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A Beautiful Dare

A short story by Natasha Lester

Massachusetts, February 1922

Evelyn Lockhart scooped porridge into her mouth as quickly as she could and without a care for how she must look; there was nobody in the dining room and, with luck, she could escape before anyone was awake. Her spoon froze by her lips at the sound of her mother’s voice.

‘Evelyn, what were you doing this morning? Clattering around like a horse. I was hoping to have a lie-in.’

‘Did you have a busy day yesterday?’ Evelyn asked politely, just managing to swallow her sarcasm along with her breakfast.

‘Just coffee,’ her mother said to the maid, ignoring Evelyn’s remark. ‘I’m not hungry. Although, now I’m awake so early I might as well eat. Some toast perhaps. Or waffles. Yes, waffles. And toast. Some eggs as well, I think. And don’t forget the coffee.’

The maid nodded and left to get breakfast for the not-hungry Mrs Lockhart.

Evelyn finished her last mouthful and was about to push back her chair when her sister came into the room.

‘Evie, what were you doing this morning?’ Viola yawned, rubbing her eyes.

‘Clattering around like a horse,’ Evelyn replied impishly.

‘And where are you going? It’s still dark,’ Viola asked, sitting down and holding up her coffee cup, clearly too exhausted from the early start to pour her own. Luckily the maid was there to assist.

‘College,’ Evelyn replied impatiently, glancing out the window at the grey February morning that promised nothing but rain, and lots of it. ‘Just like I’ve done every Monday for the past year and a half.’

‘Oh, don’t start talking about college,’ Mrs Lockhart sighed, as she pricked her syrupy waffles with a fork. ‘Not at breakfast. Let’s have at least one meal without me having to wonder why I ever agreed to let you go to Radcliffe in the first place.’

Even though Evelyn secretly agreed that it would be delightful to share a meal where she didn’t have to listen to her mother listing all the reasons why attending Radcliffe was potentially ruinous for her future prospects, she couldn’t resist saying, ‘Literature is very decorous, Mother.’

‘Marrying Charles Whitman would be more so,’ Mrs Lockhart snapped.

‘Do you know what a man said to me at the Vermonts’ party last week?’ Viola said sweetly. ‘That the saying, Is she a Radcliffe girl, or did a horse step on her face? is quite popular right now.’

‘Mind your own potatoes, Vi,’ Evelyn said brusquely.

‘Evelyn!’ her mother said.

‘She just called me ugly,’ Evelyn retorted.

Her mother put down her fork. ‘Are people—men—really saying such things?’

Evelyn pushed back her chair. ‘I’m going to be late.’

Mrs Lockhart put a hand on Evelyn’s arm, stopping her. ‘Is it true?’ Her voice could have sliced through the china plate in front of her.

Silence spoke the words Evelyn didn’t want to say. That for a Radcliffe girl to have her face mistaken for one trodden on by a horse was comparatively complimentary when put beside all the other insults—witches, grinds—tossed at the women—the Cliffies—who dared to expand their intelligence.

‘Well,’ her mother said. She prodded her plate away. ‘I feel ill. I knew I shouldn’t have had breakfast.’

Evelyn took advantage of her freed arm to stand up. ‘If that’s all for this morning,’ she said flatly.

‘No, it’s not all.’ Mrs Lockhart wiped her mouth and studied her daughter. ‘If young men really are saying such things, then we need to make sure you meet Charles Whitman again before too much time passes. You haven’t seen one another since Christmas, when everyone noticed how solicitous he was towards you.’ Mrs Lockhart beamed at the memory of the praise heaped vicariously on her through her daughter’s success in fixing the attention of the wealthy Charles Whitman.

Evelyn shifted impatiently and her mother regained her ominous tone.

‘If Charles hears that …’ Mrs Lockhart shuddered at the memory of Viola’s words, ‘phrase, he won’t be inclined to give it any credence with the memory of your pretty face fresh in his mind. You know as well as I do that you can be most becoming when you try.’

Evelyn rolled her eyes but her mother had seized on the idea and was working through it with enthusiasm.

‘Perhaps you could engineer a meeting with Charles at Harvard? Yes, that is what you should do. And as soon as possible too.’

Evelyn was aware that she should just take the chance offered and leave, but her mouth opened: ‘Given that neither you nor Father will allow me to go beyond West Cambridge Station and the Radcliffe grounds, how exactly am I supposed to engineer this meeting?’ she said furiously, unable to believe the hypocrisy of it. She’d been told that if even her little toe so much as inched over the line of impeccable behaviour her parents had established, Radcliffe would be withdrawn from her as swiftly as a finger from a very hot fire. And so she’d been more gratingly obedient for the last eighteen months than she’d ever been in her life, not ever walking down to Harvard, going only to the lectures she’d been permitted to attend, cycling to the station and then catching the train seventeen miles from Concord every day because her parents wouldn’t hear of her living on campus. ‘Or, perhaps I should go for a drive with Charles? That might do it. After all, Radcliffe did just pass a rule allowing us to ride unchaperoned in cars with men.’

‘Now you’re being ridiculous,’ her mother sniffed.

‘I’m being ridiculous?’ Evelyn blazed. ‘You don’t want me to go to Radcliffe because it will make me unmarriageable, but now you want me to go to college in order to arrange my marriage to Charles. I don’t think I’m the one who’s being ridiculous. But I am the one who’s going to be late.’

‘What does it matter if you are late?’ Viola asked lazily.

Evelyn froze mid-tirade. ‘Because …’ Because what? What did it really matter if she didn’t learn how to write a sonnet or interpret a villanelle or put together an essay on metaphor? Would the sky fall down? Would anyone’s life be different? ‘Excuse me,’ she muttered, hurrying out of the room, knocking into her father who was just coming in the door.

‘Evelyn Lockhart!’ he shouted.

But she didn’t turn back. She ran into the yard and grabbed her bicycle, hurtling towards Concord station as fast as she could, letting the February chill put out the fire in her cheeks and soothe her temper. But no matter how hard the wind blew, it couldn’t sweep away the thought: why was she fighting so hard for something that mattered so little to anyone?

*

She only just made the train. In fact, she barely had time to unstrap her books before throwing her bicycle into the bushes and racing down the platform, one hand on her hat and the other clutching her books. She bounded through the door as the train began to pull away, all the while hoping that no one she knew would see her and report her undignified sprint to her mother.

An hour later, Evelyn reached West Cambridge Station. With one eye on the sky, which was no longer dawn-grey but the colour of thunderbolts, and one eye on the path ahead, she marched on to Radcliffe. She was halfway across the quad when the rain began, pouring down like her mother’s constant disapproval, sharp and stinging, and quickly soaking through her clothes. She was stranded, with as much distance ahead of her as behind, so she began to run again, eyes down, in a ridiculous attempt to keep off the rain that had already turned her blonde hair to treacle.

BANG! Evelyn ran into something so hard that she fell backwards, landing with a splash in the sodden grass. Dazed, she realised she’d crashed into a person, who was now also ingloriously seated in a puddle the size of Walden Pond and with the breath thumped right out of her too. Evelyn couldn’t help it; after the conversation she’d had with her mother and sister over breakfast, the scramble to catch the train, the sudden downpour and now this—wallowing around on her bottom in the mud like a pig—she began to laugh. What else was there to do when she was wetter than a liquored-up flapper and felt just as woozy from the blow? The red-headed woman on the ground giggled too, and then neither of them could get up because the waves of laughter made it impossible to move.

Eventually Evelyn regained her breath and reached out her hand. ‘Here,’ she said.

They pulled one another out of the muck with a squelch, giggling all the while.

‘I’m Rose,’ the woman said.

‘And I’m Evelyn,’ she replied, grinning. ‘Or Evie, really.’ She took Rose’s arm, literature lecture forgotten amidst the mirth, and they ran for the shelter of a portico, where Evie stopped, reluctant to go on her lonely way now.

Rose tugged her forward. ‘Come with me!’ she said, her voice shadowed with devil-may-care, eyes shining with the promise that she had someplace thrilling to be.

‘Where to?’

‘You’ll see.’ Rose hurried on, back into the storm.

Evie didn’t hesitate; they were already soaked through to their underwear. More rain would make little difference. And she wanted to know—where would this red-headed woman, who’d appeared as magnificently and stunningly as if the sky really had fallen down, take her? For the first time in months she felt carefree and she was still smiling as they dashed on, wet skirt slapping against her legs, exhilarated by the storm, the collision, and the prospect of an uncertain destination.

At Harvard Square they boarded the subway, taking them away from Cambridge and into Boston. Their clothes trailed threads of water on the floor of the car, which Rose ignored.

‘Did you know that Harvard has allowed some women to go to the medical school to take classes?’ Rose asked. ‘They won’t let the women graduate with a medical degree but it’s better than nothing.’

Evie nodded uncertainly, not sure what that had to do with anything.

‘Well, I’m one of those women. And we’re off to Anatomy class.’ Rose smiled triumphantly.

‘Anatomy class.’ Evelyn repeated, trying to catch up with the adventure she’d already embarked on. It explained why they’d taken the subway; the medical school buildings were located off the Cambridge campus and near the centre of Boston. But it also told her that what she was doing was death or glory. Her smile faded and her stomach tightened with unease. She couldn’t imagine what punishment her parents would inflict upon her if anyone saw her at Harvard Medical School because, by going there, she wouldn’t just be breaking all the rules; she’d be stepping into another jurisdiction entirely. ‘How many women take the medical school courses?’ she asked, praying for an answer that might reassure her.

Rose sighed. ‘Of the four women who started with me, only one is left. I think they’re going to stop the program for women. Which is why I need you to come with me. To boost the numbers.’

One other woman. Apprehension constricted Evie’s throat and she swallowed hard, trying to dislodge it. But all it did was settle in the pit of her stomach. ‘You really go to Anatomy classes?’

‘I do,’ Rose said matter-of-factly.

And then, suddenly, curiosity flared in Evie, an interest stronger than her fears, and she asked, ‘What are they like?’

