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For Iris Gioia




To the world I leave my heart, to the Republic my gun, to men’s slow eyes my unvanishing footsteps.


James Neugass


with the Lincolns at Villanueva da la Cañada


If you had asked me why I had joined the militia I should have answered: To fight against Fascism, and if you had asked me what I was fighting for, I should have answered: Common decency.


George Orwell


Homage to Catalonia


…tell your children how, coming over seas and mountains, crossing frontiers bristling with bayonets, and watched for by ravening dogs thirsty to tear at their flesh, these men reached our country as crusaders for freedom. Today they are going away. Many of them, thousands of them, are staying here with the Spanish earth for their shroud. You can go proudly. You are history. You are legend.


Dolores Ibarruri, La Pasionaria,


at the last march of the International Brigade




Prologue


SHERIDAN REMAINED on the top step and watched as a black Daimler turned into Carlyle Square and stopped outside his house. His wife stood in the open doorway. He could not recall another time when she had waited with him for the car to arrive.


The driver trotted up the steps and collected the valise at Sheridan’s feet. He placed it on the front passenger seat and opened the rear door.


‘I should be back tomorrow,’ Sheridan said.


Her lips tightened. ‘We don’t want to lose her.’


‘She’s suffering from depression. We won’t lose her.’


‘We’ve lost our son.’


‘We don’t know that, Charlotte. There’s a great deal of confusion. There always is.’


He wondered whether to kiss her cheek but didn’t.


‘I have to go.’


He ran down the steps into the back of the car. The driver closed the door and returned to his seat. The vehicle circled the square and pushed out in front of a postal van on Old Church Street. Sheridan – General Sir Richard Sheridan – reached for his sunglasses. He was dressed casually in a fawn linen suit, brogues and a dark blue tie.


‘No great hurry, Douglas. They’ll wait,’ he said.


They crossed Battersea Bridge. The river was dotted with small boats and barges carrying coal. Women in summer dresses and men with jackets hooked over one shoulder hurried back from lunch to offices and shops. It was Friday, 27 August 1937. The first foul whiffs of war were in the air and it seemed to have put a spring in everyone’s step.


They picked up speed on Clapham Common and followed the A23 to RAF Biggin Hill on the outskirts of Bromley. They arrived in 40 minutes. A lanky NCO in shorts manned the entry gate. He bent to peer inside Sheridan’s open window and stood back with a sharp salute.


The driver followed the road between a cluster of brick buildings. As he turned on to the runway, the engine on a Bristol 138 roared to life. The craft was an ungainly beast with wide wings on a narrow fuselage. It was still in the development stage and had set a number of high-altitude records. Every flight could be justified as research, Sheridan’s justification to himself.


His driver handed him the valise. He climbed the boarding ramp and the door was bolted in place behind him. He was the only passenger. The Bristol shook as it accelerated along the runway and lurched into the sky. He stared down over the fields and orchards, everything green, stable, the Garden of England stretching reassuringly across Kent to the coast.


He closed his eyes. Soldiers learn to grab sleep when they can, not that sleep was possible with the noise and turbulence. In his long career from the Western Front to Whitehall, Sheridan had never used government facilities for private purposes. It was anathema to him. This overnight journey was the exception to his own rule, something he was not proud of.


The flight to Flughafen Salzburg was a little over four hours. A driver in livery waited for him at the wheel of a Maybach Zeppelin, the largest private motor car ever built. Sheridan stepped into the plush interior and was driven through dense forests to Schloss Fuschl, the 15th century castle where senior Nazis had met in secret in January 1933 to appoint Hitler as Chancellor.


The schloss, newly restored, the walls turning pink in the afternoon sun, was the summer residence of Count Joachim von Ribbentrop. He opened the door for Sheridan the moment the car stopped and shook his hand warmly.


‘Pleasant journey?’ he asked.


‘Pleasant enough,’ Sheridan replied.


A valet took Sheridan’s valise and the two men passed through the wide corridors of the house into a park edged with mature trees. Tables with white cloths had been set up beside a marquee on lawns patterned in stripes by a mowing machine. Men in overalls carried cases of wine, boxes of glasses and blue-rimmed white plates decorated with a swastika.


Ribbentrop led him down to the lake where a table had been prepared with sandwiches under a bell jar and a bottle of schnapps with two glasses. Sheridan glanced back at the marquee.


‘Joachim, I didn’t know you were entertaining.’


‘My dear fellow, I thought you were being terribly… British. It is the end of summer party. The Führer will be here. I thought you must know that?’


Sheridan sighed and took a deep breath. He should have known that. It was his job to know. You must forgive me, Joachim. I have made a stupid mistake.’


‘Sir Richard, there is nothing to forgive. You must stay.’


‘But I do not have the appropriate clothes…’


Ribbentrop stood back to study his guest. ‘We are the same size, my friend. I have a closet full of evening suits. I insist.’ His eyes grew brighter. ‘This is a rare opportunity.’


They sat. Sheridan felt as if he had been outmanoeuvred in some way. But Ribbentrop was right. It was a chance to see Hitler up close, take the measure of the man who had risen from nowhere and appeared to have his entire nation in thrall. It was Sheridan’s second visit to Schloss Fuschl since Ribbentrop’s posting to London as the German Ambassador. The two men had what diplomats call a rapport, as well as an understanding shared by those who had survived the Great War trenches. Ribbentrop was a handsome, controversial figure, immaculate in a Savile Row blazer with shiny buttons and a blue and gold cravat. His English was clipped, to the point, fluent.


