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“It is not everyone,” said Elinor,
“who has your passion for dead leaves.”


—JANE AUSTEN,
SENSE AND SENSIBILITY









prologue


Paris, 1794


THE SQUARE WAS FILLED WITH PEOPLE WHO had woken up at dawn to see blood. They surrounded the wooden stage where the guillotine had been built, elbowing one another and pressing their bodies forward, each person trying to get as close to the action as possible. Those lucky few who had managed to get to the front of the crowd waved handkerchiefs—when the heads began to roll, they would try to dip the handkerchiefs in the blood. Souvenirs. An heirloom they could pass on to their children, and their children’s children. See? I was there, they would say, unfolding the bit of cloth. I saw the Revolution. I saw the traitors lose their heads.


The morning sunlight reflected off the white stone of the courthouse. Even though his hands were bound, Antoine Lavoisier managed to fix the cuffs of his shirt. He had worn his plainest work shirt to court that morning, a simple flax-colored thing; it was what he wore in his laboratory, knowing that it might get stained with sweat or one of the hundreds of chemical solutions he kept in glass vials. His wife, Marie-Anne, had threatened to throw it out a dozen times. Antoine had worn it today, hoping to prove to the judge and the braying crowd outside that he was a man of the people. For all the good it did, he might have worn silk brocade.


“Please,” he had told the judge. (That cursed word had almost caught in his throat; if the circumstance hadn’t been quite so dire, his nature would have made it impossible to beg.) “Please,” he repeated, “France needs my work. Imagine what I can do for the nation—for the Republic—if I have more time to continue my scientific studies. I’ve already achieved so much in the study of oxygen. Of hydrogen, the science of combustion! At least let me return to my apartment to organize my paperwork. There are years of calculations. The possibilities for—”


The judge interrupted with a hacking, phlegmy cough. “Enough,” he said. “The Republic needs neither scholars nor chemists who have stolen from the people. And the course of justice cannot be delayed any further.” He struck his desk with a gavel. “Guilty.”


Lavoisier sighed. “Pity,” he murmured to himself, too softly to be heard above the shouts and jeers from the gleeful crowd. Officially, Antoine Lavoisier had been charged with tax fraud and with selling unsuitable tobacco, swindling the common people by adding water to weigh it down. But he knew as well as anyone that he was really on trial for something else: being an aristocrat and an academic. For having spent the previous decade of his life with his wife, holding salons in their apartment with intellectuals and artists, events where Marie-Anne served tea and repartee and biscuits made by their servants.


France was changing, had changed, faster than Lavoisier had believed possible. There was a bloodlust in the air, a frenzy for something that was called justice but looked like cruelty. Half a dozen of his friends had already lost their heads over meaningless criminal charges that appeared in the middle of the night. The rest of his friends fled to London or Italy. The Lavoisiers had had their chance, too, to run away to England, but they weren’t able to leave their experiments. Their laboratory. They were so close.


Now it was too late.


Just a few months ago, Lavoisier watched as the queen herself was taken through the streets of Paris on the back of a cart, transported like so much lumber in an open cage so that loyal citizens of the Republic could see her face, could throw their rotting fruit and cabbages at her. Lavoisier had to force himself to look; the last time he had seen the queen, he had been a guest at Versailles, demonstrating a new form of chemical combustion for King Louis and his court. The queen had been wearing yellow satin, and her hair was powdered and teased a meter high, dotted with ostrich feathers and pearls. She had been laughing, he remembered that. She laughed when he’d made the small explosions—the smoke first blue, and then green, and then purple, meant to dazzle and amuse. Her face was young and her cheeks had high color.


The day they took the queen to the guillotine, Lavoisier saw that her face was drawn and lined. She looked like a woman decades older than she really was. Her hair had gone stark white and so thin that he could see her scalp in places. Her eyes, Lavoisier observed as the cart passed, were empty and blank. It was as if she had died already, a long time ago.


A guard with a bayonet pulled Lavoisier toward the stage. Some of the onlookers tried to trip him, or get in a blow as he walked past, but Lavoisier barely noticed, so focused was he was on scanning the thousands of faces for his wife, Marie-Anne.


“There!” he shouted.


The sun lit her from behind, her hair giving her a golden halo. She stood near the wooden steps of the platform, her eyes determinedly scanning the crowd, and her mouth straight and tight. The guard looked back at Lavoisier in confusion, not sure what he had shouted about.


Just then, Marie-Anne saw her husband, and she started swimming her way against the current of bodies to get to him.


The guard jostled Lavoisier, trying to force him along.


He resisted. “Surely the Republic’s justice can wait long enough for me to kiss my wife farewell?”


The guard sighed but paused and let the pair embrace. Marie-Anne whispered in her husband’s ear. No one noticed her pressing a small vial into his palm.


The guillotine’s blade was brown with blood. There had already been two beheadings that morning, and the straw on-stage was matted and red. Someone held a basket, ready to catch Lavoisier’s head when it tumbled from his neck. Others held their white handkerchiefs aloft, hoping for blood splatter.


Marie-Anne Lavoisier didn’t watch her husband ascend the small wooden steps onto the stage. She didn’t want to know if he would shake, or if his legs might give out beneath him. There were even some stories of the condemned soiling themselves.


And so instead, she moved briskly through the crowd, away from the center of the square, toward their apartment, where she would gather as much of her husband’s research material as she could before the vultures came to scavenge whatever valuables they could claim. The new regime was seizing everything it could. Marie-Anne comforted herself with the notion that no matter who stole her husband’s papers, they almost certainly wouldn’t understand them.


She ducked down a small alley. Her footsteps were swift and sure. The crowd behind her inhaled in excitement. Words were shouted that she couldn’t make out. And then there came the unmistakable sound of a blade cutting through the air. Marie-Anne Lavoisier said a quick prayer for her husband, and for her country, and continued on.
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Edinburgh, 1818


“THIS IS GOING TO HURT. I AM SORRY ABOUT that.” Hazel Sinnett didn’t feel as though there was any use in lying.


