
    [image: Cover: The Scandalous Ladies Football Club, by Frances Quinn. To Level the Playing Field, They Took to the Pitch. ‘Frances Quinn is fast becoming one of my favourite historical novelists’. Louise Hare.]



[image: The Scandalous Ladies Football Club, by Frances Quinn. Simon & Schuster. London | New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | Sydney/Melbourne | Toronto | New Delhi.]




For my clever, funny and kind-hearted brother and football advisor, Dave Quinn. Sorry I tried to kill you by feeding you crisps when you were a baby.





Winchester, July 1897

Adela held her breath as she gently scraped away at the paper, her face tight with concentration. If the razor blade went through it, the whole thing would be ruined. But in a few seconds, there it was: a blank space where Adela Monaghan used to be.

‘There,’ she said to her brother. ‘I told you it would work. Perhaps I should take up forgery for a living.’

‘Don’t joke, Adela.’ Charlie’s face was anxious. ‘This isn’t funny and I’m still not sure I should be helping you with it at all.’

‘But you’ll do the next part? You’ve a neater hand than me, and the last thing we need is an ink blot.’

Charlie sighed, but charged the quill and wiped it, then slowly, carefully, wrote the words that were going to change everything. He scattered the paper with fine sand, and neither of them spoke as they waited for the ink to dry.

Adela tipped the sand back into the pounce pot and looked at the words newly inscribed on the paper: Minerva Newton. The first name taken from the Roman goddess of knowledge and wisdom, the surname from a scientific genius.

‘I still think something more boring would have been better,’ said Charlie. ‘Jane Smith, or Mary Brown.’

‘I wanted a name that would make me feel strong. It’ll be my armour, this name. But I’ll go by Minnie. Minerva will be just for me.’

She looked at the paper again.

‘Minnie Newton sounds like a woman who stands on her own two feet and takes no nonsense. I like it.’

The cheery tone sounded false even to her, so of course Charlie saw through it.

‘Are you sure – really sure – you want to do this?’

‘I have to,’ she said.





Chapter 1

London, September 1897

Adela’s day was not going well. Sultry late-afternoon sun slanting through the schoolroom’s high windows picked out chalk dust motes in the air, and the unseasonal warmth was making the girls of the North London School for Young Ladies lackadaisical, bordering on dozy. In the hope of at least keeping them awake, Adela had set usual practice aside, stopped making them copy from the blackboard and invited questions instead. And then Rosalind Bentley put her hand up. If there was ever a pupil sent to try a schoolteacher’s patience, it was Rosalind. All peaches and cream, but when she put her head on one side with that winsome smile, there was invariably trouble coming.

‘Please, Miss Newton, what I’d like to ask is why do we need to learn about this?’

Not the kind of question Adela had meant, as Rosalind would perfectly well know. Nevertheless, she answered it.

‘If you want to become a woman who has something interesting to say for herself, Rosalind, every kind of knowledge is useful.’

Rosalind flicked back one of her flaxen plaits and glanced along the front row of desks at her little group of acolytes. ‘My mama said to me only yesterday that gentlemen are put off by a woman who’s too clever. She says a pretty face is worth more than any amount of schooling.’

And your mother is about as interesting as a wet Wednesday.

Of course, Adela didn’t say the words. Rosalind’s father was on the school board, and Adela had got this position by the skin of her teeth and a spot of forgery. If a complaint got her dismissed, the jig was up, the new life all over.

‘Nevertheless,’ she said, ‘your father pays the school to teach you, so that’s what I’m attempting to do.’

Rosalind pouted. ‘I shan’t need to know about this sort of thing to make a good marriage.’

‘Perhaps not, but I have to teach it to you anyway. Now, let’s get on—’

‘Please, Miss Newton…’

Margaret Howley had her hand up. Adela’s heart sank. Margaret was one of the cleverer girls, and during this first two weeks of term, she’d been showing herself to be a keen learner. Surely she wasn’t going to join in with Rosalind’s nonsense?

‘Yes, Margaret?’

‘Miss, do we have to get married? What if we want to do something else?’

Every head whipped round to look at her. ‘Well,’ said Adela carefully, ‘what sort of thing do you mean?’

Blushing furiously, Margaret said, ‘What if a girl wanted to be a doctor?’

A second’s silence, and then the entire front row burst out laughing.

‘Girls!’ Adela rapped the eraser on the lectern in front of her. ‘Be quiet, or there will be consequences.’ It was the first time they’d heard her raise her voice and it surprised them enough to quell the laughter, though Rosalind the Untouchable allowed herself a final and very deliberate giggle after the others had stopped.

‘Yes, Margaret. A girl could, in theory, be a doctor. Is that something you would like to do?’

Rosalind smirked. ‘That’s silly. Girls can’t be doctors. Our brains are too small.’

Father on the school board or no, Adela couldn’t let that go. ‘Of course they’re not. Women’s brains are perfectly equal to men’s. There’s nothing a boy can learn that a girl can’t.’

Henrietta Abbott, Rosalind’s most devoted disciple, piped up, ‘Why aren’t there lady doctors then?’

Adela glanced at the door. Reverend Bagley, the local vicar and another member of the school board, occasionally popped into lessons unannounced and it hadn’t passed her by that he was particularly keen on inspecting the older girls in this class. There’d be trouble if he happened to open the door on this conversation, but she couldn’t let them all go on thinking their brains were inferior to men’s, could she?

