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To Noreen, whose wisdom, knowledge and 
generosity know no bounds.






‘One of the great liabilities of history is that all too many people fail to remain awake through great periods of social change. Every society has its protectors of status quo and its fraternities of the indifferent who are notorious for sleeping through revolutions. Today, our very survival depends on our ability to stay awake, to adjust to new ideas, to remain vigilant and to face the challenge of change.’


– Martin Luther King Jr, 
Where Do We Go from Here? Chaos or Community? (1967)


‘No society can surely be flourishing and happy, of which the far greater part of the members are poor and miserable.’


– Adam Smith (1723–1790), The Wealth of Nations 
The Wealth of Nations (1776)






Prologue


Queen Mary Convalescent Auxiliary Hospital, Roehampton, London, February 1919


Will entered the hospital’s magnificent grounds with its expanse of manicured lawns and beautifully tended gardens. He was earlier than usual, and besides the birds it was peaceful and quiet. He’d woken with the dawn and he thought he’d give his pregnant wife, Grace, a lie-in and get a head start on his rounds.


As he turned a corner towards the steps, his eye caught something out of place – grey, large, in a tree at the edge of the gardens. It swung lightly in the morning breeze. Will dropped the folder in his hands, his papers splaying out across the stone path. He made an inhuman sound as he ran towards the figure, leaping up on to the fence and lifting with all his strength the man wearing a noose around his throat. He was still warm.


Will screamed for help. He couldn’t fight gravity and untie the man at the same time. An orderly came running and climbed up on to the fence beside Will – almost losing his balance.


‘Can you scramble up into the tree?’ Will said.


The man looked desperately at the coiled rope.


‘You!’ Will yelled at a gardener entering the grounds. ‘Shears!’


The gardener dropped his wheelbarrow and ran over with the cutting implement.


They cut the man down as an assortment of nurses and patients – several of them hobbling on crutches – began to file out towards the noise.


Will pulled the rope from the man’s neck. A livid cicatrice. Choking gasps as the man took in oxygen. He was injured, but alive.


‘You’re going to be fine, Calvin,’ Will said. But the man refused to make eye contact with Will.


A couple of nurses dropped a stretcher on the ground by Calvin Darke as he pushed himself up with his one remaining arm.


Will wondered at the planning and effort that went into the attempt. To get up there and kick himself off with only one arm and one leg.


Just then, Will’s wife Grace arrived. He saw the shock and concern on her face when she saw him on the ground. She rushed over. He stood and pulled her close to him.


‘What happened?’ she said.


‘Darke, he . . .’ He pointed at the remaining rope coiled around the tree.


Grace involuntarily lifted her hand to her own throat.


‘Oh, Will. You saved him?’


‘For now.’


They walked a little way from the crowd and Grace insisted Will rest against the fence.


‘How desperate must a man be to want to take his own life, Grace?’ he asked. ‘And after all he’s survived.’


She thought about it for a few seconds. He watched it play across her gentle, heart-shaped face, her green eyes.


‘I suppose that carrying on living in his present circumstances seemed, to him, even worse.’


‘Then I hope I’ve done the right thing. Am I wrong to think that we can help change anything? Give a man back the will and desire to live a good life despite what has happened to him?’


That’s the work they’d been trying to do at this rehabilitation hospital. It was about much more than limbs. It was about restoring men back to some sense of purpose, even joy.


‘Of course you’re not wrong. You’ve helped so many, Will. So many who are just as badly damaged and who are now leading contented, fulfilling lives.’ She took his hand in hers. ‘You may be a budding surgeon and understand a quick fix – an incision here, a dissection there, stitch them up and hey presto! But rehabilitation from war wounds isn’t as simple. You of all people know it’s the injury to the mind that’s the limiting factor. And that takes time to heal . . .’


Will clasped her hand. He still had adrenaline coursing through him. ‘You’re right, I know.’


‘You’ve given him another chance. Another day to turn it all around. Sometimes that’s all it takes.’


Though Grace was trying to get Will to focus on the good, a litany of faces passed through his mind – the men on the fields of war, his beloved Captain Daniels who had been unfairly shot, his fellow stretcher-bearer Arup Nur, his mother who died giving birth to his sister, and his father whose mind sometimes slipped away before his eyes. An intense feeling of helplessness came over him, despite the act he’d just performed.


‘I want to do more, Grace.’


‘Will,’ she said, looking deep into his eyes. ‘You can’t save them all.’
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Parish of Putney, London, March 1919


The modest accommodation in Barnes that had been provided for Will and Grace was cramped and bare, but it was clean and dry and only a short distance down the hill from Roehampton village. Unfortunately for Grace, who was already thirty weeks pregnant, there was no omnibus service on that particular route and the uphill journey to work seemed to have become increasingly steep.


When their duties began at the same time, Will would walk beside her. He would carry whatever bags she needed for work, take her by the hand and thoughtfully reduce the length of his stride to keep in step with her. She insisted he was making far too much fuss.


She also realised that, in view of his own mother’s untimely and tragic death giving birth to his sister, accompanying her was more about allaying his own anxiety about her pregnancy than anything else. So, she acquiesced.


Besides, the walk from the little terraced house on the edge of Richmond Park to the Queen Mary Convalescent Auxiliary Hospital was a pleasant one. Today the sky was blue and cloudless and a fresh spring breeze from the south-west gently shook the branches of cherry blossoms and budding leaves of oak and elm trees either side of them. As they strolled along Priory Lane, they looked at the sweeping heathland to their right. Unfurling fronds of spring bracken peppered the grounds of the 2500-acre Royal Park in dense clusters and day by day slowly changed the colour of the landscape from orange-brown to a vibrant leafy green.


Red and fallow deer meandered and grazed under the ancient woodland trees and a small group of children flew box kites on the ridge of Richmond Hill. Their excited voices carried all the way down to their expectant parents.


To their left, they could not help but admire the splendid private mansions with their sweeping drives, shiny new motor cars and magnificent topiaries. It reminded them of Grace’s parents’ wonderful estate at Bishop’s Cleeve, which they had promised to visit again as soon as they were granted the privilege of some well-deserved time off.


That might not be until after the baby came, given the peripatetic nature of both their work. Unlike many others after the war with no work or stuck in mundane, low-paid jobs requiring slavish adherence to tedious routines, Will and Grace’s roles were spread out.


Grace had already made a reputation for herself at Roehampton as one of the best operating theatre nurses in London and such was her exemplary post-infection record that she was in great demand from orthopaedic surgeons who wanted to secure her services. She made their own results and reputations look better.


