
Chapter One

			I read somewhere that life works in seven-year cycles. Maybe it’s true. I was born in July 1907. When I was seven, my father took himself away to war and I learned how to breathe. At fourteen, I started work at the mill and I saw my father with the blood of a dead man on his hands. I’ll be twenty-one in five days’ time. I won’t celebrate it. It’s the day I killed my mother. That’s what my father always says, anyway. He’ll say it this Friday, but I won’t be there to hear him. I’m far away across the sea. I’ve been in London for six months now. 

			I open the front door of 65 Dunlace Road. The house is fragrant from Sibyl’s cooking. “It’s only me,” I call, “Maggie.” I feel the need to announce myself even though I’ve been living here a week already. Baby Girl, a mostly black terrier with splashy white paws, gallops along the hallway, greeting me like the prodigal returned. 

			“We’re in the kitchen,” Sibyl says. Her voice is upper-crust. There’s a story as to why she’s living in a terraced house in Hackney and not some country mansion but I don’t know it. 

			Sibyl’s the reason I’m here. She put a notice in a shop advertising a room. She’d drawn a wee picture of it, the bed and the wardrobe and the window looking onto the garden. I could hardly believe my luck when she said I could have it. A room to myself at last and an inside bathroom and everything. Her friend Tilda lives here too. I’d guess they’re both somewhere in their thirties, close to my Auntie Ruth. She was thirty-six when she died. 

			The pair of them are sat at the kitchen table drinking tea from fancy porcelain cups.

			“Did you buy anything at the market?” Sibyl says.

			“Cherries.” I put the bag on the table. 

			“I love cherries.” Tilda helps herself before I’ve the chance to offer her one. 

			“Can you swim?” Sibyl asks me. 

			“Aye, I can swim.” 

			“We’re taking a picnic to the Women’s Pond if you’d care to join us.” 

			I left Belfast in the clothes I stood up in, taking the boat train the day after my Auntie Ruth’s funeral. I’ve not got as far as buying a new bathing suit. Sibyl has a spare costume I can borrow. Soon we’re on the train to Hampstead Heath, London passing by outside the window. 

			I’ve not been to the Heath before. The sunshine’s brought the crowds out but the tree-lined track that leads to the Women’s Pond has an air of tranquillity. A wooden sign reads:

			 

			Welcome to Kenwood Ladies Pond.

			No men allowed beyond this point.

			WOMEN ONLY

			 

			I follow Sibyl and Tilda towards a wooden platform facing a small lake. A sloping lawn to our right is strewn with towels and blankets.

			“We should have got here earlier,” Tilda says.

			“There’s plenty of room.” Sibyl leads the way across the lawn to an empty patch of green. She lays out our tartan blanket. 

			I look around. A hundred women or more are spread out across the grass, talking in groups, or lying alone, reading or sleeping. Shrieks erupt from the lake below. I can feel the energy of the place, a buzz like a hive. My heart quickens. 

			“Swim first, picnic after?” Tilda says. 

			The changing rooms sit behind the platform. Women are in all states of undress and I don’t know where to put my eyes. Auntie Ruth brought me up to keep myself private. I try not to notice the soft breasts and bristling curls. The ribbed silk of my borrowed costume is night and day from the mohair one I left behind in Belfast. I slip off my stockings and knickers and pull it up as far as I can before removing my skirt. Off with my blouse and up with the black silk over my brassiere. I unhook it discreetly and slide it out before quickly slipping my arms into the costume. 

			“Are you ready?” Tilda says. She’s as lean and lithe as a whippet in her navy swimsuit, hard muscles visible on her arms and legs. Sibyl’s more womanly curves.

			I follow them out of the changing rooms. A rowing boat sits in the water next to the platform and two lifeguards are on duty. I won’t be needing them. Swimming is the only thing I’ve ever been really good at. 

			You’re your mummy’s double. It’s the mermaid in you. 

			Those were my Granny Palmer’s first words to me. My father had kept me from my mummy’s people, but the summer after he went to war my Auntie Ruth took me to Portmuck where Granny Palmer lived. I was eight years old. 

			“M-mermaid?” I used to stammer in them days. 

			“Aye, my granny, which mean’s your granny’s granny, was a mermaid by the name of Julie. One day, back in 1816, she was swimming in the sea off Portmuck when a fella by the name of William McClelland captured her in a net. He brought her ashore and put her on display in a salt-water bath. It was in the newspapers so it must be true.” She opened a cupboard in the wall and fetched out a frail cutting, kept safe between the leaves of a book. She wanted me to have it. Auntie Ruth said no. She was feared my father would come back from the war and know she’d brought me to my granny against his wishes. I say wishes, but really it was orders, orders that were never spoken, that you had to work out for yourself and then follow to the exact letter. 

			The war years were a holiday. I’d visit my granny as often as I could. She’d tell me stories of elf-stones and broonies and wee-folk and witches. Granny Palmer was sunshine in a person. I met my mummy through her. Now she whispers to me in my dreams.

			Tilda makes her way over to the ladder. Gingerly she backs down the steps into the pond. Sibyl tucks her fair hair into a bathing hat, ready to follow her.

			“Is it deep enough to dive?” I ask.

			Sibyl nods. The green-brown water waits beneath me as I stand on the edge of the platform. I hesitate for a moment then plunge in. Cold embraces me. This is my first swim since I moved to London. The freedom electrifies me. I flash through the water, racing past Tilda and the next woman and the next. I turn at the marker and speed back towards the platform. Up and down I go, up and down, needing to burn off the excess of energy that’s bursting out of me. Up and down, up and down. At last, my pace slows. Treading water, I look around me. The pond is edged with dense foliage, protection from prying eyes. Back on the platform, women continue to get in and out. 

			“Enjoying yourself?” The woman’s hair is sleek as a seal. She treads water next to me. “I was watching you from the platform. You’re a fast one. You should be in the Olympic Games.”

			Heat rushes to my face. 

			“Your first time?” she says.

			“It is.”

			“Thought as much. I’d’ve noticed you. I’m here every weekend. Janet Vause.” 

			“Maggie Dillon.”

			Treading water, we shake hands awkwardly across the surface of the lake. 

			“You here on your own?”

			“No. I came with my landlady and her friend.” I look around for Sibyl and Tilda. “I should be getting back to them.”

			“Well, nice meeting you, Maggie Dillon. See you around.” She winks before diving under the surface. Her head pops up a couple of yards away and then she’s into a smooth breaststroke. Every weekend, I think, as I swim in the opposite direction, back to the platform. I could come every weekend. 

			Gathering my clothes, I hurry across the lawn. I feel ridiculous in my dripping costume when I catch sight of Tilda and Sibyl on the blanket, fully clothed. Worse still, they’re not alone. An impish-faced woman sits cross-legged on a striped blanket that abuts our red tartan. An older woman lounges by her side, her long legs stretched out onto the grass. I wonder if I should go back and get changed. Before I can, Tilda looks up. “Ah, Maggie. At last.” 