‘There are women doctors. Not many, but that’s because most universities won’t allow women to study medicine, not because we’re incapable of it. Woman can do most things, given the chance. We could be doctors, lawyers, engineers—’

‘My father’s an engineer,’ said Henrietta. ‘He has to wear overalls sometimes. How could a woman do that?’

‘Human ingenuity built the Crystal Palace and invented the steam engine, Henrietta. I don’t think creating overalls suitable for women is beyond it. The point is, there’s nothing about a woman’s brain that means she couldn’t design a bridge, for example. We are just as capable, intellectually, as men.’

Rosalind looked at her curiously.

‘You’re not one of those votes for women types, are you, Miss?’

Adela threw another glance at the door. ‘I do think women should have the vote, yes. And sit as MPs as well. We are half – more than half – of the country. We should have a say in how it’s run.’

Henrietta looked puzzled. ‘But why would we need to? Men look after all that for us.’

Give me strength.

Rosalind nodded. With the air of a messenger dispensing wisdom from Mount Olympus, she said, ‘My mama says it would be dangerous. Because women are too emotional to think clearly about things.’

‘What do the rest of you think?’ asked Adela. ‘Who would like to be able to elect their MP, when they’re old enough?’

A gratifying number looked interested, but before any hands went up, Rosalind turned round and, in the face of her disapproval, they shrank back into their shells like so many timid snails. Only Margaret and the girl beside her on the back row put their hands up.

‘That’s a pity,’ said Adela. ‘You’re all bright girls, I’d have hoped you’d want to have a say in how your country is governed.’

‘But Miss,’ said Henrietta, ‘what would happen if a woman wanted to vote differently from her husband?’

‘That’s an interesting question,’ said Adela, with as much patience as she could muster. ‘Why do you think a woman shouldn’t have ideas of her own, just because she’s married?’

‘Shouldn’t think their husbands would like it much,’ said Rosalind. ‘If that kind of woman could even get herself one.’ She glanced over her shoulder at Margaret. ‘You’ll probably end up an old maid.’

‘Perhaps I don’t care,’ said Margaret. ‘Perhaps I don’t want a husband telling me what to do. You haven’t got one, have you, Miss Newton?’

Rosalind said, ‘She’s not allowed. Lady teachers have to leave if they get married, so they’ve got time to look after their husbands.’

‘Will you be leaving soon, Miss?’ asked another girl.

‘No, I won’t. And that’s enough chatter. Back to the lesson.’

As Adela turned to the blackboard, Rosalind mouthed to her neighbour, ‘Old maid.’

Oh, Rosalind. If only I was.



Usually Adela took the omnibus home, but the day was still warm and she’d no reason to hurry. The landlady at her boarding house, Mrs Burton, served a weekly menu that she apparently never troubled to vary, and Friday’s offering was watery cod in lumpy parsley sauce. Eating the stuff was bad enough, without having to suffer the smell of it cooking beforehand. A stop at the lending library on the way would delay getting back until just before it was dished up.

Browsing the ‘New titles’ section, she struck gold, spotting a familiar name. Lady Veronica Montague had been Adela’s favourite writer since she’d discovered, at seventeen, her novel The Triumph of Euphemia. In it, the heroine pretended to be a man, got elected to Parliament and set about creating a society where women had an equal place with men. After reading it avidly, Adela had sought out the books Lady Veronica had written about her own life, exploring Africa and South America, and devoured them all. What luck to find her new one now! Everyone was talking about it: Lady Veronica had been the only woman on an expedition to the far reaches of Patagonia. It would chase away the melancholy of an evening alone in her room.

The book tucked under her arm, Adela headed for home, resisting the temptation to read as she walked along. She’d dreamed about being an explorer herself, once, and made lists of the places she wanted to see: India, Japan, the Galapagos where Darwin had made his discoveries. But as Mother had pointed out tartly, Lady Veronica had independent means and a family tree as long as your arm, and they’d attracted a husband who indulged her passion for travel. Adela didn’t. Her only travels had landed her here, in a dull part of north London, with carriages clip-clopping by as though they had nowhere particularly important to go and shops selling nothing more exotic than pork cutlets and tins of treacle. But at least this evening she’d see Patagonia, even if only through the pages of Lady Veronica’s book.

Nearly home, she passed the recreation ground, where there was a football practice going on. She stopped to watch. One player was making mincemeat of the fellow marking him, heeling the ball backwards and forwards, grinning. He put Adela in mind of her brother; no one could touch Charlie once he had the ball. Fast like Charlie too: suddenly he took off down the pitch, and the ball was between the posts before any of the other players had even caught up with him. Poor goalkeeper hadn’t a hope.

I used to run like that once.

When the family assembled at their grandparents’ house in the country, the garden was big enough for four-a-side. The boy cousins didn’t want a girl joining in, but Charlie wouldn’t play unless they let Adela play too. She could still see cousin Henry’s shocked face the first time she’d scored a goal past him.

She’d been in shorter skirts and pantalettes then, of course, and it had felt like flying, tearing up and down the garden, chasing the ball. The same feeling she could see in the players’ faces now, as the other side pulled themselves together and got some speed up. So free they looked, haring around in their baggy breeches, sliding in to seize the ball, jumping to head it. Just watching made Adela’s corset pinch and her skirts cling heavy round her legs. Was it any wonder men ruled the world when women were too trussed up even to run?

