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Prologue


Aragon 1999


The chipped stone of the narrow path shoots away under the dusty wheels of my scooter. On my right, out beyond rocks and the thistles loom the Pyrenees, a purple smoky mass against the bright sky. The cutting wind rakes my tender scalp. The air around me is dense with the scents of peppery rosemary, undrunk wine and harvested olives. Low white houses glitter as they shoot past in late summer sunshine. The rearing stone of the sierra flows right up against the stony path then ebbs away, to surge raw and greeny-grey against the mint-blue sky.


The scooter chatters for a moment into the thin mountain air. Then it coughs and fades to nothing as I turn off the engine and dig my boots into the dust. I pull the machine back like a pony, leaving it high and dry on its rusting stand. The fabulous sun, too hot for this time of year, polishes the air and sears my arm. I scrabble in my rucksack for my factor twenty-two, and rub it viciously into my skin. For a second the blinding scent of chemicals drowns the limpid essence of the mountain air.


I untie my flapping hat from the handlebar and jam it hard on my head. Then I pick my way along the narrow path for half a mile, climb on to the escarpment at the place that we marked on the map and feel my way along the ledge to a natural refuge. Here the pathway extends to a spot not much wider than the perches used by gulls and guillemots on the cliffs at home, near Marsden Grotto.


I peer to my left then to my right. Along the escarpment there are other narrow resting-places strewn with rocks and heaped towards the edge with small boulders. On closer inspection these heaps of stones prove not to be natural. Perhaps picnickers have stacked them there to stop their children wandering off the edge and tumbling into the deep ravine below.


I feel my way to the very edge and peer down. The sheer depth is engaging, enticing. For a second I want to leap out and down into that deep shadow. I see my body tumbling: a flashback in a film. I used to rehearse my own death many times in those days when I was not well. But I am better now and I can abandon that crazy impulse to savour the way the bare hillside sweeps down to the lush valley below, where the deep green is herringboned with grapevines whose tumbling strength will, again next year, bring such biting beauty on the tongue.


I squat down, cooling the hot rock with my cooler back. I unscrew my bottle of water and glug at the contents to blot up my parched throat. I dig the heel of my boot into the dusty ground and hear the scrape as it hits some hard object. After more scrabbling and digging with my knife, I winkle out a metal object from under a round stone; underneath that there is a rag of canvas. The metal thing is like an overlarge rusty lipstick case. I slip my thumb into its hollow space and recognize a bullet casing. It’s battered and very old. I close my eyes tightly. Avia. I say the word out loud.


Now in this dry, empty space the clatter and chirrup of gunfire begins to echo hollowly in my ears; some small hard object bites into the escarpment above me and spits dust on my head.




Chapter One


The Mad House


1936


Susan Cornford was used to it now. She’d become accustomed to this large echoing building sitting coiled inside its long encircling wall. She was used now to the elegant windows with their cunning bar arrangement on the bottom half; to the painted corridors, the polished mahogany and the rewashed bandages looped around the dayroom like bunting. She was used to the singing, chirruping and squawking of patients, to the occasional echoing scream and the nightly punctuation of unearthly bellowing.


These sounds, which a few years before would have sent her running, she now treats with benign indifference. Her nose no longer flares at the rank mixture of beeswax and raw antiseptic. Her ears have become attuned to the soft, lion-taming menace in Matron’s voice.


She has even become used now to being identified only by her second name. ‘Cornford! See to Mary Bossy in bed three, will you? She needs turning.’


‘But never, never will I get used to those rats,’ she said one night to her friend and mentor, Keziah Stanton, with whom she shared a bedroom. ‘They should let us carry guns so we can shoot every last one of the beggars.’


‘You’d have guns on that farm of yours, I suppose? You’d sure enough have rats there as well as rabbits.’ Keziah was placid about Susan’s outbursts. ‘Part of hospital life, honey. Rats is there always, in the underbelly of every hospital. They’re the dark brothers of Matron and Dr Tordoff.’


It was eight o’clock in the morning and they were climbing into their beds, yawning after a twelve-hour nightshift. This image of the Zeus and Hera towering over the hospital universe stayed with Susan as she went to sleep. She dreamed of Matron and Dr Tordoff straddling the barn roof at home, taking pot shots at rats as big as bulls.


At twelve o’clock the following night, Susan walked down to the kitchens as usual, to collect the night tray for the staff supper for Ward Ten. Her outward journey down three staircases and two long corridors was accompanied by the usual grumbles and snores of patients, by a yelping scream followed by the soothing voice of a nurse and the distant punctuation of the dogs barking in the back yard of Dr Tordoff’s elegant house on the perimeter.


In the deserted kitchen, which smelled of thrice-boiled cabbage, Susan collected the tray from the heating cabinet. She shoved a roll of towel, requested by Sister, under her arm. This, of course, made it difficult to balance the rattling tray and handle the interminable keys at each door. It was the third time this week she had done this errand, but she was used to these extra demands. Because she was different, having come to this work very late in life, she was often picked out for extra duties. They frequently used her as a kind of packhorse for the ward. It was a relief to be of use for her strength. This at least she was sure of.


She was on her way back up the first flight of shallow stairs when she spotted him on the opposite side on the top step. His bright eyes glittered down at her in the grim corridor light. His whiskers quivered. She took a breath and started to ascend close to the wall on her side, keeping her eyes straight forward. Her peripheral vision informed her that the four-legged black brother of Dr Tordoff had started to descend the stairs. Skip. Skip. Jump. Jump. Steady and slow. For a split second they were on the same step. Susan felt bile rising to her mouth. Then she stepped on and started to breathe more easily as she reached the top of the stairs, knowing that particular dark brother of Dr Tordoff must be at the bottom.


She was focusing so strongly on her relief that she bumped into a person standing stock-still at the top of the stairs. The woman put her fists on her ample hips and grinned. ‘By, nurse, he was a big ’un! A granddaddy Ah should think.’


