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This is all as true as it is strange; 


Nay, it is ten times true, for truth is truth 


To th’ end of reckoning.





William Shakespeare, Measure for Measure





And however our eyes may be dazzled with show, or our ears deceived by sound; however prejudice may warp our wills, or interest darken our understanding, the simple voice of nature and of reason will say, it is right.


Thomas Paine, Common Sense
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Part One


Ignorance


It proceeds generally from violent affections of the 

mind, as grief, despondency and the like; from the 

drinking of strong liquors, or caudle too highly spiced; 

from obstructed perspiration and evacuations.





Thomas Cooper, A Compendium of Midwifery, 1766





The predisposing cause of this disease is a vitiated state 

of the humours: for it is generally observed to be most 

prevalent in an unhealthy season, and among women of 

a weakly and a scorbutic constitution.





Henry Manning, A Treatise on Female Diseases, 1771
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January


The hobnails on Alexander Gordon’s boots strike sparks the 

length of the Spittal as he makes his way down the hill towards 

the New Town. The bold bright tattoo of his feet on the 

stone cobbles matches step for step, beat for beat, the bold, 

bright hue of his satisfaction. It could be gauzy high summer, 

so airborne are Alec Gordon’s spirits, but in reality the winter’s 

night shrouding the way is black as pitch, the air spiked with 

needle-sharp shards of ice. The cobbles beneath his feet are 

barely visible, nor his boots, nor the Gallowgate gibbet swinging 

slackly in the wind, nor the hulking mass of the Gallow 

Hills themselves. There’s no moon tonight, nothing but the 

different densities of darkness and the road itself, shouldering 

forwards like a nervous heifer. From out beyond the Links, 

where the blackness is so solid it is more a physical presence 

than a mere absence of light, comes the drone of the waves 

crashing on to the beach. Alec’s pace never falters.


A good birth. Nothing compares with it.


Past the ruins of the lepers’ house. Past old Mallie’s tomb 

(long since robbed of its contents, the boulders which once 

secured it all awry now, like a mouthful of crooked teeth). 

Past the waymarker. Stonehaven. Dundee. Edinburgh. Sensing 

rather than seeing the familiar landmarks. Following the spine 

of the hill towards home. Making notes in his head as he goes.


Six hours from first contraction to delivery. An excellent duration. Not 

so slow as to tire the mother, nor so fast as to hinder the natural dilatatory 

processes. Two touchings – the first to ascertain the positioning of the 

head, the second to determine that of the os uteri. Both entirely necessary. 

No unwarranted bleeding. No damage to the perinæum. The wombcake

delivered unaided and intact. Mother and infant both alive and well at the 

end of it.


Ample reason, then, for satisfaction. Six ample reasons, to 

be precise (and Alec Gordon is a man for precision, wherever 

possible). Seven, if one regards the survival of the mother and 

that of the bairn as separate cause for celebration. Eight, if 

one views ‘alive’ and ‘well’ as distinct states of health, which 

common sense alone insists one should. Does not his livelihood 

depend to a very considerable degree on the gulf between 

the two? Why! If ‘alive’ and ‘well’ were coupled as effortlessly 

in life as in common parlance, there’d be no further need of 

physicians in this world. A utopia indeed – and his livelihood 

extinguished at a stroke!


Is it immoral to be grateful, if only in the strictest privacy 

of one’s own reflections, that life gives rise to sickness? Alec 

shrugs off the question. Immoral or not, it is a fact.


Eight reasons, then, and leave morality for the kirk.


Recalling the scrap of new life he’d held in his hands just 

a short while before, Alec smiles to himself. He has done his 

work well tonight. That is what matters. That is the thought 

that lightens the darkness as he pushes on towards the lamps 

of the New Town. No matter how many labours he attends, 

the miracle of a good birth never palls. Never yet has he found 

himself insensible to the wonder of it: the deliverance of new 

life, immaculate in every detail, from each tiny coral fingernail 

to all the hidden marvels of heart and lungs and bones. 

Midwifery: the short cut to poverty, the quick route to an 

early grave. That’s what the London physicians warned them, 

Osborn, Clarke and Denman. But all the same: the miracle of 

birth, the way it makes him feel, when it all goes well.


How cross, though, this particular miracle had been, and 

how comical, with its wizened, old man’s face and gaping 

little-bird mouth. Not fully human yet. Something amphibian 

– reptilian even – about the scaly skin, the egg-shell skull. 

There’d been a bad moment when the head emerged: it had

hung there, limp and still, between the mother’s thighs. But 

with the next throe, the shoulders appeared, and then the rest 

of the body was slithering straight into Alec’s outspread hands. 

The infant opened first one eye, then the other, took a brief 

squinny at the world and, mightily displeased by the sight, 

commenced a high, furious bawling that set everyone in the 

room laughing and sighing with relief, knowing the worst was 

over.


A crabbit wee babbity and no mistake. Jenny Duncan’ll have her hands 

full with that one.


Some bairns were born trouble and there was no answering 

for it. At least his presence at the birth meant there’d been no 

unnecessary mischief, no washing down with spirits, no stuffing 

with gruel. Above all, no swaddling. He has taken the midwives 

to task for it times beyond counting: when every brute in 

nature is born with its limbs free so it may find its dam and 

suckle, why bind a newborn infant so tight it cannot even turn 

its head, must be lifted to the breast like a senseless block of 

wood? But Alec is no fool. He knows full well his orders are 

flouted when his back is turned.


The road ahead forks and Alec branches left into the 

Gallowgate. The bells have struck eleven and there’s no one 

about. The shops are all sealed up, the bairns long since hauled 

indoors and into their beds. Only the occasional student 

passes, scurrying back to his lodgings, gown flapping, a clutch 

of books pressed to his ribcage.


Past the gates of Marischal College and into Broad Street. 

Alec sets his shoulders against the biting wind that bowls up 

to greet him, hunching the collar of his greatcoat as far about 

his ears as it will go and sinking his face into his woollen 

muffler, its fibrous warmth moist with his breath. A dog jackknifes 

out of the darkness, barking madly, belly low to the 

ground, chasing a rat or something. Alec falters, curses, regains 

his footing. Along Netherkirkgate and past St Nicholas’s, 

skirting the kirkyard, and on into Schoolhill.


