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London, December 1917


‘This is the one.’


Edith’s eyes widened in surprise at the firm tone of her husband’s voice, the light of satisfaction in his eyes. Philip was a mild-tempered man and she rarely knew him to express such a strong opinion.


‘This is the baby for us, Edie.’


‘Edith,’ she whispered, aware of Miss Chad hovering nearby.


She contemplated the fragile infant in his arms and bit her lip, uncertain. This girl was not the prettier of the two available. Edith had wanted to reach out and cuddle the other, a sturdy cherub of ten months with rosy cheeks and a fluff of fair hair. So much like Edith’s youngest sister at the same age. The nurserymaid had set the child astride a toy horse and held her as it rocked. The darling’s blue eyes had widened with alarm and she’d clutched at the young woman’s sleeve.


This other baby was too young to sit up. ‘Three months,’ Miss Chad had said and bid another maid to lift her from her crib to show the visitors. The sleepy infant had taken one look at the portly bespectacled man in the black frock coat and his thin, plain-faced wife and burst into angry cries.


‘Poor mite,’ Philip had murmured and stretched out his arms to take her. ‘She’s so light, Edie!’ He cradled her awkwardly, muttering a tentative, ‘There, there.’ This must have been all the baby wanted because after a moment she stopped screaming and stared up at him with her troubled navy-blue gaze, tears shining on her long, dark lashes.


What sallow cheeks the child had, Edith thought, remembering the pink and white skin of the fair-haired girl. This baby’s small pointed face and almond-shaped eyes put her in mind of a kitten. Cats brought Edith out in a rash.


‘That’s better.’ Philip propped the infant up against his shoulder and stroked her whorl of dark hair. It was at that point that he had looked at his wife, beamed and said those devastating words: ‘This is the one.’


Miss Chad clasped her hands under her chin, her eyes glinting in satisfaction over her spectacles. ‘She’s very dainty, isn’t she?’ The principal of the Adoption Society was a handsome woman in her forties with a generous, upholstered figure. She wore too many strands of beads for Edith to imagine her cuddling babies.


It was Miss Chad who had answered Philip’s response to her advertisement in neat firm handwriting, but although she’d requested references, it was in a tone that could only have been described as ingratiating. A solicitor and his wife from a quiet seaside town. Conventional, comfortably off. How suitable! ‘You sound just the kind of people we wish to adopt one of our little ones’, she’d gushed, ‘but letters of support from your vicar and a local mother of standing are a minimal requirement.’ The references Philip supplied had duly been checked and today the couple had come to the nursery in west London to choose a baby girl.


‘What do we know about this one’s parents?’ Philip asked before Edith could draw breath to protest. ‘I believe I told you that we wanted an orphan.’


‘She isn’t one, exactly.’ Miss Chad did not meet his gaze. ‘But she has been fully relinquished by the mother.’


Everyone wanted orphans, Edith supposed. If the parents were safely dead, they couldn’t ask later to have the child back, could they? Miss Chad had already explained that adoption was not legally binding, such a nuisance, but that financial penalties in the Society’s contract would put off any birth parent tempted to change their mind.


‘We don’t have any orphaned girls at present.’ Miss Chad’s cheery tone grated. ‘But this baby is special. The mother’s family are well-connected, gentlefolk. Most unusual for a girl of that upbringing to get herself into trouble, but this war has upset everything. We’ve had no problems with the child. Healthy, takes her milk well. Spirited, I’d say, you’ve seen that yourselves. But with the right training I believe you’d be very pleased.’


It was, Edith thought, as though they were acquiring a puppy, not a baby.


The infant stared with fascination at the white silk handkerchief in Philip’s breast pocket. At his chuckle, her round-eyed gaze moved to his face and she batted his jaw with her starfish hand. To Edith’s amazement, her usually solemn husband burst out laughing.


‘Philip?’ she said in desperation. ‘I don’t think I want—’


‘Edie, she likes me,’ he broke in, his eyes shining with happiness.


‘Yes, I’m sure she does, but don’t you think that sweet fair-haired girl…’


‘An absolute enchantress, isn’t she, Mrs Burns?’ Miss Chad cooed. ‘More placid than this little puss, but then she’s adorable in her own way, too. It’s your choice. We like our parents to feel satisfied. Both children are available immediately, though we do have a waiting list for baby girls…’


‘We’d better decide right away,’ Philip said, turning serious. ‘Whichever you like, of course, Edie, dear.’ He smiled down at the kitten-baby. ‘But I prefer this little thing.’


Later, when Edith looked back, she wondered how she’d allowed it to happen, why she’d given in to her husband’s whim and taken a baby she hadn’t warmed to. It was partly the picture Miss Chad went on to elaborate of the mother’s genteel background. Mostly, though, it was to do with Philip’s strength of purpose. It had taken her by surprise.













Two
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Hertfordshire, January 1918


‘It’s eight o’clock, Alice. Time you were up. We’ve things to do.’


Her stepmother’s sharp voice cut into the young woman’s dreams. For a moment she lay, heavy and confused, as a clatter of crockery and a smell of toast accompanied Gwen’s busy footsteps into the room.


Gwen set the breakfast tray on the bedside table and went to throw open the curtains. Alice raised her head, blinking at the flood of sunlight, then rolled over with a groan and pulled a pillow over her head.


This served only to muffle Gwen’s strident tones. ‘You can’t go on like this, Alice. I simply won’t have it and nor will your father. You still have all your life before you.’


Alice pressed the pillow over her ears. She knew all too well her stepmother’s opinion of her. Gwen was running through the phrases again. ‘Selfish, I never knew such a girl. Your poor father. It’s nearly broken him.’ According to Gwen she was stubborn, ungrateful, unwomanly, and many other things besides. All this rained down on her grief. She hated Gwen, would never forgive her, but part of her, just a small guilty part, had begun to recognize that her stepmother had saved her. From a life in the shadows, a life that would have ended before it had properly begun.


But the cost.


Once again, Alice tried to resist the image that popped into her head when she least expected it: the small kitten-like face, the bud-like mouth releasing her nipple, the whorl of dark hair, large eyes of unfathomable blue that fixed unblinkingly on hers. As though the baby were taking her in, impressing her mother’s face on her mind. Alice remembered how she had stared back at her tiny daughter. ‘Oh, look at you,’ she’d crooned, and her lips had met the soft skin of that small forehead in a kiss. ‘Look at you, my darling.’ The baby’s hair and eyes already reminded her of Jack. No, she wouldn’t think of Jack, she simply wouldn’t. And now she must learn day by day how to shut out that memory of her child. With hope and a prayer that she was alive and thriving somewhere in the world. Without her mother.


A sob rose in her throat. She threw the pillow aside and pushed herself up to see Gwen standing at the end of her bed, arms folded, her little finger tapping out her impatience. Alice stared back mutinously. Dislike flashed between them.


‘Eat your breakfast and get dressed.’ Her stepmother turned, crossed the floor and threw open the doors of the great walnut wardrobe. She rifled through the clothes that hung there before unwinding a smart travelling suit from its hanger. ‘See if this still fits,’ she said nastily, draping it over the bed. ‘We’re going to London. Louise Hartington’s mother wishes to interview you. Read the letter. It arrived a moment ago.’