‘Jane Ann!’ Susan stood still while the cups and saucers on her tray regained their composure. ‘Jane Ann Golon! What’re you doing up out of bed? It’s gone midnight.’


‘Now, Nurse, dinnat gan on. Ah have to gan to the lav, haven’t Ah?’ Jane Ann pulled at her nightie at the back, where it had rucked up into her knickers. The voluminous garment fell to her feet. ‘Ah had a wee, didn’t Ah?’


‘But you’re outside the ward, Jane Ann. This is way past the bathrooms. If Sister Barras catches you she’ll give you what for.’


‘Bliddy Sister Barras!’ Jane Ann’s eyes rolled to the back of her head. ‘Dinnet tell that hooer. She’ll have us in the pad, sure as shot. She gets on my pips that woman. An’ she canna stand me neither, so it’s mutual.’


‘Now now, Jane Ann. You know that’s not true.’ However, somewhere at the back of her mind Susan knew Jane Ann was quite right. The bristly, demanding Sister Barras definitely had her favourites among the bizarre flotsam and jetsam of Ward Ten. Among both the staff and the patients there were those who, for Sister, could do no right, and those who could do no wrong. Those who could do no right had their feelings hurt and would not take this lying down. If they were patients they might resort to throwing food or kicking trolleys. If they were staff they would flounce around and whisper in corridors, or go into sulks. In consequence patients would end up in the pad or pumped full of Largactil; staff ended up on the carpet in front of Matron.


For patients, what had started out as justified rage against unfair treatment would become actions for which punishment or containment was the only action. So Sister Barras was able to tell her colleagues she had told them so. ‘There are certain patients you can never trust, believe me. Staff not much better.’


‘Here, Nurse, lerrus carry that for yeh.’ Jane Ann pulled the roll of towel out from under Susan’s arm and fell into step beside her.


Susan moved on ahead, uneasy suddenly at the loping figure beside her. In the daytime Jane Ann was a comic, entertaining figure. Now, in the dark corridor, Susan was glad that working in this environment developed your peripheral vision.


One way or another you were always on the watch. If it wasn’t the rats it was the patients. If it wasn’t the patients it was the magisterial Dr Tordoff, who descended on the ward like Zeus coming down from Olympus, casting life and death around him like thunderbolts. Susan smiled to herself. Down among the mere mortals, the doctor was fawned on by people like tough old Sister Barras, who was reduced to a simpering wreck in his presence.


Susan’s mind wandered to thoughts of a staff tennis tournament, not long after she’d started her training. The sight of Sister Barras and Dr Tordoff playing doubles had stunned her. Sister was surprisingly light-footed for her weight. Dr Tordoff had his sleeves rolled up and you could see the puckered war wound on his right forearm where, it was alleged, he had ‘caught one’ in the last battle of the Great War.


‘I’ll have to stop here, Nurse.’ In a flurry of movement Jane Ann stuffed the roll of towel back under Susan’s arm. They were standing by the internal window that lit the patients’ bathroom. It was propped open with a toilet brush. ‘Ah canna gan back through the clinic, can Ah? Her ladyship’ll nab us, sure as shot. Clapped in the pad, or worse. Mebbe them bliddy gagging pills. Bet on it.’


Susan steadied her heavy tray against her hip. ‘I should report this to Sister, you know, Jane Ann.’


Jane Ann grinned, her fine teeth glittering at her in the dusk of the corridor. ‘No need for that, Nurse. Back safe and sound, aren’t Ah? Yer don’t wanter get us into trouble with Sister, do yer?’


‘Go on then, Jane Ann. And don’t you do it again.’


That grin again. ‘Not till the next time, Nurse.’ Jane Ann hauled herself up to the window, crawled through it and clicked it shut behind her. The corridor was echoing and empty now, dead without Jane Ann’s sparky presence.


Jane Ann had been at the hospital on Susan’s first day on the ward six years ago. She’d been in a side room then, under restraint. She’d tried to run away the night before and broken the spectacles of the nurse who had brought her back. The howls that emerged from the side room had sent the first dark chill through Susan.


Sister Barras had been brusque. ‘Ignore that, Cornford. It’s spoiled rotten, that one. Likes to get its own way. Wheedles its way round the day staff. But we see through her, mark my words.’


Jane Ann’s way of displaying her spoiled nature was to smile all day at everyone. Give her an order, she smiled. Tell her to eat her dinner, she smiled through a mouthful of custard. Tell her to get into the bath, she smiled as she slipped out of her nightie to reveal her magnificent figure. Reprimand her, she smiled. All this smiling sent Sister Barras into paroxysms of fury. Jane Ann often ended up in the pad or dosed up with something extra calming which left her vacant for days. Even then she could call up a woozy smile.


For two days each month, when the moon was full, Jane Ann stopped smiling. As well as this she stopped smiling for the whole month of February. Many years ago, a week after her fourteenth birthday, she’d given birth to a baby. That scrap of humanity was the reason for Jane Ann being here in this particular circle of the underworld. Her parents, a highly respectable coal hewer and his wife, had delivered their daughter, bawling and incoherent, to the gates of the hospital. This was after they had given the baby to the hospital, once a workhouse, where he’d been delivered.


Every year during the month of February Jane Ann would cry for her child. She would cry tears for all the other women on the ward: for the nurses and the hospital, for the little town of Priorton where she was born. Then for the whole world. There were a lot of tears.


‘Been to the end of the world and back again, Nurse?’ Sister Barras looked up at Susan from her desk. She eased her bulk out of the chair and removed her black-rimmed glasses to reveal her watery, tired eyes. ‘What were you doing out there? Sowing a row of barley?’ Sister snorted the snort which in her case had to serve as a laugh.


