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The Eights

‘An entertaining and moving imagining of four smart women dealing with the engrained misogyny of the time. I came to love and admire the four as if they were my sisters’

Tracy Chevalier

‘My book of the year. The writing is wonderful, the subject fascinating and the storylines utterly absorbing. I’m so sad I’ve finished it. I loved everything about this book. I ADORED it’

Jill Mansell

‘I so enjoyed The Eights and became completely involved in the lives of the four pioneering heroines whose friendship is the beating heart of the book’

Clare Chambers, author of Small Pleasures

‘I loved this story of the first women admitted to Oxford University – and its gorgeously written characters. Rooted strongly in time and place, this novel transports you’

Jennie Godfrey, author of The List of Suspicious Things

‘A story about women taking their place in a man’s world, The Eights beautifully captures the power of friendship and love in the wake of extraordinary loss. It was a pleasure to read’

Pip Williams, author of The Dictionary of Lost Words

‘These women soon become friends through the page and make me fondly and nostalgically recall that feeling of pure hope, wonder and fear as one stands on the edge of adult life simply wondering. Hoping. And wondering some more’

Emma Barnett

‘Heartfelt, thoughtful and engaging … Joanna Miller brings 1920s Oxford to life with a vivid immediacy and makes us care deeply about four young women who find themselves pioneers in a strange new world, trying to find a way forward in the aftermath of war. A thoroughly lovely debut that will win many hearts, with its celebration of friendship and the persistence of hope’

Joanna Quinn, author of The Whalebone Theatre

‘Engaging, warm and intelligent, this debut about the first women students at Oxford – their deep friendship, and all they must face – is a delight!’

Lucy Atkins, author of Magpie Lane

‘I loved this book. A hugely entertaining and brilliantly written novel which gives us not one, not two but four incredible female characters to root for. Meticulously researched and impeccably crafted. An entirely delightful debut’

Anna Mazzola, author of The Clockwork Girl

‘Totally immersive and captivating. This is a GLORIOUS debut and the struggles of these four women felt incredibly real. Impeccably researched and beautifully written. I ADORED it. One of my books of the year for sure’

Julie Owen Moylan, author of That Green Eyed Girl

‘An impeccably crafted novel about four women struggling for equality in the 1920s that still feels painfully relevant today. It’s a story that encapsulates the power and beauty of female friendships and it will stay with me for a long time’

Josie Ferguson, author of The Silence In Between

‘What a debut. The four girls are so deftly and convincingly characterized – and it is easy to forget how difficult it was in this era for women to make their way. A must read’

Elizabeth Buchan, author of Bonjour, Sophie

‘A beautifully life-affirming novel with wonderful characterization. I was completely immersed in the atmospheric world of post-war Oxford that Miller has created, and rooting every step of the way for her four brilliantly inspiring heroines. I’ve no doubt it will be one of my books of the year’

Hannah Beckerman, author of If Only I Could Tell You

‘I wholeheartedly recommend this joyful read about the power of female friendship’

Good Housekeeping, ‘10 Hot Books to Read in 2025’

‘An ode to sisterhood and fighting misogyny’

Prima, ‘Debuts for Your Wishlist’

‘Dazzling and illuminating. A polyphonic story of sisterhood and solidarity, following four women as they cement their place in a world of men, and in history’

Lucy Steeds, author of The Artist

‘Charming, quietly devastating, the four young women at the heart of The Eights have stayed with me long after putting the book down. Joanna’s lightness of touch belies the tragedies and compromises women were confronted with amid the echo of the Great War, and how they fought for recognition and acceptance at Oxford University. A spellbinding, heartbreaking and utterly hopeful book’

Cathryn Kemp, author of A Poisoner’s Tale

‘A hugely atmospheric snapshot of Oxford at a momentous point in its history … Intriguing, clever and completely absorbing. The city itself was so cleverly drawn – I could feel the changing atmosphere of Oxford throughout the year … I absolutely loved it’

Carol Atherton, author of Reading Lessons

‘Such an enjoyable book. I loved its carefully crafted world and the focus on the abiding friendship between the four women, whom I came to think of friends myself by the end. It was moving, spirited and a lot of fun, much like the heroines of the novel’

Zoë Somerville, author of The Marsh House

‘I fell in love with this book from the first chapter … It’s dripping with historical detail … What I adored most though was the life-affirming friendships … The true strength of this novel is the realization of how powerful female solidarity can be. A joyous anthem to friendship’

Kate Thompson, author of The Little Wartime Library

‘The Eights has all the hallmarks of a modern classic! Beautiful writing and superb characterization evoking a hugely important time in our history that still resonates today. I adored this book’

Carole Hailey, author of The Silence Project

‘A triumph. Pin-sharp, atmospheric, a historical fiction novel about four women admitted to Oxford University in 1920 – but also a sweeping tale of female friendship and the fight for equality in the wake of World War One … A stunning debut, a window into a world not so long ago, yet entirely different from our own’

Emma Cowing, author of The Show Woman

‘Witty and charming … An atmospheric testament to the power of friendship and the tenacious young women who led the charge for equality of opportunity’

Jessica Bull, author of A Fortune Most Fatal

‘Dark academia is everywhere but what about comfort-reading academia? I utterly adored it … I know I’ll come back to this book in the future for guaranteed blissful reading. Fans of Quinn, both Frances and Joanna, will love this novel for a long time’

Naomi Kelsey, author of The Burnings

‘What a beautifully tender study of trauma and recovery – emotional without becoming over-sentimental. I was rooting for the four women from the very first page. What particularly impressed me was how Joanna Miller managed to convey the hurdles faced by women in that era while still writing likeable, well-rounded male characters … A glorious read’

Fiza Saeed Mclynn, author of The Midnight Carousel

‘A heartwarming and inspiring exploration of sisterhood and friendship, the guilt and grief of surviving the war and the human connections we need to keep living … I felt bereft when it ended’

Natalie Gregory, author of Mother, Ghost, Mangoseed
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Any great change must expect opposition because it shakes the very foundation of privilege.

Lucretia Mott, 1793–1880

Many would be cowards if they had courage enough.

