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            The essence of being human is that one does not seek perfection, that one is sometimes willing to commit sins for the sake of loyalty, that one does not push asceticism to the point where it makes friendly inter-course impossible, and that one is prepared in the end to be defeated and broken up by life, which is the inevitable price of fastening one’s love upon other human individuals.

            (George Orwell: from “Reflections on Gandhi”, from A COLLECTION OF ESSAYS by George Orwell. Copyright © by Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company, renewed 1978 by Sonia Brownell.

            Used, in the United States of America, by permission of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company. All rights reserved.)

            Shooting an Elephant by George Orwell (Copyright © George Orwell, 1946). Reprinted by permission of Bill Hamilton as the Literary Executor of the Estate of the Late Sonia Brownell Orwell.

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               
                  At the Dark Hour

               

               
                  Our love was conceived in silence and must live silently

                  This only our sorrow, and this until the end.

                  Listen, did we not lie all of one evening

                  Your heart under my hand

               

               
                  And no word spoken, no, not even the sighing

                  Of pain made comfortable, not the heart’s beat

                  Nor sound of urgency, but a fire dying

                  And the cold sheet?

               

               
                  The sailor goes home singing; the lamplit lovers

                  Make private movements in a public place.

                  Boys whistle under windows, and are answered;

                  But we must hold our peace.

               

               
                  Day, too, broke silently. Before the blackbird,

                  Before the trouble of traffic and the mist unrolled,

                  I shall remember at the dark hour turning to you

                  For comfort in the cold.

               

               
                  PAUL DEHN

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Prologue

            (Monday 21st October 1940)

         

         Adam opened the window, lit a Woodbine, and gazed down onto Green Park. He had reserved a bedroom on the second floor and left the details in a note within the shield of a knight over a week ago. Julia’s note in reply expressed a reluctance that was more and more evident in her correspondence, but he was insistent. Eventually, on the previous Friday, she had agreed to come. He had signed under his real name and asked that a bottle of champagne be brought up to the room. It was sitting in a bucket of ice on a table near the window. There were two iced flutes. A cold wind blew in and he pulled his overcoat closer to him. The barrage balloons floated eerily in the sudden stillness of the late afternoon. He ran a hand down the side of the bottle. It was still slightly warm and there were no drips of condensation on the glass so he pressed it further into the ice and twisted it down so that the ice made a crunching sound. He looked at his watch. It was a quarter past three. He had suggested three o’clock.

         His knowledge of her movements was diminishing. Whereas in the past there would be a note in the church every weekday, now they were frequently absent. He wondered whether she would even show up. How many afternoons had they spent in the Stafford? He had no idea. They had kept no records and any communications were always destroyed. If he had been accused of a crime of which he was innocent – a murder perhaps – and the time and date of the crime was one of these afternoons, he would not be able to prove his alibi. This lack of any evidence meant that it would be difficult to prove any case against them. But it also meant that, on one level, nothing ever happened. Nothing could be verified. If she were to deny that she loved him, that she had ever even met with him privately, he would not be able to prove the contrary. He looked at his watch again. Three thirty. Well this has been a waste of money, he thought. He would stop leaving her notes. It was causing him too much pain.

         Then there was a knock on the door and he rushed over to open it. Julia  was wearing a long black coat and had a headscarf with a peacock motif, probably from Liberty, he thought. Stray curls of blonde hair escaped from under it. She gave him a warm but distracted smile and they kissed in greeting.

         
            – Ooh, it’s cold in here. Can’t you shut the window?

         

         He stubbed out his cigarette and did as she had asked and then turned back into the room to look at her.

         
            – Champagne? Are we celebrating something?

            – As a matter of fact, we are. Can you guess what?

            – Oh, Adam! I’m not in the mood for silly games.

         

         Adam turned around, looked back down onto Green Park and said morosely over his shoulder:

         
            – It’s four years to the day since we spent the night together in the Feathers. This is our fourth anniversary.

            – Four years … our lives are flying away from us.

         

         He heard her approach him as she said these words. Her tone was sad. And then her hand was on his shoulder and she stood beside him and leaned her head into his side.

         
            – I’m sorry, Adam. I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful. I’m under a terrible strain, that’s all.

         

         They stood together in silence for a long while gazing out into the place where their affair had most of its origins. At last she said, more brightly,

         
            – Come on then. Let’s have some of that scrumptious bubbly.

         

         She took off her overcoat and scarf and laid them neatly across an armchair. He studied what she was wearing underneath: a dark blue tweed twin-piece and a cream-coloured blouse. 

         
            – I know what you’re thinking. That it’s rather dowdy for an assignation, especially on our anniversary – but I can hardly draw attention to myself.

         

         They moved over to the table, Adam poured and they each took a chair. Tiny bubbles rose to the surface and popped in long unbroken chains. He lifted his glass and tilted it towards Julia.

         
            – To us.

            – Yes. To us.

            – What’s upsetting you?

            – I got a lovely letter from Agnes this morning. Well … not so much a letter … but she had drawn a picture of a house, a boxy thing, with a line of blue crayon at the top – that was the sky – and a line of green crayon at the bottom which was the grass.

            – When did you last see them?

            – And she had written, scrawled really, “To Mummy and Daddy, love Agnes”, and then put a line of crosses under her name.

            – They’ll be able to come back soon, I’m sure.

            – I couldn’t bear to lose them, Adam

            – Why should you lose them? They’re much safer where they are.

            – I’ve been sleeping very badly. I’m so tired.

         

         She turned away from him, wiped her eyes and drained her glass.

         
            – Top-up please … Thank you … So much has changed in the last four years.

            – We haven’t changed though.

         

         Julia didn’t answer and stared out of the window. They finished their second glass in silence. Adam didn’t know what to say.

         
            – Would you like some more?

            – Let’s leave a glass each for afterwards.

         

         And she rose and walked over to the window. He followed her and, standing behind her, he pulled her close to him. Her body arched and she  pressed her bottom against him. He raised his hands to her breasts and began to caress them.

         
            – Oh, Adam!

         

         He began unbuttoning her jacket and she shifted her arms and shoulders so that it could fall to the ground.

         
            – Are you sure I should be doing this in front of the window?

            – We are not being watched yet, Adam.

            – Yet?

            – My blouse?

         

         He undid the buttons and with the same fluent movement she allowed it to fall to the floor.

         
            – And my brassiere.

         

         She was naked from the waist up and still staring into Green Park.

         
            – I could close the curtains?

            – Not today, Adam. My skirt?

         

         He closed his eyes and let his fingers stroke her neck and then slide down her torso, caressing her breasts and twisting her nipples before moving down to her tummy and reaching for the top button of her skirt.

         
            – And my suspenders.

         

         He unclipped them and she reached down to pull off her stockings until all she was wearing were her panties.

         
            – Shouldn’t we move away from the window?

            – No, Adam. Put your hand inside.

         

         
            ****

         

          He led her naked to the bed and she pulled back the blankets and climbed under them. He hurriedly removed his clothes and climbed in next to her. Pressing against her so that they touched at every point, he savoured her body’s warmth. He looked into her eyes. Longing, desire and sadness. The sky was beginning to darken. She stroked his face.

         
            – I want this to be memorable.

            – I love you so much!

            – I love you too. I mean it, you know.

            – Why should I not believe you?

            – I mean it, you know.

         

         And they made love. Adam had never known Julia to be so passionate. She gripped his wrists with such force that the bruising didn’t go down for days – he had to pull his frayed cuffs down over the contusions. She kissed his neck in a way that made him feel she was trying to eat him. She groaned and howled. When at last their bodies went limp, the bed was in ruins. They lay still for a long time afterwards.

         
            – Let’s have that last glass of champagne.

            – Do you want me to cover you with a sheet?

            – Come to the window, Adam.

         

         And the two sat naked at the same little table.

         
            – Julia. What’s wrong?

            – I don’t think we can carry on any longer.

         

         His heart lurched.

         
            – Why ever not?

            – It’s this war. We’re taking enormous risks.

         

         She started to cry. Adam did not know what to say. He needed to persuade her not to give up.

         
            – Do you remember that time when I asked you whether, if we weren’t  both happily married with children, you would marry me and you said yes?

         

         She was sobbing.

         
            – Yes.

            – Do you think that will ever happen?

            – Not now, one day perhaps.

         

         And she sobbed again.

         
            – When?

            – Maybe in twenty years.

            – Twenty years?

         

         He didn’t think that he could live that long. He was overcome by violent coughing. Still sobbing, Julia said she wanted to go back to the bed. She climbed into the ruins and immediately fell asleep. She was still naked and had her right hand behind her head and her left across her breast. Her right leg, bent at the knee, touched the floor and her left was at an acute angle, with her foot resting on her right upper leg. She looked defenceless. He pulled up a chair and watched her gentle breathing as the sky darkened into night and she became no more than a silhouette. Then he closed the curtains.

         The time came when he had to wake her. She roused herself, pulled herself off the bed and, almost mechanically, dressed herself, picked up her overcoat and scarf from the armchair and put them on. Then she opened the door to leave.

         
            – Goodbye, Adam.

            – Please don’t leave me!

            – Goodbye, Adam.

         

         And she turned and was gone.
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            Chapter One

            (Friday 13th December 1940)

         

         Bateman was angry:

         
            – What’s his name again?

            – Falling. Mr Adam Falling.

            – Is he really the best you can offer me?

            – He’s very good, you know.

            – Well. Why wasn’t he on the original list that you gave me?

            – They’re all away, I’m afraid.

         

         Bateman knew what that meant. He said:

         
            – Oh God! So, either he’s a conchie, a cripple or drawing his pension?

            – His clerk recommended him highly to me. And Stirrup Court is a very good set of chambers.

            – Right. So what can you tell me about him?

            – Not a lot, I’m afraid. But he is very sharp. Went to Cambridge. Destined to do very well. And not that old. Probably only in his late thirties.

         

         Being no fool, Bateman read it right.

         
            – You don’t know anything about him do you? You’re just parroting what his guvnor told you?

         

         Jones laughed awkwardly and shifted in his seat, looking around the waiting room. Black curtains had been nailed over the window. The room was murky and a heavily shielded lamp cast shadows over the law books lining one of the walls. His mouth was dry and he wished, not for the first time, that barristers would offer tea or coffee, or even water. 

         
            – And why did we have to come here after dark? It’s a rabbit warren. I’d have had trouble finding the place in daylight, let alone during the blackout!

            – Mr Falling is a Judge (sort of) – said Jones sensing a way out – and we had to wait until he’d finished … his business.

         

         Jones and his client had been obliged to pick their way down from Fleet Street into the Temple and past Cloisters after night had fallen. Notwithstanding war, the old conventions remained and it was still normal to wait until 4.30 p.m. or later to see one’s barrister. The edge of an early moon had given a silver sheen to the Temple Church and the white stone of Cloisters’ arches glowed fluorescent beyond them. But for the rubble, Jones could have done it blindfold. He’d been doing it for years. They had stumbled past the wreckage of Fig Tree Court on to Stirrup Court and then up cold stone stairs, where they were shown to the waiting room by Arthur, the senior clerk.

         
            – Sorry to keep you. Mr Falling won’t be a minute. He’s just popped out to Temple Church for a quick pray.

         

         And they found themselves in the gloomy room. Nothing but the day’s Daily Mirror to sustain them. They’d both read it earlier.

         
            – What’s he praying for, then? And if he’s only in his late 30s, what’s he doing here? He should be off with the rest of them defending the country.

            – If he wasn’t here, I don’t know where I would have found a barrister for you.

         

         They lapsed back into silence. Jones didn’t like his client’s mood. Ungrateful bastard! He’d spent an age phoning around trying to find someone who would take the brief. Bateman had no idea how difficult it was to find anyone. Let alone anyone good. Arthur had never put Falling forward before, even though he had been around – so he said – for over fifteen years. He had no idea what to expect.

         Presently, Arthur came into the room again. 

         
            – Mr Falling will see you now.

         

         And he led them up a further set of stairs. Bateman could not help noticing the fine cut of the clerk’s suit as the small fastidious man led them to their counsel.

         
            ****

         

         Falling’s room was narrow and cold. The windows were heavily curtained but a warm light emanated from his desk. He looked like a barrister, though not a very well one, thought Bateman. He was about five eleven and a little older than Bateman himself. Certainly not forty. He wore a black jacket and white shirt. His black hair, which was slightly too long, flopped down over his forehead. He slipped a piece of notepaper under a small crystal paperweight, then steepled his long thin pianist’s fingers in front of him. Bateman noticed that his right cuff was fraying white. On the shelf behind Falling, Bateman saw a row of books – mostly Penguin paperbacks.

         
            – Good day at the Tribunal, Mr Falling?

