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Prologue



St Mary’s Hospital, Praed Street, London, 1928


Despite the fever, with her angelic, heart-shaped face and deep-blue eyes, five-year-old Ashlyn Roberts looked totally at peace. Usually bright and vivacious, with a ready smile and an infectious laugh, her parents adored her: the youngest of five children, she was the apple of their eye. Now, though, she lay in a crowded ward, recovering from a second operation on her left arm, a last-ditch effort to halt the infection that had been galloping upwards from the angry wound on the back of her hand. Four days earlier, she had been out playing hopscotch with her brothers and sisters and had taken a tumble, scraping her bare skin against a rusty metal drainpipe. Wrapped up in the excitement of the game, Ashlyn had hardly even noticed the graze. It was no more than a flesh wound at first, barely drawing blood.


Soon, though, a circle of redness had become visible around the scratch, and it felt a little sore. On the second day, thin red tendrils had begun to branch upwards from the graze, and the wound had swollen. Ashlyn’s parents were far from wealthy, and, like so many people in their situation, did not qualify for any employee welfare insurance schemes, which would have entitled them to the services of a private doctor. So, her mother had tried to make do with poultices and antiseptics. That night, Ashlyn had become feverish, shaking uncontrollably with violent spasms. Despite their circumstances, her anxious parents had called for medical help. If necessary, they would sell their wedding rings to fund the treatment.


When the doctor arrived, he had taken one look at Ashlyn and arranged for her to be rushed around the corner to St Mary’s Hospital. Dr William Burnett, the surgeon on duty, had immediately admitted her into his care.


‘My arm hurts,’ Ashlyn had said through her sobs. ‘Mummy says you will make me better.’


Her desperate parents looked at the doctor imploringly. ‘Ashlyn,’ he said gently, ‘the doctors here, and every one of these wonderful nurses, will do everything we can to make you better. But first, we need to get you into a nice comfortable bed on the ward with all the other children. I need you to be brave and say goodbye to your parents for now. I’ll make sure you see them later.’


‘It’s OK, my love.’ Mrs Roberts kissed her little girl on the forehead. ‘We’ll be right here beside you when you wake up.’


Will had already identified that gangrene was present; the odour was unmistakable. He had seen the disease many times before, during his time as a young stretcher-bearer on the Western Front. He had patiently and gently explained to Ashlyn’s parents what needed to be done, and they had given permission for a surgery to save her life. Yet the operation had failed to stem the onward march of the microorganisms. Despite Ashlyn’s high fever and rapidly developing anaemia, Will had had no other option but to perform an emergency second operation, this time at the shoulder.


He assessed his patient. Although her cheeks were flushed with fever, she was otherwise pale and fragile-looking. Her curly blonde locks were matted and her brow was spotted with beads of perspiration. The skin over her chest and limbs had turned blotchy and she was ice-cold to the touch. Will bent down and used a small glass pipette to administer a few drops of water into her parched mouth. He gently smoothed a thin layer of Vaseline over her dry, crusted lips. He was well-versed in the consequences of blood poisoning, and knew there was nothing else he could have done to prevent the poor young girl’s life from ebbing away. He dreaded the thought of breaking the news to her parents; nothing short of a miracle could save her now. Retreating quietly from the bedside, he made his way back along the hospital corridor and up the stairs, towards the relatives’ room at the rear of the building. How cruel that no matter how serious a child’s condition, their loved ones were permitted to visit only once a week – and for a few snatched moments, at that. Though a man of great experience, Will still found it difficult to accept the loss of life, particularly when it came to the young. Though he tried to remain objective and detached, each and every loss proved harrowing and heartbreaking. Death was something that never became any easier to process, no matter how frequently he came upon it.


Normally, he would have been able to compartmentalise his feelings and balance his emotions with his important work. But not today. Not even the promise of a rare evening out with his wife was able to lift his spirits. He was in possession of front-row tickets for a production of Good News at a Haymarket theatre that evening, something with which he had been hoping to surprise her. Now, he had neither the inclination nor the stomach for it. He knew Grace would understand, though. As a frontline nurse, she had experienced similar situations herself.


Will handed the tickets to a pair of grateful staff nurses just going off duty, and received a generous peck on the cheek from each of them in return. As he watched the noisy pair hurry away down the corridor, he turned to peer in through the open door of the little room opposite, where a short man in a long white coat, who seemed totally absorbed in his work, had his back to him. Will knew the man to be rather shy and awkward, so he was not inclined to disturb him – and besides, he had a pressing engagement of his own.


