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ARMISTICE





PROLOGUE



This particular November morning we would much prefer to remain hunkered in our captured trench than go over the top again, but orders are still orders even now at this late stage, so once more we plunge side by side across No-Man’s Land in that habitual hunched running position – with Death’s hot breath on our necks we urge ourselves and the others on, praying that it really is going to be all over in minutes at eleven a.m.


Are the enemies’ watches set to exactly the same time as ours? Has that been sorted out?


Run harder this time. Run harder than ever before. Not harder, better. Crouch more expertly. Be invisible, or bullet permeable – hope, believe that you can survive. The end is close enough to see, to smell, to touch. What will peace, what will no-war be like? Not like before, that’s for sure.


Jonathan yelps and lurches sideways into a shallow crater and I dive after him. The toe of his boot has been shot off but his toes are intact, pink under the dirt. He wriggles them and they look – illogically - more vulnerable than the rest of him. Hundreds of rounds phutt from a heavy machine gun splicing the air above our heads and then, aimed lower, they rip spurts from the rim of our friable haven, spitting soil in our eyes. We press ourselves down and curse. There’s a pause.


I can hear Jonathan’s rasping breaths. We twist our necks to look at each other.


‘Reloading?’ I say.


‘Or jammed?’ he says.


The pause continues. Mouths agape to drag in maximum air we nod to each other and stumble to our feet and will our bodies on over the clinging, uneven terrain—


When kerrump! A six-pounder. Dive flat. Merge with earth. Peer up. Enemy tank, one of ours, captured British Mark IV grinding towards our left flank, desperate Krauts sheltering in its wake. That’ll be our undoing. We have nothing to touch it.


But then owoooeeeee … pang! One of ours – a twelve-pounder shell – only a glancing blow but tearing tank’s armour, stopping it! And bonus! Metal on metal at that velocity gives birth to shrapnel; savage, spitting, indiscriminate bastard offspring; death multiplied, it scythes the enemy infantry at waist height and lower, some falling like skittles in fast-motion, and some flying up feet-first backwards as if a rug has been snatched from under them. All when they land are untouched above the waist but shredded scarlet mush and shocking white bone below. Untouched above the waist but lifeless. Some with eyes open. Like obsolete mannequins dumped round the back of a shop. I blink, still surprised, after all, at the sudden transformation from living to dead, movement to stillness.


But the tank is only wounded, stunned. It appears to shudder, and like a great beast regaining consciousness it groans and lurches into motion again. The six-pounder kerrumps and machine guns clatter. The beast must die.


Me and Jonathan run at it from the flank and poke grenades into the jagged rip in its side, whereupon there are shouts of alarm and when we are a few yards clear, terse explosions, short cries of distress; men inside the tank – I can’t help imagining them – must be sundered and smashed, or slumped and deafened, the latter uselessly pressing their hands to their ears.


Main weapon eliminated, the battle’s shape immediately becomes more irregular. We combatants intermingle, khaki versus grey. Now separated from Jonathan I can see Major Chiltern caught in a pincer movement by two of them. I shout to him but my voice is swallowed up in the cacophony of war. I fire from the hip at one of Chiltern’s predators but my pistol’s pin clicks impotently on a dud round – simultaneous to this I see Major Chiltern judder, penetrated from two different angles and he falls and lies still.


I am surprised at how upset I feel: both those shooters must die.


The dud jams my pistol. I have to clear it. I checked all these bullets personally when I loaded them; what more can you do, clean your weapon, check all the ammo? One of Chiltern’s attackers twists and falls. The second clutches his chest and drops onto his face. I turn and from the angle of Jonathan’s body I can see it is he who has shot them and that he is now hurrying to snap a new magazine into his pistol because for these few moments he is like I am, without a loaded gun – naked, defenceless, blinking in the light. I shout to him and gesticulate wildly because a big man has appeared out of nowhere and is almost upon Jonathan wielding a home-made club bristling with vicious spikes.


I hold my breath whilst Jonathan by a fraction avoids the first blow aimed at his skull, then twists, eluding the second to his neck, and sways, in control now, in the opposite direction, so that the third blow, destined for his shoulder, swishes past. Jonathan hoiks his pistol up, rams it into the German’s chin – it should be a knock-out blow but the man takes it without going down and when Jonathan wields his knife the blade only nicks his opponent’s cheek instead of slashing his eye or his nose or his cheek or his lips over bared teeth right open, and now Jonathan and the German close and try to kill each other face to face.


