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that she has woken up somewhere other than the cluttered

town house in Bloomsbury that has been honre for the last

twenty-one years. When she said goodbye to her father last

night, she felt like a sheet of paper folded in half and torn

roughly along the crease. Two smaller versions of herself exist

nov4 each with an edge that is undefined and feathery Her first

day at St Hugh's is an opporruniry to rewrite one of these pages.

The mirror on the bedsitter wali is so small that she is forced

to track all the way across the room in order to get a glimpse

of herself in her commoners' [Jown. Sold by mail order, the

gown sits at her waist rather than the regulaticln hip and cuts

tightly into the shoulders of her jacket; she will simply have to

buy a man's size instead. But she is used to the accoutrements

of life being ill-fitting; last night, as she tried to sleep, her feet

tangied repeatedly with the cold metal rungs of the bedstead.

Nobody could ever label Beatrice an average woman: she has

inherited her six-foot stature from her father and her hearry

appetite for politics from her mother.

Tb be the daughter of a former student of the college is

something, she supposes. A militant suffragette, disciple of
Mrs Pankhurst and alumna of the hunger-strike brigade, Bea-

trice's mother is a woman of considerable renown, rn'ho

believes in equaliry for women in education. Hence, there was

never any doubt that Beatrice would apply for Oxford, regard-

less of whether or not matriculation was possible. Thankfully,

to her mother's satisfaction both those expectations have

become a realiry. Most women (and men) are intimidated by

Edith Sparks and, as Beatrice knows to her cost, she is a hard

woman to please. Fortunately, after more than rwent,y years

of marriage, her husband is still besotted.

Today is unusual because Beatrice is not the sort of person

that history happens to. She has certainly witnessed it in the

making - her mother has seen to that - but usually from the

sidelines. Beatrice mar-
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walls is undeniably draughry, As if resenting her presence, the

mattress exhaled cool air iast night as she tossed and turned,

and an itchy patch of red scale threatens on her left index finger.

Unforrunately her exhibition of twenry pounds a year, while

very weicome, will not stretch to extla buckets of coal so she

must make do with the twice-daily fires laid by the scout - if
she decicles to sray, that is, Her choice is this: remain at St

Hugh's to fulfil her iife's ambition and continue to build lies

upon lies, or give up the rvhole wretched scheme entirely and

go home to the rectory exercising her brain for the next three

years teaching Sunday School and composing the parish

newsletter.

She wonders what her father is doing right now, Preparing

his sermon, perhaps, or eating a breakfast of crumpets loyally

smothered with the appallingly tart gooseberry jam she made

over the summer. Mrs Ward, who has Thursdays olf, will be

taking her granddaughter to visit friends in Abingdon.

Marianne giances at the solitary postcard propped on the

mantelpiece featuring Rossetti's Proserpine curved shyly

around a bitten pomegranate. L,ike the gclddess of the under-

world, Marianne has given in to temptation (the lure of three

years of study, in her i:ase) and must pay the price of being

separated from home for half the year, although that is where

the similariry between them ends; Marianne is well aware she

is no goddess or romantic heroine, She may have been chris-

tened after Jane Austen's Marianne, but she has none of her

namesake's passion and energy. Sadly, she has far more in

common with'Iennyson's Mariana, a miserable woman shut

in a tower, wishing and waiting until it drives her quite mad'

Neither character, she is sure, was bothered by the price of
coal - or by chilblains.

Glancing in the mirror, she sees an unremarkable woman

with hooded eyes, flat chest, and hair the pallor of weak tea. A

woman dressed in a se,
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Unfortunately, she has tetters enough to \tu'eep over; pages

of crooked handwriting smudged with tears and refolded so

many times the seams have given way to dust. A11 written by

Charles. to whom, if life were not so despicably cruel, she

rn ould now be married" Charles who r,l'as to read Law at

Queen's. The most popular cadet in the garrison who chose

her (her!) from all the other girls in town. Charles who, when

he led Dora into the bracken, made her feel so alive, so alert,

so open to possibility that the p1ain, ordinary world she knew

became a dtzzying, shimmering place' Even now, she can con-

jure the sweet fruitiness of his mouth, the warm breath teasing

her neck. Had Clharles lived. she would never have 1i'anted to

stucly at Oxford. She would never even have considered it.

So u'hy is she here? So many reasons: to become closer to

George and Charles; to escape her mother's overbearing grief

and reliance on her; to read and study and play sport as if she

were back at school again before everything fbll apart; and

because she cannot sit at home and become a lonely old maid

in a Hertfordshire market town without at least trying to meet

somebody new - even if she cannot summon an ounce of
interest in any man except the one she cannot have.