*


Dr Alexander Fleming became vaguely aware of footsteps and excited women’s voices in the corridor behind him, but he was too engrossed in his latest creation to trouble himself with investigating the commotion. He continued to carefully seed the different types of bacteria on to agar plates and watched them develop into multicoloured tapestries of varying textures. Growing slowly in the gelatinous, waxy material, the culture in front of him resembled a miniature version of Loch Lomond, blue waters surrounded by a forest of green. He could almost make out pine trees and pink heather. ‘Astonishing!’ he remarked.


Colonies of bacteria in the petri dish next to it resembled a replica of the islands of Skye, Mull, Islay, and Arran, surrounded by the wild Hebridean sea. Satisfied with his latest microbial portraits, Fleming placed the collection to one side and considered his recent observations.


He had returned from holiday that summer to discover that a colony growing on one of his discarded petri dishes had become contaminated by a mould. That in itself was not particularly surprising, since moulds and fungi were often known to find their way on to the agar dishes by chance, ruining otherwise pure cultures of microorganisms intended for study. No, what was interesting in this particular case was that there appeared to be no such bacteria growing anywhere near the mould. No staphylococcal bacteria, Fleming noted in his journal. There was exuberant growth on the agar elsewhere, but around the blue-green mould itself, there was only a transparent halo of bacterial cells – apparently, dead ones.


What had formerly been a well-grown colony is now a faint shadow of its former self.


Something about the mould appeared to be inhibiting the staphylococci, even killing them off. What was that something, Fleming wondered, and could it possibly be isolated, identified, and used as an antiseptic?


The most likely explanation is that the mould releases an enzyme, a naturally occurring cellular catalyst that digests the cell walls of the bacteria. Perhaps this enzyme might prove useful, he wrote.


Fleming’s medical superior did not share his enthusiasm. Dr Almroth Wright, the highly qualified director of the Inoculation Department, who had previously developed a vaccine for typhoid, had seemed less than impressed when Fleming had brought his observation to his attention. Glaring at his colleague, he had dismissed the findings as unoriginal and insignificant.


As a lieutenant in the British Army, Fleming had witnessed first-hand the devastating consequences of wound infection sustained by soldiers on the battlefield. He would not be so easily dissuaded, and would continue to experiment with his precious microbes. ‘After all, one sometimes finds what one is not looking for,’ he told himself. His ingenuity and perseverance had already attained scientific recognition. Had he not designed a way of testing for syphilis using a mere drop or two of blood? Had he not also shown conclusively that in soldiers’ uniforms uncontaminated by blood or pus, copious numbers of bacteria could be grown in the apparently clean material? A significant finding, which had helped explain why more than half the men who’d perished in the Great War had died from infection rather than from the wounds themselves.


The behaviour of microorganisms had occupied him since he had started working in the claustrophobic little laboratory, but now they consumed him. Dr Almost Right, as some people called him behind his back, might have had a monstrous ego, but he was not infallible, and Fleming resented his findings being so easily dismissed. A qualified doctor, he had never performed surgery, and had little hands-on contact or indeed anything much to do with patients at all, nor with the clinical goings-on in any of the wards. He was an awkward conversationalist and preferred his own company, finding it difficult to establish any kind of rapport with patients or colleagues. He was a bacteriologist by heart and his passion was simple: playing with microbes – and he was good at it. Consequently, although he had the results of a young patient’s blood and swab tests in front of him, he had not visited the child’s bedside and was unaware of her specific clinical condition. All he knew from the evidence before him was that whoever these samples belonged to was almost certainly going to die. Dismissing the thought instantly, he dropped his written findings into his out-tray, the contents of which the porter would soon collect and take down to the nurses’ station on the children’s ward.


Downstairs, leaning over a child’s hospital bed surrounded by closed curtains, Dr Will Burnett closed little Ashlyn Roberts’ eyelids, drew the bedsheet over her face, and pronounced her ‘life extinct’. He nodded to Matron to proceed with the laying out of the body and wondered again how he would be able to summon the courage to break such terrible news.
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Mill Lane, Oxford, March 1937


Will Burnett woke up freezing and tried to extricate himself from the sleeping form of his wife. Trying hard not to wake Grace, he gently pulled his arm out from underneath her, though not gently enough, it seemed. She stirred and turned over, gazing at him with her beautiful blue eyes.


‘Where do you think you’re going?’ she whispered. ‘It’s so cold in this room, and a girl needs to be kept warm!’


‘That’s Victorian dwellings for you. As for me, I’ve been doing my best. And making huge personal sacrifices in the process.’


