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Praise for Nikola Scott’s novels

‘A satisfying tale with characters you won’t forget’

Sunday Express

‘A compelling family story . . . beautifully written’

Sheila O’Flanagan

‘An emotional and involving story’

Woman & Home

‘I loved this touching exploration of love and its capacity

for consolation and destruction’

Judith Lennox

‘An atmospheric and gripping read’

My Weekly

‘Wonderful characters and a very moving storyline’

Sun

‘Nikola Scott is the queen of dual narrative fiction’

Lizzie Page
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About the Book
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It’s 1953. Memories of the war are beginning to fade.

Young Queen Elizabeth has just ascended to the throne. Isobel McIntyre is a doctor-in-training at a London teaching hospital. It’s not easy being a woman working in medicine. And Isobel carries the additional burden of a shocking secret . . .

One night three years ago, Isobel took the chance to walk into another woman’s life. By the time she understood the implications, it was too late to turn back. Now the secret she’s been hiding for so long threatens everything – her career, new-found friendships, and a love affair that promises the kind of joy Isobel thought was only for others.

Love and happiness can’t thrive in a world of lies. But does Isobel have the courage to tell the truth, whatever the consequences?
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A note on the correct form of address for surgeons

In the UK and the Republic of Ireland, surgeons are traditionally addressed as Mr (Mrs, Miss or Ms) rather than Dr. This is said to go back to the time of barber-surgeons, when physicians were academic men, holding a medical degree, while most surgeons were craftsmen, trained on the job. With the rise of the voluntary hospitals in late-eighteenth-century England, the public perception and status of surgeons began to match that of physicians, and in the early nineteenth century, formal qualifications for surgeons were put into place.

To this day, surgeons keep the title of Mr (Miss, Mrs, Ms), as a badge of honour that highlights their heritage.




One

London, 1950

‘Let’s make a dash for it, quick!’

Heavy raindrops were thumping the ground and a growl of thunder heralded a more serious downpour. Dodging passers-by, I pulled Isobel down Fleet Street, turning the corner towards the dark wooden doors of Finley & Smith’s Bank. In the anteroom, dimly lit and deserted, we paused for a moment to catch our breath and shake the rain off our coats.

‘Now, we don’t have a lot of time,’ I said, pushing damp curls out of my face and trying to bundle them more neatly beneath my hat. ‘You show them the paperwork, tell them about your parents’ car accident . . .’

Isobel had been folding her umbrella, but at that, she pressed her lips together and looked over my shoulder to where the interior of the bank was dimly visible through the glass doors. ‘Oh Agnes, I don’t think I can,’ she said in a choked voice. ‘It’s still so difficult to talk about them without . . .’ Her eyes were already welling up with tears. ‘They’ll all be looking at me and . . .’

‘No one will be looking at you,’ I said soothingly. ‘People come in to fetch things from their safety deposit boxes all the time.’

Isobel was clutching the sodden scrap of black lace she used for a handkerchief when her face suddenly lifted. ‘Agnes, you do it. Just say you’re me. You’re so much better at this sort of thing.’

I assessed our reflections in the ancient mirrored panel. At first glance we did look rather alike, both of us slight and fair, both dressed sombrely in deference to Isobel’s recent bereavement. But where Isobel was shy and neat and pretty, I was skinny and a bit scrappy-looking after years of rationing and running up and down stairs with a coal scuttle. And even the mirror couldn’t disguise that Isobel’s gown was a nice chequered cotton with a slim belt above practical but well-made leather pumps, while I was in a simple dark grey dress and cardigan that befitted a maid.

Isobel fidgeted next to me, her pleading eyes hollow and dark-shadowed.

‘All right,’ I said quickly. ‘Give me your gloves, quick, before someone comes, and your coat. Pull mine all the way down over your dress, like so. Perfect.’

In seconds, I had belted Isobel’s good coat tightly around myself, buttoned up her gloves and straightened my own coat around her thin figure. I ran a practised eye over both of us and gave her a reassuring grin. We’d done it many a time over the last weeks as we packed up the McIntyres’ house, weathered the funeral and a myriad of other painful errands, because Isobel, shy and kind and absolutely devastated after her parents’ deaths, was struggling with any reminder of them and constantly on the verge of tears.

‘Perfect.’ I reached to tousle her hair into something less formal while simultaneously trying to neaten my own unruly curls.

‘What do you think we’ll find in the safety deposit box?’ she whispered. ‘Mother never mentioned it. Probably full of useless ancient paperwork.’

‘Or treasure.’ I gave my hat a last tweak, then nudged her encouragingly. ‘Just think, it could be full of gold or lovely diamonds.’

Handy as well as lovely, I thought to myself, because Isobel’s inheritance was modest to say the least. At least my wages were paid through to the end of the summer, after which I’d need to find a new position. As for Isobel, there was a small trust paying for her education – a summer course in France, then a place to study at King’s College, Durham, in the autumn – but after that she’d have to find some additional means of supporting herself.

‘Wait, my bag,’ she whispered. Her mother had given it to her, a sturdy leather satchel ready for student life and monogrammed with her initials, IAM. I slipped it over my shoulder, gave Isobel my own battered handbag and reached for the door. She held me back, her small hand light on my arm. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘For everything. I know the last few weeks . . . well, I haven’t been much help, have I?’

‘You’ve been grand, Iz, and it’s not been easy.’ I squeezed her hand, then straightened and fixed an authoritative smile on my face. ‘Now, let’s go and get you some treasure, shall we?’

