
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
      
      Also by Gillian Slovo

      MORBID SYMPTOMS
      

      DEATH BY ANALYSIS

      DEATH COMES STACCATO

      TIES OF BLOOD

      FAÇADE

      CATNAP

      CLOSE CALL

      EVERY SECRET THING

      THE BETRAYAL

      RED DUST

      ICE ROAD

      BLACK ORCHIDS

      Plays

      HONOR BOUND TO DEFEND FREEDOM

      (with Victoria Brittain)

   

COPYRIGHT


Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-0-74813-256-0

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2012 by Gillian Slovo

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


      
      To Robyn for the drugs.
      

      To Cassie for the dog.

      And to both for their unfailing generosity.
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      Map of Sudan showing John’s trip down the Nile (either from Cairo or Wadi Halfa). Wolseley’s base in Korti. The route of the
         camel regiment. And, of course, Khartoum.
      

 

      
      We cannot send a regiment to Khartoum, but we can send a man who on more than one occasion has proved himself more valuable
            in similar circumstances than an entire army. Why not send Chinese Gordon with full powers to Khartoum, to assume absolute
            control of the territory, to treat with the Mahdi, to relieve the garrisons, and do what can be done to save what can be saved
            from the wreck in the Soudan?

      W. T. STEAD

      Pall Mall Gazette, 8 Jan., 1884



   
      
      
PART ONE


   
      
      I

      
      John would have preferred to say goodbye at home. It was Mary who had insisted on accompanying him to Waterloo station, the
         better to fix his departure in her mind. Now she couldn’t help seeing how John, dressed, as ever, in sober black, let his
         gaze stray across the platform to those other men, whose red uniforms, hanging swords and cheerful camaraderie labelled them
         part of the rump of the Sudan expedition.
      

      
      She looked at those bluff officers who, intermittently swallowed in steam from the train, were exchanging handshakes and cheerful
         words. Their pretty wives in pretty hats, women accustomed to letting their men go, stood at their sides and smiled as she
         could not. Perhaps John is right, she thought. Perhaps doctors’ wives, especially those who questioned their husbands’ decision
         to go to war, are not supposed to come to the station.
      

      
      She pulled nervously at her gloves and smoothed a hand down her plain, blue serge coat. How out of place I am, she thought,
         as she heard, above the din of the station, two of the officers promising each other that their late departure would not stop
         them joining Wolseley’s expedition in time to go into battle.
      

      
      ‘How admirable to speak so easily of war,’ John said.

      
      ‘They’re soldiers.’ Mary knew she must sound petulant, but that did not stop her emphasizing the point. ‘It’s their job.’

      
      When John did not reply, she looked down at her tightly buttoned boots and tried to swallow her resentment. If he thought he needed to go to the Sudan, he must be right. She was,
         anyway, too prone to foolish questions, sudden laughter and strange tears. Perhaps that was why he was leaving her.
      

      
      A porter trundled past, his wooden trolley piled with leather trunks, cases of Veuve Clicquot balanced perilously on top.

      
      ‘Look at him.’ John indicated an officer who, in striding by, had all but shoved them aside. He was curling the ends of his
         moustache with one hand, while with the other he urged on the porter. ‘He has provisions a-plenty, and not a care in the world.
         Wolseley knows what he’s about, as do his staff. There’s no need to worry.’
      

      
      ‘Of course there is. You are going to war.’

      
      ‘I am,’ he conceded impatiently, ‘but not to the front. I am to run the rear hospital. As you know.’ He looked at her, sharply
         at first, but her glistening brown eyes and the furrowing of her pale brow tempered his irritation. How selfish I am, he thought,
         even as he knew that, faced with an identical call to action, he would make an identical decision.
      

      
      ‘Will you promise me that you will stay back from the fighting?’

      
      Such a long journey ahead of him. From Waterloo to Portsmouth, from Portsmouth by steamer to Alexandria, and then on to Cairo
         where one of Mr Thomas Cook’s boats would carry him up the Nile to Aswan in southern Egypt. And that was only the beginning.
         At Aswan he would be met by one of General Wolseley’s especially adapted boats, which would transport him and his equipment
         to Wadi Halfa in the Sudan and on again to Korti, where Wolseley had set up his forward base. It would be, by all accounts, a difficult journey. Novice as he was, he must preserve his energy.
      

      
      Why could Mary not understand this? And why was she making such a great meal of their parting?

      
      ‘Promise me?’ she said again.

      
      The irritation that had steeled his shoulders drained away, and in its place came compassion, with guilt, both of which extracted
         from him a ‘Yes’. He said it softly but not so softly that she would not be able to hear, ‘I promise.’
      

      
      A warning blast of steam and the shouted ‘All aboard,’ of a railwayman relieved him of having to continue the conversation.

      
      ‘Well.’ His eyes darted towards the train into which the soldiers were clambering. His mind raced. ‘Well  … ’ Carriage doors
         began to slam.
      

      
      She wanted more than anything to throw her arms around him, to plead with him not to go – and, yes, she could almost see herself
         doing it to restrain him.
      

      
      ‘Keep well.’ He touched her hand gently.

      
      She felt his touch like a scald even through her glove. She stepped away.