         

         Jones asked, a little too cheerily and with no interest in the answer. Falling’s voice in reply was mellifluous but slightly breathless and broken:

         
            – The usual business. Very good to meet you at last, Mr Jones. Good evening, Mr Bateman.

            – Hello.

         

         There was a pause whilst everyone considered whether any further pleasantries were required. Then:

         
            – Well, Mr Bateman. I have read the instructions that Mr Jones has so carefully prepared on your behalf and it looks as though you may be in a spot of bother.

            – I was fine until I received those papers. Or as fine as you can be these days.

            – Yes. You were served two days ago as I understand it?

            – In the office, would you believe? 

            – Does your wife know about these allegations?

            – She’s dead.

            – I’m sorry.

            – Died three months ago. Run over by a car during the blackout. Found out she died when I got back from work.

         

         Jones interrupted:

         
            – Yes, I’m sorry. I should have mentioned that in my instructions. Mr Bateman is a widower.

         

         It was a common story at the time. Strict imposition of the blackout and the prohibition on torches, streetlamps and headlights had meant that by December 1940 about forty people were being run down and killed every night on the streets of London.

         
            – Anyway – said Bateman, forgetting that perhaps he should look more grieving – it’s bad enough as it is. I still have my reputation. And Jones here says it could be all over the papers.

            – Yes. I’m afraid so. If this goes to Court I will have to wear my wig and gown – he motioned to a blue bag with his initials on it hanging in the corner – and the press likes a … a bit of fun (I’m afraid) at times like this.

            – Fun!?

            – I’m sorry. But that is how it will be seen. With bombs landing all around us and people dying all over the world it’s rather comforting to discover that men and women are still having sex with people they shouldn’t be having sex with. Gives things an air of normality.

            – But I wasn’t, you know … having sex with Mrs McKechnie.

            – Mr Jones has told me what you say. But why would Mr McKechnie make these accusations against you?

         

         There was a long pause. Adam had time to study his client. A small red-faced man in a loud pinstripe with wide lapels, fidgeting in his chair. He knew the type.

         
            – You understand, Mr Bateman, that anything said in this room is privileged and need be known to no one else. But if you tell me one  thing is true and expect me to proceed on the basis that the truth lies elsewhere I will be obliged to withdraw from your case?

         

         Jones had warned Bateman about this question.

         
            – I know. There’s nothing in it. I don’t know why he’s done it. But I knew it was coming. Did Jones tell you how he set about me in the office about three weeks ago, in front of everyone, accusing me of screwing Victoria?

         

         Adam knew about this. It was in his instructions in lurid detail. Graham McKechnie was Bateman’s immediate superior in an insurance office in the City. Without warning in early November he had approached Bateman loudly during the morning tea break and accused him of carrying on with his wife. He was waving her diary around and pointing to various entries, shouting “ABC.”? Don’t you think I know what that means?

         
            – Tell me about the diary?

            – Nothing to tell. Nothing I know at any rate. The four of us were friends and lived local to one another round Ilford. Victoria keeps a diary – I knew that much – and apparently she’d been putting these “mysterious” references to ABC in it. Well, I’m Arnold Bateman. Don’t know what the “C” could stand for. Could be the pictures or the teashop for all I know. Well, Graham thinks she’s acting oddly, looks at her diary and comes up with the answer that it’s something to do with me.

            – Is there anything else?

         

         Again, a long pause.

         
            – Not that I can think of.

            – What does Victoria look like?

            – What’s that got do with anything?

            – It’s helpful to have a mental picture.

            – I suppose she’s rather beautiful really. About five foot six with blonde hair in a curly frizz round her head. Slim … she’s got blue eyes … is that enough? 

            – Have you been sleeping with Victoria?

            – No! I’ve told you that and I’ve told Jones that. Why would I be here if I had?

         

         Adam could think of a number of reasons. He was overcome by a coughing fit before he could reply and it was over a minute before the conference continued. Wiping his mouth with a large white handkerchief, he said:

         
            – Money, Mr Bateman.

            – I thought we’d get onto that subject sooner or later.

            – Money. If Mr McKechnie is telling the truth and you’ve been sleeping with Victoria, he’ll sue you for substantial damages and he’ll get his costs. It could be hundreds or thousands of pounds.

         

         Bateman blanched, then went red. Adam waited for him to say something but he remained sitting in stunned silence.

         
            – You’ve come to me for advice about your legal position. You have been cited as the Co-Respondent in divorce proceedings. The allegation is that you have committed adultery with Victoria McKechnie. Mr McKechnie is the Petitioner. If he succeeds in proving that then he will be entitled to recover money from you for breaking up his marriage. The proceedings will be contested in open court and the press will be there. It will be embarrassing for everyone. And not a little distasteful, I’m afraid. I will be representing you in Court if it comes to that. I am bound by the facts. If you say you did not do it then we will proceed on that basis. If you said you did do it we will have to adopt another tack. Perhaps that Victoria was an awful wife and he really has lost nothing by being relieved of such a dreadful person. That will cut the –

            – How dare you!

            – I’m sorry, Mr Bateman?

            – Nothing. Carry on.

            – If we can satisfy the Court that in any event Mrs McKechnie is no loss to her husband, that will certainly cut down on the amount of damages you will have to pay, but you will still have to pay his costs. If you have been sleeping with … Victoria … then we better try and  cut your losses now. Have you been sleeping with her or having sex with her? I’m sorry to be technical but “sex” in this context means “actual penetration of her vagina by your penis”.

            – This is disgusting!

         

         Adam wanted him off balance.

         
            – Have you been sleeping with her or have you had sex with her?

            – No.

            – Do you know what she says to these allegations?

            – Yes … I mean no. Of course I don’t know. But I know that she will deny them.

            – How do you know?

            – Well … because we haven’t.

            – Have you discussed the petition with her?

         

         Long pause.

         
            – No. Anyway, why would she deny it if she had been?

            – Well. She may not want to be divorced and left to fend for herself. How would she support herself if he divorced her?

            – I hadn’t thought about that.

            – I see she has children. Ernest and Susan?

            – Yes. But they’ve been evacuated. They may never hear about it anyway.

            – But she loves them, doesn’t she?

            – Yes, and they love her, and always will, I’m sure. What’s that got to do with it?

            – Well, she wouldn’t want to lose custody of them, would she?

            – Why should she lose custody of them?

            – If it is proven that she has been having adultery with someone then her husband will be entitled to their custody. She will probably still be able to see them from time to time.

            – This is bloody madness. They’ve always been with her, ever since we met them. Why should he have them? He’s never there.

            – That’s the law, Mr Bateman. So you see, this could be extremely serious. If she is a good woman – and you aren’t giving me much encouragement that she is not – and you have been committing adultery it  could cost you an awful lot of money and possibly bankrupt you. I wouldn’t think he’s doing it for the money. He probably knows you can’t afford it. He just wants to humiliate you … and humiliate his wife.

         

         Jones coughed before interrupting.

         
            – Actually, Mr Bateman probably can afford it.

         

         Adam raised an eyebrow and took another look at Bateman.

         
            – You work in an office in the City?

            – Mr Jones is talking about my compensation.

            – For what?

            – For Marjorie’s death. She was insured. I got £10,000. I think that McKechnie wishes it was his wife that died. So that’s why he’s coming against me, I reckon.

            – And according to the petition, he is saying that you’ve been having an affair since January of this year, at least, on the basis of the diary?

            – Yes.

            – So he’s alleging that you were unfaithful to your own wife before she died?

            – That’s about the sum of it I suppose.

         

         Adam sighed to himself. So many of the cases he had to deal with came down to secret, yet commonplace, acts in dark rooms. They all ended up in bedrooms or cars or on office floors. He thought of Victoria, with her blonde halo, letting her dress drop, or Bateman’s little red face getting redder. And the panting and groaning. Victoria bending backwards or forwards. The words of love and the promises that may – or may not – have been made. The act itself was ultimately uninteresting. It was how people got there – or how they got accused of being there – that was so infinitely various. Why did he ask what the women looked like? He told himself that it was a purely professional thing. Damages were lower for a scrofulous dwarf than they were for Aphrodite. A man would be more likely to commit adultery if a woman was beautiful – or if he thought that she was beautiful. He pictured Victoria, whom he had never met, bending  forwards – or backwards. Little red-faced Bateman’s penis entering her vagina.

         
            – And there is no other evidence, as far as you know, apart from these three letters from time to time in Victoria’s diary?

            – I don’t know of any.

            – Is there anything else you think you ought to be telling me?

            – No.

            – How long have you known McKechnie?

            – About five years.

            – When did you first meet Victoria?

            – About four years ago.

            – Where?

            – At an office party in 1936. It was about December the 22nd.

            – Did you see her after that away from the office?

            – The four of us would go out to the pub or the pictures and things like that from time to time?

            – Did you see her alone?

         

         Long pause.

         
            – I may have been for a walk in the park with her once or twice. That’s about it.

            – Sure?

            – That’s about it.

            – So your instructions are that you have not committed adultery with Victoria McKechnie but if you had you cannot say in mitigation that she was a bad wife to her husband.

            – I suppose that’s my case.

            – Very well.

            – So your advice is that if McKechnie proves that I’ve been having it away with his missus, I’ll have to pay him thousands of pounds and she loses her children and almost any financial support. And I’ll have my pictures in the papers?

            – That’s about the sum of it.

            – I hope one of those bombs lands on him!

            – Mr Jones, I’ll draft a request for further and better particulars. I  think we ought to try and find out the dates of all the occasions when it is alleged that intercourse took place. And where. And I’d like to see the diary if at all possible.

         

         Adam then gave some further technical advice about the pleadings and tactics from here on, and drew the meeting to a close. It was getting on for six and he wanted to get to his wife before the bombing started. He led them to the door to see them out.

         
            – By the way – he said as they were heading down the stairs – if there is anything more to this than you’ve told me, you’d better watch your step. If McKechnie hasn’t got the evidence he needs yet, he may be working on you to find it.

            – I’ll bear that in mind, Mr Falling. Good night.

         

         
            ****

         

         
            – Can’t say that I enjoyed that experience very much, Mr Jones.

            – I think, at least, that Mr Falling knows what he is doing. I was rather impressed by him. I don’t think we need worry about your being properly represented.

            – Certainly knew a lot about adultery. I think he’s a pervert saying things like that.

         

         The two climbed down the stairs and back into the little courtyard, then edged their way back up towards Fleet Street. Behind them a shadow moved against the shadows, and a large man, hat pulled down low, slanted after them. He seemed to have a lot of people to follow from Stirrup Court. But he knew where Falling was going that evening and decided, tonight, to track Bateman.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Two

         

         Adam would have been unsurprised to be thought of as a pervert. Medical students juggled with brains in the autopsy rooms; divorce lawyers inevitably found themselves wondering about their clients. Commonplace. It was going on all around the city even during the war, even during the blackout. Especially during the blackout. All over the city life went on as it had to. Mostly in private, intimate and unspoken, men and women coupled and uncoupled. The divorce law, like a terrier in a badgers’ set, brought them out from time to time, blinking into the torches of their pursuers. And then he would become involved.

         He lifted the small obelisk of crystal from the sheet of notepaper, unfolded the note and re-read it:

         “Destroy this.”

         Destroy this? He always did. He didn’t need to be reminded. “Destroy this”: there was an uncharacteristic urgency in the writing. He placed the note in the ashtray and put a match to it, watched it blacken and crumple, and then broke it up with the nib of his pen. Destroyed. Almost destroyed. Only someone who knew the writing paper would see the clue that remained as to its provenance.

         He took down a paperback to read on the tube, then left the room. Closing the door behind him, he edged down the stairs. The blackout had been in force for over a year and no gas lamps were lit to guide him. It had been difficult at first to find his way but by September he could have walked to Temple tube with his eyes shut. Then the bombs started to fall and familiar landmarks disappeared or were reduced to splinters and broken stone. In mid-September the clock tower of the Library was hit by high explosive and the tower and staircase were almost completely destroyed. The Benchers’ Smoking Room and the Treasurer’s Room were badly damaged, as were the Committee Room and the Ladies’ Room. A few days later the west end of Inner Temple Hall was hit. A high explosive bomb fell through  the roof and musician’s gallery and burst outside the door of the Buttery. The whole of the interior was badly wrecked and enormous damage was done to windows, panelling, furniture and the pictures on the walls. Adam and his colleagues, who had taken lunch there for many years, were forced to move on to Lincoln’s Inn and then to Niblett Hall, behind the Alienation Office.

