old half-amused, half-delighted  affection for her dear J-J, standing there with his hair on end,  his whiskers bristling and his brown eyes dark with adoration.  How magnificently absurd he was and how loving. ‘Perhaps,  my dear,’ she said, her voice gentle with exhaustion and  affection, ‘we should consider that Octavia is usually reserved  for the eighth child. Might she not be teased for it?’
 
         ‘Not a bit of it,’ J-J said. ‘She will have the strength of  character not to be teased. No, no, it is a capital name for a  capital baby. Besides, old conventions exist to be broken, need  to be broken, one might almost say, or they stand in danger of  growing stale.’
         
 
         The midwife looked at him sharply. That sounded just a  little bit too much like the beginning of an argument and the  one thing she was not going to allow was an argument with a  newly delivered mother. It had been a strenuous birth and her patient needed rest and recuperation. She padded across the  room, quiet in her house shoes, and took command.
         
 
         ‘Time for our sleep, Professor Smith,’ she said, removing the  baby from his arms. ‘It’s been a long night.’
 
         ‘It has, Nurse,’ the professor agreed. ‘A very long night, but  it ends in triumph.’ He realised that he was still in his evening  clothes and now it was half past five in the morning and the  sky beyond the window was pearl white with the promise of  a hot summer’s day. Not that he was allowed to catch more  than a glimpse of it, for the midwife had tucked the baby into  her crib and was already pulling down the blinds to darken  the room.
 
         He tiptoed to the bedside and sat down gently, taking Amy’s  limp hand and kissing her fingers. ‘My clever darling,’ he said.
 
         Amy’s limbs were heavy with the need to sleep and it was  all she could do to keep her eyes open, but she asked her  question nevertheless, even though she knew what his answer  would be.
 
         ‘Are you happy?’
 
         ‘Beyond words.’
 
         ‘After all these years,’ she said. ‘Eleven years. I’m so sorry I  took so long.’
 
         He gentled a forefinger across her lips, forbidding any more  apology. ‘It is behind us now,’ he told her. ‘Octavia is here and  that is all that matters. Now I must go downstairs and leave  you or Nurse will be after me for being a heartless husband.’
 
         Amy smiled drowsily as she closed her eyes. ‘You are never  that,’ she said. ‘You are always the most loving…’
 
         Downstairs in the book-lined masculinity of his study, the  professor brisked into the day, folding back the shutters and  lifting the window to let in some fresh air and reveal his first welcome sight of the square. There was something extremely  satisfactory about the deliberate proportions of a Georgian  square, even a small and rather humble one like this. He had  felt it from that first afternoon, when he and Amy had moved  in, newly wed and unsure of one another, she clinging to his  arm for comfort, he soothed by the beautiful balance around  him. Achieved according to mathematical principles, of  course. When Octavia grew older, he would explain it to her.  Meantime he would enjoy it for a few seconds while he got his  breath back.
         
 
         The church in the centre of the square was sharp-edged  with sunlight, its doors open for matins, and the streets  around it were already peopled and busy. A barefoot boy with  a bucket and spade was hard at work on the south side,  scooping up a pile of horse manure, and the housemaid at  number 12 was on her hands and knees scrubbing the  doorstep. He could hear the swish of her brush from where he  stood. He noticed that the dairyman had arrived and was  serving a group of aproned women, carefully measuring the  milk from his churn into their jugs, as they stood in a semicircle  round his cart, enjoying the sun and gossiping, and the  baker was on his rounds too, bent sideways by the weight of  his wicker basket, his pony waiting quietly between the shafts  of his dusty bread van.
 
         How patient labouring creatures are, the professor thought,  and how easily taken for granted. There is much in our lives  that needs change. And now change had come to his own life,  sneezing like a cat, and all thought and action had been turned  in a new direction.
 
         His journal lay open on the desk waiting to receive the first  and best of the day. He took up his pen and started to write in his admirable copperplate, taking pains with every word as  he always did.
         
 
         ‘Mirabile dictu,’ he began. Only the grace and elegance of  Latin was good enough for such an occasion. ‘Octavia Smith  born 4.45 this morning. Amy came through the ordeal well,  but somewhat exhausted. Baby strong. Weight 6lbs 2ounces.  Eyes large, blue. Hair fair as far as I can ascertain.  Temperament equable. We shall expect great things of her.’
         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         
 
         ‘There’s that dratted child up to no good again,’ the housemaid said, glancing up at the kitchen ceiling. It was only four o’clock in the afternoon but her face was already pinched with fatigue. ‘She’s running about in the hall. That’s what she’s doing, naughty little thing. Hark at her, crashing all about. She’s worse than a wagonload of monkeys.’ She picked up the nursery tea tray with both hands, partly to show how cross she was and partly to hold it steady. ‘She needs taking in hand, that’s my opinion. They should give her a good hiding instead of letting her run wild all over the place. Well, she’d better not get under my feet, that’s all. I got enough to do without a spoilt brat under my feet all the time.’
 
         Mrs Wilkins was lacing a leg of mutton with sprigs of rosemary. As cook-housekeeper to the family, she had more important things to attend to than the antics of a naughty six-year-old. That was Nurse’s business and let her get on with it. There was going to be a very special dinner party that evening and Professor Smith wanted everything just so. It made a lot of extra work, even though she’d managed to spread it over two days, and even though she’d got two parlour maids in from the agency to help lay the table and serve and clear. Still, all things considered, she was doing pretty well. The chocolate Bavarois were set and ready, all lined up on the dresser in their pretty cups, the soup was in the stockpot and only needed heating up and a curl of cream, Molly was peeling the potatoes, Mary’d made the nursery tea, so that was taken care of, but there was still the fish course to prepare, to say nothing of all the other vegetables, and time was getting on. ‘She’s just a pickle,’ she said mildly. ‘Little girls are like that the world over. Make sure you put enough salt in them potatoes, Molly.’
         
 
         Molly sprinkled salt obediently but Mary was disgruntled. ‘Never mind pickle,’ she complained. ‘You don’t see the half of it down here all the time. Not like we do, eh Molly? She’s a fiend. Charging about all over the place! An’ it’s ten times worse when them cousins come. They’re like a bunch a’ lunatics.’
 
         ‘Mind how you go then,’ Mrs Wilkins advised, as the maid headed for the door. ‘Oh, an’ tell Boots to light the gas when he’s done the fires or you won’t be able to see what you’re about.’ Afternoon light in late September was always difficult to judge and she’d been so preoccupied with the joint she hadn’t noticed how dark it was getting.
 
         Mary toiled up the stairs through the sooty shadows, muttering to herself. ‘And where’s Boots when you want him? Tell me that. Stupid boy. Never mind tell him to light the gas. If I wants it done I shall have to do it meself.’
 
         To her relief, the hall was clear. No sign of the child or the cousins, although she could hear them whispering somewhere nearby. Thank the Lord for small mercies, she thought, and she carried the tray to the hallstand, balancing it carefully. It’d be safe there while she lit the gas.
 
         But she never got the chance to set it down. The door to the master’s study was flung open so suddenly and violently that it thudded against the jamb, and the three children erupted into the hall, squealing and shrieking. They were running so fast they’d banged into her legs before she could get out of the way. She jumped and screamed, as the tray tilted sideways, teacups rattling, then the biscuits slid off the doily, milk leapt from the jug in a curved slopping dollop and the teapot threw its lid into the air and sprayed hot tea all over the hallstand, across the runner and up the wall.
         
 
         ‘Oh, you nasty, horrible, beastly girl!’ Mary yelled, putting the wrecked tray on the stand. ‘Now look what you’ve gone and made me do. Why can’t you stay in the nursery where you belong?’
 
         Octavia put her hand to her mouth in alarm. ‘I never meant…’ she began.
 
         But the hall was too rushed with action for her voice to be heard, the cousins retreating backwards towards the stairs, owl-eyed, Boots and the agency maids pushing one another out of the dining room, delighted by the sound of disaster, Mrs Smith calling from the landing, ‘Is everything all right?’ And before anyone could call back to reassure her, there was the sound of a key in the lock and the professor stood before them, booming like a cannon and making them all jump, because they weren’t expecting him home so soon. ‘What’s this? What’s this?’
 
         ‘They come out the study, sir, ’fore I could stop ’em,’ Mary said, getting her explanation in before her character could be blackened. ‘They was like bats out a’ hell, sir, begging your pardon. It’s a wonder I never dropped the lot. I couldn’t help it. Miss Octavia run right into me legs.’
 
         ‘Is this true, Tavy?’ J-J boomed at his daughter.
         
 
         Octavia had to swallow before she answered him. He looked so fierce and tall with the columns of those long black legs rising before her and that brown beard bristling like a lion’s mane and his brown eyes so stern, and she did so hate it when he was cross. Besides, it had all happened so quickly she couldn’t remember running into anybody’s legs. But somebody had or the tea wouldn’t be spilt. Somebody had and it could have been her. So she spoke up honestly and admitted her fault, because that was what you had to do. Tell the truth and shame the devil. ‘Yes, Papa.’
         