Thomas Fuller, 1608–1661






Founded in the eleventh century, Oxford University is the oldest English-speaking university in the world. The first colleges for men were established two hundred years later. The world-famous Bodleian Library opened in 1602 and over the next three centuries Oxford grew in renown as a centre of male academic excellence.

In the late 1800s, increasing numbers of women were drawn to the city seeking an Oxford education. Four independent colleges for women were established, along with a Society for Home Students.

Initially, women studied separately. It took years of negotiation before they were allowed to study in parallel with men, attending lectures in the company of chaperones. Despite sitting the same exam papers, they were not permitted to receive degrees, and male dons could refuse to teach them. Their achievements were, in many ways, invisible.

It was only after the Great War ended and women got the vote that things changed. In 1920, the first cohort of female undergraduates took part in the ancient ceremony known as matriculation, making them full members of the university.

Their admission was a cause of celebration for some and grievous disappointment to others. True equality was still a long way off.




MICHAELMAS TERM




1.

Thursday 7 October 1920 (0th Week)


ACADEMIC DRESS

Students are expected to wear the undergraduates’ gown and cap of the approved pattern for lectures and tutorials and when they enter any university building. This includes the university church and the libraries.

They are also expected to wear academic dress if they are out after dinner unless they are going by invitation to a private house.

They are required to wear for their examinations a special dress under the gown, namely, a dark coat and skirt and a white blouse with black tie. Shoes and stockings must be black.

On other occasions they are advised to wear under the gown either a dark coat and skirt or a dark coat frock. Bright and light colours are inadmissible.

Caps are retained where the male undergraduate removes his, for example in university ceremonies.

Caps and gowns can be ordered from Oxford tailors and from Messrs Ede & Ravenscroft, 93 & 94 Chancery Road, London. Students with the status of scholar should wear the scholars’ and not the commoners’ gown.

Miss E. F. Jourdain, Principal


The square cap, made of wool, is an odd sort of thing. Floppy, but pointed at four corners, there is no brim, just a thick felt band secured by a button on either side. Does the band go at the front or back? She has no idea. All she knows, is when she puts it on, she resembles a rotund Tudor courtier in a Hans Holbein portrait, which is surely not the intended effect.

Strange little cap or no, Beatrice Sparks can hardly believe that she has woken up somewhere other than the cluttered town house in Bloomsbury that has been home for the last twenty-one years. When she said goodbye to her father last night, she felt like a sheet of paper folded in half and torn roughly along the crease. Two smaller versions of herself exist now, each with an edge that is undefined and feathery. Her first day at St Hugh’s is an opportunity to rewrite one of these pages.

The mirror on the bedsitter wall is so small that she is forced to back all the way across the room in order to get a glimpse of herself in her commoners’ gown. Sold by mail order, the gown sits at her waist rather than the regulation hip and cuts tightly into the shoulders of her jacket; she will simply have to buy a man’s size instead. But she is used to the accoutrements of life being ill-fitting; last night, as she tried to sleep, her feet tangled repeatedly with the cold metal rungs of the bedstead. Nobody could ever label Beatrice an average woman; she has inherited her six-foot stature from her father and her hearty appetite for politics from her mother.

To be the daughter of a former student of the college is something, she supposes. A militant suffragette, disciple of Mrs Pankhurst and alumna of the hunger-strike brigade, Beatrice’s mother is a woman of considerable renown, who believes in equality for women in education. Hence, there was never any doubt that Beatrice would apply for Oxford, regardless of whether or not matriculation was possible. Thankfully, to her mother’s satisfaction both those expectations have become a reality. Most women (and men) are intimidated by Edith Sparks and, as Beatrice knows to her cost, she is a hard woman to please. Fortunately, after more than twenty years of marriage, her husband is still besotted.

Today is unusual because Beatrice is not the sort of person that history happens to. She has certainly witnessed it in the making – her mother has seen to that – but usually from the sidelines. Beatrice may be fluent in Ancient Greek, propagate orchids in her own greenhouse, attend debates in the House of Commons, and type begging letters on behalf of Serbian orphans, but she has never lived alongside other young women. An only child, she has the singular qualification of having absolutely no friends her own age. What she has discovered of friendship comes from observing her mother’s relationships. It occurs to her that these are rather like cocoa; some are too strong, some too weak, and some spoil if left too long. Some even burn the tongue.

Glancing through her ground-floor window, she watches a lone wood pigeon pace the lawn, as if it has lost something, its purply-grey plumage distinct against the wet grass. As she swallows the cold egg on toast the scout has left in an approximation of breakfast, she hears muffled movement in neighbouring rooms. She supposes the other occupants of Corridor Eight must also be forcing balls of toast down dry throats, buttoning too-tight white blouses, adjusting black ties, and shaking the creases out of academic gowns. Like Beatrice, they will walk to the Divinity School in the heart of the city, where at ten o’clock, they will be among the first women to matriculate at Oxford University.

‘Good morning. My name is Beatrice Sparks,’ she says to her reflection.

She takes a deep breath and reaches for her cap.

*

In the adjacent room, Marianne Grey is considering how to tell the principal of St Hugh’s that she intends to abandon her degree course after just one day.

Despite the fact that the college was built for purpose only four years ago, Marianne’s corner room with its two exterior walls is undeniably draughty. As if resenting her presence, the mattress exhaled cool air last night as she tossed and turned, and an itchy patch of red scale threatens on her left index finger. Unfortunately, her exhibition of twenty pounds a year, while very welcome, will not stretch to extra buckets of coal so she must make do with the twice-daily fires laid by the scout – if she decides to stay, that is. Her choice is this: remain at St Hugh’s to fulfil her life’s ambition and continue to build lies upon lies, or give up the whole wretched scheme entirely and go home to the rectory, exercising her brain for the next three years teaching Sunday School and composing the parish newsletter.

She wonders what her father is doing right now. Preparing his sermon, perhaps, or eating a breakfast of crumpets loyally smothered with the appallingly tart gooseberry jam she made over the summer. Mrs Ward, who has Thursdays off, will be taking her granddaughter to visit friends in Abingdon.