‘You have intrigued me, Richard,’ he began. ‘I imagine it is too much to hope that you have come to discuss joining the Anti-Comintern Pact?’


‘That discussion will take place, I assure you. But not now. I am here to ask you a personal favour. I thought it correct to do so face to face.’


The valet served coffee. Sheridan watched two swans glide by leaving chevrons on the surface of the water.


‘It’s about my son.’


‘He is in Spain?’


Sheridan paused before he replied. Of course Ribbentrop knew. It was his business to know.


‘I believe so,’ he said.


‘It always surprised me that he joined the International Brigade.’


‘And me.’


Ribbentrop poured two glasses of schnapps.


‘Prost,’ they said, and drank them down.


‘Whatever needs to be done, Richard, if it is within my power, I will do it.’


‘Simon went missing after the Brunete campaign. And there is another man. A friend of my daughter…’


‘The beautiful Alice. How is she?’


‘Not at her best. She suffers a sort of melancholia. It’s difficult to say. She won’t speak. She barely eats.’ He brushed back his hair. ‘I would like to establish if my son and the other man are alive. If that is the case, I would like to bring them back to England.’


Sheridan removed from his jacket two sheets of paper which he unfolded and slid across the table. Each contained the personal details of the two men with a photograph held in place by a paperclip.


‘They are young,’ Ribbentrop said. ‘Young and foolish.’


‘Let me repeat. This is personal. Nothing to do with my government.’


Ribbentrop leaned forward and Sheridan felt the full force of his pale grey eyes. ‘If there is another war, Richard,’ he said, ‘it would be a pity not to be on the same side.’




1


ROBBIE GILLAN WASHED his socks in the fountain and cast his eyes over the great gathering of men in Trafalgar Square. He was proud to be there and recognised in those men a certain dignity borne from triumph over hunger and hardship, something nowhere more apparent than in the pale, drawn features of Jimmy McGee.


It had taken 33 days to march 400 miles from Glasgow to London. Many had dropped out along the way. Not Jimmy. By an act of sheer will over physical strength, he had kept up as they foot-slogged south through a wasteland of silent factories, empty warehouses, dole queues and depression. In grimy cities across the North of England and wretched villages all along the way, the poor had come out with water and crusts of bread. People cheered. Small boys with swinging arms followed the procession. In the exhilaration of the moment, more unemployed men gave wives a peck on the cheek and joined the march.


They read the newspapers passed along the line, but reporters had little interest in men marching for jobs when there were dignitaries travelling to the capital to witness the coronation of Edward VII at Westminster Abbey. After the one-sided conflict in North Africa, the tanks had rolled into Addis Ababa and the Italians had seized Abyssinia. Hitler’s Berlin Olympics would begin in August.


The marchers had reached London three days after the outbreak of civil war in Spain on 17 July, and the street battles in Madrid and Seville had replaced all talk of sportsmen and kings. Spain’s Republican government with promises of land reform, a minimum wage and equal rights for women was under siege from its own generals.


*


The sun warmed the steps where Robbie sat wringing out his wet socks before putting them back on. He stood and gazed around at the circle of fine buildings, the statues of lions and monarchs, Lord Nelson high above it all on his column of shiny stone. A colliery band with blaring brass arrived from the direction of Admiralty Arch, the musicians followed by a choir of Welsh miners in mufflers and caps. The sky was patterned with banners from the Labour Party, the Unemployed Workers’ Movement and the trade unions.


There was a marked lifting of spirits when word passed through the crowd that their presence in Trafalgar Square had been reported by the BBC in its nine o’clock broadcast. The next message to reach them was that the final march on Downing Street would commence at ten.


Jimmy McGee was lying flat out on the paving stones. Robbie pulled him up.


‘Come on, Jimmy, we’ve got an hour to kill,’ he said. ‘There’s something I want to show you.’


‘Och, mon, leave me be. I’m fagged out.’


‘Come on. This is going to change your life.’


‘I want to stay here. I don’t want to go and miss it…’


‘We’re not going to miss nothing. Hamish won’t let them go without us.’


Hamish McDonald, whose authority was the result of occasional success in the boxing ring, acknowledged Robbie’s conspiratorial look without understanding its purpose.


‘Aye, we’ll wait,’ he said. ‘If we haven’t gone, we’ll still be here.’


‘Mary Mother of Jesus, now where the hell are you going?’ It was Jamie Douglas, grim and wiry below his halo of orange hair. He was a Catholic from Ireland with a tongue coated in the bile of its colourful blasphemy.


‘We’re going for a promenade,’ Robbie replied.


‘We’ve promenaded all the bliddy way from Glasgow. You don’t know no place in London.’


‘You mind your business what I know.’


Jamie would have followed but Hamish grabbed his arm to stop him.


Robbie led Jimmy across the road in the direction of the National Gallery. The sound had been muted from the centre of the square but, by some sonic effect, from where they now stood the crowd roared like an express train hurtling into a tunnel. The Welsh band played ‘Men of Harlech’, the boom of the trombones and tubas filling the air as if it were trapped in the dome of a cathedral.