The boy bit down harder on the piece of leather she had brought for that very purpose and nodded. A young girl had come to Hazel’s door the night before and begged her to come, describing the way her older brother’s arm had broken weeks before, while he was working at the shipyard, and the way it had healed wrong: twisted and impossible to move. When Hazel arrived at their dingy flat near Mary King’s Close first thing in the morning, she had found the boy’s arm swollen and hot, the skin bruised yellow and green, and tight as a sausage casing.


Hazel prepared her equipment: a scalpel to cut open the arm and let out the worst of the infection, the needle and thread she would use to sew his arm back up, and then the strips of cloth and pieces of wood she would fashion into something to keep his arm in place once she re-broke and reset it. That last part was going to hurt the most.


The patient was named Martin Potter, and he might have been around her age—sixteen or seventeen maybe—but his face was already browned and set like an adult’s. Hazel imagined that he had been working the docks at Leith since he was ten.


“It’s Martin, isn’t it? I’m Hazel. Dr. Sinnett. Miss Sinnett,” she said. “And I’m going to do everything I can to make this better.”


Martin nodded with a gesture so small it might have been a shiver.


The sound of children laughing and stomping upstairs disrupted the tense, nervous silence. Martin removed the leather strip from his mouth. “My brothers and sisters,” he said almost apologetically. “There are eight of us but I’m the oldest. You would have met Rose already. She’s the one that came to fetch ye. She heard there was a lady doctor who didn’t take much in terms of payment.”


“Eight siblings! Your poor mother,” Hazel said. “There are only three of us. Me and my two brothers.”


Hazel realized what she had said even before the words had fully left her mouth. There had been three of them: George, Hazel, and little Percy. George, the golden child, athletic and strong, smarter than Hazel and genuinely kind; Hazel, who always found a new way for her mother to criticize her; and Percy, the spoiled princeling who had basically all but become their mother’s poodle.


But there weren’t three of them. Not anymore. George had died a few years ago, when the Roman fever swept through the city, one of thousands who perished before they even understood what the sickness was. He had been so young, so strong, so healthy that even when he first got sick, Hazel remembered wondering whether he’d be well enough for ninepins on the lawn that very weekend or whether she’d have to wait another week for him to get his energy back. But then, quick as the sickness came, it took him. One morning, Hazel woke to the sound of their mother shrieking in heaving sobs. And George was cold.


Her throat used to tighten whenever she thought of George. She would need to turn away and take deep breaths to stave off the tears that came prickling at her eyes. But in the years since, his memory had become like scar tissue, healed over again and again until it was shiny and smooth to the touch, and almost never hurt. Permanent, but the pain wasn’t so sharp. Jack’s death was still an open wound. She couldn’t think of Jack now. Not while she was working.


“Are you ready?” Hazel asked. Martin’s arm, swollen and askew, was more than distraction enough. Hazel mentally flipped through the pages of the books she’d memorized about the proper placement of arm bones and the ligaments connecting the muscle. Hazel lifted the scalpel. “Are you ready?” she repeated.


The knife entered just below the elbow. Instantly, the wound began to weep thin yellow liquid. The infection that had been making Martin’s arm tight and hot. Martin winced.


The pus kept coming—pints of it, it seemed, without any additional prodding from Hazel. “I’m going to need a cloth. Is there a rag I can use?”


Almost as soon as Hazel asked, there was the sound of stomping down the stairs. Two young girls with dark brown curls matted to their heads raced toward Hazel, both carrying squares of dishwater-gray cloth. The girls looked to be twins, no older than eight.


“I brought,” one of the girls said, holding up the fabric for Hazel.


The girl’s sister elbowed her sharply in the ribs. “No, I brought!”


Hazel graciously took both cloths and immediately put them to use soaking up the liquid still leaking from her incision. “Thank you, girls.” She said, “Is this your brother?” The twins nodded but they remained with their tiny mouths agape, unable to tear their eyes from their brother’s broken arm. Martin noticed, and pulled the leather piece from his mouth with his good hand.


“Sue, May—get out of here. I told you that you was meant to stay upstairs, remember?”


The girls acted like they couldn’t hear him. One of the girls—Sue, maybe—extended her index finger, readying herself to poke her brother’s injury.


Hazel swatted her hand out of the way before it made contact. “Your brother is right. You’re going to need to go back upstairs if you want Martin to get well.”


The girls giggled in place, undaunted by the yellow pus that had slightly abated but also thickened into greenish clumps. Hazel decided to try a new strategy. “Girls,” she said, fishing in her pocket and pulling out a few coins. “Would you be able to get me one orange for your brother? It’s very important for Martin to have an orange if he’s going to get well. Can you do that for me?”


Spellbound as the girls had been by the surgery, the coins in Hazel’s hand dazzled them more. They snatched the money so quickly it was as if they’d expected her palm to close, and then, without giving her enough time to change her mind, raced out the door to their task.


The room returned to relative silence. Hazel finished pressing the infection from the cut and washed the wound with water and the small bottle of alcohol she’d stolen from her father’s collection. “All right,” Hazel said, “next we sew up the wound.”


There were several drawbacks to being a young woman working as a surgeon, but there was also one advantage: years of her childhood had been spent on embroidery—on mastering the neat, orderly stitches that would, her mother had assured her, make fine gifts for her future mother-in-law one day—and that meant she was a prodigy when it came to stitching wounds.


Her older brother had been tutored in Latin and history and mathematics; when it came to science, Hazel was forced to listen at doors, learning through borrowed workbooks and lessons that George passed along. Hazel’s own lessons were in violin and piano. She was taught French and Italian. And she was forced to sit, for hours and hours, as the solarium filled with the still and stifling heat of late afternoon, sewing.


When she had dressed in her brother’s clothing and sneaked into the lectures at the Anatomists’ Society under an assumed name, pretending to be a boy, she was at the top of the class in every subject. But it was her stitches that forced even the famously strict and impassive Dr. Straine to acknowledge her skill.