      
      This, it seemed, was what he was waiting for. ‘I’ll write as soon as I can.’ He turned and was almost running. So quickly
         did he go that one of the officers must have remarked on it. She couldn’t hear what was said, but by the way the back of John’s
         neck reddened, she knew it must have been a joke that hadn’t sat well with him. Now he slowed his pace and walked, without
         looking back, up the steps and into the train, as if this was something to which he was accustomed.
      

      
      She knew him too well to believe in the display of confidence. And yet, she thought, if I really do know him, how is it that I cannot understand why he is doing this ?
      

      
      She looked up into the high span of the railway shed. She could see the rising steam from John’s train and, above it, the
         triangulated iron girders of the roof interspersed with glass. A miracle of construction, she thought, just as Wolseley’s
         expedition to rescue General Gordon was considered a miracle of modern warfare. Perhaps that was why John, who was always
         anxious to be at the forefront of new developments, had been so determined to join in.
      

      
      A loud whistle caused her to drop her head in time for the lowering of the flag.

      
      The crowd was on the move, shouting and waving alongside the accelerating train, leaving her where she was. She was too far
         away to see past the backs of waving onlookers to where John must be. Dread constricted her throat. She had missed the moment
         of his departure.
      

      
      She thought of running, but it was too late. Besides, John would not like to see her running. As the train wheels turned,
         and the huge hulk of iron and steel chugged down the tracks, she let her tears fall.
      

      
      As his companions waved wildly at the platform, bellowing over each other’s din, John stood at the window craning to see Mary.
         Through a gap in the cheering crowd, he eventually spotted her. There she stood. Alone, tiny and dark.
      

      
      Why had she insisted on coming to the station, he wondered, only at the last to stand back? It hurt him that their parting
         had been so remote and that, even now, she was holding herself aloof from the other wives, with their gaily waving handkerchiefs.
         It was as if she were declaring herself not to be one of them and, in doing so, saying that he could never be at one with their husbands.
      

      
      At that moment a blond officer, a cigarette dangling from his lip, clapped John on the back – ‘Here you are, Doctor’ – and
         handed him an empty glass. The train juddered and champagne frothed out, some of it making it into the glass.
      

      
      The train was gathering speed and Mary was out of sight – yet his last vision of her stayed with him so strangely that, for
         a moment, he found himself wondering whether that prim, navy-blue Mary might have been an apparition. Except he knew she had
         been real. There she had remained, apparently quiet and unmoved, though a few strands of her raven hair that had escaped her
         chignon and fallen across her face gave her the appearance of restraining something quite … untamed.
      

      
      ‘Death to the Mahdi,’ an officer called.

      
      ‘Death to the Mahdi,’ they echoed, raising their glasses. ‘Forward to Khartoum.’

      
      John turned away from the window and made his way into one of the compartments, which was already smoky and hot. There, he
         threw the champagne down his throat. ‘To Khartoum.’
      

      
      Mary weaved her way through the mass of impatient travellers. Past pedlars she went, past railwaymen blasting whistles, and
         newspaper vendors yelling their headlines. The hubbub rose high into the railway shed. For a moment she imagined herself rising,
         as light as air, into that great expanse, there to hover just below the roof and look down on the ant-like throng below. How
         odd it would all seem. How puny.
      

      
      She thought about John on the first step of a journey to a country he did not know, in the service of an army that was likewise alien to him. She wondered whether his anxiety would be threaded with the strange excitement she was feeling.
      

      
      She walked this way and that, through a maze of platforms and ticket offices, past hoardings advertising soap and jelly until,
         at last, she recognized a wooden archway. It was the one they had come through on their way in for, as she emerged, she was
         met by the same frenetic chaos they had witnessed earlier.
      

      
      Men banged picks and shovels into the ground as others pushed barrows up planks, unloading earth, mud and dust into wagons
         that soon trundled away. Their drivers bellowed warnings to publicans who, balancing jugs on yokes around their necks, were
         supplying the navvies with beer, all in the vast building site that John had told her would become the Grand Metropole Hotel.
         How small she felt, and lonely, until at last she found the driver who had brought them to the station. She fell gratefully
         into the hansom cab and he whipped his horse forwards.
      

      
      The journey from Waterloo was slow. She knew that the crowds, the horse-drawn omnibuses and carts seemingly intent on collision,
         the din of hawkers and costermongers, the uneven cobbles, the digging of drainage ditches and underground stations were just
         all part of London’s expansion of which John was always complaining, but she felt buffeted by the clamour. She held tightly
         to the leather strap at the window, staring out, seeing but not seeing. Had the driver deliberately sought out the roughest
         roads?
      

      
      It should therefore have been a relief to roll to a stop in the quiet Barnsbury street, which, with its sedate white three-storeyed
         houses, invited her back into its familiarity. But Mary did not feel relieved. She felt ill at ease.
      

      
      She stepped down from the cab and pushed coins – too many, she was sure – into the driver’s dirty hands. He drove off so abruptly
         that she had to jump aside.
      

      
      A neat pathway led through the ordered front garden to a gleaming black front door.

      
      She still thought often of the house in Oxfordshire, with its grassy surroundings, as home. There, as a girl, she had loved
         to roam. This house in Barnsbury, the first of her married life, held no such fond memories. It was her home only because
         she and John had made it so. And now he had gone and, despite his promise, she feared he was not coming back.
      