 
         ‘You ran into her legs?’
 
         Oh dear, Octavia thought. He is cross. He won’t let me stay up and see the people now. And she did so want to see the people. They were the most important people in London. She knew because he’d told her. But she’d accepted the blame and now she had to stick to it. ‘Yes, Papa,’ she said, miserably. ‘I didn’t mean to.’
         
 
         ‘Your intentions are immaterial,’ her father told her sternly. ‘It is the consequence of our actions that we have to consider. You were the cause of this mess. Very well then. You must clear it up. Go down to the kitchen with Mary and get a bucket and a dust shovel and brush and whatever else you need.’
 
         The listening servants drew in their assembled breath in surprise. That’s a skivvy’s work. He ain’t never going to make a child do it. Surely to goodness. That ain’t right.
 
         His judgement had baffled Octavia too. She looked from his steady face to the dark patches spreading across the Turkey carpet and wondered what she would have to do to clean them. Until that moment cleaning was something that was done by the servants, something that happened out of sight that she didn’t have to bother about. There was a swish of skirts on the stairs and she glanced up to see that her mother was halfway down, and looking protective. Perhaps she would be able to make him change his mind. She could sometimes. ‘Mama,’ she said. ‘I’m dreadfully sorry. I didn’t mean to.’
         
 
         Her appeal was answered at once. ‘J-J, my dear,’ Amy said, in her soft way, descending the last three stairs, one elegantly lace-edged hand on the banister. ‘She is very young. Perhaps we should consider.’
 
         ‘I have considered,’ J-J said, handing his hat and gloves to Mary in the manner of a man to whom reconsideration is impossible. ‘She has been foolish and admitted it and now she must make amends. I don’t expect to come home to a hall swimming in tea.’ Then he frowned at Boots and the agency maids. ‘Have you no work to do that you stand here gawping? Why are the lights not lit?’
 
         The maids slithered back into the dining room, avoiding his eye, while Boots took a matchbox from his apron pocket and rushed forwards to make his own amends. ‘I was just a-going to do it, sir.’
 
         ‘Then be about it,’ his master said. ‘Don’t just stand there. This is an important evening. I want everything just so. Set a fresh tray, Mary, and bring it up to us directly. Octavia, I depend upon you to do your best. Come and tell me when everything is clean and proper.’ And he took his wife’s hand and walked them both upstairs, with the cousins trailing behind him, looking sheepish.
 
         ‘She is very young,’ Amy tried again. Her voice was more determined now that they’d reached the landing and the servants were out of earshot but her forehead was wrinkled with doubt and anxiety. ‘Only six. Could we not find some other way?’
         
 
         ‘She is being raised according to the best libertarian principles,’ J-J said, speaking firmly because he was beginning to have doubts himself, ‘to take responsibility for her actions. Actions have consequences, no matter what age you may be. It is never too young to learn that. She has given us test of our intentions rather earlier than I expected, that is true, but all the more reason to stand firm upon what we believe.’
 
         Left behind in the hall, Octavia stood firm beside the jardinière, twisting the hem of her pinafore between her finger and thumb and looking at the mess. The hall grew larger by the second, the gaslight more revealing, the stains deeper. There was tea everywhere. How would she manage to clean it all up? She knew it would have to be done but where would she begin?
 
         Mary watched her as she set the tray to rights. Now that the child was actually being punished she felt quite sorry for her. It was no joke to be asked to clean up a carpet runner and wash down a hallstand and get spots off a wallpaper, as she knew only too well. She looked at the thin wrists above those twisting fingers, the pale, troubled face beneath that fuzz of fair hair, those skinny black-stockinged legs, the awkward stance of those black boots, and the sight wrung her heart. ‘Never mind, eh?’ she said. ‘I’ll help yer.’
 
         The words stiffened Octavia’s spine. She couldn’t bear to be pitied and especially by a servant. ‘No thank you,’ she said. She was instantly determined, chin up, mouth set, blue eyes hardening, ‘I’ll manage.’
 
         She’s just like her father, Mary thought. Pig-headed, the pair of ’em. ‘Wait there then,’ she said, ‘an’ I’ll get the things. Shan’t be a tick.’
         
 
         She was as good as her word, returning in three minutes with a pail full of water, a dust shovel and brush, two mops, polish, clean cloths and a thick slice of stale bread. ‘That’s fer the wallpaper,’ she explained. ‘I’d better do that, ’cause it’s a tricky business, wallpaper, an’ I’m certain sure he never meant you to do everything. You can start on the carpet, can’t yer? That’s took the worst of it. Take one a’ them little cloths and press it right down on the stain, hard as you can. That’s right. That’s took up a lot of it. See? Now rinse it in the pail and wring it out tight as you can. Then you got it about right fer the next bit. Be quick though. Tea can stain sommink chronic.’
 
         They worked in silence for a few minutes except for the splash of water, the occasional plop of the gaslight and the soft frotting of bread on wallpaper. Octavia found that it was easier to press the cloth into the carpet if she stood on it and, as there was no one around to tell her she shouldn’t, that was what she did. She was impressed by the way the maid was easing the tea stains from the wallpaper with her slice of bread, brushing down and down, always in the same direction. And Mary was touched by the child’s determination, wringing out the cloth with those skinny little hands and going at it like a good ’un. She might be a bit of a pickle, she thought, but she’s got spunk. There’s no denying that. An’ she could’ve ratted on her cousins. They was every bit as bad as her. But she never.
         
 
         After a while, Molly appeared with the second tea tray and carried it carefully upstairs, cups rattling. They could hear the clatter from the kitchen, the clink of cutlery in the dining room, the regular tick of the hall clock. And at last the carpet was clean again, the floorboards swept and polished, the hallstand buffed to a sheen, and there was only the tiniest spatter of brown teardrops among the vine leaves of the wallpaper.
         
 
         Their labours had brought them together, like conspirators outwitting the rest of the house, smiling at one another. Mary had quite forgotten how cross she’d been; Octavia was relieved to see what a good job they’d done – except for the marks on the wallpaper.
 
         ‘He won’t be cross about the little stains, will he?’ she asked her ally.
 
         ‘No, course not,’ Mary said, as she gathered up her mops and brushes. ‘He won’t even see ’em. He’ll be proud of yer. See if he ain’t. Pop upstairs an’ tell him you’ve finished.’
 
         So Octavia said, ‘Thank you for helping me,’ because you have to remember your manners, and ran up the stairs to collect her father. And he did seem pleased with her, for he stood in the hall, fairly beaming. So perhaps she was forgiven.
         
 
         ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Now you must come up to the nursery and have a bite to eat with your cousins. I’ve made them wait for you so I expect they’re hungry too.’
 
         ‘Am I still allowed to stay up and see the people?’ Octavia asked as she followed him back upstairs.
 
         He was looking at her hands and noticing how red and sore they were. Poor little thing, he thought. I’ve been very hard on her and she’s no age. Amy was right. I should have found another way. ‘Why should you not be?’ he said gruffly.
 
         ‘Because I was naughty.’
 
         ‘You have made amends,’ he said, taking her roughened hand and patting it, ‘and now the matter is closed. Over and done with. Of course you shall see our guests. They are great men and women. The best of our society. You can’t miss a chance like this. I’ve given Nurse instructions to tell you who they all are, one by one as they come in. You won’t miss any of it. You’re to sit just inside my study. You can see everything from there.’
         
 
         Octavia smiled at him, her solemn face lifted and rounded, her blue eyes shining in the gaslight. Then she put up her arms to hug him, and he stooped towards her so that she could fling them round his neck and kiss him. ‘Oh, thank you, Papa. Thank you, thank you, thank you.’
 
         He was warmed by her affection, as he always was. But this time he was shamed by it too. She might be naughty – that was only to be expected – but she was so loving and such a nice child. She never bore grudges, she hadn’t told tales on her cousins – and they were every bit as much to blame as she was – and she’d taken her punishment like a trooper. ‘I gave you my word,’ he said, ‘and I always keep my word.’
 
         So that evening, when the cousins had gone home and she’d had her supper and changed into her nightgown ready for bed and said goodnight to Mama, who’d rubbed some of her special cream on her sore hands, he led her downstairs and installed her in his great leather armchair in the study. With a shawl over her shoulders and a rug round her legs to keep her warm, and Nurse sitting on the Windsor chair behind her with a list of all the guests so that she could be kept informed, he left her to watch the arrival of the great and the good.
 
         They were certainly very grand in their evening dress. Some of the gentlemen had capes over their shoulders and the ladies were in elaborate gowns made of satin and velvet with tiny waists and huge puffed sleeves, and some of them wore beautiful necklaces that glittered in the gaslight. Mr Wilkins was sporting his butler’s suit with a very stiff collar and making a great fuss of greeting them and taking their capes and hats and gloves. It was quite a while before he escorted them upstairs to the drawing room, where Mama and Papa were waiting for them, so she had a really good view.
         