         That same night Crown Office Row was badly damaged and a gas main outside was shattered. He had watched the escaping gas blaze furiously for a time before it was tamed. And so the war edged closer, moving from the East and into the City and the Temple. 13, King’s Bench suffered damage, and then, on the 16th October, a night Adam would never forget, incendiaries fell by parachute onto Elm Court and exploded on the roof. Adam and a few others had taken cover in the shelter under nearby Hare Court. The dark room shook and they felt the air being pulled from their lungs and a rush of intense heat, and they prepared to die. Instead they lived and emerged blinking and hungry after the “all clear”, into utter desolation.

         The blast and fireball had destroyed Fig Tree Court and Crown Office Row completely. Adam’s room had overlooked the former, and in idle moments he would look out at that beautiful little seventeenth century building, flat-fronted and serene, and see in it timelessness. All gone. Later that morning he saw familiar faces, drawn and desolate, picking through the rubble for books and briefs, their practices as shattered as their buildings. He had thought of all the colleagues of similar call, fit enough to fight and away on active duty, and was thankful for them that they did not have to see this.

         As the year moved on, more buildings were destroyed, more men picked through the rubble and more craters opened up in what had been to him so comforting and familiar. Barrage balloons loomed out of the darkness above. His journey to Temple tube followed a similar route to before but now he had to pick his way past broken stone and splintered timber, sometimes still smouldering. And the sadness that had been growing in him for eighteen months grew greater. A spiritual darkness had descended upon him well before the order for “lights out” was given, and month by month the familiar landmarks of his inner life were being destroyed. He had lived, relatively comfortably, with his comparative failure as a barrister. But when the call-up came and he was rejected on health grounds whilst those who had always bettered him professionally moved with ease into  the ranks of officers a greater gloom had entered. His civilian clothing marked him out from the soldiers as someone who had chosen not to fight. He saw disdain in the uniformed eyes around him. The fact that Arthur was now obliged to give him more work provided only a little comfort.

         Reaching the tube, he picked his way past the sandbags and the touts selling shelter, and made his way to the platform. He was meeting Catherine at a pub off Sloane Square. She didn’t want to go to the Pembertons’ party as she didn’t like Pemberton or his wife, or, for that matter, the other members of his Chambers. Their wealth and success left a stain for her on Adam. No doubt, also, she would bring up the cat and call him a murderer again.

         The pub was already crowded by 6.30. People looking for a skinful of weak beer to see them through the raids that would almost inevitably follow. Adam hoped they had shelters with toilets. Many did not, and one had to make do with “piss buckets”. Alongside the civilians there were soldiers in a medley of uniforms, Polish, Canadian, Free French, and a fug of black-market cigarettes hung blue over everything. Catherine was sitting by the bar in her blue dress, her dark brown hair pulled up. She was holding a half of mild, her gas mask by her feet. He kissed her hello and got himself a beer.

         
            – I tried to call you earlier but Arthur said you were in the church again.

            – I was only there about fifteen minutes and then it was straight into my con. Sorry.

            – Since when have you become so religious?

         

         Adam had been making regular visits to the church for over four years but it only seemed to have come to Catherine’s attention in recent months.

         
            – It’s a lovely old building even after the Victorians ransacked it and filled it with modern rubbish. We’ve lost so many good buildings and that is one to cherish.

            – It’s funny. You always talk about the building and never about the God whose supposed to be inside it.

            – Enough people go there for God. I go there because it’s quiet. To be away from everyone for a while.

            – I was ringing to say I didn’t want to come tonight and you should go on your own. But as I couldn’t get hold of you … 

            – It’ll be all right. Makes a change from suburbia and there should be some good food and drink, and it’s not often that he has bothered to invite us. They know how to entertain and Pemberton gives no sign that there’s a war on at all. He and Arthur have some sort of thing going on.

         

         Catherine winced at the mention of Adam’s clerk. She had heard all Adam’s tales of the contraband that Arthur regularly brought in and left on Pemberton’s desk.

         
            – I really don’t like that man. Who else is going to be there?

            – The usual crowd from Chambers and there are one or two back on leave. And some of Jeremy’s friends from Belgravia, I suppose.

            – And Julia, I suppose?

         

         The repetition jarred. Adam looked into her face for any hidden meaning but her brown eyes gave away nothing.

         
            – Yes, of course. She is his wife, after all. If her “war work” will allow it. She works irregular shifts.

            – Her “war work”! I suppose the rest of us are doing nothing. We don’t all have servants and it’s not as though she has to worry about the children. All packed off to the Cotswolds for the duration.

            – I know. I’m not saying she makes a big thing of it. She works irregular shifts.

            – And at least she has her cats to keep her company.

         

         Adam had wondered how long it would take her.

         
            – I’m sorry about Socks.

            – Saying sorry all the time won’t bring her back.

            – We made a decision about it together.

            – You told me I had no choice. Our “contribution to the war effort” – she added bitterly.

            – It seemed to be the right thing to do at the time. I’ll get you another one.

            – You can’t bring Socks back.

         

         Adam lapsed into silence. It was almost a year since they had their cat put down. Catherine had been very distressed about it, as had their daughter, and it was right to say that he pretty much forced her into doing it. Although it wasn’t as if he was acting in isolation. At the outbreak of war the government had advised Londoners to have their pets destroyed on the grounds of economy. Four hundred thousand cats and dogs – but mainly cats – across London had been killed and incinerated in the first few days. The furnaces of the RSPCA had to be damped down at night, because of the blackout, and could not cope with the demand. Then it was decided that this was all something of a mistake. And Catherine did not let him forget that. She returned to the party.

         
            – I suppose Preston will be there?

            – Probably

            – And his wife.

            – Inevitably.

         

         Preston was the new silk. He had been made up to KC only that spring. Just a little older than Adam, he was known for his driving ambition. His wife, Cara, was a good twelve years younger than he. Most people never knew what he truly thought; Adam, however, had learnt long ago not to listen to what he was saying but to watch the reactions of his wife. Less political than he, her face or the odd comment mirrored Preston’s inner thoughts. As a result Adam was pretty sure that he always knew exactly what Preston thought of someone by watching his wife by his side. Catherine prickled:

         
            – He thinks we’re all fools but he’s not the only one with a university education.

            – He respects you, sweetheart. He knows you’re not stupid.

            – He didn’t need to use his hands to show respect for my intellect!

            – You made sure he got the message.

            – At least he’s got himself a decent war job, I suppose. Why couldn’t you get something in Whitehall?

            – I didn’t get asked.

            – Anyway, don’t let me get stuck with them, please.

            – I’ll do my best. 

            – And please can we go at a relatively early hour? They are all far too relaxed about this blitz. I’d like to try and get the 10.08 at the latest.

            – The bombing’s eased over the last month … but of course. We’ll leave early.

         

         They finished their drinks and headed out into the street. Sandbags were everywhere around them and they had to make their way by what light the moon afforded. Bands of white paint had been applied to kerb stones, trees, pillar boxes and lamp posts as an aid to getting about in the dark.

         
            – You’ve forgotten your gas mask again.

            – I don’t think it would be much help. I have enough trouble breathing without shoving one of those over my head.

            – I think you’re just trying to be fashionable. Because it’s not the done thing to carry them anymore. Either that or you don’t particularly want to live.

            
                

            

            – Maybe the latter.

         

         Adam said this under his breath, stifling another coughing fit.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Three

         

         They made their way slowly to Eaton Square. The further to the west of London one went the less seriously the blackout was taken and progress became easier. Partly because the richer people had less concern about offending the ARP officers. Partly because either they were also the magistrates charged with enforcing the law or they knew the people who were. Half the houses were now empty, their owners having fled to country estates. Many of them were on the market for sale but it wasn’t a sellers’ market. The Pemberton home was on the north side of the Square. Light seeped from the blackout curtains across the ground floor. It was darker on the upper levels. Samuels, the butler, opened the door to them and ushered them into the reception rooms. Light flooded in on them. All the chandeliers were alight and liveried servants were gliding around carrying silver trays laden with crystal glasses full of champagne. Canapés sat on trays placed strategically around the room.

         Jeremy Pemberton KC came over to greet them, a tall man with silvering hair and lines of worry and age around his blue eyes. He wore black tie. Adam was nervous as to how he would greet them, but Pemberton gave nothing away. Perhaps things were not as he feared?

         
            – Adam! Catherine. Very pleased you could join us. Have some champagne. Samuels will take your coats – and your gas mask, Catherine. Couldn’t let the Christmas season pass us by without at least trying to celebrate it. It would all be too ghastly if we simply sat back and let it happen.

            – Good to see you, Jeremy. And thank you for inviting us. This is quite a bash. Glad to see you’re not letting the privations of rationing get to you.

            – Just a matter of planning. Saw all this coming from a long time ago. “Reasonably foreseeable”, as we lawyers say. You know that the Inner  set up an Air Raids Precaution Committee about eighteen months ago; I’d say I’d seen it coming from about a year earlier than that.

            – Very good. But how did that help?

            – Forewarned is forearmed as they say. Very simple when you think about it. And I had a lot of time to think about it. I remembered the last time this all happened and just asked myself what there were shortages of, then stocked up.

            – But what about perishable things like eggs and milk? You can’t stock up on those.

            – Of course not. I stocked up on things that last. Don’t drink anymore. And I’ve never smoked. Bad for the health in my view. Don’t care what they say in their advertising. But the last time around cigarettes were better than money. Filled the cellar with them. That and wine and champagne … silk stockings and brandy. Stretched the Exchequer at the time but it’s paying dividends now.

         

         Catherine was far less tactful.

         
            – So you give cigarettes and brandy to Arthur and he exchanges them on the black market for things that you want and then he takes a cut for himself? Is that it?

            – Catherine!

            – Don’t worry, Adam. Yes, Catherine. That is it. Arthur is a bloody barrow boy when it comes down to it. But he knows where the action is. You must have seen it over the years, Adam. If there was a pie Arthur had a couple of fingers in it.

         

         Adam had seen it. When he was looking to find a house to rent in Dulwich, Arthur told him that he had a friend who could help out. Although initially disappointed when he discovered that Adam had gone ahead without him, he turned immediately to the task of fitting him out with curtains and carpets. He had friends who could supply both.

         
            – You’re right. I remember telling him he would sell his own mother. Said there wasn’t a market for her.

            – That’s Arthur. I think he clerks for us as a sideline for his real activities. Maybe we’re his “front”. He’s wealthier than any of us you know.  And he knows everything. Speaking of which, I understand that you may be getting involved in the McKechnie case?

            – He told you! He really shouldn’t have done.

            – Well. I am sure no harm’s been done.

            – How long have you been involved?

            – A month or so. Perkins is my junior. And as I know about your conference this evening I’ll tell you that we met with Mr McKechnie a good three weeks ago. Nice man. I think you’re going to have big problems on this one. Still. All good money for us at a time of need.

         

         Adam tensed. He knew Pemberton of old. If he had been on the case for that length of time it was inevitable that he would have put his snoop, Jackson, onto following Bateman. He was glad now that he’d told Bateman to watch his step.

         
            – So you recommended to Arthur that I should have the brief?

            – Wanted Bateman to have good representation. And there are few better, Adam. Eh? You could always bring Preston or Storman into lead you if you find me intimidating.

         

         He couldn’t quite keep the disdain from his voice. But Adam didn’t react. He knew that Pemberton, as his Head of Chambers, held all of the cards. The burnt-out note was a serious warning.

         
            – And anyway. I thought you needed some light relief from what’s left of your work on that Tribunal.

            – Yes. Well, thank you for getting me on to it. I had a day of it today actually. And thank you, I suppose, for recommending me to Arthur. I’ve never been instructed by Jones before. Seems a nice chap.

         

         It was Pemberton who had got him the job on the Aliens Tribunal. He treated it as his little joke. Adam wasn’t sure how much it was fellow feeling that had led him to make the gesture. He knew that Pemberton didn’t really rate him. He knew now, also, that Pemberton may have reason to hate him. War, and the threat of war, coupled with Nazi persecution of the Jews over a number of years had led to an influx of refugees from across Europe. The trickle that began in 1933 had turned into a deluge by the time  of the declaration of war when there were almost thirty thousand enemy nationals of sixteen and upwards seeking sanctuary in London alone. It had always been very difficult to obtain licences to come to Britain. No one would be admitted without a guarantor, and, save for domestics or those with special expertise, all immigrants were precluded from employment. Those who came from Germany were not allowed to bring any of their assets beyond their personal luggage and furniture. Sometimes these were sprayed with acid by the German authorities to render them worthless. Things were not often better when they arrived in England. They were not wanted and there was widespread antipathy, to the Jews particularly. When war broke out they were often regarded as the reason Britain was involved in an unnecessary conflict. Or worse, as spies and fifth columnists.