Marianne glances at the solitary postcard propped on the mantelpiece featuring Rossetti’s Proserpine curved shyly around a bitten pomegranate. Like the goddess of the underworld, Marianne has given in to temptation (the lure of three years of study, in her case) and must pay the price of being separated from home for half the year, although that is where the similarity between them ends; Marianne is well aware she is no goddess or romantic heroine. She may have been christened after Jane Austen’s Marianne, but she has none of her namesake’s passion and energy. Sadly, she has far more in common with Tennyson’s Mariana, a miserable woman shut in a tower, wishing and waiting until it drives her quite mad. Neither character, she is sure, was bothered by the price of coal – or by chilblains.

Glancing in the mirror, she sees an unremarkable woman with hooded eyes, flat chest, and hair the pallor of weak tea. A woman dressed in a second-hand academic gown and shoes that don’t quite fit, trying out a life that isn’t quite hers.

*

In the room opposite Marianne’s, Theodora Greenwood, known to her family and friends affectionately as Dora, is congratulating herself on meeting the simple dress code of sub fusc although careful inspection of her attire will reveal an artfully tied black ribbon at her neck, and a silver brooch with diamond chip at her lapel. Her waist-length hair is tightly pinned, all strands accounted for.

How easy life would be, she muses, if she were as neat and tidy on the inside. If her brother could see her now, he would laugh at her square cap, call her an old maid, and pull it down over her eyes. Poor George, who ought to have graduated from Jesus and be running the printworks with Father by now. But then, had George survived Cambrai and all the varied opportunities for death that followed, she would not be sitting here at all; their father would never have permitted it. A different version of Dora – provincial Dora – would most likely be spending her days pouring tea, playing whist, or being paraded at church (Do not mention novels, Dora).

But George did not survive Cambrai and Dora is the keeper of their childhood now, the curator of their childhood games, the silly notes, the selfish arguments. Even after three years, it is hard to accept that George and his restless bravado no longer exist. That, like thousands of others, he ran daily into a barrage of hot lead, blade, and shell until his flesh was blasted from his bones. How is it that her handsome, spoilt brother who smelt of grass and sweat and cigarettes, who swore blind her ball was out when it was plainly in, who only wrote her a single letter in his life, can no longer exist?

Unfortunately, she has letters enough to weep over; pages of crooked handwriting smudged with tears and refolded so many times the seams have given way to dust. All written by Charles, to whom, if life were not so despicably cruel, she would now be married. Charles who was to read Law at Queen’s. The most popular cadet in the garrison who chose her (her!) from all the other girls in town. Charles who, when he led Dora into the bracken, made her feel so alive, so alert, so open to possibility that the plain, ordinary world she knew became a dizzying, shimmering place. Even now, she can conjure the sweet fruitiness of his mouth, the warm breath teasing her neck. Had Charles lived, she would never have wanted to study at Oxford. She would never even have considered it.

So why is she here? So many reasons: to become closer to George and Charles; to escape her mother’s overbearing grief and reliance on her; to read and study and play sport as if she were back at school again before everything fell apart; and because she cannot sit at home and become a lonely old maid in a Hertfordshire market town without at least trying to meet somebody new – even if she cannot summon an ounce of interest in any man except the one she cannot have.

As grief knots in her temples and throat, Dora places the lid on the battered cigarette tin where she keeps her hairpins and busies herself rearranging her tennis shoes and hockey boots at the bottom of her wardrobe. She refolds her girdles, stockings, slips, drawers, and chemises in her dresser and removes the tissue-wrapped corset (her mother’s parting gift) and places it under a blanket at the back of the wardrobe. Then she reorders the novels on the shelf into alphabetical order, recalling the pleasure she took in sorting, classifying, and reshelving the stock in the library where she volunteered during the war. Restoring order from chaos, as in a Shakespeare play.

Soon enough, it is eight o’clock, and through the window she notices that women are already assembling outside the lodge. Glancing at Charles and George on her exit, she walks briskly along the hallway and out on to the busy central corridor that links the west wing of the college to the east. Just ahead of her, a tall woman with broad shoulders is striding along humming to herself, every so often pausing to yank at the gown sliding down one arm. Dora cannot help but wonder if this woman’s heart is pumping as furiously as her own and whether she, too, is here to make a fresh start.

*

Unlike the others, Ottoline Wallace-Kerr did not sleep in the college last night, but stayed at her aunt’s house, in the Norham area, with her sister Gertie. They dressed up for dinner, drank cocktails, played backgammon – a last blast before matriculation. Gertie is always keen to leave her children with Nanny and that dereliction of duty is why Otto keeps having to pinch the spot between her eyes to stave off a headache. The family have absolutely no idea why she is seeing this through when she does not have to. Her mother, furious that Otto refused Teddy’s proposal, has not asked once about Oxford. Her father calls her his ‘Bluestocking Bismarck’ and has never taken her studies seriously. To her parents, Otto is the daughter most likely to laugh at a joke about herself and the first to say, ‘Let’s go out.’ What they do not appreciate is that there is a dead weight inside her that just will not budge in London. If she remains, Otto imagines it dragging her thrashing to the bottom of the Thames. Oxford is her lifebuoy.

The morning is misty, and Gertie insists on driving her over to St Margaret’s Road. It is a gesture kindly meant, but Gertie’s driving is an acquired taste; even her husband Harry is terrified by it, and he made it through the Somme.

‘Here we go, darling,’ says Gertie, pulling up to the gates. ‘Gosh, it looks rather like a prison. I’ve a mind to kidnap you and drive you straight back to Mayfair.’

Some of the assembled women turn and stare.

‘Oh, do shut up, Gert,’ says Otto, jumping out. ‘You’re just jealous.’

‘Perfectly jealous. I’m spitting with envy over your delectable cap. Do buy me one for Christmas.’

‘See you for lunch,’ says Otto, blowing her a kiss.

Otto enters the gates and looks about for the person in charge. Although she has attended dozens of parties alone, among these sober-looking virgins she is unaccountably jittery. She stands to one side, groping in her pocket for one of the several parting gifts Gertie has given her, a cigarette case engraved with a racing hound at full gallop. It alludes to their old headteacher who often described Otto as being in a perpetual state of motion. Ottoline rarely sits for long, unless it is to complete complex calculations, something which she does with formidable ease and enviable accuracy, read her final report.