      
      She lifted a gloved hand to the brass lion’s head knocker, but before she had touched it, the door swung open. ‘Oh, there
         you are, ma’am.’ Betty, the maid, gave a frightened little curtsy. ‘I was beginning to wonder.’
      

      
      Annoyed that Betty should consider her incapable of finding her way from Waterloo, she brushed off the girl’s clumsy attempts
         to help and hung up her own coat.
      

      
      ‘Will you be wanting tea?’ Despite a voracious appetite, Betty looked permanently underfed and now, as always, she licked
         her lips at the idea of food.
      

      
      ‘Is it not tea time?’ Mary opened the door to the drawing room. ‘Why is it so cold?’

      
      ‘I laid the fire, ma’am, but I didn’t light it. I thought—’

      
      ‘That I would not need a fire now that Dr Clarke is away?’

      
      ‘No, ma’am.’ Betty’s thin bottom lip trembled. ‘But – but—’

      
      ‘But what?’

      
      ‘You have your tea in the library.’

      
      This was correct. And even if it hadn’t been, she should not take out her misery on the maid. ‘I will let it pass this time, Betty,’ she said, ‘but with my husband away, you will take your orders from me.’
      

      
      ‘Very good, ma’am.’

      
      ‘Tea?’

      
      Betty turned and fled.

      
      The sight of that thin, skittering back destroyed the vague consciousness of her own power that had buoyed Mary up. Now she
         looked around the drawing room, with its plump chairs and covered side tables, its polished mirrors and silk brocade. It seemed
         empty.
      

      
      Of life.

      
      Of her husband.

      
      How would she manage now that he had gone?

      
      The day dragged interminably. She took up her needlepoint, but her stitches were so haphazard that she made herself unpick
         them. Fresh air, she decided. She walked out into the small garden, but it was so bleak and cold that she soon went back inside.
         She took up The Trumpet Major but, with John away to war, it had become distasteful. She put it down, unread.
      

      
      She wandered through the drawing room and the library, grasping objects and turning them, as if inspecting them for dust.
         Eventually she made herself pick up the book again, but it provided such little interest or meaning that she was grateful
         when the light faded. She stood up and went to the canary’s cage. John had bought the little bird to keep her company, but
         when she put a finger through the bars to stroke it, it hopped out of reach. She told herself it would get used to her. She
         was sure it would. She refused Betty’s offer to light the lamps, and sat, unthinking, in the dark.
      

      
      She wasn’t hungry, but when Betty served asparagus soup, boiled beef and stewed apple, she ate a little. Then she was consumed
         by lethargy. Why should she be so tired? She had done no more than go to Waterloo, far less than she would accomplish in a
         normal day.
      

      
      Her life, her old life that had now come to an end, had been structured by John’s needs. By making sure he had breakfasted;
         remembering which of his patients would collect medicine from his dispensary, then writing down what she should charge; inspecting
         his wardrobe for necessary repairs;planning the hearty pies that would tempt him to eat; making shopping lists and telling
         Betty where to purchase the items; writing up the accounts; and, above all, preparing herself for his return from work.
      

      
      The last, it now seemed to her, had consumed most of her day. How would she fill her time now?

      
      The sensation that had overcome her in the station, which she had partly recognized as excitement, returned as dread. Her
         heart was thumping. Was she ill – and, if so, would care for her?
      

      
      She jumped up and, in her agitation, knocked a tall vase off a side table. It bounced against the skirting-board and broke.
         Shards of glass spiked around its twisting silver-plated frame to lie glinting on the rug.
      

      
      She was bending to pick up the pieces when Betty’s ‘Let me, ma’am’ made her jump. The maid took from her a piece of glass,
         which Mary hadn’t been conscious of holding.
      

      
      She realized she was crying.

      
      ‘What is it, ma’am?’

      
      ‘The vase was a wedding present. It meant a great deal to me … ’

      
      *

      
      She woke up with a start.
      

      
      Someone had been shouting.

      
      She pulled herself up in bed, and propped herself against the pillows. The room was quiet, and so was the rest of the house.
         The shouting voice could only have been hers.
      

      
      It was not the first time that her own shouting had awakened her. But in the past John had been there to calm her. He would
         gently rub her hands and feet, and should she be really overcome, he would go down to his dispensary and fetch her a small
         dose of laudanum. Now she lay in the emptiness of their cold bed and, even though her teeth were chattering, she was too hot.
         She pushed off the covers and, without lighting the lamp, made her way barefoot across the floor to the window.
      

      
      It was very dark outside, and when she touched the window she felt ice on the pane. She remembered the cold touch of John’s
         parting and realized her face was wet: she must have been weeping in her sleep.
      

      
      Why? She could not remember. Which, again, was not unusual. How often had he asked her why she was crying? And how often had
         she tried to find words to explain what she herself did not understand?
      

      
      Was this why he had left?

      
      She turned away from the pitch of night that was pressing in on her. She could, she knew, go downstairs and see if there was
         fire enough still to warm some milk. It might help her sleep. Or, she thought, I could …
      

      
      No. She would not, could not, allow in that thought. Not with John away.