         When, in September 1939 over a hundred tribunals were set up to consider whether, on the grounds of national security, Germans and Austrians in this country should be interned or, if not interned, subject to restrictions, Pemberton put Adam forward and he got one of the posts of chairman. In addition to deciding for or against internment he had to consider whether applicants should be exempted from the various restrictions placed on enemy aliens by the Aliens Order of 1920. Was the man or woman before him, usually poor and ill dressed, a “refugee from Nazi oppression”? A procession of stateless persons and those of dubious nationality – ten to fifteen cases a day at first – would come before him to plead their cases, from all parts of Germany, Austria, Czechoslovakia. And from all walks of life. Some had been long settled in London and were married to British nationals.

         By April of 1940, however, fear of a fifth column led the authorities to intern everyone anyway regardless of the decisions of Adam and his colleagues, so all that work was rendered pointless. Tribunal work was less time-consuming now and less remunerative accordingly. He was glad of it all the same.

         
            – You haven’t asked me about Julia.

         

         Pemberton’s eyes gleamed.

         
            – Sorry. Yes. How is she? I haven’t seen her about much. Is she here  tonight? I don’t think I’ve seen her.

            – I’m sure you haven’t seen her (again the gleam in his eyes). She is out with her “war work” but she should be back before the party’s over.

            – What exactly does she do?

         

         Catherine had been very curious about this from the first time it had been mentioned. Adam knew but could say nothing.

         
            – Ah! Classified I’m afraid. Apparently Julia, with her connections … is regarded as being entirely trustworthy (again looking at Adam). Important work but rather sensitive. She’ll be here soon, I’m sure. She’s been looking forward to it. Had her dress dry-cleaned for the occasion. Had all her dresses cleaned actually. We must keep up appearances. I must be off to say hello to a few other people. Enjoy the party. Adam, I know you like a smoke. I’ll get one of my people to give you a packet while you’re here.

         

         And he glided away. Adam didn’t like the look on Catherine’s face. Her eyes had narrowed and clouded, as though she was completing some complex mathematical equation, and he knew well that was a bad sign. She fiddled with her hair.

         
            – Well. He was a bit queer just then.

            – How do you mean?

            – All that heavy emphasis. As though he was saying something very important when it was only the same old self-important tripe. Or was he trying to say something else?

            – I’m sure that was just old Pemberton being himself (Adam tried to keep the anxiety out of his voice). I wish he wouldn’t rub it in about the Tribunal. We didn’t all get the chances that he got.

            – Hmm.

         

         He beckoned a waiter and obtained a refill of champagne for them both and then suggested to Catherine that they take a turn around the room to see who else was present. It was crowded now. Little groups of people had gathered around the trays of food and were talking animatedly. Pemberton’s eldest glittered in a red dress. He saw various members of  his Chambers and noticed, with the usual shame, that those of his age or a little older or younger were all in uniform. In fact, the majority of those bordering his age group were in uniform. There was no need for uniform at a cocktail party but it carried its own kudos and marked the wearer out from people like Adam. In fact, it was worse than when he passed people in the street and caught their disapproval, for here he was captive to it, naked before their badges of valour. He’d joined the Home Guard but it would have looked plain ridiculous to turn up in ill-fitting khaki.

         The room was spacious. Elegant, as were the people who filled it. He saw one or two High Court Judges in their ill-fitting dinner jackets. His worksuit was shabby by comparison. The women sparkled in diamonds and silk and the war seemed an eon away. He looked at Catherine, standing defiant by his side in the blue dress. It had seen many seasons and he hoped that people wouldn’t recognise it. Or at least be too kind to say anything cutting. All members of his Chambers who weren’t at war were there. His was a moderately sized set but, as Jones said, well respected. They were about sixteen in number. Only about eight of them had avoided active service. Although he had thought of himself earlier that evening as a divorce lawyer, he – and they – did anything that would come along. Crime, running downs, contract cases. It was all money after all. Apart from Adam they could rely on age or Whitehall responsibilities or something equally grand for the absence of a uniform. They could usually rely also on a private income and a trust fund as well.

         He could see Preston and his wife taking centre stage and talking confidently to someone who looked like a Cabinet Minister and Perkins (also working in Whitehall when not at the Bar), gathered with the younger, and uniformed, members of Chambers. He suddenly felt out of place and the desire to socialise left him. Stipples of sweat pricked his face and neck. He wondered when Julia was going to arrive. He had calculated that she would be here by about 8.15 or 8.30 but that was a good forty-five minutes away. He pulled out his Woodbines and shucked a cigarette. His smoke joined the comfortable smog floating over the crowd and he relaxed a bit.

         
            – Adam! How are you? Glad you could make it. Hullo Catherine.

         

         Adam relaxed further: it was Jack Storman KC, one of his favourite people in Chambers. Now approaching fifty, he had been in silk for about  eight years and had somehow achieved that without making any enemies. Or none that Adam was aware of. He had a bluff, common-sense approach to life and was free from the pettiness and pomposity that annoyed him in too many of his colleagues at the Bar.

         
            – Good do, this. Must have cost old Jeremy a small fortune. Still, he can afford it. Glad to see you’re both here. Haven’t seen you at one of Jeremy’s functions for quite a while.

            – I don’t think we’re on his ‘A’ list. It’s a bit of a relief to see you here.

            – Oh. Don’t let all that bother you. Mostly, they’re a bit of a bore. The usual people sounding off with the usual stories. You seemed to be having quite a conversation with the old boy. He doesn’t usually give his guests that amount of time. Pretty serious, too, from the look on your face.

            – Oh not really. Rationing. Work. The black market. Usual sort of thing.

         

         Storman was unconvinced. Of that Adam was sure. He hoped that he wouldn’t start cross-examining him. His skills were well known.

         
            – Jeremy’s been acting a little oddly lately. Can’t quite put my finger on it. But he seems a bit, well, preoccupied. Made a point of mentioning that you were coming when I asked who would be here.

            – We’re in a case against one another. When I mentioned “work” that’s what I was talking about.

            – Ah! Well, that solves that then. Surprised that Julia isn’t here. Still (motioning to the girl in the red dress) Jenny’s doing a good job as stand-in.

            – Julia will be along later apparently.

            – Good. Always liked her. And she does keep the old boy young. He was a real misery before she came into his life.

         

         Adam hadn’t seen Storman’s wife.

         
            – Where’s Margaret?

            – We all of us react differently to what’s going on, Adam.

            – Has she left London?

            – Nothing like that. She wouldn’t leave me behind here. She just doesn’t like coming into the centre. Did I tell you about that time I broke my  right wrist and Margaret came with me to court every day so she could take a note for me?

         

         And then Storman went on to tell them a number of stories about his early days at the Bar – and went out of his way to compliment Catherine on her dress. Peter Preston KC and his wife made their way over to join them. He had the polish and gleam of a marionette, fresh from a good rub with the chammy leather. He leaned over Catherine and gave her a courtly kiss on each cheek, and then nodded a greeting to Adam. Adam looked at his watch and lit another Woodbine.

         
            – Lovely to see you, Catherine. How’s Deborah?

            – She’s very well. We sent her back out to Edenbridge when the bombing started. She didn’t want to go but Adam was insistent. I suppose he was right to be.

            – Absolutely right. We’ve been doing our best to get people to see sense but they’re ignoring the posters and taking no notice of our radio broadcasts. Don’t want to be taken for mugs again.

            – Do you think we’re past the worst of it now?

            – I’m afraid not. This is just a respite. They’ll be back in force. Have you managed to fix her up with a school up there?

            – We got her a private tutor. An old lady who lives on the farm. She’s doing very well. We hope she’ll be able to follow us up to Cambridge in due course. The war should be over by then.

            – Beauty and brains. She takes after her mother.

            – She didn’t get blue eyes from me. And her hair is darker. I want her to go to Girton but Adam thinks she should apply to somewhere more accessible, like Newnham. He always found Girton something of a trek.

            – He’s never been one for much physical exertion, have you, Adam?

         

         Adam shook his head affably, dragged on his Woodbine and turned to Cara. She’d been watching Preston with mild amusement and was in no hurry to speak. She took a sip of champagne and ran her fingers across a blue velvet fleur de lys on her right hip. He was about to speak when he felt a surge of sputum rising with the smoke from his lungs. Somehow he got his handkerchief to his mouth before the coughing started. Catherine and  Preston carried on talking. He recovered his composure and folded the handkerchief away. Only Cara noticed the large splash of crimson spreading against the white. She spoke more gently than she usually did.

         
            – We’ve not seen much of you lately, Adam. Are you very busy?

            – Not really (a stifled cough). Busier than I was. Home Guard work fills up some of the time.

            – Peter’s running all over the place. I think he enjoys an emergency. Most people would be content to be close to the levers of power and forget the Bar, but he wants to have both. He wants to come out with a good war.

            – I’m surprised the Ministry lets him.

            – Oh, he’s very persuasive. He’s already looking beyond the war to his position in the peace. Is it possible to be a High Court Judge and a Cabinet Minister at the same time? Peter usually gets what he wants.

         

         But not always, thought Adam – and remembered Catherine’s entreaty earlier.

         
            – I don’t think so. But you’re right: he does still seem to make it down to the Bailey on a regular basis, though he’s pretty cagey about what he’s up to.

            – That’s Peter. Loves a bit of intrigue. Don’t know why he’s so secretive about it. Careless talk costs lives, I suppose.

         

         He sensed her indiscretion.

         
            – What exactly is he doing?

            – I suppose I’d keep quiet about it too if my powers of advocacy were sending men and women to their deaths on a regular basis.

            – What?!

         

         Cara’s voice sank beneath the hubbub:

         
            – Spy trials. Treason. Our people pick them up, put the papers in order and give them to Peter. He does the rest. Says it’s as easy as shelling peas. He’s got a one hundred per cent conviction rate, which he’s  rather proud of. He must shut his mind to what happens when they’re taken below.

            – How long has he been doing this?

            – Oh. Most of this year. He probably started last year but it took a little while to winkle it out of him. He says it dovetails nicely with his other Government business.

            – It must be a lot of work.

            – Not really. I’ve seen the briefs. They’re wrapped in white tape and marked secret but they’re never very bulky. It seems that we’re catching them as soon as they land so they’re usually red-handed. I don’t know how we’re managing to find out about them so quickly. Peter says it’s just good luck but I think there’s more to it than that. That’s one thing I haven’t been able to prise out of him. Doesn’t Jenny look lovely this evening?

         

         She motioned towards Pemberton’s daughter as she floated from group to group and he sensed that she wanted to move the conversation away from these disclosures. Jenny had come out the previous season into a world of war and uniforms, but she seemed to be thriving on it. Adam saw Preston ushering Catherine towards the parliamentarian.

         
            – Let me introduce you to Sir Henry.

         

         Adam saw the pleading look in her eyes.

         
            – Yes, she’s coping well. Not quite the season Jeremy had anticipated.

            – She’ll probably net a Brigadier. She can look after herself … I think the dress she’s wearing belongs to Julia. I recognise the pattern of sequins.

            – The two of them seem to get along very well.

            – It was difficult at first. But she’s very fond of the children. I think she misses them almost as much as Julia does.

         

         No one missed them as much as Julia did, of that Adam was sure. She wrote to them several times a day and cherished the scribbles in reply.

         
            – I believe they both drive out to see them quite frequently. 

            – Anything more than that?

            – I don’t know.

         

         The conversation faltered. Adam delved into his pocket for the handkerchief, felt the familiar viscous slide and discreetly removed his hand. It was 8.35. He saw Catherine in animated conversation with the Minister and looked around at the spinning room … the cawing crowds. No air raid sirens so far. Preston probably knew when and where they were likely to hit. They were probably safe. Where was Julia? The sweat was cold. Cara sensed the lull and gazed around the room running her hand over crimped brown hair.

         
            – We’ll have to go soon. Peter’s due at the Dorchester. He’s cultivating that man Channon over there. Are you going on somewhere?

            – Just home.

         

         He caught Catherine’s eye. A slight tilt of her watch hand told him she wanted to leave. Cara saw it and read it. He warmed to her.

         
            – Peter does go on sometimes. Poor Catherine. What a lovely dress she’s wearing

         

         Adam was sinking. He had nothing left to say. He was saved by Samuels announcing that Mrs Pemberton had arrived.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Four

         

         Conversations stopped and all eyes turned when Julia entered the room. She wore the attention lightly. In dowdy skirt and serge top she didn’t look out of place amongst the satin and lace. An enormous smile broke open her angular features. Adam felt physically sick.

         
            – Sorry I’m late everyone. Don’t mind me and enjoy the party. Merry Christmas! I’ve got to get changed.

         

         But rather than leave the room she circulated. Adam turned back to Cara and tried to resume their conversation but was as conscious of her movements amongst the guests as one would be of a breeze that moved from tree to tree fluttering the leaves behind one. She came nowhere near him. 8.45.

         
            – Forgive me, but you have an awful cough.