 
         The third pair to arrive were an odd-looking couple, she very tall and grand in a beautiful blue dress with huge leg a’ mutton sleeves, he small and dark with glasses and an odd-looking black beard.
 
         ‘Mr and Mrs Webb,’ Nurse whispered. ‘They’re the leaders of the Fabian Society.’
 
         ‘What’s that?’
 
         ‘I’m not exactly sure of the ins and outs of it,’ Nurse whispered. ‘I think it’s politics. You’d better ask your father. See the man who’s just come in? Now that’s Mr Bernard Shaw. I’ve seen his picture in the papers.’
 
         He was very tall and straight and had lots of ginger hair and a big ginger beard and a jolly way of moving, as if he was going to break out into a dance. And he wasn’t wearing evening dress, just a brown suit, which was rather odd.
 
         Octavia watched him closely, intrigued by his appearance. ‘Is he a foreign gentleman?’ she whispered.
 
         ‘He’s Irish, I believe,’ Nurse said. ‘I suppose that’s foreign. He makes speeches.’
 
         ‘What about?’
 
         ‘I couldn’t say. But I know he does because I read it in the papers.’
 
         Octavia looked at him again. He was standing aside to make room for two more arrivals, a large fat man and a lady with a lot of frizzy hair drawn up into a bun on the top of her head. He obviously knew them because they were greeting one another like old friends.
         
 
         ‘Now that’s Mr William Morris,’ Nurse said, with great satisfaction. ‘I’d know him anywhere. He’s been here before. Your papa thinks the world of him.’
 
         Mr William Morris was coughing, his big fat shoulders shaking with effort and his face quite puce. And his wife was watching him, looking anxious.
 
         ‘He’s got an awful cough,’ Octavia said, feeling sorry for him.
 
         ‘Something the matter with his lungs, so they say,’ Nurse told her. ‘Poor man. He made the wallpaper in the hall.’
 
         Octavia wasn’t sure she wanted to know that. What if he saw the stains? But he didn’t. He and the ginger man were following Mr Wilkins up the stairs, talking to one another in very loud voices, and Boots was opening the door to the next arrivals.
 
         Another couple, a pompous-looking man with white hair plastered to his skull with Macassar oil and a gold-rimmed monocle jammed into his left eye, and close behind him, a very beautiful lady with thick dark curly hair and huge dark eyes. She was wearing an extraordinary green dress, quite unlike anything Octavia had ever seen before, long and flowing and patterned at the neck and wrists with blue and green embroidery and little glass beads. She looked like someone from a fairy story, as if she could cast spells, or grant wishes, or fly in the air, or read your thoughts. It was necessary to whisper very, very quietly while she was in the hall. ‘Who is the lady, Nurse?’
 
         ‘Her married name is Mrs Bland,’ Nurse said, ‘so the gentleman must be Mr Bland, but it says here she writes under the name of E Nesbit.’
 
         ‘What does she write?’
         
 
         ‘I couldn’t say. You’ll have to ask your father.’
 
         The hall was emptying. Boots had gone back to the kitchen and the three guests were following Mr Wilkins upstairs.
 
         ‘That’s the lot,’ Nurse said, speaking in her normal voice and becoming her usual brisk self again. ‘You’ve seen them all now. Time you were in bed. Chop, chop!’
 
         It was hard to be in bed with all those important voices talking and laughing in the dining room below her. Papa said they were the best and the wisest of their generation and they were going to change the world, so perhaps that’s what they were doing. They were certainly making enough noise.
 
         I wonder what the world will be like when they’ve changed it? she thought. I hope they won’t change the square. Or this house. I like this house, even when I have to clean the carpet. It’s a jolly sort of house. She wished she could sneak downstairs and sit in a corner of the dining room and watch these important people and hear what they were saying. She couldn’t, of course, because little girls weren’t allowed at dinner. And anyway, she probably wouldn’t understand them. Grown-ups talked in such riddles.
 
         But in fact it would have been instructive for her, for they were discussing education in general and her own education in particular.
 
         ‘I can see no harm in children being educated at home,’ Mrs Bland was saying, ‘providing their parents can provide them with the necessary books and have the time and patience to use them.’
 
         ‘And the wit,’ her husband put in, wiping his lips on his napkin.
 
         ‘I’m afraid I can’t agree with you,’ Mr Morris told them, happily mischievous. ‘Parents are the worst possible people to educate their young.’
         
 
         ‘You’re surely not suggesting that we should send our children to school?’ J-J teased. ‘What was it you said in your article?’
 
         ‘That board schools are instruments of repression,’ William Morris agreed. ‘Yes, so I did, and it’s entirely true. They exist to provide subservient hands for factories in peacetime and cannon fodder for armies when we are at war. That is their function, which is why they are such unpleasant places. Don’t you agree, Bernard?’
 
         ‘I can’t think of a single school I would be prepared to send my children to,’ Mr Shaw said, ‘ever supposing I have any. But as to what is to be done with them if we don’t send them to school, I couldn’t say. Perhaps we should take the advice of the good Dean Swift and make roast joints and meat pies of them.’
 
         The agency maids were so shocked that they forgot they weren’t supposed to gasp, but fortunately the guests were laughing so loudly that nobody noticed.
 
         ‘On the whole,’ J-J said when the noise had subsided a little, ‘I think I would prefer not to eat my Octavia. At least not yet. So what is to be done with her?’
 
         ‘If you must send her to school,’ Mrs Bland advised, ‘make sure it is one that will encourage her to think and allow her space and time to develop.’
 
         ‘That is my opinion entirely,’ Amy said, ‘but where are we to find such a place?’
 
         ‘I’m told there is a very good girls school in Hampstead,’ Mrs Bland said. ‘The North London Collegiate School. It’s a little out of the way but you might consider it.’
 
         ‘We might indeed,’ Amy agreed, smiling at her husband and thinking, we could move house and then we would be nearer. This house is far too small for all the people he invites into it. The nursery is positively cramped and you can barely turn round in his study, and Mrs Wilkins really ought to have a bigger kitchen for all these dinner parties. It’s high time we had something better. She would have to be tactful about suggesting it, for she knew – who better? – how stubborn he could be and how resistant he was to change, despite the versatility of his mind. But then, glancing at him again, she noticed that he was beginning to get upset so the subject had to be dropped. Dear J-J, she thought. He simply can’t bear the thought of handing his darling over to someone else. He’ll be stubborn about that too. But it will have to be done sooner or later. Education is too important to be left to one person, however loving.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         
 
         Octavia was looking forward to her first great adventure. Mama said she was a very privileged little girl to be given such an opportunity, and although she wasn’t quite sure what being privileged meant nor what an opportunity was, she knew it was something good because of the sound of Mama’s voice when she told her.
 
         ‘You’ve learnt to read and write quite splendidly,’ Mama said one afternoon when they were snuggled up together on the big settee in the drawing room, ‘and you can do all your sums, thanks to Papa, and now you’re eight years old and I’ve got something quite wonderful to tell you. In September, when you are nine, your papa and I are going to let you go to school. Think of that! You’ll be able to learn all sorts of things at school – History and Geography and French and Botany and Science. The headmistress is the first lady ever to become a Doctor of Science. The very first. Won’t it be grand?’
 
         Octavia agreed that it would be. Very grand. But, as she found out in the next few days, it was also going to be complicated, for besides being sent to school it seemed they were all going to move house and live in another part of London.
         
 
         ‘It’s a fine big house,’ her father told her, ‘which will be better for all of us, but it will be an upheaval for your mama so I must be quite sure it is a wise move. You do want to go to school, don’t you?’
         
 
         She assured him that she did, very much, but instead of smiling as she expected, he looked away from her and sighed, which was very odd.
 
         ‘You must be very good on moving day,’ he warned. ‘You must do as you’re told in every particular. Do you promise me?’
 
         Of course she did, most earnestly.
 
         ‘If everything goes as it should,’ he said, ‘I will take you up to London to see the Jubilee. How would you like that?’
 
         Oh, she would, very, very much. The Jubilee was going to be the finest show that London had ever seen. It said so in the papers. There was going to be a grand parade with thousands of soldiers and hundreds of horses and people were coming to take part in it from all over the Empire because the queen had been reigning for sixty years.
 
         ‘Very well then,’ Papa said. ‘It’s settled. Just be sure not to worry your mother.’
 
         But as the days went by Mama didn’t seem to be worrying about anything. She was just cheerfully busy. First, she ordered a removal van and escorted two strange men in overalls all over the house, explaining things to them while they made notes in a dog-eared pocketbook. Then she spent days and days packing all Papa’s books into enormous tea chests, and checking while Molly and Mary emptied the linen cupboard and folded up their clothes and stacked piles and piles of things into the travelling trunk. And then she was on hand while Mrs Wilkins took everything out of the cupboards in the kitchen and wrapped all the china in newspaper until there was nothing left on the dresser, and when that was done Mama went from room to room tying labels on all the furniture, as happily and easily as if she’d been doing it all her life. Now and then she even broke into a song. And now here they were in a cab smelling of leather and horses, clopping through the streets to a place called Hampstead, because that was where they were going to live. It was right near the school and next to a fine common called Hampstead Heath, where there were ponds and trees and they could go for some splendid walks, and a town where there were lots of shops that sold everything you could possibly think of. Mama was so excited the tip of her nose was pink.
         