They turned into the backstreets that wind their way to Leicester Square. Robbie stopped outside a café with a handwritten sign tacked on the door: Fresh bacon and eggs daily.


‘What are you doing, mon. We’ve got no money.’


Robbie placed his hands on Jimmy’s shoulders. ‘Do you trust me?’ he asked and Jimmy shook his head.


‘I trust you to get us into trouble.’


‘That’s what I like to hear, something positive.’


Robbie opened the door and led the way into a narrow space lit by the gas jets below a copper boiler. A chubby woman in an apron was rubbing a cloth over the machine.


‘Good day, missus. I want two plates of breakfast and two cups of tea,’ Robbie said. He dug into his pocket and held his palm outstretched. ‘I’ve got a shilling.’


The woman’s mouth dropped open. ‘A shilling,’ she repeated. ‘This is London, not one of those places where you come from.’


‘We walked all the way from Scotland and me mate could do with some decent grub,’ Robbie told her. ‘I’m sure a shilling will pay for one. As for me, I’m not even that hungry.’


The woman leaned over and took the coin. ‘Go and sit yourselves down. Let’s see what we can do.’


She dropped the coin into the drawer below a marble counter and they sat at a table with a salt cellar on the scarred wooden surface. Jimmy stared at Robbie as if he were a magician.


‘Where’d you get the bob from?’


‘From me mam. It’s been burning a hole in my pocket for weeks.’


‘You’re really something, you are,’ Jimmy said. ‘You’re the best friend I’ve got…’


‘We’re all friends. We need each other.’


‘Aye, we do. But there’s not many willing to share what they’ve got.’


‘You are,’ Robbie reminded him. ‘You were the one who said if there were 20 of us with a bob each, we’d be able to pay my fine.’


‘It’s easy to be generous when you don’t have nothing.’


‘That’s the best time.’


‘I said it ’cos of what happened at the yard. We were all rattling the gates, but you were the one who got arrested.’


‘Aye, I was born under an unlucky star.’


Jimmy shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t think so.’


Robbie sat back and took off one of his boots. ‘This is how lucky I am.’ He poked his finger through a hole in the leather. ‘I don’t have a hole in one of me boots, I’ve got bliddy great holes in both of them…’ Robbie loosened the red neckerchief at his throat and sniffed the air. ‘Can you smell that? Smells like bacon.’


‘Aye, and whatever it is, we’ll share, half-n-half.’


In the dim light, the café interior had the appearance of a waiting room at a railway station with green tiles and pages from illustrated magazines on the plaster walls. Next to their table was a photograph from National Geographic showing a Canadian Mountie in hues of scarlet and gold, everything crisp and clean. Robbie read the caption.


‘Canada. Land of the free.’


Jimmy nodded. ‘That’s where we ought to go.’


‘Not me, I don’t think I could walk another inch.’


Just then, the woman approached with two plates, each containing an egg, a rasher of bacon and two slices of toast. She placed them on the table and collected two mugs of tea from behind the counter.


‘Here, that’s all you’re getting.’


As Robbie sprinkled salt on his egg, he watched Jimmy gobble down his food like a man possessed. Jimmy was 23 with small features, pale blue eyes and a finely tuned mechanism that only functioned when it was properly serviced. He finished the food before the plate had time to cool and blew steam from his tea.


‘You saved my life,’ he said.


Robbie wiped up the egg yolk with a piece of toast. ‘Och, mon, it’s only a dish of grub. It’s not like it’s a fag, is it?’


Jimmy glanced up at the woman. ‘Thanks, missus.’


She waddled back to the copper boiler, then returned with an enamel teapot to refill the cups.


‘That all right for you, was it?’


Robbie grinned. ‘Best thing I’ve ever eaten. You’re the embodiment of human kindness,’ he said.


She rummaged through the pocket at the front of her apron and produced a red tin. She removed two cigarettes, placed them on the table and snapped the lid shut.


‘Here,’ she said. ‘Now clear off and let me get on with my business.’


Robbie pushed his cap to the back of his head. ‘You see, you’re an angel in disguise. It must be a terrible rumour, the English do have fathers after all.’


The woman lit a match and he drew the smoke down. ‘Bloody Scotch,’ she said.


Robbie spoke through a cloud of smoke. ‘We’d better be making a move. We’ve come here to deliver a message to Mr Baldwin.’


‘Then you can give him one from me,’ she said brusquely. ‘Tell him he got my vote last time, but I’m buggered if he’s going to get it again.’


‘You know what my old dad says, voting Conservative is voting for the rich to get richer.’


‘Everyone to their own point of view.’


She had folded her arms and looked ready for an argument. Jimmy McGee made his way to the door.


‘Thanks again, missus,’ he said. ‘It was right nice of thee.’


‘Aye, it was,’ added Robbie. ‘I feel like giving you a kiss.’


‘You try it and it’ll be the last thing you do.’


Robbie followed Jimmy out into the lane and they paced along the street, cigarettes decorating the corners of their mouths, chests thrown out, haughty as the pigeons in Trafalgar Square. They shouldered their way through the ranks as the marchers readied themselves to set off on the last leg of their journey to Downing Street. They found their mates six rows from the front.