‘What?’ Alice noticed for the first time a thick cream envelope propped on the breakfast tray. She snatched it up, scanned the page inside and tossed it on the floor, the words rebounding in her head. ‘I’m sure dear Alice would make a most entertaining and sympathetic companion for my mother…’ A companion!


‘How dare you keep interfering with my life,’ she screeched. ‘I won’t go and wait on some querulous old woman.’ A scene from her childhood flashed into her mind of a visit to a great-aunt, a robust widow who’d bullied her companion, a plain moth of a girl. She wouldn’t put up with that sort of treatment, she simply wouldn’t. She’d wanted to go back to nursing, maybe in London, but her parents wouldn’t let her near wounded soldiers again. Not after what had happened.


‘Nobody said anything about old Mrs Eldridge being querulous. Louise makes her sound charming.’ Gwen rescued the letter and folded it back into its envelope. ‘Of course, she doesn’t suspect a thing, and you’d do as well to keep it quiet.’


‘Why would I do otherwise?’ Alice hissed. She’d had a child outside marriage. No respectable employer would take her if they knew. Her good breeding and her education would count for nothing. ‘Anyway, it doesn’t matter as I’m not doing it, so that’s the end of that.’ She crossed her arms and stuck out her lower lip, all too aware that she was acting like a child herself, but Gwen really was the limit.


‘You need to grow up, missy.’ Gwen’s voice was sharper than ever. ‘You have to do something. I simply won’t have you maundering around the house making everyone’s life a misery. Your father and I have had enough.’


‘Then I’ll go to London by myself, take a flat and apply for work of my choosing. Girls do it all the time now.’


‘Not any girls in our circle. And you won’t get any support from your father for that kind of life.’


‘And what kind of life do you think that is?’


They glared at one another, both enraged.


‘One where you think you’re free to do exactly as you like. There’s only one word for such a young woman and it’s too impolite to pass my lips. You’re going to Mrs Eldridge whether you like it or not. And if she gives you a good report then we’ll see what’s next. Now, eat up and get dressed, there’s a good girl. I’ve told Spriggs to have the trap ready for ten. We’re catching the train at half past.’


Gwen never flounced, but Alice sensed her irritation in the crisp way she shut the door behind her. And she was glad. She pulled the breakfast tray before her and began savagely to butter a slice of toast.





Gwen lingered outside Alice’s bedroom, wondering whether her stepdaughter would do as she’d been told. It was a gamble, but she was convinced that toughness was the right approach. Alice hated her, but then she didn’t think much of Alice. All through the difficult last year they’d struggled with one another for dominance. She believed strongly that she’d done right by George’s daughter, and that working for Mrs Eldridge was a suitable next stage in her rehabilitation. It was hard sometimes to believe that Alice was nineteen, that she’d spent a year in France nursing the wounded in this dreadful war and then, for a brief while, become a mother, for it was as though the young woman had regressed into an angry, pouting adolescent. Her behaviour just now had been disgraceful.


Alice had resented her ever since Gwen had set foot in Wentwood House five Christmases ago, when George had introduced her to his children as his wife. The marriage had already taken place. Gwen had suggested to George that she meet Teddy and Alice beforehand, but George, who was such a sweet man, had wanted to surprise them. A Christmas present of a new mother! What a wonderful idea, so touching and thoughtful of him. He was living in a bubble of happiness, dear George. Anyone could see that she, sensible Gwen Wright, had lifted him from the sadness he’d sunk into after the death of his wife Mary. Thrown from a horse two years earlier, poor woman, when Teddy was thirteen and Alice twelve.


As for Gwen, she’d been a missionary in East Africa until her mid-thirties, but had increasingly hated it and, after suffering an attack of typhoid, returned home. Looking after a widower and his motherless children seemed an appropriate new vocation. She had met George at the wedding of some mutual friends.


She knew she had made a difference. Dear George no longer spent every hour of the day at work, that was one good thing. She brought order to the chaotic household; that was another. Meals now came promptly, and the food was much better than when she’d first arrived. Making changes had not been easy. The parlour maid had been sent packing for failing to dust properly and Cook had resigned twice, both times having to be persuaded by George to stay.


The running of Wentwood House brought up to standard, Gwen turned her energies to George’s poor bereaved children. Here she was brought up short. All sentimental hopes that she would fill the gaping hole left by Mary’s demise were quickly dashed.


Fifteen-year-old Teddy was a tearaway, perennially close to expulsion from the minor public school where he boarded. At home in the holidays he would mix with the local lads, working alongside them in the fields for a few shillings or helping with the shoot. As long as he was out and about, at the centre of whatever was going on, he was content, but Gwen was horrified. Really, if war hadn’t come, and had he not signed up eagerly as soon as he was old enough, she didn’t know what she’d have done with him. He’d grown up quickly, as they saw during his periods of leave, becoming a fine officer with a deep empathy for the men, some of whom had been his boyhood companions.


And finally, impossibly, there was Alice. George had, from somewhere – the sainted Mary, no doubt – gained the ludicrous idea that his daughter should be properly educated and had sent her to a girls’ day school in a town a few miles away. It was one of those progressive places which believed in teaching girls beyond their needs and Alice had loved it. So far as Gwen was concerned it had taught her scandalously little to prepare her for a destiny as a wife and mother. Alice exhibited no interest in the running of Wentwood House. Instead, her head had been stuffed with useless knowledge of Latin, mathematics and science. Speaking French, granted, was elegant, and had no doubt proved useful with her nursing, but then the distressing thing happened that no one who knew of it must speak about, and here Alice was back home, refusing to do anything except mope around and feel sorry for herself. You’d think she’d show some remorse. Gwen had, after all, saved her from absolute ruin!


Yes, working for Mrs Eldridge would be a safe thing to do for a while, to get Alice back on her feet. She’d have to be clever, though, if she were to catch a husband. There was a dreadful shortage of young men; such a tragedy. But maybe there was something suitably useful Alice could do in life. It had to be admitted that she was a pretty girl, with that mass of honey-gold hair, creamy skin and wide green eyes. So tall and graceful, too, though a little on the thin side. Perhaps she still had a good chance.


From inside the bedroom came the sounds of footsteps, the opening and closing of drawers, a murmured curse. Satisfied that Alice was getting up, Gwen turned and crossed the landing to her own room to make preparations for the journey.





Three months later, Alice was walking home through St James’s Park beneath a lowering sky. It was her afternoon off and she’d spent it glumly wandering by the Thames, as she’d done more happily with Jack during their short, sweet time together. The park was emptying of people, it being late with rain threatening, and she hurried on, head down, hardly noticing her surroundings.


‘Alice, Alice Copeman, by all that’s holy.’


Alice stopped short at the familiar voice. A petite young woman in a cape had drawn up beside her. Sparkling blue eyes and ginger hair coiled over her ears under a nurse’s cap.


