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It’s 1953. Memories of the war are beginning to fade.


Young Queen Elizabeth has just ascended to the throne. Isobel McIntyre is a doctor-in-training at a London teaching hospital. It’s not easy being a woman working in medicine. And Isobel carries the additional burden of a shocking secret . . .


One night three years ago, Isobel took the chance to walk into another woman’s life. By the time she understood the implications, it was too late to turn back. Now the secret she’s been hiding for so long threatens everything – her career, new-found friendships, and a love affair that promises the kind of joy Isobel thought was only for others.


Love and happiness can’t thrive in a world of lies. But does Isobel have the courage to tell the truth, whatever the consequences?
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A note on the correct form of address for surgeons


In the UK and the Republic of Ireland, surgeons are traditionally addressed as Mr (Mrs, Miss or Ms) rather than Dr. This is said to go back to the time of barber-surgeons, when physicians were academic men, holding a medical degree, while most surgeons were craftsmen, trained on the job. With the rise of the voluntary hospitals in late-eighteenth-century England, the public perception and status of surgeons began to match that of physicians, and in the early nineteenth century, formal qualifications for surgeons were put into place.


To this day, surgeons keep the title of Mr (Miss, Mrs, Ms), as a badge of honour that highlights their heritage.









One


London, 1950


‘Let’s make a dash for it, quick!’


Heavy raindrops were thumping the ground and a growl of thunder heralded a more serious downpour. Dodging passers-by, I pulled Isobel down Fleet Street, turning the corner towards the dark wooden doors of Finley & Smith’s Bank. In the anteroom, dimly lit and deserted, we paused for a moment to catch our breath and shake the rain off our coats.


‘Now, we don’t have a lot of time,’ I said, pushing damp curls out of my face and trying to bundle them more neatly beneath my hat. ‘You show them the paperwork, tell them about your parents’ car accident . . .’


Isobel had been folding her umbrella, but at that, she pressed her lips together and looked over my shoulder to where the interior of the bank was dimly visible through the glass doors. ‘Oh Agnes, I don’t think I can,’ she said in a choked voice. ‘It’s still so difficult to talk about them without . . .’ Her eyes were already welling up with tears. ‘They’ll all be looking at me and . . .’


‘No one will be looking at you,’ I said soothingly. ‘People come in to fetch things from their safety deposit boxes all the time.’


Isobel was clutching the sodden scrap of black lace she used for a handkerchief when her face suddenly lifted. ‘Agnes, you do it. Just say you’re me. You’re so much better at this sort of thing.’


I assessed our reflections in the ancient mirrored panel. At first glance we did look rather alike, both of us slight and fair, both dressed sombrely in deference to Isobel’s recent bereavement. But where Isobel was shy and neat and pretty, I was skinny and a bit scrappy-looking after years of rationing and running up and down stairs with a coal scuttle. And even the mirror couldn’t disguise that Isobel’s gown was a nice chequered cotton with a slim belt above practical but well-made leather pumps, while I was in a simple dark grey dress and cardigan that befitted a maid.


Isobel fidgeted next to me, her pleading eyes hollow and dark-shadowed.


‘All right,’ I said quickly. ‘Give me your gloves, quick, before someone comes, and your coat. Pull mine all the way down over your dress, like so. Perfect.’


In seconds, I had belted Isobel’s good coat tightly around myself, buttoned up her gloves and straightened my own coat around her thin figure. I ran a practised eye over both of us and gave her a reassuring grin. We’d done it many a time over the last weeks as we packed up the McIntyres’ house, weathered the funeral and a myriad of other painful errands, because Isobel, shy and kind and absolutely devastated after her parents’ deaths, was struggling with any reminder of them and constantly on the verge of tears.


‘Perfect.’ I reached to tousle her hair into something less formal while simultaneously trying to neaten my own unruly curls.


‘What do you think we’ll find in the safety deposit box?’ she whispered. ‘Mother never mentioned it. Probably full of useless ancient paperwork.’


‘Or treasure.’ I gave my hat a last tweak, then nudged her encouragingly. ‘Just think, it could be full of gold or lovely diamonds.’


Handy as well as lovely, I thought to myself, because Isobel’s inheritance was modest to say the least. At least my wages were paid through to the end of the summer, after which I’d need to find a new position. As for Isobel, there was a small trust paying for her education – a summer course in France, then a place to study at King’s College, Durham, in the autumn – but after that she’d have to find some additional means of supporting herself.


‘Wait, my bag,’ she whispered. Her mother had given it to her, a sturdy leather satchel ready for student life and monogrammed with her initials, IAM. I slipped it over my shoulder, gave Isobel my own battered handbag and reached for the door. She held me back, her small hand light on my arm. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘For everything. I know the last few weeks . . . well, I haven’t been much help, have I?’


‘You’ve been grand, Iz, and it’s not been easy.’ I squeezed her hand, then straightened and fixed an authoritative smile on my face. ‘Now, let’s go and get you some treasure, shall we?’


‘My deepest condolences, Miss McIntyre.’ The bank clerk looked from me to the small black key to the papers I’d fanned out across his desk.


Feeling Isobel lean forward automatically at the address, I gave her a surreptitious kick on the ankle and nodded archly. ‘Thank you, very kind.’ I was careful to make my voice cool and crisp, erasing any trace of the faint accent that sometimes still crept in, even though it had been years since I’d left the East End. I thought I was doing rather well – I certainly was enjoying myself – but something about us seemed to have piqued the clerk’s interest, because he gave me a long, searching look.