It was quite a joke on Ward Ten that Nurse Cornford, who at thirty-two had come so late to be a mental nurse, had been a farmer in her earlier life. Farmyacker was whispered behind her back more than once. As she laid the table in the dayroom for the staff supper, Susan’s mind went back to her first months at the hospital. She’d had to make it clear to more than one person that she had been a farmer, not a farmer’s wife, up in Weardale.


‘No life, that,’ said one of her fellow students, the sturdy, childlike girl who was to become her friend Keziah Stanton. ‘All that mud and clarts.’


‘It was all right, I’m telling you,’ said Susan. ‘But it was hard, like you say. Cold in the winter. Had to break the ice off the water to boil a kettle.’


‘If it were all right, why d’yer come here? To this mad house?’ They’d been at Park View Mental Hospital for just a week then. Three of their group of ten students had run away after two days.


‘Mad house?’ Susan had glanced around. ‘It’s not bad. Better than Goshawk Shield on a freezing night with the wind howling. And my grandmother raging through it like a tornado. That was a mad house all right, in the end.’


The first time she’d come to this place, months before she registered to train there, she’d been hanging on to the arm of her grandmother, who was raving with an anger which consumed her body, and slavering with incomprehension and hatred of the world. A week later the old woman became physically as well as mentally ill. She died of pneumonia one night in the hospital, before the staff had time to send her to the General.


The nurse who dealt with Susan the night her grandmother died was a stout girl with hair as bright as a penny. She made a great impression on Susan. She’d held on to Susan’s arm, listening to Susan’s bitter gabble about her grandmother. How her own mother had died and her grandmother had left her with strangers, then come back to take charge in a maniac fashion. The nurse listened quietly as Susan went on and on about feeling guilty and angry at the old woman, both at the same time. Then the nurse had talked to Susan, about her own life: how her father had been killed in the Great War. How being a nurse had been her life’s dream and how the work here was wonderfully fulfilling and perpetually interesting.


The woman’s words stayed in Susan’s mind for many months after that. In the end she came back to Park View to be a nurse, just like the girl with the hair bright as a penny. She persuaded the hospital to give her a chance, even though at thirty-two she was rather old. It was her good fortune that they were very short of recruits.


On her first day in uniform she looked around for the auburn-haired nurse.


The Sister Tutor shook her head. ‘McDonald? A good nurse, that girl. She got married, you know. Pity about that.’


‘A pity?’


‘Never sat her finals. Not allowed to, married. A foolish girl. She’ll live to regret it.’


Susan’s attention swung back to the present as members of the night staff gathered round the table for their supper. Keziah Stanton came from the clinic with the steaming teapot: a brown enamel object with a chip the shape of Africa in the handle. Sister said a rambling grace before anyone was allowed to eat.


The talk around the table was all hospital: the whist drive in the nurses’ home; the bonfire night where they would all be ducking for apples and eating potatoes cooked in the ashes. Keziah Stanton reminded them of that time last year when a male inmate had climbed out of the men’s wing and danced naked three times round the fire before being captured by burly male attendants who cuffed him about the head, scolding him for spoiling their fun.


Sister Barras relished a grimmer tale about the year a woman patient had thrown herself on the fire and had to be rushed off to the General for treatment. ‘Mary Manners, that was,’ Sister said, slurping her tea. ‘She was up the pole for months after she got back, that one. No keeping her down.’


Susan looked at the sister’s stout, confident figure: the neat collar on the black dress; the bonnet with its flying tails set on thick hair clipped back with black Kirbigrips. Sister caught her look and treated it as a challenge. ‘So what about you, Cornford? Do they have things like bonfires up there in the wilds?’


Susan stared at her. She couldn’t really remember whether there’d been lots of bonfires. She focused her mind. Yes, there were a few down in Stanhope on bonfire night, but that was a long way from the farm. Farm folk didn’t bother with things like that. She thought hard again. Yes, on bonfire nights if the night were clear of cloud you could catch sight of the fires, small as lit matches, glittering down the length of the valley.


‘No. We’d nothing like that on the farm.’ She fended off the eager looks of pity. Pity was one way of looking down on people. She’d met a lot of that here in the hospital. ‘But sometimes we would set the moor alight and that was a wonderful sight. It seemed like the world was burning from horizon to horizon.’ She smiled at the thought.


‘Now you’re havin’ a joke with us, Cornford.’ Keziah laughed. ‘Setting the moor alight! Horizon to horizon? I don’t believe it.’


Susan shrugged. ‘Don’t believe it if you don’t want to. We set it alight after the heather had bloomed. Makes the new green shoots come fresh for the next year. Cleans it all up, fire.’ Her eyes caught those of Sister Barras again. This time she held her gaze till the other woman looked away.


‘Now then,’ said Keziah, swilling her tea round her cup and turning it upside down. ‘Who wants their fortunes told?’


Park View Hospital was like a small city unto itself set in the wider landscape of pit villages and market towns that made up the South Durham coalfield. The hospital was a city contained by a city wall; a wall which did not protect the city from marauders, but rather protected the wider countryside from the marauders within.


Like any city Park View had its spires and its towers, its tall smoking chimneys, its greenhouses and gardens, its ancient oaks and its bandstand. Its population was self-sufficient. There were gardeners and carpenters, bakers and electricians, butchers and builders as well as doctors, nurses and patients. Of course, the patients didn’t wander across this sylvan territory. Apart from occasional escorted walks for the meek among them they usually stayed put in their wards: the men on the cathedralesque North Wing, the women on the cosier South Wing. The Matron, Chief Attendant and his deputies lived in a neat square of houses on the perimeter. Dr Tordoff and his loftier medical colleagues held court in the grand villas by the main gates.


