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The Disease 

Doctor Ludmilla Toropov is a Gold Cross bearing Daughter of 
her Nation, a champion advocate for President for life, Emile 
Sakovich. Her estranged daughter, Olga, has joined the student 
dissidents. When a deadly virus sweeps the world, wiping out 
millions in weeks, her repressive East European nation, under 
sanctions from the international community, becomes the first to 
develop a vaccine. But with their antiquated production 
facilities, they are only able to satisfy the demand of a small 
section of their population. Doctor Toropov can either watch 
hundreds of her patients die, or defy the state that nurtured her 
by attempting to smuggle the drug out to the West to be 
synthesized. One choice will pit her against her daughter, the 
other could unearth unpalatable secrets, and land her in a gulag 
jail. 
 
 
George Hamilton studied at the University of East London, 
majoring in development economics. He likes to know what’s 
going on around the world, to delve into the customs and 
practices of different cultures, and this is often a feature of his 
novels. He currently lives in London, England. 
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Chapter 1  

Surgical masks were pulled tight across the mouths and noses of 
most of the other passengers, Ludmilla noted, as the half-empty 
train rolled towards the city centre. That was in spite of several 
announcements that the virus was not normally capable of 
airborne transmission. Some passengers were more concerned 
about others being too close, and spread themselves across two 
seats or stood alone in an alcove. But at least there had been no 
wild panic, the likes of which, rumour had it, had occurred in 
other countries. Resilience was one of the qualities President 
Sakovich had instilled in the country, though her daughter, Olga, 
and her student friends were loath to give him his due for even 
that.  

As the train screeched into Central station, a few of the 
passengers hurried to the doors, eager to get off ahead of the 
others. Some held back, as though wanting to put distance 
between themselves and any would-be carriers. Ludmilla stood 
and walked to one of the doors. She was tall and elegant, with 
short auburn hair cut back from what some would describe as a 
pleasant, aristocratic face. A middle-aged man in front of her 
looked back over his shoulder, his piercing eyes issuing an angry 
warning, and then he shuffled forward until his face was in 
contact with the door. If only he knew how much more likely he 
was to contract the virus from the moisture there—from a 



thousand breaths or from unwashed hands that had already 
touched the door, she thought.  

The doors slid open. Ludmilla gave the man a second to 
hurry a couple of strides ahead of her before she stepped off.  

 At the barrier, an armed soldier stood with the ticket 
collector, both masked. The ticket collector scrutinized the 
tickets from a distance, and for those that were not returns, he 
pointed to a bin where passengers could drop them instead of 
taking them himself. Ludmilla held onto her return ticket as she 
stepped out into the cathedral-sized concourse. The air was 
warm and moist. Not good. There were paramedics on standby 
and many armed police and soldiers, more even than she 
remembered seeing there at the height of the previous summer’s 
demonstrations greeting Sakovich’s seventh consecutive election 
victory—which had resulted in the West imposing additional 
economic sanctions on the pretext that there had been election 
irregularities. But President Sakovich had revealed they were 
really after the country’s newly discovered oilfields. 

The paramedics were surveying people as they walked across 
the concourse, pulling some aside for further examination—the 
middle-aged man was one of those diverted under the insistence 
of a soldier’s rifle. A female paramedic approached Ludmilla, 
but after a cursory look at the doctor’s ID card fumbled from her 
handbag, she nodded and let Ludmilla by. 

Outside, the main street was eerily quiet for a weekday 
morning, but many were now staggering their work times, and 
schools had been ordered to stop children who looked off-colour 
from attending. Rumour had it that many parents weren’t 
allowing their children to attend anyway, out of fear. Not turning 
up at work, though, was out of the question, as the Government 
had ordered employers to stop the salaries of any workers who 
failed to show up without sending in a doctor’s certificate to 
prove they were ill. Some of her own patients had come 
requesting a certificate when clearly not ill. When she refused, a 
few had attempted to push brown envelopes across the table. But 
she had told them calmly that they must return to work, as the 
country couldn’t afford to have falls in productivity on top of 
what the virus was already causing. All had then pulled back 
their envelopes. 



 
The bus journey to the conference centre opened her eyes to 

the severity of the situation in the city. Military trucks, their grey 
tarpaulins up, sat at every major intersection. The bus wheezed 
to a stop in a queue of vehicles by the old theatre house. 
Paramedics in full biohazard suits were carrying a filled body 
bag to the back of their ambulance. They returned to the building 
twice more, while the passengers on the bus stared uneasily. The 
sudden crash of one window being closed pulled the gaze of all 
the passengers back to the inside of the bus. In a flurry, all the 
remaining open windows were slammed shut.  

A second paramedic team emerged from the building, 
carrying a young man lashed to their stretcher. His body 
convulsed as he coughed, and blood seeped down the side of his 
mouth. Ludmilla stared at the paramedics. Surely they would 
assist the patient before he choked on his own blood. But they 
appeared more concerned to push the stretcher into the back of 
their ambulance, to avoid all contact. Ludmilla found herself 
hurrying to the front of the bus. “Can you let me off?” she asked 
the driver. 

“Where the hell do you think you’re going?” 
“Those paramedics are hopelessly undertrained,” she said, 

well aware that in the emergency thousands had been recruited 
hastily. “I’m a doctor. I can help.” 

“If you get off you won’t be getting back on.” 
Ludmilla frowned. “Open the doors, please.” 
The doors hissed open, causing other passengers to gasp and 

in a chorus complain. Ludmilla turned to get off, but found 
herself staring at a rifle, with bayonet mounted. “Back on the 
bus, now!” a soldier shouted. 

“I’m a …” 
“Now!” 
The driver pushed a button and the doors hissed shut. “Sit 

down and stop trying to be an angel,” he said. With a slight 
hesitation, Ludmilla strolled back to her seat under the hostile 
gaze of the other passengers. She stared out of the window. She 
could not imagine the patient making it to hospital alive. 

The ambulance left and soldiers fumigated the street. Then, 
at last, the traffic was allowed to move again. Ludmilla’s breaths 
shortened and her stomach tightened. It had been ten months 



now. Surely someone, maybe in the West, must be close to some 
kind of remedy. Yet so far she hadn’t heard anything. 

Although early reports suggested the virus might have 
originated in China, the first recorded illnesses and deaths had 
been in the Philippines, giving the virus its name, Philippine 
Viral Disease or Philippine Haemorrhagic Fever. Within weeks 
it had spread to every corner of the planet, mainly through 
human contact, but it was also thought via animal hosts. 
President Sakovich, devastated by the impact on the country, had 
threatened to submit a bill to the international community for 
lost lives and production, though who would pay had not been 
clear. Not the West. And, if the Chinese were going to invest in 
the country’s new infrastructure, demanding recompense from 
them wouldn’t do much to promote that relationship. 

The bus pulled up outside the conference centre, an old 
palace on the banks of the city’s main river. Ludmilla and 
several others got off, crossed the wide tree-lined avenue and 
entered the palace grounds. Many of the medical delegates stood 
conversing in small groups on the soft, damp lawns. Some had 
removed their surgical masks, which pleased Ludmilla, as she 
had felt the use of masks in all situations could only add to the 
fear. She slipped her own mask, which had been hanging around 
her neck, into her bag. 