‘Where have you been?’ Jamie Douglas demanded. ‘I thought you were going to miss it, and it would have been your own fault if you did.’


‘Well, we didn’t and we’re here,’ said Robbie.


‘Where’d you get that fag from?’


Robbie stuck the dog end between Jamie’s lips. ‘From a fat lady who can’t abide ginger nuts.’


Jamie puffed down the last few drags. ‘You talk a lot of bollocks, you know that, Robbie Gillan.’


Robbie took a deep breath. He felt composed, contented. He nodded at his comrades as he glanced from face to face. Hamish McDonald was at the end of the line like a rugby prop, solid and stocky. Nat Cohen was next to him. He was a union organiser, well-respected, a Marxist, whatever that meant. Jamie Douglas was bobbing up and down, his red hair surfacing like a buoy above the sea of grey and brown caps. Jimmy was still at his side, the nipped-out half of his cigarette wedged behind his ear.


Flags and banners sailed above. The boom of brass instruments filled the air. The choir provided a festive mood. The government wouldn’t listen to their union leaders, but they couldn’t fail to hear the raised voices of 10,000 men marching for jobs, not hand-outs; for wages, not the dole; for the chance to feed their families.


As the clocks struck ten, the signal was given and the column set off from Trafalgar Square into Whitehall, a deserted stretch of stone buildings with the Cenotaph at the centre. At this revered spot, where the nation paid tribute to the men who had given their all, a troop of mounted police stretched before them in serried ranks like a black curtain.


‘What are they doing?’ Robbie asked.


Nat Cohen looked him in the eye. ‘The dirty work,’ he answered.


The riders gathered speed. Robbie could smell the horses. He could smell unwashed clothes and worn-out boots, and he caught the whiff of something less easy to discern, the coppery waft of sweat and fear. Jimmy pulled at his arm.


‘Don’t go and get arrested again,’ he said.


‘I don’t think that’s what’s on their minds.’


His voice was drowned out by the noise. The sound of hooves striking the stone streets was like a thousand hammers on as many anvils. Seconds later, the horsemen charged into the centre of the marchers, forcing a wedge as deep as the line of Scotsmen.


Hamish McDonald deflected the long baton aimed at his head. He reached up, seized the mounted man and landed a punch on his jaw as he pulled him from his horse. Several riders steered their mounts to the rescue.


Robbie stumbled out of the way of the horses to reach Hamish’s side. Another rider, leaning forward, truncheon swinging, became an open target. Robbie’s fist made contact with his moustachioed face and the copper, acting on instinct, ripped the air with a swift backhand, drawing blood as his weapon glanced across Robbie’s cheek. Using his full height, Robbie struck out again, blood for blood, the sound of the crack as his fist met the rider’s nose giving him a brief rush of elation.


Robbie and Hamish kept an eye on each other’s backs as they retreated. Their friends, bunched up behind them, dodged the downpour of black-oiled truncheons. The flags were scythed down. The bandsmen were silent. It was chaos. Bedlam. Bodies piled up on top of each other. Robbie could hear the whinny of the horses, the litany of oaths in every accent, the hopeless wail of the wounded.


The horsemen were followed by bobbies on foot, big men in the first rank with fierce eyes and medal ribbons from the Great War. They brandished cudgels with poised skill, cracking skulls as they beat the crowd back from Downing Street where Mr Baldwin, the 1st Earl Baldwin of Bewdley, presided over a Cabinet meeting with no intention of receiving the hunger marchers.


Hamish tripped. Robbie pulled him to his feet. Jamie Douglas was down. Blood seeped through his trousers, his curses loud enough to awaken his dead ancestors in County Donegal.


The mounted police moved in single file to the edges of Whitehall, funnelling the marchers back into the confines of Trafalgar Square. Those who dallied were urged on their way with a swipe across the backs of their legs. They sprawled out on the sun-warmed stones. Robbie tried to close the gash on his cheek with pressure from his fingers. Nat Cohen tied his scarf in a tourniquet around Jamie’s thigh, stemming the blood oozing from a knee cut to the bone by the iron tip of a horseshoe. Robbie looked from face to face.


‘Where’s Jimmy?’


‘He was next to you last time I saw him,’ Jamie said.


‘Well, he’s not here now, is he.’


Robbie climbed up on the plinth supporting one of the four bronze lions. The fountains were red with blood. A lone bandsman moved on shaky feet towards the National Gallery, face black with tears, a twisted trombone in his arms like a dead child. The remnants of a trade union flag had been ripped from its poles and settled like a rag carpet on the steps. Just about every man in the square looked like Jimmy McGee in shabby clothes and cloth caps.


Nurses arrived in white smocks with broad red crosses and cloaks of navy blue, uniforms that could have been cut from Union Jacks. He heard the slow drum and clatter of horses as the mounted police withdrew. A unit of bobbies under the command of a burly sergeant arrived with barricades stacked on hand carts and erected a cordon across the entrance to Whitehall. Robbie climbed down and went to speak to the sergeant.


‘A mate of mine’s missing. Where might I find him?’


The policeman looked him up and down, then pointed into the square. ‘Out there somewhere, amongst that lot.’


‘Aye, and if he’s not? If he’s hurt?’