I want to go to help Jonathan but my way is barred by a child so pale and thin that he might be an apparition, who appears to be no more than twelve years old, in a uniform far too large for him, who tremblingly points a rifle, far too heavy for him, directly into my face. The fleeing Kaiser has sent his children against us.


The shouts begin to go up: ‘It’s over! Der Krieg ist vorbei!’


The child is soiling himself – the tell-tale wet patch spreads down the legs of his grimy uniform and I fear that he is trembling so much he might discharge his rifle by accident. Out of the corner of my eye I can glimpse white being waved and for a moment I think it is men waving their own exposed bones and offal hoping that someone will know what to do with it. I close my eyes and shake my head to dislodge that picture and see cloth, whiteish cloth – how absurd it would be to die at a terrified child’s involuntarily twitched hand just as the war is ending!


I try to smile reassuringly and to hold the child’s gaze as the sounds of war subside. The boy begins to tentatively lower his rifle – it’s probably too much for him to hold up any longer – and to me this seems good, the first good thing to happen, the first after-the-war good moment, but then I hear a crack from behind me and the boy collapses and is still. I half turn, just glimpse – ah, there you are, coming at me like a coward, and there’s another crack and I fall backwards and sideways, down on my front, looking at an ant going about its business, scaling peaks in the muddy earth.


I can smell blood and metal and decay.


Mud presses into my nostrils, seeming to want to invade me, to begin burying me already.


I can feel my blood pumping warmly out of the exit hole in my chest.


I have an image from school – geography – a cross-sectional diagram of the water table, the surface of a saturated subterranean sea – but now it is the blood table – all the blood from all the men and women who’ve leaked their lives into this contested earth, and mine is adding to it, fast-rhythmically gushing – I must get up! I try to place my palms on the ground and push but only succeed in inhaling fragments of the land we’ve been fighting over. I automatically cough as my vital organs stutter and hiccough, gasping for fuel. Through my ear to the ground I can sense running feet pounding the ground.


I have a vision of myself and Philomena, and Jonathan, and the fiancée that he will acquire some day; all going about together, by the sea, living it up, dressed all in white, possibly back here in France, but definitely by the seaside, and no expense spared. I try to grasp this vision, to anchor myself to it, but it is slipping, agonisingly, away from me, out of reach.


Someone picks me up – it is Jonathan – and I feel myself begin to shake, and I can feel Jonathan holding me, and I think that I can see Captain Dore to the side of Jonathan, looking on anxiously.


More images of Philomena flash before me at machine-gun speed, as if my memory is rapidly discharging its final rounds. One day: her in a white blouse and long skirt on her bicycle, giggling as she struggles up a hill; her letting out a small cry as she slips naked into the freezing waters of that hill pond, her back arched away from the cold; later her warm breath in my ear as she moves slowly on top of me – was that the best day of my life?


Past tense?!


No! No! I think I cry.


Jonathan is holding me and I can see him calling but his voice is as if from afar. ‘Dan. Dan. No. No. Daniel Case: can you hear me? Dan!’


If I am about to die I know that I have to tell Jonathan … It is imperative … If there is just one more sentence, or phrase, or single word left to me to utter then I know what it—I must tell Jona—If I can just spea—Or if I can just make a—indica—slide my eyes towards—move any part of my bod—





CHAPTER ONE



Some men had started a war, other men went off to fight it; the living were left with the mess.


She’d left a note at work. ‘Back the day after tomorrow. Nothing to worry about. Sorry. Philomena.’ Her train slowed down and the smoke from the funnels fell and swirled about the carriages rather than streamed above them, thus her first views of central London, of Euston, were wreathed in vapour. Philomena’s hands, which had lain together in her lap, lifted slightly and parted, and began to describe small, slow shapes in the air. They seemed to move independently of the rest of her, they had recently begun to do this, as if responding to a quiet, sad orchestra playing inside her, or if moving more swiftly, betraying her anxieties. Jo should be seeing her scribbled note about now. Should she have told her where she was headed? She didn’t know where, exactly. London, yes, but she had nowhere yet to stay tonight, and the note was written in a rush, on an impulse; she’d had to come. Philomena knew no one in the capital. All she had was three names and two addresses of men she’d never met. Who weren’t expecting her.