That thought brought back the conversation in the classroom that afternoon. They were intelligent, those girls. Even Rosalind had a decent brain, for all that her dim-witted mother had convinced her never to use it. But their minds were already as trussed up as their bodies were destined to be. Placidly accepting that their only goal in life should be to find a husband and be a good little wife to him. That they had nothing else to offer the world.

Our brains are too small.

We’re too emotional.

Men take care of it for us.

It wasn’t as though she’d never heard those words before. Far from it. But there was something unbearable about hearing them from your own sex – seeing those young girls, full of promise, swallowing the lie that they weren’t clever or capable. Willingly squashing themselves down and confining themselves to the gaps men allowed them. And their mothers encouraging it.

Oh, to show them that they could be as good as any boy! That women could do all the things men said they couldn’t. Or shouldn’t. But it’d only be raising false hopes, because they’d never be allowed to do those things anyway. You could teach them till you were blue in the face, but what was the point? The headmistress, Miss Cranmer-Gordon, had summed it up for Adela when she’d offered her the position. ‘You know I believe we should give girls as good an education as any boy. That’s what makes this school different from most – as you’ve said, it’s why you wanted to teach here. But we must always remember that the parents who pay our fees want their daughters well educated for no other reason than that it will make them good wives and mothers. And whatever you and I might hope, that is what most of them will be.’

The best a girl with a good brain could realistically hope for was what Adela had: a position as a teacher, filling her pupils’ heads with knowledge they could never use. And even that only on loan till they married. She’d been wrong even to dangle the hope of something else in front of Margaret, when the odds were against her even getting the chance to try.

As she turned to go, the goalkeeper kicked the ball down the field, but it missed his waiting teammate and flew past her face. The player nearest her shouted, ‘Throw it back, would you, miss?’

Adela could do better than that. She fetched the ball, lifted her skirts a little and kicked. Into that kick went all her anger about the girls, and a lot of other things besides – and it soared past him.

A cheer went up, and one of the players said, ‘She’s got a better left foot than you, Mick! You can’t even beat a woman!’

Another one shouted, ‘You ought to set up a ladies’ team, miss – you can have Mick for a start!’

And that, you see, was how it all started.





Chapter 2

Adela’s mother always – and often – said she was too impetuous for her own good. If she’d been present that evening, there’d have been pursed lips and the words ‘Don’t be so ridiculous, Adela, you can’t do that!’ But there was no opportunity for such advice, and anyway, even her mother couldn’t have foreseen the way it would all blow up.

Dinner was taken with Mrs Burton and the two other lodgers at 44 Pole Road. Freda and Agnes worked, respectively, at the draper’s and the haberdashery on Crouch End Broadway, and when Adela first arrived they’d invited her to go with them to the pleasure gardens on a Saturday evening. Her polite refusal got her labelled ‘that boring old bluestocking’ – she’d overheard them when her door was ajar – and they talked to her now like an old maiden aunt, when at twenty-eight she was only a couple of years older than them. She told herself it didn’t matter; best she kept her guard up anyway.

At the table that evening they were chatting about something daft that had happened at the draper’s. Freda was doing quite a funny impersonation of her supervisor and the pair of them had got rather giggly. Mrs Burton disapproved of mealtime conversations becoming too lively, and she chipped in, ‘Miss Newton, what have you been up to today?’

For want of anything else to say, Adela told them what had happened at the football ground. As she finished the story, Freda and Agnes exchanged half-hidden smiles. Poor old thing, those smiles said. Probably the most exciting thing that’s happened to her all week.

If they’d hidden those smiles better, Adela might never have said what she said. She didn’t even mean it, not then. It was just something to say, to get up their noses. ‘I think I’ll do it – start a ladies’ football team.’

Agnes laughed, and that did it.

‘I mean it. I shall put an advertisement in the paper tomorrow.’

All three of them looked at her, Freda’s forkful of mushy cod poised on the way to her mouth.

‘But football’s a men’s game,’ said Mrs Burton.

‘It doesn’t have to be. I used to play when I was a girl, with my brother and our cousins.’

Mrs Burton sniffed. ‘Childish games are one thing. But I shouldn’t like to see ladies playing such a rough sport. I’m surprised an educated young woman such as yourself would even wish to.’

‘You can count me out,’ said Agnes. ‘Don’t mind a game of tennis, but I should look a fright running around chasing a football.’

‘Well, perhaps I shall find ladies who care about something other than their appearance.’

After that the conversation rather came to a halt. When the cod had been consumed – it would be wrong to say enjoyed – and they’d struggled through a soggy jam roly-poly, submerged in custard you could cut with a knife, Adela stood to go up to her room. Mrs Burton said, ‘I almost forgot – a letter came for you this morning.’

The fat envelope was addressed to Miss Minnie Newton and when Adela saw the handwriting, her heart lifted.



Upstairs, she turned up the lamp, thankful for the little pop that showed it still worked, and tore open the envelope. Inside, as well as the letter, were half a dozen pages closely covered in Charlie’s neat handwriting. She was still touched that he’d kept his promise to send a summary of his lecture notes each week. ‘I know it won’t be the same as being there, but at least you can learn what I’m learning.’

Setting them aside to read later, she sat on her narrow bed with the letter.