Again, the pause. ‘Casualties are being taken to St Stephen’s in Fulham Road.’


‘Is it far?’


‘Couple of miles. You’ll find it. You found your way here all right.’ He pointed over the buildings.


‘I’m obliged to you.’


He turned away and the sergeant called him back. ‘I’d get a couple of stitches in that cut if I were you.’


‘Aye, and if you were me you’d be on this side of the barricade.’


Robbie made his way back to his mates. ‘No sign of Jimmy?’


‘Not yet,’ said Hamish.


‘There’s a hospital down the road, I’ll go and ask.’


‘And as like as not you’ll find more trouble,’ Nat Cohen said. ‘I’m going with you.’


The same police sergeant opened the barricade. He directed Robbie and Nat through Admiralty Arch into The Mall. On tall flagpoles all along the wide avenue shaded by trees, Union Jacks lifted on the breeze as if to celebrate a victory. The road ended at Buckingham Palace.


‘So that’s where they live,’ Robbie said.


Nat Cohen hawked up a mouthful of phlegm and spat in the gutter.


They asked for directions again and struck out towards Victoria. People hurried by with flushed faces, men in dusty suits, porters in leather aprons, travellers with trunks on their way to the station. They passed elegant ladies with the voices of songbirds and men in tailored suits who sounded as if they read the news on the wireless.


Chelsea was alive with open-top cars of the sort Robbie had only ever seen in magazines in the waiting room at Glasgow Victoria Infirmary when he took his dad to see the doctor. Da had hurt his back when a crane on the docks came unseated and toppled into the river. He’d been waiting these last nine months for the tribunal’s decision on compensation.


Outside the Town Hall in the King’s Road, a vendor cried out the headlines from the early edition of The Evening News.


‘Workers join battle in Barcelona. Read all about it. Battle for Barcelona.’


Nat looked up at Robbie. ‘That’s the new battleground, son. Look what the coppers have done to us. If the workers lose Barcelona, we’ll lose London and Glasgow.’


‘Haven’t we lost them already?’


‘We will if Oswald Mosley’s fascists get into power.’


They squatted down to read the front page of the newspapers stacked on the pavement. Workers and students in Barcelona had organised barricades and repulsed the military’s attempt to take the Post Office, main stations and government offices. In the right column below the heading ‘1936’ was a brief timeline.


February 16: Popular Front coalition wins Spanish national elections and forms new Republican government.


July 17: Military uprising begins in Spanish Morocco.


July 18: Insurgents take Seville.


July 19: Insurgents defeated as they attempt to take Barcelona.


July 20: Republic calls for international volunteers.


Nat Cohen pointed his bony finger at the last item. ‘That’s what I’ve been saying, laddie. It’s one battle. You’re either on the side of the fascists and the rich men who support them, or you stand up and fight against them.’


Robbie took off his cap and ran his hand through his dark curls. He felt a tug in his guts, a longing for something, probably a smoke. That’s the trouble when you have a fag – it’s not long before you want another one. Nat carried on reading and Robbie spoke to the newspaper seller.


‘We’re on our way to St Stephen’s, is it far?’


‘You come down with the hunger march?’


‘Aye. We’ve lost one of our mates.’


He pointed. ‘It’s not far. Go to the top of Sydney Street and turn left on to the Fulham Road.’


*


The casualty department smelled of carbolic soap. It was as big as a railway station with dark walls and a high ceiling. Two guards stood in the doorway. Women with silent children sat in the dim light on wooden benches. The constant clatter of metal instruments in metal dishes was interspersed with the occasional cry of pain as stretcher-bearers rushed through with some poor soul bleeding and dying.


‘Hell’s waiting room,’ Nat Cohen said.


‘I’ll get in line. Go take a look, see if he’s here somewhere.’


A sister with an elaborate headdress like a kite stood at a high desk where a line of people waited for attention. She studied a sheet of paper, then gave it back to the old man before her. ‘Wrong date,’ she announced and the man wandered off with a crestfallen expression. As they shuffled forward, Robbie noticed the auxiliary nurse at the sister’s side. She was all in white like a ray of sunshine. Their eyes met and he looked away. It was 20 minutes before he reached the desk. The sister spotted his gashed cheek and pointed.


‘Wrong line. Over there for casualty.’


‘No, Sister, it’s…’


‘Wrong line. Over there.’


He raised his voice. ‘There’s nowt wrong with me. I’m looking for me mate. His name’s Jimmy McGee. Would he be a patient here?’


‘Why didn’t you say so.’ The sister reached for a list containing 20 or so names. ‘No, no one by that name.’


‘Are you sure? He could be in a ward by now.’


She bristled. ‘All the emergency admissions for today are on the list.’


‘Unless he had no identification papers on him,’ the young nurse suggested.


‘Indeed.’ The sister adjusted her expression. ‘You can enquire at the mortuary.’


Robbie couldn’t process the word. Wasn’t that a place for dead people? Jimmy couldn’t be dead! He’d never done any harm to anyone. He didn’t start fights. He stopped them.


‘The nurse will take you. You can’t go on your own.’


Robbie noticed Nat sitting by the main entrance reading a newspaper. ‘Back in a tick,’ he called.


He followed the girl through double doors that led to a staircase where the cold air was a respite from the heat and sweat of the day. They paused for a moment and the nurse studied the cut on his cheek.