There are no lights in the squat rows of houses that line 

the street; the buildings sit silent and dark as tombs, hunched 

against the wind and sleet, not that the darkness troubles Alec. 

He knows these roads too well, cobbled or mud-mired; has 

walked them countless times, at every hour; has grown up 

walking far darker paths than these, in fair weather and in 

foul: four miles of pitchy gloom from Miltown to Peterculter 

and four miles back again. Singing all the way. Marching songs, 

love songs, ballads, airs. A beg-gar man cam owre the lea. Anything 

will do so long as it keeps the wee ones moving. An mony a fine 

tale he tal me. Anything to stop them seeing faces in every 

shadow, cringing to a standstill each time a twig snaps or an 

owl shrieks. Willing to terrify them still further with threats 

of ghasties and goblins if that’s what it takes. Dinna dachle or 

the kelpie’ll get ye! Just keep them moving. One foot in front 

of the other. That’s the way. The five of them traipsing through 

the darkness. Sandy Gordon’s peelie-wally brood: Alec and his 

twin brother Jem taking turns to haul the others on to their 

backs whenever the mud gets too deep or the path too icy; 

Chae, two years younger, puny and piss-scared, but doing his 

best to hide it; Rabbie, all snot and snivel, the breath crackling 

out of him like his lungs are on fire; and Jeannie, the youngest, 

the doe-eyed darling of them all, gold-headed as an angel. 

Singing like a bunch of maddies to keep their minds off the 

frost seeping into their boots, their bones. No trace of daylight 

for weeks on end in winter and the dominie’s tawse in store 

for those who are late – and their father’s when they reach 

home again, if he gets to hear of it.


But that’s all in the past. Miltown and Peterculter and his 

father’s wrath. Sandy Gordon is long since in his grave, and 

Rabbie and Jeannie too, God rest their souls. There’s just the 

three of them left now: Jem, raising cattle and turnips up the 

coast in Buchan. Chae, fattening like a goose on lawyer’s fees. 

And himself: the physician. Not bad for the peelie-wally brood 

of a tenant farmer.


No, all things considered, he’s not one to fear a bit of dark; 

he’s used to it, likes the way it sharpens his mind, likes the feel 

of the freezing air stinging his eyeballs. Besides which, Alec is 

mightily relieved the weather has turned at last. Advent was 

over before the first snows finally came, bringing an end to the 

long, waterlogged autumn that had draped itself like a wet rag 

on every weak chest and stiff joint for miles around. And even 

then the colder weather had not fully settled. Sudden blizzards 

blew in from the sea, blinding the town, swathing flagstones, 

railings, rooftops in a fine veil of white, only to stop as abruptly 

as they’d begun, the clouds sweeping inland towards Ballater 

and Braemar. The skies cleared in an instant. Sunlight glittered 

on the house fronts. Granite turned to silver. Within moments 

the snow had melted away, corrugating the streets with ridges 

of icy slush that caught under the horses’ hooves and sent 

them slithering and sliding over the new-paved streets. For a 

physician, a mild winter is as much to be feared as a harsh one, 

brings as many evils as it wards off; these past few months the 

press of patients has felt more a plague than a privilege, and 

there have been times when Alec has caught himself scanning 

the air in front of him in a futile attempt to see the invisible 

vapours that wreak such havoc.


Two days into January now and the mild weather gone 

with the old year, or so it would seem: the deserted streets 

whipped by a bitter north-easterly. Capricious weather, indeed. 

Only a week before, on Christmas morning, they’d emerged 

from chapel into pale gold sunshine, climbed Castle Hill with 

it bright on their faces, catching on the sails crowded in the 

harbour, flashing off the white underbellies of the gulls wheeling 

high overhead. Alec and Chae had gone ahead with Mary 

between them, flinging her up into the air. One . . . two . . . three 

. . . Mary squealing with delight and fear, her feet flapping in 

the blue air. The women had followed more slowly, Isabella 

leaning heavily on her sister’s arm and laughing at her own 

breathlessness, her rolling gait beneath the heavy folds of her

winter cloak the only visible sign of the child that would soon 

be born.


When Chae announced his engagement to Isabella twelve 

months before, Alec and Elizabeth had thought it a fine thing: 

two brothers married to two sisters, strengthening the bond of 

each to the other, drawing them closer still with these new ties 

of legal kinship. If Chae and Bella’s happiness has been the 

source of less harmonious sentiments on some occasions since, 

Christmas Day, thankfully, was not one of them. Jem and his 

wife Megan joined them soon after and, with the dusk, a 

veritable clan of Harvies had descended on Belmont Street, 

swelling their number still further: Aunt Barbara, widowed 

now and lonely in the empty farmhouse she refused to 

leave, fussing and fretting about the journey back to Midmar 

from the moment she arrived; Rabbie, of course; Aunt Janet 

and her boys, Alistair and William, with their goodwives and 

bairns; Aunt Grace, stouter and shorter with every year, though 

not a whit less talkative, with her man Thomas, silent as a 

stone, and their two lassies, Maggie and Jean, dark-eyed like 

all the Harvies, with their mother’s tongue on them and their 

father’s weak chin. Only Aunt Rae had declined to join them 

– a blessing in Alec’s opinion.


Not for the first time Alec found himself thinking that old 

Grandpa Harvie must have had sturdy stuff in his skinny 

Midmar loins: all eight of his bairns had survived into adulthood, 

had in their turn spawned twenty-nine Harvies of their 

own. Like a great net. This is how Alec imagines his wife’s 

family. Stretching across the entire county and far beyond, 

with their influence, their wealth, their connections. Fingers in 

more pies than you could eat in a month of Sundays. Marry a 

Harvie and you were caught forever in the mesh: there was no 

falling, but there was no escaping either.


