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      The English countryside is never typified more than by the beauty of many of the tiny villages and hamlets that lie dotted in the midst of its agricultural heartlands. Those villages, many dating back to the time of William the Conqueror or earlier times form that extraordinarily special backbone to the very ‘Englishness’ of the countryside. In many cases unaffected by progress and unchanging over the years these islands of peace within an otherwise frantically industrialised and heavy-industry driven economy often hark back to an era when life was lived at a slower pace, when neighbours could leave their doors open without fear of being robbed, and when everyone knew everyone else and the community cared for itself and each other as though the village itself were a living, breathing entity.

      Every so often however, an event may take place that upsets and dislocates the unchanging equilibrium of even such idyllic locations. It may be fire, flood or pestilence, but it goes without saying that when such upheaval strikes life in those beautiful and tranquil havens may never ever be quite the same again.

      What follows is the story of one such village, and of one such upheaval, and so we must take a short journey back in time to the year nineteen fifty eight, back to when it all began, to when death wore a new cloak, walked a new course, and the terror of a bygone age reached out to chill the hearts of those who crossed its path.

      

      Author’s note

      

      The timing of the release of this edition of Pestilence is purely coincidental to the fact the world is currently in the grip of the Global Coronavirus pandemic. Hundreds of thousands of people have succumbed to this terrible illness and there are certainly some similarities between the reality and the fiction as presented in a small way in this book. Some of my associates have almost called the book prophetic, written as it was over ten years before the current pandemic. Any such similarity between the fictional events told of within these pages is entirely coincidental, though it cannot be denied that the feelings and emotions of the people of my fictional town of Olney St. Mary do without doubt chillingly mirror the reality as reported in the national and international press as we watch the horrors of the reality unfold. If this book carries a message it is simply…Stay safe, and happy reading!
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      The quaint and peaceful village of Olney St. Mary had stood in its rural location for almost nine hundred years. Set in the tranquil Kent countryside, surrounded by vast swathes of hop fields that grew the crop for the beer that would quench a thousand thirsts, it had watched over the comings and goings of the centuries virtually untouched by time. The people of Olney had always lavished care on their village, isolated as it was by its pastoral surroundings. The nearest settlement to the village was the tiny hamlet of Bywater some twenty-five miles to the east, the nearest town, Ashford being nearly forty miles away. The coast lay to the south, a distance of just over forty-five miles as the crow flies.

      It had been a Royalist stronghold during the long-ago days of the English Civil War when Cromwell had for a brief period of history established his Puritan Commonwealth in England’s realm. As far as was known, however, no battles or even light skirmishes took place within fifty miles of the village.

      Centuries later, a memorial was erected to commemorate and remember the lives of the fifteen men from the village who sacrificed their lives for their country during the great World conflagration of 1914-1918.

      Later, during the Second World War Olney had been witness to an aerial dogfight during the Battle of Britain and a Messerschmitt Bf110 had been shot down by a defending Spitfire in the skies above the village, eventually crashing to the ground in flames just beyond the northern boundary of Olney in a field owned by Mr. Simon Parkes. The aircraft had been flying as an escort to a formation of German Heinkel bombers en route for London, and a great cheer went up from the local residents as they saw the aircraft hit the ground. The elation of those first on the scene was quickly tempered when they witnessed the fruitless struggles of the two unfortunate aircrew as they tried desperately to escape from the burning pyre that their aircraft had become. The remains of the German aircrew were later buried with due respect and reverence in the graveyard at St. Mary’s church. German or not, they had been human beings, and the people of Olney were decent, God-fearing folk, who bore their fallen enemies no further malice. After all, the dead couldn’t hurt them, could they? After that the village remained relatively untouched by the savagery of war, though rationing took its toll on the local businesses, and after the war another twenty names were added to the local war memorial. The sons of Olney St. Mary had once again stood tall and proud and given their all for King and Country.

      As the nineteen fifties saw the world entering a new and relatively peaceful age the village regained its previous air of tranquillity, and little happened that could be described as newsworthy in the village of Olney. The remains of the crashed Luftwaffe Messerschmitt had been removed from Farmer Parkes’ field by the RAF at the end of hostilities to be displayed in a museum and the field had been sold to the Parish council, where it had been turned into a playground for the local children. The fifties heralded the new consumer age, with washing machines, televisions and motor cars becoming the norm, rather than being the preserve of the wealthy or the middle classes. Work was plentiful, and though small, Olney St. Mary prospered. The majority of its working population were involved in one of the two main local industries; farming, or barrel making. A team of coopers still produced hand-made barrels for the brewery industry according to the methods laid down centuries earlier. Indeed, there would be little to distinguish between a twentieth century Olney-made barrel and one produced in the days of Cromwell’s Parliament.

      The tiny school, the church and the local pub, The Beekeepers Arms were the focal points of village life, and Sam Bradley’s garage was the only place from which the locals could obtain cars, tractors and the spare parts for both. His was also the only petrol pump to be found for miles around, the profits from the sale of said petrol making Bradley one of the wealthier men in Olney.