She could hear the elderly guard along the corridor calling: ‘All change! This train terminates at Euston. London and North Western apologise for the late arrival of this train. All change!’ When he passed her compartment he met her eye for a fleeting moment, then she resumed her watch through the glass. The platform appeared below. The train’s brakes screeched intermittently as it slowed more. The couplings clanked as they contracted and stretched, jolted and bumped. She directed her hands to take out, from her worn leather everyday bag, a sheaf of envelopes held together by elastic bands. Locating one, an official letter, she nervously checked the sender’s peacetime address for the umpteenth time and returned it to its envelope. She touched several of the other well-thumbed envelopes in succession, divining which, if any, she should next revisit. As the roof of the station slid overhead obscuring the faint stars in the end-of-the-night sky her eyes welled with tears. ‘This won’t do.’ But another voice butted in, ‘This might be the way things will be for some time to come.’ Voices in her head; was she mad? On the spur of the moment she had decided yesterday evening to travel alone to London, then had been unable to wait for the first train of today, the eight thirty, for that would not have delivered her until lunch time – half a day wasted. So she had caught the last yesterday, the midnight – had banked on sleeping on it, if it felt safe enough. It had, but oblivion proved only fitful, despite the mesmeric rocking of the carriage. Now she felt ragged, but so what? Her life since mid-November had been chaos: breathless lungs racing heart scrambled thoughts, interrupted by periods of torpor; slow, leaden hours with a black dog in a long dark lane.


She wiped her cheeks with the backs of her hands then stood. There was no one to help her down with her overnight luggage from the rack so she stood on the seat and hauled herself up. On boarding at Manchester last night an officious guard had quite unnecessarily shoved the bag up there, wordlessly, scowling, she felt, because of something about her. After he’d gone she’d put on the wedding band, precautionary lump on her finger, sad reminder of what was not going to happen.


As the train glided in, the glass window in the compartment door took a heft to get down before she could reach out for the handle on the outside. She looked along the smoky platform to the ticket barrier, and waited for the train to come to a complete rest. Whilst it still moved some doors in other carriages opened and the air was filled with the sound of shod feet hitting stone platform – crack! Men in suits and ties carrying briefcases forged ahead, as if using the train’s final velocity to launch themselves, stealing precious seconds in what appeared to be a race to urgent business in the heart of the metropolis. Philomena felt herself infected by the rush, tensed as if ready to spring. Trying to relax her body was hopeless – the surge of human energy was irresistible, pointless to buck. She tried to join in but in stepping down onto the platform she stumbled and had to take another three or four steps to balance herself, by which time other disembarkers were nudging into her from behind. Some veered then converged ahead of her as if she were an obstacle that they must flow around, but the mass swept her up and along, crammed through the narrow gate – breathlessly squeezed – then spewed out into the Great Hall of the station, where it spread and dispersed and she was deposited, sediment, a particle, forgotten.


Everyone but her seemed to know exactly where they were going, but she’d been in a crowd before, just not a London crowd – she wasn’t completely naive as to the ways of crowds. Used to at least the principles of urban navigation, she sped up, dropped her left shoulder, slowed down, paused on her toes to let a man cross, dropped to her heels, dipped her right shoulder, thrust her bag ahead of her to part a way and slipped through the gap. Now she was in an eddy. Here, because she wasn’t having to concentrate on avoiding collisions she became aware of all the voices – hundreds, perhaps thousands of voices reverberating back off walls and floor, amplified by the towering ceiling. Cutting through this hubbub were the specific cries aimed to catch the attention: the newspaper vendors, shoe shiners, coffee and sandwich sellers – just like Manchester only bigger, louder, taller, fuller!


As she had planned en route she purchased a cheap map of central London. Unbuffeted at the side of the stall she unfolded this but immediately felt dismayed by its complexity. Famous names: Buckingham Palace, Westminster Abbey, Pall Mall led her bewildered eye this way and that but for the most part it was a maze, a blur of routes and names, too much to take in. She folded it and headed out through the station entrance in search of a bus. That was the sensible thing to do. Look at the first address again; find the correct bus. Out came the envelopes. That one was on the top.


