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				About the Book

				It is 1892, and the backstreets of Edinburgh are rife with disease. Sarah’s journey into medicine has been chequered: she’s left London and scandal behind her, and embarked on a career that neither her family, nor the male students she encounters in the bastions of Edinburgh’s university is happy about. But what Sarah hasn’t anticipated is the hostility of her fellow female doctors. No one is accepting of a fallen woman.

				Then Sarah discovers the battered corpse of one of her own patients in the dissecting rooms, and she is drawn into a murky underworld of bribery, brothels and body snatchers – and a confrontation with her own past. Even in medicine, Sarah realises, success comes at a price.

				Both a thrilling tale of murder and a brilliant evocation of the murky underworld of 1890s Edinburgh, Kaite Welsh illuminates the harsh realities of life as a Victorian woman, while introducing us to an unforgettable heroine in Sarah Gilchrist.
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				Chapter 1

				The corpse on the table smelt rancid, and I pressed my handkerchief to my mouth. The scent of rose water mingled with embalming fluid as I tried not to gag – if I vomited, there was no hope for me. I had been waiting for this for so long; I could not lose my nerve now.

				My specimen was a sorry spectacle and doubtless had been so even before he died, with his scrofulous neck, broken veins, and legs that bore all the hallmarks of rickets. He was thirty-five but looked older, and it was a miracle he had survived this long. It seemed cruel that he was to suffer this further indignity, and crueller still that I was happy to benefit from it. The smell hadn’t been pleasant when he had been rolled in from the cool air of the university mortuary, and in the stifling atmosphere of the cramped room that doubled as a lecture theatre, he stank to high heaven. His eyes were sewn shut, his eyeballs no doubt in a jar of formaldehyde somewhere in the building awaiting dissection away from their former owner, and his head was poorly shaved so that only androgynous patches of dark hair covered it. He was naked to the waist, with a sheet of dubious cleanliness covering his lower extremities for the sake of those of us who lacked his gentlemanly attributes.

				Professor Williamson looked flushed and hot, clearly resenting the room full of ladies in front of whom modesty forbade him from removing his tie, loosening his collar and allowing himself to cool down a little. I lacked even that option, encased in my whalebone corset, copious layers of underlinen turned damp with sweat, my hair heavy in its knot at the nape of my neck. I knew that when we were finished, we would be exposed once again to the freezing November air and the constant rain that characterised a Scottish winter – or any other season in this blasted country for that matter. I longed for the temperate climate of the university library, or even the blustery winds of the crags above the city. I could hardly think in this stuffy, overcrowded room.

				As I stood there, trying not to inhale, I heard the sound of slow handclaps behind me, and my chest tightened. I gripped the table, my nails sinking into the wood, willing myself not to tremble.

				‘Are you unwell, Miss Gilchrist?’ Professor Williamson’s unflinching gaze bore into me, and I shook my head weakly. I could not help noticing that he had done nothing to silence the mocking applause. ‘Good. The operating theatre is no place for ladies. If you must abandon both your upbringing and God’s plan for you, kindly do the same with your delicate maidenly sensibilities. Once you walk through these doors, you are a doctor – nothing else. Understand?’

				‘Yes, sir,’ I managed, feeling my face redden in embarrassment. Someone giggled suspiciously close to where Julia Latymer was sitting.

				‘In your own time, Miss Gilchrist,’ Professor Williamson said behind me coldly, his tone implying that if I didn’t pick up the knife right now, he would, and it might not be the corpse in front of us that he’d be dissecting. I pulled off my gloves, crumpling up the damp fabric and looking for somewhere to stow them. William McVeigh, the monosyllabic assistant-cum-porter, deliberately avoided my eye, looking faintly disgusted at the prospect of touching a lady’s personal items, and the professor sighed audibly, tapping his foot. I swallowed my dignity and tossed my gloves onto the front bench, wiping my palms on my skirt.

				I felt a dozen pairs of eyes on me as I picked up the knife and, willing my hand not to shake, made the first cut – a strong, neat incision down the abdomen, deep enough that the skin and muscle could be retracted to expose the peritoneal membrane. I sliced through the tough, fibrous tissue and fumbled around with sweating, shaky hands for the retractors on the tray next to me. I paused as McVeigh took up his place opposite me. His demeanour was sullen, and though he smirked as he caught my gaze, even that didn’t reach his eyes. I placed the two flat blades of the cold metal instrument against the sides of the incision and cleared my throat awkwardly.

				‘Mr McVeigh, could you please pull on the retractors?’

				He gave a mumbled ‘aye’, and took hold of the handles, taking especial care for his clammy hands to linger over mine. Shuddering, I turned my attention to the contents of the abdomen. I described to Professor Williamson what I saw, starting with the liver, the enlarged organ the colour of burnt sienna courtesy of a decade of cirrhosis.

				After I had described everything immediately visible, I reached into the cavity to scoop out the intestines. The soft, ropy viscera were wickedly slippery. I bit my lip to stop myself from swearing. Everyone knew that O’Neill had cursed up a blue storm in one of the men’s lectures the previous week and received nothing but laughter and scattered applause in response, but I had little doubt that one oath would be all it took for the professor to ban me from his operating rooms.