 
         ‘Here we are,’ she said, leaning forward to look out of the window. ‘This is the street.’
 
         It was a very long street built on the side of a hill and the houses were all very grand, three stories high with great sloping roofs covered in grey tiles and huge windows – not straight flat ones like they’d had in their old house, but curved into bays with three window frames in every one – and a white porch over the front door with two white pillars to hold it up.
 
         ‘Isn’t it splendid?’ Mama said, admiring it. ‘What do you think of it?’
 
         Octavia looked at it too. ‘It’s not like our old house.’
 
         ‘No,’ Mama agreed as the driver reined in his horse. ‘It isn’t. This is a new house with a bathroom and a garden and everything just as it ought to be. We’re only the second family to live in it. Think of that. It will be much, much nicer than our old house.’
 
         It was certainly much, much bigger. And very grand. There was a path of black and white tiles leading to the front door, like a long chequer board, and the door itself was like a stained glass window in a church, all reds and blues and golds in oblongs and diamonds and shapes like flattened flowers. But there wasn’t time to admire it because the removal van had drawn up beside the gate and one of the removal men was carrying Papa’s great leather chair into the house, holding it in front of him and staggering under the weight of it. Octavia and Mama stood together on the little front lawn while he struggled with it into the hall, and after a while she saw a shape approaching from the darkness at the end of the hall and there was Aunt Maud. She was wearing a thick holland apron and her hair had fallen out of its bun and was curling in damp strands onto her cheeks.
         
 
         ‘Such a to-do,’ she said, as they stepped into the hall. ‘I don’t know where they think they’ve put the tea chests. They’re all over the shop. I can’t find a thing.’
 
         ‘Well, I’m here now,’ Mama said. ‘It’ll be better with the two of us. Where are the children?’
 
         ‘I put them in the garden,’ Aunt Maud said. ‘We don’t want them under our feet all the time.’
 
         ‘Very sensible,’ Mama agreed. ‘Octavia can go and join them, can’t you, Tavy? Is Baby there too?’
 
         ‘All the lot of them,’ Aunt Maud said. ‘One thing I will say. Mrs Wilkins has done marvels in the kitchen. Come and see. That’s the back door, Tavy. Just go through.’
 
         It led into a garden like a little park. Octavia could hardly believe her luck. There was the dearest little cherry tree on one side and quite a big apple tree on the other, and two flower beds edged with terracotta tiles and simply full of flowers, and a lawn like a meadow, all tall grass and buttercups. But best of all was the view beyond the wall, for the garden sloped down to the edge of the heath and there was an enormous blue lake just outside the gate simply asking to be explored or paddled in – or even swum in. What fun!
         
 
         Her cousins were sitting on a wooden seat under the cherry tree with the baby’s pram parked in the tall grasses alongside them. Cyril was scowling and the baby was fully absorbed in hitting the side of the pram with his rattle but Emmeline looked up and called to her. ‘’Lo, Tavy.’
 
         ‘Are we to go in now?’ Cyril asked.
 
         ‘I don’t think so,’ Octavia told him. ‘They said I was to stay out here with you.’
 
         ‘I don’t see why we have to stay here the whole time,’ Cyril said, kicking a flowerpot. ‘It’s not fair.’
 
         ‘Because we do,’ his sister told him firmly. She was very nearly eleven and a quarter now and two superior years older than Cyril, so she knew how a little brother should be treated. ‘They’re carrying the furniture in and they don’t want us under their feet. It’s no good getting ratty, Squirrel. You’ve just got to put up with it. They’ll let us in presently. Ma promised. Make room for Tavy. I tell you what, let’s play cat’s cradle.’
 
         Cyril stood up and kicked the flowerpot into the middle of the lawn. ‘Pooh to cat’s cradle,’ he said. ‘That’s a baby game. I don’t want to sit on a rotten old seat all day, playing cat’s cradle. I want to see inside the house. What’s the good of bringing us here if they’re not going to let us in? I don’t see why I should spend my half term sitting in a rotten garden. I’m going to climb that tree.’
 
         ‘It’s not a rotten garden,’ Emmeline said, pulling the string into its first pattern ready to start the game. ‘It’s lovely. And mind you don’t fall. Your turn, Tavy.’
 
         Octavia was just as eager to see the house as he was but she had greater patience, and besides, she knew she had to be good or Papa wouldn’t take her to see the Jubilee. So she settled herself onto the seat next to her cousin and lifted the string into its next pattern. ‘Fish in a dish!’ she said.
         
 
         ‘You’ve cut out two goes,’ Emmeline said, much impressed. ‘How did you do that?’ Then the baby dropped his rattle over the edge of the pram and began to cry for it so she had to stop to attend to him. ‘There it is, Podge! Don’t cry. There it is.’ But he went on crying even when the rattle was put in his hand and in the end she had to undo his reins and lift him out to comfort him. ‘Isn’t he a little duck?’ she said, bouncing him on her knee.
 
         ‘Quack, quack!’ Cyril mocked from the apple tree.
 
         ‘Don’t take any notice of your brother,’ Emmeline advised. ‘He’s just being ratty. I think you’re a darling and so does Tavy. When I grow up I’m going to have lots and lots of babies.’
 
         ‘When I grow up,’ Cyril said, in his most superior way, ‘I’m going to be a famous explorer and travel all over the world discovering things. I’ll bet they won’t say I can’t come into the house then.’
         
 
         ‘They won’t let you be an explorer if you don’t do as you’re told,’ his sister said scathingly.
 
         ‘That’s all you know!’ Cyril said, climbing higher. ‘You don’t have to do as you’re told if you’re an explorer. You just have to explore and find new countries and do daring deeds. You two can stay at home and have babies but I’m going to be important. So there.’
 
         ‘I’m going to be important too,’ Octavia said, stung by his scathing tone.
 
         ‘No you’re not.’
         
 
         ‘I am too. I’m going to change the world.’
 
         He looked down on her from the twin heights of male superiority and the apple tree. ‘Girls can’t change the world,’ he said.
 
         ‘Why not?’
 
         ‘Because they’re girls. Boys change the world.’
 
         ‘What about the queen then?’
 
         ‘You can’t count her. Anyway, she hasn’t done anything. She’s not like an explorer or a general. She doesn’t do things. She’s just the queen.’
         
 
         ‘I think you’re horrid, Cyril.’
 
         ‘I hope you’re not quarrelling,’ Mama’s voice said behind them. ‘I thought we’d have our picnic out here. Come down out of that tree, Cyril, and help me set it out.’
 
         So the quarrel was deferred in favour of ham sandwiches and potted shrimps and glasses of Mrs Wilkins’ lemonade. And after that they all went into the house and helped Mama to unpack Papa’s books and set his study to rights so that when he came home that evening he would find everything exactly as he’d left it in the old house that morning, except that in this house the study was on the top floor with a huge window overlooking the heath and in the old house it had been right by the front door and very dark. But they arranged the furniture in exactly the same positions so that he would know where everything was and even opened his journal at the right page and put fresh ink in the inkwell for him. And he was pleased. He said he would never have believed it and told Mama she was the best wife a man could possibly have, which pleased her and made her nose pink for the second time that day.
         
 
         Aunt Maud and the cousins stayed to dinner that evening and Uncle Ralph arrived at six o’clock to join them, and although the meal was rather late because Mrs Wilkins couldn’t get the hang of the stove, it was very jolly. When it was over Papa said the house was warmed now and no mistake and thanked Aunt Maud for all she’d done to help them. And Aunt Maud said it was nothing and blushed and looked quite pretty. So what with eating and talking, there wasn’t time for Octavia to think about whether girls could change the world until Mama was tucking her up in her old bed in her new bedroom late that night.
         
 
         ‘What a day we’ve had, my Tavy,’ Papa said, as he stooped to kiss her. ‘So many changes.’
 
         And that reminded her. ‘Papa,’ she said. ‘May I ask you something?’
 
         ‘Of course.’
 
         ‘Can girls change the world?’
 
         He smiled at Mama. ‘They do it every day of their lives,’ he said.
 
         ‘No,’ she persisted. ‘I mean like Mr Morris. Really change the world.’
 
         ‘What makes you ask?’ Mama said.
 
         ‘It was something C—’ But then she stopped herself. Naming him might get him into trouble and she didn’t want that, ‘…someone said.’
 
         Cyril, J-J thought, admiring her discretion. Now he realised that this was a serious question so he answered it seriously. ‘I see no reason why not,’ he said. ‘If Dr Pankhurst has his way women will soon be given the vote and then we shall see all manner of changes. The possibilities will be endless.’
 