‘Like stepping into Egypt. You can hardly breathe because everything you see and hear is astounding.’ Rose’s hands swept through the air as she spoke. Her whole body articulated an enthusiasm that Evie didn’t know if she’d ever felt in her life. ‘But I should warn you,’ Rose continued. She leaned forward and whispered theatrically, eyes twinkling, ‘All the women who take medical school courses are promiscuous. I’m sure you’ve heard.’

‘I have heard,’ Evie laughed. ‘But I never believe what I hear.’

‘That’s very wise.’

Despite the fact that Rose’s words were true—Evie had heard people gossiping ruthlessly about the wanton girls who went to classes at Harvard Medical School even though the school would never allow them to become doctors—and despite the fact that every muscle in her body should be so strained with misgivings that a single movement would cause something to snap, Evie simply asked, ‘Why are you taking me with you?’

Rose’s smile was pure joy. ‘When I bowled you over, your first instinct wasn’t to check the state of your dress or your hair. It was to laugh. Which makes you a very impressive woman.’

Evie bit her lip to stop herself protesting, Oh no I’m not.

*

When they reached the Medical School buildings on Longwood Avenue, Rose was ready to hurry in, but Evie stopped her. ‘I know I didn’t bother about my hair or my dress before, but do we need to fix ourselves up? We’re drenched.’

‘Oh, they’ll prefer us this way. The muddier and drabber the better. Otherwise we’re too distracting.’ Her tone was faux-prim, a mischievous imitation of the condescending professors Evelyn was all too used to hearing. ‘I wonder if anyone in medicine has ever quantified the disturbing effect upon men of having women in a lecture theatre. Or perhaps someone should study exactly why their brains are so easily disordered.’ Rose grinned. ‘It’s funny that I don’t seem to suffer the same affliction, even though I’m surrounded by at least fifty men.’

Evie dissolved into laughter. All her anxiety fled, replaced by a rush of anticipation that made her cheeks glow. She followed Rose into the building and down to the front of a lecture theatre, where they sat next to the only other woman in the room.

The professor, a crisply dressed man in his forties, who looked as if he believed that standing behind a lectern gave him an undeniable gravitas rather than emphasising his short stature, cleared his throat and began to speak. ‘We are continuing with Splanchnology today, moving onto the urogenital apparatus, and beginning with the urinary organs.’

Thus began a lecture, which should have been dull, given that the lecturer was reading from an enormous textbook, eyes fixed to the pages, never bothering to look up or to gesture with his arms, or to acknowledge that there were people in the room with him. But Evie listened attentively, having never heard anything like it before in her life. Who knew, for instance, that in this body she’d lived in for nineteen years, she possessed a urethral crest or a stratified squamous epithelium, or a glans clitoridis. She had no idea what any of those things were, but she noticed the lecturer glance up quickly at the three women in the room when he’d said the last, and that Rose had given him a lazy smile which made him momentarily lose his place.

Rose leaned over to Evie and whispered, ‘He’s about to move on to the male genital organs, which is why I brought you along. I think it’s something you might find handy to know one day. And, the more women in the room, the more uncomfortable he’ll be.’

It all became clear to Evie exactly what Rose meant when the lecturer’s pace became ponderous and he began to shift awkwardly, as if he needed to go to the bathroom. ‘The penis is a pendulous organ,’ he read, ‘suspended from the front and sides of the pubic arch and containing the greater part of the urethra. In the flaccid condition it is cylindrical in shape, but when erect assumes the form of a triangular prism with rounded angles, one side of the prism forming the dorsum. It is composed of three cylindrical masses of cavernous tissue bound together by fibrous tissue and covered with skin. Two of the masses are lateral, and are known as the corpora cavernosa penis; the third is median, and is termed the corpus cavernosum urethrae. If you will turn to page 324 for the relevant illustration.’

Rose pushed her copy of Henry Gray’s Anatomy of the Human Body over to Evie to show her the ‘relevant illustration’. It took Evie several moments to understand what she was seeing. The picture looked like an elephant tusk with one strip of bone pulled back and topped with a beret. She tilted her head, trying to figure out how the diagram related to what the lecturer had said, which she didn’t perfectly comprehend anyway. Then she realised what it was, a fascia diagram, where the parts of a penis had been separated in order to show what lay beneath. She also realised that her fascination with the page was transparent, that several of the men seated behind had noticed her tipped head, her unswerving gaze, and that, from their sniggers, had misunderstood her interest. It wasn’t simply because it was a part of the human anatomy she’d never laid eyes on or even thought about—she’d certainly seen the bulls and rabbits and roosters of Concord putting their organs to good use—it was the language used, the peeling back of layers of clothing and skin to reveal the human form as more than a serviceable thing. What she saw here was artistry, in the way the separate pieces fitted perfectly together to allow for function; there was virtuosity to the body that she’d never before discerned.

The rest of the lecture continued on, words filling Evie’s ears and mind with wonder. She leaned forward, making sure to catch everything the professor said and her fingers turned the pages of the anatomy book faster and faster, eyes taking in diagram after diagram, marvel after marvel. All too soon, the lecture came to an end.

Rose squeezed her hand. ‘What did you think?’

‘I loved it,’ Evie said, beaming.

‘I thought you would.’ Rose nodded approvingly.

*

They caught the subway back to Cambridge, disembarking at Harvard Square. Rose stopped at a coffee shop and waved through the window to a group of three women seated near the back. They were smoking, drawing disapproving stares from some of the patrons, and Evie saw a flash of silver as a flask was slipped from a pocket and its contents emptied into a coffee cup.

‘Come and join us,’ Rose said.

Evie hesitated. She hugged her books to her chest and picked at the corners. ‘I’ve never smoked a cigarette before. Nor had more than a glass of wine with dinner, and very little of that lately, with Prohibition. I’ve hardly stepped beyond the walls of Radcliffe, not without my mother or father or sister to chaperone.’

‘Too many new things for one day?’ Rose asked sympathetically.

‘Maybe. Although perhaps we should have started the day here. On balance, I think my parents would probably be more forgiving of illicit drinking than going to a lecture at Harvard Medical School.’

Rose burst out laughing. ‘Are you sure I can’t tempt you?’

‘You probably could,’ Evie admitted with a rueful smile. ‘But I shouldn’t.’

‘Not even for the chance to make eyes at him?’

Evie followed Rose’s finger and the jolt of surprise she felt when she saw who Rose was pointing to made her step away from the window. ‘That’s Charles Whitman.’

‘Friend of yours?’ Rose said archly. ‘A girl could spend all day dreaming about running her hands through that gorgeous dark hair.’

‘Dark hair?’ Evie moved back to the window and looked more closely at the table where two men were sitting. There was Charles, his blonde hair and way of sitting, reclined in his chair, body expansive with self-confidence, enough to catch anyone’s eye. He was talking, or rather listening, to a dark-haired man who was leaning stiffly forward as if trying to command Charles’s attention, face furrowed with annoyance. ‘Oh, I think that’s Charles’s brother. Thomas.’

‘So you know them both? Lucky you.’

‘My mother wants me to marry him,’ Evie admitted.

‘Which one?’

‘Charles. The blonde one.’

‘Oh.’ Disappointment scribbled over Rose’s face. ‘Although he is handsome too. Preppy, but still easy on the eyes. It’s just that the other one is air-tight.’

‘Air-tight?’

‘Luscious.’ Rose smiled wickedly.

Evie began to shake with laughter again but she stopped when she saw Charles wave at her. ‘I should go and say hello,’ she said, realising that she’d been given the perfect opportunity to mollify her mother, to explain the fact that she was running a little late and to lay to rest the doubts her mother had driven into her mind that morning. Because what if Charles, her handsome and wealthy summertime neighbour, was persuaded by the current way of referring to Radcliffe women? What would that do to their developing attachment?

Rose kissed her cheek. ‘I won’t go with you. I’m too hard to explain.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes. Introducing me as the woman who took you to an anatomy class mightn’t go down well with someone your mother wants you to marry. Do you want to marry him?’

‘I don’t know,’ Evie said honestly. ‘Not yet. Maybe when I’m finished at Radcliffe.’

‘Well I’m selfishly glad you’re not ready to be swept off your feet by him yet. Because I want you to come with me to class again. Friday?’

Somehow, leaving the lecture theatre and all of its mind-opening drawings and vocabulary behind them, had brought back Evie’s doubts. Disquiet raked her belly and she held onto her books even more tightly. Here was Rose on the street beside her, wanting to take her to a place she’d never known existed, until today. There was Charles, on the other side of the glass, which is where her mother would want her to be. ‘I’m … I’m not sure,’ she said.

‘Do you want to come again?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then I’ll wait at Harvard Square for you until half-past nine. See you Friday, Evie!’ Rose called as she walked into the shop.

Evie waited a moment and then pushed open the door herself. Charles’s eyes were wandering all around, away from the conversation he was having with his brother, and he saw her immediately. ‘Evie!’ he called, delighted.

She waited for two ladies to pass in front of her, watching as Thomas spoke sharply to Charles and then strode out the side exit before Evie had reached their table.

‘You’re a sight for sore eyes!’ Charles said, smiling at her.

Evie’s heart squeezed in an extra couple of beats at seeing Charles smile. But his beam turned to a frown and she clapped one hand to her hair and the other to her skirt as she remembered what she must look like.

‘What happened?’ he asked.

Evie hoped his frown was of concern rather than horror. But she was wearing a cream wool coat that had turned beige with damp, and a less-than-stylish navy serge skirt. She’d chosen an outfit that would withstand the rigours of the bicycle ride, rather than with any thought of bumping into Charles and needing to look her best. If only she’d worn an extremely impractical but decidedly more flattering white voile afternoon dress instead. ‘I was caught in a shower of rain,’ Evie said playfully.

‘You look like a bedraggled mermaid,’ Charles said cheekily, frown fading. He touched her cheek lightly with his finger. ‘What an afternoon I’ve had,’ he said. ‘First Thomas coming here to chew me out for not studying and then you appear.’