				‘Try both hands, Miss Gilchrist. They are rather on the small side, after all. Suitable for sewing, perhaps, but not much use for surgery.’ Bastard. I heard him chuckle, and plunged both my hands into the cavity with renewed vigour. My fingers slithered, trying to find purchase on the slick twists of flesh, until finally they closed around my prize. I ran the guts through my fingers like strands of pearls, feeling for any abnormalities. Sure enough, the intestines were studded with small pouches, and I ran my thumb over one, feeling the soft protrusions give beneath it.

				‘There’s considerable evidence of diverticula,’ I told him, fascinated by the yards of slimy grey tube. ‘But there’s no sign of inflammation. Would you like me to continue?’ My pulse was racing again, but my earlier anxiety was forgotten. This, I thought, up to my elbows in human viscera, was what I had abandoned my mother’s plans of marriage, motherhood and good social standing for. Not that, in the end, I had been given a great deal of choice.

				Professor Williamson waved me away. ‘No, no. You’ve proven that you’re perfectly adequate. It’s time to close the poor bugg— ah, the poor gentleman up. Miss Latymer, if you will?’

				Dismissed, I looked around for my abandoned gloves. They were gone, but Edith Menzies’ pockets were bulging suspiciously, and she smirked at me as I returned to my seat. My glow of triumph dimmed as Julia swept past me, clearly furious to be left with the easy task. I ignored her, mentally calculating how much of my saved allowance I would have to dip into in order to replace my gloves without Aunt Emily noticing. I took my place in the cramped row of seats next to one of the stone-faced chaperones, an elderly former teacher at a local school who appeared unfazed by the mass of human innards on the table in front of her. It wasn’t even a real lecture theatre, I thought bitterly, merely one of the smaller rooms normally given over to the faculty for their private use. Our number meant that we were all too frequently shuffled out of sight if the proper lecture halls were required by the ‘real’ medical students – in other words, the gentlemen. Whilst the first-year students numbered well over a hundred, only a dozen of us were female. A dozen too many, if our critics were to be believed.

				If you were to ask the man on the proverbial Clapham omnibus what a female medical student looked like, he would probably describe a greying spinster with her bespectacled face buried in a textbook – that being the closest thing to the male anatomy she was likely to get – and the kind of dried, desiccated look about her that could only have been brought on by a bout of intensive education. The truth was, not one of us was over thirty, and there wasn’t a wart or a moustache between us. If you had seen us taking tea, you would have assumed we were serious-minded but perfectly normal young ladies – New Women, perhaps, of the kind that had sprung up in the past decade, who fancied themselves equal to men in terms of intellect, but nothing that a good dose of marriage and motherhood wouldn’t cure.

				We were but two months into our studies, and whilst we had adjusted to the long hours, bad smells and frigid rooms, the rest of the university had yet to accept us. From Buccleuch Street to the South Bridge, ‘undergraduettes’ had infiltrated the higher echelons of learning in every department of one of Scotland’s most elite establishments, much to the horror of their male fellows, but none were regarded with such disdain or suspicion as the immoral witches bent on a career in medicine.

				The sudden influx of women into such a male institution had thrown up a whole set of problems for the faculty, not least that of propriety. The prospect of young, unmarried women being allowed to mingle with young, unmarried men was horrifying, and to prevent undesirable assignations, most universities employed chaperones to keep an eye on us. They were older women, God-fearing enough to be considered respectable, but sympathetic enough to our cause that they could be trusted not to order us home with every breath to our fathers, brothers and husbands. The women were silent, following us from room to room and sitting primly in the back row so they could keep their beady eyes on us. Some were silent from disapproval, some from an unwillingness to address those of us they deemed their betters. They were not the stern schoolmistresses of our childhood, nor the relatives sent to escort us at balls; neither they nor we knew how we should interact with them. Their job was simple and, for once, unvarnished. They were there to protect our virginity. Our reputations might have been irrevocably damaged, our innocence stripped away, but these widows and spinsters and suffragists could still safeguard that one remaining barrier, that tiny scrap of forbidding flesh that separated us from the wretched creatures that haunted the city’s slums. We were ladies in theory, at least. Of course, if there was one thing we were all learning in these hallowed halls, it was that theory and reality could differ wildly.

				Concluding the lecture, Professor Williamson twitched the sheet back across the waist of the dead man with a prudishness I doubted he displayed in front of the male students. He treated corpses the way our grandmothers had treated the legs of their pianofortes, covering all but the essential parts to avoid embarrassment, seeing spectres of sex everywhere, and painfully unaware that by doing so, they were calling attention to what they so doggedly concealed.

				Williamson was a popular lecturer, and when he pronounced the session over, he was met with the whoops and foot-stamping that marked the end of every class the students enjoyed. Even though his attitude towards us was repressive at best, the women applauded him with a gusto that would have been unthinkable in our previous existences. Bred to be decorous and reserved, we hollered like the rowdiest of men, encouraged rather than intimidated by his black scowl. We withdrew from the makeshift lecture hall as though from a dinner party, leaving Professor Williamson and his assistant to their embalmed body instead of port and cigars.