 
*** 

After searching the tree-covered grounds for a few minutes, 
Ludmilla found Doctor Elena Ragula. Her wiry frame had been 
hidden behind a strapping woman who looked as though she 
could have made the national shot put team. Ludmilla strode 
towards her, beaming. When Doctor Ragula saw her, she broke 
off her conversation with the Amazon, as though grateful for 
respite. “Ludmilla, it’s so good to see you here.” Doctor Ragula 
tipped on her toes and Ludmilla bent to meet her. They kissed 
cheeks twice. 

“I’ve been looking for you for ten minutes,” Ludmilla said. 
“How are you and the family?” 



 
“We’re well, considering the situation. Uri is really getting 

on at the University, and I spoke to Dasha on the phone last 
night. She’s looking for a job in New York after she graduates.” 

“So she’s not coming home, then?” 
“No, and who can blame her? Anyway, what about you, 

Grandma Toropov and Olga, how are you all?” 
“You might be better placed to tell me that, as I’m no longer 

Olga’s doctor. I hear she’s followed her grandmother and signed 
up with you.” 

Doctor Ragula inclined her head as if to say that was 
uncalled for. “She’s just exercising her right to choose, 
Ludmilla; as an adult she has the freedom to do that.” A man 
walked by, selling booklets with the president’s face emblazoned 
on the front. Both women shook their heads. “Well, freedom in 
some things, at any rate.” 

Ludmilla nodded. “I’m sorry. I’m well and so are they, as far 
as I know. But I’ve lost quite a few patients.” 

“As we all have,” Doctor Ragula responded, squeezing 
Ludmilla’s hand. 

“Madam, I had not yet finished telling you about my meeting 
with Papa President,” an almost baritone voice interrupted from 
behind Doctor Ragula. ‘Papa President’ was how the faithful 
always referred to President Emile Sakovich, who had been the 
leader for the whole of Ludmilla’s life, initially as First 
Secretary under Soviet rule and subsequently as President of the 
independent republic.  

Doctor Ragula rolled her eyes and mouthed to Ludmilla, 
“Oh, must I?” Lips slanted in a smile, Ludmilla gazed over 
Doctor Ragula’s head at the brawny lady. She wore a black 
dress, which stopped just above her considerable calves, and a 
cluster of medals were pinned to her burly chest. As she stepped 
closer, Ludmilla noticed that one of the medals was the Gold 
Cross of a Daughter of the Nation. 

Doctor Ragula spun round to her with a toothy grin. “Doctor 
Olya Kot, I would like to introduce you to a very good friend of 
mine, Doctor Ludmilla Toropov.” 

Doctor Kot grabbed Ludmilla’s hand and gave it two 
vigorous shakes, pulling her off balance. “I’m honoured to meet 
you, Doctor Toropov.” 



Ludmilla regained her balance. “I’m pleased to meet you too, 
Doctor Kot.” 

“Anyway, after my meeting with Papa President,” Doctor 
Kot continued, denying them an opportunity to get away, “he 
invited me for dinner in his private dining room.” Doctor 
Ragula’s lips curled into a frown, and Ludmilla brushed her 
hand out of sympathy. “And can you believe that Papa President 
had the picture that he took of us—oh, it must be twenty years 
ago, when he presented me with the Gold Cross as a Daughter of 
the Nation—mounted in a most prominent place.” 

“I’m surprised his palace had a big enough wall to mount 
such an important picture,” Doctor Ragula said in a mocking 
tone to which the woman was oblivious. 

“Oh, the palace is massive.” Doctor Kot held out her arms to 
demonstrate, and her considerable chest expanded like two 
Soyuz rockets about to launch. Doctor Ragula poked Ludmilla in 
the side with an elbow, but Ludmilla held in her laugh behind an 
attentive smile. “Papa President said he had admired my picture 
there for many years.” 

“Doctor Toropov is also a holder of the Gold Cross as a 
Daughter of the Nation,” Doctor Ragula offered, “but she carries 
hers more discreetly.” 

“Is that so, Doctor Toropov?” 
“Oh, it’s nothing,” Ludmilla said. 
“But it is, Doctor Toropov. You should wear it and be proud 

of being a champion advocate for Papa President.” Doctor Kot 
slapped Ludmilla on the back, causing her to stumble into 
Doctor Ragula, who held and steadied her.  

“The meeting will begin in five minutes. Will all delegates 
please take their seats,” an announcer said over the public 
address system.  

The history of the nation had been well-preserved in the great 
hall. Framed by columns, it still dripped with cut glass 
chandeliers, and bronze busts of past residents lined the walls. 
Converted now into a conference hall, it had plush red seating 
and a low stage at the front. It was already nearly filled, an 
expectant hubbub rising from the assembled doctors, a few of 
whom still wore their surgical masks. 



 
The three women walked towards a row of seating near the 

front. Doctor Kot pushed past Doctor Ragula, “I must sit next to 
Doctor Toropov. We may be the only two.” Ludmilla sat down, 
squinting quizzically at Doctor Kot. “The only two Gold Cross-
bearing Daughters of the Nation here today,” Doctor Kot added 
in loud explanation. 

Ludmilla blushed. “I’m sure there’ll be others, Doctor Kot.”  
“But how can anyone tell if they don’t wear their medals 

proudly?” Doctor Kot said like a reproachful mother. Then she 
spread herself across two seats and gazed around, as if seeking 
out any other wearers of the Cross. 

A bespectacled man with craggy lines running down both 
cheeks began proceedings by striding across the stage and 
depositing a pile of documents on a lectern. Doctor Ragula 
leaned forward to look at Ludmilla. “You would have thought 
they could have afforded visual aids such as a projector by now.” 

“The Ministry does not like to waste resources on frivolities 
when there are lives to be saved,” Doctor Kot stated firmly. 
Doctor Ragula sat back and swung her legs like a naughty child 
plotting a further misdemeanour.  

“Ahem!” The presenter cleared his throat. “Good morning.” 
The microphone squealed. The din in the hall died down. “For 
those of you who do not know me, I am Gleb Putyatin, Chief 
Secretary at the Ministry. As you are all only too aware, our 
country, and the rest of the world, has been ravaged by the 
effects of Philippine Viral Disease for almost a year. This viral 
haemorrhagic fever has reached pandemic proportions, and the 
death rates both here and abroad have been catastrophic. We 
have lost in excess of two hundred thousand. But the United 
States, the so-called great innovator, has lost a higher proportion 
of its population with almost three million dead; our cousins in 
China, in excess of twelve million; India, the same. The natural 
maintenance host of PVD remains to be identified, but we are 
moving from the thinking that it may be bats to one or more of 
several insects.”  

Doctor Ragula leaned forward to look at Ludmilla and rolled 
her eyes. “Do you think he’ll tell us something that we don’t 
already know?”  

Olya Kot tut-tutted at the disturbance. 



Gleb Putyatin droned on in a monotone for more than an 
hour. Then he stopped and took a sip of water. 

The Chief Secretary turned to the next page in his 
documents. “Following great efforts and the wisdom of Papa 
President Sakovich in investing the resources of the state and 
guiding our scientists, I am pleased to announce that we have 
successfully developed a vaccine.” 

He announced it so matter-of-factly that a few seconds of 
silence elapsed as the assembled delegates took in what he had 
said. Then, “Ah! Bravo! Marvellous!” The entire audience 
expressed surprise. Some jumped to their feet and broke into 
spontaneous applause. Ludmilla and Doctor Ragula looked 
pained at this sudden news and the possibly premature 
celebration. 