‘I thought it was your brother. He looked as stand-offish as ever.’

Charles shrugged. ‘He wants me to be as much of a pill as he is and spend my whole time here with my nose buried in my books. He’s going back to New York now, thankfully.’

‘But he must have been worried to come all the way here just to talk to you. You haven’t been suspended again have you?’ she asked lightly, trying to appear unruffled by Charles’s propensity to spend more time on practical jokes than his studies, knowing if she had half the chances he had, she wouldn’t be frittering them away.

‘Not yet,’ he said a little grimly and then changed the subject. ‘But what are you doing here? I thought your parents forbade you from stepping beyond the walls of Radcliffe.’

She opened her mouth to tell him, to let it all pour out, what she’d been doing and how enlivened she was by it all. ‘I’ve been …’

Her words were drowned out by the noise of a group of men rattling through the door, shaking off rain into large puddles on the floor and laughing uproariously.

Evie spoke louder. ‘I went to …’

One of the men pushed past her. ‘Cliffie,’ he muttered and every man in the group stared at her, taking in her dishevelment, smirking.

Evelyn swallowed everything she’d been about to say. Her heart sank and her books dropped to the table, utterly mortified at the knowledge that her appearance did nothing but bring to life the caricatures from the Harvard newspapers that ridiculed the stringy hair and pragmatic dresses of the Radcliffe women, apparently the most unattractive in the country.

‘Don’t let me keep you,’ Charles said quickly. ‘You might catch a chill.’

Shame beat down on Evelyn with all the force of the morning’s rain, colouring her cheeks red. Her throat tightened, not from unease this time, but from the tears that sat at the back of her eyes, tears she wouldn’t let herself shed. In her head pounded the question: was Charles being a gentleman in his concern for her, or was he too embarrassed to be seen with a Cliffie?

She pressed her lips together. She couldn’t risk telling Charles anything about her day. Not in a world that believed women should aspire to nothing other than marriage, and that those women who strived for more were ugly, unwomanly and unmarriageable. What a fool she was. To have gotten so carried away with Rose, to have tricked herself into thinking she was having an adventure, a glorious escapade from her confined and predictable days. And even though she knew she should just leave it, she couldn’t help asking quietly, ‘Is it really so bad?’

Charles didn’t answer right away. But then he reached down and took her hand. ‘Going to Radcliffe was meant to be a lark, Evie. A few months of fun. But you’re so serious about it all.’

‘I’ll be graduating soon,’ Evelyn said brightly. ‘Then I won’t be a Cliffie anymore.’ But what would she be? Her stomach twisted at the thought. A fine lady like Viola, sleeping late and hunting for a husband? She forced out the laugh Charles was expecting, the giddy laugh of a woman who’d gone to Radcliffe as a bit of a joke—to study Literature, which was at least refined—and who would have put herself to rights by the next time they met.

‘No. You won’t be.’

His tone was expressionless and Evelyn had no idea how to read it. All she knew was that she had to leave before she began to cry. ‘I should go home and tidy myself up,’ she said. ‘I’ll see you soon?’

Charles nodded. ‘Hopefully next time you’ll be much drier.’ He smiled as if to show that he meant it to be funny.

‘Of course I will!’ she said, waving and smiling, hoping he’d mistake the glitter in her eyes for merriment.

She hurried out but when she reached the corner she had to slow down to scrub at her stupid tears. She waited for a moment for them to stop, for her red cheeks to cool, and she was about to walk on when she saw Thomas Whitman just ahead, getting into a car, a breezer; a soft-top, midnight blue Packard. As he settled into the seat, she watched for a moment, imagining being able to drive away to New York whenever she chose, roof open to a much sunnier sky, leaving behind everything familiar.

Then she started. Thomas was turning his head and if she didn’t move he’d see her and she hadn’t the inclination for any more embarrassing encounters. She promptly dashed into the nearest store and began to browse the shelves, to look as if she had some business being there. Her eyes fell upon the cover of a book she’d heard spoken of in the same breath as whiskey at midnight and jazz-dancing with a man. This Side of Paradise, written by the most notorious author in America, F. Scott Fitzgerald. Her hand jumped out before she could stop it and picked up the book. It fell open at a page and her eyes found, amongst all the words written there, the line: It was always the becoming he dreamed of, never the being.

She shoved the book back onto the shelf. It was as if it had read her heart. Today she’d started to have dreams of becoming too. She took the book down again, turned to another page and began to read: There is a moment—Oh, just before the first kiss, a whispered word … 

‘Can I help you, ma’am?’

Evelyn dropped the book. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, bending down to retrieve it. ‘You gave me a fright. I was reading and …’

‘Lost in a book?’ the sales clerk said.

‘Yes,’ Evelyn smiled. ‘Yes I was. I’ll take it, please.’ Because she had to know: what happened in the moment just before the first kiss?

‘Certainly.’

As she gave the clerk some money, a Victrola recording propped on a shelf near the counter caught her eye. Aptly enough, given what she’d been reading, Hot Lips was its title.

The sales clerk saw her glancing at it. ‘Jazz record,’ he said. ‘It’s a good one.’

Without knowing why, Evelyn said, ‘I’ll take that too.’

*

Later that night, Evelyn slipped into the parlour downstairs. Everyone was asleep. She turned on only one lamp. She traced the words Hot Lips with her finger and placed the recording on the Victrola, smiling as the trumpets bounced into the room, making her body sway as she walked over to the sofa, where she opened her new book and plunged right in.

The Victrola had been quiet for hours and it was three o’clock in the morning when Evie finally emerged from This Side of Paradise. She was still smiling, not in the least bit tired, but as exhilarated as she’d felt when she was with Rose that day. Being with Rose, and now reading Fitzgerald’s book, made the world seem wrong-side up.

Her mother was surely mistaken. While Mrs Lockhart might think that what constituted a desirable lifestyle was decided by the Astors and the Vanderbilts and it then trickled down through the ranks of the wealthy and into the middle class, perhaps it was women like Rose—whom her mother would say were badly behaved—who might reshape the world with their anatomy classes and opinions about men’s intelligence. What would it be like to be as excited about something, as passionate, as Rose was?

Evie closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the arm of the sofa. Images swirled into her mind: of meeting Rose at half-past nine on Friday; of going to an anatomy lecture and understanding what was being said; of dancing to jazz music in a room full of people, rather than shifting her body alone in a parlour; of sitting in the passenger seat of a car, beside a man she felt more than fondness for, who kissed her in a way she’d never thought it was possible to be kissed, in a way that could sustain her for a lifetime.

Her eyes flew open. There was a different future out there. A future that mattered. A future where a woman could learn two strange languages: one filled with words like corpora cavernosa; and the other used by the restless generation that Fitzgerald wrote about, a generation Evie hadn’t even known she might belong to.

None of those things fitted with Concord and marriage and the end of college in three months’ time, the path her mother and father had been leading her down, blinkered, so she’d hardly realised that she’d reached the edge of a dock over a vast expanse of water. She could dive off into the beautiful danger of a new kind of everything, or she could retreat to the shore, to all she’d ever known. But when she shut her eyes, she could almost feel the delicious lap of the wild water against her skin.

If only she dared.
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Prologue

NEW YORK, 1925

How did I get here? How did I get here? The words reverberated between each click of Evie’s heels as she stepped off the moon and executed a perfect Ziegfeld strut. Her arms were extended as if to lift the skirt of a dress she wasn’t wearing, and her head was pulled back by the halo of a hundred silver-dipped stars. She smiled at the audience, who thought that what she did was, at the least, entertaining and, at the most, foreplay. Her neck ached but she concentrated on the sound of the dollar bills that Ziegfeld would flick into her hand at the end of the night, like a baccarat dealer at a high-stakes table.

The music changed to the big, belting fanfare of the finale and Evie curtseyed, then took her place near the centre of the line of showgirls. She knew what she had to do: join arms, scissor-kick the legs, emphasise the breasts, and damn well make herself look so delicious that no one in the crowd remembered the New York that existed beyond the doors of the theatre. That was a place of discreet money and manners and hidden mistresses, where a woman called Evie Lockhart fought a battalion of men every day for permission to become a doctor.

Inside the theatre, the men had no manners, the mistresses were out on show, the money was splashed around like whiskey, and Evie Lockhart was once again fighting, this time to remember that an exchange of dignity for college fees would be worth it.

Where did it all go? Evie thought as she spun around. All my joy, all my wonder. New York used to knock the breath right out of her. Now it was a daily struggle just to get enough air. But she slapped her smile back on, because Florenz Ziegfeld was glaring at her, and Evie needed to be a Ziegfeld Girl more than Ziegfeld needed her. She’d better give someone in the audience a sultry wink to show she was still playing the game. As she looked for a man to dazzle, she got a feeling like an itch at the corner of her eye; she blinked once, twice, but the irritation was still there, narrowing her focus to the man in the fourth row from the front – centre seat so he must be important.

When she saw who he was she got what she wanted – the breath knocked right out of her. It was Thomas Whitman. Tommy. Back from London.

Would he recognise the girl from Concord, Massachusetts, who used to live next door – oh, such a long time ago? He’d never expect to see Evelyn Lockhart dancing a cancan with a line of beautiful girls whose long legs shimmered from toe to thigh in a way you’d never see in a drawing room on the Upper East Side.

Evie knew she should look away. But two and a half years in London had transformed Thomas into the cat’s whiskers. He’d been handsome before, but now he was heart-stopping, and he looked all the better for not slicking back his hair like the rest of the Valentino imitators in the crowd. His eyes were like black marble, and unlike those of most of the men around him, they were studying her face, not roaming her body.

Then he stood up and began to step past the people seated beside him. He strode towards the exit, even though the show wasn’t over. It could only mean that beneath the thick kohl lining Evie’s eyes, the red lips, the leotard and the stars, Thomas had seen someone he used to know.