      Bradley had been excused war service due to his having been born with a club foot, though this didn’t prevent him from growing up to be a tall and handsome young man who had no problem in his relationships with the opposite sex. He’d married during the war, and his wife Emily had given birth to their first child, a son, in 1944. David Bradley took after his father; he was a good-looking boy, taller than most of his contemporaries, and the child always seemed happy, the smile seemingly painted upon his cheery face. Two years later, a daughter followed whom the couple named Christine, and for the Bradleys, life was good. Sam’s business prospered and the children were both healthy and strong, and popular amongst the other children of the village.

      Young David spent much of his time in the company of his best friend Evan Parkes, one year his senior. Evan was the grandson of Simon Parkes and lived with his grandparents on the farm. Evan’s father Michael had been one of the unfortunate sons of Olney who had perished fighting for his country during the conflagration of World War Two, being cut down by enemy mortar fire as he played his part in the battle to free France from the yoke of Hitler’s tyranny. Michael’s was one of the twenty names that were freshly engraved on the war memorial when peace returned to Europe and the world. Evan’s mother Deirdre, never the strongest of women had become pregnant with Evan during one of her husband’s last leave periods before his death and Michael had died in action without ever having seen his baby son. Deirdre had found life unbearable after the reported death of her husband, and she died in 1946 from what the locals described to each other as a broken heart. In fact, Deirdre had contracted viral influenza, and her body had been unable to cope with the ravages of the disease, thus leaving her young son in the care of his grandparents Simon and Ellen Parkes.

      David and Evan played together almost every day and were seen together so often that a casual visitor might have mistaken them for brothers. Football, cricket, games of make-believe, of cowboys and Indians, the imagination of the two youngsters took them on a roller-coaster ride through childhood, and they became two of the most popular children at the tiny village school, where their teacher Eileen Devenish was always delighted with their schoolwork and good behaviour. As they moved into their teens, their education became the responsibility of Mr. Eric Padley who taught Olney’s children of secondary school age. Both boys continued to be the best of friends, and to excel at their studies.

      As the boys and their peers grew towards adulthood life in Olney thus proceeded in its usual idyllic fashion for those fortunate enough to live within its boundaries.

      In 1958 the usual calm of Olney was disturbed by the death of the village’s long serving general practitioner, Doctor Harold Meddings at the age of seventy. Meddings had been the doctor in the village for as long as most people could remember and the whole village turned out to attend his funeral in the tiny church, the service being conducted by Timothy Grafton, vicar of St. Mary’s. Three weeks after the funeral the new doctor arrived to take over the deceased Meddings’ duties. Sent at the request of the parish council by the local health authority based in Ashford, Doctor Hilary Newton’s arrival set tongues whispering in Olney from her first day in the village. Doctor Newton was young, female, and pretty, a combination guaranteed to ruffle a few feathers in the previously staid village. With her long hair styled in the fashion of forties movie pin-up Veronica Lake the new doctor instantly became the object of any number of schoolboy crushes, not to mention raising the blood pressure of most of the adult population of Olney. Many of the older residents of the village passed less than complimentary comments on the appointment of a woman as their new doctor and for many weeks Hilary Newton’s daily surgery was marked by a distinct lack of the elderly patients who had made up the bulk of old Doctor Meddings’ regular clients. The young doctor was painfully aware that she would have a real job on her hands in gaining the respect and the trust of her new patients. Time of course would play a part, as eventually even the elderly residents of Olney would need the care of a qualified medical practitioner. They couldn’t treat themselves with aspirin and old-wives remedies for ever.

      Unfortunately for the new incumbent in the post of general practitioner to the people of Olney St. Mary that time was rapidly running out. Her services, and her medical knowledge were about to be tested to the full and she would have to work more than extremely hard if she were not to be found wanting!
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      The first hint of the trouble that was yet to come in Olney St. Mary came by way of a telephone call from Sam Bradley to the new doctor one sunny Tuesday evening. Hilary Newton was just filing the last of her patient record cards away after a particularly quiet evening surgery. Two sore throats, a newly diagnosed pregnancy and a strained back made up the sum total of the calls on her medical training that day.

      She reached out to lift the jangling telephone receiver, never realising that that one call was about to change the lives of everyone in the village.

      “Doctor Newton,” she announced to the as yet unknown caller.

      “Doctor, we haven’t met yet but my name’s Bradley, Sam Bradley. I own the garage in the village.”

      “I know who you are Mr. Bradley. I’ve seen you around and someone told me who you were in case I needed my car repaired in the future. What can I do for you?”

      “It’s my son doctor, young David. He came home from school complaining of feeling unwell and he seems to be running a temperature. He’s complaining of feeling cold despite his body heat and he’s coughing a lot and seems short of breath.”

      “Hmm, sounds like he could have a dose of the ‘flu Mr. Bradley. Listen, you keep him warm and give him plenty of fluids to drink and I’ll be over to see him in a few minutes. I’ve just a couple of things to clear away here at the surgery and I’ll be right over. You live in the house behind the garage, don’t you?”

      “That’s right Doctor, and thanks.”

      “Don’t worry Mr. Bradley. I’m sure David will be just fine.”

      Five minutes later Hilary Newton picked up her ubiquitous black ‘doctor’s bag’, locked the surgery door and got behind the wheel of her Ford Prefect. The little beige car wasn’t quite as imposing as the old Austin Princess that Meddings had driven but it suited her. Though it was only half a mile from the surgery to the Bradley house she thought it would appear more professional if she appeared on call in her car rather than on foot.