         Octavia didn’t really understand what he was talking about but she recognised a positive answer when she heard one. ‘Good,’ she said. And closed her eyes. ‘We are going to the Jubilee, aren’t we, Papa?’
         
 
         ‘Of course,’ he said, smoothing her hair.
 
         ‘I thought you didn’t approve of royalty,’ Amy teased.
 
         ‘I don’t,’ he told her, ‘but the child has earned a reward and it will be an education for her to see it. I shall buy the tickets tomorrow.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Jubilee Day was a long time coming. Waiting for it got more difficult as the weeks went by even though there was plenty to keep them occupied in their new house. Something different happened nearly every day. A gardener was hired to tidy the flower beds and mow the lawn – and spent a lot of time grumbling because the last tenants had let it ‘run to rack and ruin’; there were three new servants to help Mr and Mrs Wilkins; decorators arrived to hang fresh wallpaper in all the downstairs rooms, which was nice because it turned out to be exactly the same paper as they’d had at the old house; and on Saturdays Emmeline and Squirrel came to visit and they all went out on the heath and spent the day exploring. It was gloriously hot so they had to be careful that Podge didn’t throw off his sunhat and get sunstroke, but he was pretty good and kept it on – more or less. Cyril fell out of a tree and wouldn’t let them see his bruises. And Emmeline arrived one Saturday to say that Uncle Ralph was going to let her go to the North London Collegiate School too and wouldn’t that be nice? But no matter how much they did and how far they walked, the Jubilee was still ages away. The papers were full of it, with pictures of the queen and her family and details of all the festivities that were planned for the great day. Papa said they were putting up a new grandstand near St Paul’s and that he’d bought three excellent seats for them. ‘You will have a bird’s eye view, I promise you.’ And Mama said if that was the case perhaps they ought to have new outfits for the occasion. What did Papa think?
         
 
         So the outfits were ordered from the dressmaker in Flask Walk and very pretty they were. Amy’s was a suit in lime green silk with ruched frills in the prettiest lilac set diagonally across the skirt and a lilac blouse that was all neat tucks with a white collar that covered her neck right up to her chin and rose in two curved wings on either side of her face. And Octavia had her first proper grown-up costume, in rose pink, finished with grass green bows at shoulder and wrist, which she wore with white silk stockings and white silk gloves and the dearest little straw hat trimmed with pink roses. And then, just when everything was ready, the weather changed and they had a violent thunderstorm. Octavia stood by the drawing room window, watching as the rain whipped the fruit trees and violet clouds massed and brooded over the rooftops.
 
         ‘What will happen if it rains on the day?’ she asked Mrs Wilkins. ‘Everyone will get wet.’
 
         ‘It won’t rain,’ Mrs Wilkins reassured her. ‘Don’t you worry your pretty head. We shall have royal weather. It’s always royal weather for the queen. God bless her. Now come away from the window, there’s a pet. We don’t want you struck with lightning.’
 
         But the morning of the Jubilee was muggy and not at all promising.
 
         ‘You two must take your parasols and I will carry an umbrella,’ J-J decided practically. ‘Then we shall be prepared for every eventuality.’
 
         So with every eventuality catered for, they set off for the City, travelling by horse bus because Papa said that was the best way. But when they got to King’s Cross the driver couldn’t take them any further because so many roads had been closed for the procession, so they had to get off and find some other way to proceed. Professor Smith took his family by the new underground, which Octavia found very exciting. She’d never travelled under the ground before and what with the smell of sulphur and hot oil and dust, the pressure of the crowds and the terrifying clicking of the train as it rushed in and out of the tunnels, she was quite breathless by the time they emerged into the air again.
         
 
         They were in a wide street with very tall buildings on either side, all of them flying the Union Jack and hung about with so many garlands of green leaves that the air prickled with the scent of them and Octavia felt as though she was walking through a forest. The pavements swarmed with people, all very excited and all walking in the same direction. And the sun was shining.
 
         ‘Hold my arms,’ J-J said to his womenfolk. ‘I don’t want you getting lost.’ And off they went along the pavement with all the other people: men in boaters and blazers, smoking cheroots; men in bowlers and brown suits and stiff white collars, smoking cigarettes; women carrying baskets and umbrellas and folding chairs, as if they were off to a picnic; women in summer dresses and bonnets high with flowers and feathers and bright wax fruits; and hordes and hordes of children clutching tiny flags, all of them crushed in close together and all talking at once. ‘D’you ever see such a crowd?’ ‘Soon be there!’ ‘She’s got the weather for it, bless her.’ ‘Watch what you’re doing with that flag, Mildred. You go on like that, you’ll put the lady’s eye out.’ And after several jostling minutes, pushed up against other people’s bony arms and into the hot cloth on their backs, they emerged into a wide square in front of the biggest church that Octavia had ever seen and Papa said they’d arrived.
         
 
         ‘St Paul’s Cathedral,’ he told her. ‘One of the best examples of mathematical architecture in the world. Observe the grace of the columns, Octavia, and the balance of that architrave.’ But his daughter was gazing up at the great grey-blue dome shining in the sunshine above her and was lost in amazement at the scale and beauty of it.
 
         ‘You will see even better from our vantage point,’ her father said, leading her through the crowds again. ‘We go up these steps. Take care. They’re rather rickety. That’s the style. Second tier. Here we are. Now this is better.’
 
         He was right. The view from their high grandstand was breathtaking, for now they could see the entire square in all its multicoloured detail, from the blur of the crowds on the pavements – all hats and faces and restless movement – to the stolid red backs of the guardsmen who lined the kerb, stiff as toy soldiers, their faces half hidden by great black bearskins. There was a statue on a plinth in the centre of the square, surrounded by iron railings, and the road that curved around it was empty, except for two cavalry officers on patient horseback. It looked very pretty because it had been sprinkled with pink sand. ‘To save the horses’ feet,’ Mama explained. But the most impressive sight was the great mass of people who were standing on the cathedral steps in such a blaze of scarlet and gold and white that they looked as though they had burst into flame. There were two huge choirs, one in long red robes and the other in white; dozens of clergy, draped and dramatic, all gold and white and embroidered; generals and admirals in full fig, medals, swords and all, their shoulders hung about with gold braid and their hats plumed with ostrich feathers. Several politicians strutted and looked important while their wives preened beside them, and on the bottom-most step, a line of Yeomen Warders from the Tower, quaint in their odd red and gold jackets. It looked like a huge stage set, painted and peopled and ready for performance.
         
 
         ‘Take a close look,’ J-J advised his daughter. ‘These are the people who run the country.’
 
         ‘They’re very grand,’ Octavia said. ‘Are they the great and the good?’
 
         ‘Not what you and I understand by the term,’ her father told her. ‘Although to be fair I suppose some of them might qualify. We must allow for idealism.’
 
         There was a flurry of activity in the sanded roadway. Two more cavalry officers had arrived and were trotting up to their companions. There was a short conversation and then all four took up positions on either side of the steps, the crowd began to buzz and from somewhere in the western distance they could hear cheers rolling and rising. The parade had begun.
 
         Octavia was enraptured. So many horses, all stepping in line, snorting and tossing their heads, and all the same colour; so many riders in magnificent uniforms: first a troop of guardsmen riding chestnuts, then another in splendid helmets and breastplates that flashed in the sun riding horses as black as silk. ‘Horse Guards,’ Mama explained. But Octavia didn’t care what they were; the sight of them was enough. She leant over the edge of the stand, agog for the next troop, as they rounded the street into the square, one after the other: Dragoon Guards, Hussars, Scots Greys, Cape Mounted Rifles, Trinidad Light Horse, Jamaica Artillery, Lancers of the Indian Empire, magnificent in striped turbans and formidable beards. Even their names were magical. And what colours they wore! Sky blue and gold, scarlet and gold, purple and gold, emerald green and gold. She had never seen anything so gorgeous. The sixteen carriages that brought up the rear of the procession were quite dull by comparison, although the ladies in them were beautifully gowned and held their elaborate parasols above their elaborately hatted heads as delicately as if they were holding flowers.
         
 
         ‘Are there any more soldiers?’ she asked her mother, leaning forward over the edge of the stand and straining to see. The crowd in Fleet Street were cheering like mad and there was a snowstorm of paper flags and white handkerchiefs, so something special must be coming.
 
         It was a black coach with crimson wheels pulled by eight cream coloured horses, all caparisoned in crimson and gold, with postilions in crimson and gold walking importantly beside them, and sitting all on her own on the back seat, facing two rather grand ladies in lilac gowns, was a little fat lady in black, with a small black cap on her white hair, a white parasol above her head and a huge smile on her round face. The queen.
 
         ‘Sixty years,’ Amy said. ‘Think of that, Octavia.’
 
         ‘The richest woman in the world,’ J-J parried. ‘Think of that, Octavia.’
 
         But Octavia was beyond thought, and cheering with the crowd. The noise they were making was so loud it was making her ears ring. ‘Isn’t it wonderful!’ she said.
 