It is true that mathematics provides moments of absorption and calm for Otto that she cannot replicate by any other means. Even when sleeping, she has the sense that there is somewhere (or someone) else she ought to be. She adores the clarity of mathematics, the certainty of right and wrong. No droning on about different interpretations or writing essays that go around in circles. And of course, being born on the eighth day of the eighth month, eight is her favourite number.

And now, two years after the idea of studying at St Hugh’s first came to her, Otto has been allocated a room on Corridor Eight. An auspicious start indeed.




2.

Thursday 7 October 1920 (0th Week)


FIRST-YEARS – ST HUGH’S COLLEGE, 1920

Miss Florence Alderman Modern History

Miss Josephine Bostwick English

Miss Patricia Clough Modern Languages

Miss Sylvia Dodds Modern History

Miss Joan Evans Modern Languages

Miss Elizabeth Fullerton-Summers Modern History

Miss Theodora Greenwood English

Miss Marianne Grey English

Miss Yvonne Houghton-Smith Jurisprudence

Miss Esther Johnson Modern Languages

Miss Phyllis Knight English

Miss Katherine Lloyd Modern Languages

Miss Ivy Nightingale Lit. Hum.

Miss Rosalind Otley-Burrows Modern Languages

Miss Beatrice Sparks PPE

Miss Norah Spurling Modern History

Miss Celia Thompson-Salt English

Miss Temperance Underhill English

Miss Ottoline Wallace-Kerr Mathematics

Miss Ethel Wilkinson Modern History

Miss E. F. Jourdain, Principal


Dora glances at the women assembled alongside her in the courtyard. Although nobody looks particularly clever, the group is an eclectic mix of shabby coats, expensive tailoring, unbrushed hair and carefully pinned curls. The air smells reassuringly of Pears soap and lavender water. She wonders how her brother George felt on the morning of his matriculation; no doubt he was already great pals with everyone and was nursing a headache from too much wine the night before.

‘Congratulations to you all on this momentous occasion,’ says a watery-eyed tutor with a tremulous voice who introduces herself as Miss Lumb. ‘I will be your chaperone on the walk to the Divinity School. Our crocodile will depart early today. There may be crowds and press, so the principal, Miss Jourdain, wants us there in plenty of time.’

Behind Miss Lumb, a gaggle of older students whisper like excited theatregoers.

‘Please arrange yourselves according to corridor,’ says Miss Lumb, pointing to different corners of the courtyard. ‘Corridors Four and Five gather here, Six here, Seven here, and the Eights over there. Your corridors will provide your walking – and cycling – companions for the next few weeks while you orientate yourselves.’

Dora finds herself standing between two young women who introduce themselves as Beatrice Sparks and Marianne Grey. Beatrice, the girl Dora followed down the main corridor, pumps Dora’s hand enthusiastically. As well as being immensely tall, Beatrice has an indistinct jaw, curious eyes and ruddy cheeks. Her fingers are dappled blue with ink. Marianne, in contrast, has a long neck and pale, freckled face. She looks fragile and insubstantial, like a handkerchief worn over time to a mesh of delicate threads. It is strange to think these are the people Dora will spend every day with for the next eight weeks.

A petite woman with skilfully drawn lips ambles over to join them. She has bobbed hair the colour of wet terracotta and is at least a foot shorter than Beatrice. She could have stepped straight from the society pages of one of Dora’s magazines.

‘Hello, neighbours,’ says the redhead, offering a limp hand. A cigarette dangles from her mouth and Dora wonders at her audacity to smoke in public.

‘Ottoline Wallace-Kerr,’ she says. ‘But you can call me Otto.’

Dora recognizes the surname from the nameplate above the door next to hers. This means all four rooms on Corridor Eight are now accounted for.

‘Good morning,’ says Beatrice cheerfully. ‘My name is Beatrice Sparks. Oh, and this is Dora and Marianne.’

‘Sparks, I like it. Good name for a brainy sort,’ says Otto, directing a plume of smoke over Beatrice’s shoulder. She casts an appraising eye over the other women in the courtyard before raising a single pencilled brow. ‘Well, tally ho, then.’

And the procession is off, filing out of the gates and on to St Margaret’s Road, with the Eights bringing up the rear.

All about them, Oxford is rising. On Banbury Road, omnibuses snort their way towards Cornmarket, bicycles rattle past, and hotels shake out their guests and laundry. On St Giles’, male students emerge from sandstone walls to join the swell of movement southwards. Dora is mesmerized by how their mortar boards dip and tilt, the silken tassels swinging. It occurs to her that the women, walking in pairs behind Miss Lumb in their floppy woollen caps, bear a striking resemblance to schoolchildren on an outing.

The crowd about them throngs with boisterous conversation and it is hard to make oneself heard. Some men smile and stand aside gallantly for them, while others shout greetings to each other across the women as if they were not there. Beatrice, walking beside Dora, frequently taps her on the arm to point out important sights, such as the Ashmolean (which Dora knows) and the Lamb and Flag (which she does not) where Hardy wrote parts of Jude the Obscure. In front of them, Otto’s satin boots with their diamanté buckles trip along the pavement while Marianne appears to have newspaper caught in one of her heels. Neither of them says a word.

On the corner of Broad Street, Otto stops to light another cigarette and the four women pause while the rest of the crocodile continues without them. Dora takes the opportunity to reposition her cap, poking unwilling pins back into the resistant mound of hair beneath. A few of the men stare as they pass by, one venturing a ‘good morning’ that causes her to blush and dip her head. When she finally looks up, her breath catches in her throat, and she wonders if she is going mad. Not twenty feet in front of her is her fiancé, Charles. He is right there, with his thick brown hair and rutted chin, laughing in the midst of a group of young men surging up Broad Street. Her vision blurs and though she wants to call out, to cross the street and force her way through the mass of bodies, her shock is such she cannot move. Then the man turns to speak to his friend and, with a plummeting sense of folly, she realizes that he looks nothing like Charles. This stranger is older, moustached, sallow-featured. Of course it is not him. Her Charles lies somewhere in France in an unmarked grave, perpetually eighteen – she knows that. And yet for some reason she cannot fathom, he insists on appearing everywhere she goes.