‘What sacrifices?’


‘Well, I can’t feel my left arm, for a start. It’s as if it belongs to someone else.’


‘Oh, do stop whining, dear.’


‘Whining? I need this arm! It comes in very useful at work, I shall have you know!’


‘Speaking of work,’ said Grace, ‘we’d better make a move. I can already hear the twins crashing about in the kitchen and if we don’t get a wiggle on, we’ll both be late!’


With the help of the man who had been so instrumental in offering Will his scholarship at St George’s all those years ago, their son, Daniel, had secured a training post in psychiatry at Maudsley Hospital in London, while his sister, Emily, had been perfectly happy to move to Oxford with her parents and explore her growing interest in engineering and aviation. A strange occupation for a girl, some thought, but Grace was secretly delighted as both she and Emily had always loved tinkering with engines.


‘And in case you’ve already forgotten,’ she added, ‘we have half the extended family coming over for dinner tonight, and we have nothing prepared.’


‘Damn. I had forgotten.’


‘I told you yesterday!’


‘Ah, that’s right.’ Will put his fingers to his temples in mock-reminiscence. ‘It’s all coming back to me, along with the feeling in my arm. I remember now – Jack is working locally over in Jericho, and Fitz is finally bringing Aunt Clara up on the train from London.’


‘You’re such a nincompoop.’


‘I don’t suppose Shauna will be coming, too?’


‘Fitz hasn’t said. But I can’t remember the last time I even saw them together. If ever there was a marriage of convenience!’


‘OK, so with Emily and Daniel both here as well, that will be seven of us. Eight, if your mother Dorothy finally decides she’s up to it. I’ll go to the outdoor market today for provisions. Do you want me to get a chicken from Kingswood farmhouse? I’ll be passing there anyway.’


‘Perfect. It’ll be lovely to have us all around the same table again, catching up on the family gossip, won’t it? It’s been a while.’


‘You bet. Oh, what about drinks?’ asked Will, trying to rub away the pins and needles that were still pricking his arm with a vengeance.


‘The cellar’s well-stocked, Will. What self-respecting medical family would have it any other way?’


‘Excellent. That’s Jack catered for, then.’


‘Never mind Jack. At the end of a busy week, I think we’ll all be in need of some fortification!’ Grace grabbed Will’s elbow with both hands and squeezed it as hard as she could.


‘Ow!’ cried Will, rubbing the limb furiously. Now it was super-sensitive, the nerves jangling as the blood slowly flowed back to revive them.
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Jericho Gardens, Oxford


The dilapidated row of pre-Victorian dwellings in Oxford’s Jericho Gardens had, for decades, housed dozens of the poorest families. Now those houses stood cold and deserted, awaiting their fate. In moments, they would cease to exist.


Jack Burnett had found his calling in demolition, finding it so much more rewarding than construction. The tedious insistence of architects who rigidly adhered to technical plans and drawings was time-consuming, not to mention tiresome in the extreme. These people, he’d thought, these stuck-up graduates with their fancy degrees, who didn’t have the foggiest idea of how to build anything themselves, and who never got their hands dirty. Well, as long as I get paid, he’d supposed. He could absorb their idealistic claptrap and their new-fangled ways, provided it was worth his while. After all, it was the client who was forking out, not him. If their unnecessary attention to detail and their cravings for amendments created delays and rework, who was he to argue?


With demolition, it was different. What might have taken years to build could be flattened and destroyed in a matter of hours, the devastation bringing with it an emotional outlet for Jack’s unresolved anger and inner conflict. It was a form of catharsis. A painstakingly constructed dwelling, factory, or office block could be reduced to a heap of mangled steel and rubble in moments. It was noisy and messy, but it was quick, and effective.


In some ways, it was a bit like his relationships. So much easier to ruin and smash than to nurture and cherish. He was too impatient, really, to constantly revisit the same old project to refine and perfect it. He preferred something you could close the book on. It was the story of his life.


His relationship with Amandine was the nearest he had ever come to love. On the battlefields of Flanders, immediately after the Great War, their romance had blossomed at her father’s farm. Despite his gruesome job, clearing the fields of discarded ordnance and the rotting corpses that were being unearthed, he had found a woman who had given him everything he had ever wanted. Unconditional love for the first time in his life, understanding, and a chance to marry and raise a family. She had also given free rein to his unconventional, unpredictable, and often selfish nature. Yet still, he had rejected that love, and Amandine had let him go. He was young, impetuous and restless. He had simply not been ready to put down roots. It was a decision he often regretted, but he allowed himself little time for recrimination or remorse. At least his war wounds were tolerable.