         The coach had come to a stop right in front of the steps and the archbishop was walking down towards it. ‘How will she get into the cathedral past all those people?’ Octavia wondered.
         
 
         But apparently she wasn’t even going to get out of the coach. The ceremony was going to be conducted there on the steps and they were going to see it all. The two choirs were already clearing their throats and settling themselves to be ready. What fun!
 
         It was a very short ceremony, just the ‘Te Deum’, the ‘Old Hundredth’, a blessing, the ‘National Anthem’ and three cheers, but Octavia relished every minute of it. I’ve seen the queen, she thought, on her Diamond Jubilee. And cheered again as the lovely cream horses pulled the coach away, slowly and gently, round the statue and out of her sight.
 
         ‘What did you think of that?’ her mother asked.
 
         ‘I should like to see it all over again,’ Octavia said. ‘I feel quite sad now it’s over.’ And it was sad to see the way everything was breaking up after the event, the crowds shifting and beginning to walk away, the serried ranks of choirs and dignitaries turning and moving, breaking their wonderful patterns, the pink sand littered with discarded paper flags and smeared with trodden manure. ‘But it was wonderful, wasn’t it, Mama? When I grow up I’m going to be rich and famous and ride in a carriage too.’
         
 
         They were negotiating the steps from the grandstand. ‘Well, if that’s the case, miss,’ her mother teased, ‘you will have to find yourself a rich husband.’
 
         Octavia grimaced with distaste at such a suggestion. ‘Oh no, Mama,’ she said seriously. ‘That would be cheating. I mean to be famous in my own right because of something I’ve done.’
 
         Amy smiled. ‘And what will that be, pray?’
 
         ‘I don’t know yet,’ Octavia admitted. ‘Something good and helpful.’
         
 
         ‘You still intend to change the world then?’ her father said, handing her down the last rickety step and onto the pavement again.
 
         ‘Yes, Papa,’ she said. ‘Of course.’
 
         But her father was looking at Mama and offering his hand to help her down the step and the topic seemed to be over.
 
         ‘We could take a little stroll and see the decorations, could we not, J-J?’ Amy said, looking about the square.
 
         Octavia was all for it. ‘Could we, Papa? Oh, do let’s.’
 
         ‘If that is what you would like,’ he said and watched as she skipped towards the steps of St Paul’s, bright and happy in her summer pink. ‘There goes our world shaker,’ he said to Amy, half amused and half proud. ‘Just look at her, my dear. I wouldn’t put anything past her.’
 
         Amy smiled. ‘She’s a good little girl,’ she agreed, and added, because it was too apt an opportunity to miss, ‘once she’s at school, we shall see great things of her.’
 
         ‘You are still determined upon it,’ he said, and his tone was almost reproachful, for they’d discussed the matter so often and at such length and he knew it was settled, but he wasn’t convinced.
 
         ‘Of course,’ Amy said, in her mild way. ‘You know I am, oh ye of little faith. You mustn’t worry so, my dear. Nothing but good will come of it, I promise you.’
 
         ‘I am sorry to have so little faith,’ he said wryly, ‘but schools can be cruel places. I would not wish her to suffer there. Or anywhere for that matter.’
 
         ‘If it is wrong for her, J-J,’ Amy reassured, ‘we will remove her and find a better place. That is agreed.’
 
         But he was frowning and pulling his beard.
         
 
         ‘On the other hand, it could be just the right place at just the right time,’ Amy said. She was so sure of it, yet nothing she said convinced him. She looked up at the great dome of St Paul’s, strong and secure above her head, and knew in her bones that this precious daughter of theirs would move from success to acclaim, through school to university, to an eminent academic career, just like her father, and that school would be the making of her. Why was he so foolish as to doubt it?
 
         Octavia had reached the top of the cathedral steps and turned to urge them to follow. ‘Come on,’ she called. ‘You can see for miles up here.’
         
 
         ‘If that is the case,’ J-J called back, smiling again, ‘we must join you, for what can be better than a clear view?’ But as he strode towards her, he put one hand behind his back and crossed his fingers.
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER FOUR

         
 
         Although her father worried about her all summer and grew more and more concerned as September approached, Octavia slipped into scholarship as easily as a swan into water. Learning was natural to her, for she was an inquisitive child and accustomed to having her questions answered; a classroom held no terrors, because her cousins had taught her how to wait her turn and stand her ground; but above all, she was happy in her skin so naturally she expected to find friends and helpers in this new adventure of hers, and naturally she wasn’t disappointed.
 
         By the end of her first week she had made more than a dozen friends and by the end of the second had established one of them, a small, pale, rather nervous little girl with owl-like glasses, as ‘my best friend, Betty Transom’. By the end of her first term she had decided that Mrs Bryant, their headmistress, was the most wonderful woman she had ever met, not counting Mama, of course. ‘She says we are all capable of great things,’ she reported to her parents when she came home after the final assembly on the last day of term. ‘All of us, every single one. She says times are changing and by the time we are in our twenties there will be all manner of opportunities for us and we are to seize them with both hands. Isn’t that splendid?’ It was so exactly what she wanted to hear that her face was glowing with the delight of it. ‘I think being at school is the best thing ever.’
         
 
         Her cousin Emmeline found the experience far more difficult and in that first term she spent many of her playtimes weeping on Octavia’s shoulder, complaining that the other girls were beastly and she wished she hadn’t come. ‘It’s all very well for you, Tavy,’ she wept. ‘You’re clever. You know the answers.’
 
         ‘Not all of them,’ Octavia admitted honestly. ‘Just say you don’t know, Em. They won’t kill you.’
 
         But Emmeline took a lot of persuading. She’d been the big sister for so long it was hard to be an unimportant newcomer in a class full of larger and more determined girls who all knew their way around. ‘I shall never fit in,’ she mourned.
 
         Cyril was delighted to see her at a disadvantage for once and said she was being silly. He’d found himself a new friend that term and was full of reflected importance, quoting him on every occasion. ‘Meriton Major says school stinks.’ ‘When he grows up, Meriton Major’s going to be a Member of Parliament.’ Now he offered his friend’s philosophy to quell his sister’s fears. ‘I told Meriton Major about you, and he says it’s sissy to be afraid of school.’
 
         ‘I’m sick of Meriton Major,’ Emmeline said. ‘He should try being at our school.’
 
         ‘It’ll get better, Em. Truly,’ Octavia soothed. ‘It’s just you’re not quite used to it yet. Some of it’s good, you’ve got to admit.’
 
         But Emmeline couldn’t see good in any of it. ‘I think it’s all horrid,’ she said. ‘You can’t speak unless you’re spoken to and you mustn’t call out and you mustn’t run and you have to say “please” all the time and they keep making you sign the Appearing Book – I’ve signed it four times already and I was only talking to Sissie – I don’t see why you can’t talk to your best friend – and Pa says I’ve got to stay there until I’m sixteen. Sixteen! That’s five whole years, Tavy, and I never wanted to go there in the first place. Oh, I know I said I did but that was just to please people. What I really want is just to grow up and get married and have lots of babies.’
         
 
         ‘Fathers are awfully funny,’ Octavia observed. ‘Here’s yours really keen for you to be a scholar and I don’t think mine wanted me to go to school at all.’
 
         That surprised her cousin. ‘How do you know that?’ she asked. ‘Did he say?’
 
         ‘No,’ Octavia admitted. ‘He never actually says. That’s how you know it’s important. He goes round and round things, sort of talking at the edges. He was fussing about it all summer and asking me if I was really sure and saying I didn’t have to go there if I didn’t want to. And I love it.’
 
         And loved it more with every new day. Even when the weather grew cold and the sports field was sharp with hoar frost, she couldn’t wait to get out to play, and in the relative warmth of the classroom every lesson brought a new challenge. There were so many books to read and so much to find out. By the end of her second term she had established herself as one of the most intelligent girls in her class. By the time she was eleven and had been elevated to the main school she was being spoken of as ‘university material’ and her father had quite forgotten his anxieties and was happily admitting that he and Amy had made a wise choice in this school.
         
 
         ‘She has a natural aptitude for French,’ he quoted from her latest school report. ‘Her grasp of mathematical principles is commendable. This is all very gratifying, Amy.’
 
         ‘She is a natural scholar,’ Amy agreed and smiled at him. ‘Like her father.’
 
         ‘She shall go to the pantomime,’ he decided, ‘as a reward for good work. And to the Egyptian Hall to see Mr Maskelyne and his magic.’
 
         Octavia enjoyed the pantomime and was intrigued by the famous magician but she would have worked well without any recompense, for learning was now its own reward. The months passed happily, punctuated by feasts and festivals and successes. Now there was a new century coming and the newspapers said it would be the start of a brave new world and would bring much change and progress, which didn’t surprise Octavia at all for wasn’t that exactly what the redoubtable Mrs Bryant had predicted? They all sat up to welcome it in and Octavia and her two older cousins were allowed to drink watered wine to toast its arrival, which was a first for all of them and made them all giggly.
 