Specialist surgeons would visit Queen Mary’s on a regular basis to supervise the rehabilitation side of the work but whenever surgical revision of an amputation or any acute procedure was required, the surgery would be performed at the specialist’s own hospital and Grace would be invited to assist. It was an arrangement that suited everybody. The hospital’s goodwill in lending out one of the nurses meant that the services of the consultant were retained, a handsome contribution to her salary was made and her experience and knowledge was developed further. And despite her pregnancy, the London teaching hospitals she visited were all on the major omnibus routes.


Will was content with the four days’ work each week the hospital could afford to offer him and although he had made his presence there indispensable, the hospital was largely charitably funded and its meagre budget could stretch no further. But this too suited him. It meant he could devote three remaining days, as well as occasional evenings, to the role of Dr Forrester’s assistant. The man who had recognised Will’s medical potential five years previously while he was just a lowly hospital porter in Chiswick and the man who had come to his sister Kitty’s rescue at home when she was poleaxed by the Spanish flu was now determined to be Will’s mentor.


Ahead of them on the walk was the portion of land that had been earmarked for development by the London County Council to build homes ‘fit for heroes’ after the war. Yet despite them being desperately needed and promised, there was no sign whatsoever of construction having started.


The whole area between Roehampton and Barnes in the Parish of Putney was still open and undeveloped and as they turned into Clarence Lane, the handsome profile of Roehampton House in all its Edwardian splendour hove into view.


They reached the gate and entered the hospital’s lush grounds. Grace gave Will a peck on the cheek and set off towards the main building, while Will headed for one of the newly built huts where new patients were admitted to be registered and assessed.


As they separated, Grace was flooded with memories of their lovemaking from the prior evening. Ever since their honeymoon spent in a small clifftop farmhouse overlapping the sea just outside Le Tréport in northern France, Will and Grace had made love almost every day. Reaching for each other as they lay in bed together was as natural and life-giving as breathing itself. It was as elemental to them as the dawn of each day, and perhaps especially because of what they’d survived. War had taught them both that life was short and unpredictable.


Their courtship had been gradual, at the front, almost coy to start with, but that was not surprising as both of them had been young – Will only sixteen and Grace just two years older. And the opportunities they’d had to consort with one another without emergency duties getting in the way had been few and far between.


For the last few months, they had made up for lost time, and despite Grace’s pregnancy they still could not keep their hands off each other. Will was strong, muscular and athletic, and now at nineteen was physically indefatigable, but never demanding. He was also a tender, unselfish and considerate lover, which made Grace adore him even more. He was cautious and encouraged Grace to take control over the tempo and scope of their passion. And despite being thirty weeks pregnant, Grace still felt healthy, lithe and agile enough to satisfy both her own and her husband’s physical desires. In fact, it was more enjoyable for her than ever.


Overall, their physical bond, cemented as it was by the child Grace was carrying, was incredibly strong. Grace found the concept of the three of them joined together so closely, so intimately and inseparably in the act of love unutterably beautiful. Each day, as she met the challenges of her work, she carried within her the flame of another evening’s intimacy to look forward to.


 


Will approached a motley group of men outside the registration hut, gathered together under one of the giant cedars. He recognised several of the faces he had seen on his rounds over previous days.


All were double amputees: three of them in wheelchairs and the other four sitting on benches or standing with the help of walking sticks or crutches. They were neatly dressed in light blue or grey buttoned tunics with shirts and ties underneath. Their trousers were baggy and uniform in colour and some of the men had rolled them up and tucked them under the stumps of their missing limbs. Their hair was neatly parted to the side or in the middle and all but two had impressive and carefully trimmed handlebar moustaches.


Around them stood several Voluntary Aid Detachment nurses in their long grey gowns, white pinafore aprons and nun-like head coverings and all seemed engaged in quiet conversation.


‘Could’ve done with your services last night,’ said Martin, leaning on his crutches and standing behind one of the other men in a wheelchair. ‘Darke, he went berserk again . . . Shouting and screaming he was. Thrashing about and throwing things. It took four of your orderlies just to hold him down,’ he said. ‘The RMO hadn’t a clue what to do. A rookie straight out of medical school. Don’t know why they bothered sending him here. Too young to have served in the war. Too stupid to imagine how we feel.’


Will had seen the recently appointed junior doctor struggle with his new role. Formerly, the convalescent hospital only concerned itself with rehabilitation. Any surgical revision would be done at London teaching hospitals where the visiting orthopaedic surgeons usually worked. Now, with the appointment of a resident medical officer, minor treatment could be handled in-house. At least that was the theory.


The new doctor had already missed one obvious case of appendicitis, which Will had dealt with himself, and he’d also made himself scarce when inpatients had succumbed to the Spanish flu, which still circulated. There had been ten deaths in all from this: six soldiers, two nurses and two orderlies, with many more laid low for days or weeks. Will had attended and treated all of them. He had learned much from his experiences in the military camps and hospitals in France that had been overwhelmed and devastated by this terrible pandemic. And because of his frequent exposure to the virus, he was without doubt now immune to its persistent threat.


The young medical tyro had seemed scared stiff of coming anywhere near someone harbouring the infection and had left all those patients’ care and clinical management to Will. Will could not really blame him. The Spanish flu had already killed nearly two hundred thousand people in Britain and was only gradually beginning to peter out. The death toll had unexpectedly been greatest among the youngest, fittest and healthiest, like the RMO.


‘It’s not always easy dealing with meltdowns like that,’ said Will diplomatically. ‘Not when you can’t understand what people have been through.’


Martin nodded. ‘You’re different. Bloody stretcher-bearer at the front for two years. You’ve seen a thing or two. People respect you for that, Will. And you know how to talk to us an’ all.’


‘That man, Darke, though,’ said another chap, ‘he’s still in a right bad way. You wouldn’t want to leave him on his own.’


‘The men are right,’ offered one of the nurses. ‘We had to have someone watch him all night. The poor man seems to be in dreadful pain.’


Will nodded. ‘I’ll go and see him.’


‘Thanks, mate. Tell him to come out here and join us later if he fancies. The nurses are getting a bit frisky and keep flirting with us.’


‘That’s right, they won’t take no for an answer,’ said his neighbour, laughing.


‘I can quite believe it,’ grinned Will, walking up the ramp to the hut and opening the door.


He glanced back at the VAD nurses, whose arms were folded across their chests and their faces screwed up in mock indignation.


I’d better get in there and send out reinforcements, he thought, smiling. His trip to the library would have to wait.


Secretly, without Grace knowing, Will had been assiduously reading every medical textbook he could find on the subject of obstetrics in the library at Queen Mary’s. He was well acquainted with the facts and they did not reassure him in the slightest. Quite the opposite.