As grief knots in her temples and throat, Dora places the lid

on the battered cigarette tin where she keeps her hairpins and

busies herself rearranging her tennis shoes and hockey boots

at rhe bottom of her wardrobe. She refolds her girdles. stock-

ings, slips, drawers, and chemises in her dresser and removes

the tissue-wrapped corset (her mother's parting gift) and places

it under a bianket at the back of the wardrobe. Then she re-

orders the novels on the shelf into alphabetical order, recalling

the pleasure she took in sorting, ciassifying, and reshelving the

stock in the library where she voiunteered during the war.

Restoring order from chaos, as in a Shakespeare play.

Soon enough, it is eight o'ciock, and through the window
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'Here we go, darling,' says Gertie, pulling up to the gates'

'Gosh, it looks rather like a prison. I've a mind to kidnap you

and drive you straight back to Mayfair.'

Some of the assembled women turn and stare.

'Oh, do shut up, Gert,' says Otto, jumpiirg out' 'You're just

jealous"'
'perfectly jealous. I',m spitting with en\y over your delect-

able cap. Do buy me one for Christmas,'
'See you for lunch,' says Otto, blowing her a kiss'

otto enters the gates and looks about for the person in

charge. Although she has attended dozens of parties alone,

among these sober-looking virgins she is unaccountably jit-

tery. she stands to one side, groping in her pocket fbr one of

the several parting gifts Gertie has given her, a cigarette case

engraved with a racing hound at full gallop. It alludes to their

oid headteacher who often described Otto as berng in a per-

petual state of motion. Ottoline rarely sits for long, unless it is to

complete complex calculations, something which she does with for-

midable ease and ewiable dccurdcy, read her final report'

It is true that mathematics provides moments of absorp-

tion ancl calm for Otto that she cannot replicate by any other

means. Even when sleeping, she has the sense that there is

somewhere (or someone) else she ought to be. She adores the

clariry of mathematics, the certainty of right and wrong' No

droning on about different interpretations or writing essays

that go around in circles. And of course, being born on the

eighth day of the eighth month, eight is her favourite number.

And now two years after the idea of studying at St Hugh's

first came to her, Otto has been allocated a room on Corridor

Eight. An auspicious start indeed.
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Dora glances at the women assembled alongside her in the

courtyard. Although notrody looks particulafly clever, the

group is an eclectic mix of shabby coats, expensive tailoring,

unbrushed hair and carefully pinned curls. The air smells

reassuringly of Pears soap and lavender water. She wonders

how her brother George felt on the morning of his matricu-

lation; no doubt he was already great pals with everyone

and was nursing a headache from too much wine the night

before.
'congrarulations to you all on this momentous occasion,'

SavS a uratey-eYed tutor with a tremulous voice who introduces

herself as lvliss Lumb. 'l will be your chaperone on the walk to

rhe Dir.iniry School. Our crocodiie wiil depart early today. There

mav be crov.ds and press, so the principal, MissJourdain, wants

us there in plenty of time.'

Behind Miss l,umb, a gaggle of older students whisper like

excited theauegoers"
'Please arrange yourselves according to corridor,' says Miss

Lumb, pointing to different corners of the courtyard. 'corri-

dors Four and Five gather here, six here, seven here, and the

Eights over there. Your corridors will provide your rn alking -
and cycling - companions for the next few weeks while you

orientate yourselves.',

Dora finds herself standing between rwo young women

who introduce themselves as Beatrice Sparks and Marianne

Grey. Beatrice, the girl Dora followed down the main corridor,

pumps D or a's hand enthusias tically. As well as b eing immenselY

tall, Beatrice has an indistinct ja1y, curious eyes and ruddy

cheeks. Her fingers are dappled blue with ink. Marianne, in

contrast, has a long neck and pale, freckled face" She looks fra-

gile and insubstantial, like a handkerchief worn over time to a

mesh of delicate threads. It is strange to think these- are the

people Dora wiil spend every day with for the next eight weeks.

A petite woman with
join them. She has bobbt
and is at least a foot shc

stepped straighr from th
magazmes"

'Hello, neighbours,' sa\

A cigarette dangles from i
audacity to smoke in publ

'Ottoline Wallace-Kerr
Otto.'

Dora recognizes the sr

the door next to hers. Thr
Eight are now accounted :

'Good morning,' savs B

trice Sparks" Oh, and rhrs i
'Sparks, I like it. Gooi

directing a plume of smok
an appraising eye over ::
before raising a single pen

And the procession is c:
Margaret's Road, with the

A11 about them, Oxfor;
buses snort their way ros a

and hotels shake out therr g

students emefge from sani.,

ment southwards. Dora :s

boards dip and tilt, the sil-<

that the women, walkrng
floppy woolien caps, bear ;
dren on an outing.

The crowd about then:
tion and it is hard to make .

stand aside gallantly for ::
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