“Well, yes!” one of the boys in class had scoffed after Straine admitted that Hazel’s work on the dead rabbit she had been assigned was impeccable. “He’s got these tiny hands, like a girl! I’d rather be worse at stitching and have bigger hands, if you know what I mean.” The rest of the class had laughed until Straine shot them all a deadly look. Hazel stifled her own giggle.
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MARTIN’S ARM WAS STITCHED UP IN SECONDS, the line tidy and even. Hazel smiled at her work. It probably wouldn’t even leave a scar. Martin spat out his leather. “Are we done, then?” he asked. “You did it, yeah? I’m better now?”


“Not quite.”


Martin looked down at his arm. “But I’m all sewed up!”


“Your arm was broken quite severely,” Hazel said, pressing gingerly up from his elbow. “In several places, from the feel of it. If we don’t reset it now, you might never be able to use your arm again. Or it might have to come off altogether.”


Martin clenched his eyes shut. “Just do it, then.”


Hazel braced herself against the table, gripped his arm tight. She would have to position herself at the correct angle if she was going to be able to re-break the bone. Hazel took a deep breath, and exhaled hard while she pulled, summoning all the strength she could muster for one well-placed burst of force.


The crunch echoed through the small room.


Before Martin could scream, Hazel reset the arm firmly in place, where it could heal correctly. Both their foreheads glistened with sweat. Martin’s hair hung wet down at his ears, and a stain was blooming at both his armpits.


“That’s it, then,” Hazel said. She wiped the scalpel off on her apron and deposited it back into her bag before she turned to the work of wrapping Martin’s arm. “But you’re not to move this arm for a week at the earliest. Change the dressing on the bandage over the stitches if it looks yellow, but not before, and tell your mum that you’re absolutely not to go to the shipyard for another month. There’s no work you’ll be able to do anyway.”


Martin moved his arm slowly at the shoulder to test the tightness of the ties. “Ain’t got no mum,” he said, still looking at his arm.


“What do you mean? All of your sisters, the girls?”


“Mum died with the twins. Is’a miracle they came out okay as they were. Tried to get a midwife when she was having them, but Mum said she had been through it all half a dozen times already and knew what she was doing. Besides,” he added, “not like we could afford a fancy doctor.” He looked at Hazel with something halfway between gratitude and suspicion. “So, I take care of us. All of ’em. I can go a week without work, but no longer.”


At that moment, Martin’s two younger sisters reappeared at the door. One of them held a small, perfectly round orange in her palm, purchased for a penny from one of the carts lining High Street. “We got it,” said one girl. “We got the orange. Very important.”


“Very important,” her sister echoed.


“Yes,” Hazel said. “Will you do your brother and me a big favor and peel it for us?”


The girls eagerly accepted their task, using their tiny fingernails to dig into the flesh of the orange and peel its skin away. When the fruit inside was exposed—slightly lopsided and dripping juice from its messy excavation—one of the girls held it aloft in her hand and offered it to Hazel like a jewel.


“Now, here’s the hardest part,” Hazel said. “You’re going to need to divide it into thirds, and help your brother eat his third without letting him use his hands. Do you know what thirds are? Enough for the three of you.”


In answer, the girls began their work. Martin gratefully opened his mouth to allow one of his younger sisters to feed him a segment.


“Can’t remember the last time we had an orange,” Martin said, letting some of the juice run from the corner of his mouth and down his chin.


“Well, good food will help you heal,” Hazel said. “That’s what this is for.” She pointed to the small pile of coins she’d left on the table. “So you can rest for a week at least.”


Martin’s face contorted and he moved as if to push the coins away, but he only lifted his right arm an inch before he winced in pain and lowered it to his side once more. “I don’t accept charity,” he said, his voice suddenly colder and more frightful than it had been moments before, when Hazel was holding a blade to his skin.


“It’s not charity,” Hazel said. “It’s treatment. What’s the point of me coming here and fixing your arm if you’re just going to ruin it tomorrow with a day of work at the docks?”


Martin clenched his teeth. His sisters were in a corner of the room, sticky with orange juice, sharing segments of the fruit and sucking on the peel. “I’m not going to thank you for that,” he said finally, tilting his head toward the money. “But thank you for fixing the arm.”


“You’re welcome,” Hazel replied simply. She finished packing her black leather medical bag and gave a small bow to Martin, and then to his sisters. “Ladies,” she said. And Hazel Sinnett exited their flat and reemerged onto the streets of Crichton’s Close, walking briskly toward her next appointment with the still-rising sun at her back. There was another bonesetting to do, and two tooth extractions, and a case of syphilis to treat. And Mrs. Bede’s baby would be due any day now. There was work to be done.




[image: image]


Notes from Hazel Sinnett, A Treatise on Modern Medicine (Unpublished)


Though the speed at which the Roman fever seizes its patients varies, the presentation of symptoms is—perhaps comfortingly—routine. First, patients report a few days of weariness, but an inability to sleep, and feverishness. Soon, the pustules (buboes) appear on the body, typically the back, upper arms, and legs.


The buboes fill with blood and become red-purple, and eventually burst. Contrary to popular opinion, Roman fever is not so named because it originated in Italy (earliest cases were identified in London and Bavaria) but because when the buboes burst, the shirts of patients become stained with a blood pattern that resembles multiple stab wounds, akin to Julius Caesar being stabbed on the steps of the Roman Senate.


Though neither cure nor prevention has been identified, wortroot has been proved in my practice to ameliorate the symptoms and stave off death. I have applied wortflower root in a salve and administered it as tea, and will report on the more efficacious course of action. Will also remain abreast as to literature on whether the Roman fever can be prevented via inoculation. (Do not yet feel confident enough to test it on patients nor self.)


Wortflower tea: dry and powder several stems of the wortflower plant, steep in hot water with honey and lemon. For salve: powder the dried herb and add oil and warm candle wax.


Additional treatment for the Roman fever: cardamom seeds and warm milk in the evening, for strength.


[image: image]












2


HAZEL SINNETT DREAMED OF FINGERS. BONY, spindly fingers, with knuckles knobbed like walnuts and gray-green flesh peeling off in thin strips. Sometimes the fingers weren’t attached to any hands at all: sometimes they were like living things, set on a flat table, twitching like insect legs. Sometimes in her dreams, she saw Dr. Beecham’s fingers, the way they had looked when the famed surgeon pulled off his leather gloves for her at the Anatomists’ Society to reveal the truth of what he hid beneath: swollen digits, some purple and black, sewn onto his hand.