He had discovered that it was not so long ago in Britain that one in every thirty women died after unassisted delivery. Even now, one in every two hundred did not survive, especially among the poor who could not afford medical care. Even though Will could just about afford to pay for a midwife and Grace’s father, Arthur, had offered to help, their skills and abilities were limited.


He was only too aware that the complications of labour were many, unpredictable and often irreversible. A little knowledge, Grace had often told him whenever the subject arose, could be a dangerous thing.


But there was more to it, of course. His darling mother, Evie. His beautiful, carefree, devoted, fun-loving mother. She had not survived the birth of his sister.


There was also the fact that Grace had been badly injured in France when her field ambulance had taken a direct hit from a German shell only a few months ago. The surgeons had removed a large sliver of its casing from her lower abdomen and carried out emergency surgery to preserve as much as possible of her left ovary and fallopian tube. Her intestine was repaired and her contused uterus had to be patched up. She had lost copious amounts of blood and had fought the infection and pain for several weeks afterwards. The doctors had warned her at the time that, provided she recovered, she could not take her fertility or ability to carry a child for granted. Grace had been concerned in accepting Will’s proposal of marriage that it would be unfair to do so if it meant he might be sacrificing a chance to one day become a father. But Will reassured her it made not a shred of difference. He loved her for who she was and loved her unconditionally.


He did not know what he would do if the birth did not go well.


But first, he had to find Calvin Darke, the man in trouble.
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Chiswick, London, March 1919


Clara peeled carrots, onions and potatoes for the evening stew, looking through the kitchen doorway at little Kitty as she sat at the table in the lounge. Her curly blonde locks tumbled on to her shoulders, framing an oval face with wide cheekbones and a button nose just like her mother’s. Her round blue eyes were cast downwards at her book and she mouthed the words that she was silently reading. Clara’s heart melted. She looked so utterly sweet.


Clara was proud of her niece. She was only nine but she had the maturity and vocabulary of a girl twice her age.


Clara had become Kitty’s surrogate mother – and Will and Jack’s – on that fateful day when Kitty’s real mother, Evie, had given birth and then succumbed within days to childbed fever.


Her brother, Robbie, had struggled to come to terms with the enduring grief caused by the loss of his beloved wife and he had been absent from the family home throughout the war, oblivious to the risks of trench warfare and totally insouciant of his own survival. The letters he had sent had been as rare as they were brief and were never encouraging. Robbie’s soul had died along with Evie’s on that dismal day nearly ten years ago.


The two boys, Jack and Will, in defiance of her resistance and protestations, had also enlisted, despite being underage. Mercifully, both had survived. What horrors they might have witnessed in the meantime and what mental scars they still suffered, she could only imagine. Jack was still out in Flanders taking the King’s shilling, busy with the unenviable job of clearing the battlefields of unexploded ordnance and identifying rotting corpses. Ghastly work, Jack had told her in his letters, but at least it paid well.


Will was living with his lovely young wife of a few months, Grace, in Barnes, only a few miles from this little house in Chiswick, and they were looking forward to the birth of their baby in just three months’ time.


Clara was proud of all of them. Will, the future doctor. The wayward and impetuous Jack. And especially Kitty, who had responded in ways Clara could never have dreamed to her love, guidance, mentoring and teaching. It helped that they attended the same school, of course. Clara as an experienced senior teacher and Kitty as a pupil. Together they walked to Belmont School, two blocks away, in the morning and returned home together in the evening, even when Kitty had activities or games, such as gymnastics or rounders, after classes.


Kitty would regale Clara with everything she had learned that day and then bombard her with further questions in her relentless quest for knowledge. Clara gazed at her now in the other room, slowly turning the pages of her book and making notes and annotations.


‘When will Daddy be home, Aunt Clara?’


‘Any time now,’ she replied, glancing at the carriage clock in the centre of the mantelpiece. ‘You’ll have time for a game of dominoes before tea.’


Clara was delighted by the question. That special word: ‘Daddy’. It was only recently that Kitty had started using it again. It was testament to the growing bond between father and daughter that had begun to rekindle. After having been incorrectly reported dead – missing in action – Robbie had finally returned home, but markedly a changed man.


Now, his moods, although still occasionally dark and bleak, seemed less severe and frequent. He’d got his old job back at the dockyards by the river with a rival company to the one that had sacked him five years previously and he was coping with the work. He took a much greater interest in his children, from taking them out on the river with him in a borrowed rowboat to playing football with them on Turnham Green. He would read to Kitty and she to him. They talked about Jack in France and Will working at the hospital for the men who had no legs or arms. They talked about their excitement at the prospect of Kitty soon having a little niece or nephew to play with and they wondered what Will and Grace might call the baby.


‘I want to learn Spanish, Aunt Clara,’ Kitty suddenly said.


‘Spanish, indeed? And why is that?’


‘I just want to.’


Clara smiled knowingly.


‘Is it anything to do with that Spanish boy in your class? Thiago?’


‘No,’ said Kitty rather indignantly but blushing slightly. ‘It’s nothing to do with him at all. I just want to learn another language.’


Kitty had been spending lots of time with the olive-skinned, brown-eyed, dark-haired Thiago and the two of them now always sat together in class and appeared inseparable.


‘Of course you can, then,’ said Clara. ‘You already speak English very well, so why not? It can only be advantageous to speak more than one language. It will help you discover even more new words and phrases.’


‘Estupendo,’ said Kitty out of the blue.


‘Maravilloso,’ Clara answered back.


‘So we’ve started then?’ smiled Kitty without looking up, turning another page.


‘It would certainly appear so,’ said Clara as she grinned and threw a handful of chopped onions into the pot on the stove.


Kitty jumped up as she heard the sound of Robbie’s key in the lock and the front door opening.


‘Daddy!’ she cried and leapt into his arms.


‘Hello, my little kittycat,’ he said. ‘Do you fancy a game of dominoes?’


Kitty screwed up her eyes in concentration and looked at her father squarely.


‘Si lo hago y te amo,’ she said, saying each word slowly and pointing her index finger at his face to emphasise each one.


‘What?’


Kitty giggled and buried her face in her father’s neck.


‘She says, yes she does, and she loves you,’ translated Clara. ‘Sometimes it’s easier to say things like that in a different language.’
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Queen Mary Convalescent Auxiliary Hospital, Roehampton, London, March 1919


Will sat next to the man who lay in the hospital bed with his back turned, facing the wall.


‘You’re thinking about Captain Ahab on the Pequod, aren’t you?’ Will said. ‘You’re thinking about the white whale that bit his leg off and the artificial one he wore afterwards made from whalebone.’


There was no response.


‘Or maybe Captain James Hook with the iron hook that replaced his severed hand?’


There was no suggestion at all that he had been heard.