At the very centre of the site there was a bakery, a great kitchen block and a substantial dining hall with stained-glass windows in the Arts and Crafts style, depicting scenes in the life of St Francis. Between buildings were walkways and covered glass corridors, which provided exercise for staff and even some patients on the coldest of northern days. Every so often dances and musical concerts were held in the large central hall. It was here that the Christmas pantomime was performed. Dr Tordoff, whose secret pleasure was acting, always played the villain. He considered it one of his greatest achievements that cavorting around as Abanazer every Christmas made no difference to the iron discipline with which he ran the hospital.


On her first day at the hospital Susan had been overwhelmed by the size of it all: lost in the corridors, disoriented in the ever-extending gardens. Her head buzzed with the constant press of people, both sane and insane, after the deep peace of the farm.


The days rolled into each other: a mass of bodies and voices, screams and laughter, instructions and imprecations; people and their bulky, inconvenient bodies at every turn. As time went on she’d become more comfortable. It was as though the institution and its thick presence of people had enveloped her, had made her part of themselves.


She watched the patients as they moved on their mundane or their bizarre daily trackways, in their drab overwashed clothes. Many of them had not been beyond the ornate Victorian cast-iron gates for ten, fifteen, in one case twenty years. They must, she thought, breathe in and breathe out with the building. They must, through the years, have measured their breath, tuned their voices to the echoing heights of the room and the corridors, the constant inevitable presence of strangers. In this place, even the lowliest of outsiders, the electrician’s apprentice, for instance, was more powerful than any patient.


Susan had soon absorbed the single most important lesson: the need for calm in this troubled universe; a need which was responded to with physical restraint: pills and tinctures all claiming to calm troubled souls. They used electricity too. The patients came back trembling, but they were calmer and less haunted for weeks after going down that green corridor.


Five weeks into her training, on her very first weekend leave, Susan had stood at the bus stop by the great iron gates and waited for the bus. She’d looked with shining eyes along the open, free road. She’d peered at the broad horizon with delight. She’d not known in these last weeks that her breathing had been restricted but now she’d gulped in lungfuls of fresh free air. She’d smiled through the window at the driver as the bus drew up. She’d beamed at the other passengers as she’d made her way down the bus. The clothes they’d worn, with their blues and greens, their bold reds, had seemed unbearably bright. The hats, with their felt flowers, petersham bands and feathers had seemed ridiculously frivolous. The faces, even the bloated ones, or those skinny with hunger, had seemed bright with the inner light of sanity, the spark of freedom.


By the time, several hours and three weary bus rides later, she had reached her home in the dales, she’d been drunk on sensation, buzzing with freedom.


But now, after six years, she was used to all this: the iron and sometimes quixotic routines in the hospital and the strangeness of its population – staff and patients alike. She’d survived her training where the greatest challenge was not the knowledge and skills, but staying awake in morning classes after doing a full nightshift. Despite being the oldest qualifying nurse in the history of the hospital she’d finally earned her qualification and a degree of respect from the people around her. She relished dealing with the vagaries, the challenges, even the occasional danger of hospital life: living near the edge, alongside the eccentric, the quaint and the raving mad.


‘Did you never fancy getting married, like? Or a family?’ Keziah asked her one night as they flopped into bed after the Hallowe’en party in the recreation room. They’d drunk too much elderflower wine (brought by the wife of the chief male attendant, who liked a party). Susan had been much in demand for the eightsome reels and the palais glides. ‘You weren’t no wallflower in there,’ said Keziah.


‘Married? Me?’ Susan laughed. ‘Not likely.’ She pulled the starched sheet up round her neck. ‘Too much like hard work for me. At some man’s beck and call? No thank you.’


Keziah jumped back out of the bed and across the cold lino to click off the light. ‘Don’t you believe that,’ she said, yawning. ‘You’ve got that spark. The lads there saw it tonight. I’d had you marked down for one of them spinsters who’d lost her sweetheart in the Great War. There was a picture where the story was all about that. At the Tivoli in Priorton.’


‘I’m not that old, thank you very much. I was at school almost until the Great War started.’


‘Like I say. There’s time yet. Even for you.’ Keziah burrowed into her pillow like a mole and was asleep in seconds. Susan lay there in the dark and brought some words to the front of her mind from one of her textbooks. Stigmata of degeneration. The consequences of in-breeding. The words had jumped out at her from one of her textbooks. Deformation, distortion, abuse, misuse, prostitution, addiction, decadence, vitiation, degradation, debasement, brutalization, dehumanization.


Here in the hospital, there were many patients who seemed very ordinary. They could have come from anyone’s sitting room, the counter of any shop. But some of the others showed these terrible stigmata: the twisting limbs and clenched-up faces, babbling mouths and troubled thoughts.


Susan was thirty when she discovered that she herself was the carrier of such stigmata: she was her own uncle’s daughter.


She’d had the happiest of childhoods with her foster mother Rose Clare Maichin, at Goshawk Shield Farm. The only member of her own family whom she knew was her Aunt Sadie Gomersal, from Bittern Crag Farm a mile away. She’d occasionally met her grandmother there, and her uncles, when she and Rose Clare went to collect milk. Sadie had talked to her quite kindly, but the rest of the Gomersals took no more notice of her than if she were a stranger. Then her Aunt Sadie went off to Scarborough in service and even that tenuous link was broken.


Susan stayed with her foster mother, working the farm. Then one day her beloved Rose Clare had died in the yard in the act of feeding the hens. After that Susan’s Gomersal grandmother took to trekking back up to Goshawk Shield every day to haunt her granddaughter and seethe with nameless resentment. Susan mourned so much the loss of Rose Clare that she took little notice of her. Finally, unable to stand Susan’s stubborn grief for a woman whom she deeply disliked, her grandmother told her this terrible thing. She raved on about how wicked Susan’s own mother had been and how helpless her poor brother had been, caught in her lure. How she had been truly wicked, as was Susan now, in loving some dead Irishwoman more than her own flesh and blood.


The funeral brought Rose Clare’s own daughter, Theodora, up from London. It brought her son, Rhys, from Priorton. Susan was numb to them all. She’d been too small as a baby to mourn her own mother; her grief for her foster mother was insurmountable. But she did not cry. She stayed enclosed within herself.