Luckily it was the last number of the night. The curtain was about to come down and Ziegfeld’s Girls would be officially off duty, unless they wanted to don a sheer, lacy robe and go up to the bar and pout because the cigarette dangling so elegantly from their quellazaire was unlit. Evie never joined them and she certainly wouldn’t tonight. Instead she’d lie awake, remembering how often she’d dreamed of kissing Thomas Whitman. And she’d try not to think about the fact that now he knew she worked for Ziegfeld, he’d never want to see her again.


Chapter One

CONCORD, MASSACHUSETTS, JUNE 1922

‘“None of the Victorian mothers – and most of the mothers were Victorian – had any idea how casually their daughters were accustomed to be kissed”,’ Evelyn Lockhart read aloud from the book hidden inside the covers of Ladies’ Home Journal.

‘I don’t believe it says that,’ said Viola, looking up from her embroidery.

Evelyn carried the book over to her older sister and pointed at the page. ‘There. Kissing is the bee’s knees.’

‘Mr Scott Fitzgerald isn’t a reliable source of information.’

Evelyn groaned. ‘You sound like Mother. Don’t you want to know what it’s like?’

‘Curiosity killed the cat.’

‘Why should only bad things happen to a girl who is casually kissed?’ Evelyn dropped the book and the magazine on the sofa and walked over to the Victrola, which was droning ‘Sweet Adeline’ at her like a dirge. She began to dance to a song in her head which had decidedly more brass.

‘I’m not going to read it,’ said Viola. ‘So you needn’t leave it there. And did you know that Ladies’ Home Journal disagrees with you?’ She put down her beloved embroidery and picked up the magazine. ‘“Anyone who says that youths of both sexes can mingle in close embrace – with limbs intertwined and torso in contact – without suffering harm lies. Add to this position the wriggling movement and sensuous stimulation of the abominable jazz orchestra …”’

Evelyn wriggled her hips as hard as she could and extended a hand to her sister. ‘Dance with me, Vi. Have some fun.’

Viola stood up and Evelyn thought they might dance around the room together, talking about the things that mattered, like kissing and life in the city and women who did things besides sew coloured thread into pieces of fabric.

But Viola walked past Evelyn to the window and gasped. ‘Charles is coming up the path,’ she said. ‘If he sees you dancing like that he’ll never get around to proposing.’

‘And I suppose he’ll marry you instead,’ Evelyn retorted. ‘I’m the oldest.’

‘It doesn’t matter. He …’ He likes me better, Evelyn started to say. She stopped herself. But her unspoken words hung in the air anyway, causing Viola to study her stitches, which were straighter and smaller than Evelyn could ever manage, and Evelyn wished for a moment that Viola would be able to find a man to whom sewing mattered more than beauty.

She heard the maid answer the door and Charlie’s footsteps in the hall. She stilled her hips but couldn’t help whispering, before he came into the room, ‘I wonder if Charlie is accustomed to casually kissing the daughters of Victorian mothers?’

‘Evie!’ Viola bleated.

The door opened.

‘Ladies,’ said Charles Whitman, bowing with a flourish.

‘What a picture you look, sewing so contentedly.’

‘I can’t remember the last time I saw Evie sew anything,’ Viola said smugly.

Evelyn laughed. ‘You win, Vi.’

‘She stitched a crooked C on a hanky for me to take to Harvard,’ Charlie said.

‘That’s right! I did,’ said Evelyn triumphantly, although she couldn’t help wondering why such a minor accomplishment should matter so much.

‘It’s the one I always carry with me.’ Charlie tapped the left side of his chest and looked at Evelyn in a way that made her wonder what it would be like to touch his cheek, to run her hand through the waves of his blond hair. To casually kiss. To think of him as Charles the man, not Charlie the boy who’d been her great friend.

‘I’m glad you’re back,’ Evelyn said. ‘But aren’t you supposed to be studying for your examinations?’

‘I’ve been asked to take a week off,’ Charlie replied, grinning unrepentantly. ‘Somehow Harvard’s taxidermied animals escaped from their cases and were found lurking around campus and I’ve taken the blame. I’ll return with downcast eyes next week, be forgiven, and I can get back to learning to be a banker.’

‘You get away with everything,’ Evelyn said. ‘If you’re rich, charming and a man, you can steal a stuffed cougar, call it a prank, make a donation to the college and then become a banker in the time it takes me to embroider a hanky.’

‘Not that long, surely?’ Charlie smiled.

‘Evie’s just annoyed because she can’t do whatever she wants,’ Viola broke in, always eager to highlight Evie’s flaws in front of Charlie. ‘She wants to stay on at Radcliffe but Papa won’t let her.’

Evelyn tried to defend herself against Viola’s accusation, at the same time noting that Charlie’s hand was still resting over the pocket that kept her hanky safe. ‘I’ve taken literature at Radcliffe and am qualified for nothing,’ she said. ‘So I thought about continuing on. I thought doing more study would …’ Her voice trailed off. Would what? Keep her amused as if she was a lapdog yapping for a bone?

‘Surely literature’s more than enough?’ Charlie asked.

‘That’s what Papa says,’ Viola agreed.

‘Maybe I’d like to do more than sit in the parlour and compose pretty sonnets while I wait for my true love to sweep me off my feet.’

‘What lady wants more than that?’ Charlie said.

‘I don’t,’ said Viola.

Her mother’s arrival in the room stopped Evelyn from saying the words that nobody – her mother, her father, Viola and possibly Charlie – wanted to hear: I think I do.

‘Charles!’ Mrs Lockhart exclaimed, kissing his cheek. ‘Lovely to see you. It’s been so long. I was hoping you’d escape Harvard and come to your parents’ party this evening.’

‘I wouldn’t miss it,’ Charlie replied, not mentioning the prank that was the real reason he was in Concord. ‘Thomas is bringing along a lady from Boston whom everyone expects him to marry. My parents want to introduce her to Concord society.’

‘Oh,’ breathed Mrs Lockhart. ‘I didn’t know. How marvellous. An engagement is exactly what we need.’ She looked pointedly at Evelyn, who pretended not to notice. ‘Well,’ she continued, ‘it’s such a fine day, why don’t you go for a walk together. I’m sure your mother will be glad to keep you out of the house while she prepares for the party.’

Charlie nodded. ‘A walk sounds capital. Ladies?’ He held out his arms for Evelyn and Viola.

‘Go on ahead, Charles,’ Mrs Lockhart said. ‘I need a word with my daughters first.’

Charlie left the room to collect his hat and Mrs Lockhart turned on Evelyn. ‘With a bit of effort, you could find yourself with a ring on your finger, or at least the promise of one, by the end of the night. Be pleasant on your walk and again tonight and anything could happen. You’re quite the belle when you want to be.’

‘Mother,’ sighed Evelyn.

‘Marrying Charles is what you want, isn’t it?’

It’s what you want, thought Evelyn. And it was something Evelyn used to think she wanted from the moment she was old enough to understand that certain things were expected of her. She’d begun to look forward, with more than her usual enthusiasm, to summer, when the Whitmans left New York and came to Concord, to Mrs Whitman’s grand and gracious family home, to escape the sticky heat.

Having Charlie next door filled Evelyn’s days with fun and adventure, especially as Charlie did anything Evelyn dared him to do, even dive off the North Bridge outside the Old Manse in a ridiculous attempt to disturb the peace of the town. Evie and Charlie went together like roses and sunshine, which Evelyn’s mother thought was splendid, because it would have been impossible for the Lockharts to ever mix with the likes of the Whitmans if they weren’t summertime neighbours. Mrs Lockhart might consider her family to be upper-middle class, but the distance to upper-upper class, where the Whitmans resided, was like flying to the moon. And the moon could be conquered if Evelyn married Charlie. Even her mother had had to relinquish her hopes for her favourite child, Viola, the one who was most like her, when Charlie’s preference for Evelyn was so obvious to all. There was the older brother, of course, but as Thomas came to Concord so rarely, busy as he was at the Whitman Bank, Mrs Lockhart had accepted he was beyond their reach. Whereas handsome young Charlie would make the perfect husband for a Lockhart girl. And the Lockhart girl he seemed to adore was Evelyn. But Evelyn couldn’t help the thoughts that had begun to nag at her lately, now she’d finished college and had nothing to do: what if marriage meant she became like her mother, napping in the afternoon from the exertion of coming downstairs to breakfast, content to organise parties of ladies to sew useless whatnots for the hospital fair?

‘Do you really like sewing?’ Evelyn asked her mother and sister before she stepped into the hall.

‘Of course.’ Her mother shook her head, as did Viola, puzzled by the question.

‘I hate it. It’s not something I want to spend the rest of my life doing.’

‘What other choice do you have?’ Evelyn’s mother said.

And that was the problem. Here in Concord she had none.

Evelyn followed Viola out of the room. ‘What if it doesn’t work out the way it’s supposed to?’ she whispered to her sister.

‘Of course it will,’ said Viola, clearly unable to imagine anything other than what was expected of them. ‘Charles will propose tonight and you’ll be married and be the lady of the house next door. And I’ll marry one of his friends,’ she added determinedly, her plain face momentarily brightened by the thought.

Evelyn smiled. So Viola had dreams too. But she had to ask, ‘What comes after that? After I’m married?’

Viola looked surprised. ‘Does it matter?’

They’d reached Charlie, so Evelyn couldn’t answer. As they walked down the front path to the road, Evelyn glanced at the house next door, the Whitman house. She was unable to picture herself there, waiting for Charlie to come home from work, embroidery hoop laid in her lap like a noose ready to squeeze the life out of her.

*

Early summer in Concord was glorious. The blossom trees extended their jewelled fingers into the sky and petals drifted down to wreath Evelyn’s hair. Rabbits hopped out of the way, their cottony tails bobbing like bits of fallen cloud. Robins twittered a tune that reminded Evelyn of ‘April Showers’ and all its optimism about blooms that follow the rain and the hidden bluebirds that could be found if only one listened hard enough. She wished the birds would sing something more spirited and less sentimental. At the same time, she looked around and realised that she was alone with Charlie and that Viola was nowhere in sight.