Feeling the massive portico as she passed underneath she turned to look up at it. She craned her neck to see to its tip, pale against the lightening sky. The slightly darker shapes of scudding clouds made it appear that the station was swaying – she felt dizzy, reached out a hand to steady herself, unwittingly touched a passer-by, a man in a three-quarter double-breasted in blue chalkstripe, who muttered ‘sorry’ without even glancing at her. More sights and sounds assaulted her senses: the hooves of hundreds of horses on Drummond Street, the engines of motor cars, motor bikes, motor lorries, motor buses – the latter, from competing companies, swooping at queues of passengers as soon as they formed, the drivers in their exposed cabs impatiently sounding their horns, waving each other out of the way. Familiar names on the buses’ sides: Iron Jelloids, Heinz Pickle, Veno’s Cough Cure, like the faces of friends in a crowd of strangers. She consulted her map again and this time was able to locate Euston Station. But where on the map was she going? Her finger shakily traced the names of roads in the index. She found a grid reference. There! But which bus was headed that way?


Feeling very much like the country mouse, she searched the impassive faces of those around her for the least unapproachable, to ask for help.


A soldier in uniform ushered Philomena into Major James’ office.


‘He won’t keep you waiting long. Sit there, miss.’


The room was plain and formal: a desk, a portrait of the king. It didn’t feel like anyone’s room in particular. He might not have been back here very long. The leather seat creaked as her weight shifted upon it.


She looked down at her hands and found that they were moving slowly, like fronds in water; little ripples. She made no attempt to influence them, instead trying to remember all the potential questions she had for Major James. She told herself off for not having written them down and decided to try to do that now. Rifling through her everyday bag she found a stub of pencil and the sheaf of envelopes. On the back of one she began to scribble a question. She drew a line from it and scribbled a sub or supplementary question. Then more lines to additional queries. What began as an orderly list quickly became a diagram, as if a structure was being exposed, or she was inadvertently mapping the truth that there never was, nor could be, a single consequence of an action.


She was hunched over engaged in this when Major James swiftly entered the room so she sat up straight a little too swiftly to be dignified. She noticed that he looked anxious in his body if not in his face, losing his stride a little – it wasn’t a trip, nor was it enough to be called a stumble, but there was a definite malfunction and correction. Caused by the abrupt way she had sat up?


‘Miss Bligh?’ His smiling eyes looked practised.


‘Yes,’ replied Philomena, suddenly worried about military etiquette, gathering herself to stand.


‘Please, stay seated,’ said the neatly uniformed major as he made his way to the other side of the desk and put down his cap. Then he looked as if he changed his mind, and came to the front of the desk, nearer his visitor, where he perched, working off his tight gloves, which he afterwards held in one hand. He was stiff-backed. He sported a bushy moustache. In his early forties? His ears stuck out a little.


‘Thank you for seeing me without an appointment,’ Philomena said, ‘and so early in the morning.’


‘It’s a pleasure to meet you,’ he said, taking in the overnight bag on the floor by her feet. ‘Travelled far?’


It was a new bag; paisley. When Philomena had bought it she’d worried it might have a bit too much pattern. Now, in that austere room it looked positively brash. If in the shop it had quietly burbled, in Major James’ office it screamed.


‘From Manchester.’ She examined the word ‘pleasure’, turning it over in her mind’s eye. It jarred but she decided that the major wasn’t being haphazard or insensitive; it was just a word. As if he knew what she was thinking the major went on:


‘I’d rather not have to meet you in these circumstances, of course. It was especially poignant, your fiancé’s death.’


He spoke with clipped consonants, long vowels; very Standard English.


‘Poignant because it was the last day?’ she asked.


‘Yes,’ replied the major.


He’d entered the room possibly anxious and now Philomena could sense – from how he looked away, eyes flickering, that he was embarrassed or awkward in some way.


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘the day of the Armistice, first post I had a letter from him, then last post next day the notification and letter from you.’


She searched a while for the next thing to say. Major James frowned and she realised her hands were doing their moving thing. She asked them to stop and they dropped to her lap. It was as if her hands slipped her consciousness from time to time and had to be reminded that she was supposed to be in charge.