‘Jane!’ she gasped and her heart leaped to see her old friend, but she hesitated before meeting her embrace and it was enough to make Jane Forder study her face, forehead creased in concern.


‘How are you?’ she asked tentatively.


‘Very well. Do you work nearby?’ Alice rushed on, anxious to deflect Jane’s attention. ‘I thought you were still in France.’


‘No, I had to come back six months ago. Daddy had a funny turn. He’s all right now, well, more or less, but Mummy wanted me close. I’m at the Westminster. It’s not too bad. Certainly after what we had out there.’


Alice closed her eyes briefly against the images that flooded in, the tents crammed with beds and straw pallets, the bodies laid outside in the mud, the terrible stench, the boom of the big guns and the whistle of shells. When she opened them, it was odd to see fallen blossom on lush grass, a pair of eager sparrows pecking up crumbs. She felt herself sway.


Jane’s warm hand gripped her arm. ‘Are you all right?’ Her friend drew her to a nearby bench. Alice sank down on it gratefully, but avoided Jane’s concerned gaze. ‘Alice, what happened? You left without saying goodbye. Didn’t answer any of my letters.’


A cold drop of rain dashed against Alice’s cheek.


‘I’m sorry, Jane, I did mean to write but I wasn’t… myself.’


‘After what happened I’m not surprised.’


‘What do you mean?’ Alice felt panic. Had her friend guessed her condition?


‘The news about Jack. I don’t blame you for being miserable. If that happened to darling Bobby, I don’t know where I’d be.’


Alice nodded, then smiled briefly. She remembered meeting Jane’s childhood sweetheart when he sneaked a visit to the camp once; his wry smile and quick gesturing hands as he told grim, mocking tales about army life. ‘How is Bobby?’


‘He’s got leave,’ Jane said brightly. ‘I’m meeting him off the train tonight. In fact, Alice,’ she rushed on, her cheeks flushing, ‘I should have written. We’re getting married on Tuesday. It’s only a small affair. The church where I was christened. Perhaps you’d come? I know Mummy and Daddy would be pleased to meet you.’


A tide of desolation threatened, but Alice held it back and hugged her friend warmly, genuinely pleased for her. ‘That is wonderful, darling, and no more than you deserve. Bobby’s a lucky man. But I’m sorry, I can’t come. I’ll be working.’ In truth, if she begged, Mrs Eldridge would probably give her the time off, but she couldn’t bear to go and witness her friend’s happiness. It would be too painful. Tears at a wedding were all right for sentimental old ladies, but not the raw grief of the young.


‘You’re a VAD still, are you?’ Jane asked.


Alice shook her head. ‘I know this may sound odd, but I’m a companion in Mayfair. Rather a sweet old thing, but awfully strict and old-fashioned. There’s an unbreakable routine. If I’m a minute late to luncheon I’m in trouble.’ In response to Jane’s disbelieving expression, she hurried to explain. ‘It’s Gwen, my stepmother, who fixed it. It’s to build me up. I’ve been… unwell, you see. Quite low.’


‘I’m so sorry to hear that, Alice. A companion does sound a bit dreary, though. What about your plans? You can’t have forgotten what that doctor told you—’


‘All that’s on the back burner for the moment.’


‘Not for ever, I hope. You loved nursing.’


Another drop of rain splashed on Alice’s face and another. She pulled up the collar of her coat and frowned. ‘I should have brought my brolly.’


They walked briskly over to a pretty wrought-iron bandstand under which they sheltered, swapping news about people they knew. Alice had little to contribute to the conversation though; she’d deliberately not kept in touch with anyone. Since she’d left France she’d tried not to think about her life at the camp hospital near Camiers. But talking to Jane now about the nurses and doctors they’d known, the soldiers they’d cared for who’d risked their lives in this senseless war and suffered grievous wounds to body, mind and soul, she remembered that sense of purpose. How useful she had felt then, how fascinating she’d found the delicate workings of the human body, how satisfying it had been to cheat Death of a faltering spirit through careful nursing. Strength and longing pulsed through her again, so that by the time the rain eased and the women parted with vague promises to stay in touch, Alice felt more alive and filled with energy than she had for many months.





Alice was right about Mrs Eldridge who, for all her strictness, had a soft heart. Sometimes she studied her young companion with intelligent watery brown eyes and probed her gently about her ambitions. Alice avoided giving straight answers to her questions because she wasn’t ready. It wasn’t nosiness on Mrs Eldridge’s part, Alice recognized, but genuine concern. ‘I can’t think why you’re wasting your youth on an old thing like me. You’ll be off and away soon, I know you will,’ she said once, though Alice gallantly protested.


She’d have to do something else soon, because she was honestly bored to death. She hardly saw her father or stepmother, though she looked forward to the weekly letter from her father, which she read avidly. He wrote mostly about life at Wentwood, which made her long for home. The farmworkers had asked for a wage increase, because they had to work harder as there were fewer of them. He was considering their request. A mangy stray cat had hidden itself under a sagging sofa and terrified Gwen by yowling when she sat down. He missed his ‘little Alice’, but hoped ‘she’d stick to her guns for the time being, eh?’ There was no offer of money, which was a nuisance because the pittance Mrs Eldridge paid her on top of board and lodging was quickly spent. For the moment, anyway, she was indeed stuck.


Meeting Jane, however, started her thinking. ‘You loved nursing.’ Her words were like a worm, wriggling about inside her mind. The doctor in France whom Jane had referred to, a young sandy-haired Scot, was one of the few of his generally high and mighty colleagues who spoke to the humble VADs. He had told her about his sister, Elsie, who, aware of the wartime shortage of doctors, applied to the Women’s Medical School in Edinburgh. To his joy they’d taken her. He sounded immensely proud of her and Alice admired him for that. Then, to her surprise, he’d gone on to say, ‘You should try too, with your schooling. You’d be good at it, I can tell. You’re calm like Elsie and you make good decisions under pressure.’


She pondered her future as she searched for lost spectacles, supplied answers to crossword clues and played bridge with Mrs Eldridge’s elderly friends. Maybe after the wretched war was over, when her brother Teddy was safely back at Wentwood and everyone less harrassed, she’d approach Daddy again about university. She’d talked about reading science at Cambridge once, a long time ago, but Gwen had been against it and because of the war she’d gone to be a VAD instead. Then Jack’s death and the baby had happened and she’d lost sight of all plans. She was still trying so hard not to think about it, to stuff it away in some attic in her mind so it wouldn’t have the power to hurt her anymore.


Living in Mrs Eldridge’s elegant Mayfair house helped because it had no associations with her past. It was like turning to a clean page. She could start again.


There were still times, though, when Alice was alone, that her thoughts would take charge and dart where they wished and, before she knew it, the image of that small, kittenish face with its appealing eyes would appear and she’d feel a tenderness in her breasts. It would then take a while to wrestle the memory into submission. This had to be done. If she gave way to tears anymore, she believed she’d go mad.


She remembered what her stepmother said when she’d started at Mrs Eldridge’s. ‘You must forget the child. You must use all your strength to put away what happened and get on with your life. Tell no one, ever. Pretend it didn’t occur. It’s the only way.’