‘Or even Long John Silver with his wooden leg and that parrot perched on his shoulder?’


Nothing.


‘We’ve come a long way since then, Mr Darke. My father-in-law had his thigh bone shattered by a Boer marksman’s bullet at Stormberg. The army blacksmith fashioned him a workable copy of a prosthetic limb created in 1863 by a New York inventor who went by the fanciful name of Dubois L. Parmelee.’


Silence.


‘It wasn’t perfect, but it was better than those old peg legs. More comfortable and adjustable. It made him independent again and restored his dignity. Still wears it today.’


Will was not going to give up. This man had been on his own for too long. In constant pain from the phantom limb, helpless without his right arm, reliant on crutches, unemployed and ostracised from his own community, he had given up on any chance of not only practical rehabilitation, but of life. Though Will had pulled him down from that tree, he knew the terrible danger that Darke would try again. He had to get through to him.


At the start of the war, prosthetic limbs were still very rudimentary. Heavy, cumbersome and painful to wear. Calvin had previously told Will that he’d tried one and it supported his weight all right, but it was so awkward to use, difficult to balance on and uncomfortable, he had thrown it away in disgust and swore never to try one again. But that was in 1915. Back then there was very little call for artificial limbs. The few being made derived from a fledgling cottage industry that rarely fitted the devices themselves or tailored them to the specific needs or comfort of their clients. One year later, following the terrible events in Belgium and France, demand was vastly outstripping supply. Over forty-one thousand men and officers survived after losing limbs during the fighting and now nine hundred of them were resident at Queen Mary’s, with 4321 soldiers still on the waiting list.


It was a depressing statistic. Yet the sheer scale and necessity to produce greater numbers of prostheses had resulted in greater innovation, better design and the use of more lightweight materials. It meant their functionality and quality had improved dramatically.


Will regarded the broken man in front of him.


‘You can ignore me if you want. You can tell me to go to hell. But things have moved on, Mr Darke. Limb-makers from all over the world have come to Queen Mary’s and brought with them their skills and expertise. And they know their stuff. Take Desoutter Brothers Ltd as an example – one of the Desoutter family lost a leg above the knee in a flying accident. The company worked out of a small aircraft factory in Hendon and designed a metal leg made out of Duralumin. That’s the stuff extensively used in the construction of their aircraft.’


Calvin didn’t move, just sighed deeply as if exasperated.


‘You’ve lost an arm and a leg. There are men here who have lost all four limbs. We get visitors from Queen Mary’s in Sidcup. They’ve had half their faces blown away. No eye or socket, no cheek, no nose, just a big hole. Two thousand men suffered disfiguring facial injuries in the Battle of the Somme alone. Major Harold Gillies does extraordinary surgical reconstructive work. But these men will never look the same. You’ve still got your looks, Mr Darke. Some of their mothers can’t look at their sons.’ He paused to let that sink in. ‘Men from St Dunstan’s come over too. They’ve been blinded in the war, so they can’t even see how many arms or legs you still have.’


Calvin sighed again and turned on to his back, looking up at the ceiling.


‘I understand,’ he finally spoke. ‘There are men much worse off than me. I should be grateful, yes? Grateful to be regularly woken in the night with pain like a red-hot poker being thrust up my thigh to the groin. To be a shadow of the man I was. An empty shell. Well, let them get on with it. I’ll find no solace in the fellowship of the disabled. I want to get away from it, not embrace it.’


Will looked down at the wooden floorboards and back up again.


‘There was a bloke called Billy Isle who came here three years ago. He was the Kansas City branch manager for the JF Rowley Company and had an artificial foot himself because his own had been crushed by a train and amputated. He said something that every man here remembers to this day.’


‘Enlighten me.’


‘He said, “I know it’s hard, but it’s not what you’ve lost that counts, it’s what you have left.”’


‘Profound.’


Will ignored the sarcasm.


‘Most of our patients wear artificial limbs provided free by the Ministry of Pensions. Many of them are playing sports again, working as paid members of staff at the hospital, learning new trades or finding employment. There are further operations that can be undertaken, too, to help with the pain.’


Using his left arm and good leg to help himself, Calvin slowly turned towards Will. His face was grim. He had already told countless do-gooders to sod off, in no uncertain terms. But one of the other men had told him that Will had fought in the trenches and served as a stretcher-bearer for two years before the armistice. The average life expectancy of a stretcher-bearer at the front at that time was six weeks. So rather begrudgingly he felt he at least owed the fellow some respect and an acknowledgement for giving him the time of day. Even if he had ruined his attempt to end it all.


‘You’re wasting your time. The leg is one thing. Anyone can stick something on the end of a stump. But the arm is useless. I was right-handed. Now I have trouble even wiping my arse.’


‘Glad you mentioned that,’ said Will, encouraged at least by a response of sorts. ‘Because you’re right. For almost everyone, lost lower limbs can be replaced these days with a fair degree of success. But arms have always been more of a challenge.’


‘They gave me some contraption with a leather socket and a clapper claw on the end. Worse than bloody useless.’


‘It would’ve been. But now you’re here. You’re going to meet men with a similar disablement to yours. You’re going to see how they’ve progressed.’


Calvin appeared unmoved.


‘Look, if you do nothing else, will you take a walk with me? We can go anywhere you want in the hospital or around the grounds. You’ll see armless men at work. Digging, hoeing, using a pitchfork, wheeling a barrow up a steep slope, swinging heavy hammers, collecting hens’ eggs from the coops, raking out the pigsties. All without effort or discomfort.’


Calvin looked at Will in clear disbelief, yet the young man kept talking.


‘We’ll visit the workshops. We’ll see men without arms doing carpentry, using planes, chisels, spokeshaves and the like. Right now a group of them are rebuilding a 12HP Darracq Type V touring sedan from the ground up. Beautiful car.’


For the first time, Will saw a flicker of interest in his patient’s eyes.


‘With men who have lost their legs as well as their jobs, their prosthesis is the most important thing. Their limb takes precedence. With men who have lost their arms, the opposite is true. Their employment, their trade, comes first. Dudley Myers is working miracles here. He’s found employment for hundreds of men, either in their old jobs or brand-new ones.’


‘Such as?’


‘You name it. Architecture. Tailoring. Art and design. Bakery. Basket- and boot-making. Cinema work. Confectionery. Diamond polishing. Draughtsmanship. Engineering. Photography. He’s offered twenty-five trades to learn at one time or another. That’s probably more than you get in civvy life,’ Will said. ‘Tell me, Mr Darke, what did you do before joining up?’


‘Groundsman at the sports club. Used to play cricket and golf myself. And call me Calvin, please.’