      
      She made herself go back to bed, pulled up the cover so that it was almost at her chin, and calmed herself by thinking of her husband.
      

      
      The sound of gunfire catapulted John to his feet so fast that he hit his head against the wall. No time to attend to that.
         He stood stock still and tried to work out what was going on. His heart was banging – it seemed to have produced a visible
         tremor in his chest – and although he had only been reading, he was panting as if he had been running. He forced himself into
         calm and stood listening.
      

      
      All he could hear was the relentless grinding of the ship’s screw propeller. They were in open sea, not yet at Port Said.
         His first thought – an attack – must have been wrong.
      

      
      His embarrassment at his panic – he was glad no one had witnessed it  – he set aside. There had been gunfire, but why? Taking care not to knock over the stool that stood beside the two narrow bunks, he peered through
         the clouded porthole.
      

      
      Sea was all he saw, no longer as grey as it had been on their departure from England, but still empty water. If he wanted
         to know what was going on, he must leave his cabin and investigate.
      

      
      He pushed open the little wooden door and looked out into the dark corridor that ran past a line of similar cabins. Nothing.
         And, apart from the ceaseless noise of the screw, no other sound.
      

      
      Had he dreamed the gunfire?

      
      It came again: a volley that was the unmistakable discharge of many guns. Something was happening on deck but, in the absence
         of running feet and urgent cries, it could not be an attack. Mortified by the fear that had flooded him again, he grabbed the oilskin hanging from a hook at the back of the door
         and left his cabin.
      

      
      With both arms out, he swayed along the corridor, then hauled himself up the iron ladder and on to the deck. Spray hit him
         as he emerged. He looked to the prow as the huge old steamship rolled through the waves. Nothing to see there. He looked back
         to the stern. Men crowded at the rails facing out to sea. Most appeared to be loading guns, but others were carrying a strange
         assortment of objects, including shapes made of straw, old boxes and empty bottles.
      

      
      ‘Give them room,’ someone shouted, and the gunners stepped back.

      
      The packmen lined the rail. When a sergeant shouted, ‘Get ready,’ they whirled both arms and, to the slow count of ‘One, two,
         three,’ flung their projectiles high, then stepped smartly out of the way. The gunners unleashed their fire at the surface
         of the sea so that bottles jumped, boxes were holed and straw dissolved. One salvo, and the first line stepped back to be
         replaced by a second, the last shots aimed, as far as John could see, at waves and foam.
      

      
      Thick clouds of white smoke filled the air. John held his nose against the acrid stench of gunpowder.

      
      The packmen were readying themselves to fetch more targets but the sergeant yelled, ‘That’s all for today.’ The military order
         dissolved and the men, alone or in small groups, strolled away.
      

      
      They were dressed in the grey serge of their newly created desert uniforms, so that the only way to distinguish one man from
         another was to read the red cloth patches on which had been sewn their corps’ initials. Strange, John thought, how each unit stuck together, but that was the ethos and camaraderie
         of the army: those who fought together bonded together. Something else to learn.
      

      
      In Portsmouth he had felt himself to be very much the odd man out. After five days at sea, he was more acclimatized and beginning
         to deepen his acquaintance with the officers, the first step, he hoped, to friendship. As if in proof of this, a young major,
         whose 5L label proclaimed him one of the Lancers, now peeled off from his fellows to throw in John’s direction, ‘Quite an
         exhibition of firepower  – and of the men’s ingenuity. They have ammunition a-plenty but no targets. Care for a snifter, Doctor?’
      

      
      ‘Why not?’ Seasickness and timidity had kept John too long in his own company. Now as he strolled beside the major and another
         officer who had joined them, he realized that his isolation had been partly self-imposed. ‘Physician, heal thyself,’ he muttered
         under his breath.
      

      
      ‘Talking to yourself,’ the friendly officer said. ‘First sign of madness.’

      
      The second chipped in, ‘Wouldn’t be surprised if Gordon hadn’t started talking to himself, poor bugger, trapped in Khartoum
         by the Mahdi and with only savages for company.’
      

      
      ‘They say he can’t last much longer,’ John observed.

      
      ‘That’s complete rot.’ The first officer laughed. ‘Gordon’s as valiant and able a soldier as ever was. He’ll hold out until
         we get there. Don’t you agree, Thompson?’
      

      
      A sage nod. ‘If anybody can hold Khartoum, Gordon can.’ Then he frowned. ‘Even so, it can’t be much fun. Rumour runs that
         they’re nearly out of supplies.’
      

      
 

      
         
         TO THE EDITOR OF THE TIMES

         
         Sir, – Mr William Stead, the editor of the Pall Mall Gazette, has latterly used these columns to accuse our Prime Minister, Mr Gladstone, of failing to rescue General Gordon. I trust
               I may take the liberty of alerting your readers to a misapprehension that may exist in their minds after reading the barrage
               of Mr Stead’s accusations.