			“I’m sorry for keeping you.” 

			“Not at all. You looked like you were enjoying yourself,” Sibyl says. “These are our friends, Rachel Barrett—” 

			“Pleased to meet you,” the older woman says, sitting up.

			“And Ida Wylie.”

			“My friends usually call me Uncle,” the imp says. I don’t know whether this is a joke, a dig at Sibyl, or an instruction as to how to address her, so I just nod as if she’s made a perfectly reasonable statement. 

			“This is our new lodger, Maggie Dillon.”

			“Shall we eat?” Tilda says. 

			I help unpack the picnic hamper—mushroom and leek tart, tomato salad, cucumber sandwiches, a flask of tea and bottles of ginger beer. I set the dishes on the tablecloth Tilda has laid out next to the blankets.

			“We brought a few things, too.” Uncle removes a cloth from her wicker basket to reveal bread, crackers and several cheeses. 

			With Auntie Ruth, a picnic was a doorstep butty at the top of Cave Hill. I hardly know where to begin with the feast in front of me. 

			“Tuck in,” Sibyl says. 

			I start with the tart. The pastry is crisp and light, the filling rich and creamy. 

			“Mmm, the salad’s excellent,” Uncle says. “What’s in the dressing?”

			“Mayonnaise, red wine vinegar, a little parsley, mustard and a touch of garlic,” Sibyl answers.

			“Garlic, indeed,” Uncle says. “Most English women would run a mile.”

			“Sibyl isn’t most English women.” Tilda looks at her friend fondly. 

			“Have you taken in any productions since you got back from America?” Sibyl says.

			“No, I’ve been rather a homebody,” Uncle replies. “Anything you would recommend?”

			“We went to see Show Boat at Drury Lane last week. It was rather good.” 

			“I saw it when it opened on Broadway. Have you read the book?”

			“I didn’t know there was a book.”

			“Yes. Edna Ferber,” Uncle says. “Our sort of woman, I’d say. I think you’d enjoy it. Oh, and you’re going to love Radclyffe Hall’s new one. It’s even got your old ambulance unit in it. I’m reviewing it for The Sunday Times. If I’m not mistaken, it’s going to make rather a splash.”

			“How are you finding London?” Rachel asks me, her voice a singsongy Welsh.

			“I like it, so I do. What I know of it so far.” 

			“Have you found yourself a job?”

			I don’t waste words on the laundry where I’ve been working till now. Tomorrow my new life begins. “I’m training to be a firefighter.” 

			“Firefighter!” Uncle exclaims. She smirks at Tilda. 

			“At the Achille Serre Dry Cleaning Factory.” They must have heard of Achille Serre. It’s the biggest dry cleaning company in England. They’ve shops all over London. 

			“I’ve never known a firefighter before. Have you Tilda?” Uncle says. 

			“I can’t say that I have. Would you pass the stilton?”

			The conversation subsides and we return to eating. Surely firefighter is a job to impress anyone. It’s no reason for smirking. I’m not sure I like Uncle. Perhaps if I’d told the woman in the pond I’d’ve got a different reaction. What was her name? Janet Something.

			Vause. Janet Vause. She comes here every weekend.

			




Chapter Ten

			“Darling, we were unexpectedly detained.” Una hurried over to her offspring, who sat reading in The Drey in the late afternoon sun. She had a habit of overcompensating when she felt guilty about her daughter, offering explanations and excuses where John felt none were required.

			It wasn’t even that late, for goodness’ sake. Barely six o’clock. Andrea was almost eighteen, she could manage an hour or two at home on her own. Not that she looked like a young woman on the brink of adulthood. More like an overgrown twelve-year-old. She stood for her mother’s enveloping embrace.

			“So good to see you, sweetie.”

			After a final squeeze, Una relinquished her grip. “Rye’s the most darling place. We might buy a cottage there, mightn’t we, John?”

			“You’d leave London?” Andrea said.

			Una laughed. “Oh no, of course not. It would be a second home. Wouldn’t it be fun to have a house near the sea?”

			“I’d like that.”

			“How was Granny’s?”

			“Very pleasant. She sends her regards.”

			To Una, maybe. Not to John.

			“Uncle James bought her a wireless. We had such fun listening to it.”

			Typical of James Garvin to be ingratiating himself with his mother-in-law. He still hadn’t bothered to commission a review of The Well of Loneliness for The Observer. 

			“Mummy with a wireless. How unlikely.”

			“She loved it. The concerts, the news, the gardening tips.”

			John wasn’t in the mood for Andrea’s prattling. “I might go to bed.”

			Una turned to John. “Are you all right, darling?”

			John rubbed her forehead. “I think I’ve a headache coming on.”

			“We should have had the chauffeur drive us.”

			“I’m perfectly capable of driving my own car.”

			“I know you are, darling. Perhaps you need a day in bed tomorrow. We have been frightfully busy.”

			“I’m visiting Vere and Budge in the afternoon. It’s been too long already.”

			“Oh yes, of course. Well, an early night then. How about I bring you up a cup of cocoa?”

			John trudged upstairs to the bedroom. The lightness that she’d felt in Rye was ebbing away. She reminded herself that she’d be in France in a fortnight. A proper holiday. How she needed it.

			She was drifting towards sleep when Una arrived with the cocoa and a copy of the Evening Standard.

			“It’s yesterday’s edition. Andrea saved it. Arnold Bennett’s reviewed you at last.”

			John sat up, eager to discover what the Standard’s influential book reviewer had to say. “Will you read it to me?”

			Una settled herself on the bed next to John. Bennett started out by querying celebrity endorsements of books before acknowledging that the inclusion of Havelock Ellis’s commentary had attracted him to The Well of Loneliness in the first place.

			“‘Havelock Ellis stands by it. He praises it for its fictional quality, its notable psychological and sociological significance, and its complete absence of offence. I cannot disagree with him.’”

			John’s assiduous courting of the world-renowned sexologist had paid off.

			“‘This novel is in the main fine.’” Una paused to look at John before continuing slowly, “‘It is honest, convincing, and extremely courageous.’ Oh darling, you must be thrilled.”

			John brought her hands to her lips, eyes closed, savouring the moment. She doubted she would ever tire of hearing her work praised but having it understood meant even more to her. She lay back on the pillows, registering the warmth of happiness radiating through her.

			“I’m going to start a scrapbook. I’ve got all your reviews. You can look at it on the days when you forget how brilliant you are,” Una said.

			“Sorry I was short before. I know I can be a monster to live with.”

			Una kissed her on the forehead. “No apology needed.”

			* * *

			“Ready?” Una said.

			John nodded, steeling herself. 

			Una rang the doorbell. A dog barked. 

			“Quiet, Teddy.” A command from inside the house, silencing the dog. 