Demolition, though, had given him a purpose. It was as if his inner demons could be drowned out, along with the memories of the devastating explosions he had set off in the tunnels he had mined under the enemy trenches at Messines and La Boisselle. Now, as he watched the huge wrecking ball freefalling on to the roof of 28 Jericho Gardens, he felt a familiar sense of elation. It was the same intoxicating excitement he had experienced as a little boy, mischievously hurling a lump of coal through a neighbour’s window or throwing a bicycle into the river.


Jack revelled in the thrill of it and assumed every hot-blooded young man would feel the same, which was why he had brought his nephew along with him this morning. Daniel had often asked what kind of work he did, and this project was an ideal opportunity to show him.


The huge, forged-steel sphere crashed through the tiles and slabs of masonry as if they were made of tissue paper. The crane hoisted the ball back up again on its steel chain, and, pivoting the boom to accelerate it towards its target, swung it to and fro like a pendulum until it was sent crashing through the walls of the little house and out the other side. It was rudimentary and capricious, and not a precision instrument by any means.


As Jack’s eyes sparkled and his body tensed with the thrill of the devastation, Daniel regarded him with interest. He already knew quite a lot about his uncle’s insalubrious past, and had often considered the differences between him and his own father. A pair of brothers, born just two years apart, yet so different in personality and outlook.


It was strange that Daniel’s grandfather, Robbie, had reacted so differently to adversity than Jack, who had rather seemed to take to it. When Robbie’s wife, Evie, had been taken from him in childbirth, he was pathologically bereaved. He had become withdrawn and depressed and had never recovered. He had survived the war, yet he had never been rehabilitated. Now, he languished in a residential home for the psychologically damaged and infirm. His son Jack, too, had witnessed terrible events, having tragically lost close friends, and suffered personally, but while Robbie would startle at sudden sounds and recoil from bright, flashing lights, Jack seemed to relish and embrace the unexpected. It seemed to give him focus and revive him, almost as though he lived for it.


Daniel looked over at the dust cloud rising from the wreckage of the collapsed building, the mangled iron rods jutting out from the rubble. Through the dust, he spotted his uncle gesticulating excitedly, and the quantity surveyor determining how many trucks it would take to clear the site. Two first-aiders were on standby in case anybody got hurt. There was also a policeman on hand for safety, to ensure onlookers kept their distance. It was people and personalities that piqued Daniel’s interest, rather than places and buildings.


Jack glanced back to gauge his nephew’s reaction to the demolition. He seemed to have been watching him instead of the unfolding scene. Daniel quickly averted his gaze, pretending he had not been staring. But Jack was fine with it. Daniel was a well-built lad, strong and athletic like his father, Will, but was also quiet, thoughtful, and curious. Better still, he rarely seemed to judge or criticise, unlike others Jack could think of. No, Daniel was a good lad. Jack felt relaxed and easy in his company, and was somehow calmer whenever his nephew was around.
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Mill Lane


The coq au vin that Grace and Clara had prepared had been heartily devoured, with nothing left to waste. Even the residual juices at the bottom of the serving dish had been mopped up with slabs of heavily buttered home-made bread. Now eight of them sat around the dining-room table, enjoying an after-dinner drink and a family chat. In the end, Dorothy had finally declined the invitation to join them, in one of her familiar states of unnecessary anxiety – this time over the welfare of Rupert and Henry, another two of her offspring. Fitz, Grace’s youngest sibling and MP for Southwark, had brought up to Oxford his newly appointed parliamentary assistant as well as Will’s aunt Clara, and had selected from the larder a ten-year-old single malt whisky from Oban. Jack, the rest of the bottle in front of him, was carefully protecting it from the hands of others.


Kitty, Will’s sister, was heading out to Spain. ‘Kitty can look after herself,’ said Fitz, trying to sound reassuring and to allay the fears of Will and Grace, who were going to take a lot more convincing. They both knew how unpredictable survival was in the theatre of war, and Kitty was still so young. Despite her adventurous nature and her passion for language and travel, they considered her rather too idealistic and naïve to recognise what might have been awaiting her in Spain, where a civil war had been underway for some months now.


‘She’ll be safe in the bosom of the Spanish Red Cross,’ Fitz added, ‘and besides, she has friends in Barcelona from the time she spent teaching there, as well as Thiago and Liese to hold her hand.’