‘Daniel Case was a very good man,’ said Major James.


Philomena felt her pulse quicken. There was something about the major – it wasn’t that he was embarrassed or awkward; she felt that he was engaged in some sort of evasion, and decided to test him a little.


‘Dan was always a little wild,’ she said.


‘Not incompatible with being good,’ replied Major James without hesitation, and she could see that he meant it. Notwithstanding, her doubts about the major hardened into a suspicion that he was concealing something. Was she reading the major wrongly?


Feeling a little flustered by her possibly misguided reaction she said: ‘It’s a shame that they had to fight on the last day,’ then immediately thought that shame was altogether too mild a word. ‘It’s appalling that they couldn’t have all got together and agreed that as it was the last day they’d stop there and then, and make the day before the last day.’


As she said this she feared she was being stupidly naive about how things happen on a battlefield, but the major gave no sign of passing judgement. He explained, as if she were his equal: ‘We had to keep going; to take ground if possible. Some thought that we shouldn’t stop until we were in Germany; give them a taste of their own medicine.’


Philomena suddenly felt like crying again and didn’t want to in front of the officer, so to distract herself she stood up and made moves to go. Out of the corner of her eye she could see the major’s brow had furrowed and his mouth had dropped open.


‘Thank you for seeing me,’ she said, making herself look him in the eye.


Major James’ mouth closed, and Philomena thought that he looked a little relieved that the meeting was ending; she didn’t blame him. He certainly reached the door quickly enough.


‘I just wanted to see some of the men who knew him,’ said Philomena.


‘Who else have you met?’ asked Major James, lightly.


‘No one yet. You’re the first.’ She took a few steps then remembered she hadn’t got one of the things she’d come for.


‘Actually, I wonder if you might be able to help me. I have one address but I need another. I have the names of two of Dan’s friends, but only the peacetime address for one of them. I have Captain, or, rather Mr Jonathan Priest’s name and address.’


Major James nodded stiffly. The way he was holding himself, she wondered if he was feeling quite well. Perhaps that was what she had been sensing. Or, she wondered if he had met many women since the end of the war, and if mostly, like her, they didn’t really want to know very much apart from that it had been quick, but they had a tendency to break down and cry, and that was awkward for him, and he’d feared she would be the same.


‘Would you be able to help me with an address for the other man?’ she asked.


‘I shall do what I can,’ replied Major James, returning to his desk, reaching for the card index. ‘What name is it?’


‘Captain, or Mr Anthony Dore,’ she said, noticing a slight twitch in Major James’ fingers just before they flicked through the index. Having found an entry he sat behind the desk to write.


‘Here,’ he said, beginning to copy a few lines onto a piece of crisp white letter paper. His hand made a strange movement, a sort of spasm, and he changed his grip on his pen and wrote the next words awkwardly, almost illegibly, muttered to himself, shook his head and resumed his former grip on his pen.


Everyone was a bit funny since the war started, weren’t they? Philomena knew that you couldn’t blame everything on it but neither could you ask: do you do that because of something in the war?


In her room in the Holborn hotel, ‘The Daphne’, the wall-mounted gas lamp cast a shadow of itself on the heavy purple paper behind. In the muffled light she could see that the ceiling was once possibly painted off-white but now was off-yellow on the way to light brown, and that the counterpane on the bed was shiny with age. The room was cramped; she could reach from the end of the bed to touch the cold glass of the window. The faded rug curled at the edges. There was no sink. The wardrobe rocked when she opened the doors. The predominant odour was of mothballs and what could be old feet – old some part of the body – feet hopefully, feet rather than other noxious zones of unwashed bodies. And still the room wasn’t cheap. London was very, very expensive. Only one night, though.


She put her paisley bag on the bed then from her everyday bag extracted the bundle of envelopes. She fanned through until she found the photograph of Dan pretending to smoke a stick as if it were a cigar and propped this upright against the paraffin lamp she hoped she wouldn’t have to use that stood on the bedside table.


In her mind she could hear Dan declare that one day he would smoke a real cigar that size.


