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The festive season is fast approaching, and Dr Crowe and his young apprentice Scuff are busy, as always, tending London’s sick and wounded. This year, however, Crowe is increasingly distracted by memories of a former patient, Eliza Hollister, for whom he cared deeply.


When Crowe sees Ellie being bullied by her domineering fiancé in the street, he is convinced that she is marrying a man she doesn’t love, and he is determined to find out why. While Crowe starts his investigations, Scuff is left to run the clinic – with a little help from a rather unexpected source. Forced to enter a dangerous world of blackmail and deception, will Crowe manage to reveal the truth before the bells ring out for Christmas?









To Harriet Emily,
 and all who are new to this world,


and bring trust and joy with them.









‘Are you going to stitch it?’ she asked nervously, holding out a small, bloody finger.


Crowe guessed she was about four or five years old, and her eyes brimmed with tears that she was trying very hard to hide.


The finger was bleeding quite heavily. It would need stitches to hold it, and bandages to keep it clean as long as possible. But the weather was cold and wet, especially on the banks of the Thames, and even more so for a child with probably only a makeshift shelter to live in, and very little to eat. She had come to the clinic alone. She might have a parent, but probably not.


Most of the poorer people living on the riverbanks knew of Crowe’s clinic, which catered specifically to their needs. He had opened it several years ago, after he had become skilled in healing, but had not yet officially qualified to call himself a doctor, or indeed to practise medicine at all.


Crowe never charged these people for his services. But they had no money anyway.


Not much had changed in the years since he had opened the clinic, except that he was now officially qualified. And he had gained the confidence to face authority and stand his ground. Occasionally now, on rare occurrences, someone could pay and Crowe would have enough for supplies . . . other than food.


‘Are you going to stitch it?’ she asked again.


He examined the finger. ‘Yes, I am,’ he replied.


She sniffed. ‘Can you darn it where the hole is?’ she asked hopefully.


Crowe thought perhaps she had seen her mother, or her grandmother, darning the holes in a sock. ‘Not exactly,’ he replied. It was always better to tell the truth. When he saw how her eyes grew wide, he added, ‘I’ll stitch it closed, and then you have to keep it covered and dry. It will fill in itself. You can do that.’ It was more hope than belief.


She nodded slowly.


‘Now, hold still, and be very brave,’ he instructed. ‘Perhaps you don’t want to watch. You don’t have to.’


She blinked and a tear ran down her cheek. She nodded, then watched as he cleansed the wound and then chose a needle from the small case and threaded it with very fine gut, almost like a hair. He had to keep his attention on what he was doing, so he was sure to catch the blood vessel, as well as the broken skin. He must leave her with only a slight scar, not puckered in a way that would always be uncomfortable.


She flinched as the needle pricked her, but she did not pull away.


Crowe worked as quickly as he could, only now and then looking up at her for a second or two. He knew he was hurting her. Fingertips were intensely sensitive, but there was nothing else he could do. The wound had to be given the chance to heal. If it became infected, she was too small, and perhaps too malnourished, to fight the infection off.


After the last suture was in place, Crowe trimmed away the excess thread and cleaned around the wound. Then he went straight on to bandage it, heavily. He reminded her not to take off the outer layers, even if they became soiled. ‘To protect it,’ he explained. ‘And now,’ he added, ‘I’m going to have lunch. Would you like some, too?’ He knew she was probably hungry most of the time.


‘I haven’t any money,’ she said in little more than a whisper, as if frightened that he would be angry.


He smiled and gave a shrug. ‘Neither have I, as it happens. So . . . will you have lunch with me? It’s vegetable soup, with potatoes in it.’


She gave the smallest nod, barely a movement at all.


‘Come on then. Can you eat with your left hand?’ It was the right one that had been injured.


‘Yes.’


He knew she was lying. It was a silly question for him to have asked. ‘Doesn’t matter,’ he added. ‘I’ll find a cup for the soup, and a fork for the potatoes.’


He led the way out of the room in which he and his assistant, twenty-two-year-old Will Monk, more often known as Scuff, saw their patients.


Scuff, too, had begun as an orphan, a little older than this child. Actually, he didn’t know his birth date, or how old he was. He had spent his early childhood, after his mother had married his stepfather, scraping out a living as a mudlark, one of the small boys who salvaged items from the riverbanks when the tide was out: coins, metal screws, pieces of coal, anything that could be sold. Scuff had been befriended by William Monk, of the Thames River Police, and later officially adopted by Monk and his wife, Hester. In addition to not knowing his birth date or age, Scuff also had no idea what his name was, if officially he even had one! But he did now: he was Will Monk.