Fingers that had fallen off and been reattached. A pinkie finger that looked like it never belonged to him in the first place.


No. She never woke up from her dreams panting or crying out, with sweat dampening the hair to her forehead. She never felt her heart racing. She never talked or shouted in her sleep. Her lady’s maid, Iona, never had need to rush in with a cool cloth and soothing cup of tea. Hazel’s nightmares didn’t scare her any longer.


One night, she had dreamed of a single index finger, with bone visible at the knuckles, still dripping blood, pulling itself toward her like an inchworm. When she woke up, Hazel was thinking of the stitches she would have selected to reattach it to a hand.


She no longer had time for fear or horror at blood or decay: working as a surgeon meant every second mattered more than the last. A mere instant, the time it would take to recoil or stifle a gasp, might mean the difference between life and death. She had work to do. And in the past few months, she had been very, very busy.


“Easy there!”


Hazel pulled her plate of toast from the table, rescuing it from where Iona’s belly had almost knocked it to the floor. The young woman was five months along now—Hazel forced her to submit to regular examinations and consultations—but Iona still didn’t seem aware of the damage she could cause when walking through close quarters.


“Hmm?” Iona said, spinning around, knocking an empty plate to the floor. Mercifully, it spun and settled, unbroken.


“No, no, I’ll get it!” Hazel said, seeing Iona begin to reach down to pick it up.


“It’s this blasted belly,” Iona said, rubbing it absentmindedly. “Already the size of a shoulder of mutton. And to think I’m going to get even bigger. How many months you say I have to go now?”


“Four,” Hazel said. “And I’m not going to want you working at Hawthornden much longer, do you hear me? Bed rest soon, especially if the little darling continues to grow at the rate he’s been doing so far. I’m delivering this child, so you’ll do as I say now.”


“Charles says all the babes in his family are hearty types. Come out with full sets of hair and full sets of teeth,” Iona said, depositing herself at the table in the chair next to Hazel and letting out an oof.


“Lord have mercy,” Hazel murmured.


“And,” Iona said, “I’ll work at the house as long as I well like, miss.” She hadn’t even had the child yet, and she was already addressing Hazel like she was a mother, never mind the fact that they were all but the same age. “Who else is going to keep you fed when you’re working late in the night?”


Hazel grimaced. “These hours are only until I finish my treatise. Then I’ll start keeping normal hours.”


“Aye, your treatise.” Iona rolled her eyes and bit into a piece of toast. Hazel had talked of little else for the past few months: her lofty goal of developing a new, updated guidebook on anatomy and basic household treatments, complete with her own illustrations.


The idea was a book of anatomy written in the style of a household manual, the type of book anyone with the ability to read would be able to understand, with diagrams of the human body and its components and advice on home treatments. Dr. Beecham’s Treatise on Anatomy; or, The Prevention and Cure of Modern Diseases was a masterwork in the field, of course; it was the achievement of a lifetime (or several lifetimes, Hazel reminded herself), but it was also a tome thick enough to kill a man if it fell upon him from a high shelf, and nearly impenetrable for anyone without a specific interest in physiology. Hazel’s book would be different—influenced by the manuals for proper etiquette and entertaining that seemed to just appear as if by magic in a young woman’s sitting room as soon as she turned fifteen.


Common people have bodies, Hazel reasoned; there’s no reason they can’t understand how those bodies work. And so many of them cannot afford doctors, or the ones they can afford are charlatans or else poorly trained. Hazel understood with genuine clarity that a straightforward guide to effective home remedies could save lives.


The problem, of course, was that as noble as her intentions were, Hazel had inadvertently begun a staggering undertaking. A book meant to identify common ailments and their treatment could take years if she was thorough, and on top of that, Hazel wanted detailed diagrams and descriptions of the major systems and organs of the body. The drawings of the organs in Beecham’s book were neat as sewing patterns: Hazel had been shocked when the first corpse was opened in front of her and she saw what truly existed beneath our skin, the wet and dark and bleeding mass of flesh. It was frightening to know that that was all we were, that the human soul existed somewhere in that putrid, writhing soup. But it needn’t be frightening. It could be explained, and she could be the one to explain it, with drawings and diagrams and language that read the way people talked.


Since Jack’s trial and hanging, it had become nearly impossible for medical students to get fresh bodies. Hazel was forced to work from old notes, diagrams she had drawn back when she was studying for the Royal Examination. Of course, in the end, she hadn’t taken the test at all. She had followed Dr. Beecham to his surgical hall, watched him attempt to “transplace” an eye from a living patient into another man, and then try to take the beating heart from Jack Currer’s body. She had stopped the doctor, but it wasn’t enough. She hadn’t done enough to save Jack’s life. Jack was gone.


Just thinking of Jack now caused an electric shock to run up from Hazel’s stomach, as though she had swallowed something metallic and alive. She missed him so much she could feel it in her bones, a longing like hunger through every part of her. She missed the way his arms felt around her, the way he smelled, the way the scruff on his cheeks brushed her skin when he kissed her forehead and she just wanted to pull him close, close, closer forever. Jack was gone—he was gone and what good did it do to think of him? He was a hole in her stomach, a longing that she couldn’t fill but whose piercing heat seemed to dull when she worked, when she focused on the task at hand.


Assembling her notes. Reading her notes. Copying her notes so that the handwriting was legible. Identifying the gaps in her study. Slowly, methodically, illustrating the system of veins that delivered blood through each limb: drawings for the arms, the legs, the hands, the feet. In those vast and expansive hours after Iona had brought Hazel her dinner but before she knocked at the laboratory door with breakfast—when the candles were still burning and the only thing that filled Hazel’s mind was rendering the veins that traced their way down the thumb from a preserved hand she had ordered from Paris, in which hardened wax tracked the vessels that once carried blood—Jack might almost have been there, outside, riding a horse or sleeping in Hawthornden, there safe and close enough that she could call him.