‘You found this among your parents’ personal effects, you say? It says “Bellingdon” here.’


‘Yes, the Bellingdons . . . er . . . were my mother’s family.’ I shifted a little, trying to find a more elegant way to sit in Isobel’s coat, which was a little fuller than mine, and to my immense irritation, I felt myself flushing slightly under his scrutiny. Ignoring the way the chapped skin around my nails snagged at the soft insides of Isobel’s gloves, I summoned the icy hauteur I’d watched Isobel’s mother use on delivery boys, piano teachers and shopkeepers alike, and fixed him with an equally cool stare. I’d faced much worse than fussy, middle-aged Mr Bristow, who had combed a few strands of hair over his bald pate and was now leafing through the papers for the third time.


‘If you’d be so kind. We’re in rather a hurry.’


I rose without waiting for his answer, waved for Isobel to follow suit. Behind us, I heard Mr Bristow finally shuffle together the papers and clamber to his feet, and allowed myself a small smile.


‘It’s one of our older boxes,’ he said as we walked into the back. ‘The stairs are steep, Miss McIntyre, so do watch your step.’ His tone was polite now, and I felt a small thrill at being at the receiving end of the kind of courtesy he would never have extended to me as a maid. ‘Will your,’ he gave a small, discreet cough in Isobel’s direction, ‘girl wait here perhaps?’


‘Of course not,’ I said curtly. ‘She’ll accompany us.’


He kept up a polite patter on the way down the staircase, which was steep and dark and not nearly as fancy as the marble-clad front area of the bank. A spiderweb of cracks covered the dark walls, some of the bigger gashes roughly patched up with mortar. Not a surprise, perhaps, given that half of London was still in a state of disrepair after the Blitz. I accidentally brushed against a loose piece of plaster and a small cavalcade of rubble scattered down the stairs, making him break off mid sentence. I fought a brief, visceral urge to turn around and scrabble my way back up towards the light. A memory pushed in, of the very last night I’d spent in London, my mother and I crouching in an underground space much like this, faces upturned to listen for the Germans, flinching at every impact.


Another piece of plaster skidded down the stairs and hit the bottom with a loud thwack. My heart beat hard in my chest. My mother had loathed the public shelter, so we’d not gone there a lot. It’ll be a light one, Agnes. The Germans don’t care about little old us down here, I promise. She’d sewn a special cover for her work table, like a large tent with a nest of blankets inside. She’d play games with me in the velvety darkness, singing and murmuring and telling stories to keep the roaring and thumping outside at bay. Sometimes the air raid warden discovered us in time and marched us down the street, forcefully pushing us into the cramped space of the public shelter as the siren faded.


The grit slid beneath my feet. Mr Bristow was waiting at the bottom of the stairs, his eyes liquid black in the flickering light of the wall sconce. Could he see into that dark, shuttered place at the back of my mind, where Mum and I clambered reluctantly into the least desirable corner of the shelter on Bell Street, my mother giving next door’s nosy Mrs Hayes her most brilliant smile as we squeezed past feet hastily pulled away from that Crawford girl and her good-for-nothing mother?


But when I drew closer, making room for Isobel to step off the stairs behind me, I saw that Bristow’s eyes were fixed on the cracks in the wall, and a fine bead of sweat glistened on his upper lip.


‘Careful,’ he said abruptly, jerking his gaze away and motioning us along. ‘The old boxes are all the way in the back, I’m afraid.’


Isobel was already obediently walking in the direction he indicated, but I hesitated.


‘Brings back some memories, doesn’t it?’ he said.


‘It certainly does.’ I gave myself a push. I was no longer ten and cowering in the dark beside my mother. I was twenty, and the war was long behind us. The light from the sconces flickered, throwing large jerky shadows on the walls and ceilings as I strode quickly ahead of Bristow and Isobel, past walls lined with safety deposit boxes, heading through an archway towards the back. Just a few more minutes and we would be above ground once more, hopefully with Isobel’s treasure in hand.


I blinked and turned, wondering wildly if my mind was playing tricks on me, taking me back to the droning of enemy planes, the rat-a-tat of the anti-aircraft guns weaving into my mother’s voice. But no, there it was again, a strange low rumbling sound, a subterranean groan as if the earth itself was coming alive, was—


‘Agnes!’ Isobel’s voice was shrill with fear. ‘Oh my God, Agnes! What is happening?’


Whatever it was, it happened very fast, even as I turned back towards her, unsure where I was going because direction was no longer possible with the whole space – yes, the vault itself – moving. The light danced violently as the walls shook and trembled, then something collided with my back, so hard that it propelled me the last precious metres into the vaulted space. I screamed. Lying there on the ground, I screamed on and on, simply to feel the air in my lungs, because as long as I could do that, I was still alive, I was still here, I was—


Darkness.









Two


I came to slowly, my limbs reaching for consciousness before my mind did, my hands scrabbling at rubble. Dust everywhere. My eyes gritty . . . my eyes . . . I tried to blink, sluggishly at first, then faster, but I couldn’t penetrate the solid wall of darkness.


It came to me in a single great rush then, the memory of the roar, like the earth itself had contracted and heaved out boulders and bricks, plaster and metal.


