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			One

			New York City, 1924

			It had been July and as hot as hell the day that they buried Silas’s father. His mother, full-bosomed and sturdy in black, had not cried once. Silas spent the entire time looking down at his shoes.

			The heat in the graveyard was unbearable, not helped by everybody wearing black.

			Dr Stanhope had dropped down dead in his surgery – which Prue thought could not have impressed his patients much, seeing as he was only sixty. It was his heart apparently. Prue thought that could not be true, the man had no heart. He was so disliked that she was amazed anyone came to the funeral, but they did, out of respect for his profession.

			She had dealt with the funeral directors. Mrs Stanhope, having taken to her bed, like some heroine of old, had been no help and Prue’s husband, Silas, claiming he had too much to do, had retreated to his own surgery. It was Prue who ordered the coffin, decided on the wood, chose the hymns, booked the venue at a local hotel – she had wanted to include ‘Now Thank We All Our God’, but she didn’t think it was appropriate – and let people know about the burial. She thought she would never forget all the black-edged letters. She had written until her fingers cramped.

			She could not blame Silas entirely, because he had heard the noise from his surgery and gone through to find his father slumped on the floor. Prue had never known her own father, and was mystified as to how to comfort her husband when he turned from her in bed, and was silent when they sat at the dining table, no one eating anything. Prue found it all the harder because when her mother had died the year before, all he said was, ‘Everybody has to die some time you know,’ and it was never mentioned again.

			Only having had one parent, Prue found the loss of her mother hard, and the fact that neither Silas nor his parents had any concern for her made it harder still. There was no such thing as mourning – not until now, of course.

			But if one’s father dying were as bad as one’s mother, then Prue was inclined to feel sorry for Silas, even if his father was the kind of man who shouted and swore, was given to drink and often had to be sent away from evening surgery because he could not stand up. Silas said that his father was a disappointed man. He had wanted to be a surgeon but couldn’t stand the sight of blood. It occurred to her that perhaps a different profession would have suited the man better.

			He complained about the state of the house, the food, the patients. Prue could not help being glad that he was not there any more to complain about anything else. She had been very tired of him. Nobody acknowledged that her own father had died when she was a small child, or that her mother had had to cope and bring her up and manage alone. They seemed to think, if they thought at all, that if your father died when you were a child and hardly remembered him, then it didn’t matter.

			When the funeral came and went, and the mourners had finally gone, Silas’s mother said that she was glad she had decided that alcohol should not be served at the funeral. Prue, whose mother had taught her to appreciate a Martini or two, couldn’t agree.

			‘You’ll have to move in,’ Mrs Stanhope said. ‘I cannot go on living in that big house all by myself.’

			This was something Prue had not foreseen. She was happy in her little home, well away from Silas’s parents’ grand house in Upper Manhattan. It was a very successful practice and the house reflected that, with its huge gaping rooms that had always to her seemed full of the sound of Dr Stanhope’s raised voice.

			‘You could sell it,’ she said.

			Silas’s mother looked at her for the first time that day, but it was Silas who said, ‘That’s where the practice is, Prue, that’s where the money is made, and you and I will have to carry on the practice by ourselves so living there would be much easier.’

			*

			‘I don’t see why we should leave our house,’ Prue told Silas later, when he had said he would go back to their house for what they would need that night. They were outside his parents’ house and it was as hot as ever. Prue felt as if she couldn’t breathe. She had never wanted to go into a house less. In the darkness it now felt more alien than ever. She could remember the first time she had stepped inside, and Silas’s father had looked her up and down as if she were a prize cow.

			‘I daresay she will breed. She’s big enough.’

			It was Silas who had made it all worthwhile. He had hated his father. But now it seemed everything had changed.

			‘It isn’t practical to run two houses, and we could hardly ask my mother to live with us,’ he said, and his face had such a strained look that she could only say, 

			‘I love our house.’

			He kissed her before he turned away, but off he went and Prue was left standing outside a house she had never liked. His mother had gone in so she took several deep breaths and followed her up the long, wide steps.

			The hall was dark but mercifully cool, the house being old. The maid, Nelson, was there to take her outdoor things. Prue had no idea what Nelson’s first name was, or even her origins. Her name could have been something else, should have been in fact – she was coloured, but only lightly, and had the look of someone whose ancestors had been Spaniards. Possibly she was Mexican, or from some place further south. She rarely spoke.

			Prue followed her mother-in-law into the drawing room. Mrs Stanhope was standing looking out at the garden.

			‘Would you like some coffee?’ Prue ventured to ask. She would rather have had lemonade herself, but Mrs Stanhope drank nothing but coffee.

			‘I’ve had quite sufficient coffee for one day,’ she replied. ‘What a ramshackle affair that was. He would have hated it.’

			Prue stopped herself from saying that he had hated everything.

			‘We ought to have had people here, not at a hotel as though we had no class,’ his mother said. ‘I was ashamed.’

			Prue did not point out that she had offered to have the mourners at the house, but that her mother-in-law had said she could not stand the idea. She had given Mrs Stanhope a choice of hotels, but Mrs Stanhope had gone to her bed and stayed there.

			And then the only good thing about the day happened, because Mrs Stanhope went off to bed, leaving Prue sighing with relief.

			When Silas came back, they had dinner. It was awful. The meals in that house always were because Mrs Stanhope objected to the tradesmen’s bills and bought everything cheap. Meat full of gristle, smelly fish, soggy vegetables and not a dab of butter anywhere. Prue thought such things would send you to gin and vermouth. She understood now why her mother had liked to view the world through a mild alcoholic haze. Unfortunately there was nothing in the house except ginger wine from last Christmas.