‘All right, Calvin. You know, you will play again. In fact, there is a cricket match here in the grounds this weekend. There are eleven in the team and only fifteen arms between them.’


Calvin managed a rueful smile.


‘We’ll also go down to the games room. How about a game of billiards later?’


Will noticed the slightest upturn at the side of Calvin’s mouth.


‘Do I get a handicap?’


‘A handicap? You’re kidding me. Why the hell should you?’


Will sensed the long-lost competitive spirit in the man beginning to resurface.


‘Look out this window, Calvin,’ he said. ‘You see those two fellows over there by the hedge talking to that lady who is taller than the both of them?’


Calvin sat up on the edge of the bed and reluctantly did as he was instructed.


‘That’s Mrs Gwynne Holford. The hospital’s founder. On her left, the man smoking – that’s Private Frank Chapman. The inspiration for the hospital. With a record of more than twenty-one years’ service and at forty-six years of age, he chucked in his job and rejoined his regiment at the very beginning of the war. He went one better than you, though. He lost not just one arm but both of them. In 1915.’


‘He’s not using,’ he remarked, amazed.


‘No, he’s not. I’m told that back in January 1915 he was sitting at a table at the Millbank military hospital with a look of utter sadness and hopelessness on his face, having gone through what he did. What the government had given him as a substitute for those arms was totally inadequate. Mrs Holford was passing by and asked him to tell her his history. She listened and was appalled. She resolved right there and then that those men who’d had the misfortune to lose a limb in that terrible conflict would be fitted with the most perfect artificial limbs which human science could devise.’


‘And that’s how the hospital started?’


‘Yes. And before you know it, she had persuaded Queen Mary herself to become patron, raised the money and persuaded Mr E. Kenneth Wilson of the Ellerman Wilson shipping line to lend Roehampton House and its grounds for free.’


Calvin was quiet as he took all this on board.


‘So that man on her left, Frank Chapman . . . he is pointing to something in the distance using one of his artificial arms?’


‘That’s right. Frank Chapman also rides a bicycle, is a keen gardener, has learned to write in an elegant albeit artificial hand, and pretty much does everything else.’


‘The other man?’


‘Sergeant Arnold Loosemore. Survived Gallipoli and was then sent to the Somme. He was awarded the Victoria Cross for bravery under heavy enemy fire and later the Distinguished Conduct Medal for helping to get his unit back to the safety of their own lines. As bad luck would have it, just before the end of the war in October 1918, he lost his leg above the knee. He’s a damn fine man. He reminds me very much of another courageous man I served with, who was also a born leader and twice decorated. Captain Jacob Daniels.’ Will paused as he reflected on the gross injustice of that man’s death by firing squad for desertion when his misadventure was only due to being incapacitated by shell-shock. ‘But he didn’t make it.’


Calvin had been without hope or expectation for so long so depressed, isolated and withdrawn that life until this moment had all but ended for him. But something was stirring within him. An emotion he hardly recognised and could not immediately understand nor express. He could not find a word to accurately describe it. The nearest he came to it was guilt. Guilt about his recent indulgence in his own self-pity.


‘You’re not alone, Calvin,’ said Will.


‘I’ll give it another go then, you persistent bugger. I can see there are men worse off than me.’


‘Many.’


‘Holford, Chapman and Loosemore. I’d like to meet them. I’d like to shake their hands.’ Then he broke out into the first proper smile he had produced in months. ‘With my left hand, obviously.’
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Royal National Orthopaedic Hospital, Shepherd’s Bush, London, March 1919


Grace picked up the sterilised bone saw from the theatre trolley and handed it to Mr Arthur Sidney Blundell Bankart. The surgeon had already excised the inflamed and knotted scar tissue covering the existing bone stump from the patient in front of him and preserved as much of the remaining healthy skin as he could.


Grace had spent four long years in Belgium and France as part of the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry and had seen so many men mutilated and killed during the conflict. She had tended thousands of soldiers, assisted in hundreds of emergency surgical operations and often been left to sterilise the guillotines used for amputations and to stack up the severed limbs in the operating theatres or mortuaries.


Now she was involved in the reconstructive work. She was helping put men back together, rebuilding their shattered bodies and coaxing them out of their gloomy mental state of despair and despondency, along with Will.


The war was over and the future was brighter. Death and destruction were behind them. Their focus now was on repair and healing, on hope, renewal and optimism.


At the same time, the lives of these men were irrevocably changed. Physically disabled, the young men were conscious of how they were regarded by the people of the country they fought for. The trajectory of their rehabilitation was a long and uphill one.


‘Swab please, Mrs Burnett,’ said the surgeon as Grace simultaneously mopped up the blood spurting from a number of tiny arterioles with a gauze square. ‘There are one or two small bleeders here. Let’s tie them off.’


Grace duly passed the suture material and the Spencer Wells haemostatic forceps over to him.


‘Now, if you would be so kind as to hold this retractor and protect the bulk of that remaining quadriceps muscle, I’ll have a little nibble at the femur.’


He took the serrated blade in his right hand and gingerly sawed through the bone a good 4 inches above the original skin incision.


‘What a difference these improved anaesthetics have made, Mr Bankart,’ Grace said.


‘Indeed. Not long ago, before we could safely render the patient unconscious for protracted periods of time, we had to work as quickly as possible. It was speed rather than skill that used to be paramount. Now it’s the other way around. We can take our time. And hopefully get it right.’


Grace nodded. ‘Smoothly rounding off the bone and using the muscle as a flap over the end has changed everything.’


‘As has your diligence and expertise in antiseptic technique, Mrs Burnett. Our post-operative infection rates put every other surgeon’s in the shade. Well, those that don’t employ your services anyway.’


Grace felt herself blushing slightly beneath her surgical mask.


‘That’s very kind of you, sir, but as everybody knows, it’s your surgical skill which is responsible for the patients’ good fortune, not me.’


‘Nonsense. It’s teamwork. You can’t have one without the other. Anyone can hack off a limb. It’s glorified carpentry. But to do it in a clean surgical field without worrying about abscesses, putrefaction and blood poisoning, that requires a multidisciplinary approach.’


‘It certainly seems to be improving the results.’


‘You’re the one improving the results, Mrs Burnett. My colleagues are not doing anything we haven’t always done. It might embarrass you to hear this but your name is sometimes mentioned at meetings of the Royal Society of Orthopaedic Surgeons.’


‘Well, only because the last one was held at Queen Mary’s.’


‘Nonsense. You’re like a Florence Nightingale mark two. And a lot easier to work with from what I’ve read about her.’


Grace laughed. ‘I think she had more to contend with. She was a lone pioneer in a world dominated by men who weren’t used to ever listening to a woman, let alone being told what to do by one. They were also set in their traditional medical ways and many had never even heard of the germ theory of disease.’