The evening had passed in a whirl of jigs and reels. Mary, 

unlooked for in the throng, ran through the maze of flying 

skirts and spinning legs in a delirium of excitement. Even Bella

insisted on a little dancing, although Megan and Elizabeth 

pleaded with her not to, being so near her time; Alec, too, 

advised against it, to no avail. The music infected them all, 

adults and children alike, released something in them, which 

for that day at least no one had a mind to resist. When, at the 

evening’s end, Jem struck up with the tune of old Skinner’s 

reel, tired as they were, they’d all found breath enough to belt 

out the closing words:





‘May dool and sorrow be his chance, 


Wi’ a’ the ills that come from France, 


Wha e’er he be that winna dance, 


The Reel o’ Tullochgorum.’





Ills indeed, with the king of France and his Austrian queen 

prisoners in their own palace and the mob wild for their blood. 

Such times they were living through; turmoil whichever way 

you looked. War raging between the Russians and the Turks. 

Sweden as set as ever on victory. Scotland’s own peace still 

fragile as eggshell in old folks’ memories. Well, then, they’d 

been in need of a wee spring right enough, and who gave a fig 

what the low-churchers thought of the Gordons and the 

Harvies for raising such a merry din.


They had been happy. For one whole day. It was as simple 

as that. A day-long moment of grace. Even Elizabeth seemed 

light of heart that night, her cheeks flushed, her eyes shining 

as she danced. Alec watched Chae leading her up the set, 

leaning in to say something to her, making her laugh: the 

startling red of her lips against the pale oval of her face; the 

curling strands of black hair fallen loose from their pins; the 

blue shadows pooling above the ridges of her collar bones. 

Watching his wife dancing with his younger brother, a confusion 

of regret and longing had come over Alec; he saw her as 

a stranger might, as someone with no connection to himself. 

A fine-looking woman and no question.


Later, much later, in the curtained darkness of their bed, he

had reached for her, sunk his face into the softness of her, 

the warmth of her, bracing himself for the usual resistance but 

encountering none, sliding into the folds and ridges of her, the 

first time in a long time, as clumsy and urgent as a boy, mutely 

grateful for her acquiescence.


Thinking of his wife, Alec feels a pang of guilt. He’s close 

to home now, but it’s not Belmont Street he’s making for, but 

the Dispensary in Hope Row. One last stop at the Dispensary, 

he tells himself, then straight home.


Stamping in out of the cold a few minutes later, however, 

he finds not only his apprentice waiting for him, but another 

older man, whom he does not recognize. Rabbie Donald leaps 

to his feet, plainly relieved at the sight of him.


‘Mr Harding’s been here since nine, Doctor. It’s his daughter 

– James Garrow’s wife.’


The old man has leapt up too, his face a sickly yellow in the 

lamplight, his eyes wild.


‘Please! She’s dyin!’ Harding clutches at the lapels of Alec’s 

coat, his foul breath gusting into Alec’s face. ‘I beg ye!’


‘All right!’ Alec pushes the old man away. ‘Calm yourself !’


Garrow. Elspet Garrow. He reels in the name, filleting it 

for information. Elspet Garrow from Woolmanhill. Brought 

safely to bed of her second child a week ago. Married to the 

wheelwright, the big fellow with the mashed arm. Out of work 

since his accident last year. So he’s Harding’s son-in-law, is 

he? And hadn’t Harding’s other daughter died recently? Delivered 

of a still-born the week before Christmas. Yes, it’s coming 

back to him now. The mother might have lived had Mistress 

Blake called for him at once, but it was the usual argument: 

childbed was women’s business, a lying-in was no place for a 

man, that’s what the old howdies believed. Four pints of 

blood lost by the time he got there and nothing to be done to 

save the woman. But with the sister there’d been no such difficulties. 

No complications of any kind, in fact. Alec had been 

in the following morning to check all was well and found the

usual crowd, knitting and gossiping at the bedside, and Elspet 

Garrow herself, pink-cheeked and smiling, the bairn at her 

breast and her tow-headed three-year-old at her feet. The 

laddie was dangling a length of string just out of reach of a 

small tortoiseshell cat, which was pouncing and prancing across 

the counterpane, performing all manner of acrobatics in its 

efforts to catch the maddening thing. Alec had watched and 

laughed with them for a while before continuing on his way. 

That was five days ago, no more. And now gravely ill. From 

what possible cause?


‘Let’s away then,’ Alec says, turning back towards the door. 

‘Girnin here won’t help Mistress Garrow.’
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Gripping the wrist bone between his thumb and middle finger, 

Alec lifts one of the arms and lets the weight of it hang from 

his grasp. Rigor mortis has not yet set in. The skin is cold even 

so, slightly damp to the touch. He releases the wrist and the 

arm concertinas back on to the mattress. The sheet is watermarked 

with sweat and other, darker stains, which someone 

has tried to wash away. No amount of water, however, can 

mask the stench coming off the corpse, rich and gamey as 

turned meat. From the beached flatness of the torso, Elspet 

Garrow’s belly rises full and round as the hull of an upturned 

boat. One might almost have thought the baby in utero still, the 

deceased mother full-term and ripe for birth.


Alec glances behind him. James Garrow is hunched in a chair 

at the foot of the bed, his head bowed. The womenfolk are 

clustered in the corners of the room, as far from the bed as 

possible, some sitting, some standing, sprigs of dried rosemary 

pressed to their noses. Alec regards them with distaste, wonders 

briefly what manner of remedies they have been busily dispensing 

to the woman now lying dead before him. The little room 

is stiflingly hot. He considers ordering them to open the 

shutters, then thinks better of it. It goes against custom. The 

windows must remain closed until the corpse is safe in its 

grave or the spirit will go a-wandering and stir up who knows 

what mischief. To insist would only cause offence and what’s 

the point? Mistress Garrow has no further need of fresh air, 

that’s for sure. In the hearth lie the remnants of a recently 

doused fire, faint wisps of steam still rising from the damp peat. 

To the right of the fireplace is a small cradle, untended and 

motionless. No sound comes from beneath the wooden hood.


There’s a sudden commotion from the forestairs and Mistress Blake bursts into the room, puce in the face and wheezing 

like a pair of bellows. Before she’s even through the door, she’s 

blurting out explanations, her eyes darting anxiously this way 

and that, her shawls twitching and trembling about her bulky 

shoulders like seaweed caught in low-tide shallows.