			She had coffee, which Silas told her would keep her up all night. It was only when she went to bed that she found that her suitcase was in one room, and his another.

			‘My mother doesn’t approve of people sleeping in the same bed.’

			‘We are married,’ Prue pointed out. He only smiled and said, 

			‘She’s old-fashioned. She comes from a time when each person had a room. Just bear with her, eh?’

			Too tired to argue, Prue closed the door and undressed, and although she thought she would stay awake, the day had been so trying that she fell asleep almost instantly.

			*

			They went back to work the following day. Prue sat in the side room. This was how she thought of it. It was her surgery, something she had striven for, been proud of. Now she was bored. She listened to Silas’s mother directing people toward his room, deliberately she thought. 

			The city in summer was stifling. The heat drove people mad, she knew. They had no means of getting away from it and she longed to be out there doing whatever she could to help. In such circumstances it was women who were heavily pregnant or giving birth and those who were dying who had it worst of all, and so many of them were poor and in need of just about everything, and here she was sitting, doing nothing. Silas’s mother maintained that he had not gone through medical school for such reasons and when Prue had said to him, ‘Is this true? Do you think only to treat the middle classes and not get out there where people need you?’ he had said, 

			‘People need me here,’ and of course he was right. He did not hold with fanciful ideas about the poor. To him poor people were those who did not try hard enough, who sat idly by while the rest toiled. They did not deserve treatment that they could not pay for.

			Each day people plodded to his surgery and told him their woes and their worries and their aches and pains, and many of them really were ill, but, as time went by, even from her side room she could see the motor cars, big and shiny, the chauffeurs and the elderly women, short and overweight, their bloated feet spilling over their expensive shoes, wearing huge white hats and easing themselves briefly into the heat of the sun, gaining the cool of Silas’s surgery with its tiled floor, iced water and her husband’s smooth manner.

			Over dinner sometimes she would mention one or other of these women, and Silas would brush it aside, but she knew some of them and they were suffering from boredom. She knew they paid well, she did not know how Silas endured it. He did not need the money, his father had done the same for decades, they were well off. This house was their only extravagant purchase – they had no social life, his mother wore cheap dresses. No penny was spent that could be saved.

			Day after day, Prue waited for patients without complaint, and since he was not given to talking about his patients over meals, or even later when the evening surgery was ended, it was not until he said to her, ‘I have too much to do, you could help,’ that Prue gazed at him in hope.

			They had been sleeping apart for weeks now, and earlier that month when she had given up waiting for him to go into her bedroom and had crept into his, he had only said that it was too hot for such things.

			She thought it had more to do with the fact that his mother was sleeping across the hall. Prue could hear her snoring.

			She had offered to take some of his patients and he had refused, saying that she was such a very new doctor, that they knew him best and that they asked for him, believed in his ability. Prue could have argued that she had years of experience, working in hospitals. Often she wished she was back there.

			‘I need a nurse,’ he said.

			They had had a nurse before his father died, but his mother had somehow quarrelled with the woman, accused her of not working, said that she was idle, and the woman had been offended and left. Since then his mother had managed somehow. Silas had said too that there was not sufficient money to hire a replacement.

			‘Will you do it, Prue, until we find someone else?’

			He asked her so politely that she did not know how to refuse. So as the summer turned into autumn and the leaves slowly died and crisped, she wore a nurse’s uniform and contributed nothing to his diagnoses. She saw people in and out and took their temperatures and made notes and ensured they had the right medication. All that autumn and into Christmas she was his nurse. Every time she complained he agreed that they really must hire someone new, but he did not do anything about it.

			As the festive season approached, she was dreading spending the day just the three of them. She began to long for the Christmases of her childhood when her father was still alive and they were happy and reasonably prosperous. Her father had been an artist of some repute. After her father died, Christmas was never as good again and she and her mother became poorer. She noticed as she grew older that the paintings her mother stored in the bedroom were fewer and there were big spaces on the walls.

			The house in Greenwich Village was small, but her mother had friends there among the musicians, painters, writers and even circus performers who often came to eat, and she would take Prue to see them. Prue always felt loved and safe. Other than that she would sit with her mother over the kitchen fire and her mother would read to her. She longed to feel like that now.

			Her mother’s last Christmas had been spent at the Stanhopes’ house. The house was decorated, the fire was lit and Silas’s mother was offering her mother sweet sherry. Her mother detested sherry. She accepted the tiny glass with a smile.

			Prue had looked objectively at her mother and was shocked at how thin and sparrow-like she had become. When they sat down at the table, Mrs Stanhope said, ‘Don’t you wish you could sit down to a dinner such as this every week?’

			Prue’s mother nodded. She did not say that she hated the smell and taste of turkey. Mrs Stanhope wondered at the smallness of her appetite. Prue could have told her that her mother would go home, sit over her own fire, read, drink gin, play records of her friends’ music and eat cheese and apples and crusty bread thick with yellow butter and be much happier there.

			That Christmas was as bad as it could possibly have been, Prue thought.

			Silas’s mother had by now dismissed Nelson. She thought the girl was insolent, though as far as Prue could tell Nelson was no such thing. The cleaning and the meals and the washing and ironing all had to be done, and Mrs Stanhope had such high standards that Prue appealed to them both again and again to hire another maid.

			‘I’m wasted doing such work,’ she said.

			His mother sniffed.

			‘Being a wife was good enough for some of us.’

			‘You were not qualified to do anything else,’ Prue said.

			‘No, and I think these things worked better when women were content at home.’

			‘I will be content when we have a maid and a nurse. I am not fit to be either,’ Prue said.

			His mother tut-tutted and said that women ought be brought up to be good at such things, and then she added, ‘I would have said that these things come naturally – except that obviously they do not.’

