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      24 December 1875

      

      The chatter of women relaxing after a long term of work at Banton University was a warm embrace, but despite that, Miss Tamara Patterson rose from her seat. 

      “Where are you off to?” Doctor Reagan, the head of the Ladies College of Banton University, said sharply. 

      “I have to go!” Tamara, or Tam, as she preferred to be called, protested. “The carriage will be waiting!”

      “Stay here. You’re only going to a tedious ball,” Doctor Reagan replied, blinking up at Tam from where she sat near the fireplace. “You don’t even want to go.” 

      They were in the common room of the Ladies College at Banton University having mulled wine for a rare afternoon off work for students and teachers alike. The air buzzed with festive cheer, pink cheeks from the alcohol and the heat of the fire, and anticipation of the holidays. 

      “I do!” She loved Christmas, and the annual Christmas Eve party was a highlight, even if there would be people there whom she didn’t want to—

      “Tam wants to go because she’ll see the Duke of Newton,” said Miss Kilean, raising a glass from the corner. A dark-haired lady of about twenty-five who was studying astronomy, Miss Kilean smirked, knowing that she was teasing Tam. 

      “That’s not true! He’s horrible!” Even if he was also gorgeous, older, and a wealthy duke. But none of those things stopped him from being her enemy. 

      “So ‘horrible’ you had a crush on him,” Emma said with an eye roll. 

      Doctor Reagan covered her mouth with her hand, but her eyes creased with laughter. 

      “Not anymore!” Tam really had to go, but couldn’t leave without disabusing her colleagues of this notion. “The infatuation was very brief, all of one evening. Then he laughed at me for wanting to be a doctor.”

      “He laughed at you?” Mrs. Emma Hanover, a quiet botanist with strawberry-blond hair who didn’t often frequent their social gatherings, scowled. 

      “Yes,” Tam confirmed. “And thus my interest in the Duke of Newton ended. Abruptly.” 

      “Mmm. Well, that is very stupid.” Doctor Reagan took another sip of her red wine. A lady in her late thirties, Doctor Reagan was no-nonsense and wise beyond her years. 

      “Precisely,” Tam replied, happy that she’d cleared that misunderstanding up. “But I do have to go. Merry Christmas!” She dashed for the exit, receiving a chorus of goodwill as she waved farewell. 

      Tam hummed a Christmas carol to herself as her family’s carriage took her home. In addition to the lovely afternoon with her friends and the ball this evening, there were three reasons to be happy today, which was convenient as she liked threes.

      As a doctor in waiting, she acknowledged it would be better to like twos. There were two of almost everything in the body. Atriums in the heart. Arms, legs, lungs, kidneys. Undoubtedly two was great, but always was a problem for Tam. She had a tendency to mess up with two.

      Ones were invariably unfortunate and lonely. Rectums. Appendixes. Spleens.

      But threes? They were rare and beautiful. For instance, there were three small bones—phalanges—in each finger and that was part of what allowed the amazing dexterity of a human hand. Three layers to skin too, the barrier that kept out infection and made the human body miraculous.

      So, she was very happy with her three reasons to be cheerful. 

      First, it was Christmas Eve, and Christmas was the best festivity. A bright light in the darkness of winter to celebrate birth. 

      Second, Doctor Dunn had informed her that next year she would not only be ready to treat patients herself, there was a chance she could be a formally, fully-qualified doctor. The head of the School of Medicine at Banton University had been skeptical when she’d begun the program to become a medical doctor. Only Doctor Reagan, the head of the Women’s college, arguing him around with rational debate, and irrational threats, had got her a place. But once in, Tam had won him over with sheer tenacious hard work. 

      Third, the honorable Russell Gurney MP was intending to introduce a bill to Parliament that would remove the bar on women being medical doctors. Mere months or perhaps a year, and she’d be out there in the world, helping the people who needed it most. Curing children, preventing suffering, and stopping the heartbreak of avoidable death and pain. What could be better?

      The early evening was pleasantly cold and dry, the street dark but still busy as she stepped out of the carriage and walked up the steps to her parents’ townhouse. It was crisp and the sky clear, a black velvet blanket over Banton and the scent of wood and coal smoke hung in the air. 

      The footman seemed a trifle harassed, his hair out of place, when he let her in. 