She placed particular envelopes at the photograph’s foot, as if constructing a shrine. From another envelope she took a letter and read it again. It was from the man called Jonathan Priest. There was an address, his office address; legal chambers. In this letter he explained that he didn’t yet have a permanent home address – after being demobbed he couldn’t decide where to settle. It was a friendly letter, almost chatty, as if from someone she knew. A few minutes ago the hotel receptionist – Philomena didn’t know what else to call the slovenly man who provided the key to this room – had squinted at Jonathan Priest’s address and peered at her map, stabbed the location with his forefinger, leaving a grubby mark. ‘Fifteen to twenty minutes’ walk,’ he’d barked, ‘if you don’t get lost, for it’s a proper labyrinth. If you do get lost, we’ll sell your belongings in a month to pay your bill.’ He’d winked to show that, despite appearances, he wasn’t being unpleasant. ‘On your own?’ he’d said. ‘Yes,’ she’d replied. ‘Hmm,’ he’d said.


A rare shaft of sunlight slanted in through Philomena’s grubby window creating a narrow beam over the top of the bed. On an impulse she raised her hand and brought it down flat on the counterpane with a whump! She watched the dust motes thrown upwards dance and twinkle in the sunlight, the glinting detritus of the room’s previous occupants. She recalled home, about how the light beams could be caught in the glass of the magnifiers and redirected to all corners of the workshop. It was the tip of the tail of the winter, still in the months when daylight was in short supply. When the days grew longer and the sun rose higher they worked all the hours they could in the bright natural light. Work. Home. Loneliness.


The thought of work made her consciously straighten her spine. She was determined to avoid becoming hunched like the others. An occupational hazard, they all said. It could be avoided, she had decided; didn’t want Dan going off her because she was all bent over. There; she caught her thoughts. Dan wouldn’t be going off her, would he? How long would this forgetting take? She didn’t mean forgetting – I’ll never forget you – she meant how long would these ambushes continue? These aftershocks? It was the middle of March, and Dan had died on 11 November. She’d begun to understand those photographs she’d seen of women in black; foreign-looking women, who stayed in mourning for the rest of their lives. How long would that be – the rest of her life? Future. Don’t think. Just live now. Or black dog in long dark lane. She felt sick, and unbalanced by lack of sleep.


She lay down. She stared at the ceiling. She began to see patterns in the cracks in the thick paint and its patina when she didn’t want to see anything. She shut her eyes but still she could see; at first mostly blackness, with flashes of red and yellow, then, unbidden and unwelcome, images of war: men, bits of men, their insides on the outside, obscenely glistening, hands trying to push portions back inside mushy holes. She imagined groups of men, faceless. She was trying not to hear the sounds of war, the explosions, screams, whimpers. The smells: blood, faeces, rottenness, stale breath, damp—no, wet—no, sodden wool, that’s overpowering – suffocating, in a confined space, like a dugout, or a grave. She opened her eyes and deliberately widened them and looked to the limit of her periphery, stretching and blinking, sucked in daylight in the hope of dislodging the war images. She sat up and poked her fingers into her ears and waggled them to create a rushing noise to drown out the war sounds, and she cupped her hands over her nose and mouth and inhaled the smell of her palms. There was the counterpane – the last thing she had touched.


Having reset herself, she lay down again, picked a quiet spot on the ceiling and tried to concentrate on it, to block everything else out. She lay on her back and sent her gaze like a beam to the spot on the ceiling.





CHAPTER TWO



It was still not yet mid morning when, nearing the receptionist’s smudge on her map, Philomena crossed a busy commercial street and continued into a low brick passage, which opened out at the other end in to a surprising garden square. On her left ran an ancient, bulging brick wall. Past this there was an entrance, through which she could see another square of manicured lawns surrounded by grand buildings. Over the tops of them, turrets and spires. There were men passing swiftly, singly and in pairs, dressed in closely woven black cloaks and white wigs, carrying thick bundles of papers tied with wide ribbon. Expensive motor cars purred past, their black paintwork shiny as lacquer. Keep Off the Grass! a sign commanded. An elegant terraced row to the right showed a date, 1787, built into its brickwork. A mature purple wisteria ran several yards along it and a vast magnolia threatened to bloom, its buds standing ripe, upright, swollen, parted, revealing furled pink-tinged petals.