‘I’m not sure it’s changed all that much.’


The surgeon was rearranging flesh and dissecting tiny nerves away from fibrous muscle tissue as he spoke.


‘Maybe not everywhere. But it is changing, and I certainly feel listened to here.’


‘Our reputations depend on your work too. It’s just a shame about . . .’ He indicated with the instrument towards her rounded belly. ‘I mean, really, you should be resting by now. You have the most important role of your life ahead of you.’


Grace sighed internally. She had been enjoying this conversation about medical advancements and, if she was honest, her own capabilities. But pregnancy marked her, it seemed, as a different kind of woman than a Florence Nightingale. Motherhood was perceived as a role in and of itself – one that would alter and apparently subsume her and all her interests from before.


She chose not to reply.


‘How is morale back at the convalescent hospital?’ Bankart asked. He was checking that the muscle flap had a viable blood supply and was now wrapping it over the rounded bone end and suturing it on the inside of the thigh.


‘Improving, but there is a long way to go. For men like this one, this operation could change his life. He’s been in agony.’ Calvin’s leg had been blown off at the knee.


‘Surgery in the field? Guillotine, it seems.’


‘Like so many others. There was no time to be wasted then. The result meant that the stump was just under the surface of the skin, excruciatingly painful and ulcerated, unable to bear weight with all the nerves tangled up in the scar tissue which have been screaming at him ever since.’


‘Phantom limb pain?’


‘The whole ghastly syndrome.’


‘Well, this should make him more comfortable. I’ve transposed some of the nerves and placed them to one side where they won’t be subject to further physical insult.’


‘And tailoring the surgery to the best type of prosthesis available, rather than the other way round, is proving revolutionary. The men can achieve so much more this way. More mobility. So much less pain.’


‘We aim to please.’


There was a silence between them for a while as the surgeon applied the last few sutures.


‘Well, I’ve done what I can. It’s all down to the rehabilitation now. And you’re all working wonders over there. I see it.’


‘Slowly. It took some persuading for Calvin to go through with this.’ She didn’t go into any more detail, but she thought of Will getting the poor man down from the tree. ‘And there are many more waiting.’


‘But the numbers will fall in time. The terrible influx has stopped at least. And the mood is better, I sense? The workshops, the camaraderie?’


‘There is plenty of horseplay all right,’ Grace laughed.


‘And I’m sure they adore you.’


‘I don’t know about that, sir,’ she smiled. She didn’t need the patients to adore her. She just wanted to help give them a better quality of life.
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North-eastern France, March 1919


Jack Burnett’s war had been much like that of most of the other sappers in the 183rd Tunnelling Company of the Royal Engineers. It had been brutal, bloody and barbaric. He had dutifully played his part, digging the underground mines and laying the explosive charges under the trenches of thousands of now deceased German and Austrian soldiers and had done whatever ghastly deeds were required of him by the military machine to help defeat the enemy.


He’d had several narrow escapes, just like his younger brother Will, and lost many good mates and comrades during the two years of fighting in which he was involved.


Jack sat now in front of the bar at Chez Maxime’s and felt a stab of regret when he saw Amandine at the far end of it, arm in arm with a tall, handsome-looking young Australian officer.


He and she had spent several romantic months together since the ceasefire, Amandine helping her father out on the farm and Jack carrying out his duties retrieving unexploded ordnance from the battlegrounds and rendering it safe.


She was a lovely girl with a buxom figure and a genuine, good-humoured nature and there had been times when Jack had even wondered whether they might get married and start a little family right there in north-eastern France. Yet Jack had remained restless and unsettled. Always one for the main chance and looking out for the next opportunity, he just could not bring himself to commit to her and the promise of wedded bliss. He was not ready to pledge himself to her or to marriage. Perhaps he never would be ready to wed her or anyone else.


The work he was involved in was dangerous and unpalatable and the thought of settling down in a place that held such dreadful memories for him did not appeal. He would be surrounded by the still undiscovered bodies of thousands of his dead but not forgotten comrades. Their identity tags still in the mud. Their uniforms buried deep in the trenches. Their corpses beneath the new cowshed behind the farm. Skeletons almost in the closet.


Despite their closeness and Amandine’s understanding and willingness to accommodate Jack’s reticence, she had finally realised that he would never be entirely happy in that place, or with her, and had taken the decision herself to call it a day. She had already lost one husband at the start of the war and was determined not to lose another as a result of him not loving her enough at the outset.


She had cried and agonised over the decision, but she knew it was the right one and had tenderly told Jack in her soft French accent that it was over between them. She had looked into his eyes, kissed him on the lips and held him closely one last time.


‘C’est pas ta faute, Jacques. Je comprends. Ta liberté est la tienne.’ She had told him she was married to the farm anyway. And duty-bound to help rebuild it with her ageing father. She was impatient to start a family. To raise children who would one day take over the farm themselves. She knew Jack wasn’t ready for that. And, for that matter, he’d make a lousy farmer. ‘Au revoir, Jacques,’ she had said finally with a genuine smile. ‘Tes bêtises vont me manquer.’


He hadn’t understood what that meant initially. He had never bothered learning the language. It was only afterwards that his Canadian mate Tyler had translated for him.


‘She’ll miss all your nonsense is what she said. Your jokes, your craziness and stupidity.’ He had grinned at him knowingly.


Now as Jack sat there with Tyler, the corps burial officer with the 2nd Canadian Division, he looked over at Amandine with her new beau and could not help wondering if he had made the wrong decision. He certainly had never stayed with the same girl so long before without straying. And she was lovely.


But no, he would not allow himself to feel jealous. Jealousy was a useless emotion.


He picked up his beer glass and drained it.


‘Thirsty?’ asked Tyler.


‘Very,’ Jack replied. ‘Had to drag a 75 millimetre French cannon and a Little Willie out of the ground today. With only a dozen men.’


Tyler raised an eyebrow.


‘Yes, don’t say it. Little Willie was a Mark 1 British tank brought in in 1915. Piece of crap, by all accounts. Top speed 3 miles per hour. Forever breaking down. You?’


‘Parched.’ Tyler waved at the girl in a red Chez Maxime beret behind the bar and gestured at their empty glasses. They were thirsty from the physical nature of the work, but sometimes the men needed a drink to calm their nerves, too. Picking up piles of human bones and clumps of chalky white maggot-ridden material in tattered uniforms all day, sealing them respectfully in bags with identity tags – it took its toll. ‘It’s been getting harder and harder to locate and identify the bodies of men reported killed or missing in action lately,’ Tyler said.


‘That’s a good thing, right? Job nearly done then?’ said Jack.


‘We thought so. Until today.’