            – I’m sorry. I hope I haven’t been hitting you with it.

            – I don’t remember it being so bad.

            – It’s worse in the winter. It doesn’t like December. Catherine and I went to Marrakesh a couple of years ago and that seemed to help. But it always comes back.

         

         Adam reached into his pocket, reordered the handkerchief and then used it to wipe his mouth and to wipe away the persisting sweat. He was conscious of a rattling in his chest.

         
            – Have another cigarette. That should get the stuff out of your lungs.

         

         Adam shucked another Woodbine, lit up and breathed in deeply. 

         
            – We’ll have to go soon. Catherine wants to catch the 10.08.

            – You really don’t look at all well.

            – I’ll be fine.

         

         But Adam could feel his gorge rising and knew that what was left of his handkerchief would not help him. The sweats were back and he felt cold and vulnerable. Catherine was still laughing with the Cabinet Minister. His vision blurred and conversational noise undulated around him. Nausea.

         
            – Would you excuse me, Cara, I’m terribly sorry.

         

         Samuels directed him to the first floor. He collapsed in front of the toilet bowl and retched. His eyes were closed and streaming … When he opened them the bowl was streaked red. The harsh, antiseptic toilet paper was no use and so he wetted down his kerchief and used that to clean himself, checked for stray spots of blood, and then pulled the chain. His eyes in the mirror were bloodshot and pained so he splashed his face with cold water and reordered his hair. 9.05. He needed to talk to Julia; but this was a disaster. Everyone wanted to talk to her. The written word was enigmatic and would keep him awake. They rarely saw one another now. Better to stay silent than to take risks.

         He emerged onto the landing and paused before heading back down. Photographs filled an alcove. Jeremy and Julia on their wedding day: she looked so young clutching his uniformed arm. Black and white with a hint of sepia. Julia with Stephen. Julia with Sebastian. Julia with Stephen, Sebastian and Agnes. Carefree. That was probably 1936. Julia and Jeremy posing for the society photographer at the 1936 Middle Temple Ball. She was wearing a low-cut backless white dress. He’d already known her for ten years by then – she’d been terribly young when Jeremy first introduced him to her as the new junior tenant – a marquee had been set up near the rose garden and he and Catherine had attended. They’d been married eleven years and she was still fresh-faced. Free from the disillusionment that now affected her. As always, all eyes were on Julia. But he managed to mark her card and had one of her ten dances.

         Margaret Storman had also been at the Ball but with a tall elegant man, whose face he did not see, rather than her husband. The man had ushered her towards the photographer and left her to have her picture  taken alone. Jack’s wife had been radiantly beautiful as she struck the necessary pose. Adam and Catherine had decided that they could not afford a picture.

         Adam knew that he had danced too close, but that had been his first opportunity in ten years. It was a slow waltz. He let his hands slip onto her bare back. His fingers typed their message. Pressing and kneading in a way that could be explained on the drink or the scents in the air – or as nothing. Longing and desire. Morse which, if you didn’t understand the language, meant nothing. Julia, inevitably, understood. When the dance ended she took his hand and led him outside. A foxtrot was starting up inside. Alone, they rounded the corner of the marquee, and, clear of the crowds with the Thames shimmering, she turned into his arms and they were kissing. Astonished and delighted, he let his arm move up to her breast and caressed it through the silk. A body desired seems all the more fragile and … human … when first touched. Then it was over.

         
            – I’ve wanted to do that for years.

         

         He glanced up and saw, through the gloom, a slim figure in white tie leaning against a tree. The man slipped away. “Probably a drunk taking some air,” Adam had thought.

         
            – We’ll be missed.

         

         And she led him back inside like a co-conspirator. The following morning he wasn’t sure it had actually happened. He could have dreamt it. There was no evidence to substantiate it. Four and a half years on, he remained unsure. Unsubstantiated memories are blown away like dust. If he had wanted to prove it he would not be able to do so. He had no alcove of photographs. No letters. No cards. No outward thing to connect him with her. Nothing. No one would believe it anyway. The record was as clean as his conscience. Nothing.

         He turned to descend and then heard familiar footsteps on the stairs above. Julia was wearing a long black velvet dress. A diamond necklace shimmered at her neck. She hadn’t expected to see him there.

         
            – Adam! You look terrible. 

            – Julia. It’s good to see you.

            – I can’t talk. I’m late. I’ve got to rush. The party’s breaking up.

         

         That familiar evasion was there. For obvious reasons he knew her capacity for deception. They needed to talk and he could see that she wasn’t prepared to do so.

         
            – I got the note. He can’t possibly know.

            – I can’t talk, Adam.

            – He couldn’t possibly know.

            – Did you destroy the note?

            – Of course I did. How could he possibly know?

            – He’s my husband, Adam. He’s not a fool.

            – But there’s nothing.

            – There’s always something, Adam. We could never hide everything. I can’t see you anymore.

            – I need to talk to you.

            – Things are going to move more quickly than you know. I can’t speak with you.

         

         Adam remembered Pemberton’s professional tactics.

         
            – Look. This is important. Do you know a man named Jackson?

            – I’m in a hurry, Adam.

            – Jackson. Tall, corpulent. Late forties. Tends to wear a low-brimmed fedora.

            – I don’t think he’s part of my social circle.

            – He’s a private detective. Jeremy always uses him. If he suspects anything you can be sure that Jackson’s been watching us both.

         

         Julia had been attempting to pass him and head on down the stairs, but at this she froze.

         
            – Oh God!

            – You recognise the description?

            – Someone like that has been hovering around the Temple. I’ve seen him loitering when I go to morning communion. 

            – Has he been coming into the church?

            – No. I’m sure he hasn’t. But over the last few weeks someone like that has been there when I go in and when I come out.

            – Christ! Does Jeremy know about the church?

            – I don’t think so … I don’t know anything anymore.

            – We need to speak.

            – I really must go. I’ll be missed. We can’t be seen together. We can’t meet again.

         

         There was no way Jeremy could know about them. Nor would Julia tell him or even hint to him. She had far too much to lose. But Adam knew her ability to dissemble. If she wanted to end it, this would be as good a way as any to do so. A surfeit of caution to protect her marriage and her family. He had watched the door closing over many months and now the last chink of light was disappearing.

         
            – I don’t think you love me anymore. I don’t think you ever loved me.

            – If it makes you happier to believe that, then believe it.

            – We’ve got to talk

            – We can’t.

         

         They had been talking for five minutes and time was running out. It was his last hope:

         
            – Okay. I understand. But listen. If you’re right that something is brewing we need to be sure that we are saying the same things. Can’t we just meet once so that we can deal with all those points where we are vulnerable? I accept it may be dangerous. But it’s more risky not to.

            – I’m late, Adam … but I’ll think about it.

         

         And then she was gone. He watched her dash down the stairs and noticed, bleakly, that the black dress was backless.

         
            ****

         

         Adam allowed her a few minutes. When he returned to the reception rooms the party was indeed coming to a close. There was a drift towards  the door, where Pemberton stood with Julia at his side, their backs to him as he re-entered. He squeezed past the farewells, taking care not to acknowledge either Julia or her husband, and re-joined his wife. She was still speaking with Preston and Channon. Cara stood silently by them and continued to smooth imaginary creases in the blue velvet.

         
            – Are you all right? You dashed off rather suddenly.

            – Yes. I’m sorry about that. I’m fine.

            – You were gone a long time, Adam.

            – Was I? Just cleaning myself up. We ought to be going, Catherine.

            – Peter’s going on to the Dorchester. Sir Henry’s promised to take him and Cara onto the Café de Paris afterwards. Such insouciance.

            – Don’t be such a prude, Catherine. I wish we could persuade you and Adam to join us. Life can’t come to a standstill because the Germans are dropping a few bombs. Trust me on this. I don’t think London’s their main target at the moment anyway. Chips knows Poulsen and he can get us in. The Café de Paris is probably the safest place to be during a raid.

         

         Chips Channon wore white tie and glowed with self-confident assurance:

         
            – Poulsen knows his market. We need more entrepreneurs like him. He’s been laying down the champagne all year. They reckon he’s got 25,000 bottles of the stuff and I think we should relieve him of a few magnums.

         

         Adam had heard of Sir Henry “Chips” Channon. He’d been in the news earlier that year over the Halifax affair but was as well known for his social life. He knew also of the Café de Paris. Martin Poulsen had re-opened it the previous month to considerable fanfare – “the safest and gayest restaurant in town, twenty feet below ground”. It was beyond Adam’s pocket.

         
            – It’s very enticing, Sir Henry. But I think we’ll take our chances in Dulwich. Come on, Catherine, or we’ll miss the train.

         

         He was anxious to be gone. He knew that the mention of trains and Dulwich told Channon all he needed to know about them. 

         
            – Perhaps we’ll be able to persuade the Pembertons, then, Peter?

         

         Adam ushered Catherine to the door and they said their goodbyes. Pemberton’s arm rested stiffly on Julia’s waist. They seemed brittle.

         
            – Thank you both for coming. Samuels will get your coats. And your gas mask, Catherine. Perhaps we can have a discussion about the “ABC mystery” on Monday, Adam?

            – Goodbye Catherine. Goodbye Adam. Thank you for coming.

         

         Was there more warmth in the word “Catherine” than in her utterance of his own name? Adam wondered. A glassiness in her eyes? A momentary veil of sadness over her features before she brightened for the next guest? They pulled on their coats and headed out into the darkness. Air raid sirens began sounding as they made their way to Victoria.

         
            ****

         

         Sixteen letters. Four words – three and a half words. How could so little change so much: “J knows. Destroy this.” They sat in silence on the train and the letters and the words spooled and shifted through his mind: “this knows J. Destroy.” “J knows this destroys.” “Know J destroys this.” “Destroy. Destroy. Destroy.”

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Five

            (Monday 16th December 1940)

         

         Adam emerged from Temple tube at 8.15 on the Monday. Fifty-eight hours since he was last there. Fifty-five and a half hours since they had left the Pembertons. Three thousand four hundred and eighty minutes. He felt as though he had been awake through all the hours. Heard the seconds of every minute. Sleep was never easy when bombs were falling, even at a distance. But the dreams weren’t usually so bad. Images in his mind blended with the noise overhead. Some droned above him incessantly. Others fell like strings of incendiaries through his mind. Planes left the imprint of their sounds in his memory long after the raids had ended …

         … Julia, in her backless black dress, descending a never-ending stairway away from him. “Goodbye Adam.” Veils over her eyes.

         
            – I don’t think you love me anymore. I don’t think you ever loved me.

            – If it makes you happier to believe that, then believe it.

         

         “Destroy this.” A glass ashtray with blackened paper in it. “J knows.” A sheet of white paper with a red heart shape in the middle of it, flames curling up the edges. Blackness heading for the heart.

         
            – There’s always something, Adam. We could never hide everything.

         

         And around every corner there was Jackson. The corpulent detective rooting out petty secrets.

         
            “On the evening of the 21st October 1936 at about 7 p.m., acting on information received, I made my way to the Feathers Hotel in Chippenham. In the car park I saw a blue Bugatti motor vehicle, Type 49, registration number IPF 262, which I knew to be registered in the name of Mrs Julia Pemberton. By telephone enquiry I established that she was staying the night in Room  Four which was on the first floor at the front of the building. At about 8 p.m. I saw the lights go on in Room Four and a person I recognise as Mrs Pemberton drew the curtains. At about 8.30 p.m. I saw a man I recognised as Mr Adam Falling arrive by taxi and enter the hotel. I know Mr Falling as a barrister and I have given evidence in cases in which he has acted.

            At about 6 a.m. I saw a taxi arrive at the hotel. Mr Falling emerged from the hotel and got into the taxi. I followed the taxi back to Chippenham station. Discreet telephone enquiries confirmed that no one by the name of Falling had checked into the hotel that night.”

         

         He’d seen many of the man’s reports. But he couldn’t have been there, or at The Stafford, or any of the other places. Pemberton couldn’t have known. And that thought droned overhead all weekend: How could Pemberton know?

         
            – There’s always something, Adam. We can’t hide everything.

            – I can’t see you anymore.

         

         Flames advanced across the white paper and the red heart turned brown, then black, then disappeared.

         
            Destroy this.

         

         
            ****

         

         He picked his way past the ruins and through the Temple to Stirrup Chambers. People were filing into the Church for the morning service. Julia was probably in there already. He wanted to go in and sit with her. Speak to her. But the image of Jackson, lurking somewhere unseen, restrained him. It must wait. If he busied himself with preparing that morning’s hearing at the Westminster County Court, that would pass the time.

         Pemberton was in Adam’s room and seemed unsurprised when Adam entered. He was standing languidly before Adam’s shelves surveying the books, his gold spectacles set at a raffish angle.