			John and Una waited. Twenty seconds passed. Thirty. A minute.

			“Shall I ring again?” 

			“Not yet.” 

			The door opened. 

			“Thanks for coming,” Budge said. Even at forty-five, she retained a boyish charm, but tight lines now marked the downturned corners of her mouth. 

			“How is she today?” Una said. 

			“Tell them to go away,” Vere shouted from a nearby room. 

			“It’s not been one of her better days.” 

			“Shall I go in to see her?” Una offered. 

			Budge grimaced, deepening the lines. “Best not. Why don’t you two go out into the garden? I’ll be with you as soon as I can.”

			They followed the corridor down to Budge’s studio at the back of the house. Light flooded in through patio doors. Half-finished sketches littered the desk. 

			“I don’t know how she’s getting any work done,” Una muttered.

			The doors opened onto a cottage-style garden, colour and scent spilling out of borders, pots and baskets. A brick path led them to a table and chairs under an apple tree. John pulled out one of the chairs, inviting Una to sit. 

			“Thank you, darling.”

			Before sitting down herself, John took off her jacket and hung it on the back of her chair. Her temperature was all over the place these days. 

			“I wonder if she knows it’s us,” John said. 

			“She’s completely herself a lot of the time. More so than she was.”

			They fell silent, each wondering how they’d have managed if one of them had been struck down by a devastating illness, if one of them had been called upon to look after a shadow of the woman she’d fallen in love with. 

			Una declined an offered cigarette. John lit one for herself. Smoke filled her lungs, bringing relief. She fetched an old flower saucer to use as an ashtray. 

			“Maybe we should come back another day,” Una said. 

			“When? We’ve a hundred things to do before Paris as it is.”

			“There’s no need to bite my head off.”

			“Let’s give them a little longer.”

			Una got to her feet. “I think I should make tea.”

			“They won’t want you interfering.” 

			Una turned to John long enough to say, “I’m helping,” before carrying on down the path. She’d only taken half a dozen steps when the patio doors opened. Budge backed out of them, pulling a wheeled chair. Carefully she swung it round, then pushed it up the path towards the tree. Teddy, the West Highland terrier who’d been riding on Vere’s lap, jumped down. He ran up to John and planted his front feet on her leg, tail wagging, demanding attention. John obliged, fondling the back of his head. 

			“Welcome, darlings,” Vere said. “How lovely to see you.” Her delicate face drooped on the left and glasses had replaced the dashing monocle she used to wear. Her voice, however, remained as melodious as it had been when John first met her. It had been at a tea party six years earlier, the room full to overflowing with women writers and artists. John had felt like a fraud when Ida Wylie had introduced her as a wonderful writer who was going to do great things. She’d still been thrashing around trying to finish her first novel at the time, whereas Vere Hutchinson, thirteen years her junior, had already published her debut to much acclaim. 

			“I’ll look forward to reading you,” Vere had said, a smile lighting up her face. 

			It had been the start of one of those happy friendships set to last a lifetime. For two years, they’d lunched and dined and walked and talked together, celebrating each other’s successes, delighting in each other’s company. And then, out of nowhere, Vere got sick. Intense fatigue punctuated by bouts of paralysis and psychosis. Doctors debated the nature of the illness which had laid waste to Vere’s mind, lungs and limbs. The only thing they could agree on was that there was no cure. 

			In the first weeks after Vere fell ill, John had prayed every day for her friend to be cured. She still prayed for Vere, though not so often and not so fervently. The miracle hadn’t happened. It seemed there was nothing to do but watch her friend’s decline. 

			“Would you like tea?” Budge said. “Or lemonade?”

			“Budge makes the most perfect pink lemonade,” Vere said.

			“Lemonade it is,” John said. 

			“Let me help.” Una followed Budge back to the house. 

			John got out her cigarette case, went to offer one to Vere, remembered the state of her friend’s lungs, and pulled her hand back. “Sorry.” She put the case away, defying the voice in her head demanding a cigarette.

			“No need to deprive yourself on my account.” 

			“Are you sure you don’t mind? They help my asthma.” John lit the cigarette with a mixture of guilt and relief. She sat smoking, trying to think of something to say. Small talk had always been beyond her. With Vere she hadn’t needed it. Now the illness sat between John and her friend. She wondered how long Budge and Una would be. 

			“I read your Evening Standard review,” Vere said. “What was it? ‘Honest, convincing, and extremely courageous.’ You must have been pleased.” Her smile was tight.

			John had brought the review with her to show to her friend but decided it should stay in the pocket of her jacket. “Oh well, yes, I suppose I was. Not that reviews are everything…”

			Vere snorted. “You’re talking to me, Johnnie. I know how much they matter to you because that’s how much they matter to me.” She looked away. “Teddy,” she called. The terrier came bounding over from the corner of the garden where he’d been surreptitiously digging. His mistress tapped her lap and he jumped on board. She fondled his ears, staring off into the distance. 

			“I’m so glad that you’re writing again. I’m taking The Other Gate on holiday with me.” 

			“You’re taking…The Other Gate?” Tears formed behind the horn-rimmed glasses.

			“I’ve heard very good things about it from Uncle.”

			“From Uncle,” Vere echoed. Tears slid down her face. 

			John wondered if she should pass her handkerchief. “Ida Wylie. You remember? She was there the first day I met you. She’s back from America.”

			The clinking of glasses drew John’s attention down the garden. A large jug took up more than its share of the small tray that Una was carrying, leaving the glasses to jostle for what little space was left. Budge followed with a cake and plates. 

			“Let me help,” John said, getting to her feet. She removed the jug, almost causing Una to drop the tray, and brought it to the table. Vere was still crying. 

			“What’s wrong, darling?” Budge knelt down next to her lover. Teddy, offended, jumped off.  

			“From Uncle,” Vere said. 

			“What’s from Uncle?” 

			“I was just telling Vere what good things Ida Wylie was saying about her short story collection.” 

			Budge glared at John.

			“I didn’t mean to upset her,” John said.

			“It’s all right, darling,” Budge said.

			John removed the handkerchief from her pocket and handed it to Budge who took it without a word. Gently she dabbed at Vere’s face. 

			“How can we help?” Una said. 

			“Help? Can you imagine what it’s been like for her?”

			“Stop,” Vere said, mopping her own tears. 

			But Budge had held her tongue for too long with too many people. “Two years she was barely able to write a word. Two years. Imagine that.”

			John was haunted by the terror of not being able to write. Sometimes she’d manage to get the latest book published before the fear began to build about the next one but often it started within weeks of finishing the final draft. 

			She had no talent. 

			She had no ideas. 

			Whatever talent she’d had was used up. 

			Whatever ideas she’d had were gone. 

			This was the last book. She’d never write again. 