Crowe still thought of him, and spoke to him, as Scuff.


Crowe led the little girl into the kitchen. Only Crowe and Scuff actually lived in the clinic, but very often patients who had been operated on remained here until they were sufficiently recovered to leave. There were quite a lot of food and medicines locked away. Some of the food was simple, like oatmeal, and there was always good red wine, particularly claret, something that restored strength and spirit in people not able to eat. And, to some degree, it dulled the patients’ fear and the pain. The wine, of course, was locked away. Things that did not keep, like bone broth, were consumed quickly.


There was also a very large stove, to provide lots of hot water necessary to launder stained sheets, or even blankets.


Crowe pulled the pan forward from the back of the stove. It was filled with a thick soup. It had been bone broth originally, but all kinds of things had been added, mainly cabbage stalks and potatoes, until it had become a meal in itself. He ladled out a serving for the child, and another for himself, then he placed the bowls on the table and indicated Scuff’s chair for the little girl.


He looked closely at her. How old was she? Maybe five? He watched carefully and saw that she looked mystified. It occurred to him that she might not know how to use simple utensils.


Crowe dipped his spoon into his bowl and then tasted carefully. It was a little hot, so he blew on it gently, then put it in his mouth, all the time watching her.


She copied exactly what he did, even down to blowing on the spoon, then carefully putting it into her mouth. Although it was a little too hot, she refused to show it.


Spoonful by spoonful, they finished everything in the pot. Crowe was more than full, but the child had eaten as if her legs were hollow.


They were just finishing when the next patient came in. He was a middle-aged man with a large, angry boil on his neck.


‘Can you do anything about this, Doc?’ he asked. ‘I got nobody else I trust to do it, an’ I can’t reach it myself.’


‘Certainly,’ Crowe responded, looking at the protruding, swollen mass. He could almost feel the throb of it and imagine the pain.


The child was transfixed by it.


‘Can you help me?’ Crowe asked her.


She nodded, as if too horror-struck at the idea to find words.


With quick, practised hands, Crowe laid out two sharp knives, another needle and thread, and several old, but freshly boiled cloths.


He directed the man to sit on one of the chairs, and then he spread a large piece of towelling around his shoulders, tightening his grip on the man’s upper arm for a moment, to offer reassurance.


‘Right,’ he said with confidence.


He had never asked the girl’s name, so he had to get her attention by looking at her. ‘Will you pass me the blue cloth? Do you know blue?’


She looked puzzled, and then seemed to be ashamed.


‘It’s the colour of the sky when it’s sunny,’ he explained.


She passed him the right one.


‘Thank you.’ He took it, rinsing it out in the bowl of warm water, and washing the angry boil. Then he gave it back to her. She put it down where it had been.


‘Knife,’ he requested.


She had no trouble with that.


In a single movement, he cut the angry flesh and released the pus inside. Then he took the largest cloth and mopped it up. After this, he removed the remnants of the angry, bloody and purulent mess and dumped it into the bin. He would burn the contents afterwards.


‘What’s your name?’ he asked the little girl.


She stared at him.


‘I’ve got to call you something,’ he explained.


She looked puzzled, and then, again, embarrassed.


‘Then I’ll give you a name. There was a Queen Matilda once, a long time ago. How about Mattie?’


She nodded quickly.


‘Right, Mattie, will you please pass me the cleanest piece of cloth on the table?’


She looked at all three pieces, and passed him the best one, looking at him shyly.


He took it and pressed it against the wound, where the boil had been, then applied two pieces of sticking plaster to hold the cloth in place.


‘Don’t get it wet, and don’t get it dirty,’ he instructed the man.


‘Is that all?’ the man demanded dubiously.


‘The dressing might need changing tomorrow. Don’t use a cloth that hasn’t been boiled clean,’ Crowe instructed.


He saw how Mattie looked at him. ‘What?’ he asked.


She glanced away, thinking, and looked up at him only when she had found the words. ‘Mine, too?’ she said tentatively. ‘Can I come back and have you do it?’


He realised with overwhelming pity that she probably had no access to a cloth of any sort, much less a clean one. He should have thought of that. He smiled at her. ‘Yes, of course, if you don’t mind coming all this way?’


‘I don’t mind.’ She gave him a tiny, shy smile, then turned and went out of the door and into the street. And then she ran.