‘She wis havin a bad spell. Then the fever set in. Worst I 

ivver seen. Sweatin an shiverin the whole time, she wis. 

Screamin wi the pain.’


The midwife’s words are addressed to Alec, but her eyes 

are glancing past him at Mr Harding, as if she can’t decide 

which of the two is to be the more feared.


‘Twas the weid, Dr Gordon. But in all my life I nivver seen 

it like this afore. Nivver sae bad as to kill a body.’


Harding takes a step forward. ‘Twas you killed her. An ye 

know it!’


‘Quiet!’ Alec snaps. ‘Both of you!’


Placing himself squarely in front of Harding, he addresses 

the midwife. ‘The pain was acute, you say. Where precisely?’


‘The afterpains.’ The old woman nods. ‘In her back an her 

belly an all doon her legs.’


‘What of the pulse? You did take the pulse?’


A glint of indignation enters Mistress Blake’s expression. 

Aye, she says, she’d taken all the usual steps. Stoked the fire. 

Bound the belly. Dispensed warm caudle by the hour. But 

there was no helping the poor quine. Nothing made a jot of 

difference. The fever went from bad to worse. One minute 

she was burning up with heat, the next shivering with the cold. 

And the pain she was in! Worse than the travails of labour 

itself and awful to witness.


Alec interrupts her. ‘When did the fever commence?’


The midwife hesitates a moment. ‘Four days ago.’


‘Four days! In God’s name, woman! Why was I not called 

sooner?’


Mistress Blake purses her lips and pulls the ends of her 

shawls tighter about her. ‘I didna think it necessary.’


‘I see.’ Alec fixes his gaze on the rafter above his head in an 

effort to master his anger. ‘Perhaps you’d like to tell me what 

you did think necessary?’


The midwife flushes and scowls at her feet. The other 

women shift uneasily. No one speaks. The smell in the room 

is frightful.


‘Permit me to observe–’ Alec’s tone is thick with sarcasm 

– ‘that by the time you thought it necessary to call for me, 

Mistress Garrow was beyond the help of a physician and rather 

in need of an undertaker.’


It is too much for Harding. ‘You killed her!’ he bellows. 

‘You damn meddlin carlin!’


Leaping past Alec, he hurls himself at the midwife, hands 

reaching for her neck. The other women scatter, upturning 

chairs and colliding with one another in their panic, as Mistress 

Blake staggers backwards out of the old man’s way. Alec 

and Rabbie dart forward and catch hold of Harding’s arms. 

It’s all they can do to restrain him.


‘That’s enough! All of you!’


Until this moment James Garrow has remained motionless 

beside the bed, seemingly oblivious to everything but his dead 

wife. Now he stands, a bear of a man, huge in the overcrowded 

room, wide as a sideboard, head grazing the ceiling. At the 

sound of his voice, everyone falls still. The rage drains out of 

Harding’s body. Alec feels it: the biceps softening, the sudden 

limpness beneath his grasp.


Garrow’s gaze settles on Alec. His face is heavily stubbled, 

grey from lack of sleep. His right shoulder hangs lower than 

the left, the crushed arm drooping uselessly below it.


‘Will that be all now, Dr Gordon?’


Alec hesitates. He knows he should just say yes, leave the 

women to lay out the body, leave the family to mourn its loss. 

Aaccept there is nothing more he can do. But acceptance is 

not Alec’s way. His mind has fastened onto the problem 

before him, piecing together the symptoms the midwife has

described, measuring them against the symptoms he can see 

for himself, trying to fit what he knows into a picture he can 

recognize, shape it into something he can put a name to. 

Elspet Garrow was all but dead by the time her father set out 

for his help. That much is clear. But dead from what? Alec 

looks again at the dead woman. Under the paper-thin skin of 

her cheeks, a tracery of blue veins is visible. Her hair, still 

damp with sweat, lies in dark matted clumps around her head. 

The lips are pale, cracked, slightly parted, as if on the point of 

death she had been about to speak. Alec takes in once more 

the flatness of the chest beneath the cotton shift, the grossly 

swollen belly, the two thin reddish-purple feet protruding 

from the shift.


‘There is one thing.’ Alec slides a circumspect glance at the 

wheelwright. The man seems in control of himself, but Alec 

knows he must form the request with care if he is to stand 

any chance of success. ‘As Physician to the Dispensary, I am 

required to record the precise cause of death.’ He clears his 

throat. This is never an easy moment. ‘I would be greatly 

assisted in this task if you would permit me to examine the 

corpse.’


Perhaps ‘corpse’ had not been the best choice of word, Alec 

has time to reflect in the fraction of a second in which it 

seems Garrow may not have understood, in the brief lapse of 

time before it becomes clear that Garrow has understood only 

too well.


‘Over my deid body! I willnae hear o it!’


Physically imposing before, Garrow is suddenly immense, 

towering over Alec by a full foot, every muscle of his bulky 

frame taut with repugnance.


‘But what harm can it do? Be reasonable, Garrow. It is 

common practice, you know, in other countries. Will you not 

consider it at least? For the sake of—’


‘Other countries be damned!’


Garrow’s face and neck have flushed a dark crimson. His

head is thrust forward. His one good hand is clenched into a 

fist, primed to strike at any further provocation.


‘Not a single hair on her heid! D’ye hear me, Dr Gordon? 

To hell wi ye and yer filthy examinashuns!’


Garrow turns from Alec to face the room.


His Elspet gone. His wife. His lovely, laughing girl.


‘Get out!’


He unleashes his grief. Blasts them with it. ‘To hell wi the 

whole damned lot o ye!’
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Elizabeth is trying not to listen to the silence, the way it 

gathers and unfurls like a flock of birds in her head. The clock 

hands mock her glances. The evening’s work is done: the fires 

laid for the morning, the lamps lit or extinguished as necessary, 

the glass polished, the silver cleaned and locked away, the 

shutters all secured. Two hours have passed since she ran out 

of tasks. Seeing Annie in the doorway, twisting her skirt 

between her fingers, fully aware that her mistress had no need 

of her other than to keep time from standing still, Elizabeth 

had had no choice but to send her up to bed. Now there’s 

nothing to do but wait. Outside the wind punches at the 

shutters. A tile skitters loose.