‘Viola’s bootlace came undone. She’ll catch up,’ Charlie said, taking Evelyn’s hand and stopping in front of her. ‘You’re so beautiful, Evie,’ he continued. ‘If I took you to Harvard my pals would burn with jealousy.’

Evelyn knew she was blushing; it was nice to be complimented rather than criticised or ordered around as was her parents’ way. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered, but somehow, even in the midst of all the glorious summer colour and Charlie’s admiration, she couldn’t shake the word noose from her mind.

Charlie put his finger under her chin and lifted her head so he could see her face. ‘With you beside me, everyone would know I was the successful one,’ he said.

Evelyn had thought he might be about to kiss her. She certainly hadn’t expected him to say that. ‘But you are successful,’ she said.

Charlie took his hand away from her face and began to walk on. ‘My father doesn’t think so. Not compared to Thomas.’

Perhaps you should study more and play with stuffed animals less, Evelyn wanted to say. If her parents let her go on to university, she wouldn’t waste the chance on stupid pranks. But she knew Charlie wanted petting rather than scolding, so she kept her thoughts to herself as she walked beside him.

‘Thomas is announcing his engagement tonight,’ Charlie said. ‘Why else would he invite a girl out here for a party? I could make it a night for engagements. Beat Tommy at his own game.’

‘I don’t think Thomas is getting engaged just to show your father he’s more successful.’ Why were they talking about Charlie’s older brother? Charlie had practically just told her he would propose. They should be strolling hand in hand at the very least, savouring the moment. But did he want to marry her because he loved her, or only because he thought she was pretty and it would help him prove a point? And did she really love him, or did she just want to know what it would be like to kiss someone?

Evelyn had never been so glad to see her sister reappear, lank hair stuck to her cheeks and her face flushed red with the exertion of hurrying after them. It saved Evelyn from her confusion. But she had to work out an answer to her question – did she want to marry Charlie? – before tonight.

She needed to be by herself so she could think. Her mood suited a brisk pace, whereas Viola needed to catch her breath and Charlie was lost in the art of strolling, clearly preoccupied with his idea of trumping his brother at the party. She soon found herself well ahead of the others, and the further she tramped, violently crushing swathes of white lilies beneath her feet as if they were embroidery hoops, the more she knew embroidery was not the issue. There was so much she had not yet done, so much she could do – go to university, or work like women in the big cities did. If she married Charlie, the only life she would ever know was the one she lived right now, the one that chafed her like a tightly laced corset.

‘Aaaarrgh!’

A sudden wail made Evelyn glance back; Charlie and Viola weren’t in sight and, in any case, the cry was coming from somewhere ahead, closer to the river. The sound came again, the guttural, animal cry of someone in pain.

Evelyn scrambled down the bank. When she reached the river’s edge she could see nothing, but she heard a rustle of movement in a copse of reeds. She bent down, pushed the stems aside and gasped at the sight of a woman crouched on all fours like a cat, her skirts rucked up around her waist and her backside bared – two hanks of thick white flesh and between them a rush of blood, pouring onto the soil below. But there was something else there, something emerging from that place Evelyn knew existed but had never really seen, that space of secret monthly bleeding and other things she had heard whispered of, and which she knew could somehow produce a result such as this. A baby. This woman, screaming in terror, was giving birth to a baby right here and right now. Evelyn’s skin began to prickle because she felt as if the baby was looking straight at her, pleading with her. Was that even possible? Could a half-born baby open its eyes?

Evelyn blinked and the sensation vanished. ‘Let me help,’ she said, crawling into the reeds, heedless of the blood. She gasped again when she saw the woman’s face. ‘Rose!’

The woman was a fellow student from Radcliffe. She and Evelyn had collided one day while crossing the quadrangle with their heads down to avoid the pouring rain. They’d laughed and taken refuge in the main hall. After they’d introduced themselves, Rose had told Evelyn that she was one of the few women going across to Harvard to take courses at the medical school, even though Harvard wouldn’t allow women to graduate with a degree in medicine. Evelyn had been fascinated by the idea, so Rose had smuggled her into one of the lectures.

It was like stepping off this world and into another. No decorous recitations of Shakespearean sonnets. Instead, the inner workings of the human body were exposed. Evelyn had since crept into a few more lectures with Rose, who welcomed the female company and urged her to come along whenever she could. But Evelyn knew her parents would banish her to a cornfield in Iowa if they ever found out. As it was, it had set off a restlessness inside her, a longing to know more. College had finished a week ago, leaving Evelyn with only a taste of the possibilities that existed beyond literature and marriage, and she hadn’t seen Rose for some time because Rose had simply vanished after Easter. Now here she was, her face as white as if it had been laundered to Evelyn’s mother’s exacting standards. Her arms were sinking into the ground; she was no longer able to bear her own weight and she clearly didn’t recognise Evelyn. Her eyes were glazed with pain and fear.

‘Lean against me.’ Evelyn said. She sat on the ground with her legs extended, helping Rose to turn over and lean back on her. ‘It’ll be all right,’ she said. ‘My father used to be a doctor. I’ll call for the others to get him. You shouldn’t be out here on your own. You should be in Boston with your family. You should be …’ She realised she was babbling, because this was beyond anything she’d ever imagined. How could Rose be having a baby? And why was she on a riverside in Concord, far from home?

She cradled Rose’s head against her shoulder, wiped the hair off her clammy brow and hugged her. Rose’s body sagged. Was she simply tired? Unconscious? Dear God, she couldn’t be dead, could she? And what was happening with the baby? ‘Charlie!’ she shouted, as loudly as she could. ‘Charlie!’

Evelyn heard footsteps. Viola and Charlie were getting closer. She needed to check on the baby. She eased herself out from behind Rose, propped her against the reeds, lifted her skirts and found the baby’s head, still exactly where she’d first seen it. It hadn’t moved, it was blue and Evelyn didn’t know if this was normal. ‘Help!’ she screamed.

Kneeling between Rose’s legs, she put her hands on the baby’s head.

‘Evie! What is it? Are you hurt?’ Charlie’s voice sounded panicked and Evelyn was glad he was there: he would help her while Viola fetched Father.

The baby’s shoulders began to move into Evelyn’s hands and she forgot about feeling scared. If she could get the child out, perhaps Rose would wake up. She pulled gently and felt a surge of wonder as more of the baby appeared.

Then Evelyn found herself cradling a child. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Look at you.’

She wanted to hug the baby, hold it close, but some instinct told her to wrap it in her skirts and rub it. It was so blue and it hadn’t made a sound. ‘Cry,’ Evelyn whispered. ‘Please cry.’

Charlie’s face appeared above the reeds, followed by Viola’s.

Viola’s hands flew to her mouth and she said, ‘Oh. Oh,’ before turning away and holding onto a tree.

‘She had a baby,’ Evelyn said, needlessly, but what else was there to say? Help us, we need help, I don’t know what to do. What if I hurt the baby?

Charlie grabbed Evelyn’s arm and pulled her, heedless of the child.

‘Careful,’ Evelyn said. ‘Hold the baby while I check on Rose.’ As she spoke, the baby began to cry. Thank God. ‘Get Father,’ she called to Viola. ‘Tell him to bring his medical bag. He still has it somewhere.’

But Charlie didn’t take the baby from her. ‘You need to leave. Now. Take Viola with you,’ he said.

‘I can’t leave. I have to help. Viola can go by herself.’ Evelyn realised that her sister was still standing there, her back turned to them. ‘Viola!’ she called again. ‘Hurry up!’ She cradled the baby in one arm so she could help Rose with the other.

‘This woman doesn’t deserve your help,’ Charlie said. He tightened his grip on her arm and tried to force her to stand.

Evelyn dug her shoes into the soil. ‘Stop it!’ she cried. ‘You’ll hurt the baby. Let me go!’ She tugged her arm away but Charlie was strong, stronger than she’d realised. The baby was wailing now, as if it sensed danger, and Evelyn wanted nothing more than to soothe it, to see if Rose had revived, but Charlie would not let go. She tried pleading. ‘You can’t expect me to leave them here. If you’ve ever felt anything for me you’ll let me help. Please!’

Her last word was a frantic scream. She could no longer hear the baby crying, had no idea where Viola was. All she could see was Charlie’s face, so close to her own that she could not mistake the hard flash of anger in his eyes, and the curl of disgust on his lip at Rose’s plight. Damn you! she wanted to shout. Damn everybody and their stuffy rules that said she couldn’t help someone who might be dying, just because there was a whiff of scandal. She would not move. She would not stand up. And short of dragging her up the riverbank, she knew there was nothing Charlie could do.

He let go of her arm suddenly and Evelyn tipped backwards onto her elbow, desperate to keep the child safe. Charlie stormed up the riverbank, not bothering to help Viola, who stumbled after him, crying.

Evelyn could only hope that he would be back soon with her father and that her father’s long-retired skills as a doctor would somehow revive Rose, whose eyes were closed, her face devoid of colour, her limbs lifeless. What should Evelyn do? She had no idea. Nothing she had ever learned at Concord’s Ladies’ Academy or at Radcliffe had taught her anything about saving someone’s life. What good were French and dancing to her now?

‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered to Rose as the tears ran down her cheeks. ‘I’m so sorry.’

Her father and Charlie found her like that, sobbing, the baby held close to her chest, her body curved around Rose as if she could will life into her.

‘Evelyn!’ her father snapped. ‘Stand up at once!’ Mr Lockhart’s face showed the same look of horror as Charlie’s had.

‘You’ll help her?’ she asked, unwilling to move until she had secured his promise.

‘Go straight back to the house,’ her father bellowed. ‘Only then will I help her.’

Evelyn scrambled to her feet and gave the baby to her father. He glared at her and she reluctantly walked away.