A man in a black three-piece suit and bowler carrying a large bunch of keys crossed Philomena’s path. She expected him to challenge her, but he did not. She moved on, passing an ancient-looking cracked wooden door studded with black bolts. Beyond that there was what looked like a miniature barn. It had a roof, and columns, but no walls. The ceiling was decorated with stone carvings of foliage and fruit. A sign: ‘This chapel was reopened after being enlarged. 8 April 1883’. Another sign, by a door in a wall: Flat 1, Lord and Lady—. Flat 2, Lord and Lady—. Titled people lived here!


Retracing her steps Philomena located a list of names in gilt transfer on a painted black background, but Jonathan Priest’s wasn’t among them. Another man, in a grey three-piece, left one door and entered another a few yards ahead (in a way that reminded her of the White Rabbit in Alice) and she pursued him. Entering the low door she called: ‘Excuse me, please,’ as he was about to disappear around a corner.


‘Yes, miss,’ he replied over his shoulder.


‘I am looking for this gentleman, please,’ she said, showing her letter from Jonathan Priest.


‘Follow me, miss,’ said the man, as he ducked back out of the low door they had just entered.


He guided her to a full-sized door where Mr Jonathan PRIEST appeared on another gilt list. Behind this door a sharp-nosed clerk looked at her letter and informed her that ‘sir’ wouldn’t be back until late afternoon. He encouraged her to leave a note. She became anxious. What should she write? In her mind she tried ‘I am Philomena Bligh, Dan’s fiancée. I’ve come down to London on the off-chance of meeting Dan’s surviving friends.’ She examined whether she really did want to meet them. If she had really wanted to meet them she would have made contact in advance and secured proper appointments, wouldn’t she? The clerk’s gentle cough brought her back and she quickly wrote her name and the name and address and telephone number of her hotel on a card the clerk provided. On her way out she learned, from an announcement on the wall, the court that Jonathan Priest was ‘performing in’ – as the clerk put it – that morning.


‘Could I meet him there?’ she asked. ‘Is he returning here at lunch?’


‘Do you know him at all?’ asked the clerk, whose name was Jones.


‘No,’ Philomena admitted.


‘You can watch him if you like,’ suggested Jones.


‘Watch him?’


‘He’s due to be on his feet this morning, summing up. If you hurry you’ll catch him. I shall furnish you with a description, so’s you don’t get the wrong man by accident. He’s tall, he’s dark in colour – his eyes and hair that is, which is wavy if you were able to see it under his wig – he’s medium build, his type is restless. And that should be enough to distinguish him from the other barristers who I happen to know are there in that court: one fat and grey, one bow-legged, and one short in the arms.’ All this said flat, rapidly, but with a slight twinkle in his eye.


Thus it was that Philomena found herself – after a short walk down to Fleet Street, and a turn east – seated in a public gallery at the Old Bailey, watching Jonathan Priest conducting a defence. He was tall as Jones had said, but also graceful, and not restless; animated to an abnormal degree. Not that he was waving his arms about – it was his energy that was extraordinary: the amount of it, its intensity, and the way he marshalled and channelled it. The whole focus of the wood-panelled courtroom was on him, the jurors’, particularly.


Jonathan Priest stopped moving and pinched the bridge of his nose for a few moments and Philomena swore that he had all twelve of them holding their breath. He dropped his hand, sent his weight upwards, balanced on his heels and turned his face upwards, towards her. She slid back in her seat, leaning away from him, peeking down, but he was oblivious to her. His eyes didn’t take her in; they flickered from side to side, their movement and lack of focus revealing that he sought inspiration not from the surface of the material world but from somewhere inside himself.


He turned back, his weight dropped down again and he was in full flow, voicing his thoughts. He could be an actor, a proper actor, who appeared in plays, and was paid for it. The people in Philomena’s hometown, Saddleworth, who got together and put on productions – none of them had his presence. He was compelling, but he had a tentativeness about him too, a hesitancy, a delicacy, even.


Jonathan Priest passed in front of the judge, who looked down on the court from his wooden throne – was that the right name for his big seat? The judge appeared to be the opposite of Jonathan Priest in nature, just as compelling but giving off no sense of struggle, no uncertainty. And he looked much bigger, heavier, thicker. The only lighter thing about him was his hair colour, which was grey in his eyebrows. Regardless of their dissimilarity, he seemed to be listening favourably as Jonathan Priest continued his summing up to the jury.