On summer evenings there are fine views and sunsets to 

help pass the time, the sky shading from crimson to violet to 

purple and every shade between. So unlike the brusque shift 

from day to night that she can still remember from her 

childhood, where every evening fell like the sudden drawing 

of a blind. All year round, the same. The abrupt dismissal of 

daylight, the sudden exile into darkness. So long ago now. So 

different from here. In summer this far north the sky is never 

fully dark, even at eleven, twelve o’clock; even when the sun 

has finally dropped below the horizon, the sky is translucent, 

milky, light enough to read by. Now, though, in the depths of 

winter, there are no views in the evening, only the tar-black 

night. Belmont Street marks the westernmost edge of the 

town. There’s nothing beyond, nothing out there in the darkness 

but the crashing waters of the Denburn, swollen with rain 

and snow-melt, and beyond that a straggle of crofts and the 

bulky mass of the hills.


Elizabeth sighs to herself and shifts in her chair, easing out

the cramp that is starting in her left leg. It could be hours yet 

before her husband returns, or he might walk in that very 

moment; there was no way of knowing. Don’t wait up for me if 

I’m late back, Alec had said as he’d set out, pushing a kiss on to 

her cheek as an afterthought. Get some sleep. She would like to 

sleep. She’s so tired tonight, tired at the very centre of her 

bones. But how can she, knowing he is out there, in the foul 

black night, breathing in who knows what poisons in the 

homes of the sick and dying, facing who knows what manner 

of dangers to life and soul? And how can she contemplate the 

prospect of him returning to a cold hearth and empty chair 

with herself slumbering peacefully upstairs? What sort of wife 

would that make her?


Under the rough linen of her shift, her nipples itch. The 

fine linen has gone to Widow Thom’s for washing and won’t 

be back till the end of the week. She rubs herself through her 

dress with the edge of her wrist and listens to the groan of the 

gale gathering strength in the night outside. The sound of it 

takes her mind back, despite herself, to Christmas night: the 

weight of Alec’s body on hers, the sounds he’d made. Ashamed, 

she pushes the thought away. Somewhere above her head a 

floorboard creaks. Mary, perhaps, turning in her cot, disturbed 

by a dream or the storm. She should go up and see. Instead, 

she waits, tensed for further sounds of movement from 

upstairs, relieved when none comes. She leans forward and 

pulls her sampler from the sewing basket at her feet. She 

checks that the fabric is taut across the frame, then holds a 

needle up to the light and threads it with a strand of pale 

green twist. Tonight, she will finish the leaves, tomorrow start 

on the lettering.


The rhythmic motion of the needle is soothing: the low 

hiss of the thread as it pulls through the fabric. It reminds her: 

of soft waves sipping at white sands. Hot air on bare skin. 

Beads of sweat sliding between her shoulder blades. She was

only seven when they left, but the memory is deep inside her 

still, imprinted there, like the impressions of seashells on small 

stones. She’d find them sometimes, little fossils, tangled in the 

gulfweed in the coves below the plantation. She liked to trace 

the strange whorls and ridges with her fingers, wondering who 

put them there, or press the tip of her tongue into the tiny 

cavities, lap out the saltiness, pretending to be a cat with a 

bowl of milk, while the great fat sun beat down and the sea 

breeze caressed her hair like a soft hand, stroking away the 

hurt.


A sudden riot of barking from somewhere outside the 

house returns her to the present. She looks at the embroidery 

between her hands, allows herself to imagine how it will be 

when Alec finally returns: how she will look up at him as he 

comes through the door, rise from her chair, hold out her arms 

and take his coat and hat, the wet dog smell of the wool in her 

nostrils; how she’ll lead him to his seat by the fire, ease his feet 

from his boots, let the heat from the logs bring the feeling 

back to his toes; how she’ll bring him broth and bread and 

porter, then settle at his knee, while he relates the events of 

his day and the tiredness ebbs from his face. Stop it! She jabs 

the needle into the circle of cloth, furious with herself. It will 

not be like that. The point misses its mark, embeds itself in the 

pad of her index finger. Tears sting the backs of her eyes. Why 

does she persist in thinking these things? Alec will not thank 

her for waiting up or fetching him broth. He has no use for 

her at the end of these long nights, prefers to be alone, silent, 

shut tight as a clam. The bead of blood is sweet on her tongue. 

Why does it not get any easier? Self-pity assails her, then curdles 

into shame. She must not give in to such thoughts or where 

will it end? Such an easy time the devil has of it on these long 

evenings, whether she occupies her hands or not.


Will you be late tonight?


The moment the words left her mouth she knew she should

not have asked, hated the sound of her own wheedling, the 

note of complaint in her voice that always brings that terrible 

blankness to his face.


Aye, most likely.


She hates herself for it, but hates still more that he has no 

idea how she is suffering, every moment, while he is away 

tending the suffering of others, gone for days at a time when 

he’s called to the country. Every second he is out of the house 

she is in dread of some disaster befalling him; sometimes fears 

she may cause disaster with thinking about it.


I am a physician. This is what I do.


And I am your wife. Does that count for nothing?


The air between them will be rotten with unspoken grievance 

for days, as it always is after these outbursts. She is a 

disappointment to him, she knows, although he would never 

say it outright. He had hoped for a companion to share the 

burden and the triumphs of his work. Instead, with her fretting 

and clinging, she adds to his burden. And she, what had she 

hoped for?


In her mind’s eye, Elizabeth pictures Alec as a young man 

once more. Wide fingers on thin knees, awkward as a heron 

on the edge of Aunt Rae’s damask sofa, rough-edged and out 

of place amidst the fine furniture. They’d met for the first 

time at the annual New Inn ball. She was nineteen years old. 