As if the morning were not strange enough. Three days ago, Dora was in a market town, batting balls at the tennis club with the twins, her mother bemoaning the defection of the scullery maid to a tinned-food factory. Now here she is, about to matriculate at Oxford University. Making history in a world where, Dora wonders, there has surely been enough history made already.

*

Otto takes a long drag of her cigarette, then nods her head in the direction of the Bodleian, and they set off again, absorbed back into the current. Marianne wonders if now is the moment to slip away to catch the late-morning train back to Culham, then reluctantly quashes the idea. It would cause an awful fuss if she simply disappeared and she does not want to ruin such an important day for the others. There is nothing else for it; she will have to go through with the ceremony.

The rest of the crocodile is at least fifty yards ahead, but before the Eights can catch up, a large group of undergraduates spill from the entrance to Balliol College into their path. It is a lively scene; from a window above the college lodge, two students provide witty commentary via a megaphone, mocking individuals below for their looks or lack of drinking prowess.

It is obvious to Marianne that the men milling about on the pavement ahead are freshmen. Not only are they wearing sub fusc, but most are too young to grow a decent moustache and cannot possibly have served in France. It is comforting to see this new, untarnished generation going out into the world. They remind her of the fledgling magpies that gather on the green at Culham; handsome, strutting, and clever, but not quite ready to leave the flock.

Without warning, the megaphone turns its attention to the Eights. ‘Look out chaps, the Amazons are here.’

The Balliol men turn to stare curiously at the women.

‘I say,’ croons the megaphone, ‘what on earth are they wearing on their heads?’

The men laugh, delighted, and converge around Marianne and her companions, hungry for entertainment. As she glances about her, all Marianne can see are rows of leering faces and white bow ties. Her heart begins to heave recklessly in her chest. They are trapped.

‘Nobody will marry you now, ladies!’ shouts one of the freshmen, and the crowd responds with wild applause.

A distant memory surfaces in Marianne’s mind; village boys cornering a shuddering harvest mouse and poking it to death with sticks. She squeezes her fingernails into her palms to avoid grabbing at the locket concealed beneath her blouse.

‘Anyone need a button sewn on?’

‘They’ll be in the Union next.’

‘It’s enough to send a chap to Cambridge.’

And on it goes, the men cheering, whistling and jostling, pleased with themselves. Marianne looks about in vain for someone to step in and defend them – a proctor or a porter, perhaps – but nobody comes to their aid. Her companions appear equally stunned. Horns honk, bicycle brakes screech, and the earth spins away, regardless.

It is Beatrice who acts first. ‘Take no notice,’ she says, her round face flushed. She pushes through the crowd towards the edge of the pavement. Otto follows her.

‘Let’s go,’ whispers Dora to Marianne.

But before Marianne takes a single step, the megaphone starts up again. ‘Oh, please don’t leave us,’ it calls after Beatrice. ‘We could do with a strapping girl like you in the boat race.’

Otto halts. ‘Hold on just a minute,’ she says, and marches back into the centre of the crowd. She turns a full circle, slowly scanning the men’s faces, her eyes narrow and mocking. ‘Is this what the men of Balliol consider sport?’ she says, gesturing towards the window. ‘Insulting women who probably beat you hands down in the Oxford Senior? What utter bores you are.’ She flicks her cigarette butt, crimson-kissed, at the men’s feet. ‘I’ll make sure I pass on your observations to the Master when I dine with his family next week. His daughters are particular pals of mine.’

Otto, with her angular, painted face, is clearly aware of the impression she makes. Her gardenia scent hangs, like her words, in the air. The men titter uncomfortably and Marianne is taken aback by her boldness. Nobody speaks for a moment, then Otto’s spell is broken by a gawping freshman who staggers forward and trips on the lip of the pavement. He flails for a second, then topples to the ground, grabbing at Marianne’s skirt on the way down. She is jolted forward with such force that stitches rip at her waistband. She lands hard on her knees, then pitches sideways, putting out her hands just in time to stop her head from hitting the kerb.

‘I think she’s fallen for him,’ sings the megaphone.

The crowd begins to whoop. Marianne lies dazed on the filthy pavement among the cigarette butts and dead leaves, surrounded by a wall of trousered legs and polished brogues. She tries to right herself but her legs and skirt are tangled somehow and she cannot move. Then someone grasps her by the arm – Beatrice – and pulls her to her feet. Her hands are imprinted with grit from the gutter. The laughter continues and her cheeks burn with shame.

‘You utter buffoon,’ says Otto, glaring down at the freshman.

‘So terribly sorry,’ he stutters, before scrambling to his feet and disappearing into the crowd.

Dora steps forward. ‘It’s Marianne, isn’t it? Are you hurt?’ She takes Marianne by the arm, brushing detritus from her gown. ‘I’m afraid your skirt needs washing. Here, I have your cap.’

‘I’m fine,’ Marianne says, although she can feel the sting of a graze on her palm and wishes she could lean on something. This is not how she imagined Oxford; not as a place where women are mocked and derided for wanting to learn. She tries to replace her cap but part of her hair has escaped the pins and is hanging loose about her neck. Her knees are throbbing and her skirt is wet with what may well be horse dung. Thankfully, the megaphone has fallen silent and the freshmen, now bored, wander off down the road, gowns flapping behind them.

‘I’m so sorry, Marianne,’ says Beatrice. ‘Are you all right?’

Otto yawns. ‘Silly, silly, little boys.’

A bell tolls nine overhead. Thankfully, there is still an hour before the ceremony begins. In the melee, they have lost sight of Miss Lumb and the group from St Hugh’s. The others wait as Marianne attempts to brush herself down. She wonders if they can see her hands shaking.

‘I have to ask, do you really know the Master of Balliol?’ Beatrice says to Otto.

‘Never met him,’ replies Otto with a grin.

‘Well, it was a jolly good fib.’ Beatrice turns to Dora and Marianne. ‘The Master of Balliol is A. L. Smith.’ They look at her blankly. ‘The education reformist? He believes Oxford should be open to all.’