Panic, sharp acid in a roiling stomach, battled against the urge to struggle, to burrow up into the light. With a massive effort, I forced myself to lie still, to feel my heart beating. It was quiet now, so still the silence was loud in my ears. But I could hear, and I could move, could wiggle my toes, which meant – I struggled up – that my legs were working, they were just trapped under something. Clutching the strap of Isobel’s leather bag, which was – absurdly – still around my shoulder, I felt scratchy wool tweed on top of my lower half. Limp and motionless, Mr Bristow didn’t budge, not even when I groped for his wrist. It was then that I suddenly remembered.


‘Isobel!’ I shouted, jerking my fingertips away from Mr Bristow’s non-existent pulse and pulling my legs out from under him. ‘Are you there? Anyone? Help, HELP!’ The darkness closed tightly around my shout, extinguishing it immediately.


Then a groan, a small one, a few feet away from me.


‘I’m coming, stay there.’ I swept my arms ahead of me to feel for her amidst the rubble. It seemed to be strangely alive; there were things fluttering in it – paper, I realised. And metallic things, safety deposit boxes perhaps, or – I made a strangled noise when I felt tines – a fork? The things rich people kept in bank vaults.


‘Stick your hand up and move it about.’ I swept the floor more urgently, scattering what felt like pearls ahead of me.


‘I don’t think I can.’ Her voice was fainter now, but closer, too, and I shuffled faster on my knees. ‘Something’s fallen on me, and . . . it’s in me . . .’ Her voice was muffled by a spluttering fit of coughing.


‘I’ve got you.’ Frantic with relief, I felt along her body for her hands, found one and gripped it. ‘I’m here. Don’t worry. Don’t worry a bit.’


She gave another strangled cough, and I knew without a shadow of a doubt that there was a great deal to worry about.


‘Mr Bristow, is he . . . What happened?’


‘He’s dead.’


She gave a muffled gasp of horror, and I bent over the sound. ‘The building must have collapsed, or part of it. It still happens, I read it in the paper. Structures damaged in the war, no one realises where . . . But you, Izzy, where does it hurt, where?’


‘Everywhere,’ she said, with some difficulty.


Giving her a reassuring pat on the shoulder, I bit back a gasp when I felt a piece of metal sticking out of her side. She twitched, gave a stifled moan when my hand caught on it.


‘I’ve got something around my throat,’ she rasped. ‘Get it off me, Agnes, get it off . . .’


I felt for her neck. ‘Your scarf, hold still.’ Keeping hold of her hand, I fumbled for the small knife I always kept in an inside pocket of my dress and sawed at the fabric. I tried to draw strength from the way my fingers folded around the metal of the knife, warm and reassuring, then slipped it back into my pocket.


‘There, all better now.’ I tried to make my voice firm. ‘Now we just need to wait for them to dig down and free us.’


‘But will they?’ she said in a small voice. ‘Poor Mr Bristow.’


‘I’m sure they’re already shifting boulders and digging. It was probably a good thing we were down here when it happened; the foundations protected us. And he wrote my name – I mean yours – in the ledger, remember? Then there’s all this treasure to protect!’ I guided her fingers along the fork. She made a sound that sounded almost like amusement, and I was glad all of a sudden that I couldn’t see the damage to her body, because without it, she seemed fine, might still make it if only they found us soon.


‘Hellooo! Hellooo! Help!’ I shouted. ‘Down here, down . . .’ I broke off, suddenly realising I was using up precious air we might very well need as time wore on.


‘Just think, Iz.’ I stroked her arms to stop her shivering. ‘Think of all the exciting things happening tomorrow! France, here we come!’


‘France,’ she said faintly.


She was to do a summer course there before starting medical school up north in the autumn, all organised by Mrs McIntyre, who had been so excited about her daughter’s academic future that it was almost unbearably ironic she would never see it come to fruition. After the accident, Isobel hadn’t wanted to go anywhere much at all, but she was doing what she’d always done, which was following her mother’s wishes.


But then: ‘I want you to come to France with me,’ she had announced a few days after the funeral. ‘Otherwise I’m not going.’


‘Don’t be silly, the course is paid for already,’ I’d said. ‘And I have to find a new position.’


‘It’s bad enough that we’ll be split up at the end of the summer,’ she said with the stubbornness shy people often displayed when least expected. ‘Me swanning off to uni while leaving you to work in some poky job. You’re coming.’


‘No one else will have a maid with them,’ I protested. ‘What’ll I do?’


‘You’re not really a maid. Well, not in that way. So, sit in the sun. Swim. Read. Help me with organic chemistry.’


It might be a good thing, I had thought as I sorted out the McIntyres’ rented house in the school grounds. Give me a bit more time to think about my own future. I’d been sent to live with the family when I was ten, an evacuee from the East End during the London Blitz, and stayed on when my mother was killed during an air raid. Isobel had attended whatever private school her father was teaching at, while I went local. I was lucky, really. None of the other maids I knew had stayed on beyond fifteen, but Mrs McIntyre placed great store on education and I had a knack for sciences, could remember anything at a single glance. At my last school, nice Miss Lewis had even suggested that I should try for a scholarship at university. Sciences or education. It had sounded like something out of a dream: a life that included books and the solitude to study them, where I was no longer a mostly-maid-sometimes-companion living with a borrowed family but could carve out a place of my own. An impossible dream for someone without money or family, perhaps, but dreams, last time I checked anyway, were still free.