Doctor Kot pumped her fist, “I knew Papa President would 
save us.” 

“Shh!” Doctor Ragula said as she leaned in to hear the rest of 
the Chief Secretary’s statement.  

“In spite of the sanctions against our beloved nation by the 
West, we have been able to develop an oral vaccine. Tests have 
shown it to be highly effective in preventing PVD from taking 
hold of host cells, as well as curing patients that are already 
infected, if caught early enough. I’m sure you will all want to 
celebrate this new victory for Papa President with your 
communities.” 

“A preventative vaccine that’s also a cure; now that is 
unusual,” Doctor Ragula said. 

Doctor Kot had been one of those who sprang to her feet to 
applaud; Ludmilla clapped from where she sat.  

All the delegates sat again, to allow the Chief Secretary to 
continue. “We will be attempting to increase manufacturing 
capacity over the next few weeks. The first supplies will start to 
be delivered to your surgeries within weeks, with instructions as 
to how it should be administered. In the meantime, I must 
emphasize that you are still to continue with barrier nursing 
when confronted with a patient showing signs of the virus.” 

Doctor Kot jumped to her feet again, and this time she broke 
into a rendition of the national anthem. Soon Ludmilla was 
standing and singing with most of the other delegates. By the 



 
end, Doctor Ragula and the few others who had remained seated 
throughout had joined in too. 
 

 
 



Chapter 2  

The late train home didn’t break down, nor did it have to wait 
while signals were repaired; for that, Ludmilla was thankful. 
Only one other passenger got off the train at her stop, and so 
immediately Ludmilla stepped outside the station, she slipped 
her surgical mask from around her neck into her bag. Why not? 
They had a dual purpose vaccine now. President Sakovich’s 
Government had triumphed again, when so many expected them 
to fail. The gravel crunched under her feet as she walked across 
the empty lot and climbed into her trusty old Lada, the last 
vehicle remaining in the car park. The engine started 
immediately, which would not have been likely a month or two 
earlier when the harsh winter was still upon them. 

It took only five minutes to reach Ludmilla’s cob cottage at 
the far edge of the village. A light burned brightly through the 
kitchen window, and her heart surged. Olga was home. It had 
been over a month since she had last seen her, although they had 
had a few all-too-brief and uncomfortable conversations over the 
phone—more one word exchanges, followed by long silences. 
Whatever happens, we won’t argue, Ludmilla promised herself 
as she stepped out of the vehicle. 

She fumbled for her keys. Like most in the village, she had 
finally succumbed to the new realities of petty crime by having a 
lock fitted, whereas in years gone by anyone could have left 



 
home with the door open and returned to find it as they had left 
it.  

“Olga,” she called as she shut the door, put down her bag, 
and hung her jacket on a hook on the wall. There was no answer. 
She picked up her bag and strode through to the kitchen. Olga 
was seated at the kitchen table, wolfing down the home-baked 
bread smothered with jam a grateful patient had given Ludmilla. 
Ludmilla walked across the wooden floor, bent down, and kissed 
Olga on the cheek. “Hello, darling, how are you?”  

“Hello, Mama. I’m fine.” Olga continued eating, and sipped 
at a glass of buttermilk. Ludmilla smiled wryly as she identified 
the cold metal that had pressed lightly against her face as she 
kissed her daughter. Olga now had a metal bar threaded through 
a new piercing in her eyebrow. Almost as though inviting her 
mother to take a better look, Olga immediately pushed back her 
hair from her face. Ludmilla would not rise to the bait. The metal 
piercing through her navel that Olga had displayed by knotting 
her shirt above her waist had led them to argue for the whole of 
that last visit several months ago. A deadly virus was spreading 
and there was no telling what might be picked up from the 
unlicensed traders who carried out that type of work. And didn’t 
she realize that the youths who adopted that Western style of 
fashion were also the most likely to be suspected as 
troublemakers by the police? Olga had been resolutely deaf to 
her concerns. 

Ludmilla walked across to the wood burning stove and lifted 
a lid on a pot. “Why didn’t you have some stew?” 

“I’ll take some with me when I’m going.” 
“You’re not staying?” 
“No, I’m returning to grandma tonight.” 
“How …?” 
“A friend is going to pick me up.” 
“Oh,” Ludmilla said, and mustered an envious smile. Olga 

was now old enough to decide where she wanted to live, and had 
moved in with her grandmother as soon as she started university 
almost two years earlier. Their already tenuous relationship had 
then sunk even lower. “How is grandma?” Ludmilla asked, as 
she ladled some of the stew into a container for Olga. 

“Fine.” 



Ludmilla wanted more from her than these one-word 
answers—to find her little girl again. “Have you both been 
keeping your masks close by?” 

“Yes, Mama, we all know about that; you’ve lectured me on 
it several times, even though you say the virus is unlikely to 
spread via the air.”  

“Unlikely isn’t the same as impossible, and besides, you and 
grandma are all I’ve got.” 

“No need to worry, Mama, my friends and I like wearing our 
masks. When we take to the streets again, Sakovich’s security 
police won’t be able to photograph our faces.” 

They’ll still be able to see that piece of metal you have 
sticking out of your face, making you even more of a target as an 
antisocial, Ludmilla thought. “They’re not Sakovich’s security 
police, Olga; they’re there to protect all of us.” She’d been 
hooked before she realized she had taken the bait, and then she 
busied herself by packing more food for Olga to take with her, in 
the hope that she hadn’t noticed and that the tense civility could 
continue. 

“Sure, Mama, he does all he can for us. You wouldn’t have 
gone to medical school if it hadn’t been for Sakovich, Father of 
the Nation. I’ve heard it all before.” 

Ludmilla’s stomach ached. How many times had she warned 
her patients that bad relationships could affect their health?  

“I was at a medical conference today. We’ve developed a 
vaccine,” she said, wanting to save the moment, turn it back to a 
more civil conversation.  

Olga spun around to face her for the first time, her eyes 
widened. “We have? You mean our country?” 

“Yes. Why so surprised?” 
“Because I don’t remember a time when we’ve given 

anything to the world.” 
Ludmilla smiled. “Well there now, you’ll see what sort of 

nation we can be. In spite of the sanctions, we’re still able to 
make advances.” 

Olga’s eyes narrowed. “Does it work?” 
“It must do. They’re going to start sending supplies out to 

doctors and hospitals in a week, to inoculate their patients. They 



 
are not producing enough yet, so we’ll have lists of which 
patients to inoculate first.” 

“I should have known there’d be a catch,” Olga said. 
Ludmilla placed the bag she had begun to fill with food on 

the dining table. “Catch? What do you mean?” 
“If there is to be a list, I can’t imagine students will be on it 

after last year’s demonstrations.” 
“Oh, don’t be silly, Olga. All these conspiracy theories, 

where do they come from?” Ludmilla shook her head. “The list 
will probably prioritise the youngest, most vulnerable, and then 
the most productive to be vaccinated first, to keep the economy 
going.”  

“You really think so? After the battering the students gave to 
Sakovich’s security police at the elections, I doubt if we’ll be 
high on the list.”  