‘You should have a doctor take a look,’ she said.


Her voice was like water bubbling in a stream, clear and confident. She looked directly into his eyes.


‘Aye,’ he said finally. ‘I’d like to find me mate first.’


He followed her down the stairs to the basement. From there, an arched passageway lit by gas lamps led to a green-painted door, the word ‘Mortuary’ carved into the stone lintel. They entered. Robbie removed his cap. Air shafts gave out a token of light from high-set, barred windows. Lined up in two rows at the far end of the chamber were eight tables. One of them was occupied.


‘Miserable place this,’ he said.


Their eyes met again. ‘Awful,’ she replied.


The mortuary attendant made his way towards them. He was tall, a wide-set individual with a grim expression. He held a clipboard.


‘We are looking for…’ the nurse paused and glanced at Robbie.


‘Jimmy McGee,’ he said.


‘How old is he?’


‘About my age, a skinny lad,’ he replied and hesitated.


It was hard to recall what Jimmy looked like. He never looked at his mates in the way he looked at the girl, at her green eyes with flecks of gold, at the strands of dark hair escaping from her cap.


‘Come and have a look. Don’t touch nothing,’ the mortuary attendant said.


He led them to the occupied table. As he turned back the sheet, he didn’t look at the corpse, he studied his visitor.


Robbie stared down at Jimmy McGee, his body wilted inside blood-stained clothes. His right eye and the whole right side of his face were missing. What was left was just bloody red gore.


‘Oh, Jimmy, what have they done to thee?’ he said. Tears pricked his eyes.


‘So, you know this bloke then? What’s his name again?’ The attendant had his clipboard ready. He licked the tip of his pencil.


Robbie was unable to answer. His insides were knotted up. It was hard to take in: Jimmy dead. He had never seen a dead person before.


‘He’s just a lad who walked all the way from Glasgow.’


‘From that bloody hunger march, was he?’


Robbie ignored him. He unfurled his cap and placed it on the remains of Jimmy’s head.


‘Oi, I told you not to touch nothing.’


The man swiped at Robbie’s arm with the clipboard.


The nurse stepped forward. ‘I say, steady on,’ she said.


The attendant went to remove the cap. Robbie clamped his wrist and the man lurched backwards as he released him. He dropped the clipboard and charged forwards. Robbie struck out with a single punch to the gut and the man folded like a closed suitcase as he slipped to the floor. The nurse went down to her knees at his side. He was gasping for breath and looked ready to rise and continue the fight.


‘Are you all right?’ she asked.


‘It takes more than that to keep me down,’ he snapped. He glared up at Robbie Gillan. ‘Don’t think you’re going to get away with that.’


The nurse stood. ‘You must hurry,’ she said. ‘They’ll arrest you.’


Robbie took one last look at his friend. ‘I’m sorry, Jimmy. I should have looked after you.’


He turned and raced towards the door. The nurse followed. As they entered the passage, the mortuary attendant wasn’t far behind. He had regained his breath and shouted at the top of his voice.


‘Police! Help! Police!’


They chased up the stairs. All eyes were on Robbie as he barged through the double doors into the casualty department. The mortuary attendant’s cry for help rose up the stairwell. Nat Cohen rushed across the room.


‘What’s happened? Have you seen Jimmy?’


‘He’s down there on a table. The bastards killed him.’


As Nat was about to continue speaking, one of the doormen wrestled him to the floor. Before the second doorman reached them, the nurse pulled at Robbie’s sleeve.


‘Come,’ she said.


The crowd parted as she led him towards a door marked ‘Private.’ They entered a white-tiled passage, turned and ran along a corridor leading to the rear of the building. They paused to catch their breath. The girl touched her fingers to his cheek.


‘You’ll be scarred,’ she said.


‘Then I will never forget this day.’


‘What will you do? Where will you go?’


He would look back on this moment and wonder where exactly the words had come from.


‘If I had the money, I’d go to Spain.’


Her eyes glowed. They were bright with excitement. He pushed the bar to open the door and she stopped him.


‘Wait,’ she said.


She took a leather purse from her apron, removed a folded £5 note and pressed it into his hand. He tried to push it back.


‘Don’t be mad. I can’t take this.’


‘Please. I didn’t work for it.’


He tried to process what she had said as he looked back into her eyes. Her pink mouth was open. He had a terrible urge to kiss her and would have done so had Jimmy not been lying dead in the mortuary. They heard footsteps racing down the corridor.


‘There they are!’ a voice cried.


He swung the door open. He took one last look at the girl and kissed her on the cheek.
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SIMON SHERIDAN PACED the parquet floor with his hands gripped behind his back, a mannerism, Alice realised, that belonged to their father.


‘I’ve never been allowed to make a single decision for myself. Not ever,’ he said.


‘Tell Daddy what he wants to hear, then do what you want.’


Alice sat in a straight-backed chair, her calm in contrast to her brother’s restless journey up and down the library.


‘That’s all very well for you. You’re a girl.’


‘I am not a girl. I am a woman. And older than you.’


‘I was the afterthought.’


‘Oh, poor me!’


‘But it is different. Your life is all dancing and fiancés. All you have to do is get married.’