			Una would comfort. “You’re tired, you need a rest, you’ve plenty more books inside you.” John would turn from her in despair. Until eventually Una would cajole her into starting work again. John would scratch away at some weak thought like a hen on dry dirt, dragging out worthless words that never went near her agent but saw her through until better days and real work. 

			“Stop,” Vere said again.

			“Finally, a new collection of short stories, brilliant stories I might add, and not a word of congratulation or even acknowledgment from you, John. I never expected you to be another fair-weather.” Words sharp as slaps. A flush had risen on Budge’s throat and her eyes gleamed with fury. “The day your first novel came out we took you out to dinner. I can’t count the times we’ve celebrated your success since then. But when The Other Gate was published, you couldn’t even be bothered to send a card.” 

			“John’s had a lot—” Una began. 

			John shushed her. She turned to Budge. “You’re right,” she said, quietly. Shame bubbled up like bile. Friendship and loyalty and trust and decency, the things she held dear. Just words. She searched for a way to explain herself. “When I’m working, I get so…” She shook her head. “It’s no excuse.”

			Vere’s leg stiffened and kicked against the table, dislodging a glass which hit a chair and smashed to pieces. Teddy barked and John dropped to her haunches to gather the glass to protect the dog’s feet, but another kick knocked the table over, plates and cake and glasses flying as Vere thrashed and writhed, her face contorting, foam gathering at the corners of her mouth, John staring, not moving, as the wheelchair looked set to topple until Budge’s cry of help brought her to her senses and she grabbed hold of one side while Budge grabbed the other, holding tight against the storm. 

			* * *

			“You should eat something, darling,” Una said later, over dinner at home. 

			“I should have done more,” John said.

			“Please eat. You’ve had hardly a thing all day. I don’t want you getting ill before our holiday.”

			“I’m fine.” John pushed away her plate. “All this money I have but it was Toupie Lowther who thought to take care of their rent. I should have known they’d never manage on what Budge is able to earn in the hours she can fit around looking after Vere.” 

			Una put down her knife and fork. “You offered them money. Don’t you remember? When Vere first fell ill. They refused.”

			“I should have made them take it. Toupie got them to take the house.”

			“You paid for her to see that infectiologist, or whatever they’re called. Though, as you know, I’ve always thought it was syphilis. Her father was crippled with—”

			“It’s not syphilis.”

			“I wouldn’t have thought I’d need to remind you how widespread that vile disease is among military men.” She pushed away her own plate.

			“Don’t, Una.”

			“Don’t what?”

			“When was I ever anything but sympathetic about your own misfortune with the admiral?” 

			“It can be passed on during pregnancy. I was terrified when I was expecting the Cub.”

			John sighed. Once onto syphilis, it could take a long time to get Una off the subject, and the iniquity of the admiral marrying her when he knew he was riddled with it. 

			“What?” Una said.

			“Nothing.”

			“You’re sighing.” 

			“I’m too tired for this.” 

			“I don’t know why you have to torture yourself about Vere. It’s not like you were idling your thumbs when her book came out. The contract issues with Cape, and trying to find an American publisher, and—”

			“I still found time to go shopping with you for The Drey.”

			“So I’m to blame?”

			“You know that’s not what I’m saying.”

			“I hardly had any time with you for months. You know what you’re like when you’re working.”

			“I can’t help the way I work. When it’s coming, I have to let it.”

			“And I organise everything around you to make that possible. The servants, the meals, the house, the typists you insist on firing, keeping friends away, occupying Andrea when she’s home from school, looking at drafts and redrafts and redrafts—”

			“I had no idea what a burden I was to you.”

			“You know I support your work. You know it. Don’t you dare to suggest otherwise.” She turned her chair sideways, not wanting to look at John. Silence prickled between them. 

			John took out her cigarette case. She fidgeted it back and forth on the table but didn’t take one out. It had been a bloody day. Her back ached, her leg was bruised and her heart was choked with gloom. The whole world felt heavy. 

			“Why are we arguing?” John said quietly. 

			Una didn’t reply.

			“Can we be friends?” She hesitated. “Please, Una.”

			Una moved her chair a fraction back towards John, just enough to signal her agreement. 

			




Chapter Eleven

			Mrs. Smith set the breakfast tray down on the table in the corner of Una and John’s bedroom. Quietly and efficiently, she laid the table—vase of flowers in the centre, silver rack of hot crumpets next to it. Dishes of butter, marmalade and seedless raspberry jam. Pot of tea, jug of milk, bowl of sugar cubes. Cups, plates, cutlery. Finally, a copy of The Daily Telegraph on one side of the table, the Daily Mail on the other. 

			In their ten years of living together, Una and John had started almost every morning with breakfast in their room. It was a time to peruse the newspapers and contemplate the day ahead. 

			John stretched, feeling it through every joint in her body. She’d turned forty-eight the week before. Fifty lurked around the corner. To most people, it wasn’t old. John’s dilettante father had died at fifty-two. Dear Ladye at fifty-nine. She mustn’t take time for granted. 

			“Anything else, ma’am?” 

			“That’ll be all for now,” John replied. She got out of bed, put on her silk dressing gown and took her place at the table.

			“Sweet pea. My favourite.” Una bent to inhale the scent. 

			“Happy anniversary.” 

			Una kissed John on the cheek. “Happy anniversary, darling.”

			They marked three dates—the day they’d made their private vows after Una’s divorce, the first time they’d made love, and today’s, their first kiss. Eighteenth August 1915. They’d both been married at the time, Una to the admiral, John to Ladye. It hadn’t stopped them.  

			Una settled herself on the opposite side of the table and began to butter a crumpet while John poured the tea. “Do you know it’s five years today since you started writing A Saturday Life?”

			“Is it?”

			“Yes. I remember thinking we were going to have an anniversary dinner together. Instead, you shut yourself up in your study for the evening.”

			“How very rude of me.” 

			It had been her third novel, started before she had a publisher for the first two. What she did have was an agent who believed in her work and a wife who repeatedly told her she was a literary genius. The following month Arrowsmith had offered on The Forge. Then The Unlit Lamp found a home with Cassells, the eleventh publisher Audrey had approached. They’d given John a foothold. Adam’s Breed had taken her to the mountaintop. Now she was changing the public view of inverts with The Well of Loneliness. Yesterday, The Daily Telegraph had called it truly remarkable. 

			John had published five novels in four and a half years. But a writer was only as good as the book she was currently working on. She wasn’t writing. She knew she should be starting something new. If only she could find an idea… “I’d like a quiet day, today. There’s been so much socialising recently. And more to come in Paris.” 

			“Of course, darling. A quiet day will do us the world of good.”

			The doorbell rang. 

			“Perhaps we could have lunch out? Just us.”

			John had been hoping for a day to go through previous short story ideas she’d not got round to writing. “Where had you in mind?” 

			“How about the Ritz Grill? We’ve not been there for a while.”