My dear sister,

I wrote to Mama as you asked and received her reply just now. For the time being, things seem quiet. She’s worried, but she insists you’ll come back of your own accord when you’ve ‘got over this silliness’, and Thomas agrees. There was talk of newspaper advertisements, but they rapidly realized that if your name appears, the secret will be out, and a scandal is to be avoided at all costs. The story being told is still that you’ve been unwell and are taking a rest cure at Eastbourne.

I’m glad to hear you’re happy at the school. You know I feared for you when you took the decision to go, and I wasn’t sure I was doing right in helping you. But I believe you when you say you hold to your choice, and that’s a comfort to me.

I’m enclosing my notes from this week’s lectures and I wish you luck in making more sense of them than I can. I wish you were here to help me puzzle things out – you were always better at numbers than me (but don’t let that swell your head, I am still better than you at almost everything else!).

Keep your chin up, as Papa used to say, and write when you can.

Your loving brother,

Charlie



Adela was all right till she read the last sentence. ‘Keep your chin up’ was what Papa used to say whenever you were having a difficult time and there was nothing to be done but endure it. He said it to Charlie when he first went to school and was frightened of the bigger boys, and he said it to Adela when Mama caught her climbing a tree and banished her to her room for a week for unladylike behaviour. Even after all these months, it stung afresh to remember that she’d never hear him say it again.

She took pen and paper and wrote,


Dear Charlie,

I wish Papa was here to say ‘Keep your chin up’ to me. I do still hold to my decision. But it’s hard.

My situation is manageable. I’m supporting myself, as I always wanted to, and I’m deriving great pleasure from my work. But when I get back here and close the door to my little room, I can’t help but wonder what’s going to become of me.

I’m so lonely here. That’s the honest truth of it. Yet I daren’t even try to make a friend, for fear of giving myself away. I’m constantly looking over my shoulder, scared I’ll be caught after all. I can’t go back, but I can’t move forward either.



No, she wouldn’t burden him with that. She tore the paper into shreds and threw it into the wastepaper basket. Mrs Burton charged extra for a fire, so on the advice of Freda she’d invested in a small spirit stove, which meant she could at least make a cheering cup of tea. It wasn’t humanly possible to make the spartan little room, with its chipped wash bowl and faded rug, properly homely, but the glow from the lamp and the hiss of the kettle helped.

She took a sip of her tea, picked up another sheet of paper and wrote,


Dear Charlie,

Ha, I think you will find I’m better than you at a lot of things! Lucky for you I’m not at the university to make your marks look poor by comparison to mine.

I’m reassured by your report of matters at home. Even if they were to resort to a newspaper advertisement, the name Adela Adams will get them precisely nowhere. To all intents and purposes, she no longer exists. And neither does Adela Monaghan.

I’ve been reminiscing, today, about us playing football with the cousins in Grandpa and Grandma’s garden. There was a match happening on the rec and when I stopped to watch, it brought it all back. Do you remember how fast I could run? And how you and I could pass the ball between us and never let Henry or Jack get a touch? You were the best player, I’ll give you that, but I was better than the rest.

Anyway, this afternoon when the ball went off the field, they asked me to throw it back. When I kicked it instead – and a jolly good kick it was, if I say so myself – a chap joked that I should start a ladies’ football team. I laughed at the time but the remark stuck in my mind. Then at dinner, because Agnes and Freda were being unbelievably irritating, I heard myself saying I was going to do it. Now I’m thinking, why not? I would so love to play again, and I’m sure there are other young women who would too. In a small way, it would be a chance to challenge the restrictions on us. And I must admit, Mama’s voice in my head telling me not to be so ridiculous merely makes me more inclined to do it! I may place an advertisement and see what the response is.

Work hard this week!

Your loving sister,

Adela



She glanced at his letter again. Mama was worried, was she? Well, given what Mama had done, Adela couldn’t bring herself to be sorry about that. In any case, the letter she’d left behind had assured them she was safe, with a place to stay, and work.

But the rest of Charlie’s letter was troubling; she’d been lying when she’d said she was reassured. The part about avoiding a scandal rang true: they’d be dead set on that. But just sitting and waiting for her to come home? That didn’t sound like Thomas, and it made her wonder if he was deliberately concealing his intentions from Charlie.

Well, what if he was? Charlie would never tell. And how else could anyone find her, when no one else from home knew where she was, and no one here in London knew her real name? As Minerva Newton, she was a new person, with a new life. And she was going to make something of it. Before she had time to change her mind, Adela picked up pen and paper again, and wrote the words that her mother would definitely have told her not to.





Chapter 3

Grace Mousel looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. Only half past eight? Father had been complaining about one thing or another since they sat down in the parlour after dinner, and there was still an hour and a half to endure before he took himself off to bed. He was on to the subject of his indigestion now. It was playing up again, and that was her fault. Again.

‘The pork this evening was much too fatty. I do wish you would tell Cook to avoid fatty meat.’

That hadn’t stopped him from eating a second portion.

‘I’ll have a word with her. It’s mutton pie tomorrow though – your favourite.’

‘I hope the pastry won’t be tough. Your mother never let her get away with tough pastry.’ He sighed. ‘But I fear you’re too soft with her.’

He stood to poke the fire, then sat back down in the more comfortable of the two armchairs and picked up the newspaper. Grace chose a sock from the mending basket beside her chair. The toe had been darned so many times it was stiff with extra thread, and she knew for a fact he had six unworn pairs in the tallboy upstairs. She held it up.

‘I think this one has lived sufficient lives, don’t you, Father?’