				I trailed behind the others to join the throng of jostling students all heading home for the weekend. What began as a demure single file that would have put a governess and her charges to shame soon turned to a surge of bodies, all eager for a few days of relative freedom. Convention dictated that the male students let us out first, but as we had defied convention in entering these hallowed halls of learning, so they defied it by obstructing our exit.

				I steeled myself to follow the others into the corridor, shrinking inwardly from the pressure of close to a hundred students – mostly male – shoving and laughing as they forced their way to the fresh air and space outside. Pressing in against us, their clammy hands pushed and nudged, taking liberties they would never have been granted elsewhere. Our chaperones finally intervened by means of pointedly cleared throats, and in one case a well-placed jab from a walking stick. Granting us safe passage through the throng – a feat the paternalistic Professor Williamson had not even thought of attempting – they marched ahead like generals and we followed in their wake, humbled at the display of a nerve we only feigned.

				By the time I stumbled out into the open courtyard, I was dizzy and trembling. I breathed in deeply, less bothered by the sting of formaldehyde than by the smoke and sweat of the men. The peculiarly male odours were yet another reminder of how out of place we were, how outnumbered and at their mercy. I would not be one of those fragile flowers who had to resort to smelling salts at the slightest hint of impropriety. If I showed even a moment of weakness, our detractors would have won. I stood to the side, gulping in lungfuls of icy autumn air, whilst the others talked lazily about a supper party they were attending that evening.

				Alison Thornhill glanced over at me, a half-question forming on her lips. A look from Julia quelled any overture of friendship she would have offered.

				‘Oh leave her, Alison,’ Julia snapped. ‘I’m sure she has gentlemen to flirt with.’

				I felt my cheeks flame, and kept my gaze averted so that she wouldn’t see how much her words stung.

				Like me, Julia Latymer was from London, although being among the only Englishwomen in a group of Scots hardly endeared me to her. We had never moved in the same circles – the Latymers were far too liberal for my parents’ liking – but I knew her well enough to nod a greeting at public lectures and women’s suffrage meetings. We had enough acquaintances in common that by the time I had quit London and my old life, she believed she knew my character intimately – and did not like it one bit.

				It didn’t help that my uncle’s profession was a source of considerable disgust. Julia and some of our cohort had signed the pledge abstaining from all forms of liquor, and the only spirits they came into contact with were preserving body parts. It was no secret that she and the rest of her wretched Temperance League thought that I lived a life of alcoholic decadence when I came home from lectures, despite the fact that no one but the servants would even consider drinking the ale my uncle’s company brewed.

				Buchanan Breweries was omnipresent in the city, from the brewer’s drays that delivered casks to almost every public house in Edinburgh, to the very air itself. Although the smell was considerably less foul than when I had arrived in the middle of August, the fug of fermenting hops hung over the city year-round, and I had come to associate it inextricably with Uncle Hugh. At home, he was a shadowy presence confined to his study or his club, but in the city, his influence was everywhere. Even in the courtyard of the medical school, where I would eventually win my independence, I was not free of him.

				As if summoned by my thoughts, the carriage drew up nearby. The driver was late – I knew my uncle believed I could not be trusted to spend a moment unchaperoned. If he could have ordered Calhoun to drive me from the lecture halls to the library he would have done so, and any tardiness on my part was invariably reported back.

				Calhoun offered nothing by way of a greeting as I settled against the soft green leather of the seat and arranged a blanket over myself to ward off the November chill. He had clearly decided at the beginning of term that discretion was the better part of valour where the subject of my education was concerned, and as for my nightly activities – well, I doubted that he could have phrased his objections in a manner suited to the ears of a lady. Then again, if the servants gossiped as much as I suspected they did, he would have realised long ago that his employer’s niece was no lady.

				Despite the driver’s dour countenance and gimlet eyes that missed nothing, I wasn’t sad to leave Julia’s mockery, or the reminder of yet another gathering to which I would not be invited. Let them have their cocoa and petty gossip. I had a much more interesting evening planned.

				I gazed out of the window into the dying light, watching as the genteel environs of the university were quickly replaced by the shabbier tenements of the slums that crowded the city. Centuries ago, entire wynds had been bricked off, inhabitants still within, in an effort to contain the plague that had ravaged the city. The intervening years had done little to improve life for the remaining communities, and even those who had survived the cholera epidemic of a decade ago no doubt wished they had not.

				At Greyfriars Kirk, we began the steep descent leading us into poverty that, until a few months ago, I had never seen outside a penny dreadful. As the horses made their tentative way over cobblestones slick with remnants of sewage and late-afternoon rain, I glanced out of my window at the rapidly disappearing sky and shivered. Although I could not see it, several feet above us lay the graveyard where my predecessors, the Williams Burke and Hare, had dug up bodies by candlelight and sold them to the university for a tidy profit – until they grew greedy and hit upon a bloody scheme for providing much fresher corpses. The proximity made my skin crawl, and for once I was thankful as the carriage swung into the Cowgate, plunging us into darkness.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2

				The gas lamps that had begun to illuminate the streets above were nowhere to be seen, the only light spilling out from the windows in dirty yellow puddles. The whole place stank of refuse, urine and the beer my uncle’s brewery so kindly supplied to the local publicans. I heard Calhoun curse under his breath as he forced the carriage through the dark, narrow passage, past drunkards and doxies too intoxicated to notice our vehicle or simply beyond caring.