			The housekeeper knocked on the door. “Excuse me, madam. Miss Heath wondered if you could spare a moment?”

			“Audrey?”

			“Yes, madam.”

			“Show her into The Drey.” John stood up. “Finish your breakfast, darling.”

			“You weren’t expecting her, were you?” Una said.

			“No. Perhaps she has news of the German translation. She was hoping I might be able to sign before we go on holiday.”

			“On a Saturday morning?”

			Audrey stood in the middle of The Drey, flicking her fingernails against each other. She turned as John entered, followed by Una. 

			“To what do we owe this unexpected pleasure?” John said. 

			“I thought you’d rather hear the news in person. The Daily Express has attacked The Well of Loneliness.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Degrading, unspeakable, the end of civilisation as we know it.” Audrey removed a copy of the newspaper from her soft leather briefcase and handed it to John. 

			Even without her glasses John could read the headline. 

			A BOOK THAT SHOULD BE SUPPRESSED 

			“The editor’s calling for it to be banned.”

			John felt like she’d been hit in the stomach. 

			“Sit down, darling,” Una said, putting her hand on John’s arm.

			John shrugged the hand off. “Who is this man?” 

			“James Douglas. He wants the government to do more to protect ‘Christian values.’”

			“I need my glasses.” Striding to the bookcase, John removed her spare pair from their case and silently began to read. 

			 

			I would rather give a healthy boy or a healthy girl a phial of prussic acid than this novel. Poison kills the body, but moral poison kills the soul. This book must at once be withdrawn… I appeal to the Home Secretary to set the law in motion. 

			A well-known woman writer has published an astounding new novel. It is the first English novel devoted to a particularly hideous aspect of life as it exists among us to-day. 

			It discusses frankly and vividly a subject so utterly degrading that decent people regard it as an unspeakable horror. Moreover, it attempts to defend and justify the degeneracy with which it deals. 

			VIGOROUS EXPOSURE

			The Editor of the “Sunday Express,” in a vigorous exposure of the book in to-morrow’s “Sunday Express,” demands that it be suppressed by the publisher, the circulating libraries, and if necessary, by the Public Prosecutor. 

			“It is no excuse,” he writes, “to say that the novel possesses fine qualities or that its author is an accomplished artist. The answer is that the adroitness and cleverness of the book intensifies its moral danger. If Christianity does not destroy the doctrine that this book preaches, then the doctrine will destroy Christianity together with the civilisation which it has built on the ruins of paganism.

			 

			John stared at the page. She’d been so careful in her drafting and redrafting. “Why doesn’t he name me?”

			“He’s hooking them in,” Audrey said. “Your name will be all over it tomorrow I’m afraid.”

			“We must stop this,” Una said. 

			“I don’t see that we can,” Audrey said. 

			“We didn’t even send them a review copy.”

			“Oh, this won’t be a review. It’ll be an editorial piece, all guns blazing.”

			“He can’t really get my book banned, can he?” John said. 

			“No, I’m sure it won’t come to that,” Audrey said. “It’s not like D. H. Lawrence. There’s nothing explicit. Try not to worry. And at least you can have the pleasure of knowing that Douglas’s vitriol has ensured The Well of Loneliness will be a huge bestseller now. There’s nothing like the threat of a ban to get the reading public buying.”

			




Chapter Twelve

			“Left a bit,” Tilda says. “Left. Left.”

			“It won’t go any further,” I say.

			“Damn it. Put it down then. Gently.”

			I ease the table to the floor. It’s heavy as sin. You’d think it was made of lead not mahogany. 

			“How on earth did I get it out the last time?” Tilda says.

			I don’t know. I wasn’t there. But it’s not going out this time. Not at this angle. Not without taking the back door off. I wouldn’t put it past her to do it so I don’t suggest it for now. I’ve grazed my knuckles in the effort to go further left. I suck at the raised skin.

			“You’re killing us,” Tilda shouts in the general direction of the kitchen. 

			There’s a shouted “Uh uh-uh” in response but I can’t decipher the words. 

			“Moaning indeed,” Tilda says. “Easy for her to say.” Despite her mutterings I know she’s enjoying the challenge of moving the table from the dining room to the garden. Ida and Rachel are coming over. It was Sibyl’s idea to have lunch outside—“I do adore eating in the sunshine, don’t you?” Tilda suggested the picnic blanket, but Sibyl stood firm. It had to be the table. She gets her own way usually. Tilda likes to make a play of how the latest request is too difficult or not worth the bother, but she nearly always gives in. “Whatever your majesty wants.” She stands back contemplating the table and the doorframe. 

			“There has to be a way. It’s been out before.”

			“What if it was on its side? Then the legs could go out first, and we could—”

			“Of course. You’re smarter than you look.” 

			Is that supposed to be a compliment? 

			“We won’t be able to turn it here,” Tilda says. “Back to the dining room. On three. One, two, three, lift.”

			It’s the same drill as manoeuvring ladders at work. The factory closed yesterday for holiday week. Eight whole days to fill. There was no message from Janet when I collected my jacket, but Wilma had one of her own. “Janet Vause is bad news. Take my advice and steer well clear of her.” I wanted to ask her more but someone was earholing nearby so I thanked her and went on my way. 

			Baby Girl whines and scrabbles with her paws at the double doors that divide the front room from the dining room. 

			“Stop it,” Tilda says. “You’ll have the door in matchsticks.” 

			Slowly we make our way back down the hallway. I’m impressed at the strength of Tilda who doesn’t do the physical training I do every day but is holding up her end no trouble. 

			“Aha,” she says triumphantly as we get the table out through the door and into the garden. We carry it to the paved area at the far end, which is backed by a wall painted white. It’s alive with sweet pea, honeysuckle, clematis and jasmine. The table wobbles slightly when we set it down but Tilda fixes it with a bit of cardboard wedged under one of the legs.

			Sibyl emerges through the back door. I’m hoping for praise for a job well done but instead she stoops at the bed closest to the house to harvest a few fragrant leaves from her herb garden. 

			“How’s the cooking coming along?” Tilda shouts. 

			Sibyl looks up. “I’m at a crucial stage.” She notices the table next to us. “Where are the chairs?”

			“Slave driver,” Tilda says, grinning. “Do you want the table extended?” 

			“No, that’ll be fine.” She disappears back into the house. 

			Baby Girl is delighted to be released from the front room. She prances around us, getting in the way, as we ferry the chairs out to the garden. “Right, let’s see what else her ladyship wants doing,” Tilda says.

			The kitchen is awash with steam and delicious smells. I’ll enjoy the feast, if nothing else. No doubt Ida will have some mocking comment to make when she sees me but I helped put out a fire last week so I mustn’t let it matter to me. It’s not as if she isn’t rather odd herself. Uncle indeed.

			“You could lay the table,” Sibyl says. “And put a tablecloth on.” 