      Sam Bradley met her at the door to his home. His wife Emily, he explained, was upstairs sitting with David in his bedroom. Bradley informed the doctor that in the last few minutes David had begun to complain of pain in the muscles of his arms and legs, and that he felt as weak as a kitten. Hilary asked the man to show her to his son’s bedroom.

      Young David Bradley looked awful! It was evident to the doctor that the boy was in some discomfort from the pains that he’d been complaining of. He seemed to be trying to lift his aching arms and legs from the bed, as though being in contact with the soft mattress was in itself a cause of agony to the boy.

      “Here’s the doctor David, you’ll soon feel better now, son” came the consoling words from his mother. A little overweight and with a shock of mousey brown hair that desperately needed a perm, Emily Bradley looked as though she were about to burst into tears at any moment. Her son was ill, and she wore the worried and anxious look of mothers all around the world when they think their child is in danger from some unknown source.

      Moving right up to the boy’s bedside Hilary placed a thermometer under the boy’s tongue with her right hand while placing her left hand on his forehead. She barely needed to wait for the mercury to rise in the thermometer to ascertain that the boy had a high fever. When she removed the thermometer and took a reading, she was appalled to find that the boy’s temperature was a hundred and two degrees. This was one very poorly young man. David shivered despite his temperature.

      “I feel really cold, Doctor,” he said through gritted teeth. “I hurt all over.”

      “Don’t you worry David. We’ll soon get you sorted out.”

      “Is it influenza then, Doctor?” asked the boy’s mother.

      “Quite probably, Mrs. Bradley. I’ll give David something to help bring his temperature down and you must make sure he takes on plenty of fluids to prevent dehydration.” She passed a small supply of white tablets to the boy’s mother.

      “Panadol,” said the doctor. They contain paracetamol, a new drug that helps to reduce fever. David is old enough to take it. Give him two tablets now, two more at bedtime, and repeat the dose when he wakes in the morning. I’ll be back to see him tomorrow. Try to keep him calm, Mrs. Bradley. You might try wiping his brow with a cool wet towel to give him some relief from the fever symptoms as well.”

      “Right then, Doctor and thank you. You see David; it’s just a dose of ‘flu. You’ll be right as rain when the doctor’s tablets start to work. Isn’t that right Doctor?”

      “Let’s just hope that David is feeling much better by the time I come to see him tomorrow.”

      As she was about to leave the house Sam Bradley approached her and asked

      “What did you say those pills are called, doctor?”

      “They contain Paracetamol Mr. Bradley. It’s relatively new and was introduced three years ago. It’s been clinically trialled and tested and believe me it’s much kinder to the stomach than aspirin, which can cause all sorts of problems in someone as young as David.”

      “Well, you’re the doctor. I must say we don’t hold with all these new-fangled things here in this part of the world, Doctor Newton.”

      “It’s a simple pain killer Mr. Bradley, what we call an analgesic. It’s also the best drug on the market to help reduce his temperature. I promise you it won’t harm David in any way. Now, why don’t you go and see your son? You and your wife should take it in turns to sit with him through the night, just in case his temperature rises any further. If it does you must send for me right away, do you understand?”

      Sam Bradley appeared to be mollified by the doctor’s words and allowed himself to relax a little.

      “Right then, if you’re sure Doctor. We can call you at any time if he takes a turn for the worse?”

      “Any time at all Mr. Bradley, I mean it. Now, I’ll bid you goodnight. As I said I’ll be back to see David in the morning, right after surgery.”

      “Yes, okay. Goodnight, Doctor Newton.”

      It took Hilary less than five minutes to drive the half mile to her home. During those minutes she reflected on the state of her latest patient. That David Bradley was ill she was in no doubt about. That it was influenza she was reasonably sure about, though she had the terrible feeling that she might be witnessing the manifestation of a new strain of the killer bug. Influenza had been responsible for millions of deaths throughout the history of mankind and the ‘flu virus had developed an uncanny means of mutating from time to time, developing new and more powerful biological weapons in its global war against the human race. Hilary knew that if this was indeed a new strain that had found its way to Olney, then she would need help from outside. Of course, she knew that it was early days and that the last thing she should do was panic. Tomorrow was another day, and she would see how David Bradley was as soon as her morning surgery was over.

      As she unlocked her front door and pushed it open, she could hear the incessant ringing of the telephone from within.

      Rushing to answer it in case it was Sam Bradley with news of a sudden rise in David’s temperature she snatched the phone from its cradle.

      “Hello?”

      “Is that the doctor?” asked an anxious and unknown voice.

      “Yes, this is Doctor Newton. Who’s speaking please?”

      “Doctor Newton. This is Simon Parkes at Birtles Farm. Can you come to see my grandson right now, please Doctor? He’s very ill, boiling up he is, and shivering at the same time and…”

      “It’s alright Mr Parkes. Listen, keep him warm and I’ll be there in just a few minutes. I’ve just visited the Bradley boy and he has the same symptoms. I think we’re looking at a case of influenza. I’m sure it looks much worse that it really is. Don’t worry, please, I won’t be long.”

      “David Bradley?” asked the farmer. “He and Evan are best friends, doctor. Do you think they’ve both picked up the same bug?”

      “I’ll know better when I get there Mr. Parkes. Now, if we can get off the phone?”