			Prue was stung by this criticism both of herself and of her mother, who had been obliged to raise her daughter single-handedly – over the years selling everything she had in order to put her through her education and medical school – but she knew it wouldn’t help so she said nothing.

			The pretty house where Silas and Prue had started married life together had been sold and since his mother had enough furniture, he said, he had to sell theirs, and all Prue had left were her personal possessions, her books, her clothes, the little jewellery which she had – only her wedding ring had been from him. She owned an elegant string of black pearls, which had been her grandmother’s, a cameo brooch which her mother had given her and a thin gold signet ring which had been her father’s.

			Soon after Christmas they hired another maid since Prue refused to go on doing the cooking and cleaning, and she thought that things would be easier, but still Silas’s mother directed the household. She said what they would eat and when, she dealt with the maid and whether her son’s collars were still dirty after they had supposedly been scrubbed and starched. 

			Silas took to going out in the evenings, not explaining himself except to say that he was seeing friends, men only, and Prue would sit over the fire with his mother, darning socks as she was shown how and being told that she really must learn to be more practical.

			One night in February Silas came back late, she had waited up for him after his mother had gone to bed. He smelled of liquor and some sweet scent, but he said only that he had met a couple they knew in the street and how he had embraced his friend’s wife.

			‘Are you never coming back to my bed?’ She had long wanted to say this, but somehow his mother was always in the way.

			‘Well of course,’ he said, ‘it’s been difficult, I know. I don’t want my mother here any more than you do but I think we are used to her now and it is her house – and a fine place, you must acknowledge – and we will inherit it. Why don’t you go upstairs and I’ll be there shortly?’

			She did so and he came to her very soon afterwards, taking her into his arms as he had when they were first married and calling her his dear love and she was so happy. From then on they slept together and if his mother was aware of it, she had too much sense to say anything,

			He hired a nurse three mornings a week so that Prue could go back to being a doctor. It made her happy.

			That summer she had symptoms so strange to her that she was not sure what was happening. Her bleeding stopped, her breasts were tender and she was tired. In the end she laughed because she had not realized that she was going to have a child.

			When she told Silas’s mother, Mrs Stanhope wept with joy and said that she must take good care of herself and that she hoped it would be a boy and look just like Silas’s father, she missed him so much.

			The nurse began to come in five days a week and do both surgeries and though Prue would have gone on seeing people, had there been anyone who wished to see her, there were times when she was so tired that all she wanted to do was sleep. She had not thought that pregnancy did such strange things to women.

			Once again, when she felt better, about four months into her pregnancy, she would sit in her side room watching the people come to her husband, and listening to his mother’s voice directing them into his room.

			One hot night when Silas was out seeing someone – she was not quite sure who but he had not taken his doctor’s bag so it could not be a patient – there was a banging on the door. When his mother opened it, she found a small girl begging for a doctor, for her mother was dying. Mrs Stanhope said it was not one of their patients and nothing to do with them, but Prue could not sit there while someone needed help.

			His mother begged her not to intervene, but she was determined. She followed the child down street after street, half believing that she would be robbed and assaulted, but finally she came to the poor lodging where the child’s mother lay. Her husband and several small children sat by the bed and they were poor, she could see. The woman held her stomach, and at first Prue thought that she was pregnant, and then she realized it was something quite different. The heat had been intense for weeks now and many people suffered from it. She questioned the woman and found that her body was not functioning, she was not passing urine. Until she did so, she would become worse and worse.

			She sent the children and their father from the room with many reassurances and then she took a catheter from her bag and inserted it into the woman. It was a difficult process, especially in dim light, but it worked and it was one of those things where when you got it right it was like a miracle – the woman’s body responded at once and the urine flowed. She could feel her patient sigh with relief as the pot Prue had found filled up and she had to employ the washing bowl.

			It looked like a cheap trick once it was done, but many a doctor had ruptured something inside a patient trying to carry out such a procedure and Prue could not help smiling to herself that she had eased her patient with so little effort.

			When it was over she was able to call in the oldest child, a girl, who went off with the bowl and then came back for the pot. After that Prue allowed the husband and the children in. She urged the woman to rest, but she thought there would be no problem from now on. She must drink plenty of water. She knew what the problem was – they were a big family and someone had to ensure that everybody was kept well hydrated in such weather. It must be easy for a woman to forget herself.

			The husband came out of the bedroom and thanked her and asked how much it would be for her services, but Prue only shook her head and urged him to go back to his wife, she would see herself out. She was satisfied with what she had achieved.

			As daylight broke, she picked up her black bag and made her way onto the shadowed landing and there she tripped upon the loose carpet, lost her balance and fell, step by bouncing step. She could have counted each one, it seemed that she was moving slowly and very quickly all at once. She did not remember reaching the bottom. 

			*

			When she came to, she was lying in her bed at home and was aware only of pain and of dampness between her thighs. After that it was just a question of how soon she could be rid of the pain. When it stopped, Silas took what would have been his child from her body. Prue closed her eyes against the savage sun which beat through her window unopposed.

			He did not speak to her again that day, as though the loss were all his. She longed to cry but couldn’t. It was as though the well had run dry. She felt empty.

			She stayed upstairs for a week, until she was strong enough to venture down. Her mother-in-law was silent and her husband too, as though it had been all her fault. Now she looked back on it and thought that they were right.

			*

			After a fortnight, when she was feeling much better, she wanted to go back into the side room to help with surgery, but his mother said he had turned that room into an office for the accountant who had lots of good ideas about the practice and was helping them make more money.

			‘Besides, you should rest,’ his mother said.

			The next time that Prue found herself alone with her husband she said to him, ‘Can we not try again for a child? I’m sure you wish it so.’