         
         Mr Stead has implied that Mr Gladstone’s hesitation in sending out an army to rescue General Gordon results from some particular
               lack of sympathy. This is simply not the case. May I remind your readers that, earlier this year, Parliament voted in support
               of Mr Gladstone’s caution on the matter. Even so, Mr Gladstone must feel, as keenly as any decent man would, General Gordon’s
               plight. It is, however, beholden on Mr Gladstone as Her Majesty’s Prime Minister to take every advice before risking our troops
               in the rescue of a single man. And this is a man, I might add, whose questionable decisions, and indeed, whose questionable
               sanity, has helped fashion the very calamity which all fear might now befall him.

         
         I am, Sir, your obedient servant.

         1 Dec.

         
         A. BARTHOLOMEW

         
         Chairman, Huddersfield

         
         Anti-Slavery Society

         
         
      

   
      
      II

      
      In Khartoum the trumpet boys, hand-picked from the gang of urchins who haunted the governor general’s palace in search of
         food, were at their stations at each corner of the palace roof. Out of pity, General Gordon always chose the puniest boys,
         and this group were so small they had to stand on boxes to see over the parapet. They were a dirty lot, their uniforms unwashed –
         one stank like a badger – and layers of red sand glittered on their dark faces as if they had been rolling in the desert.
         Still, they were brave. Even when they were being shelled, they stuck to their posts, and blew their trumpets at the general’s
         lightest nod. We are strong, they would blow, in code, we are strong, as the general had trained them.
      

      
      He stood at the edge of the roof, looking out at the river, lifeblood of the city, whose banks were lined by dusty palm groves
         that stretched to Moghram Point, where the dark waters of the Blue Nile washed over the emerald of the White. When he lifted
         his gaze past the river, and past the green dhura fields of Tuti Island, to the mudflats of the northern shore where they
         faded into desert, the blue of his eyes almost matched the blazing blue of the midday sky. He did not seem to feel the heat.
         He would stand in full sun for hours, waiting for Wolseley’s regiments to gallop across the shimmering land to his rescue.
      

      
      Not, Will thought, that they would be here very soon. Instead of dispatching a small force through the desert, as he should
         have done, Wolseley had insisted that the huge army should drag its boats over the intractable Nile cataracts, thus delaying
         their arrival. ‘Just the sort of mistake a general would make,’ Will muttered to himself.
      

      
      Will was the general’s unofficial batman. His job was to go where General Gordon went and do what the general asked him to
         do. Now he turned away from Gordon to look past Khartoum’s clustered mud houses to the adjoining town of Omdurman and, beyond,
         to the biggest concentration of enemy, the place where, it was rumoured, the Mahdi had set up camp. With the forest of black,
         green and red banners hourly increasing, it was growing faster than the others, while rising trails of dust told of many more
         men on their way.
      

      
      ‘Not long until dusk,’ the general muttered.

      
      Not long until they overwhelm us, Will thought. He lifted up his eyes to the rosy bruise that was spreading under the flat
         blue horizon. Soon night would fall, bringing relief from the relentless heat. He smiled with weak relief.
      

      
      The ripple of a disturbance travelled across the roof. Will’s spine tingled but he resisted the instinct to duck. There had
         been none of the whistling that heralded an incoming shell. Something different then. He looked at the trumpet boys, who usually
         knew what was going on.
      

      
      They were jumping up and down, pointing to the west. He looked back in that direction and realized that what he had taken
         for sunset was the beginning of a sandstorm, which had already grown and was moving so fast that it would soon blot out the
         sky.
      

      
      During his year in Khartoum, Will had experienced many such storms. He knew how dangerous they could be. ‘General,’ he called.
         ‘General.’ He ran across the roof to tug Gordon’s shirt sleeve.
      

      
      ‘Yes?’ The general’s glare showed that he hated to be touched. ‘What is it?’

      
      ‘A haboob, sir.’
      

      
      ‘Impossible. ’

      
      ‘It is, General. A sandstorm coming.’

      
      ‘Nonsense.’

      
      ‘Look.’ Will pointed. ‘It’s close. ’

      
      ‘Can’t be. Not the season.’

      
      The storm was now a towering monster, hot rolling waves of sand enveloping houses and bending the highest palms. It was as
         if the sea, in all its breathtaking immensity, had risen up and dried to red. The air was thick with it, enough to choke the
         fittest man. Nothing could stop the onward march of this highest, darkest doom, which, if they did not go in, would engulf
         them.
      

      
      Knowing that the trumpet boys were too scared to move without an order, Will racked his brains for a way to shake the general
         from his trance. In desperation, he called: ‘Charley!’
      

      
      Eyes blazing, the general whirled round. ‘How dare you!’

      
      ‘Look.’ Will used both hands to keep the general facing west. ‘Look.’
      

      
      Even crazy old Charles Gordon, general in the British Army and governor general to Khartoum, could not miss the red mountain
         of sand that had blotted out the horizon. Huge, tidal surges of it coming fast. Thickly layered grit and clay rearing out
         of the desert. A wall of whirling particles towered over the native city with its clusters of crudely fashioned dwellings. It would soon slam into Khartoum with enough force
         to split roofs and flatten homes.
      

      
      ‘Off the roof!’ the general roared. ‘Now! ’

      
      Will kicked shut the door just as the sandstorm hit. They could hear it raging outside where the sky would have darkened into
         premature night, creating misery in the enemy camp.
      