Alice had recoiled from Gwen’s harshness then, but now, as she grew stronger, she came to see that this advice would help her survive. Her months at Mrs Eldridge’s were many things: tiresome, frustrating, frequently lonely, but it had helped to think of them as a convalescence.


Then came a night when a strange thing occurred. Alice woke in the darkness with the strong sense that someone had called her name. She pushed back the covers and slipped out onto the landing to listen, but the house was quiet. When she opened her eyes next it was morning and she realized she’d come to a decision. She would forge her own career, her own path in life: she would find a way to train as a doctor.


In the end, her nascent plans did not have to wait long. There came an April afternoon when she returned from changing the old lady’s library books to find her employer asleep in her favourite armchair, a sleep so deep that the maid could not rouse her for tea. The doctor was summoned urgently, but to no avail. Mrs Eldridge died the following day.


Though Alice was sad, she felt released. After the funeral, she packed up her few possessions, certain that she stood on the threshold of something new and exciting.


She would speak to her father and stepmother and she would persuade them. She was determined. At the age of twenty, love and motherhood were behind her. There was something else important she had vowed to do with her life.













Three
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Suffolk, July 1918


Edith sat up, hiccupped, then reached for the glass of ginger cordial on the bedside table. She’d retired for an afternoon nap, but found it impossible to sleep. Her head ached and although the door was shut, she could still hear ten-month-old Irene’s piercing wails and the nurse’s soothing country voice all the way down in the kitchen. She replaced the glass, took up a damp flannel and sank back on the pillows with a sigh. As she dabbed her throbbing temples Edith reflected on the unfairness of life.


A month’s approval. It wasn’t enough time to gauge whether a baby was right for you. Not much longer than for a dress bought from a mail-order catalogue.


She and Philip had been married nearly five years before they’d decided to adopt. They had hoped and prayed for a baby of their own, but time had crept by and nothing had happened. Even the most insensitive of their acquaintances had stopped asking when they were going to ‘do their duty’ and start a family. Embarrassed, probably. Or, more likely, absorbed in their own sufferings during this dreadful war.


Soon after their second anniversary, Edith consulted Dr Stevens. A married man with children of his own, she knew he meant to be kind, but it had been a humiliating experience. ‘Let’s have a look at the works, shall we?’ he’d said, handing her up onto the bed in his surgery. She flinched from his cold hands while he shone a light into her most intimate parts and poked about with a speculum as though she were indeed something mechanical. ‘Everything’s in good order, Mrs Burns,’ he said with a twinkle. After that, if she saw his avuncular figure in the street she would nod and hurry on, unable to meet his eye.


It had taken months to persuade Philip to seek medical advice, but when eventually he did, the tests offered the same conclusion. There was no obvious medical reason why Edith might not conceive. All this should have been comforting, but instead she had become consumed by bitter frustration. It must be her fault somehow. Maybe she wasn’t relaxed enough, but then she found Philip reserved in that area of their lives as in much else, and their lovemaking was usually a hurried affair, not displeasurable, but a relief to them both when it was over. He would roll off her with a ‘That’s it then, I s’pose,’ and sink into a deep sleep, leaving her to lie on her back, quivering in the darkness, hoping that this time a baby would start.


When they’d first announced their engagement, Edith’s friends and family had viewed Philip as quite a catch. ‘Maybe not as handsome as my Bill,’ her forthright sister Muriel had said, ‘but he’s a good sort and you won’t want for anything.’


Edith had been thankful to escape for ever her widowed father and the farm cottage, the tears and roughness of her upbringing. She had worked hard at school, determined to better herself, and she had managed it. At seventeen, she won a college bursary to study shorthand and typing. With certificates and a glowing reference, she’d secured a job with the land agent’s office in the coastal town of Farthingsea, and for four years she’d been ever so happy, earning her own money, though less pleased to be living with Muriel. Her middle sister had married a signalman on the railway, and given birth to three boys in quick succession, which meant that Edith had to share a bedroom with Bill’s niece, the put-upon unofficial nursemaid, and the two older boys. The girl snored because of adenoids.


During the course of her day Edith sometimes nipped up the High Street with paperwork for Ratchett & Ratchett, Solicitors. Although it was one of the typists she dealt with there, she sometimes saw the junior solicitor, Philip Burns, a quiet, well-spoken man who always wore a formal tailcoat. His plain face was pleasant and he always greeted her politely. It wasn’t hard to guess that he was unmarried.


The cracked mirror over the bedroom washstand reminded Edith that she was no beauty either, with her small, beady eyes and thin lips. But she made sure that her suits were clean and fitted well so they showed off her trim figure, which she felt was her best feature. Neatness was her watchword. She spent ages in the mornings coaxing her pale flyaway hair into a smooth coil on her narrow head, and used powder to take the shine off her long nose. There were other ways she made the best of herself, too. She switched allegiance from the Nonconformist chapel to the Anglican parish church, and it was there that she and Philip had their first proper conversation one evening after a concert in which he had sung a short solo. She plucked up the courage to approach him and praised his fine tenor voice. Blushing, he asked where he’d seen her before and she pinked up in turn because he’d forgotten.


Philip lived with his mother, a stout widow who wore black bombazine and a disapproving expression. A few weeks after the concert she died in hospital after a fall. Edith took care to write Philip a letter of condolence in which she alluded to the loss of her own mother ten years before. It touched a chord with him, he wrote back. One Sunday after evensong he confided that he had recruited a housekeeper whom he was finding not much of a cook. He told Edith he could not dispense with the woman’s services, as she was recently widowed and easily distressed. Instead he’d decided to eat a good luncheon out when he could, then she’d only have to prepare a cold supper. Shyly, he asked Edith if she would care to join him one day.


As they ate together for the first time, at The Nelson, which did a very good set meal, she studied him carefully. He wasn’t much to look at. His round face was jowly and he was slow and careful in his movements, but she liked his gentle chuckle when she recounted stories of her employer, who had a habit of sneaking out to the pub to place ill-judged bets on the horses.


It wasn’t a passionate courtship, but Edith was content. She liked his three-storey brick villa in Jubilee Road, with its view of the sea between rooftops, and thought she would choose a live-in maid – she would have no qualms in sacking the housekeeper. As for Philip, he said he had often thought that he should marry. It would make his clients feel settled about him. And so it was arranged between them.


When war broke upon the world that sun-baked August day in 1914, Philip was too old to volunteer. When conscription was brought in and the upper age limit raised, he was excused because of weak lungs, extreme short sight and flat feet. At first Edith was secretly ashamed, but no one else appeared troubled by it and no coward’s white feather was handed to him in the street. He was the sort who looked older than his years, at thirty-seven undoubtedly middle-aged, his thick-lensed spectacles a result of years reading small print, his round-shouldered stoop from hunching over dusty tomes.