He lowered the paper, irritation wrinkling his brow. ‘Not at all. A stitch or two, it’ll be good as new. Now, if you don’t mind…’

Up with the paper again. You’d have thought he was studying the Magna Carta. How much concentration could it take to digest the thirty pages of council meetings, lost dogs and football results that made up the Crouch End Advertiser?

The fire crackled. The clock ticked. Grace stabbed her needle into the wool. You can make a sock quite uncomfortable if you darn it the wrong way.

‘Ludicrous! Listen to this.’

The exclamation made her prick her finger. Ignoring her yelp, her father read from the paper, his voice quivering with incredulity. ‘Announcing a new ladies’ football team. Players wanted, all abilities welcome.’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t know what Crouch End is coming to. It was a perfectly genteel area when your mother and I moved here, you could be certain you were living among a good class of people. But all those new houses were bound to attract the wrong sort. Women playing football, for goodness’ sake!’

‘How interesting. I wonder what they’ll wear.’

‘Heaven knows. All I can say is, I’m glad your mother lived long enough to bring you up to know a woman’s proper place.’ He jabbed a finger at the page. ‘This young woman’s father ought to be ashamed of her.’

The newspaper usually provided Mr Mousel with a good deal of pleasurable irritation, and this evening was no exception. In addition to the ladies’ football club, there was a complaint about the lack of a fire in the waiting room of Hornsey railway station, a suggestion that shop assistants be given a weekly half-day holiday, like factory workers had, and an article about pickpockets with fake hands on the omnibuses. Between them, the four topics fired up Mr Mousel’s indignation sufficiently to keep it warm throughout the evening.

Grace didn’t listen very hard. Father required an audience, rather than a conversational partner, and she was pondering a solution to a sewing challenge issued by Celia, the older of her two sisters. Since being taken to the pantomime at the Adelphi last Christmas, both sets of nephews and nieces had developed a passion for play-acting. Every birthday now demanded the grown-ups witness a performance of some kind, which in turn required costumes made by Grace. ‘You’re so clever with your needle,’ Celia had said once, ‘and I expect it’s nice for you to feel you’re contributing something to the occasion.’

The coming production was loosely based on the story of Little Red Riding Hood, with Grace’s nephew Gregory assigned the role of the wolf by his sister Hepzibah, who masterminded the theatricals. Grace had already transformed an old fur coat of Mother’s into a wolf costume, a task that had broken seventeen needles and left her fingertips calloused like a washerwoman’s. But now Hepzibah was demanding a cloak that would cover the fur entirely but could be torn aside to reveal it at the crucial moment. Long, loose stitches that would break easily under pressure seemed to be the answer, but Grace would have to get the tension just right. Hepzibah didn’t take failure well and had once burst into hysterical tears over a fairy wand that had snapped at a bad time. They didn’t want a repeat of that.

At last, the grandfather clock in the hall struck ten, Father’s unvariable bedtime. At the creak that signalled he’d reached the top of the stairs, Grace moved across to the best armchair and picked up the paper to read the letter about the football club.


Announcing a new ladies’ football team!

Players wanted, all abilities welcome, but must be free to practise on a Saturday morning. Learn a new skill and enjoy fresh air, physical exercise and teamship. Apply to Miss Minnie Newton, 44 Pole Road, Crouch End.



When had Grace last learned anything new? At school, it must have been, and nothing more exciting than the twelve times table and the capital of Abyssinia. As for fresh air and physical exercise, the closest she got to that these days was a brisk walk to the high street and back to change Father’s library book. Even then, he was fretful if she took too long.

‘I could have an attack at any time, Grace. The doctor warned me. But if you have something so important to do that you’re willing to risk finding me collapsed on the floor when you get back…’

She read the advertisement again. Miss Minnie Newton obviously wasn’t concerned that her father would be ashamed of her. Perhaps she didn’t have one. For a brief, guilty moment Grace wondered what that must be like. Then she damped down the fire, pulled the chain to turn off the gasolier and went to bed.





Chapter 4

Harriet Flinders sighed as she turned over the last page of Richard’s letter. In three sides closely covered with her husband’s small, almost girlishly neat handwriting, there was barely a line that didn’t have a complaint in it. The Indian climate was the very devil: too hot, too wet, too everything. The people were difficult to manage, fearfully ignorant of the civil service way of doing things and lazy to boot. And the food, well, she shouldn’t even ask him about the food. Not that she had. Her last letter had been her usual attempt to cheer him up: news of the boys, a spot of harmless gossip about one of the neighbours, a funny story about the cat and a drawing Davy had done of all four of them. His reply referred to none of it, so clearly it hadn’t done the trick.

Three mentions of Mrs Drake, this time. A tea party she’d thrown: ‘very elegant’. Some kind of charity event she’d roped him in to help with: ‘I couldn’t very well refuse.’ And then, ‘She was kind enough to help me choose your Christmas gift, so I can send it in good time.’ Well, let’s hope Mrs Drake had better taste than the last one. A Mrs French – marvellous at croquet, apparently. The brightly patterned shawl she’d helped Richard choose last birthday made Harriet look like death warmed up, but Pussabella seemed to like it in her basket, so you couldn’t say it had gone entirely to waste.

Poor Richard. Not a clue that his letters gave his pashes away so obviously. How far they went, she had no idea. Knowing him, it was wishful thinking, longing glances and the odd furtive brush of the hand. But who knew? Perhaps they were all jumping in and out of each other’s beds over there, safe in the knowledge that they could leave it all behind when the posting was over.

