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         The old woman heaved herself up the narrow stairs, pausing for breath on the landing before pushing the bedroom door open. As she stepped inside, she clasped her hand over her mouth and nose and tried her best not to breathe in. Even though she’d been preparing dead bodies for a living since she was a teenager, she had never quite got used to the pungent smell of death, especially on hot days like this. Keen to get the job over and done with as quickly as possible, she tied a hanky around her face in a bid to block out the terrible stench, rolled up her sleeves and got to work.

         The dead man was lying in bed. He was small and slight with pointy features, pale waxy skin and curiously bright red hair. Although he was most definitely deceased, the woman couldn’t help but feel a bit nervous at being in such proximity.

         10Before his retirement, Dr James Barry had held the position of Inspector General of Hospitals, one of the most senior positions in the medical profession. As an Army surgeon, he had travelled the world and achieved worldwide acclaim for performing one of the very first successful Caesarean section operations (delivering a baby by removing it from its mother’s womb via an incision to the stomach).

         He was equally well known for his ferocious temper. According to the maids downstairs with whom the woman was friendly, Dr Barry’s outbursts were both frequent and intense. The legend went that Florence Nightingale (the famous founder of modern nursing) had once found herself on the receiving end of Dr Barry’s sharp tongue! There were even rumours he had once fought a duel. However, looking at him now, so pale and frail, it was all rather hard to imagine.

         The woman paused to bow her head in a mark of respect before reaching down to carefully peel off his dirty nightshirt.

         As she began to wash Dr Barry’s skinny body, she noticed something wasn’t quite right. She blinked, almost certain she was seeing things before checking again.

         She was not seeing things.

         She staggered backwards in shock, her sponge falling from her fingers.

         11Although the man’s face was definitely that of Dr James Barry, the master of the house, his body was unmistakably female. Unsure quite what to do with this information, the woman had no choice but to complete her task. With trembling hands, she picked up her sponge and, in a daze, cleaned the rest of the body. After wrapping it in its shroud, she stumbled out of the room and into the boiling hot afternoon, her head spinning at what she had just witnessed.

         Over the coming weeks, she could think of nothing else. Dr Barry had been one of the highest-ranking surgeons in the British Army. Had he been tricking everyone this entire time? Just the thought made her feel very confused indeed. She agonized over what to do. Was it her business to tell? She suspected it wasn’t. At the same time, she had a feeling a story as shocking as this one might be of interest to the press. Times were tough and the bit of cash she could possibly earn from selling Dr Barry’s story was all too tempting.

         In the end, seduced by the prospect of payment and unable to keep her bizarre and shocking secret to herself any longer, the woman decided to speak out about her discovery, and by the end of August the unbelievable story had been splashed across newspapers all around the globe. The public reaction was a curious mixture of outrage and glee. Was it true? Had a woman really managed to successfully 12disguise herself as a man for over fifty years? And not just any man – one of the most prominent medical pioneers of the century. If so, how?

         And, most importantly of all, who on earth was this impostor?
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            A BOLD PLAN

            1809

         

         Margaret Bulkley was eating breakfast when her mother Mary Anne dropped a dirty white envelope on the kitchen table.

         ‘A letter for you,’ Mary Anne said in a grim voice. ‘Looks like your brother’s writing.’

         Margaret pulled a face. Her older brother John was not exactly her favourite person. It was his selfish behaviour and spendthrift ways that had brought the once prosperous Bulkley family to the brink of financial ruin, forcing Mary Anne and Margaret to flee their home in Ireland and seek a new start in London. It was thanks to John that instead of the spacious townhouse they had once inhabited in Cork, Margaret and her mother were now sharing a poky 14set of rooms overlooking Fitzroy Square. It was their fifth home in as many months, and although an improvement on their previous lodgings (a noisy, cramped lodging house in the West End), it was a far cry from the comforts they’d once enjoyed.

         ‘Well, aren’t you going to open it?’ Mary Anne asked.

         ‘Maybe,’ Margaret replied, shrugging as she toyed with the envelope.

         Even though she hadn’t seen John in the flesh for some years now, the arrival of his letter confirmed that her anger at him had not faded one bit. As a boy, he’d been given opportunity after opportunity, and from what Margaret could work out he’d squandered every single one. It was impossible not to feel cross, especially when she knew for a fact she was far cleverer and more interesting than her foolish older brother would ever be.

         Margaret didn’t open John’s letter until after breakfast, taking it up to her bedroom to read in privacy, without her mother peering over her shoulder.

         The door shut safely behind her, she settled on her bed and eased the filthy letter from its envelope. As she read, her eyes bulged with fury. John had written the letter from the cramped hold of the Adriatic, a ship bound for military action in the West Indies. Apparently he had left his law apprenticeship in 15Dublin to become a soldier, and although his letter indicated he now rather regretted his rash decision and was actually quite terrified of what lay ahead, Margaret could barely contain her jealousy.