They were lucky, Edith realized, as she scanned the casualty lists in The Times or passed a bath chair in the street bearing a once sturdy young man whose legs had been replaced by a blanket. There was still plenty of work for Philip. People always needed lawyers and so their standard of living continued as before. She was barren, yes, barren (she would whisper the awful word to her reflection in the bathroom mirror) but she kept her sadness to herself. Others’ grief for lost husbands, sons and brothers was more important than her disappointment.


‘At least you’ve never had a child to lose,’ the next-door neighbour told her curtly, after a telegram arrived regretting the death of her youngest. Edith had called to express sympathy, but her words had somehow come out wrongly and the bereaved mother had snapped at her. She’d made her escape and swallowed a nip of cooking sherry to calm her nerves.


Five years and no child. Edith first mentioned adoption to Philip after she read about Belgian refugee orphans in The Times. The couple had just decided they weren’t sure about a foreign baby when she had spotted Miss Chad’s appeal in the classifieds.





Downstairs, little Irene continued to wail. Whether it was teething or tummy ache, Edith had no notion. What was the matter with the child? She had been a difficult baby from the start, always wanting to be held, when Mr Truby King was quite clear in his popular childcare manual that this was entirely wrong for Baby’s development. Only Philip appeared able to quieten her, but he was at work all day so Edith had had to cope alone.


They’d prepared a story when they’d brought her home to Farthingsea, that Irene was the child of one of Philip’s West Country cousins, killed along with his wife in a motor accident, a dreadful tragedy, and of course Philip had offered to step in and take the child. The neighbours accepted this fiction. Whether they questioned it was another matter. The important thing was that a respectable front had been put up.


More difficult to overcome was Edith’s failure to accept that this strange little girl was actually hers now. Irene’s face had filled out and she no longer put Edith in mind of a stray kitten, but her thick dark hair and deepset blue eyes were alien to Edith, like a changeling’s. Edith’s memory would often wind back to a vision of the placid, golden-haired tot at Miss Chad’s nursery. That child would have looked much more a part of the family.


By winning Philip’s heart, Irene had stolen all Edith’s hopes. To be fair, Edith had wrestled against her resentment of the baby. She knew it wasn’t right to blame Irene, but it was difficult to love a child who was inconsolable. In addition, she was jealous of her husband’s close bond with Irene. Edith couldn’t help how she felt, could she?


Then a miraculous thing had happened. Edith sighed and stroked her still-flat belly. She was happy, oh yes, delighted, but no one had warned her how ill the condition would make her feel. She’d not been able to manage Irene properly because of the nausea, so Philip had hired a nursemaid. For Edith was finally expecting a baby of her own.


Why this had come about after years of fruitless wanting was not easily explained. Dr Stevens said smugly that he’d always told her that it was only a matter of time. Muriel was sure that it was down to having a baby in the house, it ‘made things flow’. Philip thought she’d been too busy with Irene to worry about herself, so that something inside had settled. Time, flowing, settling, whichever it was Edith didn’t know. The important thing was that she was having a child who would be hers indisputably, blood of her blood, bone of her bone. It was a part of her now, growing inside, though she hadn’t felt it move yet. Everything would be perfect.


Or would be, if it weren’t for little Irene.













Four
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Cambridge, October 1918


The porter standing guard at the entrance to the imposing building watched with suspicion as a graceful young woman alighted from her bicycle, tipped it against a spare length of wall, scooped a leather bag from its front basket and ran lightly up the steps towards him.


‘Can I help you, miss?’ He stood between her and the door and his tone was not helpful in the least.


‘The dissecting room,’ Alice panted. ‘I’m late. This is the right place, isn’t it?’ She glanced anxiously past him.


‘It is, but you’ll know ladies are not allowed.’


‘I assure you this one is. I’m a medical student at Girton and the high mistress has arranged it.’


‘Has she now? Well, suit yourself.’ He stood aside with a disdainful look. ‘But don’t blame me if they turn you out.’


It was rude of him not to hold the door for her, but Alice’s annoyance was outweighed by relief to have gained access. If she were to become a doctor she had to study Human Anatomy and Physiology, and for that her attendance here was obligatory. The fuss there had been, though. It had involved the high mistress arguing with the university authorities and being most insistent. Then, this morning, she’d found her bicycle had got a puncture; but finally, here she was.


Alice followed some signs then pushed open a door and stepped into a large, high-ceilinged laboratory. Her nose wrinkled at a sharp chemical stink and she shivered. Despite the thin morning light that fell from the tall, narrow windows, the air felt chilly. She gazed at the rows of trestle tables arranged across the wooden floor. On each table lay a cadaver, mostly covered in a sheet, its head propped on a wooden rest, conveying the unnerving effect that it was only sleeping. Over the uncovered upper portion of each corpse a pair of white-coated students worked. None looked up at her entrance, so absorbed were they in their delicate task. For this Alice was thankful, for she was frightened she was going to be sick.


You’ve seen worse, she told herself fiercely, and indeed she had, but there was a stark difference between operating to save the lives of gravely wounded soldiers and the cold-blooded dissection of withered corpses.


She breathed in deeply through her mouth and closed the door behind her. Her eyes found a spare hook on the wall for her coat and she delved in her bag for her overall and a surgical kit. She cast around for a free space at a cadaver, but there seemed to be none. No, there was one table in the far corner with only a single student. Very well, she would join him. She sped quietly between the rows, keen not to attract attention. When she reached the table she steeled herself.


‘Good morning, would you mind awfully…?’ She stopped, surprised and relieved, when the person examining the innards of a yellowish arm turned and she found herself looking at the small, frowning face of a pretty young woman with fine auburn hair and sparky blue eyes. The frown faded and the woman gave a smile that dimpled her cheeks and revealed a row of white teeth.


‘Hello. I shouldn’t mind a bit. In fact I’d be delighted,’ the female student said in a hushed voice. ‘We’re supposed to find the radial nerve, but I’m blowed if I know what it looks like. Do you think it’s possible for someone never to have had one?’


Alice’s tension vanished and she giggled, which proved to be a mistake, for all the male students looked up. Suddenly it felt as though everyone in the room was staring at them open-mouthed, and a great wave of horror was rolling towards them.


She was glad to lower her eyes and examine the emaciated arm the other woman was working on. The layers of muscle had been sliced apart and peeled back. Alice transferred her gaze to a dog-eared copy of Gray’s Anatomy that lay open nearby and back again to the corpse.


‘That thing?’ she said, pointing to a whitish cord. ‘But I’ve only been here five minutes so I’m hardly an expert.’


‘Well, I’m certainly not,’ her partner said, concentrating on teasing a blood vessel away. ‘There, that should do it. Why don’t you begin on your side and we’ll help each other. I’m Barbara Trelisk, by the way, but bung the “Miss Trelisk” business, plain Barbara will do.’


‘Alice Copeman. I’m at Girton.’ Alice smiled at Barbara as she set down her instrument case.


‘Newnham. This isn’t quite the right place to shake hands, is it?’


‘It certainly is not,’ Alice agreed. She selected a scalpel and quickly set to work. ‘Did I miss anything?’


‘The prof’s a surgeon. He talked about himself for some time, then made a few remarks about being respectful and told us to get on with the job.’