Grace stared back at him. She had first-hand experience of what the fascists in Nazi Germany were capable of, and she had no reason to believe that those who had rebelled against the democratically elected People’s Second Republic and marched into Spain would be any different. Yes, it was true that their friend Liese was travelling with Kitty, but how many lives did she have left?


Armed with forged papers, Liese had narrowly escaped Germany only six months earlier, smuggled across the Dutch border in a horsebox. Had she been detained, she would undoubtedly have been arrested and sent off to a concentration camp, just as her parents had been. She and Grace had been through a lot together. They were the same age, and both specialised in infectious diseases. Liese was smart, savvy and cautious, but hatred could make people do dangerous things.


‘Liese knows what she is getting into,’ Fitz continued. ‘She hates the Nazis. That’s why she has been helping Otto Schiff.’


‘Otto Schiff?’ asked Grace.


‘He’s the director of the Jewish refugee community. She’s also been working with the immigration service at Bloomsbury House in London. She has been lobbying hard to accommodate as many German refugees as possible. She won’t be taking any silly risks.’ Fitz looked across the table towards his assistant, Stephen, for support. Fitzwilliam ‘Fitz’ Tustin-Pennington was gaining something of a name for himself in parliament as a committed and passionate liberal who was not prepared to compromise his principles. As such, he had become something of a thorn in Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin’s side – though secretly the PM rather admired him, what with his forthright approach and laconic sense of humour.


‘But I fear she will, Fitz,’ said Grace, cutting in. ‘I know Liese, she’s fearless. It’s precisely because she harbours such animosity against the fascist military that she might not act rationally. I’m worried for her, but much more worried about Kitty, who I sense is going for the adventure of it.’


‘I don’t think so,’ said Will. ‘She is as antifascist as the rest of us. Anyway, we couldn’t have stopped her. God knows, we tried hard enough. My little sister is just as impetuous and defiant as my wife.’


Grace raised her eyes to the ceiling, but grinned.


‘And what with her fervour to support the suffragettes – and the liberal philosophies that you’ve instilled into her, Fitz . . . well, the Red Cross will only make her socialist leanings stronger.’


‘Don’t blame me for the recklessness of your sister,’ Fitz retorted. ‘The Red Cross is only allowed to operate in Spain because of its neutrality. There’s no International Red Cross involved at present as it’s an internal conflict, not an international one.’ Stephen could sense Fitz becoming irritated, and nudged his foot under the table for reassurance.


‘Fitzy, for a politician, you’re so short-sighted sometimes,’ said Grace. ‘You’ve only got to look at what has already happened down there to realise the International Red Cross are bound to become involved. The appalling number of casualties and the atrocities on both sides could so easily spill over into a much wider conflict.’


Having patiently listened to the exchange in silence, Daniel diplomatically changed the subject to his grandfather Robbie, who he had been visiting regularly at the Maudsley Hospital, where he was being treated as an inpatient. Emily then brought the conversation round to her own favourite topic: flying. The human-powered aircraft Pedaliante had flown a full kilometre outside Milan the day before. But Will would not be distracted from his concerns about Kitty.


Fitz sighed. ‘Look, Will, if I didn’t have a dicky heart and could be of any use to the Republican cause, I’d be out there myself. As it is, I get breathless just arguing with Baldwin and Eden in parliament about their refusal to do anything. This Non-Intervention Agreement signed last August isn’t worth the paper it’s written on. Hitler and Mussolini are flagrantly ignoring it and are laughing in our faces.’


‘Britain and France adhere to it for fear of being drawn into the conflict themselves,’ said Will.


‘They are making it worse, in my opinion,’ continued Fitz. ‘They closed the borders and banned arms sales to the government whilst Italy and Germany are sending men, transport and arms, tipping the scales in favour of the Nationalist rebels. They’re even refusing to issue passports to people they suspect might be travelling to Spain, and are threatening to make volunteering illegal.’


Like the majority of the country, Will and Grace were sympathetic to the Republican cause, too. Will had come from a working-class background. His father had been a dockyard worker, his mother a seamstress. He had no time for the authoritarianism of the Army, and even less time for the church. He had fought discrimination and privilege to qualify as a doctor, and was all too aware that the health and social prospects of the poor and the less educated among his patients had been disadvantaged from the start.


Grace had come from an aristocratic background, an environment a world away from Will’s own. Her beloved father, Arthur, had been a liberal who had only fought for king and country in the belief it would make the world a better and fairer place. He had treated the workers on his estate with decency and fair-mindedness. He’d considered them equals, and such egalitarianism had rubbed off on Grace. Her service in the Great War had demonstrated all too vividly the brutal realities of fascism, and she realised her father’s liberalism was not dissimilar to the ideals of the Spanish anarchists who wanted equality and freedom from the aristocratic rule of wealthy landowners, and to run their farms and factories along communal lines.