      
      A brisk nod from the general sent the trumpet boys skittering down the stairs, while the two last Englishmen in Khartoum –
         one uniformed, squat and square, with hair that was rapidly turning white, the other a mousy, scrappy fellow in tattered half-trousers
         and a dirty shirt – continued just to stand. They were covered from head to toe with red dust, thick crusted on eyelids, in
         nostrils and other places that Will might, in different company, have mentioned. He swallowed, ingesting grit as a way of
         clearing his throat. He could hear the general’s wheezing.
      

      
      ‘A cigarette.’

      
      ‘In a moment, General.’ Will couldn’t stop coughing.

      
      ‘A cigarette,’ the general insisted. ‘Bring it to my quarters.’

      
      The palace with its long colonnades, verandas and many windows, most of which no longer contained glass, was cooler by far
         than most of Khartoum, yet no sooner had Will wiped his forehead than his pimpled skin was again slick with sweat. Along the
         wide landing he went, his footsteps pattering on the stone floor with something that sounded like their echo. He shot back
         a fearful glance. No one in sight. He walked faster.
      

      
      The U-shaped red-brick building that was the governor general’s palace had once been the bustling hub of Khartoum, the nerve centre of all Sudan. Then guards, soldiers, clerks,
         scribes, slaves, interpreters, officials, petitioners and hangers-on of all kinds would compete for the governor general’s
         attention. Now there were only ghosts to haunt the rooms that Will passed. He stopped and peered into one.
      

      
      With its velvet divans, tables, chairs and lamp, the room still contained the personal possessions of the Englishmen who had
         passed through it. First of these had been Colonel Hicks, who had been cruelly cut down with his troops. After Hicks’s demise,
         Frank Power, the Times correspondent who, by an amazing stroke of luck, had escaped the Hicks massacre, had settled in this room. He hadn’t had
         the heart to touch Hicks’s belongings, so the colonel’s gloves, papers and guns lay everywhere. Power’s luck had not held
         out. He had ended up dying with Stewart and now his collection of Sudanese spears, swords, arrows, war horns, leopard and
         lion skins, as well as the golden bangles he had bought for the family he was doomed never again to see, bore witness to his
         death.
      

      
      ‘Hello,’ Will whispered. ‘Hello?’

      
      No answer.

      
      There never was.

      
      No one knew the details of the overwhelming of Power and Stewart – whether they’d been grounded and sunk on a cataract, betrayed
         by one of their own or lured into a trap – but what was clear, because the enemy had sent proof, was that they were dead.
      

      
      ‘Poor Stewart,’ the general kept saying. ‘Poor Stewart.’

      
      Will tiptoed to the large mahogany desk on which Power had written his articles. There, in pride of place, were Power’s most prized possessions: a war horn made from an elephant’s tusk that had been hollowed out until it was eggshell thin, and
         beside it, on a separate stand, a large, flat drum.
      

      
      Will lowered his dusty hands over the drum, closer and closer, skating across the surface without touching it. Grains of sand
         fell on to it. He resisted the impulse to brush them off: he’d made the mistake just once of tapping the drum – the ferocious
         roar that had resulted had sent the palace into such a panic and the general into such a rage that he had vowed never to do
         it again. But still: ‘I want to,’ he whispered. ‘I just want to.’
      

      
      He dropped his hands and backed out of the room. His ghosts now propitiated – he always made sure to visit them – he moved
         off down the corridor. Soon he was at what had once been Stewart’s room. Poor Stewart, having not been long in Khartoum, had
         had little chance to collect much in the way of possessions. His room was easier on the nerves.
      

      
      Will didn’t often smile these days but he was smiling now. Or, at least, his desiccated lips parted over crooked teeth as
         he opened the door and gave a whistled tweet. ‘Frankie!’ he called, although there was no need: the brown and yellow tufted
         ball of fluff that was his adopted dog was already hurtling towards him. Will bent down and Frankie jumped into his arms,
         his tongue lapping ecstatically at Will’s face.
      

      
      ‘That’s right, boy.’ Will laughed. ‘You give me a good cleanup – get rid of the sand.’

      
      The dog’s moist square snout sniffed at Will’s shirt, then his pockets.

      
      ‘Here you are, boy.’ Will pulled out a piece of dhura bread. ‘It’s not much, but you can have it.’ He watched the dog snuffle up the morsel. ‘Good boy.’ He stroked the wiry back, and was rewarded with the rapid motion of a tail that seemed
         capable of turning a full 360 degrees, before the dog lurched up to lick his nose.
      

      
      ‘Such a welcome and all for the taste of sand.’ Will couldn’t help laughing. ‘Wait till we get to Gravesend. You’ll have real
         English bread then, and a proper beef bone.’ Frankie licked his face again. ‘You won’t believe the glory of the beef back
         home,’ he went on. ‘Them cows are thick and plump from eating grass, not sand like the poor beasts here – yes,’ the dog had
         worked out there was no more food and was struggling in Will’s arms, ‘you can get down.’ Will put Frankie on the floor, where
         he stood panting as Will patted his wiry head.
      

      
      ‘I know you want me to stay, but I’ve got to go before the general starts yelling.’ He took care to block the dog from the
         door. ‘You’re a good boy but the general can’t abide the sight of you. And you mustn’t go out on your own. They don’t like
         dogs here. One of them might even catch and eat you. Not that I blame them, hungry as they are, but we can’t have you eaten,
         can we?’ With one last ruffle of the spiky hair between Frankie’s ears, Will slipped out of the room.
      