They worked nimbly and quietly for a while. As he paced the room, the professor, a hoary old fellow with red-rimmed eyes, passed their table. He stopped, spouted a few Latin names and asked a couple of questions, but must have been satisfied with the women’s performance for he nodded finally and went on his way.


At lunchtime they washed up at a row of sinks then shared Barbara’s cigarette in full public view on the steps outside, to the consternation of the porter. Alice didn’t usually smoke, but the smell was preferable to the lingering odour of formalin. The male medical students passing on their way down to the street gave them hardly a glance.


‘Not one of them has spoken to us,’ Barbara remarked. ‘You know, when I arrived, I asked that chap there’ – she indicated a stocky, red-faced lad who was crossing the street – ‘if I could share his cadaver and he simply gave me a stuffy look, like this…’ she widened her eyes and pursed her lips, ‘and slunk off to join someone else.’


Alice laughed at Barbara’s parody of horror. ‘I suppose it’s difficult for them,’ she said wistfully. ‘They don’t know how to treat us.’


‘Difficult, my hat. What do they think it’s like for us being resented and belittled? Basic politeness would be something.’


‘Granted. Who are these poor souls we’re cutting up? I know we’re supposed to be respectful, but it takes some getting used to.’


‘The rumour is that most are vagrants who had no one to claim them when they died. I’m sure they’ll be properly disposed of after we’ve finished with them.’


‘I jolly well hope so.’ Again, Alice’s mind returned to France and the mangled dead whom no one could even recognize. She shivered. Probably, she hoped, the war would be over by the time she qualified so she wouldn’t be needed out there in that horror again. There was plenty to do here, at home, to help the living recover and stay well, and to relieve the suffering of the old and dying.


She was aware of Barbara watching her, doubt on her face. ‘Are you having a funk?’ her new friend said, tossing away her cigarette.


‘No. I was just thinking.’


‘Nothing wrong with that. Listen, there’s not much time before our afternoon lecture, but I was going to buy a sandwich and find somewhere peaceful to sit. Would you care to join me?’


‘That sounds a splendid plan.’





Looking back later, Alice was to marvel at how easily she and Barbara fell into friendship. It wasn’t simply that they were the only women in the dissecting room and had to stick together to survive, it was the wonderful discovery that they liked each other so much.


She liked everything about Barbara Trelisk; her neat hourglass figure, her friendly eyes, the dimples in her pink and white face which was framed by auburn hair of a natural curliness that frizzed up when it rained. She liked the easy way Barbara reddened when annoyed and then, fists on hips, she’d confront the source of her annoyance. How she marched up the room on busy small feet, with nose poked forward, when intent on some purpose. Barbara was always purposeful. She wanted to know everything, to be in the middle of whatever was going on and make her opinion heard.


Alice long cherished the memory of that first day when they shared sandwiches and fruit on a bench by the river, where willows bent over the water and a family of swans glided by.


‘My father is a doctor in a village near Cambridge,’ Barbara explained when Alice asked why she decided to study medicine. ‘I’ve been working as his receptionist since leaving school a year ago, answering the telephone and so forth. Sometimes he would ask me to help when he performed minor operations; you know, passing him bandages, comforting the afflicted, and I rather liked it. He had sent me to a good school, too, that taught proper science. Then my mother’s aunt died back in January and left me some money. Otherwise, I don’t know how I would have been able to come here. I probably wouldn’t have.’ She sighed, threw a handful of crumbs to the swans, then continued. ‘I had a brother, you see. Victor was very brilliant and it was supposed to have been he who became a doctor. He died at Mons.’ She looked down at the bag of apples that lay between them on the bench, but not before Alice glimpsed the grief in her face.


‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered, finding the courage to reach out and touch fierce little Barbara’s shoulder briefly. ‘I lost someone, too. A man I was very… fond of.’


‘My poor dear, that’s so sad.’


‘Please let’s not talk of it.’ Alice’s voice was husky. ‘I’m still not over it, you see.’


‘I don’t think any of us will ever get “over it”, do you? I feel I have to do something with my life. To make Victor’s loss meaningful.’


‘Yes, I understand.’ It was exactly how Alice felt, too. The war had turned their lives upside down and left them facing directions their parents had never dreamed of for them. It had taken all her energies to persuade her father and Gwen to let her study medicine. It had proved no good betraying that she was ambitious – they saw that as unwomanly – but the vocational argument had worked better, especially with her stepmother. ‘I feel it’s a calling, a way to help others,’ she insisted. ‘God expects us to use our gifts and I can do more as a doctor than as a nurse.’ Finding her immovable, they eventually gave in.


‘I went to France as a VAD as soon as I left school,’ she told Barbara, ‘but I came back home after I lost Jack. I have a brother, Teddy, who’s in India. He hasn’t seen much action and we pray he never will. It sometimes feels that this war will go on for ever, doesn’t it? But I don’t see how it can. Everybody’s exhausted. There’s no will for it anymore. Do you remember the beginning, how bright and excited the young men were? Teddy couldn’t wait to join up.’


‘I do remember, though I must be younger than you. I’m nineteen. You’ve seen much more than I have, Alice, I can tell.’


‘I’m still only twenty.’


She took an apple from the paper bag Barbara offered and bit into its crisp sweetness. After all her pain, here she was in this idyllic place, sitting in the sun watching the quiet flow of the river. They laughed at the swans as they made hoops of their necks and dipped their beaks into the water, while the cygnets fought over bits of crust.


‘I have a feeling we won’t let a few silly men get us down,’ Barbara said cheerfully. ‘We’ve both fought worse battles already and we’ve a job to do in the world. Useful work will get us through.’


I’ve fought battles I can never tell you about, Alice thought bitterly. Already she felt sure she would be able to trust Barbara, though not yet with a secret as big as hers. She mustn’t think about it. Barbara was right. Doing something worthwhile was the key.





It was Barbara who was there to support her one afternoon a fortnight later. They’d cycled the long journey back to Girton for tea only to find a telegram waiting for Alice at the porter’s lodge. She opened it with a sense of dread. She read it quickly and felt the blood drain from her face. It was from her father.


‘Alice?’ Barbara’s hand was on her arm, her blue eyes anxious.


‘It’s Teddy,’ she whimpered. ‘My brother. He’s been killed. Oh, Barbara, I must go home.’


Barbara was a model of efficiency and kindness. She packed Alice a bag, hailed a cab to the station, helped her onto the train and mouthed encouragement as she waved from the platform. En route, the old conductor glanced in concern at Alice’s pale, shocked face as he checked her ticket, and asked if she was all right. When she did not appear to hear him he sighed. Young women whose hope and happiness had been suddenly destroyed were an all too common sight in these terrible times. He felt sorry for her and made sure he glanced into her compartment every time he passed along the train to keep a fatherly eye.


She was home for a few days only, fearing to miss too many lectures. Besides, what could she do? What could anyone do? There was no body to weep over, no funeral to arrange. Teddy’s ship had been torpedoed in the Bay of Biscay. They hadn’t even known he’d been on his way home.