         
            – Ah. Good morning. Adam. Thought I’d come up and see you about our ABC mystery. Interesting books. I tend to keep my literature at home. No time for anything but law when I’m in Chambers. 

            – I like a bit of reading when the work is slow.

            – All sorts of interesting authors here: Evelyn Waugh … Conan Doyle … even some Aldous Huxley. Altogether avant-garde. Wilfred Owen. Siegfried Sassoon. I like the war poets. My sort of era. It was as black as they painted it. All that death. Never got round to getting any of the books myself though. Down and Out in Paris and London. Now I’d never come across this Orwell chap.

            – He’s a personal favourite of mine. More for his journalism.

            – Interesting. Interesting.

         

         Adam didn’t know where this was leading but felt vaguely uneasy. Pemberton had never shown any interest in his literary tastes before. He wasn’t the literary sort. He glanced at his ashtray and saw, with a little shock, that it was empty.

         
            – Thank you for inviting us to the party on Friday. Catherine and I very much enjoyed ourselves.

            – Oh. Not at all. It was a great pleasure to have you there. Bit of a risk with the date of it, eh? Friday the thirteenth. “Unlucky for some.”

            – Did Peter persuade you and … Julia to go onto the Café de Paris?

            – He had a very good try. As did that Channon chap. But Julia was fairly whacked and we had an early night. Jenny and a few of the officers went along though. Had a very good time by all accounts. Did you have a good weekend?

            – Usual stuff: Catherine did her WVS and I was on duty with the Home Guard. Pretty uneventful. And you?

            – Rather disruptive actually. Julia’s been very preoccupied lately. She hides it fairly cleverly. Only someone who knows her well would notice (said with emphasis). Says she’s worried about the children so she absolutely insisted on driving out to see them on Saturday. Still there actually. Probably won’t come back until tomorrow. Changed her shifts around.

         

         Adam hid his disappointment.

         
            – Ah well. At least you can be sure that she and the children are safe. Look, Jeremy, I would like to discuss this McKechnie case with you  but I’m due in Court fairly soon. Can it wait until this afternoon?

            – Yes. Of course. Come down and see me when you’ve a minute.

         

         He made for the door.

         
            – Oh. By the way. I took the liberty of cleaning your ashtray for you. I know there’s a war on but we must still try to keep up appearances.

            – Thank you, Jeremy.

         

         Pemberton opened his hand to reveal the blackened paper.

         
            – It’s funny, you know. You can burn a piece of writing paper but somehow, sometimes, the water mark survives.

         

         A pale ghost of the letter “P”.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Six

         

         The Temple Church, consecrated in 1185, was one of the oldest “round” churches in England. The rounded shape of the nave, fifty-nine feet in diameter and standard for the churches of the Knights Templar, was based on the Holy Sepulchre Church in Jerusalem where the Templars were founded. An enlarged chancel was consecrated in 1240. Dark purbeck marble was used extensively inside the church and marble tomb effigies lined the inner walls. In the nave itself several prominent knights were buried. Over their tombs, marble sculptures of the dead soldiers, their helmets still in place, a sword and a shield still ready across the body, protected their remains. Some had their legs crossed in supplication, an indication that they had died in the Christian faith. As if to be buried on sacred ground would absolve them of their many sins. Legs crossed at the ankle indicated that the dead knight had been on one crusade. Two crusades if crossed at the knee. Three if crossed at the thigh. Well, that was what was said anyway. They had lain there silently since the thirteenth century. The discovery of America. The dissolution of the monasteries. The Great Fire and the plague all came and went and still the knights remained. They had survived all the wars untouched and continued to lie in silent supplication awaiting the final judgment, whilst under the marble the bones turned to dust. Now an air raid shelter had been established in the crypt beneath them.

         Regular visitors to the church hardly noticed them. There would always be time to study them more carefully. Marble soldiers lying silent. Some with their legs crossed. Inevitably, it had been Julia’s idea. Communication had been difficult. He could not telephone her at home. Samuels would always answer the phone. She could not call him at work. It would be even more dangerous to call him at home. Letters were out of the question. Their arrival at home or chambers would be noted even if they were destroyed after they had been read. There could be no evidence of any kind. It could  not be known that they communicated with one another. That they met. Adam had desperately wanted to know what that first kiss meant. What licence it gave? Whether that was all? What should he do next? What more, if anything, did Julia want? But whenever he saw her, which was infrequently, she was with Jeremy or the children. There was nothing in her demeanour that gave anything away. She was the dutiful wife, the loving mother. But for someone who was watching there was the slightest whisper of unspoken desire. Then, in the early autumn of 1936, as he was on the way to the library, he saw her emerging from the morning service.

         
            – The crossed-legged knights!

         

         And before he could reply or question her, she went on her way. He watched her disappear up Inner Temple Lane and then, edging past Lamb Building, went on to find the books he needed. Unable to concentrate, he went back to the church. The knights lay there as they had always lain. Grey and dark. He looked at them anew but they were unchanged. He understood.

         The following day he listened for the bells chiming the hour and, when he felt that the service would be long over, he crept out from his room and went to the church. Rays of light from the upper windows, under the coned roof, penetrated the gloom of the nave. He was alone. The knights lay as still as dead time, as they had lain when lawyers would conduct important interviews with clients in their presence. Grey and quiet. He walked from knight to knight. From grey to grey until he saw a flash of white within a stone shield. Thick white paper folded into a small square. The note was unsigned. He had never seen her writing before. Black ink in strong curved lines:

         
            – Green Park. Next Wednesday. 12.30 p.m. Destroy this.

         

         Destroy this. She was only to write those words once more, and that would be over four years later.

         He rushed back to Chambers to check his diary and saw to his dismay that he was booked to be in Court in Edmonton all of that day. His one chance seemed to have gone. He took a plain piece of paper and wrote a hurried note: 

         
            – Can’t do Wednesday

         

         And he gave details of his diary for the following two weeks. Following her example, he did not sign it. He knew, if she read it, she would destroy it, so he did not repeat that injunction. Folding it up, he took it and placed it where her note had been. Then he waited. A complex set of papers sat on his desk but he could not concentrate. He moved the papers around. Read the lease, making desultory notes. Read the correspondence. Went to the library and shuffled around the books. Went back to the church. The note was still there. That was the pattern for the day and, by home time, he was no further forward with the lease. The note was still there within the shield. Should he remove it? This was madness. He took it out. Unfolded it. Re-read it. Crumpled it up and left. Halfway to the tube he changed his mind, smoothed it out, took it back and replaced it.

         The following morning he was in early. He noted the times of the early morning service posted outside the church. In Chambers he resumed playing with the lease. At 8.45 a.m. he went to get a newspaper and read it until nine. At 9.15 he went back out to get some Woodbines and noticed the churchgoers dispersing, the chaplain at the door saying his farewells. He didn’t see Julia amongst the crowd. He opened the Woodbines and smoked one by Fountain Court. At 9.30 he went back towards Stirrup Court and then diverted at the last moment back into the round church. It was empty again. He saw his folded square of paper still there under the marble ankle and sat down heavily in the rear pew, pretending to pray.

         Looking down the chancel, he tried to think about his actions. What did he want? This was madness! She had wanted a private moment with him to explain her actions, and he was giving her a check-list of his dates. He was happily married. He had an eight-year-old daughter. He was making himself available to a married woman. Two weeks of his available dates and times. Asking for intimacy. Using the church as his go-between. Madness. He went to the effigy and removed the paper, crumpled it up without reading it, went back to his lease and got down to work.

         He thought no more of it until he was heading back to Temple tube. If Catherine found it in his pockets it would be difficult to explain. Passing a litter-bin he paused, removed it from his pocket and threw it in. Madness.

         He slept badly that night. “Why?” was the bell-beat of his dreams. He didn’t know why. He couldn’t even remember exactly what he had written. 

         The note was still there when he passed by the following morning, gleaming white amongst the other rubbish. He took it out and unfolded it. What exactly had he written?

         
            – It works! Next Thursday, then. Green Park. 12.30.

         

         The same curved writing. Black ink. He read it and re-read it. Had she been following him, and replaced her note for his in the bin? He wanted to keep the note forever. To frame it. But instead he crumpled it up and put it, almost reverently, back in the bin. The morning service had already begun. Julia would be inside saying her prayers. He was too late to reply. But Thursday was a week away. In Chambers he wrote a series of notes and rejected them all, throwing them away. His pen paused over his fifth attempt. And then:

         
            – Yes!

         

         And so Adam returned to the Christian fold. Julia wrote a short note in reply which said simply, “Thursday, then,” and their correspondence began.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Seven

         

         Arthur was particular about the Chambers’ Diary. A big red book with a black leather spine. Entries would be made in pencil at first, and then, when the booking was confirmed, he would painstakingly over-write in ink next to the initials of the barrister concerned. He was at this work when Adam returned from Westminster County Court. Seeing Adam, he put down his Parker:

         
            – Ah. Mr Falling. Mr Pemberton asked if you would go and see him about the McKechnie case when you returned from Court.

         

         He pulled out a large gold watch.

         
            – He said 3.30 would be a good sort of time.

            – Thank you, Arthur.

         

         Adam returned to his room and put down his papers. How could he explain the watermark? Why hadn’t he noticed it? Was it peculiar to Pemberton’s note paper or could he use a broad-based excuse? He needed to talk to Julia. He needed a cigarette. He pulled out the packet to shuck one out but fumbled so that they all fell to the floor. Scrabbling on the carpet to pick them up, he was unable to get them back into the packet. He broke two matches before he succeeded in getting a light, and then drew the smoke deep into his lungs.

         Twenty-five past three. Time for one more cigarette.

         Pemberton was reading a three-page typed document, holding it between his finger and thumb, when Adam entered. He put it down carefully, obscuring all but the signature with his blotter. Adam recognised Jackson’s spidery writing. 

         
            – You’ve been smoking.

            – I like a cigarette after Court.

            – I can always tell, you know. The smell of Woodbines sticks to the clothing. I don’t suppose you even notice it after a while.

         

         Adam thought back to the party:

         
            She’s been looking forward to it. Had her dress dry-cleaned for the occasion. Had all her dresses cleaned actually. We must keep up appearances.

         

         And:

         
            There’s always something, Adam. We could never hide everything.

         

         
            – You wanted to discuss the McKechnie case with me?

            – Mrs McKechnie … Victoria, as I’m sure Bateman calls her … has gone to see Farquarson at 3, Paper, so it looks like we’ll be having a good punch-up. Can’t see how the two of you are going to get anywhere with it though.

            – You’ve brought Jackson in, no doubt?

         

         Pemberton allowed his finger to trace slowly across the spidery signature and took a sip from a glass of water.

         
            – Yes. Good man, Jackson. I can always count on him to dig up the dirt somehow. He’s remarkably … unobtrusive – for such a big man. You never know he’s there until it’s too late.

            – Well, Bateman will be denying adultery.

            – Yes. Of course he will. Don’t they always?

            – There’s absolutely no evidence and if there’s nothing to dig up, Jackson won’t be able to help you (Adam hoped that Bateman was being sensible).

            – It’s the little things that catch people out, Adam.

            – You can’t build a case on three letters written from time to time in a diary.

            – Bateman will have to explain where he was on each of the … the “ABC days”. People think they can get away with lying about the seemingly insignificant, but they soon get tangled up. Inconsistencies emerge.  A big lie to hide a smaller lie … and so on. It’s one thing for a man to tell a lie in the comfort of these rooms but quite another in the Royal Courts of Justice … when … he’s under oath. Serious matter, perjury.

         

         Adam didn’t reply immediately. He needed time. In the silence, Pemberton slowly unscrewed the barrel of his Mont Blanc and held the pen over the glass of water. He pressed the pressure bar against the sac and a bubble of black ink emerged onto the nib, then dropped to the bottom of the glass. Wisps of black swirled upwards until the filigree dissolved and the ink infiltrated all of the water.

         
            – One lie, Adam. That’s all I’m going to need.

            – This is all about money, Jeremy. If poor old Bateman’s wife hadn’t died, none of this would be happening.

            – Ah, yes. The money. Poor old Bateman. All that money for the death of a woman he was being unfaithful to. Wonder what she would make of that. I expect she would be rather pleased to see it going into McKechnie’s pockets. And yours and mine, for that matter.

            – What do you say the letters “ABC” stand for?

         

         Pemberton gazed out of his window onto the ruins of Fig Tree Court.

         
            – Why do people do it, Adam? When they have so much to lose? Take Bateman. He sleeps with the wife of someone who is in a position of superiority to him at work. Forget about the insurance money for a moment. If I prove adultery against him, he could lose his job. Even if he doesn’t lose his job, things will be pretty uncomfortable for him at work.

            – That’s precisely why he wouldn’t be sleeping with McKechnie’s wife.

