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1

Rats’ Alley





Speak to me. Why do you never speak. Speak.


What are you thinking of? What thinking? What?


I never know what you are thinking. Think.


I think we are in rats’ alley


Where the dead men lost their bones.


The Waste Land – T.S. Eliot



      [image: ]He still sees them in the dim, narrow places. 

They wait for him in the passageways between streets, the laneways behind houses, the cut-throughs, tunnels and confined, echoing descents to the Metropolitan Line.

He passes, head down, avoiding eyes, his feet upon firm pavements and stair-treads; theirs still held by the clinging, sucking mud. Over the top of sandbags they peer, rifles at the ready, watching the space beyond the wire. Even the youngest faces among them are old with fatigue.

Once, he turned into an alley off Fleet Street. A soldier in a filth-caked uniform stood before him with an unlit cigarette upon his lips and an appeal for help in his eyes. Without thought, he reached into his pocket, found a box of matches and struck one. Looking up, he saw a woman and her young daughter at the other end of the alley. They watched him with wide eyes, hand in tightly-clasped hand. Then they turned and hurried away, leaving him offering a flame to the empty gloom.

The city is filled with sounds and sights that haunt. At night the street-lights are flares that drift over no-man’s land, revealing targets of the wounded for enemy snipers. The electric trams that roll over Westminster Bridge from the southern suburbs give out their clatter-clatter, clatter-clatter, and become the sound of distant Vickers guns or German maschinengewehr. In the rough, unruly schoolboys raised without fathers, he sees the faces of those who lied about their age to the recruiting officers. Those mouths are stopped with mud now, their virgin cheeks never felt a razor. He will forever see the crops of bright hair, blond and gold, marking out their resting places in the cruel wire.

His discharge gratuity and ration book have grown thin. So have the soles of his demob shoes. Every day he paces the length of Fleet Street in search of work. Have you tried Marshalls on Wardour? They do pamphlet work. Yes, he has. It was they who sent him here. Have you considered starting out with a smaller newspaper, a more local one? I’m not starting out. I’ve worked the nationals in Fleet Street since I was a boy. But don’t you have any recent typesetting experience? I’ve been fighting a war. Yes, yes, well, if you were to gain some more current experience, we’d be happy to reconsider.

He has returned home to find the world he fought to save firmly in the grip of selfish old men once more. No parades. No celebration of victory. No thanks for services rendered.

‘Well, what do you expect, Will?’ says Alf, a friend from the same battalion. Alf speaks over the rim of his pint-glass in a cramped, smoky public house. ‘A world war’s been fought but the world won’t learn from it.’ Alf looks very different in peacetime, unrecognisable even. Is it the cloth cap he wears? It doesn’t suit him, doesn’t look right. ‘And have you heard, they’re going to raise a memorial to us,’ continues Alf, ‘smack bang in the middle of High Holborn, ten feet across and thirty feet high. I reckon the bloody thing’ll hold up traffic for centuries.’ He raises a hand in the tobacco-thick air to place the final words upon the imagined monument: ‘The Royal Fusiliers. London Regiment.’ Alf gives a chesty laugh. ‘Here, if they put the names of the dead on it, we should go take a look, Will.’

‘Why?’

‘To check we aren’t there. You never know!’ Alf’s laugh becomes a coughing fit.

Will knows that if the monument was the length and breadth of Holborn, it still wouldn’t be large enough to hold the names of the dead.

They say their goodbyes in the street outside. Will pictures Alf in his tin hat once more. Now he recognises his old friend, the grin that hides the fathom-deep fear. Over his shoulder he clutches the strap of his rifle. He turns from Will with a wink and walks into the night, over duckboards and between trench walls. Will hears his cheerful whistle long after he has vanished.


      [image: ]He decides to return his greatcoat. Among his discharge papers is a printed sheet of instructions. £1 (one pound) is redeemable upon return of Military Greatcoat, property of the Government, at the railway station of your choice. Greatcoat must be cleaned and accompanied by completed form Z50. The instructions are poorly printed. No typesetter worth his wage would let such plates see ink. The letters run up against each other and the lines are crammed too close. They should have used more lead. Why so little? Was it in short supply? Had it all been used up in the bullets they fired at each other?