         But once the Christmas holiday was over, life at home continued in its old comfortable way and, as far as Octavia could see, the new century was just like the old one only with a different name. There were wars going on in various parts of the world – but weren’t there always? – the Italian king was shot by anarchists, and in Great Britain a new political party was inaugurated. It called itself the Labour Party and was led by a man called Keir Hardie. Her father grew very animated at the news and said that Mr Hardie was first rate and that this was the start of a bloodless revolution and the masters would have to look to their laurels, but Octavia wasn’t interested. She was more concerned with her Latin declensions.
         
 
         Her life was changing but the change was so gradual and easy that she barely noticed it. She had grown taller – that was obvious because Mama had let down all her skirts and dresses and last year’s gym slip didn’t fit at all – but the face that looked back at her from her early morning mirror was unaltered, long and serious, the hair still sandy in colour and very frizzy, the eyes still blue under sandy eyebrows, nose long and straight, mouth wide and pale, teeth white and crooked, hands long-fingered and skinny. Out in the garden the cherry tree had doubled in size, but like her, it had grown gradually and in season and nobody remarked on it. Em and Squirrel had grown taller too, and, at fourteen, Em was beginning to round out into a pretty femininity, but they still wore the same childish faces and fought and argued in the same childish way. Only Podge revealed the passage of time. In the three years since she and Em had started school he’d grown from a plump baby in a pram to a roly-poly toddler, staggering about in his baby skirts, and eventually to a little boy in his first sailor suit with all his pretty curls cut off and his hair trimmed to a big boy’s cut, four and a half years old and full of himself. Emmeline cried to see the sudden change in him and said she’d lost her darling baby but Cyril said it was high time he stopped being a duffer and learnt to stand up for himself. ‘You want to be a big boy, don’t you, Podge? Not a soppy baby.’
 
         And Podge, who was standing on Octavia’s knee so that he could admire his new image in the looking glass, said, yes, he did, and sounded defiantly confident even though the expression on his face was anxious and doubtful.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         In the summer of the first year of the new century the North London Collegiate School reached the fiftieth anniversary of its foundation and the entire school went to a special service in St Paul’s Cathedral – no less – to celebrate. It was an impressive occasion and Octavia was duly impressed, thrilled to think that they were in the self-same cathedral that had welcomed the queen, overawed by the imposing clergy, stirred by the wonderful sound the choir made as their voices echoed up and up into the high spaces of the great dome, uplifted by the rousing speeches in praise of the great work already done by the school, encouraged to think that even greater things lay in the future and that she would be part of them.
         
 
         In the autumn the Conservative party won the general election with four hundred and one seats to everybody else’s two hundred and sixty-eight, and Keir Hardie was elected as Labour MP for Merthyr Tydfil, to whoops of delight from Professor Smith. Then on the second of January in the second year of the new century, the papers were printed with black margins to announce the death of ‘good Queen Victoria’. ‘It is the end of an era,’ The Times said, ‘and we shall never see her like again.’ Special prayers were offered up for her at school and in church, most social functions were cancelled as a mark of respect, and her death and its repercussions were the main topic of conversation wherever the Smith family went. This time Octavia wasn’t impressed at all. It had been exciting to watch the living queen in her carriage by the steps of St Paul’s but it seemed silly to make a fuss about her because she was dead. There was no need to go cancelling parties and staying at home all the time.
         
 
         ‘If it had been someone we knew,’ she said to her cousins when they were all sitting round the drawing room fire on Sunday afternoon, ‘it would have been different. I can’t see the point of making a fuss over someone we don’t know. I don’t see why they’ve got to cancel Betty Transom’s party.’
         
 
         ‘Nor do I,’ Emmeline said. ‘It’s not her fault the queen’s gone and died. What do you think, Squirrel?’
 
         ‘Meriton Major’s got one of those new bicycles,’ Cyril said. ‘I’m going to ask Pa if I can have one too. It’s ripping fun.’
 
         ‘It’s always Meriton Major with you,’ Emmeline said scornfully. ‘I’m tired of hearing about him. Aren’t you, Tavy? It’s so boring, worse than the queen.’
 
         ‘That’s all you know,’ her brother said, tossing his dark hair and picking up the poker to give the coals a good whacking. ‘Actually he’s a dashed good egg. If it hadn’t been for them cancelling Betty’s party you’d have seen him there and then you’d have known.’
 
         But as it was they were denied sight of his hero and on the day of the party they had to content themselves with playing Pit and roasting chestnuts by the fire.
 
         
             

         
 
         The new century rolled on. A wireless message was sent right across the Atlantic Ocean, which was quite amazing; the coronation was postponed because the new king had appendicitis and had to have an operation, which was very serious; the bell tower in Venice collapsed into a heap of rubble – there were pictures in the paper to prove it – and Emmeline finished her unwanted years at school, failed her final examinations and was allowed to leave. She was pretty with relief. Within a week she had put her hair up and left her childhood behind her. She and her mother visited the dressmaker in Flask Walk, on Amy’s recommendation, studied the catalogues and went for several shopping expeditions to the West End. Soon she was fully kitted out as an adult, with all the clothes necessary to her new status: walking costume, day dresses, gloves, hat, silk stockings, button boots and all. She was totally and glowingly transformed.
         
 
         ‘Pa’s going to take me to a play on Friday,’ she confided to Octavia, ‘and a concert on Saturday. I intend to meet lots and lots of people. That’s the best way if you mean to be married and I mean to be married just as soon as ever I can. Oh, you don’t know how lovely it is not to be at school! It’s going to be such fun. You can’t imagine all the things Ma’s got planned for me. It’s going to be a splendid summer.’
 
         ‘Aren’t you coming down to Eastbourne with us?’ Octavia said. The two families always took their summer holidays together, always for four weeks and always in Eastbourne.
 
         But apparently not. She and Aunt Maud were going to stay in Highgate all summer, Cyril was going to France with Meriton Major’s family and only Podge would be playing on the Eastbourne sands that year. It was very disappointing.
 
         ‘I shall miss you,’ Octavia said. And did, for the holiday wasn’t anywhere near so much fun on her own. Despite having a brand new swimming costume – and a very pretty one in sky blue cotton with two thick white frills at knee and elbow and another all round her cap – and despite excellent weather and having Podge to look after and with plenty to do and see, she was often lonely. The donkeys stood in patient lines on the beach, or plodded their well-worn hundred yards of sand, the band played its usual medley of cheerful tunes in the bandstand, the Pierrot company entertained as brashly as ever on the pier, the Punch and Judy man set up his customary stall at the top of the beach, but these things only increased her loneliness. What was the good of them, if there wasn’t anyone to discuss them with? True, she had long talks with her mother and father when they all went for their daily promenade, but adult conversation is not at all the same thing as a gossip with your oldest friend, and a postcard isn’t the same thing either, although she wrote one religiously every day. Emmeline did write back, but only now and then, and with diminishing interest, and by the time the four weeks were over, Octavia had begun to accept that her life had changed whether she would or no.
         
 
         ‘It’ll be nice to see Emmeline again,’ her mother said, as they packed their clothes in the trunk on that last busy day.
 
         Octavia agreed that it would, although privately she wasn’t quite so sure and the expression on her face revealed her feelings to the perceptive eyes of her mother.
 
         ‘And Cyril too,’ Amy pressed on. ‘I wonder how he got on in France. Don’t stand on the towels, Podge, there’s a good boy. You’ll be glad to see your mama again, won’t you? And your brother and sister.’
 
         ‘Not much,’ Podge said. ‘There’s no fun in them. Squirrel’s off with Meriton Major all the time on his rotten bicycle and Em’s got new clothes. It’s all she ever talks about. She says I’m a pest. I’d rather stay here with Tavy and ride the donkeys.’
         
 
         Quite right, Octavia thought. He’s got a lot of sense for a little ’un. But the holiday was over and they would all be having tea together on Sunday, the way they usually did, so perhaps…
 
         It was the oddest tea party. Emmeline was now a most superior young lady, wearing a pink tea gown and a knowing expression. She’d joined her father’s tennis club in Brookfield, had been to so many plays and concerts she couldn’t remember them all, had acquired an artless laugh and a new trick of patting her mounded hair, and was going to have what she called ‘a proper party’ at Christmas for all her new friends. ‘You must come too, Tavy. You’ll adore them.’ And Cyril had come back from his holiday with hair as long as Oscar Wilde and the dark shadow of an incipient moustache on his upper lip, boasting that he’d been speaking French like billy-oh and dropping French phrases into the conversation all the time to prove it. Octavia wanted to laugh at him but she knew it would upset everybody if she did, for his parents were gazing at him in admiration and even Emmeline seemed wary of him.
         
 
         ‘I suppose you’ll soon be going back to school,’ Aunt Maud said as they kissed goodbye. ‘I wish you luck.’
 