From a raging fire that threatened to turn Hazel’s world to ash, the longing instead dampened to a small flame, a flickering candle visible only in the corner of her eyes. You can’t speak to him now, but he’s there if you need him, the candle said. He’s just there, only just out of view. That was the real way she survived losing Jack: by pretending that she hadn’t lost him at all, and that at any moment she might walk up to the big house and see him smiling up at her over tea, see the way his canine teeth extended past the others and overlapped, see his messy hair, which had always contained a hidden pocket of sawdust. Turn Jack from a memory into something that needn’t even concern her—that was the trick. That was the magic she could pull off only when the full power of her focus was entirely on her writing.


Her work was too important to allow for distractions. She knew that to be true, and if she kept repeating it to herself, maybe one day she would just about believe it.


Hazel flipped a broadsheet newspaper on the breakfast table and rubbed the ink between her hands, imagining the cost of the materials and the use of the press that would one day allow her to publish her own book. The ink stained her fingertips black. It was a welcome break from the stains they usually bore—the maroon and brown of dried blood.


Iona gasped and Hazel leapt to her feet. “What is it? Is the baby all right? Are you feeling any cramping or pain?”


Iona was staring at the paper, pointing at a line drawing on the front page. “Is that the Princess? It is! It’s Charlotte! What’s it say, Hazel?”


Hazel sank back into her chair and pulled the page closer to her. Iona could read, but that was a slow and laborious process, and Hazel had long since given up on badgering her to practice. (“Maybe you fine ladies have time to read your novels all day, but some of us have work to do,” she had scoffed once.) Novels did not interest Iona; gossip about the Princess of Wales did, the future Queen of England and only child of the Prince Regent. “It says here,” Hazel said, her heart rate still recovering from her panic moments before, “that Princess Charlotte has chosen to end her engagement with William of Orange.”


Iona looked genuinely heartbroken. “No!” she said. “They were a beautiful couple! And she’s not getting any younger. If she doesn’t have a baby soon, who knows if she’ll even be able to.”


“She’s not much older than us! She’s, what, twenty-one? I think she has plenty of time, Iona.”


Iona rubbed her own belly knowingly. “Less than you think, miss. Does it say why? Was he a philanderer? I bet not. I bet someone else caught her eye. Duke of Gloucester, I reckon.”


Hazel couldn’t help but laugh. “I don’t know. It doesn’t say. I think it must have had something to do with her illness. Maybe she wasn’t well enough to travel to Holland. And why, might I add, do you even care? Good Scottish girl that you are, I’ve heard you curse the name of the King and Prince on more than one occasion, when you thought no one could hear you.”


Iona blushed but her expression didn’t otherwise falter. “Aye,” she said loftily. “I can dislike the King and England for all they’ve done to us, and still like the Princess.”


“Whatever you say.”


Everyone did seem to like the Princess; it wasn’t just Iona. All the frustration with and resentment of the monarchy—the pity and revulsion people felt for poor, mad King George and the outright dislike of the buffoonish Prince Regent—dissolved when it came to Princess Charlotte.


“You’ve met her, haven’t you?” Iona asked. She was prompting an anecdote that Hazel had already recounted on more than one occasion but which Iona never seemed to tire of.


“Yes,” Hazel said. “Briefly, when I was in London. Before George died. The last time my mother took me to buy new dresses there. I wasn’t officially out yet, and so I didn’t attend any balls, or any of that sort of thing. But Mercer Elphinstone—a girl from Edinburgh I had spent some time with—she was friends with the Princess. She was hosting a tea, and I met the Princess there.”


“And?” Iona said, exactly as scripted, her eyes as wide as saucers.


“And,” Hazel continued, “I remember her being very beautiful, and very fashionable, and very kind. She was in the high-waisted gowns before the rest of us, and looked marvelous. And she was in drawers, if you can believe it—I remember being able to see the lace edges peeking out from under her dress. Quite scandalous. I recall my mother telling me afterward that she had used the wrong fork for her salad course and I found it so funny I was in fits of giggles all the way back to Edinburgh. That there was a correct fork for salad at all, that the Princess would use the wrong one, and that people like my mother would notice.”


“And yet,” Iona said slyly, “you always have me set the table with correct forks, miss, and you always know the right one to use.”


“Well,” Hazel said, dabbing at her lips with her serviette, “I suppose some things become habit.” It was true, the lessons her mother had drilled into her brain through hours of repetition when she was a child still had their hold on her. After George died, her mother’s etiquette lessons stopped abruptly—her mother had fallen into a deep melancholy, scarcely leaving her room and scarcely talking to Hazel at all for more than a sentence at a time. From that point on, Hazel raised herself, dressing in whatever clothes she could find or chose to have made, educating herself from the books in her father’s library. Her manners, then, were half-formed and strange. She knew most of the proper lessons for a girl of her class, but found that some of the manners had been overwritten, like sentences written over each other on parchment, in the years she spent more or less alone.


Still, she chose the proper riding habit and matching hat to make a house call that morning at one of the fashionable white-stone manors over in Edinburgh’s New Town. Some things, she supposed, just couldn’t be helped.


The ride was short enough, and before the sun had even reached its apex, Hazel trotted onto the stone streets of the New Town. Nearly a century ago, the wealthy had become fed up with the narrow streets and the stink of too many people stacked on top of one another in the city center surrounding Edinburgh Castle. And so, a second city, New Town, had sprung up in neatly manicured squares, rows of manor houses with clean white brick and neo-Grecian columns. The two Edinburghs were separated by Princes Street Gardens. Where there was once a loch thick with sewage and all manner of waste, there were now stretches of elegantly groomed grass, park space in which only those who paid a steep annual fee were allowed to partake, although there was talk of opening it to the public. Hazel liked the idea, and not just because she could imagine how much it would scandalize her mother.


When Hazel began making house calls, she was mostly calling on the working poor in Edinburgh, those who would never be able to afford a private physician and who, in their terror at the possibility of ending up at one of the abysmal poorhouse hospitals, were willing to enlist the young female surgeon of whom they had heard rumors. However, in recent months, Hazel had been making the journey on horseback to New Town more and more frequently.