‘Agnes?’ Isobel’s voice was a faint wet hiss.


‘Wine and handsome Frenchmen charming everyone in sight.’ I spoke quickly to cover my fear at the sound of that hiss. ‘All perfectly respectable, of course – your mother wouldn’t have had it any other way – but enough to make you feel giddy and pretty in that maroon tea dress she bought you. And then,’ I paused dramatically, ‘student life. Living in digs with other girls, cramming together for exams and lectures and—’


‘Can I tell you something, Ag?’ Isobel’s faint whisper interrupted me. ‘I was never . . . so keen. It was Mother . . . she wanted it . . . more than me, I think.’


‘What?’ I turned towards the sound of her voice, surprised. ‘Of course you were keen, and you worked so hard, Iz.’


‘Isn’t that just like me,’ she said, a little bitterly. ‘Diligent to the last. I . . .’ She coughed painfully. ‘I never quite knew how to tell her.’


I digested this, thought back to all those glorious hours we had pored over her books together. I didn’t need any of it for my own schooling, which was so much more modest than hers, but she appreciated the help and I loved it anyway. I was better at the sciences; she liked ethics and philosophy, was brilliant at Latin. We’d always kept an ear cocked towards the corridor for her mother’s footsteps. At first she’d seemed to like me well enough, Mrs McIntyre, had even been impressed with my school work. But as I got older, she became strangely volatile and unpredictable with me, harsh even. And anyway, all hope had rested on Isobel, a solid, imperturbable mantle of expectation that left no room for anything but acquiescence. You couldn’t have stemmed the tide of Mrs McIntyre’s plans if you’d wanted to.


‘I think she . . . Mother would have loved to . . . Her father was a doctor, remember, and his father before him, right here in London. She always said it was in our blood . . . our duty to keep . . .’ She broke off, her breathing broken and strained, and I clenched my fingers around hers.


‘Why did you never tell me?’ I said to distract her.


She was silent, then she said, awkward and halting, ‘I always . . . I mean . . . So churlish not to, when you . . . wanted so badly . . . would have been so good. I tried to persuade Mother to help you, but money . . . there wouldn’t have been enough and . . .’


I felt her fingers slip from mine and let them go, staring into the darkness and remembering the day Isobel had got her acceptance to King’s College. Mrs McIntyre had been uncharacteristically expansive, toasting everyone in sight. I won’t forget this moment for as long as I live, she kept saying, and I knew that I, too, would remember it for ever. The smell of flowers on the sideboard; champagne, furiously protected all through rationing, pearling up the insides of the glasses I was handing out; shy Isobel forced into the limelight, blushing furiously.


Later, I had gathered up glasses and dishes in the empty drawing room. At the sight of the letter, still sitting in pride of place on the side table, I had felt something rush through me, something that wanted to burst out and shout to the world that it wasn’t just Isobel’s, that it was mine too; that Crawford girl, a poor evacuee, living in someone else’s house on the fringes of a life she didn’t really belong in. And if the great cogs of the universe had been calibrated just a hair’s breadth differently, then I might have received that letter.


I was surprised the glasses on my tray didn’t shatter with that rush, which I’d have loved to say was generosity and pride on Isobel’s behalf. I was pleased for her, really I was. She’d worked so hard. But it was uglier than that, baser, this jealousy, this rage at the futility of it all. This hopelessness. Because of course it did matter whose name was on the letter, and it did matter that I was exactly who I was.


‘Well . . . won’t be . . . going anywhere now.’


I started guiltily at the rasping hiss. Isobel was my friend. She had crept into my room when news of my mother’s death had come, had talked to me and listened, had included me and never, ever treated me like a servant.


‘Yes, you will.’ I leaned over her to find her hand again. ‘All right, so we’ll skip France, you’ll be in hospital for a while. I’ll visit you loads, though, and sneak in some biscuits and grapes, and read to you, some light reading from Gray’s Anatomy to get you in the mood—’


‘Agnes!’ Her fingers had suddenly tightened around mine, surprisingly strong, and her rasp was louder. ‘You’ll go. You’ll go for me . . . Take my place at university.’ She ground out the words with a laboured hiss.


‘What? But how could I? You’ll be there.’


‘Don’t be a fool,’ she hissed. ‘I’ll be long gone . . . but if you make it . . . you go.’ Her voice was faint, a soft exhale of words.


‘Isobel, you’re mad, I couldn’t possibly do that. And anyway, you’re going to be fine. You hear me, you’ll be fine.’


‘Do it,’ she said, and for a moment, if you discounted the dust and the grit and the almost palpable cloud of terror gripping us both, she sounded like she really would be fine. ‘You deserve it. You’ve been . . . We were always . . . you and me . . .’ Her voice grew fainter.


‘Isobel, no.’ I was shouting now. ‘Please hang on, don’t leave me here, please . . .’


Frantically I felt her chest, her throat, my hands sticky and warm with her blood, searching for a breath, the flutter of a pulse. With a choked gasp, I scrabbled backwards, away from her dead body. That she should die like this when she’d only ever tried to be good, and that she should leave me down here, trapped, all alone . . .


‘Help!’ I howled. ‘Help! HELP!’


My words were swallowed by the impassive wall of darkness, along with my rage and terror, until there was only a strange sense of emptiness. I crawled back towards her and, taking a deep breath, let my fingertips coast gently across her cheeks, sweeping away dust and grit, before finally closing her eyes. There was a roaring in my ears, of fear and grief and loss, and I reached for her hand and gripped it to keep myself from falling apart.