Otto turns to Marianne. ‘If you don’t mind me saying, you look almost transparent and I’m certain ghosts can’t matriculate. You need tea. Sugary tea. My treat, and I simply won’t be dissuaded.’

Marianne tries to protest, but when Otto ignores her and takes her arm, she is grateful for it. All she wants to do is get off the street and have a moment to gather herself.

Otto pokes a finger under the rim of her cap, and scratches about in her coppery bob. ‘One thing those boys got right,’ she says, ‘is that these caps are utterly hideous.’ She waits for a shoal of bicycles to pass and shepherds Marianne across Broad Street to a door leading to an upstairs tearoom, the others following.

The four women file up the narrow stairs to the Good Luck Tea Rooms and the door jingles shut behind them.
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In the flock-wallpapered WC of the café, Marianne rolls the grey cake of soap around her hands, taking as long as she can. Through the open window, she hears ill-matched bells tolling a quarter past nine. They sound like spoons hitting copper pans. For a moment, she is back in St Mary’s counting the hymn books for worship, inhaling the musty odour of the pages. The cool air settles on the nape of her neck, her fingertips brush the varnished pew tops. And then the nausea returns. That she fell in the street is not important; what matters is that she has left her father to manage alone. Mrs Ward will ensure he has clean clothes, but who will type his letters and sermons, organize the flower rota, bank the offering now that she is gone? And what if he can cope without her? What does that say about her? Marianne has never lived away from the rectory or brushed out the tightly braided strands of her life that it holds secure. Although she is not hurt and no longer shaken, what happened just now merely reinforces that she does not belong here. She locates her locket through her blouse and presses it hard into her sternum, resolving that she will leave Oxford that very afternoon.

Taking a fresh piece of folded newspaper from her pocket, she replaces the torn piece at the back of one of her shoes. Bought second-hand from a market stall for special occasions, they have always been too loose, and after all the walking a blister is blooming on her heel. She returns to the table, greets the others with a nod, and takes the empty seat next to Dora who keeps glancing out of the window. Otto and Beatrice act as if they frequent teashops every day of the week. They talk and talk, as if there is a requirement that every lull in conversation must be crammed with words. Londoners are exhausting, thinks Marianne.

Dora turns to her. ‘Do you think the others will be looking for us?’

‘I expect so,’ replies Marianne. ‘I’m sorry, it’s my fault we’re here.’

‘It isn’t. Not at all,’ smiles Dora. ‘I just wonder whether we should be such rebels on our very first day. It’s the head girl in me, I’m afraid.’

Together they watch an omnibus shudder past in the street below. A road sweeper pushes a steaming knot of manure into a heap, only for a delivery boy to cut through it on a bicycle. How conspicuous we are, Marianne thinks, sitting here in sub fusc, among the elderly patrons ordering eggs and bacon. She tries to swallow down the queer lump that has been lodged in her throat since she arrived last night.

When there is finally an opportunity, Dora says to the table, ‘I say, do you think Miss Lumb will be wondering—’

‘Oh, we’ll only be ten minutes,’ says Otto, dismissing Dora with a wave of the hand. ‘I’ll order four teas – or would you prefer coffee? No? Four teas it is.’ She calls across the room to a waitress. ‘Hello there!’

Marianne has never frequented a tearoom for only ‘ten minutes’ as if it is a mere convenience. Her father would be amazed. The waitress weaves between the tables, notebook bouncing on a string at her waist. Each table is set for four, with a pink carnation at the centre. Nearby, a man is holding a copy of the Daily Mail. The headline reads ‘A Million Women Too Many, 1920 Husband Hunt’.

‘Oh, it’s Miss Wallace-Kerr!’ says the waitress, arriving in a waft of hot milk and carbolic soap, her expression bright with recognition. ‘You’re a sight for sore eyes.’

‘Hello, Betty, how are you?’ replies Otto.

‘Can’t complain. My eldest made it home, you won’t know that. He’s at the Morris factory.’

‘I’m delighted to hear it.’ Otto glances around the table. ‘I was a driver in Oxford during the war. Betty here looked after me.’

‘Miss Wallace-Kerr was very kind when I lost Ernest, my youngest,’ says Betty, her eyes filling with tears.

As they offer their condolences, it is hard not to notice that Betty’s eyeballs are the colour of mustard. Jaundice, thinks Marianne, and tries not to imagine poor Betty’s liver twisted and bulging under her pristine apron.

‘I often wondered about you, miss,’ says Betty. ‘When you stopped coming in, I thought the worst. I said to my friend, Miss Wallace-Kerr’s gone to France or something.’

There is a momentary tightening around Otto’s lips. ‘The job was only for six months. The parents wanted me home. It was remiss of me not to say goodbye, do forgive me.’ She taps the menu with a varnished nail. ‘Anyhow, we’re in a bit of a hurry. We have a ceremony to get to. I’m sure you understand. Four teas, please.’

‘Righto,’ says Betty, scribbling on her notepad.

‘It really is very good to see you again,’ says Otto, softening, and Betty, dismissed, gives a little curtsy.

Marianne is fascinated by Otto’s clipped vowels and the way she pronounces every syllable so cleanly, as if she is determined to suck every morsel from it. Beneath her gown, Otto wears a tight-fitting velvet jacket, her eyebrows plucked into high arches that accentuate the angles of her face. Marianne is reminded of her neighbour’s sleek little dachshund, unpredictable and imperious.

They gulp down the tea that Betty brings, discussing the subjects they are studying and how lucky they are that Ancient Greek is no longer required. Beatrice is taking a new course known as PPE, Otto is one of a handful of women to read Mathematics, and Marianne and Dora will study English. Nobody mentions the taunting on the street. It is as if by not acknowledging it, they retain a little dignity.

As they depart, Otto promises to read their tea leaves another day. She slides a generous tip (a whole crown!) under her napkin and pops a teaspoon in her jacket pocket. ‘Souvenir,’ she says to Marianne, and winks.

Marianne is amused and horrified in equal measure. She cannot help but notice that Otto’s teeth are all the same size, like a row of tiny ivory dominoes.