      “Oh yes, sorry Doctor. We’ll be waiting.”

      The drive to Birtles Farm took a little longer than the one to the garage. It took Hilary Newton almost ten minutes to reach the farm gate, and another three minutes to slowly navigate her way along the long dirt track that led up to the farmhouse. Simon Parkes was waiting on the step that led into his home when Hilary pulled her Ford Prefect to a halt and stepped from the car.

      The next few minutes were a virtual repeat of her earlier visit to the Bradley home. Ellen Parkes was made of sterner stuff than Emily Bradley. Perhaps being a farmer’s wife and being used to the occasional illness amongst the animals on the farm, she was a little more hardened and able to cope with her grandson’s sickness.

      “Right Doctor, what do you think?” she asked after Hilary had spent five minutes closely examining young Evan Parkes.

      “I can’t say for certain, Mrs. Parkes, but I think it’s influenza. He’s showing the same symptoms as David Bradley and your husband says that they’re best friends. They could have picked up the influenza virus from the same source if they’ve spent a lot of time together recently.”

      “A lot of time together? Those two boys are virtually inseparable Doctor, always have been.”

      “That would certainly explain them both succumbing to the virus at the same time Mrs. Parkes. Now, I’m going to give you some tablets that should help to bring Evan’s temperature down and ease the pains in his muscles. I’m going to call back and see him in the morning, as soon as I’ve been back to see the Bradley boy. Don’t you worry; we’ll soon have Evan on his feet again.”

      Ellen Parkes nodded at the doctor and turned towards her grandson.

      “Thanks Doctor. Now you be a good boy and do as the doctor tells you, Evan. You must rest and take these tablets she’s prescribed for you.”

      “Yes Nan,” said the boy. His voice seemed quite feeble and it was evident that he was struggling to speak, perhaps because of the soreness in his throat.

      As she sank into a chair in her house soon afterwards Hilary Newton looked up at the clock on the wall. It was ten o’clock. Between the two house calls she’d spent three hours ministering to her two young patients. She was exhausted after a long day in the first place, now she was ready for a hot drink and bed.

      After a cup of cocoa Hilary Newton made her way upstairs to the bathroom, where she washed and changed into her favourite pink nightie, which was hanging on a hook behind the door, and then to her bedroom. As she lay in bed she tried to think if she’d missed anything that might have helped her in her diagnosis of the two young boys that evening. In her last few seconds of cognitive thought, before she was overtaken by the dark and welcome blanket of sleep Hilary decided that she’d done all she could for the boys. If it was influenza, and she was relatively certain of her diagnosis, then she was comforted by the thought that the disease was admirably treatable. Medical science had moved by leaps and bounds since the 1918 influenza pandemic which had swept around the world like one of the four horsemen of the apocalypse, leaving millions dead in its wake. No, the two boys would soon be up and running again. She was sure of that.

      The events that were to follow over the next few days were to prove Hilary Newton catastrophically and tragically wrong.
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      Hilary rose at six a.m. Her night had been undisturbed by further telephone calls, so she assumed that the two boys she’d treated the previous night were either improving, or at least their symptoms had grown no worse during the hours of darkness. She washed her hair and was grateful that she’d bought the new electric hairdryer from a department store in Ashford before moving to Olney. There were no such luxuries available in the Olney St. Mary general store, the only retail establishment in the village apart from a small newsagent which was located adjacent to Bradley’s garage. The dryer was noisy but effective, and her hair was dry in minutes.

      Downstairs, she filled the kettle and placed it on the gas hob in the kitchen. While it boiled, she prepared her usual bowl of cornflakes, sprinkled with a dusting of sugar. She sat down to her breakfast and had almost finished the cornflakes when the kettle began its cheery whistle on the stove to inform her that the water had boiled. Hilary poured the boiling water onto the tea leaves which were waiting in the bottom of the tea pot, and two minutes later she poured herself a delicious cup of her favourite morning tea.

      She made her way back upstairs to her bedroom, pausing long enough on the upstairs landing to peep into her spare bedroom, which currently acted as a repository for her as yet unpacked belongings, still stored in boxes on the floor. The room also contained the remaining items that had belonged to the late Dr. Meddings. They would be collected by his niece at some date in the near future, or so Hilary had been informed. She made a mental note to start sorting out her things very soon. She had yet to totally personalise the cottage which housed her surgery. It was of a decent size, with two bedrooms, a kitchen and three living rooms downstairs, one of which acted as her waiting room, another doubling as the consulting room which contained all the medical paraphernalia associated with a doctor’s place of work, down to the skeleton hanging on a metal frame in one corner of the room. Hilary had noticed that the skeleton was positioned in such a way that it appeared to be ‘looking’ at the eye test chart which was tacked to the wall directly opposite its location. More than anything, the rent on the cottage surgery was cheap by the standards of the day, just five pounds a week, and Hilary had been only too pleased to accept the position of general practitioner in the village of Olney. Where better to begin one’s solo career as a G.P.?

      In her room once more she dressed for the day ahead. Knowing that she would soon be visiting Birtles Farm once more, she decided to forego her usual formal attire for the morning surgery. Leaving her dress and jacket on their hangers in the wardrobe, she instead selected a beige polo necked sweater and a pair of tan trousers and topped the ensemble off with a pale brown cardigan. She extracted a pair of as yet unused green wellington boots from the bottom of her wardrobe. She’d change into them at the farm. She applied a hint of eye shadow and lipstick and checked her appearance in the mirror which stood on a swivelling stand on the dressing table. She’d do!