				The building we drew up outside was indistinguishable from the rest save that it was marginally cleaner. The same sorry individuals congregated outside, loitering without any obvious intention of entering. Every so often, a woman pushed through the rowdy, ragged band, ignoring their jeers and catcalls or adding some of her own. Gathering my courage, I opened the carriage door and raised my skirts as far as modesty allowed, stepping into the filthy street below. To my silent relief, although they eyed me suspiciously, and one muttered something indistinguishable but probably obscene, they let me pass unchallenged. The subtle insignia on the carriage doors might have had something to do with that – they wouldn’t think twice about abusing those members of the ‘quality’ who ventured into their territory intent on philanthropy, but risking the flow of ale to their local haunts warned them off.

				Unlike its dingy, malodorous surroundings, the interior of St Giles’ Infirmary for Women and Children was both well lit and clean to the point of reeking with carbolic. The waiting room, however, was filled with the same unfortunates as the streets outside – children in torn, dirty scraps of fabric that passed as clothing, and women whose discoloured skin bulged out at unnatural angles around the chin and mouth. Phosphorus necrosis was one of the most common ailments the doctors treated here – or at least attempted to. These women were all employed at the match factories, where the white phosphorus with which they worked corroded their jaws and left painful open abscesses from which stinking pus escaped. Those who showed no sign of phossy jaw were either accompanied by listless children with whooping cough or rickets, or were marked out for a very different profession by the cheap, gaudy fabric of their dresses, beneath which disease invariably lurked.

				The clinic occupied a cramped, labyrinthine building that had once housed an abattoir. It seemed to teeter permanently on the edge of bankruptcy, for whilst there were countless philanthropists and ladies bountiful eager to help Edinburgh’s unfortunates, they were less willing to help the women who ran it. Prostitutes, it seemed, could be reformed; women who had taken a medical degree were beyond help. It was sustained primarily through the indefatigable energies of Fiona Leadbetter, the clinic’s founder and administrator, who had somehow inveigled her way into a philanthropic dinner and caught the eye of my uncle, a wealthy gentleman who required some charitable work for a niece with an interest in medicine he hoped to extinguish.

				My role involved little more than holding surgical instruments, winding bandages and assisting with basic routine examinations under Dr Leadbetter’s stern but approving gaze, but I soaked up whatever knowledge I could. Fiona was the closest thing I had to an ally in this unwelcoming city, and whilst I was loath to trespass on her kindness more than I had to, the knowledge that I was not considered persona non grata everywhere reassured me.

				With her dark hair neatly pinned back and a lively gaze that belied the fact that she had been on her feet for the best part of ten hours, Fiona exuded a cheerful authority. Heavy circles beneath her bright eyes suggested the toll the work took on her, but although her colleagues spoke in hushed tones of periodic bouts of depression, I had never seen her defeated.

				‘There you are, Sarah! Here, take these and go to the small examining room.’ Rummaging in her pockets, she handed me a roll of bandages and pushed me towards the flimsy partition that offered the patients a modicum of privacy.

				The patient, though docile at present, had clearly resisted treatment if the overturned tray of instruments and shattered glass on the floor was anything to go by. And from the reek of her breath, I suspected that gin rather than subservience was the cause of her present calmness. The wound on her leg was ugly, a few weeks old, and would probably turn septic even with medical attention. Next to her lay a bundle of filthy, pus-stained rags that had probably worsened the infection rather than helped it heal.

				She eyed me warily. ‘Wha’s she daein’?’ she slurred. ‘I’ll no’ have a glaikit bitch like her pokin’ away at me.’

				‘I’ve just come to replace your dirty bandages with clean ones,’ I told her soothingly, hoping that my apprehension didn’t show. She attempted a disdainful sniff, which turned into a heave, and I moved back hastily. The nurse, who had been trying to disinfect a fresh cut on the woman’s cheek, was less fortunate. Both patient and nurse were hauled off to the sluice, leaving me to clean up.

				As I knelt to scrub the last of the human effulgence from the floor, I mused that these were not quite the good works my relatives had had in mind when they informed me of their expectations regarding my conduct under their roof. Still, even my aunt had to admit that it was in many ways an ideal occupation. Thanks to the clinic’s strict regulations, I would not come into contact with any member of the opposite sex over the age of ten who was not a clergyman, and the grim realities of the medical profession were doubtless enough to send me rushing for the smelling salts and vowing never to wield a scalpel again. Most importantly of all, I would be faced with constant reminders of my fate should I stray from the path of righteousness they had laid out for me.

				A noise jolted me out of my reverie. Such a reminder was standing before me, the tracks of tears long since dried outlined in the powder on her face.