*

The odd little group steps out of the café door on to Broad Street and heads towards the pleated pillars of the Clarendon Building. It is a road Otto has driven a thousand times before. When she was in the Voluntary Aid Detachment, she used to park outside Balliol and dash over to the Good Luck Tea Rooms for a cigarette and coffee, sometimes two or three times a day, always dressed in the same scratchy uniform, fishing in her pocket for lipstick as she crossed the road. For five months, she went back and forth driving medics and patients and forms and medicines between sites until she thought she would go insane. It kept the office well supplied with teaspoons, at least. Now she is in another uniform, even dowdier than before, being harangued on the street by boys whose defining feature is that they had the good fortune to be born a younger brother.

In many ways, little has changed. The same potholes, the same errant bicycles, omnibuses retching fumes, pigeons poking about in the gutter. B. H. Blackwell is open for business, cabbies idle at the shelter. But what is inescapable is that there are young men everywhere, gowns flapping, coughing, laughing, and taking up space. Even if some of them hop on crutches like locusts in a biblical plague.

The women pass the rear gates of Exeter College and the office of the Oxford English Dictionary. The flat-footed girl, Beatrice, a veritable giantess, is expounding about the dictionary to the other two, but Otto has heard it all before. One of the doctors she used to drive about – the odd-looking one who caught tuberculosis and went home to his mother – told her that the OED office is stuffed to the gills with words on slips of paper sent by contributors all over the world. Give her numbers any day. Words are flimsy things, easily manipulated, open to interpretation.

As they walk up the steps to enter the Clarendon Building, she glances up Broad Street seeking out her sister’s lilac hat. Gertie is hosting a lunch after the ceremony with a few of her Oxford pals. Otto’s current companions are terribly serious, and she could do with a drink before she attempts to unpack. At least Marianne has more colour in her cheeks now, but she looks so miserable, Otto would put a guinea on her not lasting the week. She recognizes the signs: bags under the eyes, bitten nails, the disinclination to connect with the outside world. Rectors’ children are bred to be sociable, so it is unlikely to be shyness. Marianne is out of her depth; she is homesick.

They pass straight through the Clarendon Building, cross a courtyard and enter a damp stone passage which opens into the shadowy quadrangle of the Bod where the other first years from St Hugh’s are waiting. Some look bemused at the return of the four missing women, others plainly annoyed. Before Beatrice can open her mouth to apologize, a flustered-looking Miss Lumb ushers them all into the building.

*

‘It’s a fan vault ceiling, fifteenth century,’ says Beatrice, turning to the others.

She has rehearsed this moment in her head many times and here she is at last, finally sitting among women her own age with whom she desperately wants to discuss the things that matter to her: politics, architecture, history, novels, languages, all of it. And though she longs to serve up her thoughts and observations on a platter right now, she shoves her hands under her thighs and clamps her lips shut. It is important she does not put her new friends off with what her mother describes as Beatrice’s infernal and wearying interest in everything.

Above her, the structure is truly magnificent. Composed of a repeating pattern of creamy ribs that fan out from huge sandstone arches, it is as if the ceiling has been constructed with scallop shells. Gothic initials, fig leaves, and the insignia of long-forgotten benefactors are carved at every joint, each one perfect and unique. She wonders how it is possible for so much stone to balance overhead and remain there for five hundred years without coming crashing down on the students below? It must be thanks to geometry, she supposes.

It amuses Beatrice to think that Queen Elizabeth was bored half to death when she visited this room in 1566, when the Divinity School was the location for viva voces, and when examinations were not written but debated, often for days on end. Straining to see over the square caps in front of her, she catches a glimpse of the top of the famous Drake Chair, fashioned from remnants of the Golden Hind. It really is quite thrilling, she thinks – until she remembers that the men are undergoing matriculation in the Sheldonian Theatre, next door. In the traditional location. Without them.

After standing for the ceremony in Latin, which lasts no more than a few minutes, the matriculands huddle outside the Bod in the pale sunlight and pose awkwardly for photographs. An excited crowd of academics and students, mostly female, gathers around them. Dora and Marianne stand beside Beatrice, smiling and shaking hands with strangers, their university statute books wedged under their arms. A few of the men, having completed their own ceremony at the Sheldonian, come over to offer their good wishes. Beatrice holds back, suspicious after the episode outside Balliol, but Dora, with her athletic physique and dark eyes, causes quite a stir and several of the men flush pink as they compete to congratulate her. Otto is nowhere to be seen.

‘We’ve waited sixty years for this moment,’ says an elderly woman, seizing Beatrice’s hand and shaking it vigorously.

Beatrice smiles and nods, feeling the dry heat of the woman’s swollen knuckles. Despite her own pride in matriculating, she cannot help but imagine herself the winner of a relay race – being congratulated even though she only took the baton the last few feet over the line. As her mother often likes to point out, Beatrice’s generation are benefiting from years of lobbying, militancy, suffering and protest by women like herself who refused to accept the status quo.

But having passed the entrance examination, Beatrice is here on her own merit, surely? At least, she hopes so. Her father donated a large amount of money to the rebuilding of St Hugh’s and, despite what her mother might think, Beatrice knows how the world works. It only makes her more determined to prove to her mother and herself that she is worthy of her place. She will make the most of every opportunity Oxford affords her. She will persist.

She pats the inside of her jacket to check that her lucky penny is still there, tracing its familiar outline with her finger.

‘This is the proudest day of my life,’ says one of the principals, extending her arms as if eager to embrace them all. ‘You are historic figures, never forget that. The first women to matriculate at Oxford, the greatest university in the world.’
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INTERCOLLEGIATE RULES FOR WOMEN UNDERGRADUATES


	1. A woman undergraduate may not reside in Oxford out of term except by permission of her principal.

	2. A woman undergraduate may not enter men’s rooms either in college or in lodgings without obtaining leave from her principal. She must have a chaperone approved by her principal. Conversation between men and women undergraduates before and after lectures is not encouraged.

	3. A woman undergraduate must obtain leave from her principal before accepting invitations for the evening, or for mixed parties. She may not go out after dinner without permission and must always be back by 11 p.m. and must report her return.