After Hazel had learned the truth about Dr. Beecham’s medical practice in Edinburgh—that he was making his living by abducting resurrection men and beggars and children to steal body parts for his wealthy clients—he disappeared from the city. From those who didn’t know the truth—and no one knew the truth except for Hazel and Jack—the rumors came fast and freely: The doctor had fallen in love with a woman in Sweden. He had been summoned to treat Tsar Alexander in Russia. He had died while on a ship bound for India.


Hazel did know the truth: if Beecham was immortal, as he claimed, then he could live only so long in a single place without the consistency of his appearance raising questions. He needed to disappear once every generation, reemerging with a new name or, if it had been long enough, with a story about being a previous Beecham’s distant relative, and hoping anyone surviving remembered only a passing resemblance to the doctor they once knew.


There was no telling where he was. He could be anywhere in the world. Finding him would be impossible. Forcing him to face a semblance of justice for the people he had killed, doubly so. For months, Hazel had fantasized about the different things she could have said to Dr. Beecham, the way their final conversation at the Anatomists’ Society could have gone. Was there a combination of words she could have said to unlock his empathy, the way a key opens a door? Could she have persuaded him to face justice? Was there something she could have said to help him understand that what he was doing was cruel, that the physician had no right to sacrifice one human life to benefit someone else?


Thinking about it for too long made Hazel’s stomach knot up in anger. She told herself that the best thing she could do now was help the people in her city.


And now, with Beecham gone, many of his wealthy former patients were left with no one to treat them. Or, at least, no one respectable.


Physicians were easy enough to come by, young men who graduated from the university’s medical school or who came up from London in top hats, bearing pristine leather cases printed with their initials. But surgery was a different animal. Those men—well, surgeons were practically butchers. And they’d sell your secrets for a snuff of tobacco.


Still, in some cases, a butcher was necessary.


Somehow, word had gotten around that Lord Almont’s niece was adept and able to treat common maladies, and that her stitches were small and even and left almost no scar. A female surgeon was, to put it mildly, a curiosity. But if you’re going to invite someone into the private inner rooms of your home, well, it may as well be someone who runs in the proper circles. They might not know how well Hazel was trained in medicine, but they could at least comfort themselves with the fact that she knew the appropriate gloves to wear to the opera. Besides, her reputation was already muddied, and who better to trust with one’s own less-than-savory secrets than someone no one would bother to listen to?


And so, to Hazel’s shock more than anyone else’s, quiet requests began to come to Hawthornden for Hazel Sinnett to be the one to deliver their children and their grandchildren, to confidentially inspect their nether regions after encounters with mistresses and not tell their wives, and to pull the teeth from their mouths that had become black and cracked.


Which was how Hazel found herself in the private parlor of Richard Parlake, the Earl of Hammond, inspecting the pink, foul-smelling mouth of his beloved son and heir, Richard Parlake III.


The younger Richard, a squirmy boy of about twelve, was not happy to have a woman operating on him. He was sullen, refusing to make eye contact when Hazel entered and refusing to take off his hat. He kept it on even as Hazel gestured for him to sit on the plum-colored sofa and open his mouth. When she walked behind him to examine the offending teeth, she “accidentally” knocked the top hat from his head and onto the floor.


“Whoops,” she said, kicking it under the sofa. It was a simple-enough case: two teeth cracked and already loose.


The elder Richard Parlake, a man who prided himself on his mane of shoulder-length silver hair, took it upon himself to stand over Hazel’s shoulder, all but reaching into his son’s mouth with her to direct her fingers toward the appropriate tooth. “It’s this sugar,” he declared, nodding his head at his own wisdom. “All this sugar the young boys today are putting in their tea. Turns teeth black, but no one listens to what I have to say on the matter.”


Hazel offered a small grunt in affirmation, trying to reach behind the man to grab the pliers from her medical bag, which she had set on the small table beside them. “If you might step aside, Lord Parlake …”


He ignored her. “I’ve been telling Dickie—haven’t I been telling you, Dickie?—it’s sugar that’s going to be the death of all of us. If men of Edinburgh followed the diet of the Highlands … Now, they know a proper diet. Meat! None of this sugar. None of this sugar in their tea. I can hardly stand it. We’re supposed to be men of dignity and not, you know, women.” He glanced at Hazel apologetically. She pretended not to hear him and continued peering at his son’s rotting teeth.


Sensing the conversation getting away from him, the earl leaned closer. “How goes it, Dickie?”


The boy had his mouth held open. He gave a gargled sound in reply to his father.


Lord Parlake patted his son heartily on the back, almost forcing the cloth Hazel had put into the boy’s mouth to dislodge and choke him. “Good lad,” the earl said merrily, unaware of the chaos he’d caused.


“Sir, I’m going to need you to stand several steps away. I need the light to make sure I pull the right tooth,” Hazel said. Her patient, Dickie, turned his wide eyes toward her in gratitude.


The earl murmured something but acquiesced. Still, his pride bruised, he called to Hazel, “You know, we had a letter in to Dr. Ferris to treat Dickie. Have you heard of Dr. Ferris? Supposedly the finest surgeon in Europe. Treating George III himself! He was the one we were supposed to have here pulling Dickie’s teeth. Man’s such a genius I imagine he’d find a way to keep the teeth in the mouth.”


Hazel had indeed heard of Dr. Ferris. It seemed every year or so, there was a new, incredibly pompous physician from Denmark or Germany or Russia who would arrive to their little isle bearing a medical bag and a reputation for genius. In Hazel’s opinion, their brilliance seemed limited to an extraordinary ability to separate fools from their money. They were the type of doctors who charged hundreds of pounds to tell people to eat more potato skins, or else, to eat fewer potato skins, and who then spent more time waltzing around balls held in their honor than they did in operating rooms. Hazel could picture Ferris now: sixty years old, probably, with a potbelly from all the feasts people threw for him and all the wine they gifted him, the type of doctor who had a powdered wig and soft hands.