For weeks after the funeral, Susan was a woman of straw. She allowed the old woman to move in properly with her to Goshawk Shield. Grandma Gomersal took over the house. Susan had no heart for the chores and routines which she had taken in her stride with Rose Clare by her side. As the weeks went by the farm decayed and the house went to rot. Stock went unfed and had to forage for themselves, creating havoc in the barns. Tiles fell from the roof. Letters went unanswered.


When her fourth letter went unanswered Theodora Lytton, née Maichin, decided to take charge of things. After all, Susan was her goddaughter and Goshawk Shield did belong to her. She travelled up from London and found her own letters unopened in a heap on the kitchen table amongst a litter of jam jars and old bread. She surveyed Susan, sitting dully beside the unlit range. She cocked her ear to the raving of the old woman upstairs. Susan’s grandmother was up to her favourite game, moving furniture, crashing and banging to her heart’s delight.


‘What is it, Susan? What’s the matter?’


Susan looked at her dully.


‘I know, I know! Rose Clare. She was more of a mother to you than she ever was to me. I know you must be sad. But there’s more. What is it?’


Susan closed her eyes. ‘How can you know? The life you live down there.’ She glanced round at the mess. ‘Even all this belongs to you.’


Theodora Louisa Lytton, Rose Clare’s daughter, could not deny that she did have a good way of life. She lived in a comfortable house in London, wrote a popular novel every other year, went to the library, the cinema and the theatre and met her friends. She mourned her husband and son, but in general her life was good. But Goshawk Shield, where she had spent the most important part of her youth, had belonged to her since she was eighteen. And Susan was just about her only family.


‘Oh Susan!’ she said crossly, tears welling in her own eyes. ‘I know about feeling like you do. Think of James and little Simon.’ Her husband, James, and ten-year-old Simon had been swept away, like a million others, in the influenza epidemic of 1919. ‘Think of my two dear ones, won’t you?’ Then without saying anything further she took off her elegant hat and rolled up her sleeves and raked out the range and lit it. While the fire blazed up she put a shawl round Susan’s shoulders and went in search of the grandmother.


The house was a wreck. Curtains had been wrenched down; furniture had been dragged into random piles and heaped with rugs taken from the now-bare floors. The bookshelves in the dining room had been upscuttled and books were strewn everywhere. The drapes had been ripped down from all of the windows in the Pheasant Room, that wonderful hexagonal room which looked over every part of the dale; the room where as a girl Theo had written her first novel.


She found Mrs Gomersal in the main bedroom where, with the help of a kitchen knife and great deliberation, she was tearing the bed sheets to shreds. When she saw Theo she waved the knife at her, grinning.


Theo retreated, closed the door behind her and made her way back to the kitchen. The fire was now burning up cheerfully. She filled the kettle and put it to boil. Then she pulled up a little stool beside Susan and took her hand.


‘What is it, Susan, what is it? For God’s sake say something. I know you are sad about Rose Clare, but this . . .’


Susan raised her face to meet Theo’s concerned gaze. ‘She told me,’ she said.


‘She did what?’


‘She told me about my mother.’


‘But you knew. Your mother worked alongside Rose Clare here at Goshawk when it still belonged to Mrs Gervase. Your mother was a fine woman. She was Rose Clare’s friend. She was strong and very good.’


‘She told me about my uncle. How my mother . . . ticed him on.’


Theo’s grip on her hand tightened. ‘She told you what?’


‘That my uncle was my father and my mother a . . . wanton.’


Theo breathed evenly for a second or two. ‘It was your uncle who forced her, believe me—’


Susan exploded in a dry laugh. ‘So now I have a choice? A whore for a mother or a perverted man for a father?’


‘That old harridan had no right to tell you,’ said Theo. ‘No right.’ She got to her feet and picked up a soiled tea towel to protect her from the burning handle of the kettle. She busied herself scalding the tea and pouring the cups.


Susan watched her wearily. ‘You can see what she’s doing, can’t you? She’s reclaiming me for her own. Even this minute she’s spoiling this place stick by stick to show me it’s not mine. That I am hers, that I belong down at Bittern Crag. Not Goshawk Shield.’


‘Well, she’s wrong anyway,’ said Theo grimly. ‘You belong to this place, just as I do. Just as Rose Clare did.’ She clasped Susan’s chilly fingers round the thick cup of sweet tea. Then, almost unnoticed by the exhausted Susan, she went in search of Mrs Gomersal. The sound of gushing water led her to the bathroom. The old woman was there. She watched with glee as the water overflowed the deep tub and streamed on to the soaking floor.


‘Get out,’ Theo shouted over the gushing water. ‘Get out of my house, you old harridan, you monster.’


Mrs Gomersal picked up the bath brush and launched herself across the room. Theo ducked and grabbed the woman’s arm. Mrs Gomersal wrenched herself away and launched herself again at Theo. Theo dodged to one side. The woman hurtled past her and landed in the overflowing bath of water with a splash, sending a wave into the room which drenched Theo.


The old woman sank in the water like a stone, sending a spume of bubbles in her wake. Theo waited a second before pulling her out. She snorted and spluttered like a walrus. ‘Hey, missis, what yeh think yer doin’? Half drownin’ us, yeh are.’ She gasped and subsided to the floor in a heap. Theo grabbed her under the armpits and hauled her like a sack of potatoes across the room and bumped her down the stairs to the kitchen. In there she propped her against the wall by the fire. Then she drew a very deep breath.


Susan watched unmoving. But there was a spark now in her eyes. ‘What’s this then?’ she said.


‘It’s ended,’ said Theo. ‘This old woman has just stopped tearing down my house, thank you very much.’


‘She nearly kilt us, dragging us down the stairs like that,’ Mrs Gomersal grumbled. ‘She’s a witch.’