‘Why don’t you just let her do what she wants?’ said Jack, his words a little slurred now. ‘We should all do what we want, shouldn’t we, Fitzy? Shouldn’t we, Stephen? Even if other people disapprove.’ There was a clear insinuation in the question, but no malice.


Jack had been around the block a few times himself. ‘Listen, Will, Kitty is my sister too, remember. We all take risks because we choose to. Sometimes we have to. You treat people with all sorts of contagious diseases, any of which you could catch tomorrow. Kitty is ten years older than we were when we enlisted. Leave her be.’ He poured himself another large tumbler of whisky.


‘I do admire her for going,’ said Will after a long pause. ‘Don’t misunderstand me, Jack. I love her determination and spirit. We might not want to admit it, Grace, but I suppose he’s right. We might have done the same at her age.’


‘You both did,’ said Clara, ‘only in a different war and in a different country.’


‘And you both survived, all right!’ said Fitz, cheerfully.


‘I supported Kitty and her decision,’ Clara added. ‘You might not thank me for saying it, but Kitty is a young woman who will not be caged, nor should she be. I’ve raised her as a mother would, and I hope I’ve done at least half as well as Evie would have done herself, had she lived. But if I know Kitty at all, she will flourish, and it will be the making of her. Although I will worry, I’m so very, very proud of her.’


The others were temporarily lost for words. They knew just how close Clara was to Kitty and how much they meant to each other. She was also wiser than the lot of them.


‘Look at my poor brother, Robbie,’ Clara continued. ‘Think of your previous neighbours in Putney; that lovely little boy, Freddie, whose short life was snuffed out by diphtheria. The people in your hospital wards, Grace, dying of TB or typhoid, and the ones who can’t be saved by surgery, Will. There are dangers everywhere you go. Yet we all need a purpose and a passion for life. I suspect that Kitty, just like the two of you, will always feel most alive in the presence of danger. I’m sorry, but there it is.’


‘That makes me feel pretty lifeless by comparison, Clara,’ mused Fitz.


‘Rubbish,’ she scoffed. ‘It wasn’t your fault the Army classed you as unfit for service. At least you tried. You have other talents, Fitzy. You have the power and voice to create political change. You have the ear of Baldwin, Attlee and Eden because you are reasoned and persuasive. You can probably do more than any of us individually. Your heart might be anatomically feeble, but at least it’s in the right place.’


Everyone around the table turned to look at Fitz, who was feeling a little embarrassed by the generous tribute. ‘On the left-hand side in the mid-clavicular line in the fifth intercostal space?’


‘Very good,’ said Will, laughing. ‘That’s exactly where it is. An honorary medical degree for that man.’
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French–Spanish Border, March 1937


Kitty was not far from the snow-covered summit of the Cirque de Gavarnie in the French Pyrenees. Grabbing Thiago by the hand, she hauled him up the giant granite step to join the rest of their motley band, who had gathered around a broad, flat part of the path. Most of them sat catching their breath, hunched over ancient stones that had fallen from the peaks.


Kitty had known Thiago forever. Growing up, they had lived just a few doors away from each other in their little terraced houses in Chiswick, and had been in the same classes at school since they were four years old. Although she still adored him, she had long since outgrown him romantically, having once had a crush on him. Kitty knew Thiago was only here now because he wanted to come to the rescue of his grandparents, who were being persecuted by the fascist rebels. The two friends also shared the same political ideals. What they did not share was the same level of athleticism; Kitty’s hard-earned gymnastic and sporting prowess left the slightly-built Thiago in the shade. He sat on his haunches with his hands on his hips, recovering from the climb.


They had left the hut just outside Gedre two days ago; the ascent in the freezing, driving sleet had been relentless and exhausting. Since the border with Spain was now closed, it was their only means of crossing it unofficially. When their guide, Florentino, had first pointed out the vast semicircle of rock in the distance that formed the Cirque, Kitty had wondered how on earth it could possibly be scaled. Crossing over it into Spain seemed unthinkable. Yet they had been expertly led this way and that, under the trees of the lower slopes and over rock scree and across turbulent streams until they had started to ascend like tiny figures on a giant staircase.


‘Not bad for a girl,’ teased Michael, grinning. Kitty regarded him levelly.