      
      Despite the lack of food, the palace kitchen was the meeting place for soldiers, administrators, merchants and servants, who
         came together to exchange all manner of rumour and intelligence and now, with the sand still whipping up outside, they were
         all crammed in together. Bodies jostled, some in tatty uniforms, others dressed like the finest gentlemen in bright, silver-edged flowing robes, several in cast-off flannel shirts and a few naked, save for silver bangles and loincloths.
         Every single one appeared to be talking simultaneously – or they were until Will made his entrance.
      

      
      From hubbub to instant quiet – in case, Will thought, he had brought the general with him. Drawing up his scrawny body, he
         pushed his way through.
      

      
      They knew well enough that he had no power and, anyway, could not understand what they said. When they saw he was alone, they
         went back to their talk.
      

      
      Sudanese conversation was usually conducted in a low bass hum. This was different. It was higher in pitch and much wilder,
         with gesticulations to accompany it. Something had upset them.
      

      
      Will grabbed a passing trumpet boy, the one with a smattering of English. ‘What’s going on?’

      
      ‘The haboob,’ the boy said, referring to the sandstorm.
      

      
      ‘This haboob? After all the others?’
      

      
      ‘This haboob out of time.’
      

      
      It took a moment for Will to grasp that the boy was trying to tell him it was the wrong time of year for a sandstorm. Which
         explained their agitation. The people of Khartoum were a superstitious lot. They read omens into everything. Not, in Will’s
         opinion, that you needed a fortune-teller to know their future: you had only to look to the perimeters of the city where the
         Mahdi’s men were camped.
      

      
      ‘Me go?’

      
      Will nodded, sand dropping from his mouse-brown hair into his eyes. He blinked. ‘A basin.’

      
      He wasn’t the general and he didn’t have the general’s manner. Nobody moved.

      
      He fetched the basin for himself, poured water into it from a jug, then plunged in his head. He came out spluttering to find
         the water stained red with sand. He swilled it out, then rinsed the basin. He took a key from his pocket and unlocked the
         general’s special cupboard, standing on tiptoe, cursing his lack of height and swaying until he managed to hook out cigarettes
         from the highest shelf. He could have asked for help, but something in the atmosphere made him wary, a kind of growing sulky
         sullenness.
      

      
      He said loudly: ‘Wolseley’s on his way.’

      
      Although they didn’t speak much English this phrase had been so oft repeated by the general that they understood it. Someone
         sniggered. The rest just stared. In his careless walk out of the kitchen, Will tried to show he didn’t care.
      

      
 

      
         
         TO THE EDITOR OF THE TIMES

         
         Sir, – I write in opposition to the calumny put out by your correspondent, Mr Bartholomew. He has traduced the reputation
               of the most honourable of Englishmen by repeating the assertion of an intemperate Member of Parliament, who shall remain nameless
               (and who, in my humble opinion, should have remained voiceless), that General Gordon might be mad.

         
         I will not demean General Gordon by defending his judgement. It is sufficient merely to point out that this is a man who,
               affectionately known as Chinese Gordon, is the lone European to have been awarded the yellow robe by the Chinese Emperor for
               his part in putting down a terrible rebellion. General Gordon was also the first person to whom the Cabinet turned when they
               understood that they owed a duty of care to the Egyptian troops in Khartoum.

         
         Mr Bartholomew has also cast aspersions on my attempts to secure General Gordon’s rescue.

         
         I am not ashamed, Sir, to call myself a patriot and neither do I flinch from defending the position of Her Majesty the Queen
               as Empress of India.

         
         Should Gordon fall, the false prophet who calls himself the Mahdi will soon have charge of the whole of the Soudan. If this
               rebellion then spreads northwards into Egypt it will threaten the Suez Canal. The consequences would be felt throughout Her
               Majesty’s Empire, something which no patriotic Englishman can desire.

         
         Mr Bartholomew has made reference to the Parliamentary vote won by Mr Gladstone in February of this year.

         
         It is indeed true that Mr Gladstone won the motion of censure against him. Your readers should know, however, that Mr Gladstone
               won by the narrowest of margins and only after members of his own Party, though they might disapprove of his failure to act,
               hesitated to bring down his Government. I surely cannot be alone among your readers in thinking that Mr Gladstone’s eventual,
               and late, agreement to permit the dispatch of the Wolseley rescue expedition is an indication of the wrong-headedness of his
               original stand.

         
         For eleven months General Gordon has resisted the Mahdi scourge. Now he is in mortal danger. Patriots, among whom I am honoured
               to be counted, have alerted the Public Platform.

         
         Should the Mahdi overrun Khartoum, and should General Gordon meet an unthinkable fate, judgement will be passed on Mr Gladstone.
               I do not, as Mr Bartholomew implies, count myself above other people, but it would be a false modesty for me to deny that
               my voice sometimes prevails. I can assure your readers that, in the sad eventuality of General Gordon’s demise, I will use
               that voice to the best of my abilities.