         ‘Thank you,’ Octavia said. ‘I’m looking forward to it.’ Which was true. At school she knew where she was and what was expected of her. At school there were friends to confide in.
 
         ‘I just don’t understand my cousin,’ she said to Betty Transom on their first day back. ‘All she ever talks about is what she’s going to wear. And what a lot of young men she’s meeting. It’s really boring.’
 
         ‘Carlotta was just the same,’ Betty said, polishing her glasses. ‘Do you remember her? Long fair hair. Good at games. Sang in the choir. And then the minute she left it was all hats and gloves and “you’ll never believe who I saw at the tennis club!’’ And putting on airs as if she’d never learnt anything in her life.’
 
         ‘I hope I never get like that,’ Octavia said. ‘I think it’s horrid.’
 
         ‘You’ll have to if you want to get married,’ Betty said sagely. ‘That’s how they all go on then.’
 
         ‘If that’s the case, it’s just as well I don’t want to get married,’ Octavia said.
         
 
         ‘Don’t you?’
 
         ‘No,’ Octavia said firmly. ‘I don’t. Not for ages and ages anyway.’
 
         ‘What do you want to do then?’
 
         Octavia had no doubt about that. ‘I want to go to college,’ she said, ‘and get a degree and be a graduate like Mrs Bryant. And after that I want to find a cause, so that I can do something worthwhile. Something that will make a difference.’
 
         ‘What sort of something?’
 
         ‘I don’t know yet,’ Octavia admitted. ‘I shall find out though. When I’ve got my degree probably.’
 
         ‘You’ll have to work ever so hard if you want to go to college,’ Betty warned, putting on her glasses. ‘You have to matriculate in Cambridge Junior for a start and then you have to stay on in the sixth form and do the senior exam and get a scholarship. It takes ages and ages. Pa told me.’
 
         The earnestness on her friend’s face revealed a fellow ambition. ‘Is that what you want to do too?’
 
         ‘I’d like to,’ Betty admitted. ‘The trouble is I don’t think I’d be clever enough.’
 
         ‘Of course you would,’ Octavia said. ‘Passing exams is just a matter of how hard you work. That’s all. I’m going to pass mine with credits and distinctions. And so will you. I tell you what, we’ll study together and compare notes. Two heads are better than one.’
 
         ‘Will they let us?’ Betty wondered. ‘I mean, are we supposed to?’
 
         ‘I ask my father when I’m not sure about things,’ Octavia told her, ‘so I can’t see why you shouldn’t ask me. Let’s try it and see what happens. It’s two years before the exams. We could learn an awful lot between us in two years.’
         
 
         Betty was touched by the offer. ‘You’re my very best friend,’ she said, her brown eyes moist with tears. ‘My very, very best.’ She was trying to think of something she could offer in return, something equally worthwhile and important, but her mind was stuck in gratitude. ‘If I can ever help you with anything,’ she urged, ‘you must tell me straight away. You promise?’
         
 
         The promise was given with an easy kiss and their cooperation started that very evening with a difficult mathematical problem. It seemed intractable until Professor Smith enlightened them both in the quiet of his study and then it was perfectly simple.
 
         ‘Fancy that!’ Betty said, much impressed.
 
         ‘What did I tell you?’ Octavia said. ‘It’s just a matter of seeing straight. That’s all.’
 
         After such a rewarding start, their lives rapidly acquired a pattern and the pattern didn’t vary for the next three years. They did their homework together in Betty’s house in Highgate every Tuesday evening and in Octavia’s every Thursday and Friday and consulted Professor Smith whenever they had need of his mathematical clarity, and the longer they studied together the stronger their confidence became. Octavia still saw her cousins every week when the two families took tea but she and Emmeline had grown so far apart that they no longer had anything in common and Cyril got sillier and sillier with every passing week, showing off about his marvellous bicycle and his marvellous examination results and his marvellous friend Meriton Major. It was a relief to get back to school and talk to Betty Transom. By the time their mock examinations began, in the spring term of their fifth year, they had grown into the sort of bosom friends who could tell one another almost anything and they were both so well prepared, especially in Mathematics, that Betty declared she was hardly nervous at all.
         
 
         Which was obvious from their results, for both did well enough to stay on in the sixth form and to start studying for the Cambridge Senior Examination. The first year of their new studies passed easily enough and it seemed no time at all before they were sitting their second set of mock examinations.
 
         ‘I feel as if I’ve been studying for ever and ever,’ Betty sighed, late one January evening before their first English paper. Outside her bedroom it was dark and cold and she was feeling the strain of so much application.
 
         ‘Once this is over and we’ve got our results, we’ll go out and celebrate,’ Octavia promised. ‘I’ll get Papa to look and see if there’s anything nice on at the theatre or the music hall.’
 
         But in the event it wasn’t a theatre they went to visit. It was a hall in Central London.
 
         On the morning after their mock results had been handed out – and most of them as good as they’d hoped – Betty came running into the form room waving a printed handbill. She was flushed with excitement. ‘Look at this, Tavy!’ she said, holding out the little paper. ‘I’ve found our cause.’
 
         Octavia caught her excitement. ‘What is it?’
 
         ‘Votes for women,’ Betty told her. ‘It’s what Mrs Bryant was telling us about at prayers last week. You remember. Women’s suffrage. She called it the greatest cause of our time and I think it is. You just read it. Gwen got it last night when she was coming out of the telephone exchange. There was a lady there with a pile of them.’ She spread the leaflet out on Octavia’s desk. ‘Read it. It’s all about a meeting they’re going to have right here in London and how they’re going to make the government change the law so that women can vote the same as men and what a scandal it is that women are ignored. All sorts of things. Gwen says she’s a good mind to go and I’ve a good mind too. What d’you think? Shall we?’
         
 
         Octavia was reading the leaflet, scanning the close-printed lines, her heart throbbing with excitement. ‘Yes,’ she said, looking up. ‘Let’s. It sounds wonderful. We can’t miss it.’ Then a thought struck her. ‘I’ll have to ask Papa, of course.’
 
         ‘Ask him tonight,’ Betty urged. ‘He’ll let you, won’t he? He’s into all sorts of things like that, isn’t he? I mean, the Fabians and everything.’
 
         So Octavia asked him.
 
         ‘Well, well, well,’ he said, beaming at her, ‘so my little bird is going to stretch her political wings.’
 
         ‘Yes, Papa. If that’s all right.’
 
         ‘It will be an education,’ he said and beamed at her. ‘Wear warm clothes and try not to get arrested, that’s all.’
 
         Mama was looking worried, biting her lower lip, her forehead wrinkled. ‘Don’t say such things, J-J,’ she reproved him. ‘Even in jest. There’s many a true word spoken in jest.’
 
         Why is she scolding him? Octavia wondered. Meetings aren’t dangerous, are they? It was only a joke. He’s always making jokes. They don’t arrest you for going to meetings.
 
         ‘You’ve worried her, my love,’ J-J said, patting his wife’s hand. ‘No, no. You go, Tavy. Go, look, mark, learn and inwardly digest. And then come home and tell us all about it. I think you will enjoy it.’
 
         ‘We’re barely into March,’ Mama objected. ‘Wouldn’t it be better to wait for warmer weather? March and April can be such difficult months. Think how they were last year. I wouldn’t want you taking cold.’
         
 
         ‘I’ll wrap up really warm,’ Octavia promised. ‘Muff and everything.’
 
         Her father spoke up for her in the same breath, ‘She’ll be fine, my love.’
 
         ‘It’s all very worrying,’ Mama said, biting her lip again. ‘She’s too young for this sort of thing.’
 
         ‘I shall be with Gwendoline, Mama,’ Octavia pointed out. ‘She’s nineteen. She’s been out at work for nearly three years.’
 
         ‘That’s as may be,’ her mother said. ‘But you are only sixteen.’
 
         Octavia bristled. ‘I shall be seventeen in August.’
 
         ‘That is still too young,’ Amy said firmly, and she turned to scold her husband again. ‘It’s all very well for you to be light-hearted, J-J, but there are women in this movement who go out on the streets to demonstrate. I was reading about it only the other day. Do we really want her mixing with that sort?’
 
         ‘From what I’ve read of the Pankhurst ladies,’ J-J said, ‘they are altogether reasonable and proper. Bernard Shaw speaks highly of them. However, since you are concerned – and yes, yes I can see how concerned you are, my love – I will don my chaperone’s hat for the evening and pack my duelling pistols or wear my broadsword, whichever you wish, and we will wrap our young firebrand in cotton wool and I will accompany all three of them to and from their appointment. Would that reassure you?’
 
         ‘It would,’ Amy said, smiling at the thought of her gentle J-J carrying any sort of weapon, let alone a broadsword, and thinking what a dear, sensitive, ridiculous man he was. ‘If you are with them, my love, I shan’t worry at all.’
         
 
         So that Saturday, the three girls put on their best hats and their buttoned boots, hung their muffs about their necks and, with Professor Smith to squire them, took a tram to Westminster to attend their first political meeting.
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