They nearly had not gone, on account of her aunt’s head cold, 

but at the last moment Aunt Rae revived and the phaeton was 

called. She and Bella were living with Aunt Rae by then. Their 

father’s death, five years before, had left them not only 

orphaned but penniless. Aunt Rae seldom referred directly to 

her generosity in rescuing them from their disgraced state, but 

she let it be known in countless other ways. The sudden head 

cold on the day of the New Inn ball was not unusual, nor its 

sudden disappearance just as all hope of going had finally been 

abandoned. By the time the phaeton drew up outside the 

house, Elizabeth was in low spirits, any pleasurable feelings of

anticipation eroded by her aunt’s repeated raising and crushing 

of expectation. She hadn’t wanted to go, could foresee no joy 

in another occasion governed by her aunt’s despotic and 

unpredictable rule. It was Bella, coaxing her into dressing, 

arranging her hair, holding the glass up to her reflection, who 

had restored in the end sufficient courage for the evening 

ahead. She’d worn her mother’s amethysts round her neck, a 

lilac sash about her waist. She wore her fragility, too, in the 

grey depths of her eyes, although she did not know it.


The moment she entered the room she noticed him: standing 

near the musicians, grinning at something his companion 

– his younger brother, Chae, she later learnt – was saying to 

him. She’d liked the grin, the broad open face, the unkempt 

hair. Joe Simpson made the introductions. They danced five 

reels and she liked him still more with each one. Then: 

nothing. Not a word nor glimpse of him. The weeks passed. 

The ice thawed on the loch. Lapwings blew in on the spring 

storms. Not a word. Alec Gordon seemed to have vanished 

into thin air.


It was April before they met again. A fine blustering day 

and her disappointment almost conquered. A multitude of folk 

had turned out to celebrate the inauguration of the new road 

and the cheerful cacophony of the crowd was competing loudly 

with the drums and pipes of the military band. Painted flags 

and banners, strung from the hawthorn trees, lined the route 

of the future Belmont Street. The air was filled with the smell 

of hot-bakes and small beer from the refreshment stalls. 

Ribbon sellers and jugglers, fishwives and pamphleteers busily 

plied their trade. Guildsmen and burgh dignitaries, resplendent 

in shining braids and medallions, strutted back and forth with 

all the self-importance they believed their position warranted. 

Drifts of creamy blossom gusted over the heads of the crowd 

from the branches of the hawthorns, settling like confetti on 

the women’s bonnets. And suddenly there he was, with his 

brother, leaning on one elbow on the counter of a pie stall. He

was taller than she remembered, his expression more serious. 

If he’d been laughing, perhaps she would have turned away, 

but his face brightened the instant he saw her, and, surprising 

herself with her boldness, she’d asked Aunt Rae if the brothers 

might join them. More surprising still, Aunt Rae, who was not 

inclined to regard farmers’ sons as suitable company for gentlemen’s 

daughters, had agreed.


‘Your father – one of Lord Irvine’s tenants, is he not?’


Elizabeth winced at her aunt’s imperious tone, although, 

Lord knows, she should have been used to it by now.


‘Was, ma’am. We lost the tenancy when my father died. 

My brother James manages Colonel Tower’s estate now in 

Buchan.’


A tiny curl of pastry caught in the gingery stubble on his 

upper lip.


‘And you? When you’re not dancing reels and eating pies. 

What do you do with yourself?’


‘Training for a surgeon, ma’am.’ The pastry curl fluttering 

with his words, pearly white against the red of his mouth. 

‘I have recently returned from Leiden and go next month to 

London to secure my certificate at Surgeon’s Hall.’


‘Surgeons!’ Aunt Rae gave a loud sniff. ‘Quacks and mountebanks, 

the lot of them.’


Further exchange was ruled out by the approaching procession 

of dignitaries and musicians, accompanied by great cheers 

from the crowd. Stepping back to let the procession pass, 

Elizabeth found herself at Alec’s side. ‘This would be a fine 

street to live in one day, Miss Harvie, don’t you agree?’ He 

did not look at her as he spoke and his words were all but 

drowned out by the drummers, but she heard what he said and 

understood and blushed, and then blushed some more for 

showing she had understood.


He was like that from the first. So sure always of what he 

wanted. So unlike the other young men she met. Ablaze with 

ambition. He was not yet twenty-five, a student still, but when

he spoke of his plans for the future, there was nothing wistful 

about it. It was never mere dreams with Alexander Gordon. 

It was always certainties waiting to happen. In his physical 

appearance he was not so remarkable: buff-haired, ruddy 

cheeked, with sharp blue eyes and strong hands and a wide 

smile, indistinguishable from a hundred other Aberdeenshire 

lads who, when they weren’t learning their letters in the 

schoolhouse, were out in the fields with their fathers and 

brothers, battling with a soil and climate more suited to gorse 

and heather than barley and oats. It was when he spoke that 

you felt how different he was. Everything he said revealed an 

informed and independent mind. There was an unmistakable 

sense of purpose, a resolute energy about young Mr Gordon 

that Elizabeth was irresistibly drawn to. He had conviction. 

(Her father, she thought, would have liked that about him 

too.) He spoke of progress as if it were a marvellous journey. 

He spoke of knowledge as if it were an exquisite jewel. With 

so much certainty in him, she had thought, there must be some 

to spare for her. With such a man at her side, she would be 

able to face the world. She adorned herself in his talk, swathed 

herself in his passionate assertions about the power of knowledge 

to transform society. In the light of his convictions she 

had felt herself transfigured into a bolder, surer version of 

herself. All the vague dissatisfactions and apprehensions of her 

life found firm contours when she placed them in the impressions 

left by his solid tread. She could imagine for the first 

time a life beyond the confines of Aunt Rae’s rule. She was 

happier than she’d ever been, felt clearly defined in a way she 

had never done before.


They courted for three years. He was too proud to ask her 

for her hand without financial means of his own. She understood. 

She waited. The very day his commission came through, 

he rode up north to put a ring on her finger, but it was a 

further twelve months before they were finally wed. Belmont 

Street had grown by then into two proud rows of granite

houses, the colour of dove’s wings on a fine day, built in the 

new style with elegant fanlights over the front doors and three 

stone steps leading up to them. The fourth house from the 

end, on the eastern side of the street, its back to the town, was 

their home.