‘Help!’ I whispered. ‘Please.’ Then, more loudly, ‘PLEASE!’


Silence. I sat for a long time in this strange space between life and death, unable to let go of Isobel’s hand, thinking about her and us, our shared past, my future, her future that never would be.


Take my place. You’ll go for me.


I frowned, shook my head, as if she could still see me. ‘You’re mad, Izzy,’ I said softly. ‘It would never work.’ Then I sat up straight and shouted for help, again and again, and the more my voice was swallowed up by dust and grit, the louder I shouted, as if trying to convince the nothingness out there that I refused to give up.


And then it happened. Faint and mumbling.


‘Hello? Is someone down there? Hello? Mr Bristow? Miss McIntyre?’


‘We’re here,’ I shouted, and jumped up, brandishing Isobel’s bag towards the ceiling. ‘I’m here. Help, help me, please.’









Three


London, 1953


Over the last three years, London had burst into life, much like the television sets that had cropped up in shop windows everywhere, drawing crowds of onlookers. However, bomb craters and building works were still very much in evidence as the bus slowly crawled past a half-crumbled house at the end of a row, with bombweed climbing around boulders that stuck up like gappy teeth. Suppressing a shiver of memory, I looked away from the cracks running across the facade and checked my watch for the tenth time.


‘Excuse me, what is the hold-up?’ I asked the conductor.


‘Oh, it’s only the young queen herself, innit?’ he said cheerfully. ‘Can’t hold up royalty, can yer?’


‘When do you think we’ll be at Thamesbury Hospital?’


‘Should be on our way momentarily, miss. Don’t you fret, visiting hours aren’t for a while yet; just been there to see my mam yesterday, and—’


The bus jolted forward and he fell up the aisle mid sentence, his ticket machine clanking against the seats as he caught himself. I got up and stood at the back, ready to jump off the moment the hospital came into view.


I wasn’t going there for the visiting hours, of course, although I didn’t blame him for assuming that. He couldn’t know I was here for my first day as a doctor. Well, strictly speaking, a medical student, less than halfway through my training, but someone well on her way to being a doctor anyway. If the bus ever got a move on, that was. I leaned all the way out, my curls straining to join the slipstream as at last the hospital loomed ahead, larger than life behind its ornate wrought-iron gates.


‘Miss!’ The conductor gave a scandalised shout. ‘Get back inside now.’


But we were scheduled to be in the gallery to watch our first list of operations this morning, and under no circumstances could I miss it.


‘Sorry!’ I called over my shoulder, and jumped.


His outraged spluttering faded as I caught myself at the edge of the street and started running.


The head porter was on the phone, but he gave me a conspiratorial wave from the lodge and pointed to the right. ‘Best hurry,’ he mouthed. ‘Up two flights and to the right. Theatre 4.’


‘Thanks, I know!’ I waved back as I sped past. I’d spent almost all of yesterday trying to figure out the building. As a teaching hospital, Thamesbury was big and bustling to start with, but navigating the many corridors, wards and operating theatres was made infinitely more complicated by the fact that the main building had been badly hit during the war. As elsewhere across the city, rebuilding had been slow, which meant that wards had had to be cobbled together, sometimes forced to share space with each other, accommodation for doctors and nurses was at a premium, and any and all rooms were drafted in for storage and utility.


I dodged a group of workmen carrying ladders towards the Tomeyne Wing, which had been almost completely destroyed during an air raid and was still hidden under scaffolding. Despite my hurry, I allowed myself one moment of pure, unadulterated thrill at the sight of doctors, nurses and orderlies hurrying back and forth beneath the glass dome of the entrance hall. As of today, I would be part of it all.


I made it to the corridor leading to Theatre 4 with a minute to spare, skidding around the corner and almost colliding with the back of a small group of people clearly headed for the same place as I. At the helm was a rather heavyset man, his baldness offset by an untidy salt-and-pepper beard. Dr Everett Carlisle. I’d seen his picture in The Lancet and knew he was one of the best-known consultant surgeons at the hospital. He was accompanied by, I guessed, his registrar and house surgeon, an anaesthetist, maybe a senior student or two. A tall, dark-haired young man brought up the rear.


I eyed the distance between myself and the door to the theatre, behind which I was supposed to be waiting with the other students, and realised there was only one option. Jabbing a stray pin back into my hair, I darted forward and silently fell into step with the very tail end of the group. Startled at my sudden appearance, the tall young doctor frowned, obviously trying to place me. I had just a moment to notice that his eyes were an unexpected greeny-blue below his shock of untidy dark hair, before he quickened his step and followed the group through the door.


Inside, a door to the right led to the theatre area. One of the other men opened it for Carlisle, while I discreetly broke away to the left and the small auditorium, where raised seats gave a view through a glass partition into the theatre.


Breathing hard, I sank down on the only available seat, at the back.


‘You never walked in with them?’ The skinny young man next to me, whose red hair glinted in the fluorescent light, looked at me with round-eyed shock.


‘Bus took for ever,’ I whispered back, craning to see the activity behind the glass.