‘I’m not going to get married. And I’m not going to get engaged again. There was such a fuss when I broke it off with Pipper Stuart.’


‘You must have accepted his ring.’


‘Actually, I didn’t. He put it on my finger when I wasn’t looking, then put an announcement in The Times.’


‘Is that what you told Father?’


Her eyebrows rose in two arches. ‘That happens to be the truth.’


Simon marched on. A muscle vibrated on the left side of his neck as if an insect was burrowing below the surface of the skin.


‘Pipper made me laugh. But when I thought about what it would be like to spend the rest of my life with him…’


Her voice trailed off as her brother retreated into the distance, turned and made his way back again.


‘I’m going to do something completely different. I haven’t decided what, but when I do, I won’t let Daddy stop me.’ She stood and took Simon’s arm. ‘You shouldn’t have told him you didn’t want to go into the army. You might change your mind next year.’


‘There is no chance of that. Everything is changing. Look at Spain. The army’s killing its own people because they want human rights.’ He paused. ‘There was a hunger march today and the mounted police were sent in to break it up.’


A reflex drew her fingertips to her cheek and the memory of running through the corridors at St Stephen’s made her heart beat faster.


‘I helped some of the injured at the hospital,’ she said.


‘But it’s wrong, Alice. If I take a commission, I’ll be a part of all that.’


‘Then what will you do?’


He took a breath. ‘I’m going to Spain.’


They stopped and Alice looked up into her brother’s eyes.


‘You’re the second person who’s said that to me today.’


‘The Republic needs volunteers. If we don’t stop the fascists in Spain, they’ll grow more confident in Italy and Germany. Even here.’


Alice considered her brother’s words. The world was changing, splitting along new lines and ideologies. She had drawn her first breath as the country went to war in 1914. A little more than 20 years had passed and the war drums were beating again. She reached up to kiss Simon’s cheek as Nanny Fosse appeared in the doorway.


‘It’s all right, Nanny, we were just going.’


‘Thank you, dear.’


She switched on the wall lights and closed the curtains. It was a task she performed each evening, giving herself a purpose since she no longer had one. Simon held the door and followed Alice into the drawing room where their mother rose from her chair with a worried expression.


‘Your father’s waiting,’ she said, glancing at Simon, then Alice, and back again. ‘I really don’t understand why everything is so complicated. You don’t want to go into the army. Alice has been given the bullet.’


‘What?’ He turned to his sister. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’


‘It was the mortician’s fault,’ Alice said. ‘He was absolutely horrible to a young chap whose friend had been killed…’


‘In the hunger march?’


She nodded. ‘They came to blows. I had to help him escape.’


Simon felt ashamed that in the library they had only spoken of his troubles when Alice had her own. He poured himself a large brandy and drank it down in one.


‘Good luck,’ she said.


He buttoned his jacket and spoke decisively.


‘All into the valley of death. Rode the six hundred.’


*


His father was at his desk annotating items in The Times when Simon entered his study. The wall lamps emphasised his lean features and put a gloss on the dark wave of his abundant hair, of which Simon suspected he was rather proud. General Sir Richard Sheridan looked younger than his 54 years, broad, six feet two inches with bellicose eyebrows and the rare green eyes he shared with his daughter.


There had, Simon believed, been some unconscionable blunder his father had never been able to understand or completely forgive. Alice had not only raced into the world three minutes before him, she had taken their father’s colouring and poise. He was the late arrival, indecisive, artistic, with blue eyes and the pale bronze hair that suited his mother more than it suited him.


‘What’s happening in Spain, Father?’ he asked. ‘Isn’t the military going against the will of the people?’


‘We are not here to speak about Spain, goddam it,’ his father replied. He glanced around at the dark-haired, green-eyed ancestors on the walls of the study, then leaned back, knitting his fingers together. ‘There have always been Sheridans in the British Army. It is not something over which we have a choice. It is a duty.’


The muscle in Simon’s neck gathered speed as he spoke. ‘Isn’t our first duty to be true to what we believe?’


‘When you come down from Oxford, you will go into the regiment. Beliefs are a private matter, something a man must learn to control.’


‘Father, this is a vital moment in history. Each one of us must make a personal decision, not one based on family or country.’


‘It is not uncommon for a young man to go through this phase. It’s like pimples. Something you grow out of. When you do, you’ll thank me for not pandering to you.’


‘It’s not a question of what I want, but what I feel. I have to trust my instincts.’


‘You, sir, are the last person to trust in their instincts,’ he said.


He paused long enough for Simon to recall the humiliation he had brought down on himself during his first term at Eton. He had clearly been coerced by an older boy who was hastily expelled, but the unpleasant incident had been used as a stick to beat him ever since. His father was stroking the scar below his right eye, a souvenir from the Somme. He had taken the high ground.


‘I am pleased that you care about the welfare of others. It is a crucial quality for an officer. But you are misguided in where you place your passion. This socialist blight spreading across Europe destroys initiative. It makes men lazy and lily-livered when we need the kind of chaps who can reinforce the Empire.’


‘The Empire is all but finished,’ Simon said and his father guffawed.


‘You are being sucked in by the scoundrels who want to destroy our culture. Do you think a handful of bare-arsed Hindus are going to bring down the British Crown?’