The climb up the riverbank was like a hallucination. The woods were still awash with peach blossoms and buttercups. And she was in Concord, home of girlish delights and Little Women, not death and scandal and secrets. There was no longer any blood, except that covering Evelyn’s hands and soaking her skirt. There was no crying or screaming, just the rustle of Evelyn’s feet and the constant drip of tears from her face. The sense of stupor intensified when she reached the house. As she stood in the doorway of the sitting room, surrounded by the warmth of mahogany wood, gilt lamp stands and the ochre velvet of the chaise longue, what she had witnessed seemed unreal. Had it really happened?

‘Viola?’ Evelyn said.

Viola, who was collapsed on the lounge, uttered a groan that Evelyn knew came from no real affliction, so she said it aloud, trying to make it real again. ‘She had a baby.’

‘Evelyn!’ It was the nutcracker snap of her mother’s voice. ‘Your dress!’

Evelyn stepped aside to let her mother pass. ‘There was a woman by the river,’ she said. ‘I tried to help her.’

Mrs Lockhart held up her hand. ‘I know what happened. I heard Charles tell your father. This is the last time it will be discussed. A woman like that has fallen in the eyes of God and in the eyes of man and her fate is not a subject for young ladies.’

‘But –’

‘No. Besides being filthy, your skirts are pulled up so high I can almost see your knees. Go and change now.’

‘They’re just knees, Mother.’

‘And that attitude is how women end up in disgrace by the river.’ Mrs Lockhart moved over to Viola, to smooth her brow and murmur consolation in her ear, as if Viola, not Rose, had been the wretched one.

Evelyn understood that the incident had been swept away like breakfast crumbs, discarded and forgotten. Nobody would speak of it again. All of Evelyn’s questions would remain unanswered. But they clamoured in her mind nonetheless: was Rose alive? Was the baby? Had Evelyn helped it or hurt it?

She took off her hat and laid it on the hall stand. She suddenly realised she hated that stand, with its gold Minton tiles and gold-plated drip trays. Who really needed their umbrella to drip into a gold tray? Society did. A society that thought Evelyn was not supposed to sit in the dirt and let a labouring mother bleed all over her. She was supposed to run away, aghast, and then faint like a lady. Because an unmarried woman having a baby alone by the river was a position never to be recovered from; it guaranteed invisibility and revulsion, so that every time hereafter, when Rose went to the grocer’s store and was ignored, she would know she was also being mocked and judged and declared repugnant, like the cow’s feet the butcher threw away because even the poor wouldn’t eat them.

Evelyn remembered the baby’s eyes, how they’d stared at her. It was helpless and trusting, yet she’d abandoned it. For its whole life, everyone would treat that baby the way Evelyn had, turning their backs. How could she have left Rose and her baby to the mercies of Charlie and her father? And would she ever be able to make amends?


Chapter Two

‘Evie!’

As the Lockharts stepped inside the ballroom of the Whitmans’ enormous home that evening, Charlie rushed over to greet them. He took Evelyn’s hand eagerly and kissed it, eyes fixed on her face, but the ache in her arm where he’d gripped it that morning and the memory of his concern for decorum over compassion made her look away.

‘I hope you’ll dance every dance with me,’ Charlie said. When Evelyn didn’t reply, he turned to her mother. ‘You won’t mind if I monopolise Evelyn tonight?’

‘Not at all,’ Mrs Lockhart replied, staring at her daughter, trying with the power of her eyebrows to make her respond to Charlie with gratitude and a smile.

Charlie held out his arm. Evelyn was aware that people were watching them, having heard Charlie call out her name and kiss her hand, noting that he’d singled her out above all the other ladies in the room. She had no choice but to take his arm. But she held back her smile.

As Charlie led the family through the room, Evelyn began to feel hot. Her dress was one that suited her mother’s idea of modesty: the full skirt fell to her ankles and the sleeves finished below her elbows. Her hair was up, the long, blonde length of it sitting heavily on her head, pressing down on her like the imperious hand of God. The room was crammed with the important families of Concord, men from Harvard, and couples from New York, where the Whitman bank was located. Thomas, Charlie’s brother, moved through the crowd, introducing Alberta, the prim-looking girl on his arm who Evelyn assumed was his intended fiancée. It was all very elegant, from the lovely turquoise gown that Mrs Whitman wore – which Mrs Lockhart, with her preference for the drabness of the peahen, whispered was shockingly bold – to the six-piece band playing on the terrace outside, to the abundance of cut crystal glasses filled with impossible-to-get French champagne, handed out by waiters who pretended never to have heard of Prohibition. But it was also stiff and constrained; everyone smiled and said how lovely Alberta was, even though Evelyn thought she looked wintry, as if chatter and spontaneity were unknown to her. She longed for someone to dance the Breakaway across the room to relieve the monotony of it all, but that would be almost as scandalous as what had happened this morning.

‘Excuse me,’ she whispered to Charlie, retrieving her arm and moving away.

Before she could escape, her mother squeezed Evelyn’s left ring finger and hissed, ‘Remember why you’re here.’

But Evelyn wasn’t in the mood to smile until she got the engagement ring her mother wanted for her. She needed some air. As she walked out onto the terrace, she heard her name; it had been spoken by one of a group of men who were clouding the air with cigarette smoke just inside the door. She quickly moved against the wall, hidden from their view, and listened.

‘Yes, she’s a looker,’ said another man. ‘Charlie isn’t all brag and no substance this time.’

‘He’d better get her down the middle aisle before somebody else does,’ said the first man. ‘I wouldn’t make a girl who looked like that wait too long.’

‘But Charlie isn’t renowned for his smarts,’ sniggered another. ‘Besides, a pretty girl like that wouldn’t be marrying him for anything other than the dollar bills lining his pockets.’

Evelyn’s cheeks burned brighter than the full moon shining outside. She couldn’t bear to hear any more, so she hurried down the steps of the terrace and crossed the lawn, then stopped in front of a tree. She remembered herself as a child sitting astride a branch of this old apple tree in the Whitmans’ garden, bouncing up and down, riding a pretend horse. Life was so uncomplicated then. Charlie was her friend. Nobody knew anything about marrying well or how babies were born, and nobody boasted about anything other than how many spots they had had when they caught the measles. Back then, Charlie would sit on the branch opposite, racing Evelyn across the fields of their imaginations. If her mother saw her, she would send Viola to tell Evelyn to get down at once as it wasn’t ladylike, but Evelyn ignored her, knowing that nobody would climb up and fetch her, knowing she had the power because she was up high and out of reach. She’d be sent to her room later for her disobedience, but she didn’t care; the fun was worth every bit of her mother’s scolding.

Now Evelyn pulled up her skirt, feeling the breeze rub against her stockinged legs. She slipped off her shoes and tossed them onto the ground, grabbed hold of the tree, gaining a foothold on the lowest branch and then the next. Being tall, she quickly reached the branch that had always been her horse, Sunny. To sit astride it she had to hitch her dress higher, so she looked like a girl from a Fitzgerald novel – except then she would have been sitting in the back seat of an automobile, not on the limb of a tree. The ground seemed so much closer than it had when she was a child. In her memory, the distance between Sunny and the lawn was celestial; the fields she’d traversed were the vast plains of the sky, splashing through cloud lakes and jumping over rainbow bridges. She pulled an apple off a branch and bit into it; it tasted like summer and devil-may-care. The apple was gone in a minute and she threw the core down with satisfaction, just as she used to, imagining that Viola was beneath, never expecting a direct hit even though one got her every time she came to take Evelyn home.

‘Ouch!’

Shocked, Evelyn peeped through the branches and saw Thomas Whitman staring up at her. ‘Oh no!’ She blushed. ‘I’m sorry.’ She hurriedly swung her leg around so that she was balancing side-saddle on the branch, and tugged down her skirt.

‘I thought everyone was inside,’ Thomas said. ‘May I ask what you’re doing?’

‘Riding a pretend horse like I used to with Charlie, and stealing your apples,’ Evelyn said quietly. Her mother would be mortified: young ladies who were meant to be pursuing engagement rings didn’t climb trees and attack men with apple cores. She blushed again and sought to explain. ‘Trying to steal back a moment I’m probably too old for.’

The last thing she expected was that Thomas Whitman would reach out to one of the lower branches and pull himself up, with a grace that suggested he’d been climbing trees since long before she could walk. She barely knew Thomas; he was five years older than Charlie, and when the family came to Concord he’d always been away at school, or off on holidays with friends, and, lately, in New York helping his father run the bank. He sat down on the branch that had once been the horse Charlie rode.

‘Shouldn’t you be inside?’ Evelyn asked.

He nodded. ‘I should. But I haven’t climbed this tree in years. I taught Charlie.’

‘No, you didn’t. I dared him to climb it one day and we raced to see who won.’

‘Who won?’

‘Charlie.’

‘Of course.’ But she could tell he didn’t mean that of course Charlie won because he was a boy, he meant of course Charlie won because he’d known what he was doing all along.

She shook her head and turned the conversation to something more conventional. ‘Alberta seems lovely.’

‘She is lovely.’ His voice was lacklustre and Evelyn hoped that if ever a man called her lovely, he’d say it with more passion than Thomas had mustered.

They were both quiet a moment. The sounds of laughter and conversation waltzed demurely out of the house and away with the breeze, along with the strains of ‘Let Me Call You Sweetheart’, a song to whose dated schmaltz Evelyn had a particular aversion. She leaned her cheek against the tree trunk, remembering Rose and the baby among the reeds. The garden was dark. She couldn’t see Thomas’s face. All day she’d held back what she wanted to say. She was tired of holding her tongue, and there was nobody else to ask. ‘Did you hear about … what happened this morning?’ she said.

Thomas didn’t reply straight away. He probably had more pressing things to think about, like proposing to Alberta. Evelyn was about to climb down from the tree when he moved and sat on the branch beside her.

‘At the river?’ he asked.

‘Did Charlie tell you?’

‘Yes.’

‘What did he say?’

‘Charles was concerned about your clothes. He said he’d helped your father with a woman in trouble.’

‘You mean he was cross with me for not fainting like Viola. And that’s a very polite way of putting it. In trouble. It’s like the woman’s a haunting or a curse, the way everybody avoids speaking about her.’