‘Lucky you didn’t get worse,’ said Susan, smiling faintly. ‘Mucking up her house like that.’


‘And when she’s dried off she can get herself out. Away from this place for good,’ said Theo firmly. ‘Right out of my house.’


‘I live here,’ said the woman. ‘I live here with my granddaughter.’


Theo looked at Susan. ‘Well?’


‘She’s my family,’ said Susan slowly.


‘I’m your family, Susan. Rose Clare was your foster mother and I’m your godmother. This is your family.’


‘So we’re relations, are we?’ Susan laughed. ‘I don’t think so.’ She nodded at her bedraggled grandmother. ‘She’s my relation.’


The two women surveyed each other. Susan saw a tall, elegant woman in a smart London dress. She was pale-haired and pink-skinned and carried her fifty-two years very lightly. Theo saw a tall, rangy young woman, her broad bonny face roughened by the moorland wind, her hands strong and used to hard work.


‘Rose Clare was mother to both of us, Susan. There’s no greater bond.’


Susan looked down at her grandmother, snivelling now by the roaring fire. ‘Maybe Rose Clare was mother to both of us, Theo. But this here’s my grandmother, not yours.’


Theo glanced round the big kitchen. ‘This is all too much now, isn’t it, without Rose Clare? This house, the farm . . .’


Susan sighed. ‘I don’t know why, Theo. With me and Rose Clare it all went like a song. It was lovely here.’


Theo nodded. ‘A good team. You two were a good team.’ She poured herself a cup of tea and refreshed Susan’s cup. ‘I can’t come back up here myself. Too much of me is down there now. If I came away I would feel as though I were leaving the last of James and little Simon. Perhaps I could let off part of the farmhouse and the land, and you’ – she glanced across at Mrs Gomersal, who was now tossing coal from the scuttle on to the kitchen table – ‘and the old harridan, if you want . . . we’ll find a cottage somewhere nearer to Stanhope, where the bus goes by. You need time to get yourself better. A smaller place . . .’


Susan looked up at Theo. ‘I miss Rose Clare,’ she said. ‘I miss my old friend like mad.’


‘So do I, Susan. So do I.’


After that time life at the new cottage, even with her grandmother, was a little bit better. This place was not imbued with the spirit of Rose Clare. There was less work for Susan, fewer things for her grandmother to break. Theo sent them a postal order each week from London to keep them going. Susan began to wake up from what seemed like a long sleep. While her grandmother slipped further into the veils of madness Susan finally tossed off her low feelings like unwanted baggage. She became more her capable old self. She could think of Rose Clare with equanimity.


When her grandmother came at her with a carving knife for the third time, Susan called in the Stanhope doctor who arranged for the old woman to be admitted to Park View.


After the shock of her first visits to the hospital, Susan became more interested in what went on in there. She wrote to Theo.


I’ve been thinking I might train to be a mental nurse. Proper nursing wouldn’t take me because I didn’t matriculate. But in this place they’ll take you with a good elementary schooling. From what I see, lifting and carrying round the farm will stand me in good stead in that place. It can be heavy work. If I get in, you could rent out this cottage, as I’ll hardly be there.


Theo wrote back that she was impressed with Susan’s plans, but they would hang on to the cottage, as she didn’t imagine Susan would be at the hospital seven days a week, fifty-two weeks a year. She would need a home base.


You’ll always have a home here in Islington with me, of course, but this is a long way to come for a weekend.




Chapter Two


At the Gun Emplacement


Maria Josep Sabater – nicknamed ChiChu after her grandmother’s pet bird – could strip down and clean a rifle in two minutes flat. She could find kindling on a bare mountainside. She could light a fire with nothing more than a few roots of rosemary. She could shoot a cockerel from ten yards. She could shoot the blood-and-pus Fascist flag from fifty yards. A hundred yards. A thousand. So she said.


But ChiChu could not cook. The men on the other emplacements laughed at this. A woman along not being able to cook! Like fish without fins. The girl could sell her father’s Anarchist pamphlets with her trays of roses in the narrow alleyways off the barri in Barcelona. But she could not cook. This was a point of laughter all along the emplacement.


In her apartment in the barri, ChiChu’s grandmother, Juana, had cooked like an angel right up to the day of the bomb. That was a hard day for ChiChu, that day they found her grandmother’s false teeth nearly sixty yards away, buried in the bark of the dusty palm tree in the corner of the square.


ChiChu’s grandmother, Juana, was tall and narrow, just like ChiChu herself. The men in their family mocked them, saying they had no flesh, no covering. Wasn’t that a great fault in a woman? In the barri they used to call Juana ‘the heron’. Her husband, Josep, was called ‘the hen’ because although he was a great talker out in the street, he was such a craven creature in the house.


Juana stayed thin, it was said, because after producing one son, she broke the laws of God in some way and stopped her body having children. The old man must have put all his juice into one precious pot because no one could deny that their one son, also called Josep, was made of very special stuff. Wasn’t he on the Aragon front at this very moment defending the Republic against Franco and his Moorish hordes? Juana was full of pride in her son and shouted insults to any man walking in the street who did not wear the red scarf of the fighter.


The old man too was proud of Josep. He told exaggerated tales of his son’s courageous exploits for the people’s cause in Francisco’s alberg, a dark place where the men went to smoke tobacco and to drink the wine that sloshed from the great barrels which lined the walls.


The other old men laughed at old Josep. They would tease him, saying the totality of his own courage must have been planted in that one spurt of seed all those years ago. They all knew he was more frightened of his wife than he was of any Fascist pig cracking off shells against the comrades on the Aragon front. Some days, they observed, he was so frightened of his wife that he was driven to share a whole skin of wine at Francisco’s with his friend Sol before he dare venture home.