It was half an hour later when Scuff returned with a heavy bag on his back. He was very different from the rather hesitant young man who had begun studying with Crowe nearly three years earlier. He studied from books as well, which he found far easier to understand and remember after he had seen the reality. Everything he read was made that much clearer while watching Crowe perform the techniques and explain what he was doing. Buoyed by his new-found knowledge, and the confidence Crowe worked hard to instil in him, he was working towards the serious pursuit of medicine.


Scuff had told Crowe that he could barely recall when he had once belonged to a family. There was a time when his mother and her new husband had other children, and five-year-old Scuff had been put on the riverbank for longer and longer times, where they expected him to fend for himself. He had adapted to the change quickly, in order to survive, and this was when he became a mudlark. A few years later, there was no room for him at all at home and, effectively, he became an orphan whose life depended on his ability to scavenge.


So much of the maturity and growth of Scuff was thanks to a man named William Monk. When Monk had first joined the Thames River Police, Scuff was around eight or nine, and they had met during one of Monk’s investigations. It was young Scuff who had taught Monk the river wisdom regarding water, tides, and the people along the banks who made their living on what was called the longest street in London.


After a time, Scuff became part of William and Hester Monk’s family. It was where he felt safe for the first time in his life. When it was time for him to choose the path his future would take, to everyone’s surprise he chose not to go into the police like Monk, but into medicine, like Hester, who had been a nurse with Florence Nightingale in the Crimean War.


With Christmas only days away, Crowe knew many people would be thinking about the holiday, but he had no reason to. He had no one, whereas Scuff could think about the Monks, and what he could offer them as a gift.


For now, Crowe must focus on the clinic, and the poor people who walked through the door in need of his services.


Scuff nodded when he came in, placing on the kitchen table the supplies he had brought and must now separate and put away, reaching up to high shelves. While Crowe was tall and lean – well over six foot – Scuff was a couple of inches shorter, but quickly catching up with him. In appearance they were very unalike: Scuff was fair-haired and blue-eyed, the opposite of Crowe, whose eyes and hair were almost black.


The two men were also different in another way. Scuff felt safe with his memories, and he had a belief in himself that had only a few holes in it. William and Hester Monk had been good to him, supportive and loving. They were family. He had much to be grateful for. Crowe, on the other hand, kept the recollection of his many battles, his victories and losses, shrouded in silence. If he had family, nobody knew of them, and it was clear that he intended it to remain that way. For Crowe, life was about a future that one could change, not a past one could not.


Crowe set to helping Scuff unpack the supplies, which included a little food and a lot of bandages and medicines. There was also some claret, which they called ‘surgical spirits’, for their patients.


Among the items was something that Scuff produced out of a brown paper bag, holding it up for admiration like a prize. ‘For Christmas,’ he said with a wide smile.


‘Christmas pudding?’ Crowe said in disbelief. ‘What did you pay for that? Who will have to go without?’ He said that wryly. Funds were short and they were both painfully aware of it.


‘I paid nothing,’ Scuff answered, putting the pudding at the back of the shelf and closing the door. ‘It was a gift from Old Mother Watson. It’s not payment for anything in particular. Sometimes, she just needs someone to listen.’ He stopped, looking at Crowe as if expecting a reprimand.


Crowe understood Scuff’s expression. They had discussed the subject of time wasted on patients who had nothing medically wrong with them, nothing that could be treated. Scuff had insisted that all some people needed was a listening ear, kindness, and to be believed. Many people could deal with pain and the inconvenience it caused, as long as someone else understood.


Crowe understood and yet he preferred to concentrate on providing medical help, sometimes surgery. He had profound medical skills. Listening was for those who could not give answers, let alone get people to admit they needed help.


But it was Scuff who had survived alone on the river. He knew the culture of beliefs, regardless of the facts, and he found himself explaining these to the older and more clinically experienced Crowe.


Now he had brought a Christmas pudding for them to celebrate. But it was less than a fortnight until Christmas, and there was much to do before then.


They had few patients that afternoon, which gave them time to tidy cupboards and do a little laundry. There was an elderly patient Crowe knew he should visit, at least to make sure he was taking his medicine, and to check that his infection was gone, or at least improved. He explained this to Scuff and then left the clinic.


Crowe walked the short distance. After seeing the man and talking with him for a few minutes, he walked back by a slightly longer route. Christmas was in the air, with bright decorations in windows, everything from handmade drawings of Father Christmas to flurries of tinsel tied to the base of some of the streetlamps. He told himself that he should be happy at this time of year, but this holiday brought home to him his loneliness. What was Christmas without a family? Or someone to love?