Well, whatever he was doing in Bombay, the bed upstairs was a considerably more pleasant place with only one person in it, and she had no wish to resume her wifely duties – oh Lord, the fumbling, the grunting – any sooner than necessary.

And now what was this?


I was disturbed to read in your last letter that you and the boys had travelled to Oxford Street on the omnibus. The journey may have been ‘great fun’ but surely you realize a public omnibus is not an appropriate means of transport for a family at our level of society? What on earth were you thinking? I can only hope that no one of our acquaintance saw you. In future, please hire a brougham as usual.



For goodness’ sake, anyone would think she’d walked to Oxford Street in her nightdress! Davy had been fascinated by the open top decks of the omnibuses and begged to have a ride on one. And what harm would it have done if anyone had seen them? No one was going to think they were taking the omnibus because they couldn’t afford to hire a brougham! In truth, the journey had been quite uncomfortable and very slow, and she’d had no intention of travelling that way again. But now she had a good mind to repeat the exercise at the earliest opportunity.

She put the letter aside and picked up the newspaper she’d been reading before the post arrived. Something had caught her eye earlier – yes, here it was…

‘Mama!’

Quite when her eldest son had developed the habit of bursting into a room, rather than just entering it, Harriet wasn’t sure. Spikes of Sidney’s hair had escaped from their nursemaid’s attempt to plaster it down with water that morning, and as usual one sock was at half mast. ‘I got all my sums right today!’ he said. ‘So can we go to the park, like you promised?’

Davy sidled in behind him, as neat and quiet as his brother was boisterous. ‘Can we, Mama? You said we could sail our boats.’

Sidney caught sight of the letter lying on the side table. ‘Is that from Papa? What does he say about my writing prize?’

Harriet snatched up the letter before he could start reading it. ‘He says tell Sidney I’m very proud of him for doing so well at school. And tell Davy that I liked the drawing he sent very much, and I’ve pinned it up in my quarters here, where I see it every day and think of you all. I shall be sending some very special presents from India to my clever boys.’

‘Hooray!’ cheered Sidney. ‘I hope he sends me a cricket bat.’

‘I hope he sends me a tiger!’ said Davy.

Well, she could please one of them at least. Making a mental note to order a cricket bat from Hamley’s and think of something for Davy, she picked up the newspaper again. ‘Look at this, boys. Someone’s starting a ladies’ football team. Shall I join it?’

Davy giggled, but Sidney frowned. ‘I don’t think Papa would like that. He’d say it wasn’t proper. Like when you did the dancing at the fete.’

The things children remember, when you think it’s all gone over their heads. A troupe of country dancers, all very jolly and jokey. She’d let one of them lead her up and joined the dance for half a dozen steps before backing out, laughing, and then seeing Richard’s face. His quiet telling-off obviously hadn’t been quiet enough for sharp young ears to miss it.

‘Well, Papa isn’t here, so I shan’t worry about that.’

Sidney drew himself up to his full ten-year-old height. ‘Papa said I was to be the man of the house while he was away, and I don’t think it would be proper.’

Good Lord, did it really start this early?

‘Well, Sidney, your view is noted. But I’m in charge of this house, and I won’t be told what to do by a ten-year-old, just because he’s a boy. Do you understand?’

She didn’t often speak harshly to them, and his bravado crumpled.

‘It was only because Papa said—’

‘I know. But don’t do that again. Now, run and get your hats.’

As they thundered up the stairs, Harriet looked at the newspaper again. She’d meant it as a joke, thinking to make the boys laugh at the idea of her playing football. But why not? Sidney was right, Richard would thoroughly disapprove. If that wasn’t a reason to do it, she couldn’t think what was.





Chapter 5

The response to Adela’s advertisement was a delightful surprise. When she returned from school on the Tuesday, there was quite a stack of envelopes on the hall table. Tempting to leave them for Agnes and Freda to notice, but she was keen to see what kind of ladies had replied. She took them up to her room and boiled the kettle for a celebratory cup of cocoa.

The first envelope she opened released an overpowering scent of flowers, as if the notepaper had been sprinkled with cheap perfume. She unfolded the single sheet.


Dear Miss Newton,

I would be thrilled to join your football club for ladies, what a splendid idea! However, I have some questions.


	What precautions will be taken to avoid broken fingernails?

	Are penalty kicks to be allowed, or will infringements be resolved by means of a cosy chat?

	I trust that in wet weather matches will be cancelled in favour of a knitting circle?



In hopes of favourable replies, I shall go shopping for some pretty boots and a sweet little hat – please advise of the club colours.

Yours sincerely,

Miss Polly Putthekettleon



Very funny. She’d half expected some joke replies from men and this chap obviously thought himself quite the wag. Probably concocted the letter with his pals laughing on. Well, let them waste their time and their ink. She screwed up the paper and tossed it into the wastepaper basket. The next envelope on the pile was from a Miss Daisy Allen. Respectable address, neat handwriting.


I have been going to watch Tottenham Hotspur play with my father and brother since I was sixteen. I have a full understanding of the rules of the game and can beat my brother at kick-ups: my record is thirty in a row.