It was only in the weeks leading up to their marriage that 

she began to suffer again. The plaguing headaches and fits of 

trembling. The old shadows creeping along the edges of her 

vision. Marie, Old Amos, McKenzie. She ignored them, refused 

to acknowledge their return, said nothing to Alec.


They were married in St Paul’s on a dismally wet morning 

in late February. Joe Simpson and Chae were their witnesses. 

After two days’ honeymoon at Peterhead, Alec was obliged to 

leave once more. It was all farewells in those years. Farewells 

and waiting. Six more months to serve in the navy. Six months 

after that in the London hospitals to complete his training. 

She’d wanted to be with him in London: it seemed wrong 

to be living still with her aunt and sister now that she was 

married. But Alec firmly rejected the idea, emphatically so 

once they discovered she was with child. The English capital 

was worse than a madhouse, he told her, with ranting lunatics 

roaming the streets day and night, and poor plackless devils, 

drunk out of their skulls on gin. To step into the street was 

to risk your life from the carts and coaches that thundered 

without cease along the narrowest of thoroughfares. Chief of 

Alec’s objections, however, was the state of the air: from dawn 

to dusk so thick and dark you hardly knew what time of day it 

was or what season of the year, the poisonous miasmas spreading 

contagion to rich and poor alike. Far better, Alec insisted, 

that she remain in Aberdeen, where the streets were admirably 

free from filth and the air as sweet as any in the British Isles.


We must endure the separation as best we can, a few short months 

apart, then a lifetime together.


She’d cut out his words, placed the folded scrap of paper 

between the portraits of her parents in the silver locket that

had been her mother’s. Kept his injunction, his promise, round 

her neck and in her mind all that year, kept the darkness at 

bay with them.


They’d been apart for so much of those ten years, and 

although she tried not to dwell on the thought, it began to 

dawn on her that her husband might transpire to be a man 

who journeyed alone, that progress far from bringing her 

closer to him might simply take him beyond her reach, that 

his passion for knowledge might blind him to the existence 

of other treasures of equal value. Five years of marriage have 

proved her fears correct. She can scarcely see anything else. 

His certainty has not abated with the years, but she has not 

profited by it. The shadows plague her more than ever. Alec 

notices nothing. Only Mary sees. Her daughter’s baleful gaze 

is almost more than Elizabeth can bear at times. Makes her 

feel there is nowhere left to hide.


She must not be ungrateful. Ingratitude is a sin and Alec is 

a good man, in so many ways. A husband to be proud of. 

There’s no physician to match him this side of the Tweed. 

Isn’t that what George Bannerman says? Isn’t that what they 

all say these days? Even Mistress Glegg, the minister’s thin-lipped 

wife, has been heard to admit that the young doctor 

appears to know what he’s about: that the living do seem more 

likely to stay that way since he took over at the Dispensary. 

He has the town’s confidence now. The patient list grows ever 

longer, the doors of the Dispensary daily more pressed with 

people seeking his help, like the Lord’s creatures flocking into 

the ark. Elizabeth smiles a little at this thought, amused by the 

idea of her husband as a modern-day Noah. But Alec deserves 

their confidence, to be sure; has earned it many times over 

since his appointment to the Aberdeen Dispensary. Four years 

of hard work and tireless commitment. No obstacle is too 

great if it stands between Dr Gordon and the public good, no 

hour too late if it might save a man or woman’s life, no disease 

too far advanced if it threatens the life of a child. Word of

Alec’s dedication runs after him, around him, ahead of him, 

like a pack of faithful dogs, through the wide streets of the 

New Town and the narrow lanes of the Old, and out into 

the surrounding villages. His standing has never been higher, 

with the public or his colleagues. Dr Skene and Dr Bannerman 

are forever calling upon him for his opinion of their cases. 

Students from the college are always at the door with some 

question or other they have to put to him that very instant. 

Even the Infirmary physicians, the loathsome George French 

and his clutch of sycophants, require Alec’s help on the wards 

most weeks – as if his hands weren’t full enough already with 

his own practice, and the Dispensary, and the lectures, and the 

committees. Oh, the committees! Who would have guessed a 

town of this size could support such a quantity of committees? 

Yet it seems it can and it seems her husband must sit on each 

and every one of them.


Elizabeth leans back in her chair. The embroidery lies in a 

tired heap in the shallow pool of her skirts as if it too were 

exhausted by the thought of all Alec’s industry. If only she 

were as busy as he. If only her hands were as full. Mary turned 

five two months ago. She is grateful for that, of course she is. 

You can relax a little when they get to five. It isn’t that she’s 

not grateful. But every week it seems another woman’s child is 

born, brought into the world as often as not with her husband’s 

help, while her own womb remains as still and empty as the 

room she’s sitting in. It is her own fault, she knows, but what 

can she do? There is no one to ask. No one to tell her how to 

turn the hourglass so the flow of time is reversed, so the sand 

falls upwards. No one to explain how to forget.
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It’s the back of midnight and the gale is blowing hard as Alec 

makes his way through the town for the second time that 

night, grimly grateful for the wind’s pummelling and buffeting, 

for the impersonal ferocity of its attacks. He’d sent Rabbie 

on ahead, preferring to be alone for a while. His earlier good 

humour has been replaced by a hard smouldering knot of 

indignation. Garrow’s rebuttal is a darkening bruise on his 

pride, swelling and spreading with every step. The ignorance 

of these people! The block-headed ignorance of them! How 

is any progress to be made when they cling to their absurd 

beliefs? Nothing now will bring Elspet Garrow back to life, 

but an inspection would at least have shed some light on her 

death. Couldn’t Garrow see that? In Leiden, there would be 

no such nonsense to endure. In Leiden the public understand 

the value of anatomy. Openings are commonplace and men of 

science are able to pursue their investigations in a civilized 

manner. No unseemly struggles in Leiden over still-warm 

corpses. No passing of purses and greasing of palms. No need 

for side doors, back doors, trap doors and a million other 

demeaning little ruses and subterfuges that are all part of his 

lot here in Aberdeen. And why? Because people persist in 

clinging to custom; prefer to stumble in the dark ages of fear 

and superstition, than to walk new pathways they are unfamiliar 

with. What if her soul’s no ready to depart? How d’ye know for sure 

she’s deid? Why, you damn fool, he wants to say, because she’s 

stiffer than a length of wainscot and stinking to high heaven. 