			He looked deep into her eyes and he said,

			‘You lost our child. You cared so little for it. You risked it when you should not have done.’

			She was so upset that she couldn’t argue. She went to bed and cried hard and then in the morning she remembered his words and cried again. She could not go to him and he did not come to her and the weeks went on. Her surgery had long since been cleared and her name was gone from the outside door. She gazed at the space where it had been for a long time.

			He suggested to her that she should do as other women did. She could learn to sew and do charity work – she liked helping people, why not? She didn’t know how to do such things; she was a doctor. She ached to help, but there was no opportunity afforded her. In the end, she could do nothing but go for long walks and take air and try not to think.

			His mother wanted to go with her, much to Prue’s horror, but she would insist on looking around the shops and would not stop for coffee or for lunch. ‘We have plenty of food at home, thank goodness, I don’t need new clothes and neither do you.’

			Prue couldn’t see why she bothered at all since she rarely bought anything. 

			Prue didn’t know that she was going to walk out. She had not thought of such a thing. She had grown used to the guilt of losing the child and the everyday monotony, but gradually she wanted to be there less and less until she couldn’t stand another week and then another day. There must have been some spark of ambition left, because something compelled her to pack a bag, take what little money she possessed and go. It was the only thing she could think of. She didn’t know how she would get away but she found the strength. She left the house mid-morning – she did not even plan it, she could have left earlier in the day or late at night – but in the end she just left. 

			*

			As she went, Prue had the feeling that Silas was at her heels like a large dog, snapping there, ready to march her back to Manhattan. She had sufficient money for the train to Boston, where her best friend, Alicia, lived. Alicia’s parents were musicians and had been good friends with Prue’s mother for as long as she could remember. The two girls were more like sisters, but Silas had come between them and then Alicia had married and moved away. 

			Prue argued with herself on the train, saying that she should not be there, that she must go back, that she could not just land on Alicia like this. 

			Alicia’s husband, John Harvey, was a wealthy man and Prue did not know him very well, so when she found herself, weighed down with her bags full of medical books, without a penny to get herself beyond Alicia’s house, she knew that she should not have come. This was the best part of town, the most lavish of Boston’s streets. The Harvey banking family was among the richest in the city and the house was set so far away from the street that at first she could not bring herself to approach, so she stood on the sidewalk and wept.

			At last she walked towards the house. Her first fear was that Alicia would not be home – her second was that she would be – but if Alicia was not there then Prue would have to go back to New York, would have to wire Silas for her train fare. She thought she would rather live on the streets.

			The long drive was set in what looked to her like a park, the grounds were huge. Eventually the house rose before her and sat there in such splendid triumph that she thought she should go round to the back, like a tradesperson. Eventually there was nothing else to do, so she left her bags and climbed up the long narrow steps to the front door and rang the bell.

			Almost instantly, a maid opened the door. Prue had not prepared for this. She said her name and half expected to be turned away, there was a slight delay and a rustle of silk from the hall, and then a young woman threw back the door as far as it would go and flung herself at Prue, kissing her and holding her face and laughing, and Prue thought for the first time that she had done the right thing.

			Alicia called for Prue’s bags to be taken in and she herself was just the same as she had always been, with her plump body and plain, kindly face. The whole of New York and Boston society had been astonished when John Harvey chose such a woman for his wife. He was the crème de la crème and could have had anybody.

			Alicia wore a grey dress so plain that she could have been mistaken for the housekeeper, though its silver threads gave away its expense as the two women moved into the sunlight of the hall, but it was modest for all that and without ornament. She ushered her surprise guest into an opulent drawing room. It had high ceilings and huge furniture, two fireplaces, floor-to-ceiling windows. Outside were walled gardens stretching for as far as anyone could see. 

			Alicia had come from a humble background. Her father was a pianist and her mother a violinist. They had been taken aback when she wanted to marry a banker but made no protest. Her father had died just after she and John were married. 

			Alicia had been married now for three years. Although she had invited Prue and Silas to come and stay more than once, Silas was always too busy, so he said, and although Prue had badly wanted to see her dearest friend, she had not felt that she could go alone.

			As they sat, Alicia tried to get information from Prue, and Prue tried to pretend that it was not important. They had tea from a silver teapot, although Prue’s hands shook so much that she could barely sip the hot liquid. Alicia offered her cake and tiny diamond-shaped sandwiches, but she was not hungry. She just wanted to go on sitting there forever, basking in her friend’s joy at her arrival, because she was starting to feel that even Alicia would censor her for what she had done once she found out what had happened. 

			She watched Alicia’s mouth go into a line and then Alicia looked seriously at her and said, ‘What has gone wrong?’

			It sounded so small. All she could manage was, ‘I’ve left Silas.’

			Alicia stared and then her eyes filled with sympathy. ‘Oh, Prue,’ she said, ‘how awful for you.’

			After that it was easy to tell the whole tale, and by the time John Harvey came home to dinner at seven, Prue was ensconced in what had to be the very best bedroom. It was vast, with its own sitting room, and a maid had been to unpack Prue’s bags, so now she was arranged in a newly ironed dress, although one which had been hastily packed and not suitable for such an occasion. She was ashamed that she had not a decent dress.

			She wanted to stay hidden upstairs. All she could remember of her friend’s husband was that he was tall and handsome. She did not want to face another man. Surely he would take Silas’s part, and what could she say in her own defence? She was half convinced that Silas was seeing another woman, but she could not say such a thing before John Harvey. After all, many men did such things and their wives did not run away. 

			She went over and over the things she could say which had led to her escape but none of them sounded even remotely relevant. He would despise her. She walked up and down the room until the clock struck half an hour after she should have been in the dining room, so she rang for the maid and let her guide her to where they were apparently having drinks before dinner, feeling worse because they had been waiting for her, not able to go into the dining room until she appeared. She had hated the idea of other guests, but it was obvious there were none. Perhaps her friends had thought their evening would be just the two of them and she had spoiled it.