Now that was more like it! Miss Allen must certainly be included. Only a couple more said they’d attended football matches, but four sisters, Misses Louisa, Charlotte, Ellen and Nicoletta Heckson, described themselves as keen tennis players who were looking for an equally vigorous form of exercise for the winter months. They’d have some level of fitness and coordination, which was a good start. Two more idiotic letters from men were thrown into the wastepaper basket, and then a surprise. The address on the notepaper was in one of the very smart roads overlooking the park, and the sender was a Mrs Harriet Flinders. Adela hadn’t expected any married women to apply and her first thought was that Mrs Flinders must have a very modern husband. But the letter explained it.


I must confess I have neither played nor watched football, but it sounds like tremendous fun. As my husband is currently with the civil service in India, I have no restrictions on my time and can be free on Saturday mornings.



Adela read the letter through again. Mrs Flinders had no experience to offer. And was there something frivolous in her tone? No, that was unfair: if the club was to be about allowing women to show what they could do, it was wrong not to give her a chance. Her letter joined the pile, followed by another from a pair of twins, Misses Fay and Caroline Whitehead, who described themselves as ‘very active and keen on fresh air’, and a Miss Kirsty McTavish who’d recently moved from Scotland with her parents, looking to make new friends and ‘used to outdoor activities’. Obviously, the requirement to be free on a Saturday morning had ruled out anyone from what Adela’s mother called ‘the lower orders’, who’d be at work, but a Miss Violet Long said she worked at typewriting in an accountant’s office during the week. An independent girl earning her own living was certainly the sort required, and she joined the pile.

By the time Adela took the last sip of her cocoa, she had a list of twenty applicants. That would allow for a few to drop out. Now to secure a place for them to play.



The Crouch End recreation ground was marked out with a dozen football pitches, each with a small pavilion for changing in. On Saturday afternoons, the pitches were always occupied, the half-holiday bringing the working men who made up the local amateur teams, and their spectators. But as Adela had guessed, in the mornings they were deserted. A wiry-looking man pushing a heavy roller up and down looked up as she approached.

‘Good morning,’ said Adela. ‘Are you the caretaker here?’

The man straightened up, pressing his hands to his back. ‘I am. What can I do for you, miss?’

‘I’m enquiring about use of a pitch. I’m starting a ladies’ football team, and we intend to train on Saturday mornings.’

The man’s brow furrowed. ‘You’re doing what?’

‘Starting a ladies’ football team. So, I wanted to find out if there’s a fee, to use a pitch.’

He snorted a laugh. ‘Are you joking? You can’t play here.’

Adela had expected something of that nature, and she had her arguments ready. ‘Why not? No one else uses the pitches on a Saturday morning, do they?’

‘We can’t have ladies playing football on our pitches. It’ll cause a commotion.’

‘How can we cause a commotion when there’s no one here to see?’

That flummoxed him for a moment – logic clearly not his forte – and all he could manage in reply was, ‘It’s not appropriate, that’s all.’

Adela pointed to the sign at the edge of the ground. ‘It says there that this recreation ground was put here by the council for the use and enjoyment of local people. It doesn’t say local men, does it?’

The man scowled. ‘I’d have to check the by-laws.’

‘I’ve saved you the trouble and checked myself,’ said Adela. ‘There is no rule against women playing football here.’

She hadn’t checked, but he wasn’t to know that. No need, anyway: of course there wouldn’t be a rule against something no one expected to happen. She went on, ‘So, since the ground is for the use and enjoyment of local people, you may very well be breaking a by-law if you don’t let us play here.’

The man narrowed his eyes for a moment, then held up a finger. ‘Ah, but see…’ He gestured around at the pitches. ‘I get these pitches ready for the afternoon matches. Nice and flat, all the lines marked out clear. So, I can’t let you make a mess of them in the morning, can I?’

He folded his arms, smug and satisfied. Adela sighed. ‘All right, what if we wanted to play in the afternoon?’ Not ideal, but it was better than nothing.

‘You’d have to join the waiting list.’

‘How long is the waiting list?’

He shrugged. ‘There isn’t a list, as such.’

Oh, for goodness’ sake!

‘See, each pitch is assigned to two teams. One plays one week, then when they’re playing away, the other gets the pitch. So it’d be a case of waiting for one of the local clubs to fold.’

‘Do any of them plan to fold?’

She knew the answer before he said it, triumph written all over his face.

‘Shouldn’t think so.’

Now what? The only other open space was the park, but kicking a football around would be impossible there, what with nursemaids pushing perambulators, old ladies walking their dogs and ‘Keep off the grass’ signs all over the place.

‘Look,’ she said. ‘If there isn’t a pitch available, is there any space at all here where we could train?’

He looked around and then pointed to the far corner of the ground. ‘S’pose you could take that patch over there. No one uses that.’

Adela strode across. It wasn’t as big as the pitches, but there was room to play a match. She’d have to persuade that irritating man to mark out the lines at some point, but they’d just be doing exercises at first anyway. And it was quite fortuitous that it was well away from the road. Best to be out of view of passers-by while they found their feet.

The caretaker pointed at the small building on the edge of the patch. ‘There’s no changing rooms; that’s just my shed.’

As if well-bred ladies would use a communal facility!

‘That won’t be a problem. But we will need a pitch marked out in three or four weeks’ time.’

The man grinned. ‘Let’s see if you last that long.’

Adela nodded curtly and walked away. That imbecile could grin all he liked: the Crouch End Ladies Football Club was in business.