‘What happened today?’


‘Well, after the torrential rain last night, the deluge had nowhere to go because the original watercourses, streams and canals that once drained the fields before the war still haven’t been repaired.’


The barmaid placed two more beers in front of the men and sashayed away.


‘It poured down the slope in a torrent, taking the top two feet of mud and soil with it.’


‘And?’


‘It washed away the mantle and cloak. It uncovered all that we’ve missed. Helmets, rifles, gun belts, boots, ID tags, spectacles, cigarette cases, you name it. And, of course, evidence of the poor men who once owned them.’


‘Jesus.’


‘We didn’t need to look for the usual subtle clues and hidden signs for a change. We could see the bones and skulls and the remnants of muscle and cartilage still holding joints of limbs together with our very own eyes.’ Tyler shook his head, took a deep sip of his beer.


They were able to talk like this because of what they’d both seen, and still saw every day.


‘Do you ever wonder,’ Jack said, voicing something he normally kept inside, ‘why them and not us?’


‘Of course,’ Tyler said quickly. ‘But it doesn’t bear thinking about for long.’ He slapped his friend on the back, raised his beer. ‘To life.’


‘To living,’ Jack said.
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Bishop’s Cleeve, Gloucestershire, March 1919


Dorothy Tustin-Pennington walked down the stairs of the house at Bishop’s Cleeve to the sound of her children’s voices in the parlour. After the years of silence, the hubbub was almost grating on her ears, but perhaps it was more that, in the symphony of voices, there was one key missing – that of her son, Charles, who’d been killed in action on a reconnaissance flight over Verdun. He’d been barely nineteen.


But she knew that she and Arthur were the lucky ones. Five children had gone to fight or help with the war, and four had returned. Another two children had remained safe and at home. And none had perished of the terrible flu, though it was still rife enough for her to remain worried.


She reached the parlour and looked in: morning sunlight streaming in, her grown children relaxed over tea, books and games.


Amy spotted her mother in the doorway. ‘Morning, Mother,’ she said languidly. She had prepared the tea tray herself; given her parents’ current finances, they could no longer afford live-in help. And, surrounded by brothers, Amy found herself playing maid. She didn’t mind it for the moment – delighted as she was by the presence of the boys after all this time. Though she knew her tolerance would wear off. ‘Would you like some tea?’


‘I wouldn’t mind a cup,’ Dorothy said.


Fitzwilliam, the youngest, sat right in the corner, almost facing away, but catching the light from the window on his book. His current read was Oswald Spengler’s first volume of The Decline of the West. He looked over his spectacles to bid his mother a good morning. He’d been a wonderful companion to her through the war years, as they’d read together by the fire and walked a little way around the estate – as far as he could go without putting too much strain on his heart and becoming breathless. But now his brothers were back, Fitzwilliam knew he had to concentrate on moving on. He wanted to work, but he didn’t want to take any work from the brave men who had returned, of course. He’d been contemplating Oxford, though it’d take some convincing of Dorothy so she wouldn’t worry for him living away.


Rupert, Henry and James sat around a card table. Dorothy sipped her tea standing up, almost unbelieving. That they were here, but also that these men were her sons.


‘Mother,’ Rupert, her oldest, said. ‘Sit!’ He stood to offer his chair. He was dark-haired and wiry like his father, though more tanned, from working on the sea. Rupert had worked for the Navy during the war and retained his position even now. The family had been holding their breath even after the armistice, knowing Rupert was at the Navy base at Scapa Flow. The last German ship had been interned on 9 January and they were being guarded by the Battle Cruiser Force. Rupert was due to report back, to help guard while the Navy decided the fate of the Germans and their ships, but he’d thankfully been allowed to take leave.


Dorothy took the chair Rupert offered, smiling at her eldest, wishing he didn’t have to leave again, but also grateful that he had ongoing employment.


For James and Henry, it was another story. Henry, twenty-three, had been stationed near Arras, and then in Belgium, dealing with prisoners of war. But superior officers continued on with that work and he was here, jobless but upstanding and optimistic – sleeves rolled back and hair slicked always in readiness. He carried none of her worrying nature. James, now twenty-two, carried Dorothy’s fairness – he’d seen plenty of battle in the Balkans, and his light hazel eyes beneath his soft eyelashes were like an old man’s looking out of a young face. But he was here, Dorothy thought. In one piece. They would both have to find work. Arthur, their father, was doing his best to put the word out to his contacts, while keeping the estate afloat.


Arthur’s beloved 1910 24HP Series A four-seater Alfa pulled up now in front of the house. Arthur tried not to notice, as he walked through the front garden and the hall, all the things that needed fixing, replacing, repainting. Not to mention the car itself. If only Grace and Douglas, his old gamekeeper, could still be there to service the vehicle, it would not be so much of a worry. He did not look ahead to the large living room, where there was a gap on the wall where the pre-Raphaelite, that he’d been devastated to sell, used to be. What was important now was the small window of time when his children were back here, back together. He wished Grace could be here, too. His adventurous girl. But she and Will were so busy with their important work at Queen Mary’s and other hospitals, as well as preparing for the new arrival.


He stood at the entrance to the parlour, taking in the happy sight of his children. The joy was mixed with guilt that they would not enjoy the kind of life he and Dorothy had done. Yes, he had fought as well, in the Boer War, and been injured, but he had lived beyond that in comfort and luxury – with staff, plentiful quality food and surrounded by beauty: art, furniture, clothing and gardens. He’d been able to put his mind to political work, not take whatever middle-class position might come his way, as his sons might have to do.


For Amy, his sparkling daughter, he hoped she’d find a good husband. Unlike Grace, she had no intention to follow any kind of cause or passion. He wasn’t sure she had any, except gossip and fashion. She’d had invitations and callers already, since the war ended, and she indulged in the attention but was dismissive of it in the same breath. Arthur was not sure he’d ever quite understand her.


It was sad that, for the boys, Rupert was the only one with a sweetheart – Emma – but was also the only one who would have to remain away for his work. Arthur hoped they’d find time to marry. James and Henry hadn’t had a chance to meet anybody.


‘Boys,’ Arthur said, as Dorothy smiled at him, clearly happy with her children around her. ‘I need your help with a project.’


‘Of course, Father,’ said James.


‘Your mother and I have discussed letting out the west wing for hunting parties. We may have lost most of the horses to the war effort but the hounds are healthy and if the Duke thinks they’re good enough to breed with his hounds, then we can breed them ourselves.’


The children looked uncertain.


‘Have things become so dire, Father?’ Amy said.


Arthur sighed. ‘I would not say they are dire, my dear. We simply have a lot of land and I would rather do what we can to keep this, our family estate, in one piece—’


‘But strangers in our house, Father. Won’t it be a terrible bore? Won’t it be hard work?’