				‘One of Ruby McAllister’s,’ Fiona said in a low voice as she ushered the girl in. The whorehouse was one of a handful that entrusted the care of their wretched workforce into our care. I had been surprised, in my early days at the infirmary, to realise how many brothel-owners preferred their girls to be seen by male doctors. Fiona had explained, with an angry grimace, that those doctors were often happy to exchange their services for those of their patients. Most of the unfortunates who darkened our doors plied their trade in the streets and were grateful for whatever help they could get, but the few coins with which they could recompense us made barely a dent in the infirmary’s mounting expenses. Ruby McAllister was one of the few abbesses to permit her girls to see us.

				Had I been aware that my first and only meeting with Lucy took place only hours before she died, I might have softened the blow. As it was, I was tired and bad-tempered, my petticoats stiff with dried blood and my stomach reminding me loudly that I hadn’t eaten anything since a slice of burnt toast at luncheon. A few months ago, I would have been shocked. A year ago, I would have been appalled. But she wasn’t the first drab I’d seen all day, and doubtless she wouldn’t be the last to cross the infirmary threshold tonight.

				She certainly wasn’t the first to be diagnosed with an unwanted pregnancy.

				‘My monthly’s late,’ she informed me starkly before shedding her gaudy, threadbare cape. From her dress – a vivid green garment that bore a passing resemblance to silk if one squinted – and the red hair that didn’t match her over-plucked dark eyebrows, I knew that asking whether she had had intimate relations with a man was redundant, so I merely indicated the examination table and requested she remove her bloomers whilst we waited for Dr Leadbetter to wash her hands. Hitching up her skirt, she lay staring at the ceiling, and I wondered how many times she had adopted that pose. Probably more than she could count, assuming she could count at all.

				She didn’t flinch when Fiona began her examination, and something in me stirred at her lack of innocence. She couldn’t have been more than twenty under the thick layers of powder and paint, and I knew women decades older who would die before allowing a man to touch anything other than their hand. Propriety was just one more luxury that she could not afford.

				‘You can sit up now,’ I said softly, moving to the sink to wash the instruments with boiling water and a sliver of carbolic soap. I squinted dispiritedly at my reflection in the tiny looking glass. I had slept little the previous night, and it showed in the bruised blue shadows beneath my eyes.

				I turned back to see her eyeing the two-day-old newspaper we kept to soak up whatever bodily fluids our patients spilt, and with a jolt of surprise I realised that she was reading it. The print was small, small enough that studying it by candlelight tended to give me a headache, but her keen eyes devoured each line. Some of the working girls could read, but few of them with the ease and curiosity of this one. Literacy was the key to a better life than one spent on an infested mattress whilst a stranger wheezed and grunted on top of them.

				‘Would you like to take it?’ I asked, still as nervous of the clinic’s patients as I was of my professors. Her eyes lit up for the briefest of seconds, but then her face hardened, and she snorted contemptuously.

				‘What am I gonnae do? Read whilst some poor bugger is going at it?’ I shrugged helplessly – she had a point.

				‘I’m afraid you won’t have time for reading in a few months, Miss Collins,’ Fiona informed her crisply. ‘I’d say your baby was due next May.’

				I was used, by now, to the salty language of our patients. Still, Lucy’s response to the news made even my eyes widen. Dr Leadbetter reminded her sternly that blasphemy was a sin, but I was secretly impressed by the originality of her cursing.

				‘You’ll help me though, aye?’ Her eyes widened, and suddenly she looked like the child she was, begging for a way out of an impossible situation. ‘You wouldnae leave me in this condition?’

				‘You know I can’t do that,’ Fiona warned. She should have told her it was murder, a wicked thing to even be considering, but I doubted that committing one more sin would imperil Lucy’s immortal soul any further.

				‘I cannae afford a bairn, miss! I can barely afford to feed myself most days. And who’s going to want to shag a knocked-up tart?’

				Tears pricked at the corners of her eyes, and her voice thickened with emotion. It was an impossible situation, but there was nothing I could do. Besides, abortionists were ten a penny in an area as heavily populated with brothels as the Cowgate. If she really wanted to rid herself of the unwanted burden, she’d find a way.

				‘Lucy,’ Fiona explained firmly, ‘you’re asking me to perform an illegal operation. I can’t risk my job – my life – by helping you. I wish I could, really. But there must be someone you can turn to for assistance. A family member, perhaps?’

				‘My brother helps me out sometimes.’ Lucy sniffled into a grubby handkerchief. ‘But he’ll kill me for this, I swear he will.’

				‘It’s only for a few months,’ I said. ‘And there’s no reason that you can’t . . . work for most of them. Then perhaps an orphanage – I could get you an address if you—’

				‘Bitch,’ she hissed, a fleck of spittle hitting my cheek. ‘Sanctimonious English cow. Just because no man would ever touch you if you paid him, never mind the other way around, you think you can pass judgement on me?’

				If I flinched, Fiona took no notice.

				‘Miss Gilchrist is not the one sitting in judgement,’ Fiona pointed out coldly. ‘Nor is she the one carrying a child. I suggest you go home and reconsider your decision – not to mention your occupation.’