      Morning surgery began at eight thirty, and when Hilary peered into the waiting room, she saw that she had only two patients waiting to take advantage of her professional services. Seventy-year-old Mrs. Eileen Docherty had been to see Hilary the previous week. Doubtless she required further reassurance that her arthritis wasn’t about to lead her sudden demise. The second person waiting was equally as old as Mrs. Docherty, but the lady was unknown to Hilary. She’d soon find out her name of course once surgery began.

      Hilary nodded and said a cheerful “Good morning” to her patients and went through the waiting room into her consulting room. She’d barely sat down in her chair behind the old mahogany desk when the phone began its infernal jangling.

      “Doctor Newton,” she answered.

      “It’s Sam Bradley, Doctor Newton. I know you said you’d be calling after your surgery finished but I think you should come right now if possible.”

      “Is David worse, Mr. Bradley?”

      “Yes Doctor, he is. He seemed OK all through the night, and then this morning he started to complain that the pains in his muscles were getting worse. He can’t stop shivering, though his body is red hot to the touch, and he’s developed a cough that sounds as though his lungs are full of liquid. We’re very worried; please can you come straight away? His mother is frantic with fear.”

      The mother wasn’t the only one, thought Hilary. She could sense the man’s fear as she listened to him describing the boy’s symptoms.

      “I’ll be right there Mr. Bradley. Tell your wife not to panic. I’m sure we’ll soon have David stabilised. It might just be a case of his fever breaking, a crisis point after which his temperature will begin to fall, and he’ll start his recovery.”

      Even as she spoke the words, Hilary herself feared that she may have been wrong in her initial diagnosis of young David Bradley, but if she had been, then what could be causing his symptoms? He’d shown all the classic hallmarks of a bad case of influenza the night before, but the cough and strange sounds coming from his lungs worried her more she dared let on to the boy’s father.

      “OK Doctor, and thank you.” said the garage owner as he hung up the phone on her. Whether he trusted her or not Hilary couldn’t be sure, but Sam Bradley knew that at that point in time Hilary Newton was the only option open to him in his efforts to make his son well again.

      “I’m sorry ladies, but I have to leave to attend an emergency. Can I ask you to come back and attend the evening surgery?”

      The two elderly ladies in the waiting room looked aghast as Hilary breezed into the room with her black bag in hand.

      “But, what about my arthritis?” asked old Mrs. Docherty, “And Mrs. Henshaw here is having terrible trouble with her varicose veins.”

      At least Hilary now knew the name of the mystery patient.

      “Look ladies, I really am deeply sorry, but I have a very sick young boy to attend to and I must go, now! Please come back later.”

      Hilary Newton didn’t look back as she exited the surgery door. She knew that she’d probably done irreparable damage to her relationship with two of her elderly patients, but varicose veins and arthritis could wait. By the sound of his father’s phone call, David Bradley’s problems couldn’t. After she’d gone the two old ladies sat dumbfounded in the waiting room for a few minutes before rising to leave. Nothing like this had ever happened to them before. Eileen Docherty remarked to her lifelong friend Polly Henshaw that.

      “This would never have happened if they’d sent us a man to replace Doctor Meddings. You just can’t trust these young girls to be as professional as a man, that’s what I say.”

      “Quite right, Eileen. Who ever let women become doctors anyway? Doctoring is man’s work, that’s what it is. So much for the bloody National Health Service.”

      It quite escaped the two women that they both shared the same gender as the young woman they were so intent on maligning. Mind you, they would have probably said “That’s different”, if pressed on the matter; such was the mindset of their generation.

      As the two walked down the street towards their respective homes Eileen Docherty shouted to her friend as they parted.

      “It was the war, Polly, that’s what did it. Not enough men, so they let these slips of girls do a bit of training and now they can call themselves doctors.”

      Her friend nodded and waved, and the two women were soon ensconced in their cosy cottages brewing tea and bemoaning the fact that of all things, they had a woman doctor to contend with in Olney St. Mary.

      When she arrived at the Bradley house, Hilary was shown straight up to David’s sick room by his worried looking father. One look at the patient was enough to tell Hilary that she was now dealing with a terribly ailing young man. Beads of sweat were dotted on his brow, though the boy was shivering as though chilled to the bone. When she took his temperature, she found it had risen by one degree from the previous night, but the thing that worried Hilary most of all was the cough. It was as his father had described on the phone. The boy had developed a ‘liquid’ cough that spoke of massive lung congestion.

      “Look, Doctor.”

      The boy’s mother held a towel out in Hilary’s direction. She could see flecks of blood on it.

      “He started to cough it up a few minutes ago, and he says he feels dizzy.”

      The young doctor was now seriously worried about her patient. His rapid deterioration indicated to Hilary that the boy was suffering from something rather more serious than influenza, though what it could be she felt unable to decipher at the time. She could discount bronchitis, pneumonia and a whole raft of other diseases or infections affecting the lungs and the bronchial tract as his symptoms were far more radical than would be found in any of those. Being able to eliminate the things that it couldn’t be was all very well, but none of that helped her in diagnosing the true nature of what ailed young David Bradley.