Alice’s father retired to his study and refused even to join the women for meals. Gwen moved quietly about the house, grim-faced. Alice roamed the woods and fields alone, visiting the places where she and Teddy had played, the elm tree they’d climbed at the top of the lane to look out for favourite visitors, the gate on which he’d swung her too hard and she’d fallen off and broken her arm. She searched the fields in vain for the young men who’d been his friends, but they’d gone, all gone for soldiers, every one of them. Some had been lost with Teddy’s ship, God bless them. It was the memory of these hearty fellows, the thought of their young bodies swirling in the deep, that brought home to her the futility of it all, and finally, she threw herself down onto a grassy bank and wept. All around the trees dropped their leaves, orange and brown and gold.


‘I must return to Cambridge,’ she told her parents that evening.


‘Really, Alice.’ Gwen frowned. ‘You’re so selfish. Can’t you see your father needs you?’


‘I’m sorry, but I can’t get left behind. What will have been the point of starting it all?’


‘Surely they’ll give you time off. Or you could start again next year?’


‘If I were Teddy you wouldn’t say that.’


‘Alice, you are impossible. I wash my hands of you.’


‘Leave her be, Gwen,’ her father said wearily.


‘I’ll be back whenever I can.’ Alice still felt guilty. She walked sadly upstairs to pack her bag, then stood at the threshold of her brother’s bedroom. Someone, Gwen, probably, had closed the curtains, but she could see in the dim light that all was as Teddy had left it, the schoolboy stories with bright-coloured spines arranged on the shelf, a cricket bat leaning against the wall. His ragged toy rabbit stared at her from the bed with its one remaining eye. Alice sniffed the air and imagined she caught a faint scent of him, a mixture of grass and soap and something sugary, and for a moment she saw in her mind’s eye the white flash of his smile. It was too much. She withdrew, leaving the door to quiver in the draught, wanting to believe that the spirit of him was still here in the house, that she needn’t yet say goodbye.





Cambridge was as beautiful as when she’d left it. The fallen leaves made bright patterns over the quadrangles. November came and fog lent an air of mystery. The war ended on the eleventh and the students burst into boisterous celebration. Alice felt only relief. Then Christmas came, quiet and bitter for the Copemans as for so many other families. In the new year, winter snow cloaked the spires and crenulations in glittering white. To Alice everything was tinged with sadness. Icicles hung from a park pavilion like frozen tears.


This was a new kind of grief. The loss of Jack had been searing, but she’d not known him very long. Teddy was part of her warp and her weft, her childhood playmate and friend. They had clung to one another after their mother died. He’d shared Alice’s sense of betrayal when their father married again. War had forced them apart, but she’d loved his letters. He had never known about her baby; she’d imagined telling him one day – and now she never would.


Only when Barbara pointed out the first crocuses pushing eager tips of mauve and white and saffron through the fresh spring grass did Alice begin to accept that the world would keep turning without Teddy and that she must move with it.













Five
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London, September 1921


‘You ladies are here on sufferance. You know that, don’t you?’ The dean of the biggest and oldest of the London teaching hospitals was a heavy, square-shouldered man. He sat behind a monstrous desk heaped with paperwork, tamping tobacco into his pipe and struggling to control his annoyance. ‘It’s only because you come with the highest recommendation that you’re to be tolerated at all.’


‘We can assure you that we shan’t cause any trouble,’ Alice said gravely, but one sideways glance at Barbara, who rolled her eyes, nearly caused her to burst out laughing.


‘It may be that you can’t prevent it.’ The scrape of a match. The dean set the flame to his pipe, puffing clouds of smoke that made Alice step back, her eyes stinging. ‘Simply your presence here is going to disturb. I must ask you to dress as much like the men as you can. I’m sure you understand what I mean.’


‘We’ll do our best,’ Alice said, wondering how with their long hair and skirts they could possibly do that. Sombre colours and modest styles were the answer, she supposed.


‘A common room exists for your exclusive use, and I believe there are some er… facilities.’ He hid his embarrassment in a catarrhal cough.


Alice sighed, but nodded.


‘We’ll see you at nine sharp on Monday morning.’ He held the door open as they filed out meekly.


‘What a blighter,’ Barbara whispered, as they walked down the passage towards the exit. ‘What does he think we’re here for? A charabanc trip?’


‘We’ll simply have to show ’em,’ Alice said, jutting her chin in a stubborn gesture as they passed a commissionaire in gold-piped uniform and top hat on the steps outside.


‘We’ll show ’em all right.’ Barbara smiled, and her eyes danced with fun as they crossed the road, dodging between the trams and the Whitechapel whelk-sellers on their way to the hostel.





‘Golly, Barbara!’ Alice gasped at breakfast the following Monday. She surveyed her friend’s ensemble with horrified amusement. Barbara was attired in a bright blue dress that showed off her red hair, a belt that emphasised her full bosom and neat waist, and high-heeled boots. ‘I hope the dean doesn’t see you.’


‘He might have a seizure and we can practise on him.’ Barbara sat down at the table and reached for a piece of toast. Her eyes gleamed with mischief.


‘I wish I had your courage.’ Alice glanced down glumly at her own brown smock and brogues.


‘You are very smart and professional,’ Barbara assured her, pouring herself tea from the heavy pot, ‘but we’re women and proud of it. If the men don’t like my appearance that’s their lookout. I bet the patients like a cheerful bit of colour.’


‘I’m sure you’re right. But it would be too bad if we were thrown out for subordination on our first day.’


‘They wouldn’t dare. They still need every doctor they can get.’


This depressing reason had been impressed on them many times since they’d been accepted for Cambridge; that the medical profession had been forced to take more women because so many doctors had left for the front.


‘We can’t depend on that argument anymore.’ Alice sighed. ‘I read it in Time and Tide magazine. Apparently we’re putting men off applying.’


The war being behind them, things were changing again. Despite the vote and new legislation that gave women access to the professions, barriers to medical training were going up again. Several London hospitals which had opened their doors to women were changing their minds. Ridiculous excuses were offered, the oddest Alice had heard being that men were needed to play on the hospital rugby team!


Today in the lecture hall it was amusing to notice the male students’ reactions. Alice and Barbara made a beeline for two empty seats at the front, near a lectern and a skeleton hanging from a stand. Some of the young men muttered to each other and stared at them rudely. Others averted their gaze, but Alice was relieved to see a few give them friendly smiles. One of these, a boyish, open-faced lad, whose suit looked too big for his coltish figure, came over and asked if the seat next to Alice was free. Being assured that it was, he sat down and introduced himself in a soft voice with a lilting accent. ‘Fergus O’Hagan. Grand to see you, ladies. You brighten the place up.’ Alice shook hands with him and shared their names in turn.


‘Very pleased to meet you, Miss Copeman. Miss Trelisk, the green of your dress makes me feel at home.’


Alice was embarrassed, for Barbara did not shake his hand, but only gave a cool nod. ‘I can tell you’re Irish, Mr O’Hagan, but from what part of the country?’ she asked.


‘Dublin, Miss Copeman, the best city in the world.’