         
         I am, sir, yours respectfully,

         
         W. T. STEAD.

         
         Editor

         
         Pall Mall Gazette, 5 Dec.




         
         TO THE EDITOR OF THE TIMES

         
         Sir, – Mr Stead has seen fit to censure me for questioning General Gordon’s judgement. Mr Stead may also have left your readers
               with the impression that my criticisms of General Gordon expose a lack of patriotism on my part. It behooves me, therefore,
               to defend myself.

         
         I will not demean myself by exchanging jingoistic sentiments with Mr Stead. I will, however, if I may, cite as evidence of
               General Gordon’s questionable sanity an extract from Mr Stead’s own writings.

         
         In his rousing article, published in his Gazette, Mr Stead, whose memory we are told is second to none, quoted the General as saying: ‘I consider Khartoum as safe as Kensington
               Park.’

         
         If Khartoum is as safe as Kensington Park, can we now expect a camel regiment to be dispatched from barracks to save our good
               citizens from the dangers of Queen Anne’s banqueting house?

         
         I subscribe myself again, sir, your obedient servant,

         8 Dec.

         
         A. BARTHOLOMEW

         
         Chairman, Huddersfield

         
         Anti-Slavery Society

         
         
      

   
      
      III

      
      Mary pushed The Times off her lap and jumped up, and as she did, the pleats and flounces at the hem of her skirt unfolded in an affectation of
         softness at odds with the boned bodice. She felt … she felt unbearably constrained, her plain tight sleeves adding so to the
         rigidity of the outfit that, were she to fling out her arms as she wanted to, the whole would split asunder. She couldn’t
         bear it. She would – she must – change into something simpler. She took a determined step forward.
      

      
      The heel of her velvet slipper pierced the newspaper. She bent to retrieve it, but all she managed to do was rip it.

      
      John, who liked his newspapers clean, pressed and neatly folded, would hate to see one torn. But John wasn’t there. If she
         were to go further, and pull this copy apart, he would still not be there.
      

      
      No sooner had the thought occurred than she snatched up the broadsheet, and shred it, picking up the tatters, and further
         renting them. Such a frenzy of unthinking demolition that when eventually she came to, it was to find herself standing in
         a sea of torn newsprint.
      

      
      She sank to her knees, put her head into her hands, as if in prayer, and remained there for a while: a tight-laced maroon
         figure adrift in her own destruction.
      

      
      She was like this increasingly, and had been since John had gone  – except in the moment between waking and knowing herself to be wide awake. Then she would stretch out a hand towards
         the misty rays of winter light passing through the curtains and would feel as though she could almost touch the possibility
         that not only could she manage without John but that she could also enjoy managing.
      

      
      And then she would properly awake and think: I am alone. Completely alone.

      
      It might have been different, if she had had family, but since her parents’ deaths and her marriage, she had seen little of
         the others, all of whom lived far from London. She had friends, of course – or, at least, she and John shared acquaintances,
         some of whom had left cards. She had not, however, considered herself sufficiently well attired to receive them. That was
         why she was dressed so formally now: she had had enough of Betty’s sidelong looks: pity from that bedraggled child was more
         than she could bear. Should visitors arrive, she could welcome them in. And she would. In the meantime, though, she would
         calm herself with a very small dose of laudanum from the bottle John had left for her.
      

      
      She got up, and went out, closing the door on the mess she had made. She would clear it up later, when she felt better.

      
      John’s steamer puffed into the jetty at General Wolseley’s base camp in Korti ahead of the other boats that, crammed with
         troops, were waiting to disembark.
      

      
      In the monotony of his journey he had had plenty of time to dwell on its difficulties: the swampish black flies that cleaved
         to moist skin by day and, by night, the mosquitoes, with stings like bayonets; the endless galloping of rats overhead and forward of his cabin; the tedium of being dragged slowly
         past the cataracts; and the suffocating heat that was replaced at night by bone-chilling cold.
      

      
      Now he realized that his hardship must have been as nothing compared to what the ordinary Tommy, crammed into a whaling boat
         with only a canvas roof as protection from the elements, had suffered. The men had sat patiently and, despite the stifling
         midday temperature, he had not heard one grumbled remark, not even when his steamer had slipped past the queue into the jetty.
      

      
      ‘Dr Clarke?’ A young red-headed soldier, having identified John by his civilian clothes and his doctor’s bag, offered him
         a helping hand. ‘This way, if you please.’ Hefting John’s bag on to his shoulder, he set off up the riverbank.
      

      
      John found the going harder than he had expected. Soon he had to stop to catch his breath. He looked towards the river, where
         the men were now leaving their boats. Sweating under their desert costume of grey serge jumpers, cord breeches and white pith
         helmets, they hoisted heavy packs on to their backs and, in a series of single files, began to trudge up the bank. They marched
         in synchronicity, seemingly without effort, heads down, streaming past John who caught whiffs of their stale breath, sweat-hardened,
         unwashed clothes and feet festering in socks unchanged throughout their long journey. He could almost see the lice jumping
         off them. He listened to the slither of their boots on the sand, the huff of their breath and the occasional clink of a tin
         cup against a pack. Despite the stench, their proximity filled him with pleasure. There was something if not heroic, then apt about being in the midst of such men and knowing he had come to help. He had made the right decision.
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