				‘If you won’t help me, there’s plenty of others who will,’ snarled the girl, yanking on her drawers. ‘I dinnae care if it kills me to do it, I’m no’ getting stuck with a bairn.’

				She flounced down the corridor, head held high as though that would disguise the tears that streaked her rouge.

				‘Wait here,’ Fiona instructed. ‘She can’t go wandering the streets hysterical, not in her condition. Silly, silly girl.’

				Anger flared white hot in my belly. Lucy wasn’t a silly girl; she was a desperate woman making a living the only way she could, and I was in no position to judge her. But I let Fiona go, and before the door slammed shut behind her I was already lost in memories, with little care for anyone’s troubles but my own.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 3

				After the foul, dank air of the Cowgate, it was a relief to be back in the warmth of my aunt’s house. I wondered if I would ever come to think of it as home, or if that word would be forever associated in my mind with the rambling building in Kensington where it had been made painfully clear I was no longer welcome. Regardless of what I called it, the house had acquired a comforting sense of familiarity in the months since my arrival, and I was looking forward to a few hours’ peace and quiet in my room before succumbing to sleep.

				I needed a bath before letting anyone stand downwind of me – my cape reeked of cigar smoke, gin and cheap perfume, and I had a horrid suspicion that my hair was the same. If my aunt found me smelling like a dockside whore, I doubted I would be allowed to visit the clinic – or anywhere else – ever again.

				I closed the front door as quietly as possible, hoping to sneak upstairs before Aunt Emily registered my arrival. Unluckily for me, the woman had the ears of a bat. The drawing room door creaked open and she stood there with that omnipresent frown on her face. I pulled my cloak a little tighter around me in an effort to disguise the state of my clothes and my conspicuously absent gloves, and breathed a sigh of relief that I had at least fixed my hair in the carriage.

				‘You missed dinner. You’ll have to prevail on Cook’s good graces if you want something to eat.’ She glared at me. ‘You know how I feel about punctuality, Sarah.’

				‘I came as soon as I could, Aunt Emily. My work at the infirmary detained me unexpectedly.’ Telling her I had just come from dealing with a prostitute in a delicate condition wasn’t likely to endear me to her, but I was ready to spin a tale of unfortunate but virtuous patients whose poverty and ill-health were matched only by their devout faith. Luckily she accepted my explanation, and waved me upstairs.

				‘Make yourself decent and I’ll have a word with Cook about supper.’ She sniffed the air, and shuddered. ‘And ask Agnes to run you a bath. You smell of . . . well, I don’t even know.’

				I smelt of the vomit a fourteen-year-old prostitute had deposited on my boots after the cabbie who had knocked her down dragged her into our waiting room before making himself scarce. Had he waited, he would have realised that the fault wasn’t his. The girl reeked of cheap gin, and it was mere coincidence that it took a hansom cab to knock her over – a stiff breeze would have done the job equally well. Judging it safest not to enlighten Aunt Emily, I headed to my room and rang the bell for Agnes as I stripped off my soiled, stinking clothing.

				Not for the first time, I wondered what on earth had possessed me to study medicine. Life as the spouse of some titled gentleman might be dull, but at least it would be clean. I forced the fantasy out of my head – that might have been the world I grew up in, but I could no longer call it home. My mother had been very clear on that matter. Kicking off my boots with a viciousness they didn’t deserve, I was glad when the arrival of Agnes offered me respite from my dark musings.

				‘A hot bath please, Agnes.’ I offered her a conspiratorial smile that she failed to return. I’d be lucky if I got stale bread and a pitcher of water. For all I was niece to the lady of the house, the servants had no more respect for me than my aunt did. I was here on sufferance only, and they knew that perfectly well. The silent housemaid – I was beginning to suspect she was mute, since I hadn’t heard a peep out of her in the few months I had been living under my aunt and uncle’s roof – gave the briefest of nods and quitted the room, leaving me to rifle through my wardrobe in search of a half-decent gown to make me look something approaching the lady I was supposed to be. I sighed in relief when Agnes reappeared with the between-stairs maid, carrying the hot water for my bath. Once alone, I sank into it, warming my chilled body and easing away the cares of the day.

				Cleaner – and considerably less malodorous – I took my place by the fire, overjoyed to see that supper was a generous plate of toasted crumpets with a small dish of honey. Aunt Emily disliked my clothes, my morals and most certainly my choice of profession, but even she wouldn’t see her own sister’s child starve. But as with all my aunt’s gifts, this one came with a price.

				Settling into her customary chair by the window – all the better to hear any scandal that might take place on the street outside – she picked something up from the table. Wonderful. Reading to me after dinner had become one of her favourite pastimes. Occasionally Biblical, but more usually a tract out of one of her blasted conduct books, there was always a dreary message aimed explicitly at me regarding repentance and submission. When I first arrived, she read Coventry Patmore’s The Angel in the House in its entirety. It took weeks. Tonight, though, my luck had really run out. The latest edition of Cornhill magazine – always addressed to my uncle, despite the fact that he preferred hunting to high culture – contained, to Aunt Emily’s delight, a scathing profile on the New Woman. There was nothing to do but smile demurely down at the sampler I was embroidering. The stitches were tiny and perfect; the one ladylike accomplishment I had managed to acquire in my twenty-seven years, and one that would stand me in good stead as a surgeon if I survived the gruelling pace of my studies. As if sensing my thoughts, she glared at me over her lorgnette and settled down to read aloud.