‘My deepest condolences, Miss McIntyre.’ The bank clerk looked from me to the small black key to the papers I’d fanned out across his desk.

Feeling Isobel lean forward automatically at the address, I gave her a surreptitious kick on the ankle and nodded archly. ‘Thank you, very kind.’ I was careful to make my voice cool and crisp, erasing any trace of the faint accent that sometimes still crept in, even though it had been years since I’d left the East End. I thought I was doing rather well – I certainly was enjoying myself – but something about us seemed to have piqued the clerk’s interest, because he gave me a long, searching look.

‘You found this among your parents’ personal effects, you say? It says “Bellingdon” here.’

‘Yes, the Bellingdons . . . er . . . were my mother’s family.’ I shifted a little, trying to find a more elegant way to sit in Isobel’s coat, which was a little fuller than mine, and to my immense irritation, I felt myself flushing slightly under his scrutiny. Ignoring the way the chapped skin around my nails snagged at the soft insides of Isobel’s gloves, I summoned the icy hauteur I’d watched Isobel’s mother use on delivery boys, piano teachers and shopkeepers alike, and fixed him with an equally cool stare. I’d faced much worse than fussy, middle-aged Mr Bristow, who had combed a few strands of hair over his bald pate and was now leafing through the papers for the third time.

‘If you’d be so kind. We’re in rather a hurry.’

I rose without waiting for his answer, waved for Isobel to follow suit. Behind us, I heard Mr Bristow finally shuffle together the papers and clamber to his feet, and allowed myself a small smile.

‘It’s one of our older boxes,’ he said as we walked into the back. ‘The stairs are steep, Miss McIntyre, so do watch your step.’ His tone was polite now, and I felt a small thrill at being at the receiving end of the kind of courtesy he would never have extended to me as a maid. ‘Will your,’ he gave a small, discreet cough in Isobel’s direction, ‘girl wait here perhaps?’

‘Of course not,’ I said curtly. ‘She’ll accompany us.’

He kept up a polite patter on the way down the staircase, which was steep and dark and not nearly as fancy as the marble-clad front area of the bank. A spiderweb of cracks covered the dark walls, some of the bigger gashes roughly patched up with mortar. Not a surprise, perhaps, given that half of London was still in a state of disrepair after the Blitz. I accidentally brushed against a loose piece of plaster and a small cavalcade of rubble scattered down the stairs, making him break off mid sentence. I fought a brief, visceral urge to turn around and scrabble my way back up towards the light. A memory pushed in, of the very last night I’d spent in London, my mother and I crouching in an underground space much like this, faces upturned to listen for the Germans, flinching at every impact.

Another piece of plaster skidded down the stairs and hit the bottom with a loud thwack. My heart beat hard in my chest. My mother had loathed the public shelter, so we’d not gone there a lot. It’ll be a light one, Agnes. The Germans don’t care about little old us down here, I promise. She’d sewn a special cover for her work table, like a large tent with a nest of blankets inside. She’d play games with me in the velvety darkness, singing and murmuring and telling stories to keep the roaring and thumping outside at bay. Sometimes the air raid warden discovered us in time and marched us down the street, forcefully pushing us into the cramped space of the public shelter as the siren faded.

The grit slid beneath my feet. Mr Bristow was waiting at the bottom of the stairs, his eyes liquid black in the flickering light of the wall sconce. Could he see into that dark, shuttered place at the back of my mind, where Mum and I clambered reluctantly into the least desirable corner of the shelter on Bell Street, my mother giving next door’s nosy Mrs Hayes her most brilliant smile as we squeezed past feet hastily pulled away from that Crawford girl and her good-for-nothing mother?

But when I drew closer, making room for Isobel to step off the stairs behind me, I saw that Bristow’s eyes were fixed on the cracks in the wall, and a fine bead of sweat glistened on his upper lip.

‘Careful,’ he said abruptly, jerking his gaze away and motioning us along. ‘The old boxes are all the way in the back, I’m afraid.’

Isobel was already obediently walking in the direction he indicated, but I hesitated.

‘Brings back some memories, doesn’t it?’ he said.

‘It certainly does.’ I gave myself a push. I was no longer ten and cowering in the dark beside my mother. I was twenty, and the war was long behind us. The light from the sconces flickered, throwing large jerky shadows on the walls and ceilings as I strode quickly ahead of Bristow and Isobel, past walls lined with safety deposit boxes, heading through an archway towards the back. Just a few more minutes and we would be above ground once more, hopefully with Isobel’s treasure in hand.

I blinked and turned, wondering wildly if my mind was playing tricks on me, taking me back to the droning of enemy planes, the rat-a-tat of the anti-aircraft guns weaving into my mother’s voice. But no, there it was again, a strange low rumbling sound, a subterranean groan as if the earth itself was coming alive, was—

‘Agnes!’ Isobel’s voice was shrill with fear. ‘Oh my God, Agnes! What is happening?’

Whatever it was, it happened very fast, even as I turned back towards her, unsure where I was going because direction was no longer possible with the whole space – yes, the vault itself – moving. The light danced violently as the walls shook and trembled, then something collided with my back, so hard that it propelled me the last precious metres into the vaulted space. I screamed. Lying there on the ground, I screamed on and on, simply to feel the air in my lungs, because as long as I could do that, I was still alive, I was still here, I was—

Darkness.
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