He found himself high above the river, where he could see the lowering sun shine on the mist covering the water. There were often lines of ships lying at anchor, waiting their turns to be unloaded. Through the haze, he could barely see the jagged black angles of the cranes and derricks along the dockside.


He had come this way because it reminded him of Eliza Hollister – Ellie – a young woman he had treated after a particularly harrowing accident. And for whom he still held fond memories.


From where he stood, Crowe had a view of large houses, trees carefully tended to in freshly dug winter gardens. These were not the homes of dock workers, nor of the rather well-off importers and shippers. These grand houses belonged to the people who owned the ships, the warehouses, and sometimes the expensive cargoes as well.


Albert Hollister, Ellie’s father, was one of the richest and most comfortable of them all. His house was huge, its massive stone façade just visible behind a garden of evergreen laurel bushes and professionally trimmed holly hedges. The house was filled with servants. And inside lived Ellie.


Anyone walking past this home might see one of the gardeners trying to look busy when there was in fact nothing to do. There were no fallen leaves to pick up, because the last of them was long gone. The trees’ branches were bare, a black fretwork against the darkening winter sky, and with a skeletal beauty of their own.


If someone saw Crowe, they would think him just another lanky figure loping along in the deepening shadows, a man wearing a long-tailed black jacket that flapped behind him. No one would recognise him here. These people did not require the services of a doctor who worked in a free clinic. That he had treated Ellie was a matter of circumstance: her accident had occurred very close to his clinic.


If he were walking closer to the water, however, and in the narrow streets that ran beside the river, there would be few who did not know him. Most of his patients were living there, some of them in a single room, or a lean-to offering little warmth and no running water.


Crowe pulled his mind back to Ellie, and the first time he had met her. It was in the spring, nearly a year ago. A young boy had come to the clinic, throwing the door open and crying out for help. There had been a serious traffic accident nearby. A light, privately owned gig had collided with a much heavier goods dray drawn by two Clydesdale horses that were twice the size and weight of the single horse pulling the gig. None of the animals was hurt, but the driver of the gig and his passenger were both badly injured and needed immediate help if they were to survive. The passenger was a young woman, Ellie Hollister.


Crowe had left Scuff, instructing him to complete the treatment they were in the middle of administering. Grabbing his emergency bag, which was always packed and ready for sudden crises, Crowe had raced after the youth, following him the short distance to the scene of the accident.


It was easy to spot: the broken gig lay in the road, half on its side. Bystanders were holding all three of the horses, trying to calm them, a few inspecting the animals to see if they were injured. Two other people were trying desperately to help the driver and the passenger trapped in the wreckage. The driver was propped up and Crowe immediately saw that his arm was at such an impossible angle that it was certainly broken.


Crowe’s eyes were drawn to the pale skirts of the young woman. She was trapped under the weight of the gig, and she was barely moving.


He grasped the arm of the boy who had fetched him. ‘Help me get to her,’ he said, knowing that freeing her from the weight of the broken gig was the first thing to do. He saw that one wheel had buckled underneath it, and that the other wheel was broken, and its spokes were sticking out. The girl was pinned under this, white-faced, her eyes wide open. She was biting her lip as if to stop herself from screaming. The scarlet stain around her was already spreading, soaking up her skirt.


Crowe kneeled beside her. ‘I’m going to stop the bleeding,’ he said gently. ‘Then we’ll get you out of here. Just for now, keep still.’


She tried to nod, but her head barely moved.


He looked at her more carefully. Exactly where did the wheel and its shaft cross her body? What bones were broken? He had seen many accidents on the roadside, others on decks of ships, and on the wharfs. Very seldom were women involved. The women he did see were more often in the clinic, worn out, ill with too much work and too little food. Having child after child had used up all their bodies’ resources.


This young woman was different. She was too young to be worn down with anxiety, and she clearly did not lack home, food or safety. She looked little more than twenty, and her clothes, although now torn and soiled, were of high quality and looked expensive.


Crowe had to tear open her skirt to see exactly what the injuries were, where the main bleeding was coming from, and then stop it – in any way that worked. There was no time to waste. Two or three minutes could be too long.


He worked quickly, cutting away enough of the dress to reveal the wound. It was bleeding badly, and he suspected that the femoral artery had been nicked. There was no time to apologise or explain. He had to stop any more loss of blood before she bled to death.