      “Tam, thank god you’re here.” Her little sister, Helena, threw herself out of the parlor, wild-eyed. At sixteen, Helena was wearing adult gowns but had yet to come out into society. Like Tam she had mid-brown straight hair and mid-blue eyes. Forgettable in the extreme. 

      “What’s happening?” Tam removed her outdoor garments, already thinking about changing for the party. Her mother had bought a red dress for Tam that had a particularly low decolletage. Perhaps she’d wear it. The Duke of Newton always noticed when she wore… But no. She didn’t care for his attention, even if he always seemed to seek her out on Christmas Eve. 

      “Mama has news. And Papa. But they won’t tell us without you.”

      “It’ll be another baby,” Tam said sotto voce to Helena. Wasn’t that always the serious news? 

      “Tam. Come in.” The grim look on her mother’s face appearing in the doorway didn’t bode well for a potential new child. 

      In the parlor, her father was even more stern faced. Her younger brothers, Thomas and Nigel, were sat nervously looking at the floor. Lionel, her elder brother, was pacing around. 

      Tam obediently took the space that had been left for her on a sofa next to Helena and breathed in the scent of pine from the decorations. Christmas. Nothing really bad happened at Christmas. 

      “As you know,” her father began with his usual pomposity, but not volume. “I believe railways will provide the optimum form of transport.”

      Oh no. Not this lecture again. Tam sagged and put her chin in her hand. So tedious. How long until she could run away with the excuse she needed to change for the party? Her father was obsessed with railways, particularly the line he’d invested in.

      “Both in this century and the one to come, railways—”

      “We’ve heard this,” Lionel grumbled. “Get to the point.” 

      Her father’s lips tightened into a bloodless white line. 

      “My belief is sound. I know I will be proven right about their potential.” But there was a hesitation in his voice that grabbed all his children’s attention. Tam’s eyes slid to her mother’s face. 

      Grave. None of the indulgence she normally gave her husband in his enthusiasm about steam power. 

      Cold water drained down Tam’s back. This wasn’t her father’s normal speech. 

      “Because I believe in railways, I invested accordingly.” 

      The importance of this didn’t immediately strike Tam, or anyone other than her ashen-faced mother, who gripped her father’s hand tight. 

      “This is to do with that failure of the Western line railway, isn’t it?” Lionel asked. 

      “Yes,” her father answered. 

      “Shit!” Lionel exploded.

      “Language!” her mother chastised, but without any heat.

      Tam sought to catch up on what her brother had clearly already understood. 

      “It was an excellent opportunity to link up two of the foremost—”

      And that was when the penny dropped. 

      “How much have we lost?” It was her mother’s lack of color. And Lionel too. Pale as though they were bleeding out, and her instinct was that her abrupt question might act as a tourniquet to the wound. 

      “What’s happened?” piped up Helena. “I don’t follow.” 

      “I know that this investment will pay off in the long-term,” her father struggled on with what was becoming obvious were prepared words. “And I still think it will. However, since all our money is tied up in this venture—” 

      “You put all our finances in one venture?” Tam stared. This was like expecting a patient with a cold, arriving to find a fever, and touching their arm and it coming off in your hand, spontaneously amputated and bleeding on the carpet. 

      “Yes.” 

      “What does that mean?” Helena asked in a whisper. Sweet but not quick, her sister. 

      “We’ve lost everything,” her mother answered into the shocked silence. 

      “Nothing left?” Tam checked. 

      “All our assets were in that one canal.” The steel in her mother’s backbone was to be admired. That or Tam needed to check who she bought her corsets from, because they were a genius. Her mother was bolt upright when Tam was sagging like a wet cloth. 

      “How could you be such an idiot?” Lionel fumed. 

      “Watch your tongue!” Their mother’s eyes flashed. “Be respectful to your father.”

      Tam restrained her scoff of disbelief. Lionel did not. It looked like all her other siblings were so shocked they’d stopped functioning, like automatons with their winders held still. 

      “This, naturally, will change some things,” her mother said in a stretched voice. “Thomas, Nigel, you will be leaving Eton. Helena, you will also be schooled at home from now on. Lionel—”

      “Leave me out of this,” her elder brother growled. “I don’t need anything.”