He could do with the money, and he no longer wants the coat. He would never wear it. It’s damaged, worn, and when he pulls it on, he pulls on feelings he no longer wishes to feel. Better that a seamstress does what she can with it and that it pass to some slap-faced recruit in Aldershot who will never wonder at its history. The instructions outline the cleaning process.

1. Brush the coat vigorously. In the small back yard, he attacks the coat with a stiff broom. Clods of soil from the Somme and Beaurevoir are worked free. Dust from Amiens rises in the late morning air. He sweeps everything into a dustpan and rests it on the lid of the bin awhile before tipping it away. This is what it had all been for: soil, dirt. A war of dust, yardage, territory and earth.

2. Wash coat in lukewarm water with mild detergent or bar soap. He fills the bath and lets the coat soak awhile. The water leeches tendrils of clay-brown from the fabric. Soon the bathtub is the bottom of a shell-hole, opaque with the milk-tea mud of Northern France. Under its surface lie the bodies of his countrymen. He remembers wading through such shell-holes, stepping on faces, feeling the crack of bones.

3. Rinse and roll to expel excess moisture. Dry flat. He lights the gas-fire with a match, folds away the rug and places the coat on the floor. The room soon smells like a damp dugout: cigarettes, paraffin stoves, overflowing latrines.

The coat will likely take a week to dry, so he resumes his daily labour of combing Fleet Street for work. At Ludgate Circus a crowd has gathered to watch policemen arrest two Romany women. Their likely crime is selling lucky heather, or messages of comfort from the dead to the living. The elder of the two women kicks and spits curses at the policemen in the jagged, hack-throated language of her people. Then she catches Will’s eye, and the fight leaves her. Fearful eyes remain upon him, and her fingers stab and stab the air in his direction to ward off evil.

Is he evil? He thinks he might be. No man can kill and call himself virtuous. Not in the name of God, not in the name of country. He knows now that the greatest hell of all is the one made by men. He’s journeyed there and still feels its taint upon him, still feels the weight of its sin. Once, he believed goodness and truth sat at his shoulder and whispered in his ear, keeping him in the narrow way. Now, a demon scratches at his conscience and goads him to wickedness.

Amid the confusion, the younger of the two Romany women bolts, losing herself in the knot of onlookers. A policeman raises his whistle to his mouth and blows.

The sound strikes through Will’s chest like a bayonet.

He is there once more, back at the place it began and ended: hurrying in fear through the support trenches under the bleak sky of an October dawn. The artillery bombardment has begun. The air shakes with the thunder of the guns. The NCOs spur the men along, herding them like frightened cattle through the crowded, narrow trenches – take a left at the signpost for the forward OP, down Piccadilly, past Kitchener’s (keep your head down), then into Zig-Zag trench…

He knows what lies after Zig-Zag. It’s the last trench of all. The firing line.

Rats’ Alley.

Beyond that, there is nothing but the German guns.

At the head of Rats’ Alley he stops, he does not know why. He finds himself staring at the battalion’s makeshift place of worship. The Last Ditch Church. The Chapel of the Sandbags. A rough wooden cross is suspended in an expanse of barbed wire and camouflage netting that stretches across the trench wall. Wedding rings, lockets, photographs and letters from the dead hang there. If you are reading this, then know I will not be coming home… In other places hang the prayers of the faithful, or pledges and pleas for deliverance: Spare me Lord and I’ll let Meg make an honest man of me. Spare me God and I swear I’ll make things right with my father…

Nailed high above, painted in white on a palette of duckboards are the words of Psalm 91: the soldiers’ psalm. Below, a chaplain kneels among a huddle of men in prayer.

Will feels inside his collar. His fingers close around the silver chain. He unhitches the clasp and pulls the small silver cross free. He finds a place on the wire and hangs the cross by its eye. Then he pulls a scrap of paper from his breast pocket and, with a blunt pencil, he begins to write.

Dear Lord…

The bombardment stops and he hears the shouts of men from distant trenches. The silence rings more loudly than the exploding of the shells. A lieutenant with an unholstered Webley checks his wristwatch and lifts a whistle to his lips. Then he blows.