“What a shame he couldn’t make it,” Hazel said.


“Indeed!” the earl huffed. “I imagine my letter was lost en route to London.”


If the doctor were half as acclaimed as the earl seemed to believe, Hazel seriously doubted he would ever have bothered to come to Edinburgh to pull two teeth, a job that any halfway decent barber could handle and that even a terrible barber had fairly good odds at managing.


Hazel had Dickie lean back a little farther so the light from the window would help her to see the teeth she’d be pulling. The gums seemed relatively free from infection. Hazel held the pliers delicately in her hand, and, quick as a fox changing direction, she gripped the first offending tooth and twisted. Dickie shouted, but before the sound left his mouth, Hazel had gotten a good enough grip on the second tooth. One more twist, and she was done, with the two teeth rattling in her palm and Dickie rubbing his jaw in shock.


“See, it smarts for a second, but I bet those teeth were bothering you for a while,” Hazel said quietly to the boy. “That’s the thing about this sort of thing: a sharp bit of hurt now to save a lot of hurt adding up over time.” She turned to his father. “Two shillings, please, sir.”


Like most wealthy people, the earl found it distinctly unpleasant to hand over money for a service provided to him. He dropped the coins in Hazel’s palm with a grimace. She closed her hand around the money and the small black teeth. They had pointed roots, still dotted with red blood.


“Soak a rag in wine and hold it to the gums tonight and tomorrow,” she instructed. “Send someone to fetch me if the bleeding hasn’t stopped by dawn.”


“Yes, yes,” the earl said absently. Dickie moaned. And Hazel shook the teeth and the coins in her palm, already mentally drafting an entry for her treatise on the mechanics of pulling teeth.
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HAWTHORNDEN CASTLE, HAZEL’S FAMILY home, was built of stone on a cliffside overlooking a small stream, several miles beyond the din and grime of the heart of Edinburgh’s Old Town, visible like a smoking chimney in the distance. Sheets covered most of the furniture, dust gathering in their folds. Spiderwebs had claimed the front parlor, and Hazel found it wasn’t worth the trouble to keep them at bay. Now that she was alone, Hazel kept half the rooms in the castle unlit and unheated—no use wasting the candles or firewood.


Over the summer, Hazel’s younger brother, Percy, had been accepted at Eton down in England—a fine school, their father said in his letters when he heard the news—and Lady Sinnett, not willing to be several days’ ride from her precious little boy, had decided to abscond permanently to a town house in Slough, where the school’s gray towers were visible from her window. It was almost enough for Hazel to feel sorry for Percy.


Hazel had assumed word of her underground medical practice would eventually reach her parents—her mother in London and her father on Saint Helena, where he was still stationed as a captain in the royal military—but weeks passed, and then months, and no rebuke came.


Maybe working as a surgeon wasn’t a bigger scandal than Hazel refusing Bernard’s proposal last year. From that point on, Lady Sinnett had come to see Hazel as a lost cause, a willful waste of a daughter. An embarrassment, really. No one would want to marry a girl who spent her days lancing boils and slicing open limbs, treating patients in the underbelly of Edinburgh’s impoverished and unfashionable Old Town, where the smell of urine and coal smoke hovered low in the air.


If her reputation was already ruined, Hazel thought, well, so be it. Little harm it did to continue to ruin it.


Lady Sinnett had barely offered a goodbye to her daughter when she entered the carriage, which was already sagging under the weight of her three massive valises, strapped to the roof. Hazel’s mother had been wearing black ever since the death of her eldest son, George, and though it was a sweltering day in August, she wore a gown of thick black velvet crepe and a veil over her face. While her horses whinnied, Lady Sinnett eyed Hazel coldly. She lifted her veil, disembarked, and took a few ginger steps toward her daughter, and for a moment, Hazel wondered if her mother was going to kiss her.


“Your shoes are stained,” she said simply. “Dirt.” Hazel looked down at her boots. The dirtied boots were the ones she had worn to sneak into the graveyard with Jack, to steal bodies to bring back to her laboratory for study. She hadn’t thought to scrub the dirt from them. She always imagined that she and Jack would eventually be going back to the kirkyards.


Before Hazel could come up with a suitable response, Lady Sinnett had gotten back aboard and closed the door of her carriage, and Hazel watched as it disappeared down the tree-lined drive.


From that day forward, Hazel was almost entirely alone at Hawthornden Castle. (Cook stayed on to prepare meals for Hazel, though Lady Sinnett had pleaded with the woman to join the rest of the household staff down in England. “I was born in Scotland and I’ll die in Scotland,” Cook had said. “Nothing good can come from me trying to cook with vegetables grown in English rocks or skinny cows eating English weeds.”) Hazel’s lady’s maid remained, of course, but she was pregnant with her first child, and Hazel had insisted that Iona spend many of her days resting in the cottage at the top of the road, where she lived.


Hazel didn’t mind Hawthornden Castle half-shrouded and cold. Besides, she spent so little time in the castle anyway; when she wasn’t making house calls in town, she was working in her laboratory.


Hazel had built the laboratory piece by piece, bringing in furniture and torches and books until it was comfortable enough that she could go days without leaving its confines while she worked on her writing, meticulously recording every symptom she identified and every treatment she administered. The laboratory had once been the Hawthornden Castle dungeon, dug into a cave beneath the hill on which the house perched. Inside, the air was cool and thick with the smell of damp and dirt. Only one high window allowed a sliver of natural light in, and so Hazel surrounded her table with dozens of candles so she could read late into the night.


She brought her favorite chair, covered in faded red cloth, down from her bedroom so she could read, and took an oil painting of their family from her father’s study to set on a shelf. It was commissioned when George was still alive and Percy was still a baby. Her mother appeared almost happy. (Hazel hated how she herself looked in the portrait—twelve years old or so, hair in tiny curls that she remembered as being tight and itchy on her scalp.)


When midnight struck on the day Hazel turned eighteen, she was reading a medical journal about the possible detriments of bloodletting on cholera patients. She looked up at the chiming of the clock and saw her family’s faces in oil paint looking down at her. It was almost as if they were there with her, wishing her a happy birthday.