One day ChiChu watched with her grandmother from the window of the apartment as Sol brought her grandfather home on his back. He flipped the old man to the ground and hauled him up the stairs like an old dog. Her grandfather lay there, feigning death, and Sol called up to Juana, telling her that the old boy had an indisposition and for him the best medicine would be her own tender loving care, between the sheets, for preference. Then Sol whistled through his teeth in a very insulting fashion and raced off into the night.


Juana shouted after that naughty Sol, telling him he was no better than his mother and she was a thief and a whore. Then she dragged the old man into the room, her wiry hands clutching his shoulders. She hauled him to the middle of the floor, then grasped an old olive stick she kept specially to beat the washing. ChiChu watched with interest as Juana beat the old man soundly as any bed sheet. She smote him over the head and shoulders, uttering swearwords reserved only for these occasions.


Josep crawled under the heavy dresser, pulling his knees tight underneath him, so the only place his wife could reach was his heels. Then she gave her short barking laugh, gave his heel one last kick with her bare horny foot, then returned to the shelf in the corner to complete the task of decanting precious oil she had rolled in a barrel all the way from the Boquería Market. She poured the oil into returnable cans, which she sold in the barrio. Oil was very short these days so she considered her acquisition a great coup. She sniffed, allowing herself to gloat over the luscious harvest of oil slopping around in her old rusting can.


‘Come, ChiChu,’ she said, ‘help me strain the oil.’


Old Josep twisted round in his strange refuge and peered at his wife before, sobered by the beating, he wriggled out to ask. ‘So? A good pressing, was it, Juana?’


‘The man at the Boquería told me the olives are fewer this year because of the war, but the ones he had were plump,’ she said. ‘Sweet as cherries.’


ChiChu shook her foot to relieve it of cramp, gritting her teeth as the spikes of pain went up her leg. She turned her head this way and that to loosen the stiffness in her neck and shoulders and peered over the barrier of stones at the soldiers opposite. They were not much more than a thousand yards away, crawling like ants behind their own barriers. The gun emplacement was one of several scattered across the escarpment, some of them spaces carved by time to accommodate the men. Men! Some were no more than children, sent up here half clad and with little training to fight for the cause for ten pesetas a day; these were the last remnants of the Anarchist militias not yet pulled in to the more disciplined People’s Army.


In their section the comradeship of the early days of the revolution set the tone. No saluting. No orders given without negotiation. But the days of such democracy were numbered, even in the Republic. The talk was that such idealized respect was antithetical to discipline and would lose the war. So the old ways returned.


At ChiChu’s emplacement the ground was running with mud which floated smooth as porridge over earth stamped down by three months’ boot traffic. Ridges and furrows raised by months of rain alternating with hard cold or frost had been humbled and patted down by the dense spring rain. The worst of the Spanish winter was over.


Here and there, scattered along the front, buffeted by the flying roots of rosemary and thistle, were heaps of stones and sandbags which only the kindest military mind would call a gun emplacement. Each one was big enough to give shelter for five boys, or even four men, so they could take sights on the distant escarpment opposite.


This emplacement was constructed many months ago by Esteban, who was still here with the remnants of the crew. Their war had proved to be a matter of patience and holding the line, rather than heroic forays against the Fascists. They were ready to advance but orders and reorders from behind the line denied them the satisfaction of the direct action they craved. It was whispered that the Loyalist comrades did not want them to succeed here because that would be a victory for the revolution and the more timid comrades were ashamed of such radical change.


The crew was depleted, not by Fascist fire, but by cold and misery and bugs caught from rats, which had flourished in the early days of good provision and generous leavings. Scattered around the post was the detritus of the hundred-day watch: bones of dead chickens mixing with spent cartridges and butts of cigarettes. Footless boots and the ashes of rosemary fires were scattered over the crumbling remains of human excrement.


Esteban’s hands were always blue with cold. He took his job seriously. His eyes peered down the barrel of his ancient Russian rifle through a gap in a long scarf, knit by his grandmother, which he had wound three times round his head.


ChiChu always took her place beside Esteban. She made sure that both his and her rifles were in a fit condition to shoot; that they wouldn’t kill the man who fired them, as sometimes happened. Many of the cartridges issued to them were remoulds, which became swollen and jammed in the breech. Esteban had lost two good comrades that way.


ChiChu had just missed the bomb that killed her father and her grandparents in the barri, the tight web of streets in Barcelona where they lived. Despite a bad foot injury her father had returned to his home, with his comrades Jorge and young Esteban, like a conquering hero. For a week the district was full of returning campaneros, released after nearly a month hard fighting on the front. There was much drinking and washing of clothes and making of babies: new citizens for the Republic. The place was awash with foreigners holed up in Francisco’s alberg, resting up hundreds of miles from home. These men saw themselves as heroes fighting for the Republic. ChiChu’s father spat when he spoke of them. He said they were after their own interests.


He’d speak of Communists in the pay of Stalin, trying to divert the free spirit of anarchism into lickspittling serfdom at Russia’s behest. These jokers had lessons every day on how to think in the proper way. They had to say their prayers to Stalin, he said. The revolution had got rid of the priests for this! Then he would grow angry and howl like a wolf. This madness was looked on in the barrio with equanimity. Everyone, even the calmest of men, got mad once in a while. It was good for the blood. People listened with respect to what young Josep had to say but after the first euphoria of leave there was an uneasiness about the place. This barri was firm for anarchy and the revolution. But there were spies. Josep should watch his mouth. This was said more than once.


Late on the fourth day of her father’s leave, ChiChu had been sent to the apothecary just off the Ramblas to get some special ointment for her father’s injured foot. The bullets were out now but it was too slow in healing.


That was when their apartment was bombed.


Even across the whole width of the Ramblas she heard the dull cracking thump and started to run. When she got there the tall building was a mass of smoking wood and stone. The remnants of the second and third floors looked out, embarrassingly naked to the world. All that was left of her grandmother were her dentures, stuck in the bark of a battered palm tree, which had struggled to life on the corner of the plaça which stood at the end of their narrow street.