			Leaving Tilda rifling through the linen drawer, I carry out the plates. I can’t be laying the table till the cloth is down so I sit enjoying the sunshine until Tilda arrives. 

			The tablecloth is white linen embroidered with the palest lavender silk. Tilda takes two corners and I take the other two and we lay it flat over the mahogany. “What do you think of my tablecloth?”

			“Lovely quality. You can’t beat Irish linen,” I say, wondering if this cloth came from Belfast, maybe even from my old mill.

			“I meant the decoration.”

			Now I take a closer look, I realise the lavender isn’t an abstract design. The cloth is adorned with signatures. 

			“Whose are the names?”

			“That’s the question. Try the one in the middle.”

			I trace the letters with my finger. The first one’s a flourishing E, then a full stop and a capital P. Next a small a and a u and a k and an h and a u and an s and an l. Paukhusl. That can’t be right. 

			“I’ll give you a clue. It’s a woman and she’s famous. Was famous.”

			Suddenly I see it. “Pankhurst. It is, isn’t it? E. Pankhurst. Emmeline Pankhurst.” I’m thrilled to be touching something the leader of the suffragette movement touched. “Did she embroider this?”

			“No. When would she have had time for embroidery alongside changing the world? But it is her signature, copied onto the cloth. What about this one?” She points to a signature in the right-hand corner. 

			The first name is easy. Rachel. The surname begins with a B, small a, squiggle, two vertical strokes at the end. I don’t want to say it in case I’m wrong. 

			“I’ll make it easy. You’ve met her.”

			“Rachel Barrett. Oh, I’ve always wanted to meet a real suffragette.”

			Tilda laughs. “Meet one? You’re living with one.” She points to another signature. 

			The T is no-nonsense, R fat and firm, clear a, v, and e, determined l at the end. T. Ravel. “It’s you, isn’t it?”

			“It’s me.”

			“I never knew you were a suffragette.”

			“Oh, yes, and I’ve the Holloway brooch to prove it. Rachel was one of the leaders. Head of Information. She’s the smartest woman I’ve ever met.”

			“What about Sibyl? Was she a suffragette?”

			“In feeling, yes, but not quite in practice. She didn’t come of age until the war had already broken out. But Uncle’s on here.” She shuffles the tablecloth round to show me Ida Wylie. “She was in the Bodyguard. And this one’s Mary Leigh. She was in Ireland in 1913, nearly died in Mountjoy prison. And Annie Kenney. She started out a mill worker, same as you. Lilian Lenton, the elusive suffragette the press called her because the authorities could never keep a hold of her.”

			I want to have heard of these women. If only I’d been born twenty years earlier, maybe I could have been a suffragette and done daring deeds. 

			“I can’t get over you being a suffragette. Were you one of the militants? I bet you were, if you’re on this tablecloth.”

			“They’re here,” Sibyl calls from the doorway. 

			Tilda turns away without answering and makes her way down the garden. There’s always been a confidence about her. I noticed it the first time I met her. I should have known she would have been a suffragette. To me they’re as exciting as highwaymen or pirates, only better, because they’re women. My father hated them. I remember him frothing like a mad dog after suffragettes burned down the mansion of some high-up in the Ulster Volunteer Force. If he’d got his hands on them, my father would have strung them up from a lamppost and flailed them till they were past begging for their lives. I’m glad I’m living with a suffragette. It’s another strike against him. 

			The plates are still stacked on the chairs and I decide I may as well get on with laying the table. 

			“Hello again,” Rachel says. 

			I almost curtsey because here in front of me is one of the leaders of the suffragette movement and I have to turn it into stooping to pat the dog who’s not even anywhere near me. 

			“How’s the firefighting going?” Ida says and I nod but don’t say anything. 

			“She tackled her first proper fire this week, didn’t you?” Tilda says, and there’s almost a note of pride in her voice. 

			“Johnston and Seven got there first but Clarke and I weren’t far behind and the four of us attacked the seat and got the job finished.” I blurt it all out in a rush but now everyone’s looking at me and I’m embarrassed so I take myself away to the kitchen to offer Sibyl a hand. She sets me to slicing an orange into a jug of water. 

			When I take the jug out to the garden, Tilda’s looking at a newspaper, Ida and Rachel standing next to her. 

			“I didn’t much like the book—misery, misery, all is misery. But this is abhorrent.” Tilda folds the paper and hands it back to Ida.

			“Keep it. Sibyl will want to see it.”

			Tilda nods and sets it on her chair.

			I put the jug down on the table then return to the kitchen where Sibyl has dishes of olives and salted almonds for me to take out. I leave her going about her final touches and rejoin the others. They’re examining the tablecloth. 

			“Dear Mrs. P.” Rachel touches the signature. “I’m glad she lived long enough to know that equal voting was on its way.”

			I’ve been hovering in the background, not wanting to interrupt. Now I step forward and offer round the dishes Sibyl gave me. Ida helps herself to an olive. “Mmm, these are good. Moroccan, I’d wager. I must find out where she gets them.”

			I lurk by the table. These women have known each other for years. I don’t want to be in the way but I don’t want to miss anything either.

			“Sibyl knows every good food supplier in London. Which is just as well as I’d have egg on toast every day otherwise,” Tilda says. “She’s teaching this one a few recipes. She considers it her duty to convert everyone she encounters to vegetarianism. You can sit down, you know,” she says to me. 

			I slide into one of the seats facing the wall, opposite Rachel. She looks like she could be brainy. Threads of silver mark her temples and her lined face is serious. I mustn’t say anything to let myself down.

			“Tilda!” Sibyl calls from the kitchen door. “Can I borrow you for a minute?”

			“Excuse me.” 

			“Do you want me to go?” I say, half-rising from my chair. 

			“No, it’s fine. You can stay and entertain our guests.”

			“Don’t worry,” Ida says. “We won’t bite.” She picks up another olive and snaps at the end of it, as if she’s practising for a chomp at me. 

			“Leave the poor girl alone.” Rachel looks at me encouragingly. “Don’t pay any attention to her.”

			“Oh, but I rather want attention.”

			I take her at her word. “Tilda said you were in the Bodyguard.” 

			“Oh, did she indeed? That, my dear, is top secret.”

			“I won’t tell…What was the Bodyguard?” 

			“What was the Bodyguard? I’ll have to write a memoir. Remind me to do that, Rachel. The Bodyguard, my young innocent, was a group of suffragettes trained in jujutsu to protect the leadership.”

			“Oh…What’s jujutsu?” 

			“It’s a Japanese martial art. Close combat. Great for dealing with the police. And obnoxious men in general. It’s a skill every woman should learn. I’m sure Tilda would teach you the basics.” 

			“Was she in the Bodyguard too?”