‘Perhaps they think they’re protecting you.’

‘Perhaps I’m old enough to look after myself.’

‘I didn’t say you weren’t. I said they might think they’re protecting you.’

‘Do you know what happened to the woman? And the baby?’

‘My mother went to the hospital this afternoon with a box of things for the baby. Apparently the woman died. But the baby survived. I expect it’ll go to an orphanage, because nobody will take in an illegitimate child. It’ll probably be dead too, within five years.’

Evelyn closed her eyes. She’d always thought she knew what kind of world she lived in. But this world of death and disgrace, of a woman she knew dying by the river, was not a place where one galloped on a tree-horse through sunshine and sky. She could still hear Rose’s groans, still feel the moment when her body went limp. She wondered if she should say any more; her mother would send her to a convent if she knew what they were discussing. But Thomas was listening to her, apparently without outrage; he actually seemed nice, not the stuffy older brother Charlie had always made him out to be.

She opened her eyes. ‘I held the baby. I helped it out. It was … incredible.’ And then the question she needed to say aloud even though she knew the answer. ‘Why wasn’t she at home? Or in a hospital? Why was she out there alone?’

‘I expect nobody knew she was carrying a child. Perhaps she thought if she went to the river she could make the child disappear.’

Disappear. Vanish – drown, perhaps. What would it be like to think you had to kill your own child in order to survive? ‘She could have gone to New York, or another city far away, to a hospital where nobody knew her, and had the baby and pretended she had a husband.’

‘Who would she ask for the money to travel? Would you go to an unfamiliar city and expose your predicament to a doctor who’d probably scorn you for it?’ Thomas didn’t ask the questions in an interrogating manner, the way her father spoke to her when he was doubting her judgement about something like college. Thomas asked the questions as if they deserved thought rather than anger, and at the same time he was provoking her to take her mind to places it had never been before.

‘No,’ Evelyn whispered. Now that she’d seen what childbirth looked like, it was hard to imagine doing it in front of anyone. But that was the point. Rose had literally been brought to her knees by bodily function and shame, and everybody was too polite and well bred to help her. ‘I knew her. She was a Radcliffe girl. And now she’s dead.’

‘Did you know she was …’

‘No, we weren’t close friends. She was taking science classes and I …’ Evelyn hesitated before confessing. ‘I went to a couple of anatomy classes with her. But please don’t tell anyone that. My parents would be horrified if they knew I’d been to a science class.’

‘Which do you prefer, science or literature?’

‘Science.’ Evelyn waited for the snort of disapproval but it didn’t come. ‘You’re very different to Charlie,’ she said.

‘I’m the reserved one and Charles is the fun one. Right?’

He looked across at her and she could just see, with the help of the moonlight, that he was smiling.

She laughed. ‘I meant it as a compliment. But you’re right, Charles had led me to believe you were the pompous one.’

‘Pompous! That’s worse than reserved.’

‘It is. Charlie used to tell me stories about you and I’d tell him stories about Viola, how she was always so niminy-piminy, always doing everything Mother asked her to do and telling Mother when I invariably didn’t. Apparently you’re the model of your father,’ Evelyn teased.

‘My father taught me to study hard and to work hard and that the rewards would follow. It’s not such a bad thing to believe in.’

Evelyn remembered what she’d wanted to say to Charlie earlier that day: Don’t waste your time at university. ‘It’s not a bad thing at all,’ she agreed.

Thomas removed a cigarette case from his pocket and offered it to Evelyn. She took one. He then produced a lift-arm lighter, which Evelyn was too embarrassed to admit was the first she’d ever seen. All the men she knew used matches, as did the Radcliffe girls she’d smoked with on occasion. In the flame, she looked at him properly for the first time in her life. Dark hair, dark eyes. Handsome. Alberta would be happy.

‘All we need is gin,’ she said as she leaned back against the tree again and blew smoke into the night air.

‘I came prepared,’ he said and pulled out a small silver flask. ‘It’s whiskey though.’

‘I was joking.’

‘I know, but it’s that kind of night.’ He offered her the flask.

‘Well, whiskey it is.’

In spite of the uproar she knew there’d be if anyone found her smoking and drinking whiskey, she took a sip and felt her throat blaze as she swallowed. She coughed. ‘That must be an acquired taste.’

‘I would have brought gin if I’d known I was going to be sitting in a tree having a conversation like this.’ Thomas smiled at Evelyn again and she smiled back, feeling more exhilarated by talking to Thomas than she had by anything since she’d left Radcliffe.

‘If that’s all we have I’d better start acquiring the taste.’ She took another sip, managed not to cough and found herself saying, ‘That’s not the first birth I’ve seen. When I was about ten, I remember my mother labouring over a birth that went on for more than a day. She would groan every now and again and that’s how I knew there was a problem; I’d never before heard Mother make a sound so loud. When the midwife left the room, I went in and held my mother’s hand, thinking she’d tell me to leave, but she didn’t. She clenched my hand every time the pains came. I think it was the only time in my life when I helped her rather than annoyed her. Of course the baby died, like all the others that came after me. We’ve never spoken about it though.’ She returned the flask to Thomas.

‘It was good of you to help. Both times.’

‘I didn’t even think about not helping. Or that it was an improper thing to do until Charlie tried to drag me away.’

Thomas studied her face. ‘Charles mentioned something about an engagement announcement tonight.’

‘Yes, but did he say it was because he loved me or because he didn’t want you to be the first to get engaged?’ Evelyn bit her lip as she saw Thomas’s expression cloud over. But in the semi-darkness and with his face turned slightly from hers, it was hard to tell.

He didn’t reply immediately and Evelyn thought she’d ruined the moment – that he’d climb down from the tree and return to Alberta, that he’d tell Charlie what Evelyn had said. But instead he shifted a little so that he was sitting closer to her. ‘I’m sorry you think Charles might do that,’ he said.

I’m sorry too, Evelyn thought. ‘Perhaps we shouldn’t talk about Charlie any more. Then we can’t betray any confidences.’

‘That’s probably a good idea.’ Thomas sipped from the flask and held it out to her again. ‘What shall we talk about instead?’

Evelyn took a large swallow this time, because she wanted to loosen her tongue, to say something she’d never said to anybody. ‘I’ve heard some of the universities in New York are starting to accept women into their medical degrees.’ She said it lightly, as if she was just making conversation and the answer didn’t matter a great deal.

‘Columbia has. Unlike Harvard.’

‘If more women were doctors, perhaps they could help women like Rose.’

‘Perhaps you could help women like Rose.’

Neither spoke for a moment. Evelyn stared at Thomas. He’d read her mind. And he’d said it as though it was actually possible. ‘I helped a baby into the world today,’ Evelyn said. ‘I’ll never forget it.’

‘Thomas!’ It was a woman’s voice, probably Alberta, calling from the top of the terrace.

‘I think dinner is about to be served.’ Thomas’s words, bringing them back to the world they’d briefly forgotten, made Evelyn laugh, a gush of released tension.

Thomas jumped down from the tree. ‘I won’t offer you a hand,’ he said from the ground, ‘because I know you’re more than capable of making your own way down.’

And then he was gone, leaving her to think about what he’d said: You could help women like Rose. Which would mean becoming a doctor who delivered babies, feeling the same surge of wonder she’d felt when she held Rose’s baby. But if she decided to pursue that path, her parents and Viola would never speak to her again. Would Charlie? After this morning, she doubted it. And even if she could do it, did she have the strength to go against everyone’s wishes, to create a life for herself that was so different to what everybody expected of her?

*

By the time Evelyn appeared, Thomas and Alberta were sitting in pride of place at the head of the long table, with Thomas’s parents on either side. Charlie sat alongside his mother, with an empty space on his right for Evelyn. Viola had been placed beside their father, and the expression on her face showed her disappointment at her lack of prospects.

Even though the oysters on the half-shell and the softshell crabs on toast had already been served on delicate Delft porcelain plates and Evelyn knew she should sit down, she stood behind her sister and whispered, ‘Why don’t you take my place?’.

Viola stared at her. ‘Why?’

‘Would you like to sit there?’

‘Yes. But don’t you?’

‘Not tonight.’

Viola stood up, clearly excited by the prospect.

‘Viola, where are you going?’ Mrs Lockhart had seen them. ‘That is Evelyn’s place.’

Evelyn saw her sister’s face crumple. She sat in her allotted place and shook her head. Why was today so determined to show her that nothing and nobody was the way she had thought? Viola was never scolded. She was their mother’s preferred child. It had always suited Evelyn to think so. But perhaps Mrs Lockhart could be just as hard on Viola as she was on Evelyn, caring more for social advantage than her daughters’ feelings.

‘Evelyn, my dear, I wondered where you were. I haven’t even said hello to you.’ Mabel Whitman leaned across her younger son to give Evelyn a kiss on the cheek, and Evelyn smiled back warmly. Mrs Whitman had always been one of her favourite people, turning a blind eye to tree climbing and Mrs Lockhart’s calls from next door.

‘I was outside. It’s a beautiful evening.’

‘Fresh air seems to be in demand tonight,’ Mrs Whitman said. ‘I almost had to send out the hounds to find Thomas.’

Thomas caught Evelyn’s eye and they shared the briefest of smiles, which reassured her that he wouldn’t mention their rendezvous in the apple tree, and certainly neither would she.

‘I thought you’d taught him better than to leave a lady to look after herself, Mother,’ Charlie said.

‘I think Alberta managed perfectly well on her own.’

‘How does your mother like Alberta?’ Evelyn whispered to Charlie once Mrs Whitman’s attention was elsewhere.

‘Honestly?’ Charlie sipped his wine. ‘She thinks Alberta is more interested in Tommy’s money than in him. Mother is ever the romantic; she’s the only person in the world who thinks money shouldn’t matter. Surely you’ve heard the story about how she and my father met?’

‘I haven’t.’