Ludmilla caught herself before she could insist again that the 
police were theirs too. Instead she smiled, and gathered up more 
food to pack into the bag for Olga. The horn of a car blared. 
Ludmilla went to the window and peered out. 

“It’s for me,” Olga said. 
“Do you want to invite your driver in for some tea?” 

Ludmilla said, hoping to keep Olga for a bit longer, and possibly 
learn who some of her student friends were. 

“No, he can wait. I need to speak to you about something.” 
Ludmilla walked back to the table and sat on one of the worn 

oak chairs. “Talk about what?” 
“How papa died.” 
Ludmilla’s shoulders sagged. “Why? What has grandma 

been saying?” 
“That you refused to request an investigation into papa’s 

death.” 
Ludmilla sprang up from the table. “I don’t want to talk 

about that now.” Tears welling in her eyes, she raced to her 
bedroom and shut the door. She set her back against the door and 
covered her face with both hands. In a while, she heard the front 
door click open. With rapid swipes, she dried her tears with her 
sleeve and hurried back out into the hall. The door was already 
closed, and she could see Olga climbing into her friend’s car 



through the hallway window. Ludmilla rushed to open the door, 
but even as she stepped outside, the car pulled away. 

 
***  

A week went by with Ludmilla unable to speak to Olga, who 
wasn’t taking or returning any of her calls. Finally, Ludmilla 
sent her an email and a text message, communicating in the way 
so many of Olga’s friends liked to now, inviting her to lunch, so 
that she could discuss the issue with her. Olga was no longer a 
five-year-old child who needed to be protected from gruesome 
details. Maybe if she had explained to her a few years earlier, 
Grandma Toropov wouldn’t have been able to fill her head with 
a grieving mother’s conspiracy theories.  

Ludmilla rolled out of bed at five thirty in the morning, as 
was usual. She picked up the framed photograph of her and 
Eduard on their wedding day from her bedside table, and gazed 
at it for the umpteenth time. He was so handsome. They both 
were. But they had spent less than six years together as man and 
wife. Now she would have to explain to Olga how they had lost 
him.  

But today was to be a good day, and she would allow nothing 
to spoil that. Her surgery was to receive its first batch of the new 
vaccine, and the Ministry of Health was to email her that 
morning with a list of patients who were to be inoculated first. In 
addition, there were forms to be filled out for each patient 
inoculated and follow-ups organized. Her secretary would have 
to work extra hard over the coming weeks. 

After Ludmilla had washed and changed, she ate her porridge 
with a few dried fruits sprinkled on top, followed by the last 
slice of her barley bread with some of her patient’s jam. Only 
when she went to open the front door did she realize that she had 
forgotten something, which was unlike her. She went back into 
her bedroom and picked up her Daughter of the Nation Gold 
Cross, which she always rested on the bedside table next to her 
wedding photograph when she went to bed. She slipped it into 
her bag and hurried out to the car.  

Fifteen minutes later, the car pulled into the surgery car park, 
which had space for two vehicles, hers and the secretary’s. Marta 



 
wasn’t in yet, which wasn’t unusual, as Ludmilla was often 
early, but this morning was special. She had her mask dangling 
from her neck, but had not bothered to pull it over her face. 
She’d inoculate Marta and herself first, since they were sure to 
be on the list, and then she would get Marta to call those patients 
who could come in to get theirs, and visit the others after 
lunchtime. Before she went inside, she opened the post box to 
check if the post had arrived. There were three letters. She took 
them and was opening the door to the surgery when the heavy 
growl of an engine stopped her. The van approaching the surgery 
was not the usual van that delivered medicines, but an armoured 
one, the likes of which she had seen mostly outside banks. The 
vehicle stopped, and a helmeted security man climbed out from 
the passenger side. “Doctor Toropov?” he called from where he 
stood. 

“Yes, that’s me.”  
“We’ve come to deliver your vaccine. Can you have some 

identification ready, please.” 
Ludmilla dug into her bag for her identity pass. A security 

van to deliver the vaccine. Were they expecting trouble? The 
surgery alarm hadn’t worked in years, but the sight of the 
external sounder should be enough to put most off.  

The security man disappeared around the side of the van, and 
when he reappeared, he was carrying a small box. He examined 
Ludmilla’s identification before handing it to her, and then made 
her sign for it. “It can be kept at room temperature for two 
weeks,” he said, “but for any longer than that it needs to be 
refrigerated.”  

“Yes, thank you,” Ludmilla said. “I’ve already received some 
instructions from the Ministry.”  

The box was smaller than Ludmilla had expected. She 
hurried inside with it, eager to take a look at its contents. She 
went straight to her office, put the box on her desk, and opened 
it. The inventory list sat on top—fifty vials. In case they had 
made a mistake, she looked in the box for another sheet. She had 
slightly fewer than three thousand patients, after the ones that the 
virus had taken; the contents of the box, she quickly calculated, 
covered less than two percent of those that remained. To check if 
the Ministry had sent the list of patients to be inoculated, she 



switched on her computer. As the machine could take a while to 
fire up, she went to switch on the rest of the surgery lights and 
also put on the kettle.  

“Morning, Marta,” Ludmilla called out as she approached the 
kiosk behind which her secretary was taking off her coat. 

Marta spun around and nodded politely. “Good morning, 
Doctor Toropov.” She was a little older than Ludmilla, with the 
sturdy build of a country mother who had five children and 
cooked good homely food. “The post hasn’t arrived yet,” she 
continued. 

“It has, Marta; I took it. A security van also delivered the 
vaccine. We only have fifty vials.” 

“Security van! Fifty!” 
“Yes, they told us they haven’t got manufacturing up to 

maximum yet, so they may be expecting trouble. I’m about to 
take a look at the list of patients that are prioritized for the first 
doses.” 

“None of my children has shown signs of it yet, thank 
goodness. It’s playing in all that good country dirt and keeping 
pigs around the house that’s made us immune.” 

“Nonetheless, when the patients start coming in, I’d like you 
to wear your mask, Marta. And give out masks to anyone who 
hasn’t got one.” Even though airborne transmission of the virus 
was unlikely, it was dangerous enough for every precaution to be 
taken. “And if anyone is showing the slightest symptoms, I want 
full barrier nursing procedures employed.” 

When Ludmilla returned to her office, cup of tea in hand, the 
computer screen was being populated with icons. She sat in her 
chair, sipping her tea, whilst waiting for it to finish. As soon as 
she could, she opened her email account. The email from the 
Ministry of Health stood out from the rest, typed as it was in the 
usual official upper case lettering and bolded, like some sharp 
command. She opened it. The instructions were clear. The 
patients listed were to be the first inoculated, and their details 
were to be logged on the attached forms, which were to be 
emailed back to the Ministry when completed. Ludmilla scanned 
the list of fifty quickly. Her brows narrowed, and she inspected 
the list again, but more slowly this time, to make sure. Her and 
Marta’s names were not on the list. She had assumed they would 



 
have included those in essential services first. There were, of 
course, police officers listed, a few college professors and high 
school teachers, but not the most vulnerable young and old as 
she had expected. Maybe the other batches would be coming 
through soon. She checked the document that had come with the 
delivery, but it gave no indication of when the next batch would 
arrive. She sighed. It was not the way she would have allocated 
it if she had been organizing it, but it was a start: they now had a 
drug to fight the virus. 