      “And Tam.” Her mother gave a shaky breath. “I’m sorry. We cannot finance your studies any longer.”

      She’d known, from the beginning of this conversation. Three good things today was impossible. It was a darn two again, and one terrible thing. The end for all her aspirations had always been the merest slip of the knife away and it had happened. It had been sheer kindness and luck that her parents had agreed to her becoming a doctor. 

      Attempting to become a doctor. Tears prickled behind her eyes. 

      “Boys,” her father said in a deep voice. “Let us allow the women to grieve in peace, and we shall consider the financial implications for the future.”

      Oh wonderful. Yes. Let the men deal with the finances, since her father had done so well thus far. 

      What a disaster. A heart-stopping, cancerous, life ending, terminal bleed out of a problem that probably could have been fixed with a regular washing and care if her father had just told anyone. But no, he had to keep it all to himself. Lionel’s jaw clenched, as furious as she was, and just as helpless. Her two younger brothers looked mainly confused.

      The men of the family filed out, probably to drink the brandy they didn’t technically own anymore, leaving her mother, Helena, and her sitting staring into the crackling fire. The house was already decorated for Christmas. A tall conifer in the corner of the room, presents piled underneath. Tam wondered vaguely if they’d return them. The poor tradespeople who wouldn’t get paid, all because her father had decided on putting all their money into a railway rather than the five percents and a dozen companies, like a normal person. 

      “Tam, Helena, you are young ladies with considerable charm.” Her mother had her hands clasped in her lap, holding onto a life that was water, spilling out. “When the men of the family cannot solve the problem, it is up to the women to step forward.”

      “No.” Tam could see where this was headed. “Helena is too young.” 

      “I’m sixteen!” Helena protested instinctively. She clearly didn’t understand being too young would be a good thing. 

      “Which is far too young to marry,” Tam snapped. “You don’t want to be pushing out brats before you’re seventeen. Believe me.”

      “Well, you’re too old,” Helena replied with a sharply raised eyebrow. 

      Her mother took a deep breath. “Your sister has a point, Helena.”

      Helena pouted.

      “But equally, Tam, that means you are the best placed to help this family,” her mother added. “You need to marry. Quickly, before the rumors of our bankruptcy spread. And you have to marry well.”

      Tam nodded. She couldn’t bring herself to actually say the words. Not yes. By nodding she could try to pretend for a few more minutes she was going to qualify as a doctor and be happy. 

      That she wasn’t going to have to do what she’d sworn, aged seventeen when she’d debuted, that she wouldn’t.

      “I understand,” she said under her breath. “I will do my duty.”

      “The Winchester’s annual Christmas Eve ball is tonight. You’ll need to find a husband, Tam,” her mother said, eyebrows pinched together and mouth downturned. 

      Oh no. Not this. 

      Tam had attended the Winchester’s annual Christmas ball every year since her debut and it was, admittedly, the least objectionable part of the social calendar. The Winchesters never bothered about rank, and always had plenty of men to dance. But invariably Atticus Rabgent, Duke of Newton was there. He was as rude and rakish as he was handsome and eligible, which was saying quite a lot. Although he was fifteen years older than her, they’d met in the year she’d debuted as he was arriving in society after a Grand Tour of all of Europe. She’d taken an instant dislike to him, mainly because men that attractive didn’t deserve to be aristocratic as well. His sarcastic tone and bored air had made it all the more tedious that she seemed to find him at every social event she attended.

      “You need to find a man rich and generous enough to save this family. Fund your brothers’ education and your sister’s debut.” Her mother nodded, as though it was that easy. 

      Swallowing was dry, so dry. Firewood dry. Cotton dry. 

      His Grace would be certain to notice that instead of being aspiring to be a doctor, she was attempting to snag a husband. She’d failed at the first one; she couldn’t fail at the second.

      The thought of being laughed at again by the Duke of Newton was too much. 

      Disaster. Humiliation. 

      Being a doctor was all about helping people. Saving them. She merely had to convince herself that giving up the medical aspect was worth it, and that there would be thousands of female doctors after her, such that her failure wouldn’t matter. Her success in finding a husband who would save her family would be worth it.

      “I will.” A promise as sacred as the Hippocratic oath. 
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