Surgeons and assistants were emerging in lightweight white cotton clothing to scrub up and don gowns, caps and masks. In the theatre itself, the scrub nurse had been laying out and checking over her instruments while the anaesthetist was tending to the patient. Over in the preparation room, Everett Carlisle was reading a chart, his hands held aloft. Privately, I had to admit to being a little disappointed. The way he’d been described – a Fellow of the Royal College of Surgeons, with a private practice on the side, and part of the committee advising the minister on the nationalisation of the health service – I’d expected a tall, God-like figure, gliding around in charge of life and death. Instead he was heavy-jowled and scowling, his bald pate gleaming beneath his cap. His eyes seemed almost comically large behind his spectacles as he finished reading, then summoned the tall, dark-haired doctor to his side with a brief nod.


‘Can you imagine being in there?’ The red-haired student next to me didn’t sound all that keen.


‘That’ll be a long while away,’ I assured him.


‘Father says we’ll be up to our elbows in blood and guts from here on.’ He flushed, as if suddenly aware of possibly offending my delicate sensibilities. I watched the tall doctor nodding at the consultant, and refrained from saying that it took quite a bit – and certainly not blood and guts – to offend my sensibilities.


Behind the glass, the preparation was winding up. Carlisle had proceeded through to the operating theatre and seemed dissatisfied with the arrangement around the table, then the way the patient’s abdomen was being prepared. He was everywhere at once, talking to the scrub nurse, checking in with the anaesthetist, then rounding on another nurse, who was covering the patient in sterile towels.


‘Not like that, Nurse.’ Someone had turned on the tinny loudspeakers rigged outside the glass structure, and Carlisle’s voice suddenly boomed across the gallery. ‘Cross-wise, please.’ He strode back into the preparation room, where the dark-haired young doctor was the last to scrub arms and elbows. ‘Are you trying to wash away your sins, Grey? Glove up, please, we’ve got a lot to get through today.’


‘What’s your name?’ the red-haired boy next to me asked.


‘Quiet, please, students.’ Another young man had popped through the door into the gallery and was now fixing us with a threatening stare. He was rail-thin and a little stooped; stalking up and down the shallow steps next to us, he reminded me a bit of a stork. ‘I’m Harry Jenkins, one of the housemen. No talking, laughing, smoking or any other nonsense during the operation. If you must ask questions, I will answer them at the end. Better yet, don’t ask them at all unless you want to burden your fellow students with an embarrassing display of personal inadequacy—’


‘Welcome, new students.’ Mr Carlisle’s amplified voice cut across him. ‘First on today’s list is a routine appendectomy. Patient is a thirty-five-year-old woman, brought in this morning with abdominal pain. In good health otherwise. Abdomen is a little swollen. It should be a straightforward procedure, performed under my close supervision by my houseman, Mr Grey.’ He nodded at the tall, dark-haired doctor, who was standing ready next to the patient and frowning down at her. It was a little hard to make out from here, but he seemed . . . nervous?


Everett Carlisle gestured for the nurse to rearrange something on the instrument tray, then turned to the anaesthetist. ‘May we begin?’


‘I’m Iain,’ Red Hair muttered as the young doctor stepped up to the bed, holding out his hand to the theatre nurse. An expectant hush fell over the hall. ‘Two i’s. And you?’


I had said her name a thousand times over the last three years, thought of her a million times more. I’d studied photos to make sure I looked like her, I’d learned to copy her handwriting in letters back to school chums. Every now and then, though, it still brought me up short. I thought of the cracks I’d seen in the bombed-out house I’d passed on the bus earlier, realised I was still clutching the leather bag monogrammed IAM. Its hard surface was no longer new and shiny but scuffed and moulded to my side after carrying my books for the past three years. With a slow, soft exhale, I slid the bag off my lap and on to the floor, then turned to Iain with a smile.


‘Nice to meet you, Iain. I’m Isobel. Isobel McIntyre.’









Four


‘More to the left, Grey, and down. There . . .’


For several minutes, apart from the soft clinking of the instruments, short, muttered exchanges between the nurses, and the occasional question in the direction of the anaesthetist, Everett Carlisle’s voice was the only thing we heard. Even muffled by his face mask, it punched through the loudspeaker, a staccato stream of commands that brought him closer and closer to the young doctor, until the area around the patient’s abdomen felt quite crowded.


The students in the gallery were standing now, eyes fixed on the operating table, but being much shorter than everyone else, I couldn’t see anything. Slowly, silently I climbed on to my wooden seat and crouched there, rising gradually higher until I was a good head and shoulders above everyone else and could finally make out the exposed square of abdomen on the operating table.


Grey’s eyebrows were drawn together in concentration, dark shadows like smudges under his eyes, his mask moving in and out in time with his breath.


‘Swelling there. Press lightly. That’s right. Here, gentlemen, you can clearly see the obstruction – yes, there.’


The others leaned in, crowding the young doctor further. Gripping the scalpel, he scrutinised the opening and advanced on it again.


‘Slow down a little. Wait, not like that.’ Grey seemed to have made a choice Carlisle didn’t agree with, because he gestured to the theatre nurse for another scalpel. Grey muttered something under his breath, but Carlisle shook his head, leaned over the abdomen. I craned my neck, noticing that the consultant, so heavy-footed earlier, had begun moving with an unexpected lightness and finesse the moment he’d got hold of the scalpel. I stretched higher to see what Grey was doing wrong, but my movement seemed to alert him to our presence on the other side of the glass. He glanced up at the gallery and spotted me towering on my seat. Something creased his eyes, whether surprise or irritation I couldn’t tell; he had already flicked his gaze back down to watch Carlisle.