When she went out into the reception area to hand Marta the 
list, two patients were already sitting in the waiting area. Marta 
had her mask pulled over her face, and Ludmilla pulled hers up 
from around her neck. She handed Marta the printed list. “We 
are not included on this first list. There’s not even any spare to 
inoculate your children.” 

“Oh well, lucky we’re fairly healthy anyway, Doctor,” Marta 
said, mustering a nervous smile.  

“Call any patient who can come in this morning or in the 
evening, and make arrangements for me to visit anyone else at 
home in the afternoon.”  

 
***  

All morning, patients on the list came into the surgery. Ludmilla 
inoculated them with the oral vaccine, filled out the ministry 
forms, and warned them to continue taking the now well-known 
hygiene precautions. In between she saw her usual cases. By 
lunchtime she had inoculated some twenty-one patients. 

In the early spring sunshine, along twisting forest roads, 
Ludmilla drove the few minutes to an outlying town to meet 
Olga for lunch. Of course, many restaurants had closed, mainly 
because their customers had stopped coming, fearful of being 
coughed or even breathed on. But Olga had said that the custom 
of students was keeping a few places open, especially now that 
the proprietors had been forced to slash their prices by the 
downturn in business.  

As she crossed the road towards the restaurant, Ludmilla 
noted that the waiters were all wearing surgical masks, which 
was probably a good idea. Perhaps not surprising that only three 



of the dozen tables outside were occupied and, from what she 
could make out through the glass frontage, inside was the same. 
She took a seat outside, and one of the waiters, wearing a long 
black and white apron, approached her. “We only have three 
dishes on the menu this afternoon, madam,” he said, his voice 
muffled behind the surgical mask. He told Ludmilla what the 
dishes were. 

“Thank you,” she said. “I’ll order when my daughter gets 
here.” The waiter nodded and retreated.  

One blast of a siren and the screech of tyres caused 
Ludmilla’s head to jerk around. Two police officers jumped out 
of their vehicle and hurried to confront someone, obscured on 
the far side of the vehicle. A couple of the diners stood to see 
what was going on. Ludmilla did likewise. “Oh my God,” she 
said, and her legs became unsteady. She regained control and 
hurried across the road to where the officers were attempting to 
manhandle Olga into their vehicle. “What is it? Why are you 
doing this?” 

“Because she’s an antisocial,” a thin-lipped officer said. 
“Look at her.” Olga was dressed in black, the signature colour of 
the previous year’s protestors. Her ruffled skirt hung mid-length, 
making her pair of military boots look enormous, and black lips 
were outlined on her surgical mask. Ludmilla took a deep breath. 
Why, when she felt that she was reaching out, did Olga have the 
need to trump her efforts with some defiant gesture? 

“She’s not an anti-social, she’s my daughter.” 
“Let go, you big oaf,” Olga cried out, pounding the shoulder 

of the other officer—a big brute of a man. He grabbed and 
twisted her arm behind her back, then snapped cuffs around one 
of her wrists. When he had shoved her into the back of the police 
car, he strung the cuff around a vertical bar by the door and 
clipped her other wrist. “You pig. I haven’t done anything!” 
Olga screamed.  

“Stand back from the vehicle,” the ox-necked officer said to 
Ludmilla as he closed the door and turned towards her. Then he 
erupted into a huge cough. Ludmilla stepped back, as his mask 
was dangling around his neck. He coughed again and went into a 
wheezing spasm, his eyes watering. His colleague slapped him 



 
on the back, but his thin arms seemed ineffective against such 
mass.  

“I’m a doctor,” Ludmilla said. “Have you had your 
inoculation?” 

“What inoculation?” his colleague asked. 
“Haven’t you heard about the vaccine?” 
“Well, there was some talk, but no one said when it would be 

available.” 
“You should both contact your doctors right away. I had my 

first batch today, and my patients who are in the police are at the 
top of the list.” Ludmilla opened her bag as if to show him her 
medical ID, but he took more notice of the Gold Cross of a 
Daughter of the Nation sitting next to it.  

The officer stood upright, a look between shock and awe in 
his eyes. “Why didn’t you say?” 

“I did say that I’m a doctor.” 
“No, I mean that.” He pointed to the Gold Cross in the bag. 
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Ludmilla said, closing her bag, “that’s really 

nothing.” 
The ox-necked officer had got over his convulsions, but his 

eyes were bloodshot and his forehead moist.  
“Ludvick, I think we should let this one go,” Thin-lips said.  
“Why?” 
“Because the woman here, her mother, is a holder of the 

Gold Cross,” he whispered. 
Ludvick gazed at Ludmilla, while his colleague opened the 

back door, uncuffed Olga, and let her out of the vehicle. Olga 
rubbed her wrists as the officers climbed into their car, Ludvick 
still staring at Ludmilla, as the vehicle pulled away. 

“Are you all right?” Ludmilla asked, reaching out to touch 
Olga.  

Her daughter shrugged her off. “Why did you do that?” 
“Do what?” 
“Open your bag to show it to them.” 
“I was confirming to them that I am a doctor.” 
“You were showing them your medal from Sakovich.” 
“Olga, please.” 
“You do it all the time, Mama, when you want to gain some 

advantage.” 



“I may sometimes act as your safety net, to extricate you 
from situations that your … let’s call it high spirits, may get you 
into. But isn’t that what a parent is for?” 

Olga glared at her.  
“If it was the medal that got you out of that police car, then 

isn’t that a good thing?” 
“It also got me into the best schools, when others who were 

just as smart didn’t get in.”  
This was supposed to be a good day, when we reconnected. 

“Olga, I am very hungry and have lots of patients to see this 
afternoon, so I’m going to get something to eat. I’d really like it 
if you joined me,” Ludmilla said, and set off briskly across the 
road and back towards the restaurant. It wasn’t until she was 
seated that Olga followed her.  

“They only have three dishes, so we’d better order quickly 
before they run out of something else,” Ludmilla said.  

They both ordered the potato pancakes and ate in silence. 
When she was finished, Ludmilla wiped her lips with her napkin 
and took a deep breath, as if to prepare herself. “How is 
university?” she said. 

“Fine, but that’s not what we came here to talk about.” 
“You’re right,” Ludmilla conceded. “I should have explained 

to you years ago, but when it happened I thought you were too 
young. Then after that, no time seemed right. What do you want 
to know?” 

Olga gazed across the table. “How did papa die?”  
Ludmilla pursed her lips. “It was an accident, Olga. He left 

work on his way to visit his mother, and he drove across the 
railway line at the wrong time.” 

“Grandma said he would never have been crossing the line at 
the time of the train, because when he rang to tell her he would 
be visiting, he had arranged a much earlier arrival that would 
have missed the train.” 

“She discussed this with you?” 
“Yes. She respects me as an adult.” 
“So do I.” Ludmilla reached across the table to give a 

reassuring touch of her hand, but Olga pulled it away. Ludmilla 
swallowed her disappointment. “Maybe he stopped somewhere 
before visiting Grandma Toropov.”  



 
“Such as?”  
“Oh, I don’t know, Olga.” It was beginning to feel like an 

interrogation rather than a discussion with her daughter. 
Ludmilla sipped water from her glass and continued to finger it 
like a comforter. 

 “Was it normal for him to stop off anywhere?” 
 “No, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t.” A stark frustration 

curled Ludmilla’s lips. “Is Grandma Toropov taking her 
donepezil?” 