‘So, if you believe in justice then you must acquit my client of this petty crime committed out of desperation.’


The young accused, dressed in army uniform, frowned, as did several others present, including Philomena. Had the defending barrister just admitted that his client had actually done what he was accused of?


Jonathan Priest continued: ‘If you do not acquit this war veteran and he goes to gaol – I say veteran because he is one, but let us remind ourselves of his actual age; eighteen … he is an eighteen-year-old war veteran – and you must acquit him! You must acquit this boy! Put yourselves in his shoes – some of you can, I sense. No doubt some of you served; he is a boy called by his country – one of millions who has literally given his body for his country.’


Indeed, noted Philomena, the young man in the dock had an empty sleeve to his khaki tunic. It was pinned to his breast by the cuff.


‘If you were he, and you were found guilty of taking just enough food and drink to feed yourself and quench your thirst and were sent to gaol for it, would you feel that justice had been done? Would you feel that?’


There followed a silence during which it appeared that Jonathan Priest might go on. Philomena could see that most of the jury were sat forward slightly, if not actually on the edge of their seats, inclined towards him. He was now looking floorwards, apparently at the toe of his own shiny shoe. He shook his head.


The judge raised a quizzical eyebrow. Jonathan Priest tapped his top lip with his fingers and looked up. He turned towards the jury and gave an almost imperceptible shrug, and then he sat down, not looking at anyone. The judge pursed his lips and looked doubtful, but most of the jury were visibly impressed. Their eyes were on Jonathan Priest, then, as if he directed them, on the accused, who was looking pitiful. In the silence that continued in the court Philomena imagined that she could hear the jury asking themselves, ‘Yes, what is justice for this young fellow?’


Philomena’s eyes settled on Jonathan Priest, searching for any signs that he was conscious of his performance. Any little smile, or flicker of the eyes. If Dan were in his place he would have been unable to prevent a smile to himself now – his habit, infuriating to some, after he’d done something well. Was Jonathan Priest acting? Only someone who knew him in another context would be able to tell if his current disposition: head down, angled slightly, nodding occasionally, as if running the whole thing over in his head in case he’d missed something, indicated he was acting. Acting or not, he was definitely leading, setting an example as to how the jury should conduct themselves when contemplating the very serious question: what is the right thing to do?


In the marble-floored public areas at the entrance to the courts where members of the legal profession and others can mingle Jonathan Priest was standing alone. Philomena wondered if she should exploit this proximity and make herself known to him. She observed him reach a finger under his wig to scratch his head, screwing up his face as he did so. Something about this unguarded gesture made her decide that she should introduce herself, but after she’d moved a few steps in his direction he suddenly became agitated, for no reason she could see, and he made off, entering – she discovered on closer inspection - the men’s lavatories.


Now in the public area there began a bit of a flap. Hurried footsteps clacked on the shiny floor as various officials moved swiftly hither and thither, passing between them, in hushed tones, some urgent news. Philomena edged nearer to where two such men were about to converge and successfully eavesdropped on one telling the other that the jury had already sent a message to the judge asking what the lightest sentence would be should they return a guilty verdict. All the officials seemed to know exactly the significance of this, and it seemed to please them, but later, when the court reassembled to hear the jury’s verdict, Jonathan Priest didn’t appear to share this pleasure.


As the stiff-collared foreman declared the accused ‘not guilty’ the winning barrister remained in a reverie, tapping his top lip with his index finger, ignoring the grateful young veteran’s attempts to gain his attention. Philomena puzzled at Jonathan Priest’s behaviour towards the boy he had just so successfully defended. Able to see both without turning her head she watched the acquitted’s celebration sour. His brow furrowed and the grimy-looking heel of his remaining hand beat nervously on the wood of the dock. Philomena sensed that more than anything he needed Jonathan Priest to look at him, but the barrister remained oblivious for a few more moments before he looked up and smiled at his client, who appeared more relieved now than when the jury’s verdict had been delivered. Jonathan Priest got to his feet, courteously shook his youthful client’s surviving hand, politely accepted his heartfelt gratitude.
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