‘Finish up, please, Grey. Students, I hope you were able to see clearly how the procedure should be performed.’ He kept his eyes fixed on the young doctor’s hands. ‘Next up we have a perforated duodenal ulcer.


The list was done. Harry Jenkins, the stork-like houseman who’d been lecturing us in the gallery, got to do an abscess (and didn’t fare all that much better than Grey), Carlisle’s registrar the ulcer. All around me students were packing up with excited whispers. Below, a porter had taken the last patient up to the ward, the theatre was being scrubbed down, and the doctors emerged in dribs and drabs from the partition door and left. Jenkins perfunctorily answered a few students’ questions, his replies mostly consisting of irritated entreaties not to waste his time, before sweeping out in a very credible imitation of Carlisle that was only slightly marred by the anaesthetist forcing him to break his stride in the doorway.


‘Lunch, then that hygiene seminar,’ Iain said with a sigh of relief.


A blonde boy pushed past. ‘Exciting morning, eh, miss? Coming, Iain?’


A girl walking down the steps behind them threw me a shy smile. She was serious-looking, with thin, frizzy hair cut quite short, and was holding herself almost unnaturally straight. I wondered if she was making an extra effort to blend in with the men around us. Smart of her, perhaps, because we – me, her and a couple other girls I’d seen in the gallery – did seem to be in the distinct minority. Medical schools had to take a certain percentage of women these days, whether they wanted to or not, and I’d seen a few female doctors out in the hospital itself as well. But their presence had felt oddly jarring, as if a group of girls had suddenly been admitted to an all-boys’ boarding school, somewhere steeped in archaic traditions that took itself very seriously and only reluctantly allowed intruders on its hallowed grounds.


I watched Iain and the blonde boy – I heard Iain call him Benedict – vanish through the door along with the rest of the students, but for some reason I felt the urge to linger. It was a momentous day, after all, the first operations we’d seen up close. I was watching the nurses scrub down the theatre on the other side of the glass and thinking through the particulars of the ulcer operation when I suddenly heard footsteps.


A second later, tall Mr Grey emerged, looking a bit dishevelled and somewhat irritated. He stopped short.


‘Ah. The latecomer. And, if I’m not mistaken, the girl from the back row. I can’t seem to get this bloody mask off, and the nurses are all busy prepping the theatre for the afternoon list.’ He turned and gestured at the ties, which he’d somehow managed to tighten right around his neck like a noose. ‘Would you mind?’


He was restless, filling the small space by the door with so much energy that I took an involuntary step back. He wasn’t gangly like the stork-legged Jenkins, but rather rangy, in an impatiently graceful kind of way. He was still wearing the white T-shirt that surgeons wore beneath apron and gown. It had rucked up a little from his efforts at twisting round to catch the ties of the mask, revealing – I swallowed – a bit of skin at his lower back. The only men I’d ever been close to had been in suits and ties, at the most in shirtsleeves at uni, never practically en déshabille like this man. Fast girls fall fast, Mrs McIntyre used to say, disapproving of midnight parties, women wearing trousers and, I’m sure, men in T-shirts with bits of skin showing.


The sun flooded through the high windows, turning his profile into a sharp silhouette as he looked back at me over his shoulder, his eyes sparking impatiently. ‘Do I need to pull rank?’


‘We’re not in the military,’ I said, nettled and yet somehow goaded into stepping forward again. ‘So no, I shouldn’t think so.’


‘Well, seeing as you’re at the bottom rung of wherever we do find ourselves, miss, I’m above you and I—’


‘Can stop calling me miss now,’ I said.


‘Miss Student,’ he amended grudgingly. ‘Oh, come on, I’ve still got to change. Please?’ He grinned suddenly and pushed a hand through his hair so that it stood up even more. ‘See, I’ve got manners, and I won’t call you miss again, I promise.’ He sagged at the knees invitingly, and before I knew it, I had the ties of the mask between my fingers. I was so close that I could see the small nick on the edge of his jaw where he must have cut himself shaving this morning, noticed that his skin seemed smooth otherwise, almost luminous. He was trying hard to be still, but I could feel him wanting to move, the muscles on his back bunching close to my hands.


I forced myself to look away just as he said, without turning round, ‘And I’ll have you know that when I need someone’s pity, I will ask for it.’


I was surprised into an honest answer. ‘I wasn’t pitying you.’


‘Yes, you were. I could see it on your face all the way up in the gallery.’


‘If you must know, I was wondering if anyone can think clearly when someone else is talking non-stop at them. That was all.’ I was close enough to catch his scent, fresh and sharp and clean, a mix of disinfectant and cigarette smoke and something else – peppermint? It made me flush, the fact that I even noticed, and I spoke a little more sharply than I’d meant to. ‘Did you see your own insecurities reflected back at you, perhaps?’


‘I did not, but thank you very much, Dr Freud.’ He twitched impatiently as I tried to tug the knot free.


‘What were you doing when he told you to stop?’ I asked.


‘Inverting the stump of the appendix. He didn’t like that.’


He looked over his shoulder at me, a faint echo of his earlier grin creasing his eyes, turning them greener than before, and I found myself smiling back before I got a hold of myself. He was just one of those public-school boys I’d met by the dozen these last few years: clever, charming, confident. Cheerfully able to wheedle anything out of anyone. He indicated the back of his mask. ‘Any luck? Sister’ll have my hide if there’s one missing.’