	4. A woman undergraduate may invite men friends to tea in the public rooms or grounds of the college or hall to which she belongs after obtaining permission from her principal, provided there are at least two women in the party. A woman undergraduate may receive her brother in her room but not other men.

	5. A woman undergraduate may go to matinees with men friends if leave is obtained from her principal, provided there are two women in the party.

	6. Mixed parties may not be held in cafés, restaurants or hotels without a chaperone approved by the principal.

	7. A woman undergraduate may not attend a public dance.

	8. All joint societies must be approved by the principals, and such approval must be renewed annually. Meetings of such societies may not be held in undergraduate rooms and may only be held in men’s colleges with written permission from the dean of the college, provided that a woman senior member is present.

	9. A woman undergraduate may not go for walks, bicycle or motor rides alone with a man undergraduate other than her brother. Permission for mixed parties may be given at the discretion of the principal.

	10. A woman undergraduate may not boat with men other than her brother without a chaperone approved by her principal.

	11. A woman undergraduate may only be present at football or cricket matches or boat races under conditions approved by her principal.

	12. Woman undergraduates are not allowed to play mixed hockey.




When the dinner bell rings that evening, Dora and her companions hurry along the main corridor, having been warned that the principal will not tolerate tardiness at dinner. Rumour has it that late arrivals are forced to stand blushing in front of the entire college until Miss Jourdain nods them in.

The dining hall, with its long, straight rows of tables, rings with conversation and the scraping of soup spoons. Dora is disappointed to find that the room smells of boiled cabbage, having expected something a little loftier: furniture polish and freshly cut flowers at the very least. One thing is clear from this morning: the modern building of St Hugh’s, with its three floors of regularly spaced windows and red-brick walls, bears little resemblance to the men’s dreamy Gothic towers and crumbling sandstone.

‘It looks like a home for lost governesses,’ whispers Otto.

They are seated with other freshers and Dora is glad she suggested that the Eights, as Miss Lumb referred to them that morning, should go into dinner together. First days are always so awkward, and having enjoyed school, she is sure she will be happy at St Hugh’s – as long as she does not allow herself to dwell too much on the war. Her bedsitting room is nothing like as grand as her brother’s set was at Jesus, but it is reasonably private, being at the end of the corridor. She is next to Otto and opposite Marianne. Beatrice has the short straw, because her neighbour on one side is a severe-looking History tutor on crutches, whose door regularly opens and slams throughout the day. Fortunately, the tutor, Miss Bazeley, does not appear to sleep there and behaves as if they do not exist. On the other side of Otto is the lavatory and, beside that, a red-tiled scullery used by the scout, Maud.

‘Have you read the rules? I wasn’t expecting it to be quite this strict,’ says a scruffy woman sitting opposite Dora. She has a lopsided nose, and her gown is such a mass of creases it looks two sizes too small. ‘Patricia Clough, Modern Languages,’ she adds, as if introducing her rank in the army. Dora half-expects her to salute.

‘I was going to apply for Greats, but my brother said the Classics are a terrible grind for a girl,’ Patricia says. Then she lowers her voice. ‘I thought the year groups would mix a bit more but the second- and third-years look disdainful, don’t you think? They certainly don’t want to sit with us.’

‘I’m sure they’re eager to catch up after the long vac,’ says Dora, who is mesmerized by Patricia’s furry upper lip. It does a little dance as it sips soup from her spoon.

‘I bet they think we’ve had it easy. You know, being accepted from the off,’ says Patricia.

Beatrice nods in agreement. ‘I don’t blame them. They’ve had to prove themselves more than the equal of men. And now they have to matriculate as an afterthought, while we get all the glory.’

‘Building colleges on next to no money, lurking at the back of lectures like lepers. What fun that must have been,’ says Otto.

Dora notices that Beatrice has spilled soup down her front, but apart from swatting vaguely at it with a napkin, she remains entirely unfazed.

‘Some of them got stick for staying on during the war, I heard,’ says Patricia.

‘Really? Why?’ asks Dora.

‘The majority remained here while all the chaps went to France. Carried on their studies as normal, had a ball riding bicycles around Oxford. In gangs,’ adds Patricia, savouring this information far more than the scanty onion soup.

‘Well, that’s rather simplistic,’ says Otto, tossing her spoon into her bowl with such a clatter that a few women on the next table turn around.

‘What do you mean?’ asks Patricia, furry lip wobbling.

‘I mean that it is foolish to assume what anyone did in the war, don’t you think?’ says Otto, turning to her. ‘Were you in Oxford during the war, Miss—?’

‘Clough. Patricia. Well, no, I wasn’t, but—’

‘So how could you possibly know what each of those women did?’

‘I – I was just saying what I’d heard.’ Patricia looks around at the others for support, but on this very first evening, nobody is willing to intercede.

Dora busies herself gathering the empty bowls.

‘Well, I was here during the war,’ says Otto, ‘and I saw Somerville students with hands that were bleeding from pulling up flax for aircraft wings. The gloves they were given lasted three days before they were in shreds.’

‘I—’

‘I saw students helping Belgian refugees to learn English and find places to live. Women picking fruit in the holidays, others working as translators in their spare time. I saw students reading to soldiers in hospital and putting on plays for them, digging vegetable plots on Port Meadow, running tea parties to raise funds for orphans. In my experience, the women who remained here were inventive, hard-working and relentless.’

‘Oh, I didn’t mean—’

‘Bertrand Russell puts it quite well,’ says Otto. ‘He says it’s a shame that gossips are obsessed with people’s hidden vices when what they ought to be looking out for are their hidden virtues.’ She leans forward so that her beads crunch against the edge of the table. ‘Don’t you agree, Patricia?’

Otto turns to Beatrice and changes the subject. Patricia looks momentarily confused, then attempts to smooth the multiple folds in her wrinkled gown. A poppy-red rash creeps up from beneath her collar. Dora, having assumed Otto would relish gossip of this kind, resolves never to underestimate her new neighbour again.

*

After further courses of watery rabbit stew and bread pudding, there is a tap on Marianne’s arm. ‘What about you, Miss Grey?’

Marianne looks up at the expectant face turned towards her.

‘I asked
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