			John Harvey was standing by the fire and his wife was with him. She had not changed her dress and he was still wearing the suit which no doubt he wore for business, so it was informal in that sense. They had not dressed up because she could not. She thought it the height of good manners.

			John came forward straight away and kissed her.

			‘Prue,’ he said, ‘wonderful to see you.’

			He was so tall that Prue couldn’t see past him. He was also slender with bright-blue eyes and a shock of black hair, the handsomest man that Prue had ever met. She felt such envy of Alicia that she had to suppress the feeling.

			He offered her a drink and made it himself, much to her astonishment. It was a very large Martini and it made Prue feel better than she had felt in months. The double doors opened into another room, and to Prue’s relief there were still no servants. They sat at a small table before the fire and helped themselves as they chose to a variety of dishes which were already on the table. Nobody questioned her. John told funny stories and Alicia laughed and Prue could not remember the last time she had had such a pleasant evening.

			When it was late Alicia saw her up the stairs to her room where a generous fire had been lit, the curtains closed against the night. Alicia promised her shopping and excursions if she liked, but Prue faltered. Alicia became serious.

			‘Money is not a problem,’ she said.

			Prue tried hard not to cry.

			‘I cannot go back,’ she said.

			‘You don’t have to go back.’ Alicia sat down beside her on the bed. ‘John and I will help you. We know that you have not left Silas lightly, you wouldn’t do such a thing and you are so thin and distressed. You adored him. Go to bed and don’t worry. We’ll look after you. In the morning we will work out what to do, but we won’t turn our backs on you, no matter what.’

			*

			The next day, Prue wrote to the professor who had helped her so much when she was a medical student. Professor Albert MacKinnon, known as Professor Mick, had been an inspiration to the women on the course when she went to medical school. When she became a doctor she had begun working with Silas, but Professor Mick, who was going back to Scotland, had said, half joking but his brown eyes were serious, that he thought she was a fine doctor and if she ever wanted more experience she should cross the Atlantic and he would find her work. He wanted to encourage British women and the sight of her there would help them. He was in Edinburgh now, his home. 

			She stayed with Alicia and John for over two weeks, hoping that she was not intruding and aware that she must leave. 

			John Harvey, being a straightforward kind of man, had told her gently that he did not want to make her anxious but, since he had to go to work every day but Sunday, he would not leave her unprotected and after that two burly men were ensconced in a small room off the hall, should Silas come for his wife.

			At first she laughed and said that she was fine, Silas would never hurt her. John said, ‘I don’t know Silas very well, but he would not be a man if he didn’t come here, knowing how close you and Alicia have always been, to try to make you go back to New York with him. You will not be going anywhere except as you choose.’

			She went out with Alicia every day, to museums, concerts and shows, because although she was worried and anxious, she didn’t want Alicia to have to put up with a tedious guest. And, besides, it was pleasant to hear music and to laugh at comedy, to go back to the lovely house every evening. She became good friends with John Harvey and was grateful for his support. 

			Professor Mick wrote back very soon, saying that she should come to Scotland, that he was certain he would find work for her there. She regarded his letter with a mixture of fear and excitement and showed it to her friends.

			John said, ‘I’m sorry, but from what I’ve seen of Silas he wasn’t worthy of you.’

			‘You shouldn’t say such things,’ Alicia said. She frowned, though Prue could see she didn’t quite mean it when she said to her husband, ‘A good number of my mother’s friends weren’t impressed with you on our wedding day. As I recall, you drank like a fish.’

			John pulled a face and looked apologetically at Prue.

			‘And her Aunt Willis told her that if she married me she’d never see any of her money.’

			‘And I didn’t either,’ Alicia said, ‘she died and left it to Audrey.’ Audrey was Alicia’s unmarried sister, so she needed all the money she could get. ‘Silas seemed a perfectly nice man – I’m sure he still is – but you just aren’t suited and things change after people are married. His mother is a very difficult woman. You didn’t know you were going to have to live with her.’ Alicia shuddered. ‘I wouldn’t like to live with John’s mother.’

			This wasn’t true, John’s mother was a lovely woman. It occurred to Prue that in some ways John had married his mother, Alicia was so like her. His mother was independent, strong-minded, large, red-faced, funny and adored Alicia. Prue could remember John’s mother saying to different people on their wedding day, ‘I don’t know why Alicia wants to take him on, he’s so impossible.’ They had all laughed because they knew that she admired and loved her son as much as Alicia did.

			She did not interfere, Alicia had said so often. She lived just far enough away that everyone was able to stand everyone else. It was hard not to envy Alicia and John. They seemed to have everything.

			That night, however, when it was late, Alicia knocked on the door of Prue’s room. Prue couldn’t help crying. She tried to pretend she wasn’t.

			‘I lost our baby.’

			‘It wasn’t your fault.’

			Alicia sat down on the bed.

			‘I didn’t behave as a mother, I behaved as a doctor.’

			‘It was your job to be there.’

			‘It cost me my child and my marriage.’

			‘No it didn’t. It just highlighted the difficulties of your circumstances.’

			Prue sat back, dried her tears, but shook her head.

			‘So what would you do now,’ her friend said, ‘if it happened again?’

			Prue was silent only for a moment.

			‘The same thing.’

			‘Of course you would,’ Alicia said, and kissed her. She would have got up, but Prue caught hold of her by the arm.

			‘You and John have no baby either.’

			Alicia didn’t look at her.

			‘I’ve miscarried twice.’

			‘You didn’t say anything.’