      As she watched it became obvious that the boy’s breathing was becoming more laboured. He coughed again, and blood spattered the bedclothes. Hilary needed to think quickly. Her options were extremely limited. Should she continue to treat the boy ‘blind’ in the hope that she could discover the cause of his illness and apply a cure, or should she call for an ambulance and have David admitted to hospital in Ashford forty miles away? At least there the doctors could administer the necessary clinical and pathological tests to determine the nature of David’s illness.

      “May I use your telephone please, Mr. Bradley?” she asked. “I’d like to speak to someone at the hospital in Ashford to determine whether we should admit David for tests.”

      “Do you really think that’s necessary Doctor, to admit him to hospital I mean?”

      “It may be the best thing for David, Mr. Bradley, and until I can be absolutely certain what it is we’re dealing with here I’d rather not take any chances with your son’s health.”

      Emily Bradley, sitting in a chair beside her son’s bed looked imploringly at her husband.

      “Sam, let the doctor send him to hospital if she thinks it’s for the best. We just want David to get well again, don’t we, son?” she directed her last words to young David as she clutched the boy’s hand reassuringly.

      David appeared almost too feeble to speak, and merely nodded weakly at his mother.

      “Do whatever you think necessary, Doctor,” said Bradley.

      Five minutes later Hilary was connected to Doctor Paul Trent, a consultant and a specialist in respiratory diseases at the Ashford General Hospital.

      “I don’t like the sound of it, Hilary,” said Trent, who’d known Hilary from her days as a junior house doctor at the hospital, after hearing her full description of David Bradley’s symptoms.

      “It sounds too virulent and far too fast in its physical attack on the boy’s system to be a simple case of the flu. Listen, I’ll arrange for an ambulance to get over to Olney St. Mary right away. You have the boy ready when it gets there, and we’ll have him admitted for in depth tests to try to ascertain what’s causing this.”

      “I forgot to mention that I have a second case Paul.”

      “What?”

      “Yes, another boy, similar age, the two patients are best friends, rarely apart apparently. I’m going to visit him as soon as I can make David comfortable here. I’m hoping that he hasn’t deteriorated in the night as well.”

      “Look Hilary, whatever this is, I think you ought to prepare the other boy’s parents as well. Tell them that we might need to have their son transferred here to Ashford along with the other boy. Do the second patient’s parents have a telephone?”

      “Yes, and it’s the grandparents actually.”

      “Very good. Here’s what I want you to do. If the second boy is as poorly as the first one when you get there, you ring the Bradley house and tell them to direct the ambulance to wherever the second patient is. I’ll make sure the ambulance crew are aware that they might have a second pick up to make.”

      “Thanks Paul, I appreciate your help.”

      “Don’t give it another thought Hilary. If you’ve got something nasty in the air around that picturesque little village of yours then we’d best find out and deal with it sooner rather than later, don’t you think?”

      “Of course. I don’t want to start losing patients when I’ve hardly got my feet under the table in the village, do I?”

      “Exactly. Now, off with you and attend to your patients, Doctor. I’m going to get that ambulance on its way to you.”

      “OK, Paul. Like I said, thank you.”

      Evan Parkes was, if anything, in a far worse condition than David Bradley when Hilary arrived at the farm. It took her less than a minute to decide that he too should be sent to the hospital in Ashford. She used the Parkes’ telephone to call the Bradley house and instructed Sam Bradley to direct the ambulance crew to Birtles Farm after they had safely loaded David into the ambulance.

      Two hours later Hilary waved the ambulance away from the farm with her two young patients aboard. She hoped that it wouldn’t take Paul Trent too long to isolate and identify the cause of the two boy’s illness. Unfortunately, events were about to take a turn for the worse.

      When the telephone rang in her office ninety minutes later, she rushed to answer it, assuming it to be Doctor Trent with an initial report on the boy’s arrival at the hospital. It was indeed Trent on the phone, but the news he had to relate to her was of the worst possible kind.

      “Hilary, I’m sorry,” he said, “but Even Parkes died in the ambulance on the way here. David Bradley is hanging on, but I must warn you, it doesn’t look good for him either. I need to work fast to try to find out what the hell this is, so please, I need to go. I’ll call you when I have more news.”

      “Yes, right Paul. Thank you,” Hilary spoke into the mouthpiece, but Trent was already gone.

      She sat in her chair for over twenty minutes, unable to comprehend what had happened. Two young boys, healthy and fit up until a couple of days ago had suddenly been struck down by something she had been unable to identify or treat. Now, one was dead and another close to death if Trent’s words were accurate.

      Eventually, Hilary Newton rose from her chair and took a deep breath. Whether she liked it or not, and with no real idea of what she was going to say, she made her way to the door. She had a terrible and unwanted visit to make.
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      “But I thought you said it was only the flu,” cried Ellen Parkes, her earlier veneer of stoical acceptance of Evan’s illness having totally evaporated with the news of her grandson’s death.

      Her husband stood by her side, one arm around his wife and a look of shock etched deeply into his rugged features. Hilary had driven straight to their house after receiving the phone call from Paul Trent and there had been no easy way for her to inform the couple that their beloved grandson had died en route to the hospital. Now she had to cope with the consequences of the grief her news had generated.