			“No, she was—”

			“In the Suffragette Self-Defence Club.” Rachel exchanges a meaningful look with Ida. Meaningful for them. I’ve no clue what it’s about. Before I’ve the chance to find out, Tilda and Sibyl emerge through the back door, each carrying several dishes. I get up to help them, ferrying bowls and plates laden with food from the kitchen out to the garden. Some are hot from the oven, others cool from the icebox. There’s barely an inch left on the table by the time we’ve finished.

			“Perhaps we should have extended the table after all,” Sibyl says, a hint of frown between her eyebrows. 

			“What a spread,” Tilda says. “I feel like I’m back in Spain.”

			“Tell us what everything is,” Ida says.

			“This one’s white bean stew. Then we’ve got tortilla, piquillo peppers stuffed with goats’ cheese, patatas bravas, spinach and cheese croquettes, pan con tomate and a green salad.” 

			“You must have been up since dawn,” Rachel says. 

			“I did a lot of the preparation yesterday. Anyway, tuck in. Oh, I forgot the drinks. Who’d like a glass of fino? Or lemonade?”

			The others opt for fino but I suspect that it’s some type of alcohol. I’ve never taken a drop and I’m too feared to try now with all this cleverness around me. 

			“I’ll get it. You sit down.” Tilda’s hand lingers on Sibyl’s shoulders for a moment before she sets off down the garden. 

			“Help yourselves. Tilda won’t mind if we start without her.”

			There’s not room on the plate for everything at once so I prioritise the potatoes and peppers in my first serving. Tilda’s back shortly with the drinks. The newspaper falls off her chair as she sits back down.

			“The Sunday Express?” Sibyl says, picking it up. It’s not the sort of paper I’ve ever seen her reading. 

			“There’s a tirade against Radclyffe Hall’s new book,” Ida says.

			“You can read it later,” Tilda says. “We’re eating.”

			“It’s absolutely vile,” Rachel says. “The editor goes so far as to say he would rather kill a child than let them read a copy of The Well of Loneliness.” She puts her knife and fork down to hide the tremble in her hands. 

			I focus my eyes on my plate, cutting into a potato, loading on a slice of pepper, raising my fork to my mouth. 

			“There isn’t a shadow of offence in The Well,” Ida says, “except to those who fear the truth.”

			“The world is full of people who fear the truth,” Rachel says. 

			“I wish she’d told rather more of the truth,” Tilda says. 

			“What on earth do you mean by that?” Ida says.

			“Finally a writer steps out from the shadows and what does she give us? Heartbreak and misery. And don’t get me started on inversion—”

			“She’s making a point,” Ida says, “about society and—” 

			“Couldn’t the point be that women can be happy together? Is that too much to ask?”

			“I didn’t have you down as the romantic type,” Ida says.

			“You’d be surprised,” Tilda says. 

			“Do you think the Sunday Express would have liked it any better if she’d given us a happy ending?” Rachel says.

			“Probably not,” Tilda concedes. 

			I’ve continued eating while the talk has raged round me. My plate is almost empty. I don’t want to draw attention to myself by getting another helping.  

			“No matter the plot, Radclyffe Hall has had the courage to put her head above the parapet. Now the right-wing press is shooting at her,” Rachel says. “It’s despicable.” 

			“How’s she taking it?” Sibyl says, softly. She’s been as quiet as me till now.

			“I haven’t managed to speak to her yet,” Ida says. 

			“Will you tell her that I loved the book?” Sibyl says.

			“Of course,” Ida says. “Of course I will.” 

			




Chapter Thirteen

			The slight figure of Audrey Heath stood on the pavement outside the offices of A.M. Heath Ltd. on Golden Square. “Pull in here,” John instructed the cabbie. She had the door open before the taxi had come to a halt. Audrey stepped lightly into the cab, graceful as a ballerina. 

			“Bedford Square,” Audrey said to the driver.

			“Did you manage to get a copy of the letter?” John said.

			“I have it here.” Audrey extracted a sheet of buff foolscap from her briefcase and handed it over. The letter, on Cape’s headed paper, was addressed to the Home Secretary. 

			As you may know, Radclyffe Hall’s new novel, The Well of Loneliness, has been subject to criticism in today’s Sunday Express. I stand by my decision to publish it. If, however, you conclude that the best interests of the public will be served by withdrawing the book from circulation, we will be ready to do so and to accept the full consequences as publishers. 

			John had to hold herself back from screwing the letter into a ball and setting it alight. Cape must know that the current Home Secretary was the most puritanical man ever to hold the office. His nickname, Jix, might sound jolly, but Sir William Joynson-Hicks was every bit as fanatical a moraliser as the Express’s James Douglas.

			“How could he do this? And why on earth did he send a public letter to the Express telling them he’s written to the Home Secretary? Douglas isn’t going to let up now.”

			“Cape’s either been very stupid or very cunning. He’s made a profit on the sales to date. My fear is he’s decided to quit while he’s ahead rather than risk the costs of a legal battle.”

			“It’s not up to him to make that decision without me. We share liability for any legal action.”

			“Morally, you’re right, John. Legally is another matter.” 

			“Surely he can’t take it off the market without my say so?”

			“In theory it would be breach of contract, but if he can argue it’s at the behest of the Home Secretary…Well, we’re in difficult waters.”

			“I may have to kill him.”

			“What number?” the cabbie said. 

			“Thirty. Anywhere here will do.” Audrey reached into her briefcase for her purse. 

			“I’ll get it.” Pulling her wallet from the inside pocket of her jacket, John fished out a pound note. “Keep the change.”

			The publishing house of Jonathan Cape Ltd. occupied a substantial Georgian residence on the western side of Bedford Square. Before they entered, Audrey turned to John. “We need to try to stay calm.”

			“You mean I need to try to stay calm.”

			“Our best tactic is to start by giving him the chance to explain. Maybe we can find a way out.”

			Jonathan Cape’s office occupied a grand room on the first floor overlooking the garden square. One wall was lined with bookcases housing titles Cape had published in the seven years he’d been in business. He rose from his desk as they entered. At more than six feet tall, he towered over both women. John stiffened her back and puffed out her chest, determined to look just as imposing. “Ladies,” he said, a false smile on his handsome face. “Do sit down.”

			In no mood for a cosy chat, John preferred to stand. Audrey caught her eye with a look halfway between plea and instruction. Reluctantly she took a seat. 

			“Thank you for making the time to see us,” Audrey began. 

			“Not at all. It’s a delicate situation.”

			Delicate? He’d offered her book up to the most abominable bigot. Desperate would have been closer to the mark. Her book was in grave danger. John reached into her pocket for the gilt medal. Saint Anthony Pray for Us. Running her thumb round the inscribed words, she called down his help. 

			“I must say that both my client and I were shocked by your decision to write to the Home Secretary without consulting us,” Audrey said. “We’ve been trying to reach you since the Express began its unwarranted attack on Saturday morning.”

			“The situation called for action,” Cape replied.

			“What did you hope to gain by your letter?” 