         As a child growing up in Cork, Margaret had longed for adventure. Uninterested in dolls or dressing up or any of the other activities that other little girls her age seemed to enjoy, she spent all of her free time down by the quayside. Her flame-red hair blew in the breeze as she watched the ships come and go, daydreaming about the adventures awaiting the passengers queuing up to board. Some of them were Navy vessels bound for far-flung destinations. The quayside teemed with soldiers looking smart and proud in their scarlet uniforms, brass buttons gleaming as they marched past in perfect unison. Margaret would study them for hours on end, desperately wishing she could join their ranks and march alongside them.

         Quaking with annoyance, Margaret tossed John’s letter aside and marched over to her desk. She sat down and grabbed a fresh piece of writing paper, a pot of ink and her quill.

         ‘Was I not a girl, I would be a soldier!’ she scrawled, leaving angry blots of ink across the page.

         But women weren’t allowed to be soldiers. In fact, as far as Margaret could make out, women weren’t allowed to be anything much at all.

         16This was a problem. At nineteen, Margaret needed to start bringing in a wage, and soon. Thanks to John’s escapades back in Ireland, money was tight and living costs in London were eye-wateringly expensive. For the time being, Margaret and her mother were living off money raised from the sale of works of art painted by Margaret’s late uncle (and Mary Anne’s older brother), the renowned painter James Barry. However, the auction had not risen anywhere near the amount hoped for and Margaret was painfully aware that it would not last for ever. More importantly, she was desperate to escape from under her mother’s roof and make her own way in life.

         However, the choice of careers available to girls like Margaret wasn’t exactly inspiring. Margaret’s cleverness, quick wit and charisma were remarked upon by almost everyone she met, but her gender and lack of social status meant that the very best she could hope for was a position as a governess in a well-to-do household, and although Margaret liked children well enough, the prospect of spending the rest of her life looking after other people’s offspring bored her to tears.

         In her spare time, Margaret devoured every book she could get her hands on, studied the globe, learned French and practised her penmanship and grammar. She knew she possessed a good brain, perhaps even an 17exceptional one. Oh, if only she had the chance to use it!

         Margaret shoved her letter into an envelope and headed out to post it.

         ‘I’ll come with you if you like,’ Mary Anne volunteered.

         ‘No thank you,’ Margaret replied. ‘I want to be by myself for a bit.’

         Her mother walked far too slowly for Margaret’s liking and would also only want to know what she had written. No, Margaret wanted to stew alone.

         She posted her letter, but instead of heading straight home, decided to go for a walk. It was a nice day, bright and not too chilly, and she hoped the buzz of the city she was slowly learning to call ‘home’ would cheer her up a bit.

         As usual, she found herself gravitating towards the gates of the Middlesex Hospital on Mortimer Street, one of the most important medical schools in the city. Her thoughts of John melted away as she watched, transfixed, as hundreds of young men around her age flooded in and out of the grand building, armed with important-looking books and polished wooden cases carrying surgical instruments. In a few years’ time, the most talented of these students might be surgeons, commanding impressive salaries. For the second time that day, Margaret found herself overcome with envy. If given the chance, she 18was certain she could compete with these men, no problem.

         Of all the books she had read, it was those on science and medicine that had truly captured her imagination. Unfortunately, along with the Army, a career as a doctor was firmly off limits for the female sex, no matter how clever they were, and it looked unlikely that was going to change anytime soon.

         After over an hour of loitering at the gates, Margaret reluctantly tore herself away and trudged home. Instead of raising her spirits, her walk had left her feeling even more despondent than ever and she remained in a bad mood for the rest of the day.

         Later that evening, as they sat by the fire after dinner, needlework on their laps, Margaret complained to her mother about the unfairness of it all.

         ‘It’s just so stupid,’ she said, tossing aside her (rather untidy) embroidery ring and folding her arms across her chest. ‘I don’t care what people say – I’m as clever as any man.’

         ‘Of course you are, darling,’ Mary Anne said soothingly. ‘But short of disguising yourself as one, there’s nothing much we can do about it.’ She chuckled and returned her attention to her sewing.

         ‘Wait a second, what did you say?’ Margaret asked.

         19Mary Anne looked up, a slight frown on her face. ‘I said, short of disguising yourself as a man, there’s nothing much we can do about it,’ she repeated uncertainly. ‘Why?’

         ‘That’s it,’ Margaret said, leaping to her feet, her voice bubbling with excitement.

         ‘That’s what?’ an utterly confused Mary Anne asked.

         ‘I’m far too brainy to waste my life cooped up in some stuffy nursery teaching some snotty-nosed kids their ABCs,’ Margaret said. ‘I know I can’t be a man, but maybe I can do something just as good.’

         ‘And what’s that?’

         A huge grin spread across Margaret’s face. ‘Simple, Mother. Exactly what you suggested. If I can’t be a man, then I’ll pretend to be one.’

         
             

         

         Margaret went to bed that night, her head buzzing with possibilities. It was an outlandish plan, make no mistake, but maybe, just maybe, she had the brains and daring to pull it off.