He put his hands on the wound and pressed above the torn artery. By the grace of God, it was not a large tear, or she would be dead by now. But he needed help. He looked round. ‘Anyone here with clean hands?’ he called out.


No answer. He must control his frustration. These people were frightened, unsure if they knew how to help. There was a laundry woman a few yards away. ‘Help me,’ he called to her. There was no time to be tactful. ‘She’ll bleed to death if you don’t.’


She came forward, her face pale. ‘I’ve birthed a few babes, but I never done this sort of thing.’


Crowe ripped the cleanest strip of cloth from the young woman’s skirt and placed it over the wound. ‘Hold this,’ he said.


The laundry woman looked at her hands doubtfully. They were not clean.


‘Never mind the soap, just press here,’ he insisted, guiding her hands. ‘I need to repair this tear before she loses any more blood.’


The woman looked at him for only a second or two, then focused on the task. Crowe knew that this couldn’t be the first serious accident she had seen, nor the first woman she’d helped who was bleeding badly. He shifted one of her hands so it grasped the girl’s leg, then he opened his bag.


There was no time to explain what he was going to do. The girl’s eyes were looking desperate, a little glassy. Perhaps she understood just how frail a grip she had on life. She could see the blood. How could she not be frightened?


Crowe removed the cloth. He had to find the exact point of the tear and close it. If not, the blood could not circulate and the leg could become gangrenous. If this happened, she was unlikely to live. Or, at the least, she could lose her leg. He glanced into her eyes and smiled briefly. Then he bent to work suturing the wound.


It was a painstaking task, and he had to move quickly. He looked up and saw that the girl was barely breathing. There was no point in saving her leg, and losing her life!


The laundress, as he thought of the woman assisting him, moved hesitantly to mop up the blood so he could see what he was doing. She, too, used part of the girl’s dress. Crowe thought for a moment that it was a shame to tear it, to use it like this, but part of it was clean . . . and it was all they had.


Finally, he was able to close the artery. With the last suture in place, he leaned back on his haunches and waited. One second, two . . . five. Yes, the sutures were going to hold!


He turned his attention to the secondary wound, the one around the artery. He was about to tell the laundress how grateful he was, but she was focusing on tearing off more of the dress and speaking to the girl.


‘It’s all right, love, yer doing fine,’ she said gently.


Crowe glanced at the girl, saw a hint of light in her eyes, and thought how dreadful her pain must be. He bent to work again.


Time seemed to drag by, but each minute brought Crowe closer to treating all of her wound. The young woman was still ashen and her eyes were barely focused. He had a little brandy in his case, just a small bottle. He took it out and held it to her lips.


She did not move.


Was he too slow? Too late? His breath almost choked him. Had she endured all this horror and pain for nothing?


He pressed a few drops of brandy into her mouth, just enough for her to taste, but she seemed unable to swallow.


Seconds went by. Her throat finally moved, and then she was swallowing.


‘Come on,’ he said hoarsely. ‘Just one more.’ He put a few more drops between her lips. And then another few, about a teaspoonful this time.


Her eyelids fluttered. She drew in a deep breath. Seconds ticked by, until she opened her eyes and stared at him.


‘You’re going to be all right,’ he said very softly. ‘It’ll hurt, but that will pass. You’ll get stronger. It’s beginning to heal already.’ That was a bit of an exaggeration, but it felt good to say it, and he could see that she was trying hard to believe him.


Crowe looked around at the gathered crowd. They were watching, fascinated and appalled, willing her to live. He saw that the driver of the large dray, who was being supported by people on either side and was apparently fully conscious, was among those watching.


One man came forward. ‘We can get a sort of plank. With two men carrying her on it, we can take her wherever you say.’


‘Thank you,’ said Crowe. ‘My clinic is not far away. I can keep watch on her, make sure nothing starts to bleed again. I’ve got all the medicines.’ But he knew that more than medicine would be needed, if they were going to keep her alive and safe for the time it would take for the shock to wear off. And he would have to re-dress the wound with clean linen, and make sure there was no infection. And, above all, no gangrene. Please God, there was not! If there were, he would have no other way to save her life than to remove the whole leg. He would have to watch her every moment. ‘Yes, a plank will do,’ he said.


‘Right you are,’ the man said, then turned to his friends.


Within minutes, the plank was ready, with two men standing by to help Crowe lift his patient on to it.


The young woman was carried safely the short distance to the clinic. As soon as Crowe entered, he rushed to one of the empty beds and helped the two men transfer her on to it.