‘And you’re surprisingly sprightly for a man of such advanced years,’ she shot back. The others all laughed. They had spent the previous few hours exhausted and breathless, and the light-hearted repartee was a welcome distraction from their fatigue. In truth, she had proved far nimbler and more surefooted than most of them. Michael had been a miner, but had been made redundant more than once, and had never fully recovered from, or been compensated for, the injuries he sustained in a pit collapse. Now an active trade union leader, his sympathies lay entirely with the Spanish Republic, and he was on his way to join the British Battalion to fight alongside them against the Nationalists.


The entire group of climbers seemed to share many common traits, from their backgrounds to their sensibilities. Like Michael, Frank had worked hard for a living, in the industrial factories and mills of northern England, struggling to earn a decent wage during the Great Depression.


Fraser reminded Kitty of her father. He, too, had fought in the Great War, a veteran of many brutal offensives, and seemed almost as quiet and withdrawn as Robbie. He appeared just as disillusioned and depressed, too, but his singular hatred of fascism seemed to drive him on regardless. Leonard, Kitty supposed, was what people would call an intellectual; a university academic who talked about the morality of the struggle and the repugnance of the Nazi ideal. A wiry, haunted-looking man, he had reluctantly asked for help on the latest part of the climb, and she wondered how he would ever cope when it came to the practical reality of warfare.


Manny was a Jewish refugee, like Kitty’s friend Liese. They had many things in common, the worst of which was that everything had been taken from them in Germany, including the lives of their families.


Neil, a journalist, was in the habit of taking out his notebook and scribbling down whichever words came into his head whenever the group paused for a rest.


‘Poetry?’ Liese had asked.


‘Well,’ he had said, ‘there is something inspirational about moments like this, a group of people thrown together in such an incredible place. Just look around you. Tell me you’re not feeling inspired.’


Kitty looked beyond the people gathered about her; the scenery was magnificent. Behind the two young Frenchmen, who described themselves as communists working towards a better France, and Igor, the Russian who admitted to holding no particular political views and merely seemed interested in killing as many of ‘the enemy’ as possible, the snow on top of the Pic du Marboré and the Pic de la Munia glistened red in the approaching sunset. It was a wonderful moment, yet when it was time for the sun to set behind the distant ridges, the temperature would drop dramatically and the night would be long and bitterly cold.


‘How are your knees, Michael?’ Liese asked gently.


‘Aching like hell. The damage was done years ago. Crouched down at the coalface on my hands and knees for as long as I can remember. Shoulders and back are buggered, too. But I can cope with that. It’s my lungs that hold me back. Going uphill is a challenge, all right. Full of dust, I suppose—’


Alerted by the sound of rockfall, he glanced up and spied the unmistakable form of an ibex making its way precariously along a narrow path. Liese did not know quite how to respond to Michael, at first. As a pathologist, she had seen plenty of mortuary specimens taken from deceased coal miners.


‘Well, at least the air up here is fresh and clear, Michael.’


‘That it is. It’s like breathing champagne. And do you know what?’


‘What?’


‘I’ll never go down a mine shaft again, no matter what. When I see these mountains, so natural and beautiful – otherworldly, eternal, God-given – the thought of those shafts render me claustrophobic. I wouldn’t wish to be anywhere else. Especially underground in the dark with just a lamp to see the way ahead.’


Liese broke off a chunk of her baguette and held it out for Michael. He took it and handed her a large piece of goat’s cheese wrapped in brown paper.


‘Thank you, Liese. You’re not so bad for a German, really.’


She smiled graciously.


‘And you’re surprisingly generous for a Yorkshireman,’ she said.


‘Touché. You see, I don’t really care,’ he continued through a mouthful of food. ‘If I die fighting, I shan’t mind terribly. Hopefully, the Republic will triumph, rout the fascist bastards so we can all go home happy. But if it doesn’t happen, so be it. I’m not going back. Not to where I was. I can never do that.’


Michael looked up again at the jagged profile of the highest two points of the Pyrenean amphitheatre. As the sun finally dropped behind them, a silver flash from the snowline between them made him squint. The deep hum of an aircraft engine somewhere high above the clouds echoed through the valley.


Florentino also heard the sound and took it as a cue to get to his feet and sling his rucksack over his shoulder. ‘Vamos,’ he said in a loud whisper as he helped up the stiffest and most tired. He added something else, which only Kitty and Thiago had understood. Time to go, he had said, and time to hide.