			“Well, obviously, to get the Home Secretary on our side.”

			John fingered the medal, seeking the calm Audrey had urged. 

			“And what makes you think he’ll be on our side?” Audrey asked. 

			“Two reasons. Firstly, there is no obscenity for the Home Secretary to find. I would never have taken on such a highly dangerous book had there been any—”

			John sat forward. “Highly dangerous. Whatever do you mean by that?” 

			“Simply the topic, the unusual topic. As you yourself told me, Miss Hall, other publishers had already turned it down for fear of the consequences.” 

			John’s face flooded with hot blood. When she’d signed with Cape, she’d thanked him for having the courage to publish that others had lacked. Now he was using her honesty against her. Audrey’s hand on her arm urged silence. With a supreme effort, John hauled her emotions in. 

			“Ladies, what you need to understand is that James Douglas has made a grave error. On Sunday he went from attacking Miss Hall’s book to demanding that the whole of the literary establishment put its house in order. The Home Secretary will not want to take on every author and publisher in the land.”

			“You are aware that Jix prides himself on upholding traditional values?” Audrey said. “And your letter doesn’t mention the whole of literature. It refers solely to my client’s book.”

			“I promise you, ladies, Jix is not going to ban The Well of Loneliness. There is nothing in it that could possibly justify banning it, which is exactly why I sent it to him.”

			“He doesn’t have to ban it, though, does he? You’ve volunteered to withdraw it if he finds it offensive,” Audrey said.

			“He’s not going to ban it,” Cape said.

			“Are you planning to withdraw it?” Audrey said. 

			“Of course not.”

			“And if the Home Secretary tells you that he finds parts of the book offensive—?”

			“He won’t.” 

			“But if he does?”

			“Jix will face down Douglas. I’ll put my shirt on it. And that will be the end of it.”

			John looked at Cape, the flush on his face, the eyes that wouldn’t quite meet hers. Who was this man that she’d entrusted her precious book to? For all Audrey’s earlier warning, it would be as well now to tell the waves to be still. “Don’t you know what these people are like? I don’t suppose you do. You’ve never been an outcast. Any deaths that come from this will be on your head.”

			“There’s no need for melodrama, madam.”

			John leaned across the desk. “You know nothing. Nothing. There are suicides every day. I wrote this book to give my fellow inverts courage. I thought you would defend it as it deserves to be defended. Instead you go offering to do the censor’s dirty work for him. I didn’t know I’d signed with a coward.” 

			“Now listen here, Miss Hall—”

			“No, you listen here. I will not have you throw away the chance to keep my book in print. You have a contract with me. I intend to see you fulfil it. If Jix tells you to withdraw you will have to defy him. Let him take us to court if he wants to ban The Well of Loneliness.” 

			




Chapter Fourteen

			Hackney Central Library opens at nine o’clock. I’m waiting on the steps from half past eight, though I’ve no idea how I’ll actually ask for the book when it comes to it. I hope whoever serves me doesn’t read the Sunday Express. 

			I filched the newspaper during the tidy up after yesterday’s lunch. The condemnation started on the front page, with the full offensive on page ten. A Book That Must Be Suppressed. It was all nauseating and perverted and contaminating. God was in there too, and the plague and lepers and evil and depravity and being damned for choosing to be damned. 

			I could hear my father’s voice thundering the words out, even though your man that wrote the article is English and would sound nothing like my da. But it’s the type of tirade he loved to launch into about anything he didn’t like, be it dancing or drinking or priests or pacifists. 

			Abomination. Depraved. Words I’ve been saying against myself. But yesterday I was reading them knowing that Tilda and Rachel and Ida and even Sibyl had a different view about women loving each other. The article said that bookshops shouldn’t be selling the book and libraries shouldn’t be stocking it. That’s what gave me the idea to come here today and get a copy, even though there’s one at home but I’m not ready to be asking for it. 

			A picture of Radclyffe Hall accompanied the article. She’d have fitted right in at that party in Finsbury Park with her bow tie and smoking jacket. Her hair was swept back off her face like Rudolph Valentino and she held a cigarette in one hand. I wonder if I should buy a bow tie. Wilma had one, and Bobby, and now Radclyffe Hall. 

			When I started at Achille Serre, I knew nothing about firefighting, but I had Johnston training me and a firefighting manual to guide me. I’m hoping this Well of Loneliness will be like a manual for abominable women that’ll teach me how to become one and then maybe I could venture back to the Women’s Pond and see if Janet will give me another try. 

			A man arrives to wait outside the library. He leans against the opposite side of the entranceway, staring at me with eyes bulgy as a frog’s. There’s not a hint of him looking away when I catch him doing it. He runs his tongue over lips moist as raw liver. I look away. People wait at the bus stop along the street. A bus chugs to a halt beside them and they clamber on. Still the man watches me, his gaze like a hot poker on my flesh. I’m scared to look at him in case it encourages him, but I’m scared not knowing what he’s doing. A flick of the eyes confirms he’s still in the same place, one hand thrust into his trouser pocket. I look away again. To my relief, an older woman arrives on a bicycle. She freewheels to a halt on the pavement next to me before dismounting with elaborate care. Taking a rope from the basket on the front, she secures the bicycle to the railings with a constrictor knot. 

			“That’ll keep the blighters off,” she mutters. 

			Instead of worrying about Mr. Lewd, I should be practising my knots while I’m standing here. I retrieve a length of string from my pocket and make a loop. Through the hole, round the tree, down the hole and off goes she. I pull the knot free and begin again. 

			Three children and their harassed looking mother join the queue. The younger two are twins, identical down to the red bows in their hair and the sulks on their faces. An older boy lurks behind. A button’s come undone on the woman’s blouse revealing glimpses of the top of her breasts. I wonder should I mention it. I’d want to know if it was me but I don’t want her thinking I’ve been looking at her bosoms. Mr. Lewd decides me. I can’t have him leering at her cleavage. 

			“Excuse me,” I say to the woman. “You’ve…” I look down at my own blouse hoping she’ll follow my drift. 

			“Milly-Molly-Mandy,” one of the twins says.

			“Just So,” the other sings.

			“I
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			Sweet Home Alabarden Park – TJ O’Shea

			978-1-64247-570-8 | 362 pages | Romance

			She came to restore a royal estate—she never expected to rebuild her heart.

			 

			Dr. Margaret Morgan – Christy Hadfield

			978-1-64247-628-6 | 286 pages | Romance

			Facing the professor on campus everyone hates is terrifying—but falling for her might be even worse.

			 

			Overtime – Tracey Richardson

			978-1-64247-630-9 | 278 pages | Romance

			A charming romance about second chances, found family, and scoring the goal that matters most.

			 

			The Big Guilt – Renée J. Lukas

			978-1-64247-657-6 | 206 pages | Romance

			What if the one who got away became the one you can’t have?
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