				‘The spirit of the majority of women serves more to strengthen their madness than their reason,’ she began.

				I suppressed a groan and focused on my handiwork, whilst she and Cornhill demolished everything I held dear in biting prose. At least my needlework was beyond reproach. I feigned interest without actually having to absorb any of the tosh the writer had penned. I didn’t need to pay attention to guess at the ridiculous claims they would spout.

				Setting down the journal, Aunt Emily waited for my response. I judged it prudent to stay silent rather than unleashing a stream of invective about the author’s knowledge of women, men and society in general.

				She grimaced, suspecting my inattention. ‘Sarah, even you must see that this fad for the advancement of women is doomed to failure. Your uncle and I indulge you because . . . well, to be blunt, you must earn a living now that your inheritance has been . . . is no longer . . .’ She started again. ‘You have no money, my dear. And your chance of making a halfway decent match is not improved by this foolish notion of becoming a doctor. As if any patient would consent to be treated by a mere girl! You must work, I see that, but there are professions suited for a gentlewoman of impoverished means. The more you bury yourself in books, the more you risk losing those few female qualities you do possess – not to mention your looks. You’re looking positively sallow these days, and you’re far too thin. It’s most unattractive, my dear.’

				I couldn’t help noticing that Aunt Emily only ever called me ‘my dear’ when she had just finished insulting me.

				‘This is where I’m needed, Aunt. I’m doing good work at the infirmary.’ That, at least, was something she couldn’t argue with. But whilst Aunt Emily firmly believed in helping those less fortunate, she also felt that one should do it from a distance.

				‘You hardly need to be a doctor for that.’

				‘I want to be a physician! If the professors at the medical school accept it, why can’t you?’ It was only a partial lie – some of our tutors were sympathetic to our cause, it was true, and some even encouraged us. But the majority felt as my aunt did – that women had no place in a university, and even less in a hospital.

				I escaped to bed after an hour by pleading a headache. Changing into my nightgown, with a shawl wrapped tightly around me, I snuggled down under the blankets on my bed with a copy of The Lancet purloined from the university library. If only Aunt Emily would consent to reading this aloud, I thought with a smile. I yawned into my hot milk. Every part of my body ached, but I felt exhilarated. I thought back to my life in London, an endless parade of visits and dinner parties and balls, cinched into a variety of uncomfortable but fashionable dresses and introduced to countless eligible young bachelors – and some not-so-young ones too, provided they were rich enough. I had thought, in those carefree days, that I knew what it was like to be exhausted.

				Gertie would be preparing for her first season by now, I realised. The thought of my shy younger sister making her entrance into society without me to hold her hand brought a lump to my throat. Gertie, I knew, was the real reason I had been sent away. My mother was convinced that my continued presence would lead her astray, and that my behaviour had already damaged her chances of making a good match. She was forbidden to write to me, and although I had written to her regularly since I had arrived in Edinburgh, she had never replied. I suspected that my fortnightly letters were thrown into the fire unopened. Without me at her side to tease her and whisper wicked comments in her ear, she would have only Mother to guide her.

				I had crumpled up the page I was holding, rendering it illegible. I cursed silently, and furiously blinked back the tears that threatened to fall. In one of my lonelier moments, I had written to Mother begging her to send Gertie to Scotland – after all, if the supervision offered by my relatives was deemed strict enough for a lost cause like me, surely they would have no trouble with my impressionable mouse of a sister.

				I didn’t envy Gertie, not really. I’d been bored rigid ever since making my debut into society, longing for the intellectual stimulation of school and hiding myself away in the library of every house we visited. My throat constricted as I thought about the treasure trove in Lord and Lady Beresford’s London town house; how I had made myself scarce during a ball and spent the evening lost in Euclid. And then Paul Beresford had walked in, and altered the course of my life irrevocably.

				I could still feel his hand in mine, the warm pressure of his lips against my skin and my delight as he expressed an interest in what I was reading instead of staring at me like an exotic animal in a zoo – a woman who dared to have a brain and exercise it. In a way, I owed my life in Edinburgh to him. And yet I wished passionately that I had never met him.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 4

				The body swayed high above the courtyard, its skirts lifting in the breeze to the delight of the jeering throng below. It cast a long shadow in the weak morning sun, and I shivered as I looked up.

				I wondered which one of the smirking onlookers had put it there, and how they’d managed to climb up. More likely whoever had rigged up the anatomist’s model – clad in an ill-fitting cap and gown and petticoats that looked as though they had been purloined from someone’s Great-Aunt Muriel – had got inside the building and somehow managed it through a window. Meaning that one of the porters, or even a professor, had turned a blind eye, if not helped directly.