That is why!


But how do you convince folk whose thoughts are brimful 

of ghoulies and ghasties that what remains concealed from the 

physician’s gaze remains beyond the reach of the physician’s

art? How do you persuade them that the mind can only 

describe what the eye can see? That external appearances show 

only a small part of the true story. That diagnosis without 

dissection is like a book without its final chapters. So: the weid 

killed Elspet Garrow. That’s what they want to believe, is it? 

An implausible ending to a tale if ever he heard one, convincing 

as a fox in a hencoop. Why should an illness only ever 

seen in a mild form and never known to be fatal suddenly 

snatch a woman in the prime of life, in good health and of 

sound mind, after a confinement distinguished only by a 

complete absence of complications? It made no sense whatsoever, 

but they would believe it anyway.


A rock and a hard place and himself between the two: that 

is how Alec sees himself at times. If it’s not the townsfolk 

standing in the way of progress with their damn fool notions, 

as like as not it’s the physicians. Alec frowns at the disagreeable 

memory of that quarrel; it was nigh on four years ago, but 

the recollection still rankles. The managers’ case rested solely 

on their assertion that the public bath, having been neglected 

by the townsfolk, for whom it had not long since been built, 

could no longer be kept up without considerable loss to the 

funds of the Infirmary. Alec reckoned this a most extraordinary 

argument, the rate of bathing for a whole year not 

exceeding half-a-guinea a head. Cold bathing was of obvious 

public benefit, not only beneficial to the general constitution, 

but the most efficacious method known for washing effluvia 

from the surface of the body, ergo, an invaluable means of 

preventing infection. Alec could see no counter-argument of 

any merit, yet support for the closure had been stubbornly 

maintained. He began to suspect that the true arguments were 

not of a kind guaranteed to win public support, a suspicion 

confirmed by a perusal of the town plans one afternoon. 

Several of the senior physicians, it transpired, owned sizeable 

portions of the land being feued out for the bath and stood to 

make substantial gains by its sale. What angered Alec, beyond

the dishonesty and hypocrisy of his colleagues, was their 

assumption that he would bow to their wishes, support their 

flimsy case for the closure against all the scientific evidence 

opposing it, against the public interest, against common sense. 

What did they take him for?


Alec let his discovery be known in a letter to the Board, 

mentioning no one by name of course, but when it became 

clear that even this had failed to swing opinion against the 

closure, he was left with no choice: he set out the argument in 

a pamphlet, had Chalmers print up two hundred copies, and 

called a public meeting. Elizabeth questioned the wisdom of 

opposing the Infirmary’s wishes so soon after his arrival in the 

town, but he had no qualms: closing the baths would cost the 

Infirmary in the long run five times what it would save (or 

make) in the short term. In any case, he would not pander to 

liars and hypocrites, whoever their fathers and grandfathers. 

Self-interest was a sickness to be purged like any other. The 

pamphlet won the day: there was a public outcry and plans for 

the closure were quietly shelved. An unpleasant business, all in 

all, but it had made Alec’s name. Overnight he became the 

poor folk’s champion, the public’s hero. Amongst the physicians, 

however, sentiments were more mixed. He’d earned 

their respect, but at a price. He had drawn attention to himself 

too soon; set himself above them in authority; exposed 

unscrupulous conduct in persons of public repute. In short, he 

had made enemies. A rock and a hard place indeed.





Elizabeth has fallen asleep in the chair by the hearth, her head 

tilted up and back at an awkward angle, small gutterings of 

breath escaping from her open mouth, the stretch of her throat 

white above the dark knot of her shawl. The tail end of a fire 

shifts quietly in the grate, its meagre light falling over her 

neck and shoulders, casting the rest of her body in shadow. 

The sight of her, lost to sleep, so slight against the high frame

of the chair, brings Alec to a standstill. Tenderness washes 

through him, followed by remorse. For a moment he forgets 

Garrow and everything Garrow stands for, abruptly and fully 

conscious suddenly of the lateness of the hour; the distress he 

knows it will have caused her; the distress he knows he causes 

her.


Elizabeth startles awake with a little cry of alarm, disturbed 

by his presence in the room.


‘It’s only me.’


‘Alec?’ She pulls herself into alertness. ‘Are you all right? 

Where have you been?’


That querulous note in her voice. Alec’s heart sinks.


He crosses the room and, with his back turned to her, 

pours some wine from one of the decanters on the sideboard.


‘You shouldn’t have waited up. It only tires you.’


He sets the decanter back down on the sideboard with a 

hard little thud. How genteel they are, he thinks bitterly. Not 

one decanter, but two. And crystal no less. Her family, of 

course, not his. There were no crystal decanters in any house 

he grew up in. He raises the glass to his lips, opens his throat 

to let the wine slide into his gullet, feels the claret slip into 

his bloodstream. Even with his back turned, he can see the 

reproach in Elizabeth’s expression, feel the nudge of it between 

his shoulder blades. He watches the wine settle back into the 

bowl of the glass; it nestles in the palm of his hand, a warm 

dark red. How many times has he told her not to wait up? 

Why must she persist in doing so when he has expressly asked 

her not to? The irregularity of his hours upsets her, he knows 

that, but what choice does he have? He is not some shopkeeper 

or clerk to order his time by the clock. How can she expect it 

of him, with all the patients she knows he must attend? There 

were four hundred names on the book when he took over 

from George French; now there are fourteen hundred. It is a 

triumph. It is his triumph. Yet his own wife seems not to 

rejoice in his success, but rather to resent it. What would she

have him do? He cannot simply abandon his patients to their 

fate for the sake of her nerves. The greatest physician on earth 

cannot dictate precisely when an illness will strike, nor how 

long it will take to run its course. Why can she not understand 

this?
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