As she slept, he worked on the gig’s driver, setting his arm and checking that he wasn’t in shock. As soon as this was done, he asked about the identity of the young woman.


‘That’s Miss Hollister,’ the driver said. ‘Daughter of Albert Hollister.’


‘We need to contact him at once,’ said Crowe. He saw fear cross the man’s eyes. ‘What?’


‘Mr Hollister watches his daughter very carefully,’ the driver explained. ‘If he blames me for this accident, I’ll never work again.’


Crowe thought about this for a moment. ‘Everyone at the scene said it wasn’t your fault, so I’ll be sure to tell him that.’


The man’s expression shifted to relief and then gratitude.


‘But we have to let him know . . . now,’ Crowe added.


The man managed to stand, protecting his broken arm, and walked to the door. Outside, several people were milling about. He spoke quietly to one of the men, who rushed off.


Thirty minutes later, Crowe was standing at the girl’s bedside, and her father was bending over her.


‘She has a serious wound,’ Crowe said.


‘Serious . . . how serious?’ her father asked, his face anxious and annoyed at his own helplessness.


‘A tear in the femoral artery, luckily not too large. I was able to suture it closed,’ Crowe replied.


The man stared at the scarecrow-like doctor, surrounded by the signs of poverty. ‘And if you had failed?’


Crowe didn’t answer. The girl was watching him, eyes open now, and he didn’t want her to be afraid.


‘Well?’ Hollister demanded more loudly.


Crowe took a deep breath. He was a doctor, and he was expected to be truthful. ‘She might not have survived.’


The man thought about this for a moment. ‘Well, thank you. Now, I’ll take her home. Our personal physician can come to the house and examine her injury, in case improvements need to be made in the treatment.’


Crowe wanted more than anything to protect her, and also convince this man of his skills, but he knew better than to oppose him. There was no bond stronger than that between a parent and child. Still, he could not allow this man to prevail. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Hollister, but she shouldn’t be moved.’


‘Nonsense,’ Hollister declared. ‘What could possibly happen?’


‘Well, for one thing, the sutures could be compromised and she could start to bleed again. Also,’ Crowe added, not comfortable with having to frighten this man into complying, ‘the short trip could expose her to infection, which could lead to gangrene.’


‘Gangrene?’ the man repeated, the colour draining from his face.


‘I’m afraid so.’


‘Papa.’ The girl spoke for the first time, her voice weak but insistent. ‘Let me stay here, please. Just another day or two, and then I can come home.’ She looked at Crowe. ‘Could our family doctor come here to see me?’


‘Yes, of course,’ said Crowe. ‘An excellent idea.’


It was decided that she would stay, and that her physician would come as soon as possible. Her father did nothing to hide the disdain he felt about leaving his daughter in such shoddy surroundings.


Several hours later, the doctor arrived. He looked around the clinic, a far cry from his pristine and expensively stocked rooms, and seemed troubled. However, after examining Ellie’s wound, and paying particular attention to the manner of sutures and sterilisation, he turned to her father. ‘The place may not be to our standards, Albert, but this young man knows what he’s doing. And I agree: it would seriously endanger Ellie’s life to move her.’




Even after the passage of time, Crowe could still recall that long night, and the even longer day following it. He had not left Ellie’s side, except to fetch water and a little light broth and, when she was ready, a small serving of soup. The expression on her face told him she didn’t like it, but she ate.


To keep her mind away from fear and pain, he talked to her about all sorts of things, especially that first night, when she was in too much pain to sleep. She did not answer him, but he knew from her eyes that she heard his tales of rounding Cape Horn in the Southern Ocean in a three-masted schooner. He described the beauty and the terror of it: the huge rock face rearing its head out of the sea, and the worst storms on earth.


He changed the bandages, each time checking that the wound was not bleeding and that it was beginning to show red, healthy flesh, a sign that blood was flowing normally to the area around the wound, and down her leg. He knew that disturbing the dressing at all was bound to hurt her, but she did her best to hide it.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said each time, bitterly regretting what he had to do.


She smiled at him, although it was clear that she hurt too much to speak.


‘It’s looking good,’ he said gently. ‘No gangrene. That’s what matters. It’s hurting because it’s alive.’


She lay still, not speaking, just breathing in and out slowly, trying to hang on to her composure. He would have given anything to take the pain for her, but of course it was not possible. All he could do was talk to her, be silent when she needed to concentrate on the pain and battle it, then sit quietly when she lapsed into sleep.
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