			‘I was so disappointed. I don’t know whether we’ll ever have a child. John says it doesn’t matter and so does his mother, but I feel as if I’ve failed.’

			‘You know there isn’t much evidence to prove these things one way or another and it isn’t necessarily anyone’s fault, even the husband’s,’ Prue said as gently as she could.

			‘I’ve seen a specialist.’

			‘And has John?’

			Alicia hesitated.

			‘Don’t give up hope,’ Prue said. ‘Most doctors don’t know what they’re talking about.’

			Alicia smiled.

			‘I shall keep that in mind,’ she said.

			*

			It had been such a shock when Silas turned up without letting her know, as though she was a parcel he had mislaid. He was casual and confident, his eyes were clear and his smile was not warm. He was irritated with her, as he might have been with a small child who had tried to run away in a huff.

			‘What on earth are you doing here?’ Silas asked.

			‘I needed help,’ she said.

			‘What kind of help?’

			‘Financial.’

			He didn’t understand, she could tell by the way he looked so blankly at her.

			‘Why would you need such a thing? We live well. What do you have here that you don’t have with me?’

			His eyes showed desperation. She was surprised.

			‘I am a doctor.’

			‘You’re my wife first.’

			‘No, I’m your wife second. That’s the problem.’

			‘I don’t understand what you mean.’

			‘You put me after your practice, but you expect me to put you before mine.’

			‘Isn’t that natural?’

			‘Not for me.’

			‘But you’re a woman. A husband and children must come first.’

			‘Not in medicine. I thought you understood that, but you have demonstrated very clearly that you don’t.’

			‘I never thought that. I wouldn’t have married you if I had thought that your role as wife and mother would not come first.’

			Prue tried to think back to their first meetings. They had worked at the same hospital before he went into practice with his father. They had discussed their work, their ideas and she had learned to love him at the same time, and of course they would have children, but she did not remember a single instance where he had tried to make her into something she had not been until they were married and she had joined him in the practice. Perhaps she had been unfair to him. He had certainly been unfair to her. As far as she was concerned her marriage was over.

			Nobody spoke for a few moments and Silas gazed around him at the Harveys’ beautiful drawing room. It was like something out of a museum. It had been John’s grandfather’s house and his family had always been very wealthy. Had they begun in railroads? Prue was not sure; nobody said anything about it.

			As Silas gazed around him, Prue realized what these things meant to him. It was not enough to live decently and help those who needed it, you had to take more than your share in order to impress other people. And there was something sad about that. Why did everything have to be the best for him? Yet here she was, staying with her rich friends, so she looked just as bad.

			A house like this was what he wanted. His parents had brought him up to want it. They had been so proud of him. He had achieved as much as his father, but surely you were meant to do different things from your parents, or where was the point in it?

			‘I knew you would be here,’ Silas said. ‘You always preferred John Harvey to me.’

			She wanted to say that this was not the case. Silas’s comment was ridiculous, she had barely known John before this but she had grown to like him and the trouble was, she knew, that when a woman was seen to like a man, others saw it as something sexual, whereas she felt about John as she did about her woman friends. She loved him because he was warm, kind, trusting, sure. She could not imagine what it would be like to kiss John and she felt that it was the same for him. He liked and admired her, but he did not want her. 

			She knew that Silas now wanted John to be his friend rather than hers, because John was so important, so influential. She did not care for such things. Her mother had always known people with talent, with gifts, but no one prosperous, and Prue did not care. She had the feeling that Silas’s parents had kept such friendships from him.

			John was so successful that other men envied him. He could have had almost any woman he wanted, so it was all the better that he chose Alicia, who was short and round and had unruly brown hair and a smile which could have lit the world. Prue could see why he had chosen her, though. She was so kind and, besides that, she was like a firework with her dear friends, private but fun. She spoke ill of no one. 

			‘You must come back to New York and I will forgive you,’ Silas said. Silas flailed his hands in comic despair, and tried to smile at her. ‘You cannot care for Boston so very much.’

			‘I want a divorce,’ she said.

			Silas stared at her as though she were a strange being who had just entered the room, and then he laughed. The laughter seemed to go on for a very long time. She kept waiting for it to end and when it did he went back to staring at her for a few moments as though he could not believe what he was hearing.

			‘You’re ridiculous,’ he said.

			‘John has found me a good lawyer.’

			There was silence again and he glared at her.

			‘You’re his mistress.’

			‘I’m nothing of the kind. I don’t want to go on being married to you. You have demonstrated clearly how little I matter—’

			‘That isn’t true!’

			‘I’m a doctor. I am not your housekeeper, your maid or your nurse; I’m not the person who will endure your mother, and I cannot stand it any longer. I am going away and I will do so no matter what you think or say or do, and I will have a divorce. You do not own me, Silas, and it’s poor of you to think that you did.’

			Silas laughed, but in a way that held no mirth and his eyes were full of anger.

			‘You could never practise medicine as a divorced woman,’ he said.

			‘I’m not staying here,’ she said, ‘I will be gone as soon as we are legally separated.’

			‘I won’t let you do it.’

			‘I think you will find that I can file for divorce and you cannot stop me.’ John Harvey had sufficient influence to do anything, she thought, but she didn’t say it. Silas made as if to come across the room to her.

			‘Don’t make this worse than it is,’ she said. Silas stopped where he was, looking down, as though very disappointed.

			‘I will try to forgive you now, but this must never happen again. Your behaviour is disgracing my family. You have to come back and remember that you are my wife first. So, if you will go and collect your belongings, my car is outside.’

			‘I would consider it only if I am to be your full partner in the business, and if we have a house of our own and I have my own money and you do not ask me to do nursing or housemaiding.’