         The next day she plucked up the courage to run it by Dr Fryer and General Miranda, close friends of her late uncle, James Barry. Dr Edward Fryer was a doctor by trade but his first love was literature. Upon meeting Margaret on her arrival in London as a plucky fourteen-year-old, he noted her fierce intelligence and thirst for knowledge and made it his 20mission to expand her educational horizons. General Don Francisco de Miranda meanwhile was a military leader and celebrated revolutionary with grand plans to liberate his home country, Venezuela. Like Fryer, Miranda agreed Margaret had something special and gave her access to his vast library. As a result of their commitment to her education, Margaret had grown to trust them implicitly.

         ‘Well?’ Margaret said, once she’d finished speaking. ‘What do you think?’

         There was a long pause. Margaret held her breath, her fingers crossed in the pocket of her skirts.

         Fryer spoke first. ‘I understand your frustrations, Margaret,’ he said slowly. ‘But this seems rather extreme, not to mention dangerous.’

         ‘That’s what I said!’ Mary Anne yelped from where she was seated in the corner of the room.

         Margaret whirled around to face her. ‘Mother, this has nothing to do with you,’ she said.

         ‘I beg to differ,’ Mary Anne replied. ‘Exactly whose funds will you be relying on to carry out this ridiculous plan, hmm? From where I’m standing, this has everything to do with me.’

         Margaret sighed. Ever since she had come up with her plan, her mother had been doing everything in her power to talk her out of it. She’d done her best to dissuade her mother from coming along today, but alas, Mary Anne had insisted.

         21‘Your mother is right to be cautious,’ Fryer said. ‘It will take years for you to qualify as a doctor. Are you suggesting you’ll be able to maintain a disguise for all that time? I don’t mean to be a killjoy but you’re barely five feet tall!’

         ‘So?’ Margaret said. ‘Not all men are giants.’

         ‘It’s not just about your height, Margaret. Surely the university will carry out checks. What if they ask to see your birth certificate?’

         ‘We’ll say I lost it on the boat over from Ireland.’

         ‘What about the other students? And your professors? You’ll have to convince every single one of them. The slightest hint of suspicion could have disastrous consequences!’

         ‘I’d be careful,’ Margaret said.

         Fryer continued to list his concerns and Margaret had an answer for every single one. However, Fryer still wasn’t entirely convinced.

         ‘See!’ Mary Anne cried triumphantly. ‘I told you it was a terrible idea!’

         Margaret turned to General Miranda in desperation. Famed for his radical tactics, she was hopeful he might be on board.

         ‘Well?’ she said.

         There was a pause before he spoke. Margaret held her breath once again.

         ‘I think it’s genius!’ Miranda bellowed. ‘Utter genius!’

         Margaret beamed.

         22‘But, Miranda,’ Fryer said. ‘What if Margaret is found out?’

         ‘What if she isn’t?’ General Miranda replied. ‘You constantly talk of how brilliant her brain is – surely you must agree it would be criminal to let it go to waste?’

         Fryer hesitated and Margaret felt a surge of hope.

         ‘Please,’ she said. ‘Let me at least try. It’s not like I’ve got anything to lose.’

         This wasn’t strictly true. Margaret wasn’t exactly sure what the penalty would be for a woman impersonating a man, but she was fairly certain such a bold stunt wouldn’t be looked upon kindly. However, now wasn’t the time to say this out loud, especially with her mother in the room. A naturally nervous woman at the best of times, Mary Anne had already worked herself into a state of anxiety and the last thing Margaret wanted to do was give her any further ammunition. As Mary Anne had correctly pointed out, Margaret was relying on the last of her mother’s money to fund the audacious plan. The last thing she wanted to do was highlight the possible risks.

         ‘Please,’ she repeated. ‘I’ll make it work, I promise, and if I don’t, you have the right to tell me “I told you so” until the end of time.’

         ‘What do you say, Fryer?’ Miranda asked, his eyes twinkling. ‘Are you in or not?’

         23‘If I’m not, you’ll just go ahead anyway, won’t you?’ Fryer said.

         ‘Yes,’ Margaret and Miranda replied in unison.

         He let out a heavy sigh. ‘In that case, I suppose I must be in.’

         Margaret and Miranda’s hoots of delight drowned out Mary Anne’s wail of anguish.

         Ignoring her, Margaret, Miranda and Fryer wasted no time in hatching a plan. It was decided that Margaret would follow in Fryer’s own footsteps and enrol at medical school in Edinburgh. There, she was less likely to bump into anyone she knew and risk being exposed.

         ‘But what about after medical school?’ Mary Anne wanted to know. ‘What then?’

         It was a valid point. Would Margaret simply pretend to be a man for ever? She wasn’t even twenty – she had her whole life ahead of her. What about marriage? And children?

         ‘I know!’ Miranda said, banging his fist down so loudly on the table it made everyone jump. ‘She can practise in Venezuela.’

         It would only be a matter of time before he returned and liberated the country.

         ‘Under my new regime, women will be free to practise medicine,’ Miranda declared. ‘Margaret will be a trailblazer!’

         Even better! Not only would Margaret get to be 24a doctor, but she would also get to travel across the Atlantic Ocean and embark on exactly the sort of adventure she’d been longing for, ever since she was a child. It was the perfect solution.

         There was just one (fairly significant) hitch.

         She had to get through medical school first.
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