General Sheridan took a 12-inch wooden ruler from a drawer, stood and slapped his open hand. He circled the study, tapping the frames holding the portraits of their forebears.


‘Your name was listed for your schools the day you were born. The same with the regiment. You are not invited to apply for a commission in the Coldstream Guards unless you come from the best people…’


‘People are people. There are no best and no worst.’


‘That’s socialism.’


‘It’s Christianity.’


‘You are trying to be too clever. When General Gordon was killed by the Mahdi at Khartoum, the officer who led the relief expedition was Colonel Simon Bramston Sheridan, your grandfather. You have the name of a hero,’ his father said. ‘We are all equal in the eyes of God. Of course. We, you and I, were born in the position to ensure that God’s will be done.’


‘Is God’s will being done in Spain?’


‘That’s another matter.’


‘The army’s butchering its own people. They’re murdering schoolteachers and intellectuals, even doctors.’


‘While the anarchists kill priests and policemen doing their duty.’


‘The army and the police should be protecting the Republic the people voted for. That’s their duty.’ Simon’s voice had risen. Always a mistake. ‘They may be able to terrorise the people, but in the end, they’ll never beat them.’


‘Dear boy,’ his father said, smiling for a moment. ‘The Republic’s finished. King Alfonso’s arse will be back on the throne in a matter of weeks.’


He spoke in a way that brooked no argument. His father had long since exchanged his uniform for a pin-striped suit and club tie. He called himself a diplomat, but the car that drove him into St James’s each morning pulled up at 54 Broadway, described by the sign outside as a fire extinguisher company, the waggish cover for SIS, Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service. The general’s staff monitored pacifist and labour organisations at home, as well as the political situation in Russia and on the Continent. His agents in Spain would be keeping him informed.


Simon rubbed his fingers over his neck. He should never have drunk the brandy. It had not taken the edge off his nerves. On the contrary, he had broken out in a sweat. Without thinking, he took the keys from the casing in the grandfather clock and passed them through his fingers like worry beads. His father sat, the ruler still in his hands.


‘I am pleased that you follow the world situation…’


‘Father,’ Simon interrupted. ‘It doesn’t matter what you say. I am not going to apply for a commission. My mind is made up…’


His father stood again. His jacket was on the back of his chair. In his waistcoat and shirtsleeves, he looked ready for a fight.


‘You will do my bidding, sir. That is not a request…’


‘I will not.’


The ruler gripped in his father’s hands snapped under the pressure and a spike of wood stabbed his palm. Blood shot over his shirt cuff. His voice rose to a roar.


‘You will accept the King’s Commission, or you will leave this house and this family for good.’


Simon was on his feet. The tic below his ear was tapping away like a drum beat. He absently slipped the keys he was holding in his pocket and moved around the desk.


‘Father, are you all right?’


‘Keep your hands off me. You heard what I said. Now fuck off.’
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Europe Divisé


It was a concise and accurate assessment. As for the three columns of newsprint below the headline in L’Humanite that morning, they were no more than a repetition of all that had been written in the newspapers and debated on the streets during the weeks Simon Sheridan had spent in Paris.


He sat at a table outside a café popular with students on the Quai de la Tournelle. He dipped the claw of his croissant in the froth of a café au lait and read once more how the Spanish Civil War had divided Europe.


Germany and Italy had instantly provided weaponry to Spain’s military uprising, a Nationalist alliance of generals, royalists, the Church and the old rich. The French and British had opted for a position of non-intervention. They had denied Spain’s fledgling democracy arms and medical aid, the policy extended to blocking volunteers setting out to fight for the Republic.


While the French government maintained the travel ban, underground networks were taking recruits through France and over the old smugglers’ routes that cross the Pyrenees to Spain. Since he had arrived on the Night Ferry at the Gare du Nord, he had climbed endless flights of stairs to smoky offices where union organisers took one look at him before shaking their heads and echoing the same words: Pas de papiers, pas d’aller. No papers, no go.


He marched in noisy demonstrations. He stood on street corners listening to fiery speeches. There was jazz in the bars at night and the pungent smell of Gauloises clung to his clothes, the perfume of revolution. As he opened his eyes each morning, the same thought entered his mind: disappointment that the battle for Spain was going on without him, assuaged by the pleasure of seeing the light rise over Paris from the attic he had rented in the Boulevard St Michel. Like Harry Houdini, he had escaped from his chains and found in the poetry he covertly wrote something that had always been missing: a sense of rhythm and purpose.


The working people of Spain were facing the guns of their own military and their fellow workers across Europe were mobilising to fight at their sides. To join the ranks, you needed a union card, a history of activity, the coal blue tattoo of the miner. It had been the same in London. After talking to Percy Drew, who had been at Oxford and now worked at the News Chronicle, he had made his way to the offices of the Communist Party, the Independent Labour Party, the Fabian Society – all to no avail. They took one look at him with his clear-water gaze and tailored jacket and showed him the door. It clarified in Simon’s mind the absurdity of any form of class, race or religious prejudice.


In a moment of self-pity, it occurred to him that if he left Paris now, he could be back in Oxford in time to start the new term. He could finish his degree, endure a stint in the family regiment, then join the Foreign Office. It was a life, and he had to ask himself what was stronger, his determination to go to Spain or his resolve to defy his father.
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