‘She won’t if you stand absolutely still.’ Briskly I extracted my silver pocketknife and sliced through the ties, handed him the ruined mask.


He looked down at it, then at my hand. ‘What on earth is that?’


‘A knife, of course.’ I was about to stow it back in my pocket, but he was faster and plucked it from my palm. Turning it over in his fingers, he examined the mechanism by which the blade locked into the wooden handle, huffing when he accidentally nicked himself and a fine line of red appeared across the ball of his thumb.


‘Expecting an imminent attack, are we?’ he enquired.


‘I just keep it with me for luck.’ I tried to take it back, but he held it out of my reach.


‘Oh look, there’s something etched into the handle. Is it a face?’ He leaned in to show me, and his scent filled the narrowing space between us, crisp and clean. I didn’t have to look, though, I knew the etching by heart.


‘It’s a daisy,’ I said. A tiny round face, two dots above a smiling mouth and miniature petals fanning around.


‘An odd sort of talisman for a girl.’ He was so tall I had to look up at him, noticing as I did that in the slanted sunlight from the high windows, his eyes were now a clear green. For a moment I was unable to look away, he was so glorious, so much there.


‘It was my mother’s, actually,’ I heard myself say.


The knife had never been far from Mum’s hand, almost an extension of it as she unpicked seams to reuse the fabric, the blade a blur of tiny perfect strokes. I looked away, tried to swallow the words back in. Isobel’s mother had been a housewife, wielding nothing more lethal than a letter opener. I couldn’t afford to be careless.


‘Won’t she mind?’ he said curiously.


‘She’s dead.’


I went to retrieve my bag, and when I returned, he was holding open the door for me.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said quietly.


‘Yes, well. It happens.’ I pushed past him. ‘Goodbye, Mr Grey.’


‘Actually, it’s just Grey.’ I looked back over my shoulder. ‘They don’t want to confuse us, you see.’ He was swinging the ruined mask round his finger, cocking his head a little to the side.


‘Us?’


‘Grey Carlisle at your service,’ he said, giving an oddly formal little bow. ‘As you can see, you’re not the only one who’s inherited a sharp instrument from a parent.’









Five


The lecture hall was full when I arrived, so I stood at the back. Over on the other side I spied Iain and Benedict horsing around with a few other students, Benedict saying something outrageous that had the rest roaring with laughter. A few rows over was the girl with the wispy hair. She smiled when she saw me, gave a small shrug at the space next to her as if to apologise for not keeping me a seat. No worries, I smiled back, and settled against the wall, looking down at my notebook with its notes on today’s operations. I felt for my pen but instead found my knife again, touched the smooth, worn metal.


Daisy. That had been my mother’s name, Daisy Crawford. There was a little daisy on every item of clothing she’d ever made, a tiny, laughing flower-face squeezed into an inconspicuous place. She loved knowing that a part of her walked out into the world hidden in the folds of a skirt or the inside of a sleeve. She was like that. Different, living by her own rules, the good-for-nothing seamstress from Bell Street. And her daughter, scrawny and clever, in clothes that were too bright, too well made for wartime austerity, when she should have been keeping her head down and blending in. Like two peas in a pod, those Crawford Girls.


‘Agnes’s father is missing in the Far East.’


Mum rarely said more than those eight words, unusual for her given that embellishing things was her bread and butter. ‘He’s missing presumed dead,’ she sometimes expanded when I, rather than nosy Mrs Hayes from next door, asked her if he’d ever come back so we could be like all the normal families. ‘And we’re perfectly normal, Agnes.’


Not to Mrs Hayes, apparently, who the very next day twitched her skirt away from me in such an ostentatious way that she startled me into stumbling over, grazing my knee. She bustled away on a muttered swell of words I didn’t quite understand but that almost certainly included the gutter, respectable neighbourhood and all very well for some. It was one of many such encounters – women crossing the street when we appeared; whispers and disapproving sniffs in the queue at the butcher’s – and I realised very quickly that one crucial piece of information was missing from those eight words. He might be my father, but he wasn’t my mother’s husband.


‘I’m saying it like it is,’ she said when I broached the subject, and for once she wasn’t smiling or warm. ‘Your father is missing; he is presumed dead. It’s devastating. That’s what they should be saying.’


‘But Mum—’


‘You’re not to let those old biddies get to you, Agnes, I’ve told you.’


Something about my face, questions wanting to tumble out, and worries as well – about children following me home from school calling me names, about the butcher’s wife giving us the worst gristle for our coupons – made her pull me into a hug. ‘They’re just jealous, darling. They don’t have what you and I have: a place to make things beautiful, big dreams to live up to. And each other. That’s the most important thing. Me and you, always.’


She had set herself up as a seamstress, but her dream was one day to be a famous designer. Not just for wealthy people, but women like you and me, too. I’ll find a way to manufacture my gowns and dresses cheaply enough for ordinary people to buy them. One day, Agnes.


That day had always been far off, though, and my earliest memories were of Mum working off and on at the factory before she quit every time, hating the shift work. Then she did any other odd jobs she could find to pay for the single shop-cum-room we rented from old Mrs Beadle, with the lavatory out the back. At night we dragged a mattress in front of the stove to sleep, but during the day it was a proper if shabby shop, a small sign outside proclaiming: Daisy Crawford, Dressmaking and Tailoring.
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