Olga jerked back in her chair, “How did you know that she 
was taking that? Neither she nor I has mentioned it.”  

“I asked Doctor Ragula.”  
“That’s unprofessional.”  
“She’s the mother of my deceased husband and she’s your 

grandmother. And you’re living there, so I need to know what 
condition she’s in.”  

“Grandma has a better mind than some of my professors. 
And besides, papa died more than fifteen years ago, and she was 
all right then.”  

“Grandma has been showing signs of dementia for many 
years. That’s what’s caused her to come up with these 
conspiracy theories.”  

Olga sprang up and marched off down the road.  
“Oh, Olga!” This was meant to be a good day, Ludmilla 

thought again. She got up as she searched in her bag for her 
purse. She handed two notes to the waiter. “Keep the change,” 
she said, and hurried after Olga. 

“Your papa wasn’t involved in anything that would make 
anyone want to kill him,” Ludmilla said when she had caught up, 
a little out of breath.  

“Nor were the students and other demonstrators that they 
shot last year.”  

“Some of them were throwing rocks and Molotov cocktails.” 
Olga ignored her and increased her strides. “If you want 
reassurance that your papa wasn’t murdered, then speak to 
Doctor Garmash. She carried out the autopsy, and said he died at 
the moment the train hit his car. So grandma’s theory that he was 
already dead in the car is just the musings of a mother wanting 



answers, the way I would if anything happened to you. Will you 
please stop joining the protests, Olga?”  

Olga stopped and stared at her. “Doctor Garmash who 
carried out the autopsy on papa, isn’t she a Gold Cross carrying 
Daughter of the Party?”  

“Of the Nation,” Ludmilla corrected her, and then realized 
that her daughter was being sardonic. “She won the Gold Cross 
for her work, and so did I. And besides, she is free to join any of 
the many parties that we now have.” 

“Ha! You know as well as I do that only one party matters.” 
Olga turned and strode on again. Ludmilla looked at her watch. 
She’d be late for her next appointment. She continued walking 
with Olga. “Did Doctor Garmash’s Gold Cross trump yours? Is 
that why you refused grandma’s pleas to insist papa’s death was 
investigated?” 

“I didn’t insist because there was nothing to investigate.” 
Ludmilla stopped and looked at her watch again. “I have to visit 
some patients. Will you call me later?” Olga turned, but it was 
only with a violent cough, then she walked on without a word or 
a glance back. “Don’t forget to put on your mask around anyone 
looking ill,” Ludmilla shouted after her. 

 
***  

It hadn’t gone well, but they had talked for longer than they had 
in a while, which was something. Doctor Toropov’s first three 
home visits went quickly, as, although the first patient had a bad 
cough and the second complained of muscle aches, there was no 
sign of the high fever with chills, nausea, and abdominal pain, 
which would have been a sure sign that they had contracted the 
virus. Her third patient, Mr Klimovich, had however infuriated 
her, as there were no signs that he was ill, although he insisted 
otherwise. It seemed to her that he had been afraid to come into 
the surgery, fearful he might catch something from another 
patient. He had also asked her to write him a sick note so that he 
could be paid whilst he was off work. Instead, she had given him 
a firm lecture about the healthy not overburdening the medical 
system and undermining national production. It reminded her of 
her school days, when she, with other youths from the Children’s 



 
League, were encouraged to visit factories and farms, to praise 
good workers and encourage others to do more. 

When she arrived at Mrs Litvinchuk’s cottage, her husband 
opened the door before Ludmilla had climbed out of her car. 
“Thank you for coming, Doctor Toropov,” he said. “My wife is 
in bed—she hasn’t been well for four days.” 

The fetid air in the dank bedroom made Ludmilla gag as she 
entered. “Mr Litvinchuk, can you open the curtains and a 
window to let some air in.” She put down her medical bag, took 
a pair of rubber gloves from it and slipped them on, before 
pulling on her surgical mask. Then she hurried over to the bed, 
where the frail Mrs Litvinchuk was buried under mounds of 
blankets. Perspiration spattered her forehead, and she wheezed 
softly. Ludmilla pulled back the bedding to cool her patient. 
“How long has she been like this?” 

“Since last night.” 
“Why didn’t you call for an ambulance?” 
“We don’t have a phone, Doctor, and I didn’t want to bother 

our neighbour last night. But this morning she came to say that 
your office had called and she told them about Polina, so your 
secretary said you would visit to inoculate her.”  

“This is a hospital case; she has …” Ludmilla stopped 
herself. It was one of the most advanced cases of PVD that she 
had seen, and she didn’t want to alarm him any further, though it 
was unlikely his wife would survive the day. She took out her 
cellphone to make the call, but there was no signal. She got up to 
go outside. 

“It won’t make any difference out there,” Mr Litvinchuk 
said, “or else we might have got one of those.” 

“Then can you go to your neighbour and ask her to call an 
ambulance. Tell them it’s at Doctor Ludmilla Toropov’s 
request.”  

Mr Litvinchuk hurried out of the bedroom and Ludmilla sat 
back on the bed next to her patient. She took the vial of vaccine 
allocated to Mrs Litvinchuk from her medical bag. As she was 
about to open the vial and feed the liquid to her patient, a 
thought occurred to her. She could not believe Mrs Litvinchuk 
would survive, with or without the vaccine. What was the point 
in wasting it on someone who was almost certainly terminally 



ill, especially when it was in such short supply? If she saved the 
vaccine, she could use it for Olga, to make sure she was 
protected. She only had one child, and, in spite of their 
differences, she would be devastated if anything happened to 
her. She had never contemplated anything like this before, 
always making sure she followed the ministry’s instructions to 
the letter. The ministry forms would have to be falsified, but no 
one would know. No one but her. And she would find it 
torturous to face her patients each morning knowing that she 
hadn’t given Mrs Litvinchuk a chance, no matter how slim. 
They’d produce enough in time to give Olga and everyone else 
protection. Ludmilla opened the vial, held the patient’s head 
back and fed her the liquid, making sure she swallowed every 
drop, before wiping her lips.  

 



 

Chapter 3  

Once home, Ludmilla lit the fire so that she could sit in front of 
it toasting her feet. The evenings weren’t particularly cold at this 
time of year, but it was one of the few luxuries she enjoyed: that, 
and having her own computer at home, an old one from the 
office, on which she surfed the Internet to see what she could 
discover at home and in the wider world.  

The previous evening she had received a surprise email from 
Doctor Kathy Barclay, saying she hoped she would be able to 
get online the following evening so that they could have an 
instant messaging chat. They had communicated at the start of 
the epidemic, when she had sent an email to Kathy to ask her if 
the Americans were anywhere near to a cure. Kathy, always 
busy with research, had said no. The two of them had met over 
twenty years earlier when Ludmilla was at medical school and 
allowed to take part in one of the rare exchanges with students 
from the United States. That was when their two countries still 
talked directly to each other instead of through the intermediary 
of the Finnish embassy. Kathy had stayed with her family for a 
week, and then twenty students from the University, including 
Ludmilla, had travelled to New York for a week. They had been 
briefed by foreign office officials as to how to conduct 
themselves whilst in the United States. The officials stressed that 
they had been chosen because they were all trusted holders of 



one Cross of the Nation or another. At the time, she held a Silver 
Cross, for gaining the highest marks in the medical school 
entrance exams in her district, only gaining her Gold Cross for 
graduating top of her medical school and for carrying out 
exceptional voluntary duties. Though they had had to stay in a 
hotel, under the watchful eyes of their Foreign Ministry officials, 
instead of in the homes of their newfound American friends, it 
had still been a great experience. 