Chapter 6

At the lending library, the head librarian’s bushy eyebrows shot up when she asked for a football training manual, but Adela had had quite enough of explaining herself to men for one morning. She ignored the eyebrows and simply stood her ground while the volume was located, fetched and stamped.

Back at Pole Road, she sat on her bed with it. It was a long time since she’d actually played. Fifteen, she’d been, when Mama insisted she stop. She’d argued till she was blue in the face, but Mama was adamant: ‘Football is not a suitable activity for a young lady.’ And it was the first time that an appeal to Papa had failed.

He’d always been willing to intervene with Mama before. Reasoning with her that since they were paying for Charlie’s tutor, he might as well teach both of them. Calming her down when she railed that Adela’s passion for knowledge ‘and all her odd opinions’ would turn her into a bluestocking who’d never find a husband. But this time he’d shaken his head and said, ‘I’m sorry, my dear. Your mother’s right. You’re a young lady now, you can’t be rough and tumbling with the boys.’ It had been like being doused in cold water, that first glimpse of how life was going to go.

But now she was going to get the chance to play again – and this time with other women. Most of the applicants had neither seen nor played in a football match; they’d be learning from scratch. But if she could manage to drum the rules of basic chemistry into the likes of Rosalind Bentley, she could teach grown women to play football, surely? Preparation, that was the key.

The manual had everything she needed: a clear explanation of the rules of the game and a series of exercises designed to build fitness and develop control of the ball. She spent the afternoon planning the first session. Not so tough as to put the beginners off, but rigorous, all the same. Best to sort the workers from the shirkers at the start and let the latter leave of their own accord. Now to let them all know.


Thank you for your application to join the Crouch End Ladies Football Club, which I am pleased to accept. Training sessions will begin at 9am on Saturday next, at the Crouch End recreation ground – our allotted space is at the far corner, diagonally across from the clock tower. Please wear sensible shoes and bring with you a football (can be purchased from Jackson’s Toy Emporium on the Broadway).

Our first sessions will consist of training exercises and learning the rules of the game. From there, we will divide into two teams and play a match each week. Once we have achieved proficiency, I hope to secure us bookings to play exhibition matches and thence inspire other women to start their own football clubs. In time I see no reason why the women’s game should not become as popular as the men’s.



She thought for a minute. No, there was more to say.


I have founded this club for two reasons. First, because I loved to play football as a child, and I believe it is a healthy, enjoyable exercise for women and girls. But secondly, because I want to show, even if only in a small way, that the restrictions on us – not just in sport, but in society generally – are unnecessary, unfair and wasteful of our talents. If we can show that, despite all belief to the contrary, women can play football, might we not raise the question, what else could women do if they were allowed to? For the avoidance of doubt, I am fully on the side of female emancipation, up to and including a say in the affairs of the country through the ballot box.



If that last bit put some off, so be it. The Crouch End Ladies Football Club would be no place for the meek and compliant.





Chapter 7

Harriet had almost forgotten she’d replied to the advertisement about the football club. It had only been on a whim, really, when she was so annoyed by Richard’s telling-off. As she sat sipping her morning coffee, Pussabella dozing on her lap, she read Miss Newton’s letter and rolled her eyes at the last paragraph. Might have known she’d be that type. Bluestockings, Mama used to call them. Women who thought themselves cleverer than everyone else, wanting to be doctors and lawyers and Lord knew what else, and saying women ought to be able to vote. Not that Harriet had anything against those things in principle – there’d certainly been times when she’d happily have chosen a female physician over the cold and rather intrusive hands of their Dr Warner – but it just wasn’t realistic, was it? Men were never going to let women in like that. What on earth would be in it for them?

No, in Harriet’s book, Mama had had it right: far more effective to use womanly ways to take you where you wanted to be. Harriet hadn’t got a big house by the park, places for her boys secured at Eton and accounts at Fortnum’s and Whiteley’s by demanding what men had. She looked down at the large diamond ring on her left hand – the very best Snellgrove’s in Mayfair had had to offer – and the pretty but much smaller one on her right that had been Mama’s when she’d got engaged to Papa. On the morning of Harriet’s wedding, as she’d sat at her dressing table, a vision in white satin and Nottingham lace, her mother had put them side by side and said, ‘That’s how far you’ve come. And if you have daughters, who knows how far they might go?’

She’d worn the smaller ring on her right hand ever since Mama had died. At times, increasingly frequent these days, when the house and the places at Eton and the department store accounts didn’t make up for the sheer boredom of her life, she’d look at the two of them. Remind herself that this was what Mama had wanted for her, and what she’d wanted for herself. They’d made a plan and the plan had worked. Though if she was entirely honest, she was rather glad not to have had a daughter who’d need to be pushed in the same direction. At least the boys could make their own way in the world.

She picked up the letter again. Miss Newton sounded dreadful, and quite likely all the others would be the same types. Well-scrubbed and solid-looking, painfully earnest and probably already in possession of ‘sensible shoes’, which Harriet certainly wasn’t. She’d half a mind to forget the whole idea, but Richard’s high-handedness about the omnibus still rankled. In the past she’d always let his bossiness wash over her – weren’t all husbands the same? – but after all these months of managing the house by herself, it had started to become really quite annoying. So, she jolly well would go to the football thing, just once for a lark, and then mention it in her next letter. That would give him something to be cross about, and from four thousand miles away, there’d be nothing he could do about it.
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