There was no time to find out why, then, he’d come to London, because at that moment the door behind them slammed shut and the chatter instantly subsided. All heads turned and their eyes followed a lanky man with an armful of papers and an air of entitlement as he strutted down the aisle to the front. When he passed in front of the two women he did not look at them, but his pace slowed and a cloud briefly crossed his craggy features. At the lectern he arranged his notes, then his gaze swept the rows of eager students who waited, pens poised over exercise books, for words of wisdom to drop from his lips. Yet Alice noted how when his eyes rested on her and Barbara, his expression again became pained. Finally, he glanced down at his notes, cleared his throat and began.


‘Welcome to the London Hospital. My name is Mr Geoffrey Brown. You’ll know a surgeon’s soubriquet is Mister not Doctor. I thank you, gentlemen, for coming to this first in a series of lectures about operative surgery.’ He emphasized the word ‘gentlemen’, and from here and there around the room came ripples of muffled laughter.


A prickle of anguish rushed over Alice’s body. For a moment she could hardly hold her pen. The anguish was followed by shame and finally, anger. She felt Barbara gently nudge her arm and found strength in the gesture. She gripped the pen tightly and tried to concentrate on what the man was saying about the principles of his craft. Despite her indignation she quickly found herself absorbed, engaging with the lines of his arguments and writing them down as quickly as she could.


When the time came for Mr Brown to test his students’ knowledge she raised her hand to answer his questions, but each time he ignored her. The same thing happened to Barbara. Finally, Alice’s patience snapped and the next time she was sure of a right answer she called out, ‘Because of the arterial pressure.’ Finally he looked at her. He nodded without comment and simply moved on to the next question, but she sat back, her pulse racing with triumph.


At the end of the lecture when they followed the crowd out, Fergus O’Hagan fell into step beside them. ‘That man Brown was right out of order. I feel ashamed for my sex that he would treat you like that.’


‘You’re very kind, Mr O’Hagan,’ Alice replied, liking his warm brown eyes and genuine manner, ‘but I fear others in the room were secretly applauding him.’


‘They’ll get used to you,’ he said, cheerfully. He was, Alice realized, a cheerful sort. ‘Some of them don’t take to me, either. The Irish are not that popular over here at the moment.’


Alice saw him looking at Barbara when he said this, and to her surprise Barbara’s cheeks went pink. When they parted from Fergus to go to their separate common rooms, she asked her friend if there was anything the matter.


‘Oh, Alice, we don’t know anything about him and it makes me uncomfortable. He might be one of those dreadful Fenians who’ve been killing people. And some of them were traitors in the war. Suppose he comes from one of those families?’


Alice was shocked to discover there was a side of Barbara she hadn’t seen before. As they unlocked the door of the poky common room the women students had been allocated she searched for an answer to her friend’s concern. Finally she had it.


‘Barbara, we don’t know that he isn’t one of those people you talk about, but we can’t judge him on first meeting. That’s what these men are doing to us, don’t you see? Expecting us to behave like their tired ideas of femininity, not how we really are.’


‘I suppose you’re right,’ Barbara sighed. She was rearranging her unruly hair with the help of the miserly square of mirror that hung above an old cabinet, the only piece of furniture in the room apart from a bare table and four kitchen chairs. ‘It’s my grandmother’s fault. She’s suspicious of everyone: Roman Catholics, especially His Holiness the Pope; the Irish; Germans, of course, and the French, too, for some reason, and she fills my ears with it. I’m very fond of her, though. It was she who talked my father into letting me study medicine.’


‘So you’ll give Mr O’Hagan a chance then?’ Alice smiled as she sat down and drew her folder of papers towards her. ‘I think he likes you.’


‘He does not. But I’ll put up with him unless he turns political.’ Barbara’s eyes twinkled at her from the mirror. ‘I’m more interested this minute in finding someone to bring us a cup of tea. I’m parched.’





A few weeks later, the new students were despatched to the wards.


‘You’ll each be allocated a patient,’ a consultant instructed their little group. ‘You’re responsible for monitoring their daily progress – or otherwise – and reading out your notes when the chief does his rounds. Do you understand?’


They murmured that they did.


Alice was given a girl of nine and immediately felt helpless. Her name was Sarah Leigh and she lay propped up on pillows in the bed, semi-conscious, her puffy face the same white as the sheets, her lips blue-tinged, each breath laboured. She was unable even to hold the ragdoll a nurse had tucked in tenderly beside her. The sister in charge handed Alice Sarah’s medical notes with a chilly glance. Alice sighed inwardly. Someone else to win over. That would have to be a battle for another time. For the moment she was intent on her new charge.


She sat at Sarah’s bedside for half an hour, trying to decipher the untidy handwriting of the series of medical and nursing staff who had seen the child. Sarah had been admitted a fortnight before with symptoms of extreme exhaustion; the doctors had diagnosed heart failure, possibly due to an infection. There was no known cure. At times the child’s eyes opened and fixed on Alice, who would find herself drawn into their clear, innocent blue. She whispered words of comfort, though the girl did not appear to be in pain. Several times each day, Alice would check Sarah’s pulse, listen to the skip of her heartbeat, note down the lack of colour in her cheeks and the coldness of her hands and feet. Occasionally Sarah would be able to swallow the lukewarm soup a nurse brought her, or to return the pressure of Alice’s hand, but Alice knew with an ache in her throat that it was only a matter of time before the little heart gave out altogether and the fluttering pulse would still.


It was an ordeal to present her regular report. The chief consultant performed his rounds twice a week, and with him came a retinue of house doctors, nurses and other students, and they would listen with silent attention while Alice described her observations in a quavering voice. The chief, a grave, scholarly man, would never thank her, but bowl her awkward questions such as, ‘Did you not think to ask how the child passed the night?’ On this occasion she had to say that she had, but Sister had not answered, which was embarrassing.


Every day at visiting time, a quiet, thickset woman with rough-skinned hands arrived and sat by Sarah’s bed. She kissed her pale forehead and whispered the child’s name. Sarah would open her eyes and her lips would frame ‘Mummy’. One day Mrs Leigh brought an orange and peeled it and touched a segment to her daughter’s lips. Sarah’s eyes opened in astonishment and her skin flushed briefly, though she was not able to eat the fruit. Alice, who was in attendance, saw tears in the woman’s eyes and laid a gentle hand on her shoulder before she left the two of them together. After Mrs Leigh had gone the ward smelled of oranges.


The following morning when Alice entered the ward, she was taken aback to find Sarah’s bed empty and an orderly tucking in clean sheets. ‘The little one passed away in the night, God rest her,’ the woman said. Though the death was anticipated Alice felt tears prickle. Then she noticed the awful sister watching and blinked them away. Later she asked her for an address to write to the child’s mother, but was admonished in horrified tones. ‘It’s not your place. Such a thing is the prerogative of the chief.’


For many days the waxen face of Sarah Leigh haunted her and she found herself crying in bed at night, though she did not know why this particular case affected her so badly among so many. For a long while afterwards she could not bear the scent of oranges.
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