Ludmilla switched on the computer, wondering what Kathy 
wanted to discuss. The savoury scent of cheese and mushrooms 
drew her into the kitchen to get her dinner, which was warming 
in the wood burning oven. She sat at the kitchen table and ate the 
stuffed potato dumplings, hoping that the old computer would 
have booted by the time she finished. She recalled visiting one of 
the American homes for a farewell barbecue whilst on her 
student trip, and they already had computers in two rooms. 
Kathy, noting how closely they were being watched, had secretly 
slipped a piece of paper with her email address to Ludmilla, but 
it was ten years before she could use it to send an email to 
Kathy: computers and the Internet had taken many years to 
spread in her nation. Even now, internet connections were slow 
and erratic.  

After she had washed and dried the dishes, Ludmilla sat in 
front of the computer, her feet stretched towards the flames 
crackling in the fireplace. She signed into her account, and 
Kathy was already online waiting for her. 

Kathy: Hello. How are you, Ludmilla? 
Ludmilla: I’m well, and you? 
Kathy: Very tired. I’m still trying to help my colleagues at 

CDC to solve this conundrum, though it isn’t really my field. 
Ludmilla: We’ve …  
Ludmilla checked herself and deleted it. It was a state asset, 

the scientist at the conference had said.  
Ludmilla: I’m sure you’ll come up with something soon.  
Kathy: I certainly hope so. How are things going at your 

end? 
Ludmilla hesitated. She didn’t like lying, but this was a thing 

for the diplomats to resolve. Maybe they planned to use it as a 
lever to have sanctions removed.  



 
Ludmilla: They are difficult. 
Kathy: Tell me about it. We’ve had 130,000+ new infections 

this week, and 43,000 deaths. 
Ludmilla: I’m not sure about our figures, but they’re still too 

high.  
It was a while before a response came through.  
Kathy: Your connection seems to have slowed. 
Ludmilla: We’re not as advanced as you in this form of 

communication. 
Kathy: Never mind, one day we may even be able to see and 

talk with each other online. 
Kathy had mentioned video conferencing before, but 

Ludmilla had never seen it in operation. Maybe it was something 
she could ask Olga about.  

Ludmilla: I hope so.  
Ludmilla clicked send, but nothing happened. She joggled 

the mouse, but it was apparent that the browser had frozen, and 
the Internet was down. She sighed in relief, as she didn’t know 
how long she could continue the conversation, knowing she had 
a piece of momentous information that Kathy Barclay would 
love to have, but being forbidden from sharing it. 

 

***  

Marta was already at the reception desk when Ludmilla arrived 
for work the following morning. “Morning, Doctor Toropov,” 
she said, with a grim frown creasing her face. 

“Good morning, Marta. Why so sad?” Marta handed her a 
note. Ludmilla took one look and let out a sigh. Mrs Litvinchuk 
had died the previous evening. She hadn’t received the vaccine 
in time. “That’s so sad,” Ludmilla said. “If only she had made it 
to the hospital in time.” 

“I should have known when her neighbour called,” Marta 
said.  

“You couldn’t have known, Marta. Please don’t blame 
yourself.” She squeezed Marta’s hand across the reception 
counter, and both strained a smile. “There are two patients on 



that first list who are still to come in, so let me know 
immediately either of them arrives.” 

Ludmilla strode to her office. At the forefront of her mind 
was the fact that the vaccine had been wasted on Mrs 
Litvinchuk. Ludmilla hadn’t failed to recognize Olga’s cough as 
they parted the previous afternoon, and she would only feel 
reassured when Olga was inoculated. But she could not have 
known for certain that it was too late for Mrs Litvinchuk.  

The morning rushed by as one patient after another came to 
see her. Many had no real ailments, but had heard that others had 
been inoculated with a vaccine, and wanted to know when they 
would receive theirs. Ludmilla asked Marta to type out a 
statement explaining that all patients would be contacted as soon 
as their allocation of the vaccine had arrived.  

She had inoculated one of the two remaining patients on her 
list and was seeing a woman with varicose veins, when shouts 
and screams from the waiting room streamed into her office. 
“Excuse me a moment,” Ludmilla said. She hurried out into the 
waiting room. In the middle of the rowdy melee, Marta was 
attempting to calm the patients while a man stumbled around 
coughing and wheezing. The other patients had jumped from 
their benches, and even the infirm became nimble-footed as they 
dodged the staggering man. He tipped onto his toes and heaved, 
his vomit spattering the floor. Then he fell and convulsed two, 
three times, before lying silent and still. It had all happened in 
seconds.  

“Get the other patients outside,” Ludmilla instructed Marta as 
she rushed into action. Marta led the wide-eyed patients around 
the prostrate man whilst Ludmilla slipped behind the reception 
desk and retrieved a medical kit. She gloved up, slipped on a pair 
of goggles and a surgical mask, and hurried to the patient. His 
chest was still, and when she felt for a pulse there was none. The 
sweat on his forehead and shirt indicated a high fever. She 
adjusted him onto his back and wiped blood and mucus from his 
mouth. Equipment was in short supply, but there was one last 
CPR Protector so that she could give mouth-to-mouth with the 
added protection of a barrier. She cleared his airway with a 
finger, tilted the patient’s head back to free his tongue from 
blocking his windpipe, and placed the protector over his mouth. 



 
Pulling down her surgical mask and holding his nose shut, she 
placed her mouth on the CPR protector and gave two breaths. 
Then with one hand on top of the other midway between his 
nipples, she pumped his chest rapidly several times before 
breathing into his mouth through the protector again. 

“The ambulance is on its way,” Marta said. “I’ll clean up, 
unless you want some help?” 

“No, I’m fine,” Ludmilla said as she pumped his chest. “But 
put on some gloves and be careful. I’m sure he has the virus.” 

With tentative movements, Marta cleaned up the room while 
Ludmilla continued to give CPR. She didn’t stop until the 
ambulance arrived. The paramedics continued CPR for a few 
minutes longer, before pronouncing the patient dead. 

Dejected, Ludmilla stood stiffly from where she had been 
kneeling. “You did all you could, Doctor,” Marta said, as she 
watched the paramedics place the body in a bag, seal it, and 
remove it on a stretcher. When she turned back to Ludmilla, her 
lips parted with concern. 

“What is it?” Ludmilla asked.  
Marta pointed at her forehead, “You have some of his vomit 

on your forehead.” 
Ludmilla’s sagging shoulders sprang up, alert. She turned 

and strode towards a bathroom. She looked in the mirror while 
Marta watched from outside. It must have happened when she 
brushed back her hair. How careless. Do not touch yourself until 
you have removed your gloves and washed your hands. She had 
repeated it to herself many times. Now, with due care she un-
gloved, and, when she turned, Marta had wheeled the hazardous 
substances disposal bin to the door. Ludmilla stepped on the foot 
lever and dropped the gloves into the bin. Then she washed her 
face, first with water, and then with anti-bacterial soap. 