      “That’s what I thought initially, Mrs. Parkes, and it might still prove to be influenza.”

      “I didn’t think people still died from that,” said Simon Parkes, speaking very quietly.

      “For the most part they don’t, Mr. Parkes but there are some strains of the ‘flu virus that are more virulent than others, and we’re only now discovering that there are new variants evolving all the time. We just don’t know if this could be one of them. We’ll know more when the doctors at Ashford have had a chance to do tests on David Bradley and on…”

      “On Evan’s body? That’s what you were about to say wasn’t it, Doctor?”

      “Yes, Mr. Parkes. I’m afraid it’ll be necessary to conduct a post-mortem examination. It’s the law in the case of a sudden and unexplained death. Without it the doctors can’t issue a death certificate you see.”

      Ellen Parkes was sobbing almost uncontrollably by then. Hilary realised that this woman had lost her son and daughter-in-law to the ravages of war, and now their legacy to her and her husband in the form of their son had also been wrenched away from her by the as yet unknown disease that had come upon him so suddenly. She felt an enormous sympathy for Ellen and her husband, in addition to a heavy burden of responsibility for what had happened to Evan.

      Had she missed something in her original diagnosis? Could she have been more thorough in her evaluation of his condition? Should she have known what it was that ailed the boy? All of these questions were running through her mind whilst at the same time she tried to find the right words with which to console the grieving couple, if indeed there were such things as the ‘right words’ to use on such occasions.

      “He was so young, so fit.” This came from Simon Parkes.

      “He had everything to live for, Doctor,” added his wife.

      “I know,” Hilary said quietly, trying to keep the couple as calm as she could.

      “I also know that there’s nothing I can say at the moment that will help you, but the important thing is to try and find out what caused this dreadful thing to happen to Evan and to poor David, and hope that we can find a way to stop it happening to anyone else.”

      Simon Parkes was ready to speak, but at that moment Hilary noticed a shudder run through his body as though the emotion was proving too much for his usual ‘stiff upper lip’ façade. He might be a rugged and tough farmer of the land, but he was human after all. Fighting back tears that had suddenly welled up in his eyes he tried his best to respond to Hilary’s last words.

      “We know you’re right, Doctor, but whatever it was that killed our Evan, finding out about it won’t bring him back will it? I’m sorry that David is suffering as well, don’t get me wrong, but I can’t think past Evan right now, and neither can my wife. If you don’t mind, I think we’d prefer it if you left now. We’d like to be on our own.”

      “Yes, please Doctor, we don’t blame you. You did your best I know that, but it wasn’t enough was it?”

      Ellen Parkes words struck deep into Hilary’s heart. It wasn’t enough, was it?

      She could think of no appropriate response to that grief laden accusation, though she realised that it hadn’t been meant unkindly. The thing she’d learned very quickly about these country folk was that they spoke pretty much as they thought and often the use of diplomacy was an alien concept to their mentality. No, Ellen Parkes wasn’t being hurtful in her remarks, she was simply being truthful according to the way she saw things.

      “Right, well, I’ll go then,” Hilary said after a pause. “I’ll be in touch as soon as the hospital let me know anything about the results of the tests.”

      “The results of the post-mortem don’t you mean Doctor?” asked Simon Parkes.

      “Well, yes.”

      “I should have gone with him in the ambulance,” Ellen sobbed as her husband showed Hilary to the door. As she walked the few yards to her car she looked back to see the farmer holding his sobbing wife in his great, strong arms, and from the movement of his shoulders it was clear that he had waited only until Hilary had left the house before allowing his own emotional floodgates to open.

      Thinking it was impossible to feel more wretched than she did at that moment, Hilary drove slowly back to her surgery. Almost fearing the consequences of what she might hear she nevertheless felt compelled to phone Ashford General as soon as he got back into the house. Paul Trent wasn’t optimistic.

      “The boy is barely hanging on Hilary. We’ve run a whole battery of tests and I’ve asked for the results to be rushed through as fast as possible, but at the moment nothing seems to be slowing down the progression of the disease. If it is ‘flu then it’s the most destructive and virulent strain of the disease I’ve ever seen in my life. I’ve asked Malcolm Davidson, head of my department to take a look at young David. He’s just finishing his daily rounds and then he’ll be joining me. I have a wild theory about this, but I’d rather not discuss it until I’m sure.”

      “What sort of wild theory Paul? You can’t just throw that at me and then expect me not to want to know what you’re thinking.”

      “Listen Hilary, let’s just say that if I’m right, and I hope to God I’m not, then you’ve got a very serious problem on your hands down there. If I’m wrong, then I’m the only one who’ll have egg on his face. Davidson will help me confirm or deny my theory when he sees the boy, then I’ll get back to you.”

      “Paul, you can’t do this to me!”

      “Davidson will be here soon, Hilary. In the meantime get your textbooks out. Look up the symptoms in detail, particularly the rapid onset and progression of the disease. You might get some idea of how I’m thinking that way. I’ll be in touch again soon, I promise.”

      Before Hilary could protest further, Paul Trent replaced the receiver and the line went dead.