            – You’re right, I suppose. It would be uncommonly foolish to carry on an affair right under her husband’s nose. One small slip and McKechnie would be able to study the man at his leisure. Uncommonly foolish.

            – Mrs McKechnie will deny it. It’s not just Bateman. It will be their combined word against his.

            – She’ll be worrying about her children. Should have thought of that earlier. If I were McKechnie I’d make sure she saw as little of them as possible. 

         

         Suddenly Adam felt very cold.

         
            – Anyway, with Arthur’s help I intend to get this matter into Court as quickly as possible. Petition in December, contested hearing in early April. All these wartime reconciliations are clearing out the Lists. I can move extremely quickly when I want to.

         

         
            Things are going to move more quickly than you know. I can’t speak with you.

         

         
            – Anyway, Adam. I am sure you will protect your client’s interests. I expect a Request for Further and Better Particulars from you in the next few days. No doubt you’ll be seeking chapter and verse.

         

         He was relieved that he had managed to predict at least one thing.

         
            – It will be with you by tomorrow.

            – Good. Perkins will give you the dates when we say adultery took place by Friday. Poor Bateman. His dear wife is lying dead in the road and he’s in bed with Mrs McKechnie.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Eight

            (Monday 16th December 1940)

         

         Julia wouldn’t be back until Tuesday. She wouldn’t make the morning service prior to Wednesday. There would be no note. No flash of white within the marble shield. Arthur would be suspicious if he didn’t go. And he didn’t trust Arthur. Every evening since late 1936, if at all possible, he had spent a quarter of an hour in the church at around four. “Praying”, he told his clerk. Irrational, the idea of prayer. But people wanted to believe you. Just as they wanted to believe in God. Irrational and harmless. They would no more question you about your habits of prayer than they would ask after a mad aunt. Catherine knew him too well to be taken in by talk of God. Too many earnest undergraduate conversations on the subject. But the aesthetics of the building – timelessness in the face of war – satisfied her.

         He was badly shaken. He had felt that Julia’s attitude to him had been cooling over the months since the declaration of war and that her note, the attitude on Friday, were her way of distancing herself from him. Pemberton had no evidence. But there was … there seemed to be … an edge to everything he said. Perhaps it was his imagination.

         The church was cold and empty. The knights lay still. He pulled out his Woodbines and then thought better of it. In his mind he attempted to count the number of notes he had left with them. Had picked up. Life had been so comfortable then. Julia would attend the morning service and leave him a letter. He would pop in during the afternoon and replace her note with his. It was quieter before the war and often he could write a reply there and then. Primarily, their notes set out their movements for the day or week ahead and they would plan their time together around their respective diaries. It was even possible to arrange times when it would be possible to speak by phone. As time went by a little more affection, and then love, crept into them. But they would all be destroyed before the day was out.

         He had gone to Green Park that Thursday. Not knowing the park; not knowing what to expect. Where in the park would she be? He’d looked at  the A to Z and saw that it was not small. He needn’t have worried. She was waiting by the gates near the tube, a baby at her hip. She saw him coming and smiled broadly. His heart leapt. All the reserve he had witnessed over recent months was gone. She wore a nondescript blue dress: a mother, amongst other mothers, enjoying the afternoon with her baby. She kissed him openly on the lips:

         
            – Meet Agnes.

            – Hello, Agnes.

         

         She was very pretty. Like her mother. Big blue expressive eyes and a garrison of blonde curls.

         
            – I rarely come here. I’m not known, I don’t think. Let’s walk.

         

         And she headed off, past the deckchairs, towards the trees. The autumn sun was warm. He followed, pulling out a cigarette as he walked. And they disappeared into the innocent crowds. Deep into the park she leaned against an anonymous tree.

         
            – Have you met Agnes before?

            – She’s very beautiful.

            – The boys are very fond of her. I was worried they’d be jealous.

         

         She stroked the child’s face and rearranged her curls. Agnes smiled at them delightedly and made some incomprehensible affectionate noises.

         
            – Little dear. This is Uncle Adam.

            – Hello, Agnes.

         

         He gently squeezed her cheek between his finger and thumb.

         
            – Jeremy says that she resembles me as much as Jenny resembles her mother.

            – She must be fifteen now?

            – Just. I think she accepts me at last. Such an awful thing. She was very  young when it happened, so she never really knew Joan. I think that probably helped.

            – I never knew her. She died before I joined Chambers. Jeremy was such a grump then. He must have loved her very much. He was so lucky to find you.

            – Oh, he loves … he loved her a lot. Every day Jenny grows more like her.

            – Beautiful little Agnes.

         

         Adam didn’t know what to say. This wasn’t what he had expected. He didn’t know what he expected. He leaned out across Julia and ruffled the baby’s curly head. Soft. Like gossamer. Julia was so close, the crowds so distant. The smell of fresh cut grass hovered in the air. Something else … intangible … was drawing him, like iron to a magnet. He felt her cool hand on his neck as she pulled him towards her, and the metallic cold of her wedding ring, and they were kissing. And Agnes looked at him with those big blue eyes and gurgled.

         
            – Don’t worry. She can’t talk yet. And she won’t remember. It will be more difficult when she gets older.

         

         A promise of years …

         In the weeks that followed, Adam found the time to go to Green Park once or twice a week. Usually Agnes was with them, and in a sense that made it easier: a happy married couple out with their baby. Julia told him all about her children. Stephen was five and Sebastian three. Hardly begun in life, but each day was chronicled to him. She talked about Agnes as well, but somehow he felt he knew the little girl anyway. She was beginning to talk and he knew that this time must now draw to a close. He was beyond explanation. Julia stopped calling him by name in her presence. And their letters flowed.

         She told him, too, about Jeremy. His successful campaign during the Great War. His medals. His wife Joan left behind. Armistice Day and the great reunion. The birth of Jenny. Then the influenza. Joan dying and Jeremy’s world falling apart. The drink, the collapse, the slow recovery, and then her arrival on the scene. A fresh-faced debutante as his angel of mercy.

         There was an Indian summer that year, and in early October they were lying on the grass. Julia gazed at the sky, a misty distance in her eyes: 

         
            – What are you thinking?

            – Nothing much.

            – You can tell me.

            – I was wondering whether it was possible to love two people at once. It’s not that I don’t love Jeremy …

            – I’m very fond of you. What would Jeremy do if he found out?

            – He can’t find out.

            – But if he did?

            – He’d be very hurt … disappointed … I think he would be very angry.

         

         He felt a strange elation. They had talked about everything. But they had never talked about love. Never talked seriously even about affection or fondness. He had been spending secret happy hours in her company, but all they had done was talk. Love was the great taboo. But, by grandmother’s footsteps, they had been edging nearer to it. It didn’t seem real. Why should she be interested in him? He was, comparatively, a failure, albeit a happy failure. Thin and feeble with a weak chest. He lit another Woodbine:

         
            – Why do you see me? What can you possibly see in me? Why not someone like Preston?

         

         She shuddered.

         
            – I’ve never liked him. And I wouldn’t trust him. Those hands everywhere. He did try to start something. Suggested that he book a room in a hotel somewhere so we could meet during the afternoons. How grubby! I don’t trust him … I trust you.

         

         And so, talking and sitting in the sun, the smell of fresh cut grass around them, they edged nearer to the abyss.

         
            ****

         

         As well as talking about her children, and about Jeremy, Julia would talk about her aunt Beatrice. Beatrice was her father’s only sister and had never married. Rumour had it that the man she loved had died at the Somme. Other rumours suggested that she had established a home with another  woman. Julia said she was never sure. Certainly she shared a small house with another woman outside Chippenham and ran a bookshop there. Beatrice had been ill since early summer and from the start of their correspondence Julia’s visits to her in the nursing home had punctuated her timetable of availability. She charted her aunt’s swift decline. And then, suddenly, she died. Julia was distraught. The funeral was to take place ten days after the death. The children were deemed too young to attend and Jeremy was defending a murder in Manchester. So she made arrangements to attend alone. It turned out that there was only one bedroom in her aunt’s home after all, and so she decided to stay the night before at the Feathers Hotel in Chippenham.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Nine

            (Wednesday 18th December 1940)

         

         There was no note. On the Tuesday evening he’d left one inside the shield for her to collect after the Wednesday communion. He’d taken a sheaf of unacceptable drafts and scrunched them into the bin near Temple tube before taking the final version to the church.

         
            – Must talk to you. J recognised the watermark.

         

         And after the morning service it was gone. No answering note replaced it. He returned to the church on the hour, as though, by some alchemy, a note would appear later in the day. Perhaps it had blown away or been found by someone? But there was nothing. He checked the bins around the Temple in case she had written a note, thought better of it and then disposed of it. Nothing again.

         It was dark now. He returned slowly to Chambers and, climbing the stairs, he heard a commotion coming from the waiting room and the sound of Arthur shouting. An unusual thing: his clerk was usually able to get his own way quietly. There was another voice as well, unfamiliar and guttural but equally determined, though not as loud. Adam was too preoccupied to be other than mildly curious.

         Arthur was standing with his back to the door, his luxuriant grey hair out of place, and it seemed almost as though he was begging. Before him sat a man Adam did not recognise. He looked poor and out of place and he was clutching an old brown leather briefcase to his chest. Adam would guess he must have been about fifty-five. A small man, he wore a wispy intellectual beard and a look of quiet defiance.

         
            – For the last time. You must leave here. You haven’t got an appointment and you haven’t got a solicitor. I can’t let you talk with my barristers.

            – I will not be leaving. I am used to waiting. I can wait. 

            – For God’s sake, go!

            – I will not be leaving. I must see him.

            – I’m not going to go round in circles with you any longer. I shall call the police.

         

         A look of alarm crossed the man’s face. Then:

         
            – I will not be leaving. I am used to waiting.

         

         Arthur seemed to have met his match. Adam could see that the man shared not only an ethnic background with his clerk but also his obstinacy.

         
            – What’s going on here, Arthur?

            – I’m very sorry about this, Mr Falling. But this … gentleman is insistent that he must speak with you. I can’t get him to leave.

            – Well, I’m afraid it’s out of the question.

         

         At the mention of Adam’s name the man’s face lit up.

         
            – Mr Falling, I must have a speak with you.

            – It’s out of the question, I’m afraid, Mr …?

            – Hoffer.

            – Mr Hoffer. You heard what Arthur said. We are simply not allowed to see members of the public without appointments and without solicitors.

            – But I have come a long way today to see you.

            – If you want advice you must contact a solicitor and then the solicitor can make an appointment for you to see me.

            – I do not want advice. I want help. And it is not help for me.

         

         This was getting out of hand. Adam did not have the mental energy for riddles, and other thoughts were swimming through his mind.

         
            – I really don’t follow. Why do you want to see me?

            – I thought you would recognise me.

            – Why on earth should I recognise you?

            – You dealt with my case on the tribunal.

         

         Adam looked at the man afresh and tried to place him. He had dealt with hundreds of cases. Hoffer had risen to his feet and put down the briefcase. He squared up to Adam and stood as would a man before a tribunal, smoothing down the fronts of his jacket pockets as though awaiting the passing of a sentence. Yes, there was a vague familiarity now.

         
            – You are from Czechoslovakia?

            – You remember me? Yes. I am a doctor. You were very good to us. Friends said to us to expect Grade “A” or “B” but you graded me “C”.

         

         It was coming back to him now. Hoffer and his wife had been before him at around the turn of the year. They’d boarded a boat in Gibraltar, swung out into the Atlantic to avoid the mines, and eventually swung back to land at Liverpool. From there a train had taken them to London where they were put up at the Empress Hall in Earls Court pending their appearance before Adam. He had the power to grade them “A” which would have meant internment, “B” – restrictions on their freedom, travel bans and a prohibition on the ownership of cameras or large scale maps – or “C” – friendly and to remain at liberty. Adam did not like the xenophobia of the popular press at the time, and saw the man for what he was: harmless and scared; his dignity almost off him.

         
            – I’m afraid that I was acting in a judicial capacity then. I cannot act for you in connection with that. You must go.

            – I have taken days to find out where you worked. You have a very nasty cough.

            – Why have you come to me?

            – Because you were kind to us.

            – I can do no more for you. Your case is over. I have graded you “C”. You should be grateful that I did so.

            – I do not come for myself. I come for Tomas Novak.

            – Why can he not come and speak for himself?

            – He is in prison. He is in very great danger.

            – He has been interned?

            – No. He is in prison. They say he is a spy. But he is not a spy. They took him away three days ago. He has told some silly little lies.

            – Shall I call the police, Mr Falling? 

            – No, Arthur. Mr Hoffer. I will speak with you but there is little that I can do.

         

         Adam was grateful, in a way, to find someone who had more serious problems than he himself, and so he invited the man up to his room.