Marta returned to the bathroom as Ludmilla was drying her 
face. “Is there any way that you can get your dose of the vaccine 
early?” Marta asked. 

“I didn’t ingest any, so I should be all right.” Ludmilla 
mustered a reassuring smile, though she knew that any contact 
with bodily fluids from an infected person was highly 
undesirable. Marta’s firm-cheeked demeanour said she wasn’t 
convinced. 



“What about the rest of the patients?” 
“Ask them if they can come back later this afternoon.”  
When Ludmilla returned to her office, the patient she had 

been seeing was gone. She slumped into her chair and rested her 
head in her hands. How could she have been so careless? … No, 
this wasn’t about her. One of her patients had died in her office, 
someone under her care. Rather than worry about herself, what 
she must do was contact his family and inform them. She dug his 
file out of the cabinet and sat down again. A thought suddenly 
dawned on her. She turned to the computer and looked up the list 
of those eligible to receive the first batch of vaccines. The dead 
man was the last on the list that remained to be inoculated. A 
shadow cast itself across her mind. She had never been in such a 
situation, never incorrectly … no, dishonestly, filled out a 
ministry form. She opened the form, which had already been 
filled out for the forty-nine patients she had inoculated. Blank 
spaces lay next to the name of the man who had just died. She 
contemplated them for a while. No one would know; how could 
they? Then, though her hands were shaking, she carefully filled 
out the form to show that Viktor Lukashenka had received his 
inoculation against the virus that very day. 
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Other books by George Hamilton: 

Secrets From The Dust: 

 
Snatched from her family during the 1960s, Margaret, a 
headstrong Aboriginal girl, is fostered by the McDonalds, in the 
Australian outback, under the government sponsored 
assimilation policies. She stubbornly fights to maintain her 
culture until she can escape or her real parents find her. But soon 
she discovers that she is growing to like many of the customs 
and material possessions of her captors, throwing her into an 
identity crisis, which rips another fault line through her world. 
 
By the time she grows into a beautiful young woman, she has 
already suffered the disappointments of unrequited love and a 
forbidden desire. Encouraged to hide behind the identity of a 
Southern European, the highly charged political environment of 
the time, and her love for a political activist, forces her to 
confront her true identity. 

Reviews: 

4/5* 
‘Harrowing, beautiful and thought-provoking, Secrets From the 
Dust is an impressive novel from George Hamilton. With its 
shocking conclusion it deserves an audience…’(Shelleyrae’s full 
review at Bookdout) 

http://www.amazon.com/dp/b0046a9v7i
http://bookdout.wordpress.com/2011/03/11/review-secrets-from-the-dust-by-george-hamilton/
http://bookdout.wordpress.com/2011/03/11/review-secrets-from-the-dust-by-george-hamilton/


 
5/5* 
‘This one hits on the heart of the dreaming and the repercussions 
of stealing the indigenous from their "country"…’(Karyn’s full 
review at Goodreads) 

5/5* 
‘...it was a superbly written, thought provoking book that I just 
didn’t want to put down.’(Joo’s full review at KUForum) 

4/5* 
‘The characters in this story all form a connection with the 
reader. You don’t just read this book, you live it, and that is due 
to the amazing writing of George Hamilton. ...this is an eye 
opener book that should be read by lots of people as a way to put 
some sense into them.’ 
(Guta’s full review at murphyslibrary) 

4/5* 
‘A fabulous read. Wonderfully written and well researched. I 
found the character of Margaret an absorbing one.’ 
(Larelle’s full review at Goodreads) 

5/5* 
‘This book was very hard to put down once I got started 
reading... This book is very well written and the characters are so 
easy to become connected with. I feel like this book will be 
enjoyed by many.’ 
(Lynn’s full review at Readers Favorite and Amazon.com) 

4/5* 
‘Secrets From The Dust is a well written book which pulls at the 
heartstrings... Thoroughly enjoyable read would recommend it to 
my friends.’ 
(Rosemary’s full review at Amazon.co.uk) 

4/5* 
‘Secrets from the Dust more than lived up to my expectations... 
the story has encouraged me to search for other stories of 
Australia...’ 

http://www.goodreads.com/review/show/168301025
http://www.goodreads.com/review/show/168301025
http://www.kuforum.co.uk/kindleusersforum/thread-3789-post-27153.html#pid27153
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http://www.goodreads.com/review/show/159038274
http://readersfavorite.com/cat-71.htm?review=3958
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(Gretchen’s full review at Goodreads) 

4/5* 
‘I loved how the author painted the vastly different experiences 
of Aboriginal history between rural and urban Australian life in 
the 50s, 60s and 70s… The book would make great discussion 
for a bookclub.’ 
(Megan’s full review at Goodreads) 

4/5* 
‘Ok, I have to be honest. I have never read something like this 
before as far as I am concern and guess what, I like this book. 
Really…! This book makes me realise that how much you try to 
be someone else, you are still who you are.’ 
(Lolliepop’s full review at Goodreads) 

Carnival of Hope 

 

"Compelling and intelligently written." - Marilou George 
(Confessions Of A Reader) 

" The contrast in lifestyle between the poor and the rich is 
absolutely shocking…" - ElaineG (KUF Reviewer) 

A poor idealist forced to teach in secret, and reluctant to abandon 
his mother. A determined young woman, desperate to escape the 

http://www.goodreads.com/review/show/155392831
http://www.goodreads.com/review/show/176198822
http://www.goodreads.com/review/show/169886765
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B006ARNIB0


 
struggles and tragedies of a dangerous Brazilian shantytown. A 
carnival competition offering hope of a better future in the 
South... 

But what lies behind the sinister practices of carnival? 
What’s become of former winners who have disappeared? 

The route out to a new life is not as easy as it appears, and as the 
competition spirals into a corrupt and perilous deception, it 
plunges the young loves into a fight for their lives.  

Reviews: 

5/5* 
I found this book extremely compelling and intelligently written. 
I highly recommend this book to all readers who want to be 
immersed in a story that will take you on a journey that you 
would otherwise never have taken. (Marilou George’s full 
review at Goodreads) 

4/5* 
In the end, CARNIVAL OF HOPE is a love story that examines 
a society, warts and all, with an ending that allows room for the 
reader’s imagination and sense of wonder. I would recommend it 
to anyone who wants to be immersed, not only in a love story, 
but in the culture of the Brazilian favela during carnival season, 
the superstitions and longing of its people. (Susan Russo 
Anderson’s full review at Goodreads) 

5/5* 
Tomas in his heart is a good person, but who knows how far we 
would be pushed before we do bad things like he reluctantly has 
to… . I was thinking of Tomas and Thereza long after finishing 
the book. (Joo’s full review at Goodreads) 

5/5* 
Carnival of Hope is a story that should be on reading lists 
everywhere as a wake-up call to conditions that really exist in 
our modern world. (Reviewed by Alice D. for Readers Favorite) 

http://www.goodreads.com/review/show/242547278
http://www.goodreads.com/review/show/242547278
http://www.goodreads.com/review/show/261266372
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5/5* 
I thoroughly enjoyed this book, extremely well written with 
wonderful characters and very clever plotline. (ElaineG’s full 
review at Amazon) 

 

Connect with George Hamilton: 
 
Website: http://browsingrhino.com 
Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/browsingrhino1  
Twitter: https://twitter.com/browsingrhino 
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