			Silas looked at her in astonishment.

			‘You are in no position to make conditions. You are my wife and you will come home.’

			‘No.’ 

			‘You cannot stay here indefinitely.’

			‘I don’t intend to. John has offered me a loan.’

			She had been embarrassed at first, but was too practical to refuse the offer. Having borrowed as little money as she thought she might manage on and swearing to pay it back with such quickness that John Harvey shook his head and smiled, she felt better. She did not want to be in debt, but her greatest feeling now was that she never wanted to see New York or Silas Stanhope or his mother ever again.

			Silas’s eyes widened. 

			‘He has no right to do any such thing, and with you as a married woman I would doubt the legality of such a procedure.’

			‘Silas, this is not a game. I am a doctor and I will not give it up for you or anyone.’

			Silas said very softly, ‘I think you have lost your mind.’

			‘Do you know for how long men have been telling women that they have lost their minds because they don’t agree with their husbands?’

			‘You must pack now. I shall wait in the hall.’

			‘I’m not going.’

			‘If you can’t think of me, at least think of our responsi­bilities, think of our name, think of my mother and my family’s good reputation in New York. Come on, be quick. I have left a long list of sick people waiting for me and I have to get back.’

			‘Then go.’

			He made as if to lunge toward her and she cried out though she didn’t mean to and, very soon afterwards, two large men appeared in the doorway. She cursed herself and then she cursed John for being right and leaving these people to look after her when she had told him proudly that they would not be needed, that Silas would never try to make her do anything which was so much against her will. Silas stayed where he was, aghast, white-faced and furious. 

			He stared at the two men. They said nothing but one of them held open the door. The other went and stood beside Prue.

			‘I will never divorce you,’ Silas told her.

			‘The law is a very useful thing,’ Prue said. ‘I think you will.’

			Silas left in a flurry of agitated movement. Had he had  the chance she imagined he would have slammed the door. Prue couldn’t see by then. Tears of failure blurred her eyes.

			*

			In the evening, when John had come home and they were sitting in the lovely little sitting room and when they had each had two large Martinis, he said, ‘Why don’t you stay in Boston and set up a practice here?’

			‘You should, Prue,’ Alicia said. ‘We could see so much of each another.’

			‘With me divorced? People would talk.’

			‘What does it matter?’ John said.

			Prue thought how wonderful it must be to be so rich and important that you knew people would always accept you.

			Kind as he was, though, she knew that people would soon become aware that he was financing her, and they would think she was his mistress. Doctors did not gain good reputations from such rumours, and though she loved them both she did not want to cause them any more problems.

		


		
			Two

			Tow Law, County Durham

			The train deposited her in a tiny station. There was no porter, and no one on the platform. The snow was forming in peaks all around, still hurling itself sideways. She hoisted up her luggage again, regretting having brought with her so many books, which were heavier than she could ever have imagined. She had just got everything out when a man appeared out of nowhere to close the train door.

			He disappeared back into the whiteness, and Prue stood on the dark platform as the train chugged away, very soon disappearing out of sight. She felt like a neglected relative and worse. Her stomach churned, and she couldn’t feel her toes or her fingers. She didn’t know what to do. She had written to say she would be there, but she knew that the train was very late and it seemed nobody had come to meet her.

			She dragged her suitcases beyond the platform, but there was nothing but snow and thick darkness.

			Just as she was about to give up and go in search of somebody, she heard a noise – a shout of ‘Whoa, lad!’ – and a buggy coming to a halt. A shadowy figure came towards her until he was but a few feet away, and then he said, ‘Hello, lass. Are you the only one?’

			He was an older man, though it was difficult to tell but for his voice, he was so muffled up against the weather.

			‘It seems that way,’ she said.

			He gazed around him.

			‘Nobody else got off?’

			‘Nobody.’

			His look returned to her. He stared.

			‘Have you come for me?’ she asked hesitantly.

			‘I’ve come to collect the new doctor,’ he said.

			‘That’s me. I’m Doctor Prudence Stanhope.’

			He stared for a few seconds longer and then, as though it were amusing, he began to smile.

			‘Well, by damn, it’s you I’ve come for then. Welcome to the wilds, pet. They told me the train would be late.’ He picked up her bags, one by one, and stowed them in the back of the buggy. Then he came back and helped her up, before getting up himself. At his urging the pony moved away.

			The snow was settling on her shoulders, and on his, and on the pony’s back – flakes got into the pony’s black mane and shone there like stars. The driver said they had not far to go, and she was grateful. At first she couldn’t see anything, but almost immediately there was the little town, the terraced houses, the wide street. They stopped about ten minutes afterwards.

			He took her luggage to the door and knocked hard. She was astonished at the place. She had thought the house would be big and in its own grounds, or at least set back from the road, but this was an ordinary street, an end terrace, quite large but right on the roadside. It was just another house, windows up and down and a door in the middle. The road climbed away up a steep hill on the right with buildings at either side; she couldn’t see what they were. 

			There was no bell on the door, no knocker, so Prue stood and waited while the man banged his fists on the door again. There was silence from the house beyond, but after a little while, when he tried even more loudly, Prue discerned a light from inside, and at last the door was opened.

			The young woman who opened it, lamp in hand, was small, slight, and looked to Prue no more than eighteen. She stared out at them. Prue imagined she was the help, so plainly was she dressed. She didn’t invite Prue in, just gazed at her and at her suitcases. As Prue stared back, she saw that the woman was pregnant, just a slight bump which would not have shown in a larger or more generous figure. It caused a slight pain in Prue, remembering how her life used to be. Guilt swept her like a cold wind. Would she feel like this every time she saw a pregnant woman?

			‘I’m Dr Stanhope,’ Prue said, moving forward.