A letter arrived from her father the next week (postage service from the islands was notoriously difficult, he wrote in preemptive apology), and a drawing of a cat came from Percy the following week. (She and Percy had never owned a cat, nor had they ever spoken about any particular fondness for them, and so the choice of creature seemed a little indiscriminate, but Hazel still pinned the drawing above her desk to look at it while she worked.)


The letter she had truly been waiting for wasn’t from family at all. Hazel was waiting—had been waiting, for months—to hear from Jack, the only boy she had ever loved. Jack Currer, who lived at the theater and worked by night as a resurrection man, digging up dead bodies and selling them to doctors who needed bodies to study on. Jack Currer, who had taken her on midnight digs to kirkyards, who had kissed her in a grave, who had made the heart in her chest feel as though a fist were clenched around it and all the air in her lungs had turned to lead. Jack Currer, who was framed for murders that Dr. Beecham had committed, sentenced to death, and hanged in Haymarket Square. And who maybe, maybe, Hazel hoped with a small hidden part of herself, had found a way to survive.


It was ludicrous, Hazel knew, to think that the tiny vial of purple-black liquid Dr. Beecham had given her could make a man immortal. It was against every one of the scientific principles she had been taught, every lesson in every book. The human body was not designed to last forever—it was meant to decay, to consume and expend energy, and then to relieve its godly soul to an eternal resting place in heaven. There was no elixir, no tonic—as Beecham called it—that could undo mortality.


And yet.


And yet Beecham still lived.


Beecham, who had appeared to Hazel as a man in midlife, should have been at least a hundred years old. That’s only if what he claimed was true, Hazel reminded herself when she found her mind wandering to flights of fancy. Maybe Beecham was just a madman. Perhaps he had figured out a way to transplace young, healthy body parts into the bodies of those who ailed, patients who were willing to pay for new eyes, new livers, new hands. But that didn’t mean Beecham actually was the original Dr. Beecham—born a hundred years ago—and not his grandson, as people believed. And it certainly didn’t mean that Beecham was going to live forever, or that he knew a way to allow a man to survive a hanging.


(Even now, less than a year later, the memory of her conversation with Beecham was beginning to fade. Had the tonic been purple, or had it been gold? Had the stopper been cork? Had he promised immortality against all harm or just immunity to disease? The strongest memory that remained to her was just a feeling: frenzy and terror flooding her brain and turning her vision blurry, that sense of standing on the bow of a ship as the ocean rolled beneath her feet.)


A few months ago, a letter arrived, unmarked and unsigned, in handwriting she had convinced herself looked familiar.


My beating heart is still yours, and I’ll be waiting for you.


I’ll be waiting for you.


At the bottom, the sender had scribbled the words: in America. Hazel kept the letter inside her corset, pressed against her breast for weeks, until the paper began to disintegrate at the edges and the ink became cracked. It had to be from Jack. It had to be. What else? Was it some cruel prank? A random solicitation?


Some days, Hazel was certain that Beecham’s tonic had worked and Jack was alive somewhere, making a living for himself in the New World, a place where men of low birth could seek opportunity. Some days she clenched her teeth and told the other part of herself that she was acting like a foolish little girl, not the surgeon to whom people entrusted their lives.


Even on the days when Hazel did feel certain Jack was alive, dwelling somewhere in America, questions loomed: How was she supposed to find him? America was a vast nation on an even vaster continent. If he was in America, why wouldn’t he write another letter, telling her where to find him? Telling her that he still wanted her to come find him.


No. Those were foolish thoughts. Jack was dead.


Hazel knew the truth deep in her gut, even if she let her imagination run away from her occasionally. No other letter from him had come. She didn’t even know if that first letter was his to begin with. Jack had been found guilty and hanged. She had been in love, real love that gave her goose pimples and made her grin for no reason. She had gotten love, and that was more than plenty of people got on this planet.


Better to be grateful for that, to accept that it was over, and go on serving the people of Edinburgh who needed help and didn’t have the means to pay for it. She was learning and getting better every day, her knife work becoming more confident, her diagnoses coming quicker, and with more certainty. This was what she was made for, why she had spent hours as a child on the floor of her father’s library, studying books no one else bothered to read until she understood the human body the way a person could understand a new language. Royal Examination or not, she was a surgeon, finally. Working, treating patients, learning more every day about the miracle of anatomy and the infinite variations of the strange plagues and injuries that affected it. There was no use crying for the memory of a boy she once loved.


Still: she wished she remembered his smell.


There was one problem with having ruined her own reputation with scandal: Hazel was lonely.


Sometimes, if she didn’t have a patient and if Iona was on a day off, Hazel would go an entire day without speaking to anyone, without opening her mouth. By the afternoon, she would feel that if she did speak, her voice would come out like a croak. It hadn’t always been like this: as a child, she had had George, and then Bernard, who was at least willing to indulge her monologues and smile politely when she got excited about something. And then there were her classes, with fellow students to sweat beside and laugh with when Straine’s back was turned. Maybe they had never known the real her, but Hazel knew them, and they had been her friends, in a way. They had quizzed each other about valves of the heart and components of blood and shared theories on which knives to use for which amputations.


Now she had no one to share ideas with except her own notebook.


Hazel had memories from childhood, back when her father was still in Edinburgh, of people coming to dinner at Hawthornden. She would hide between their legs and listen to the adults talking about books and poetry and symphonies. They had all sounded so sophisticated, speaking in an impenetrable language that had just seemed impossibly adult. Where were the salons now? Were there dining rooms in fashionable New Town town houses where people were still meeting and talking about Walter Scott and Goethe and Byron?


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Also by Dana Schwartz



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Prologue



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Notes and Acknowledgments













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/cmn2.jpg





OEBPS/images/cmn1.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
immortalify

a lovestory

dana schwartz

PPPPPPP





OEBPS/images/cmn.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780349433387.jpg
‘Irreverent, intelligent, and smart. Dana Schwartz is
one of the brightest of the next generation of young writers'
NEIL GAIMAN

dana schwartz

no. Tnew york fimes bestselling anthor