‘About time you learned something about that, sis,’ Rupert joked, standing by the window with a pipe in hand, as though peering from a porthole on one of his ships.


‘Now,’ Dorothy said, again throwing a little smile towards her husband, ‘everyone has had to make sacrifices in recent years, and the world has changed, and your father and I – on the whole, we’ve been lucky. But it’s become time to make some changes, and we’ll do what we have to do.’


Amy groaned.


Fitzwilliam put his glasses down. ‘We are in the becoming and the changing, not the set-fast . . .’ He pointed at his book by way of explanation.


Rupert gave his little brother a friendly scruff of the head.


Henry stood and stretched out like a cat. ‘Let’s make a plan,’ he said to his father. James stood to follow.


As they walked down the hallway to Arthur’s office, James said, ‘Father, I’ve been thinking about what to do some more . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘And I thought: it has to be either an old profession that never wanes, or a role in an entirely new industry.’


‘That’s smart thinking, James.’


They entered the office, which had a superb view of Arthur’s favourite redwood tree. Arthur went to sit behind the desk and the boys pulled up chairs to the back and side.


‘The lack of traditional education and experience’ – James said this in inverted commas, referring to the intense experiences recently had – ‘means I can’t take up a profession like law or politics. So, I’m considering emerging industries.’


Arthur felt that squirm of guilt again. That it wasn’t easy for his sons, that they had to think about how to live and survive.


‘There are new motor car companies popping up every day, Father. And I love to drive. I know I might only start out in a lowly sales position, but I could work up to managing or perhaps be the person who visits international offices – something still with a bit of flexibility.’


Henry was nodding along. ‘Would suit you,’ he said.


Arthur felt overcome. He had to swallow a burning in his throat. That wasn’t like him. Maybe with his daughters, but not his sons. He cleared his throat.


‘To be surrounded by beautiful motors all day – that sounds wonderful.’ He smiled at James, then pulled open a drawer for the paperwork he’d started on the hunting lodge budget and plans.
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Putney, London, April 1919


It was always worse with children, thought Will. Especially ones you knew. Freddie was a lovely little boy of six who lived just a few doors up from Will and Grace’s terrace near Richmond Park. He and his older brother, Terry, would often be seen pulling one another along on the little wooden cart that their father had made for them out of discarded pram wheels and planks of wood.


Freddie always had a beaming smile and an enchanting and insatiable curiosity.


‘Why have you got a metal leg under your arm?’ he would ask Will on his return from work at the rehabilitation hospital. ‘Who is it for? Why do they need it? How could they be so clumsy as to lose their own leg? How does it fit on? Can you play football with it?’ And so on.


Freddie’s father, George, was a carpenter and his mother, Briony, worked in the haberdashery shop on the corner. They were a kind family that Will and Grace had come to know quite well and they often spent time chatting over the picket fence at the front of their modest property. Kitty played with Freddie and his brother when she came over.


Freddie now lay prostrate in his bed, grievously ill. His skin looked pale grey in colour, blood trickled from his nose and his curly blond locks, usually so beautiful and springy, were stuck to his scalp and forehead with dried sweat. His neck, which was usually slender, was grotesquely swollen with enlarged lymph glands, and his breathing was shallow and rapid. When he coughed, it was a shrill yelp, a bit like a seal barking for fish.


In between coughs, the sounds of inhalation and expiration were reedy and coarse. At times, he would open his eyes, but when he did, the signs of a newly acquired divergent squint – where an eye begins to turn outwards – were apparent.


Grace, who was now into her thirty-third week of pregnancy, had been urgently summoned to the house by Briony, who knew she was a well-respected and highly experienced nurse. Experienced enough to know exactly what they were dealing with. After a very brief but thorough assessment, she had promptly sent George over to the limb-fitting centre at Queen Mary’s with a hastily scrawled note to fetch Will. He had turned up less than thirty minutes later, perspiring and breathless.


Over the last few months, thanks to his tutelage from Dr Forrester, he had already attended many sick children within the community exhibiting a wide variety of ailments. These ranged from the dreaded Spanish flu, which was still circulating and claiming lives, through to erysipelas, tonsillitis, rheumatic fever, pneumonia and tuberculosis. Will had learned just how susceptible small children were to dangerous infections by dint of the immaturity of their immune systems.


George had led him upstairs to the boy’s bedroom and placed a rickety wooden chair by Freddie’s bedside for Will to perch on.


He took the boy gently by the hand now and spoke softly to him.


‘Hello, Freddie,’ he said. ‘It’s Will. I’m sorry you’re poorly. Would you mind if I had a little look at you?’


Freddie opened his eyes and tried to speak but the words would not form in his throat. But somehow he bravely, almost imperceptibly, nodded his head.


Will stood and bent over the boy. Within moments he confirmed without doubt the diagnosis.


The breathing and the racing heart could signify many things. But the grey, adherent pseudomembrane covering the boy’s throat and obstructing his airway, together with the bulbous congested neck, could only mean one thing. The dead cells lining the respiratory passages only formed a solid sheet of tissue like that as a result of one particular infection. An illness that had a worryingly high mortality rate. An infectious disease known as diphtheria.


Will looked to Grace in the corner of the room and lightly shook his head to signify the seriousness of the situation. She was carrying their unborn child and was at increased risk of infection due to the pregnancy. Grace understood, blew him a kiss and left the room, seeking Freddie’s brother, Terry, to get the young boy out from underfoot and to distract him while his parents were busy worrying.


Will urgently sent out for Dr Forrester with instructions as to what he should bring with him. Dr Forrester trusted Will’s judgement enough by now to put his faith in him and do as instructed.


 


Here they both were, standing solemnly on either side of Freddie’s bed. Will watched the kindly face of the doctor, peering through bifocals, fully stocked medical bag at his feet, as he carefully but swiftly examined the boy from head to foot.


Forrester was conscious of the worried parents who paced the room and wrung their hands in the background. He instructed and explained to Will what he was doing, as had become their custom, but at the same time hoped it would help the parents understand the status and gravity of the situation.


‘Your conclusion is correct, young Will,’ Forrester said. ‘The temperature is 102.4 degrees Fahrenheit and the pulse irregular and thready at 150.’ He did not need to refer to the fob watch buried deep within his waistcoat pocket and attached by the golden Albert chain to his jacket. Years of practising medicine had enabled him to mentally assess the patient’s heart rate as precisely as any Patek Philippe or Rolex timepiece. ‘The respiratory rate is sixty per minute. The thoracic excursion shallow. There is marked stridor, a sign of obstructive breathing in the upper airway.’
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