			‘I’m Dr Fleming’s wife,’ the girl said, and she opened the door wider.

		


		
			Three

			The bags were taken inside, and Prue was aware of the pony and trap going off. She was so tired. She didn’t want any new experiences now: all she wanted was to go home, but she didn’t know where home was any more; New York was Silas’s home, Boston was only the place where Alicia and John had helped her and Edinburgh had been nothing but a temporary refuge while Professor Mick looked after her and assured her that he would find her a good practice to go to. 

			Mrs Fleming closed the door and said, ‘There is a fire in your room, but I can give you something to eat before you go up. I would help you with your bags, but as you can see . . .’ She stopped there, running her hands over her swelling middle. Prue followed her down the hall, past two surgeries, a tiny dispensary and a big waiting room at the front of the house. Beyond these were a dining room and a sitting room and the kitchen right at the back.

			As Mrs Fleming opened the kitchen door, a wonderful smell wafted towards them. The kitchen was a lot bigger than Prue had imagined, running the full width of the house.

			‘It’s just broth, but I kept it warm for you,’ she said, bringing the pan to the front of the stove, gesturing to Prue to sit down. ‘Take off your wet things and I’ll hang them up.’ There was a large drying device which sat near the ceiling, not far from the stove, which Mrs Fleming pulled up and down by the use of a thin rope held on a big hook on the wall. Prue took off her coat and gloves, hat and scarf. She longed to take off her boots too, but the floor was bare and would be no warmer for her frozen feet.

			Mrs Fleming looked somewhat anxiously at Prue.

			‘We were expecting a man,’ she said. ‘This is a pit village, you know. I don’t think many of these people will have been used to a woman doctor.’

			Professor Mick had told her it was a mining town and that Dr Fleming needed an assistant urgently.

			‘I’m happy to be here and will do all I can to help.’ 

			‘You have a strange accent,’ the girl said. ‘Where are you from?’

			‘New York.’

			Mrs Fleming stared and then laughed a little.

			‘You came all the way to here from New York?’

			Prue had to smile. It did sound incongruous. She didn’t like to say so, but this girl had a strange accent too. At first Prue had to listen hard to understand what she was saying, but she had become used to deciphering accents after her move to Scotland. The thick vowels were somehow easier for her than the voices of the few people she had met from the south of England; these were nearer to some accents she had heard in America. She grew used to it in minutes, she felt almost at home here. How odd.

			Mrs Fleming poured the broth into a large dish and, urging Prue to eat, she prepared the biggest sandwich that Prue had ever seen. 

			‘It’s ham and pease pudding,’ she said.

			Prue wanted to be polite, but she needn’t have worried. The food was very good and she was hungry. As soon as the bowl was empty, Mrs Fleming filled it again, and gave her another thick sandwich. Prue could not help being grateful for the hospitality.

			‘Is the doctor here?’ Prue asked when he continued not to appear. Mrs Fleming faltered and didn’t look at her.

			‘He hasn’t been well lately, which is why we need the help, you see,’ she said. ‘He wouldn’t want to be rude, but he was very tired, so I’m sure you will excuse him and you’ll meet him in the morning.’

			The hunger appeased, all Prue wanted was her bed, so Mrs Fleming carried the lamp up the stairs, and Prue followed behind with her suitcases. When Mrs Fleming opened the door of the bedroom, Prue was pleasantly surprised at how big it was.

			‘There is water for washing, though I fear it won’t be very warm now,’ Mrs Fleming said, putting the lamp down on a table which was octagonal and covered in a white linen and lace cloth. Beside the far wall was the marble-topped table which had on it the ewer and basin and, beside it, soap and a neatly folded towel.

			She lit another lamp and put it by the bed so that Prue could see the room. 

			There were thick curtains, already pulled across the window to discourage draughts, and a big oblong rug which covered most of the linoleum, soft under her feet. The bed itself was a double and high, and there was a chest of drawers, a wardrobe and a small writing desk with a chair. It was a lovely room, she thought.

			‘If you need anything more I am just next door,’ Mrs Fleming said, indicating with her hand and closing the door softly behind her

			After Mrs Fleming had left, Prue used the pot under the bed, washed her hands and face in the tepid water, took off her boots and stockings and put her feet into the water. It was bliss, sitting there by her fire on an easy chair.

			After a while the water cooled. Prue found her thick nightdress, which thankfully she had placed at the top of her suitcase, plus bedsocks and a woolly hat. She threw her clothes over a chair, gave her teeth a perfunctory clean, and then fell into bed. She sank gratefully into it. The pillow smelled of lavender.

			*

			When she awoke, Prue was warm and comfortable. She lay for a few minutes luxuriating in being half asleep and then remembered that she was in a new place where she hoped to become the doctor she had always wanted to be. She got out of bed, stumbled over to the window, threw back the curtains and the room blazed white. 

			She said, ‘Oh!’ in shock and surprise. The snow had lain thickly during the night and covered everything. It was a new world. She was at the back of the house and could see the roof of what looked like a henhouse and below it a yard and then the wall which went around the house. Beyond was a turning point for carriages in the old days, she thought, and there was a well with a small roofed building to protect it, and past that she could see a big field and then bare winter trees and a graveyard. To the right was another field which had sheep and a few cattle, and beyond that was a long line of terraced houses. To the far left was a pit heap, large and black.

			Prue washed and dressed and went downstairs. No one was about and the kitchen stove had not been lit. Did Mrs Fleming not have help? Prue thanked her mother and her background for teaching her how to do such things – she cleaned it and then she placed nearby papers, sticks and just a little coal on top. She lit it and had the satisfaction of watching the flames catch, lick and burn and she closed the little door at the bottom and pulled down the
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