         
            – You shouldn’t be doing this, sir.

            – I am not seeing him as a client, Arthur. I won’t be charging anyone for my time.

         

         Hoffer told him about Novak. They had met soon after his tribunal hearing. Hoffer had managed to find work in a bookshop and Novak used to frequent it, browsing the shelves but never buying. The two Czechs became friends. He soon learnt that Novak had evaded the immigration authorities and had not declared himself. Buoyed by his own experience at Adam’s hands, Hoffer had attempted to persuade him to declare himself. Novak would not. He feared that he would inevitably be interned or deported. When Churchill came to power in May 1940 and much of Adam’s work was undone, he was confirmed in that view, and with each passing day it became more difficult for him to come forward. He found what work he could from black marketeers and received pauper’s wages. And then in mid-December the knock came at the door and he was taken into custody. The authorities appeared to have very specific information that a Tomas Novak had entered the country a few days earlier and was living in the street he in fact lived in. His first lie was to say that he had indeed just arrived in the country, thus confirming official suspicions. When he tried to change his story to say he had been in the country for some ten months, that simply increased his unreliability in police eyes. It had been impossible for him to get any alibi evidence as, should any others come forward, they would have to explain why they had not informed the authorities of him earlier. Hoffer did not know where the original intelligence leading to his arrest had come from.

         
            – It has to be a mistake. Tomas is harmless. All the time I knew him he did nothing wrong. He is a fool but he is not a spy.

            – As a tribunal chairman Adam had to know about the Treachery Act, passed when Churchill came to power:

         

         
            “If, with intent to help the enemy, any person does, or attempts or conspires with any other person to do any act which is designed or likely to give assistance to the naval, military or air operations of the enemy, to impede such operations of His Majesty’s forces, or to endanger life, he shall be guilty of felony and shall on conviction suffer death.”

         

         Novak was in very serious trouble. There was no alternative to the death penalty on conviction. No pleas for leniency could be heard. Adam thought of Preston and his little briefs wrapped in white tape. An hour or two’s reading before bed. Easier than shelling peas. Hundred per cent success rate. Preston, polished and gleaming. A quick trial at the Bailey and then off to the Café de Paris.

         
            – But what do you want me to do about it?

            – Will you represent him?

            – I’ve never done a spy trial before. There must be others who would be able to provide more help than I.

            – I trust you. I know you will be fair.

            – You will have to see a solicitor for Mr Novak.

            – He won’t be able to pay you much. I can try and collect some money to cover your fees … I don’t remember your chest being so bad.

         

         Adam should have stopped him there. His mind was beginning to wander back to the church, to Julia. But he was tired and it was easier to say yes to the man. He needed distraction. Distraction? Not the right word.

         
            – Do you know when he is likely to be tried?

            – About four weeks’ time.

         

         Four weeks! He would probably be in need of his own solicitor by then. He gave Hoffer the names of three solicitors whom he thought might be able to assist, and then said his goodbyes. It was late and he should be getting home. Instead, he went back to the church.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Ten

            (21st October 1936)

         

         Julia had opened the door to him, smiling. She was wearing the white silk backless dress and looked more beautiful than ever.

         
            – I had to wrap it in my weeds to smuggle it out. It didn’t look very funereal. I couldn’t have explained it to Jeremy.

         

         Over her shoulder he saw two glasses of champagne sparkling on the dressing table, long blue velvet curtains pulled almost closed, and a large double bed.

         
            – You’re lovely. Thank you. I thought I was never going to get through to your room, you were permanently engaged.

            – I’m sorry. I was saying goodnight to the children. Usually I’m there to tuck them in. Did you have any trouble with reception?

            – No. They were fine. It was as you expected.

            – I’m not known here. Come in so I can shut the door. It’s good not to be known.

         

         Adam slipped in and put his coat – and the overnight bag concealed beneath it – down on the floor near the bed. She brought him a glass of champagne and they toasted themselves, she in the white dress, he in his striped trousers, his hair still slicked back from the wig. At their feet his coat and overnight bag. They kissed. Her tongue hard. Hard, her tongue. His hands explored her back and her sides. Time stood still and he told himself to remember every moment (although the following morning he could not). When eventually they drew apart she motioned to a silver platter of sandwiches over by the bathroom.

         
            – That nice Mr Forsyth on the desk got us some supper. We must do things properly. 

            – I’ve never done anything like this before.

            – Neither have I … I’m scared, Adam.

            – I’m scared too.

            – I don’t know how I’m going to feel in the morning. I may never want to see you again.

            – That’s what scares me most of all.

            – Did you have a good journey across?

            – No problems at all. Disentangled myself from the others, messed up my bed to make it look slept in, and caught the first inconspicuous train I could out. Travelled first class so there was no chance of seeing anyone I know. There’s a train back at 6.30 tomorrow and I’ll be back in Bristol well before eight.

            – I’ll ring down later to book you a cab. Six a.m. should be fine. We have nearly nine hours then to ourselves. Let’s have some sandwiches.

         

         They sat down on the side of the bed, eating sandwiches, talking and drinking the champagne. Taking their time. By good fortune Adam had been on circuit at the time of the funeral. There had been little planning. Each knew the other’s movements. A word here, a sentence there sufficed. Impressionist brush-strokes. Wisps of paint creating the full picture of what they wanted to do – what they had to do, bringing them both to the Feathers. There was no talk between them of what was to happen during the nine hours of privacy they would have. No talk of love or tomorrow. Adam watched her as she ate, the silk shifting as she moved her arms, until presently they had finished. She brought her arm up behind him, caressing his hair, and they moved towards one another and kissed again. A gentle, familial embrace. He felt an urgency, like a migraine, in his skull and began pulling at her, trying to bring her fully onto the bed. But she resisted and rose to her feet.

         
            – Everything should be done properly, Adam.

         

         And standing before him, she brought forward her shoulders and shrugged her way out of the dress until she was standing naked except for a golden locket around her neck. He began unbuttoning his clothing until he was dressed only in his underwear, and getting to his feet he walked her round to the pillows, conscious of his obvious arousal. Julia looked at  him with a warm, slightly amused smile as he made a courtly gesture and beckoned her to lie down.

         And then the phone rang. Julia picked it up in her usual voice and he could hear the tinny sound of Pemberton coming from the earpiece. After the usual courtesies – asking after her journey and the hotel –

         
            – And what are your plans for the evening, darling?

            – Well. I wasn’t sure what I should do. At first I thought I would go down and eat in the restaurant. But then I decided that sandwiches in the room would be much more pleasant in the circumstances.

            – Were the sandwiches good?

            – Oh. Very good. Cucumber … and salmon.

            – And what of the rest of the evening? It’s still quite early.

            – Well, I think I’ll turn the light out soon. It’s going to be a difficult day tomorrow.

         

         And so, without a beat, Julia spoke truthfully to her husband. Adam hoped that the conversation would end there but it did not. Jeremy had had a hard day in court and wanted commiserations from his wife. She gave them, speaking gently and with the right degree of concern or encouragement as necessary. As the conversation continued she climbed onto the bed to make herself more comfortable. Silently, to ensure he was not heard, and still wearing his underwear, he laid his head on her breast. He noticed that she had a little tummy that he had never seen when she was upright or dressed. She fondled his hair and carried on talking until Adam thought that the conversation would never end and he gradually drifted away.

         
            – Oh! He didn’t! I don’t know why anyone let him become a Judge …

            – But Jeremy, I’m sure you did everything you possibly could …

            – But how long could he possibly have cross-examined your client for? How very unfair …

            – I’m sure you did everything you possibly could …

         

         And gazing down at her nakedness, feeling her hand on his hair and half listening to one side of a conversation, he fell asleep.

         She was gazing down at him and rearranging his hair – as once he had  seen her playing with Agnes’s curls – when he awoke. She smiled at him as he opened his eyes.

         
            – You really do need a haircut … and you look tired. I think you should come to bed.

         

         And she pulled back the blankets so that they could both climb inside.

         
            ****

         

         Hours later he awoke. It was very dark, and at first he was only aware of her breathing beside him. Slowly, as his eyes adjusted, he could see her, lying on her back beside him with the covers down. A line of silver from a thin moon gave her whole body a sheen. He reached over so that he could run his hand gently from her breasts down to her toes, and then watched her as she slept. Silent now, he remembered the sounds they had both made earlier. His alarm would go off at 5.15. Only four and a half hours’ sleep at most. And he did not want to sleep. He ran his hand up her side again and rested it on her and lay watching, willing himself to stay awake.

         The alarm caught him sleeping. He flailed about before finally stopping it. Julia was still where he had been gazing at her, and the ringing brought a fuzzy wakefulness to her. She didn’t speak as he got up and bathed quickly. He had fifteen minutes before his cab was due. She lay there, unmoving, watching him. As beautiful and as naked as she had been all night. Before dressing he leaned over her to kiss her. Looking down at her he tried to imagine that she was still wearing her dress, so that in future when he saw her dressed he would be able to imagine her naked. She raised a languid arm and put it around his neck.

         When he looked back on that moment he could never really remember what had happened next. Did he climb onto her or had she pulled him down? It was as though she had engulfed him and he was lost in her, their bodies touching at every point. Her hips shifted beneath him and he felt her ankles edge out around and over his feet to lock them together, pinioning him to her, her arms tight around his shoulders. He had a sensation of searing heat throughout his body, of being turned inside out. And then a deep sense of release. And peace.

         Five minutes perhaps, and then they lay quietened and still. His head  against hers. Her hair wrapped around his face as he lay into the pillow. She whispered:

         
            – I love you.

            – I love you, too.

         

         And it was said. Adam felt his words in reply coming from somewhere unexpected. The words themselves were unexpected. And although they had spent a long night together, it was as though that last was the first time.

         
            ****

         

         It was an early funeral. The party attending was small. Julia wore a black woollen dress with a high collar and long sleeves. A small black hat with a long veil covered her features entirely. She introduced herself to Beatrice’s companion and the two of them led the cortege. She bent her head and prayed during the service.

         Remembering her aunt. Thinking of her children. Of how soon she must introduce them to death. An onlooker would see only grief worn with dignity. Under the veil she was smiling:

         
            – I don’t feel any guilt. I don’t feel guilty at all.

         

         She said it to herself over and again.

         Checking out of the hotel, Mr Forsyth on the desk politely handed her a brown paper bag containing Adam’s underwear. They had found them wrapped up inside the blankets of her bed. She disposed of them on the way back to town.

         
            ****

         

         The sirens were beginning to sound. In the darkness of the Church the knights lay still and unsubstantial. Adam was thinking back on how he had felt as he climbed into the cab for Chippenham station that morning. Changed. Utterly changed. When Julia told him, subsequently, that she had felt no guilt, he realised that he hadn’t felt guilt either. He was so much without guilt that the possibility of it never struck him. In fact, there had  been a deep joy, an elation to be lying against her as she, naked, spoke to her unsuspecting husband about the mundane evening that lay ahead of her.

         But it was an elation tinted dark from the start, for he had seen how easily she could dissemble and feared that one day she would lie to him. But then, after that night, he would know as and when she was doing so.

         He looked in the direction of the knights. No message. No indication of where she was. London in the blackout. Millions of people, and Julia moving somewhere amongst them, threatened by the same bombs and shrapnel. Would she be alive in the morning? She did not know where he was either, but she didn’t seem to care. At least, she knew whether the places he was likely to be frequenting were being or had been bombed.

         He thought back to the vision of her naked and moon-tinted during that night. It was over four years ago.

         They had not spent a night together since.

         He lit a Woodbine (it was only a building after all) and made his way to the bomb shelter in the crypt.

         
            ****

         

         The sirens sounded more faintly in south London but were still audible. Catherine looked across at the bakelite telephone crouching silently in the corner of the room. He had not rung. He would not be home now. Was he safe? She switched off the radio and changed into a nightdress and dressing-gown. Only the distant rumble of aircraft and the sound of explosions broke the silence. She folded up her day clothes and placed them carefully in a drawer.

         What to do now? He promised always to ring if he was likely to be caught out in a raid. She wandered about the empty house, picking up his clothes and putting them away. She polished his shoes, went up to bed and turned out the light.

         She got up an hour later and switched the light back on. Opening her wardrobe, she got out her clothing for the following day and arranged it neatly over a chair. No word. She went down to check that the phone was properly on the hook. What to do? Opening a drawer in the kitchen, she took out a pile of letters: 

         
            – Dear Mummy and Daddy …

         

         But the words blurred for her and she could not read on. She sat down to write to Deborah but could think of nothing that was capable of being said.

         Yes, one of millions of people in London under the Blitz that night. Adam knew where she was and how to contact her, but had not done so. He thought instead of Chippenham and how Julia had betrayed her husband.
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