‘Their eyes locked across a crowded ballroom and she knew, from that moment, that she loved him and would marry him. Without first finding out about his income, his prospects, his family or his profession. Luckily he more than passed on each of those measures.’

‘Charles.’ Mrs Whitman overheard the last part of the conversation. ‘You’re teasing me. And being cynical. I hope both my sons marry for love. That’s not such an awful thing to wish for.’

‘But love and money would be a better thing to wish for,’ Charlie said, smiling.

‘Your father has worked hard for everything we have,’ Mrs Whitman said. ‘Did I ever tell you,’ she turned to Evelyn, ‘that we did quite the scandalous thing when we were married?’

‘No,’ Evelyn said. ‘What did you do?’

Charlie rolled his eyes. ‘Here comes her other favourite story.’

Mrs Whitman ignored him and continued. ‘I lent George my entire dowry so he could set up the bank. It wasn’t at all the done thing, a man borrowing money off his wife, but he was the sort of man who put securing a future ahead of his pride.’

‘That’s a wonderful story,’ Evelyn said. And it explained something of her revised view of Thomas. If he really did take after his father, then he had probably never been pompous to begin with.’

‘Mother likes to do the unexpected and not fall into line with others,’ Charlie said indulgently. ‘We let her because she says it keeps her young.’

Evelyn didn’t hear Mrs Whitman’s response; her attention had been caught by her mother.

‘Did you hear that Nancy Totten went to see Alice Paul speak?’ Mrs Lockhart was saying to the woman beside her.

‘The suffragette.’

Please stop, Evelyn urged her mother silently. Please don’t say anything more. After what had happened that morning, after seeing her family’s lack of charity, after watching a woman die before her because she knew nothing other than how to read quatrains, Evelyn didn’t know if she would be able to sit in silence and listen to her mother’s closed-mind opinions.

‘I don’t think I’ll be hurrying along to use the voting machine any time soon,’ Mrs Lockhart continued. ‘I’d much rather use one of those new washing machines I’ve been hearing so much about.’ Several of the ladies nearby tittered in agreement.

It was the fault of the whiskey, most likely. But it was also because Evelyn needed to know: did Charlie’s behaviour at the river mean that he felt the same way as her mother did about everything? She spoke up distinctly. ‘At school, Miss Forbes said that the opportunities the suffragettes had won for women would only be understood by history, as we’re all too satisfied with our comfortable lives to understand the benefits of their work.’

‘Evelyn.’ Her mother gave the smallest shake of her head and flicked her eyes towards Charlie, who certainly wasn’t stepping in to defend Evelyn’s views. ‘Miss Forbes is clearly something of a revolutionary who won’t retain her position at the Academy if she continues to express views like that.’

‘Surely you’re not going to complain about a woman championing the intelligence of other women?’ Evelyn said.

‘Alberta and I were talking earlier,’ Mrs Lockhart said quietly, and Evelyn knew that the subtext was that she should take note of Alberta’s opinions and reshape her own to match. ‘She agrees with me that it’s only middle-class girls who harbour aspirations for intellectual accomplishment. It’s unfortunate really; some middle-class girls have enough money to give them aspirations, but not enough money to become ladies. Luckily, we are not in that position. Henry,’ she turned to her husband, ‘didn’t you say that Harvard had allowed some Radcliffe girls to come over for science classes? And that they were … fast?

Henry is occasionally invited down to lecture as a distinguished alumni.’ This last was directed to the wider group around the table, presumably lest anyone think Mr Lockhart made his living from being a middle-class professor.

Evelyn realised that following her outburst, Alberta and some of the other ladies within earshot were looking at her with amusement, as if she was a whimsical attraction at Coney Island. She wanted to change the subject, but Mrs Lockhart was determined to drive her point home. ‘Charles,’ she said, ‘what do you think of the girls who come across to Harvard for the sciences?’

‘They’re not the sort one thinks about,’ Charlie replied.

Evelyn felt a sting of pain.

Mrs Lockhart smiled triumphantly. ‘Suffragettes and sciences. One wonders what some women will dream up next. Besides, the word “suffragettes” speaks for itself. Now we all have to suffer the boredom of politics. If they really knew what they were about, they’d have chosen a more pleasing name.’

More titters. Evelyn stared at her plate to hide the flush on her cheeks and to stop the tears from falling. She perfectly understood what her mother meant. Talk of university would not be tolerated. By her mother. Or by Charlie. She should be more like Viola and Alberta. Docile. Unambitious. Happy to marry. She nodded gratefully at the waiter who was offering to refill her champagne glass.

‘I’m looking forward to casting my vote. Women have to live under the laws passed by Congress. We might as well have a say in who passes those laws,’ Mrs Whitman said, and Evelyn felt a small spark of hope. But then she heard Charlie snort derisively and the feeling passed. Mrs Whitman’s views might be less conservative than those of most women in her position, but her son’s obviously weren’t.

Charlie’s mirth had caught his father’s attention.

‘And I would prefer Charles to think more about his studies than the women who attend Harvard,’ Mr Whitman said. ‘Then he would spend less time on enforced breaks from university.’ Mr Whitman frowned at his son and Evelyn could see that Thomas really did look just like him, although less grave and also more open, warmer.

‘Oh, Charles can’t help that he has a mischievous side.’ Mrs Lockhart reached across and patted Charlie’s hand.

Charlie cleared his throat. ‘I’ll give my full attention to my studies when I return.’

‘I’ve heard that many times before, Charles.’ Mr Whitman turned to Evelyn and said, affectionately, ‘You know why he’s here, don’t you? Too busy pranking to study. Perhaps if I hand him over to your care this evening I can hope to find him improved by the end of the night.’

‘Oh, I don’t know about that –’ Evelyn began, but broke off when she saw Charlie’s face. He looked mortified to have his lack of studiousness brought to everyone’s attention, just as Evelyn had been humiliated when her mother launched her veiled attack earlier. She felt her heart soften a little. Perhaps Charlie hadn’t been himself today. His father had most likely upbraided him when he’d arrived back from Harvard, and he’d probably still been upset when they’d encountered Rose and the baby. That must have been what had made him seem so unfeeling.

Before main course was served, Mr Whitman stood up and tapped on his glass. Evelyn expected the announcement of Thomas and Alberta’s engagement. Mr Whitman began to talk about Thomas, praising his hard work and Midas touch, which she didn’t think was all that relevant to marriage, and she only understood where the speech was going when Mr Whitman finally said, ‘I’d like you all to congratulate the bank’s new vice-president.’

Thomas smiled at his father and received the combined congratulations of almost everyone at the table. But not his brother’s. Charlie stared at his wine glass with the same expression he’d worn when his father had admonished him. The evening hadn’t gone the way Charlie had planned; he’d been well and truly trumped by Thomas, in a way he clearly hadn’t anticipated, and now Evelyn felt sorry for him. She reached out her hand to touch his, to say, I understand, but he brushed it away and looked past her.

‘Richie!’ he called down the table to one of the men Evelyn had heard talking about her earlier. ‘Have I introduced you to Evelyn yet?’

‘You haven’t.’ Richie smiled, and Evelyn nodded at him uncomfortably.

‘She’s quite a girl, isn’t she?’ Charlie added.

‘She is,’ Richie agreed.

This time, Charlie reached out for Evelyn’s hand. She let him take it, because Richie was watching and because she understood that Charlie didn’t want her pity, that he was trying to regain the dignity he’d lost in the conversation with his father and in Thomas’s promotion. She said no more at dinner. She smiled at Charlie. She received approving looks from her mother for her compliance. And she kept the restlessness that had been building inside her since the walk by the river and her conversation with Thomas tightly reined in.

Once the plates were cleared away, Mrs Lockhart grasped the opportunity to show Evelyn off to her best advantage. ‘Why don’t you play for us? Charles, you always like to hear Evelyn play, don’t you?’

‘It’s one of my greatest pleasures,’ Charlie said, leading the way into the drawing room and taking Evelyn over to the piano. He took out the music for ‘I Love You Truly’. ‘My favourite,’ he said. ‘Especially when you sing it.’ Then he leaned on the piano and waited for her to begin the serenade.

People gathered to watch the performance, and Evelyn heard someone whisper, ‘It seems that both brothers have found their match.’

Evelyn started to play and she could see both her mother and Charlie basking in the reflected glory of her voice singing that the rest of life faded in the face of love. But it didn’t. No, as of tonight, life had suddenly become more vivid, a beautiful fan unfurling fold after fold of brightly coloured possibilities that she could pursue, if only she dared.

The whiskey, combined with the champagne from dinner, had made her head spin and her vision blur. Suddenly, everything she’d been holding in, all the fears about Charlie and the ridiculous idea she’d discussed with Thomas, threatened to spill over. She stopped singing, recklessly shifted her hands and tried to pick out the tune to ‘Hot Lips’, a jazz recording she’d covertly purchased and only listened to at low volume when her mother was out of the house. It took her a couple of bars to get it right, and then she started to play it louder, the rhythm completely unlike anything usually played in a Concord drawing room.

Her mother rushed over, as the guests stared at Evelyn’s musical outburst, and hissed, ‘What are you doing?’

Charlie had stopped smiling too. His friends were laughing, probably at her, the provincial girl who didn’t know how to give a decorous after-dinner recital. Evelyn remembered what Viola had read to her that morning from the Ladies’ Home Journal, about the sensuous stimulation of the abominable jazz orchestra. Everyone in the room could do with a bit of sensuous stimulation. But Charlie’s hand was moving down to close the lid of the piano and cut off Evelyn’s song.

‘You’re right. We could do with something livelier now that dinner’s over. Would you help me choose something for the phonograph?’ It was Thomas. He’d stepped in front of Charlie and her mother and was offering to sweep her away from their censure.

‘Thank you,’ she whispered as she joined him at the phonograph. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with me tonight. I’m upsetting everyone, having conversations I shouldn’t, drinking whiskey, playing jazz.’

‘Is that really so bad?’ Thomas asked, but before she could reply he left her speechless by saying, ‘Besides, your voice is beautiful, Evie.’
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