ChiChu started to shriek. Sol, her grandfather’s friend, took her in his arms and whispered in her ear. ‘Those foreigners visited your father, child. They tried to get him to trim his tune, to listen to their arguments. They said he weakened their cause with the flabby chances of anarchy.’ The old man pinched her arm hard. ‘He was not persuaded,’ he whispered in her ear. ‘He was not persuaded. Your father was a hero.’


Josep’s comrades Jorge and Esteban joined with ChiChu in her grief and stayed for the dark day of the funerals, which were carried out without priests. Then she went with Jorge and Esteban back to the front, a kind of surrogate for her father, a miliciana with her father’s courageous blood in her veins. The soldiers laughed at her at first, then they taught her to shoot and move about in the mountains like any young soldier. Tall and slender, with her cord breeches and zip jacket, her cap pulled down over her tied-up hair, she could pass at a distance for one of the boy soldiers who had been pulled into the war.


But the female element in her life was not so easy to disguise. Her comrades had to protect her from the opportunism of soldiers starved of female company and when they were told all milicianas were whores at heart, they stoutly defended her reputation. ‘Her father was our comrade,’ Esteban would say fiercely. ‘And he died a hero for anarchism. This is his daughter. She is a miliciana.’


Esteban thrust a battered rifle into ChiChu’s narrow chest. ‘Call this a gun? What d’you think of this thing, ChiChu? What kind of godforsaken second-grade Russian rubbish are they sending us now?’


Esteban mentioned God a great deal in his cursing, although everyone knew he was an avowed atheist and had chased the priests and nuns from more than one convent during his extended action for the revolution. He took particular delight in opening the doors of the convents. His own sister had vanished through such a door thirty years before and gone mad before they let her out again.


ChiChu clutched the gun in her freezing hands. It smelled of olive oil and old earth, and sat awkwardly against her, without true balance. ‘Mmm,’ she said. ‘You’re right.’


Esteban nodded, then sat back against the rock, put his fingers to his mouth and blew over them. The air flowed over his knobbly fingers like the steam from a boiling kettle. Then he took a battered half-cigarette out of his pocket. He cupped his leathery hands round it, struck a flint to light it and drew the smoke into his chest with deep gratitude.


ChiChu turned the rifle over, took a sight down the barrel towards the enemy, and shook her head. ‘Could you kill a half-dead sheep of a stinking Fascist with this thing? I’m telling you, Esteban, this is impossible.’


Jorge pulled his woollen cap further down over his ears and drew again on his own cigarette. Then he held his free hand out towards the fire, fuelled today by footless boots and three leather-backed books which had belonged to Marco, who had been killed just this morning by a rare bullet which ricocheted off the escarpment and smashed into the back of his head. A fact that no one mentioned was that the bullet might be one of their own, let off carelessly in the emplacement thirty yards to the left. Marco was another hero for the revolution.


ChiChu turned the gun over and over in her hands. Her store of oil, from the last of her grandmother’s great cans, was running low now. It had to do for guns as well as cooking. She broke open the stock of the gun and clicked her teeth. ‘See, Jorje! See this filthy rust. It wasn’t young fifty years ago, this rifle, I’m telling you.’


‘All there is, ChiChu.’ Jorge leaned back against the stones and closed his eyes. ‘All there is, little chicken.’


The news that there was a woman on the third emplacement whirred along the winter-weary line, leaping from unit to unit like an agile monkey. A woman! Many of the recruits had seen the enticing posters with tightly belted dungaree’d girls flourishing rifles and beckoning them to defend the revolution. In the early days women had fought alongside the men but that had gone out of favour. Some of them, it was said, were no better than they should be; whores who tapped the virile energies which men should be reserving for the fight. So they were pulled back and were doing fine work for the revolution now on the home front which was, after all, their place.


But this one, the whisper went, was different. She was the daughter of a heroic comrade who had fallen for the cause. At this time, on this front, because of the girl, nightly social visits between the units were banned.


In the fourth emplacement a barber turned fighter named Enrico growled that there should be a meeting to discuss this. Wasn’t it undemocratic to give an order without negotiation? He shook his shaggy head. ‘We are not beasts of the field, after all.’ Enrico’s friend Joan leaned his head sadly on his friend’s shoulder. ‘A woman?’ he says. ‘Who knows what will happen when we see her? It has been such a very long time. They do well to keep us away.’


The order to move, when it came, was a surprise. Their section had been holding the ridge for three months through mud and the occasional sniper fire. They were used to this inactivity. Now they were to go forward at dawn, down into the gully under darkness and breach an enemy emplacement where there was a metralleta, a machine gun.


They did as they were told. It was a reliable order, Jorge told them, brought to them from the Anarchist channels. They wormed their way forward in small groups. But their timing was not too good, because they were badly placed as the sun came up behind them. They were sitting targets for the Fascist snipers. A shell burst in front of them. Jorge and Esteban crumpled on either side of ChiChu. She turned and Esteban put his hands, bloody stumps, towards her. Then she felt a thump, as though someone had punched her hard on the shoulder. She spun and fell. In front of her was the dead light in the eyes of Esteban. She rolled over.


Jorge was groaning, ‘Get away from here, ChiChu. Get away. If they find you . . .’ His throat gurgled, pulsing out blood, and his eyes closed.


Her nose itched with the smell of cordite. She put her hand to her shoulder and could feel the warm blood oozing through a hole in her zipper jacket. Above her the victorious shouts of the men who had killed her comrades echoed round the gully. She snaked along the ground towards a cluster of rocks which lay against the mountainside. Inching her way behind them she found a shallow hole, almost a cave. She crept in there, curled up tight, ignoring the throbbing pain in her shoulder. She knew that if she could stay here until nightfall again she would be safe. It would be a long day.
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