Two thousand feet above the group trudging through the mountain pass, Jürgen Altmann sat upright against the hard metal bulkhead in the body of the heavily laden HISMA transport plane. Despite the bitter cold and the roar of the engines, he felt rather pleased about the successful roll-out of his mission so far. The battle-hardened Moroccan men of the Army of Africa sharing his space were the latest batch of fighters due to be joining those already stationed near Seville’s Tablada airport. Thanks to his own well-practised subterfuge, the flight from Aéroport Tétouan via San Remo in Italy had gone completely unnoticed. Aware of a slight increase in turbulence now, Altmann estimated that the plane would be somewhere above the highest peaks of the Pyrenees where, according to reports, a small and disparate rabble were attempting to cross the closed frontier to join the rag-tag army of Republicans. No matter, he thought gleefully, fascist patrols were even now intercepting and eradicating most of them.


The huge fuselage of the Junkers JU 52 vibrated as the aircraft struggled to maintain altitude. Soon, the plane would be dropping back down on the other side of the mountains and landing in Andalucia.


Altmann’s dreams were coming true. Hitler and Mussolini had readily agreed to support Franco’s Nationalists. Operation Magic Fire, or Feuerzauber, would soon see tens of thousands of troops on the ground together with weaponry, munitions and tanks. It’s high time Germany bared her teeth, he thought, something he had longed for since the end of the last great war in Europe. The idea of the spread of communism on the Iberian peninsula was unthinkable, and at a recent Berlin rally, Hermann Goering himself had declared he would never recognise ‘a Red Spain’. Yet Hitler seemed reluctant to plunge Germany into the conflict too overtly. The Nazis were cautious about escalating their involvement into another world war too soon, and had encouraged the Italian dictator to do their dirty work for them. Altmann was impatient and ready to die for the cause right now. He would have liked nothing more than to get stuck in immediately, and was convinced the end result would be the same anyway. For the time being, however, he would dance to their tune.


Altmann toyed with the Iron Cross hanging from the top pocket of his uniform. He liked others to notice it, although he still felt slightly aggrieved that the Abwehr had declined the offer of his services and felt they’d missed a trick. He had been attracted to the idea of intelligence work; the thought of being given carte blanche to carry out whatever brutal deeds he deemed necessary had a strong appeal. Despite his reputation as an uncompromising police chief and a feared member of the SS – and revered commander of the Hitler Youth – Altmann was a loose cannon and unpredictable. Kurt von Schleicher, the man who had interviewed him, had soon realised that his interviewee was totally unsuited to the role for which he had applied. To start with, his research had cast doubt on the validity of Altmann’s Iron Cross. The only one left alive from his entire regiment fighting on the Somme, and no other survivors to corroborate his story of heroism? It seemed unlikely. And he was a thug, too, by all accounts. Moreover, with his facial scars, he could never hope to become the inconspicuous type of undercover operative that could merge into the shadows. No, Altmann was much better suited to ordinary soldiering and, at heart, he knew it. He could achieve much more for the Fatherland by doing what he did best.


Germany’s covert presence in Spain was a handy distraction from the growing re-militarisation at home. It would suit his country very well to ally themselves to a state friendly with his own, keeping France and Britain sandwiched in between. There was an economic imperative, too. The ore and minerals to be plundered from the industrial centres like Vizcaya and Catalonia would provide rich pickings. An existential threat from the Soviet Union, too, had to be stopped at all costs.


Altmann closed his eyes and smiled. He felt a contentment he had not experienced for years: a growing excitement at the thought of something grand and historic taking shape. The drone of the giant engines finally lulled him to sleep.
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Mill Lane


Grace woke the next morning to shafts of bright sunlight streaming through a gap in the curtains, which danced in the breeze coming through the open window. It was still rather chilly for March, but Will liked it that way, insisting it was good for his immune system. Outside, the sound of friendly robins and goldfinches made up a familiar dawn chorus in the garden. Grace had always loved nature. She had relished precious days with her father as they had planted row upon row of crab-apple trees on the family estate at Bishop’s Cleeve in Gloucestershire. She could identify hundreds of species of trees as well as the animals they fed and nurtured, and had come to recognise the individual tweets and warbles of the birds in the garden; the variable crescendo of the blackbirds, the high-pitched tones of the robins, and the variety of different notes from the song thrushes. All of them were now in full song, marking out their territory from where they perched in the elms, oaks and hornbeams down by the river. Grace had come to regard them as part of the family and topped up the birdfeeder regularly with suet, leftover bread and anything else remotely edible. The beautiful great spotted woodpecker with its black, white and red plumage seemed happy enough to chip away at anything.
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