      “Damn you, Paul Trent,” she shouted aloud into her empty consulting room, before reaching behind her to the bookshelf where her medical dictionaries and textbooks waited invitingly for her to explore this strange medical phenomenon that had struck at the young men of Olney St. Mary, and which Paul Trent seemed reluctant, or perhaps afraid to mention by name. Hilary Newton began to read…
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      Doctor Malcolm Davidson stood by the bedside of David Bradley. At the age of fifty-six, he was ten years the senior of Paul Trent, though in appearance they looked almost the same age. This wasn’t because Trent had aged considerably, more that Davidson had kept himself in good physical trim all of his life, and the man didn’t look a day over forty-five. Perhaps that was why many of the nurses on the wards at Ashford General had something akin to a schoolgirl crush on the Head of the Department of Chest and Respiratory Diseases.

      Now though, he, like Trent and the two nurses gathered at David’s bedside in the isolation ward was swathed in a shapeless green gown and he wore a surgical mask to protect him from…from what? He had been intrigued by Doctor Trent’s request, passed via his secretary, to attend at the bedside of David Bradley. Trent’s preliminary diagnosis, if confirmed, could prove to be the precursor to a situation that would have been unimaginable when Davidson had risen from his bed that morning.

      Davidson gazed down at the young patient. David Bradley was struggling to breathe, and his respiration was being aided by the oxygen mask that was placed over his lower face. A saline drip was attached to his left forearm ensuring the boy received sufficient fluids to keep his body adequately hydrated. Sweat peppered the boy’s exposed areas of skin and young David Bradley hovered on the edges of consciousness, barley knowing where he was or who was with him. Davidson asked for the boy’s chart and one of the nurses quickly unhooked it from its place at the end of the bed and placed it in the doctor’s waiting hand. After studying it for a minute the senior consultant moved closer to the boy. With his hands covered by surgical gloves he began to examine the patient, who betrayed little sign of even being aware that he was being touched.

      Davidson stood back from the bed, and Trent followed him. Speaking in hushed tones, Davidson addressed his colleague.

      “You were right to send for me Paul. All your test results back up what you initially thought, and my own examination unfortunately confirms it. How many people know about this so far?”

      “Only you and I, sir,” Trent replied. “The nurses only know that they’re looking after a boy with an as yet unknown condition, and of course your secretary would have read my message.”

      “What about the doctor who referred him to us?”

      “Hilary Newton sir, she used to work here. She’s the new G.P in Olney St. Mary; she’s only been there a few weeks. She thinks she’s dealing with a particularly virulent strain of influenza, though I have hinted that it may be something more serious.”

      “Well, I think Doctor Newton might soon be regretting taking up the post of General Practitioner in that out of the way outpost of humanity. I went there once years ago. Nice place to visit, even better place to leave behind. She’ll have to be told Paul, and she’ll need help. I very much doubt that this boy and the one who died on the way here will be the only cases she has to deal with. She can’t possibly handle a potential epidemic on her own. I’ll have to report this to the Health Ministry of course. We’re talking about a serious communicable disease and they’ll want to take steps to stop it spreading. Good God, Paul, if this gets out amongst the general population it could wipe out half the country in a few weeks.”

      “I know sir. That’s why I wanted your confirmation before I informed anyone of my diagnosis. What about that help you mentioned for Doctor Newton?”

      “I’m sure the Ministry will send a team of specialists to the village as soon as they get my call. In the meantime, I’d appreciate it if you yourself would drive to Olney and take a couple of trusted nurses with you, if you can find any who’ll volunteer. Be honest with them though Paul, tell them the risks, let them decide for themselves. I’ll need you to be my eyes and ears in the village until the Ministry decides what to do. Whether we like it or not, Olney St. Mary is covered by our authority and we must do what we can to help. I just hope we can isolate the source and halt the spread before it claims too many lives.”

      “Don’t worry sir; I’m sure I’ll find a couple of reliable nurses who’ll go with me. Those who work in the communicable disease unit will be well aware of what they’re walking into and I’m sure they won’t back out of trying to help the people of Olney.”

      Davidson looked as though he had hardly heard Trent’s last comment.

      “I just hope we’re in time.”

      “Time, sir?”

      “To prevent a national or perhaps international epidemic, Doctor Trent. Good Lord, Man. The prospect of such a thing happening in our lifetime just shouldn’t exist. How the hell did it start and in particular in a God-forsaken place like Olney?”

      Paul Trent had never seen the head of his department so visibly shaken. By their very nature, doctors are always calm and outwardly in control of themselves and their emotions. To be otherwise would be to have a disquieting and unsettling effect on the patients who daily placed their lives in the care of the medical practitioners. This was different, however. Few doctors in the latter half of the twentieth century and certainly none in the western world of the nineteen-fifties had been faced with such a diagnosis as this.

      As Paul Trent took his leave of his superior and went to find the nurses who would accompany him to Olney St. Mary, Malcolm Davidson, suddenly looking his age, sat down heavily behind his desk in the privacy of his office and made the telephone call that would change the lives of the people of Olney for all time.

      As soon as he was connected to the most senior member of staff on duty at the Ministry of Health in London, Malcolm Davidson wasted no time on pleasantries, preferring to come straight to the point. He knew that he and the people of Olney, and England as a whole, didn’t have the luxury that the usual pleasantries demanded.

      “Yes sir, it’s confirmed I’m afraid. One dead and one on death’s door so far. There are bound to be other cases.”
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