				‘Charming,’ said a voice behind me. ‘It really makes one feel welcome, don’t you think?’

				Julia Latymer was glaring daggers at the crowd. If looks could kill, not even their combined medical expertise could have saved the culprit.

				‘It’s just a jape,’ said one of them – a pockmarked second-year by the name of James Ross. ‘If you ladies can’t take a joke, you won’t last a day inside a hospital ward.’

				‘Some of us,’ she snapped, ‘are here to study, not act the fool. And if I were spending my free time lynching dummies, then I’d probably be ploughing my exams as well.’

				Some of the onlookers cheered, relishing the sight of Ross, hardly the most modest of gentlemen, being bested by a woman, and even his friends elbowed him in the ribs.

				‘Oh go back to your embroidery,’ he muttered, red-faced.

				To the men’s delight and my horror, Julia lunged forward, looking for all the world as though she was ready to fight him right there.

				A voice roared from the echoing corridors within the building.

				‘For the love of God, would someone tell me what the bloody hell is going on out here? I thought this was a place of scientific study, not a music hall!’

				Professor Gregory Merchiston strode into the courtyard. He looked like a crow with his black frock coat fluttering about him in the autumn breeze. He followed our collective gaze, spat out a curse and whirled around to face the assembled crowd.

				‘Who is responsible for this? Speak up now and I might not have you thrashed for sheer insolence.’

				Silence. Merchiston was barely more than a decade older than his students, but what he lacked in seniority he made up for in temper. No one wanted to face his wrath, and certainly no one would own up to a vicious prank of this magnitude. But that wasn’t all that was stilling the tongue of whoever was behind it. Out of the shadows and into the cold grey morning light, Professor Merchiston looked more like a patient than a doctor.

				Even from the back of the crowd, I could see the scabbed-over cut on his lip, the fading purple around his eyes and the dark stubble on his jaw. He seemed to be favouring his left leg a little, and his movements were jerky, as though the only things keeping him awake were caffeine and adrenaline. Wherever he had spent the night, it certainly wasn’t in bed – or at least not his own.

				‘Hie, you!’ He hailed one of the porters. ‘Get that thing down this instant.’

				His voice was icy as he turned to his audience.

				‘I highly recommend that the perpetrator comes forward by the end of today. You know where my rooms are.’

				He disappeared into the cavernous building and we stood in silence as his footsteps faded away.

				‘I wouldn’t like to be in his lectures today,’ one of the men murmured. ‘Who has him first?’

				I took a deep breath and pushed through the crowd, forcing myself not to turn on my heel and flee.

				‘We do.’

				Merchiston began talking before we had finished filing into the lecture hall, ignoring the few brave students who dawdled by the podium to stare at him, and I frantically scribbled down everything I could catch. Unlike some of the more flamboyant lecturers, who appeared to take the infamous Dr Bell as their role model, he kept the theatrics to a minimum. His voice, whilst not quite a monotone, was level enough that one could miss the dry humour in his words, and I was never entirely sure if he was sharing a joke with us or whether we ourselves were the joke. When roused, his soft burr became a harsh growl, and I had seen students do anything to avoid his ire.

				His dark hair was permanently ruffled and unkempt, his black clothes frequently stained and infrequently ironed. He was rarely clean-shaven. Curt and ill-mannered he may have been, but I supposed I could see the attraction. Somehow there was a spark to him, a sort of magnetism that made one want to overlook his shabby appearance and listen to what he had to say.

				Today, however, his temper was more brittle than usual. Up close, his clenched fists were white, but his hands too had taken a beating, with skinned knuckles only just starting to heal and yellow-blue bruises on the exposed skin of his wrist. Had this lecture hall been filled with male students, when there were enough bodies to spill out onto the steps between rows of seats, whispers about his appearance would be buzzing. With so few of us, no gossip could go unmissed, but we all stared covertly over our paper and books, trying to diagnose his injuries. He was young enough that a brawl in a public house wasn’t out of the question, but surely no man in his thirties would scrap like some callow youth. Perhaps it was a patient from the hospital next door, or a frustrated student. Either way, speculation wouldn’t help me survive the onslaught of interrogation that he was known for.

				Sleep had done little to refresh me, and I felt even worse than the night before. I shifted impatiently in my seat, craving the distance from my troubling thoughts that only two hours taking notes on the virtues of quinine could provide.

				Any hope I had of fading into the background was shattered five minutes into the lecture.

				‘You,’ he called, snapping his fingers impatiently, ‘Gilchrist. Administration of quinine.’

				I had read and reread the chapters in Thomson’s Materia Medica and Therapeutics, but after a sleepless night, my brain was slow to respond.

				‘Crystallised sulphate given orally on an empty stomach,’ Julia called out.





OEBPS/images/Wages_Sin_TTP_fmt.jpeg
KAITE WELSH






OEBPS/images/Wages_Sin_cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/Kaite_Welsh_wc_fmt.jpeg
yspM-ynus ejo1 o yderdojoyd toyny






OEBPS/images/TinderPress_logocolor_fmt.jpeg
TINDER
PRESS