The first detachment climbs from the trench into open ground. They make progress. Will counts the seconds: one, two, three, four, five… A hundred feet? Maybe more?

The enemy is either in recovery or they have been cunning, waiting for targets to fill their gunsights – waiting for the charge to reach a point of no return. Now the German guns sound out their clatter-clatter, clatter-clatter. The noise is close, deafening, murderous. In Rats’ Alley, men close their eyes, raise fists to their brows or hang their heads. A minute later the guns rattle to a stop and all is silent once more.

‘B company, fix bayonets!’ screams another officer.

Will looks at the psalm, the sandbag altar, and the silver cross he has placed there.

Then he looks at the scrap of paper in his shaking hand and the words he has written.

Dear Lord…

‘Are you alright, love? You look a bit peaky.’ The woman’s voice is close. Ludgate Circus floods back to him. The hubbub and sounds of traffic fill his hearing once more. He glances to his side, at a middle-aged woman in a too-youthful hat. Her expression is wrinkled with concern. He does not know how long he has stood there, lost to the present.

‘I’m fine, really I am,’ he says.


      [image: ]On Thursday he reads the Evening Standard and is intrigued to learn that playhouses and movie theatres now offer free admission for returning soldiers. The newly-opened Palais de Danse in Hammersmith hosts Friday afternoon tea dances, free of charge. He visits a barber, puts on a good suit, and attends. The interior of the Palais is grand, decorated in the latest chinoise style with silk lanterns and carved, lacquered woodwork. A band plays upon the stage but their music is made inaudible by the heels of the vast throng of dancers that rotates over the boards of the dancefloor.

Clatter-clatter, clatter-clatter.

He commands his mind to hear nothing more than the sound of dancing, and collects his teacup. He makes his way to an empty table. Nearby, a girl, dark and very beautiful, sits like Penelope in Ithaca, beset by suitors. The men clamour round her, fingers tucked into jacket pockets, waving cigarettes in accompaniment to their witticisms. She endures them with a raised brow and both hands held flat over her dance card. One of them reaches to steal it and she stands, angry now, and marches from them. She spots Will at his table alone and sits beside him. Perhaps he is the lesser threat? The young men disperse in search of easier conquest. One of them bumps hard into Will’s chair as he passes.

‘Filthy, fucking toe-rags,’ she says. Ugly words from such lovely lips. ‘What’s happened to all you men since the war? Did all the good ones cop it? Is that it? Is that why there’s only shirkers and tosspots left?’ She watches the dancefloor, jaw clenched. ‘So what’s your story?’

‘My story?’

She studies him now with a sidelong look. ‘Yeah, were you over there?’ She nods towards an unfixed location in the cosmos.

‘I was.’

‘Then how’d you make it back in one piece?’ It’s an accusation.

He stands to leave and she covers his hand with hers. ‘Sorry.’ She smiles a little in apology. ‘There’s still a couple of spots on my card. They’re yours if you want. For helping me out.’

In between her dances with other partners, he waits. Each time, she excuses herself and returns to the table, taking sanctuary in the chair beside him. They fall into conversation. Her name is Winnie. She likes Dixieland and Ragtime, Harold Lloyd and Pall Mall cigarettes. At some point before the last dance, she asks if he will walk her to the train station. He says he will. At this, her voice falls to a whisper and her dark eyes, as terrible as any oath, call him to confession. ‘You are intact?’ she asks.

He assures her that he is. He finds the question direct, base, although its implication kindles an even baser hope. The demon scratches.

‘I won’t take no damaged goods. I ain’t shopping for seconds,’ she declares.

He nods in official recognition of the warning.

They walk towards the station. This late in the year, the dark rolls in early. The air is hung with mist, as if a light rain has been frozen, mid-cascade. She announces she wants to see the river, and so they change direction, heading for Hammersmith Bridge. They stroll along the north bank in the misty lamplight, past Dutch barges and narrow-boats moored beside piers. To their landward, fading into the night, is a small, well-kept park. With excitement, she grasps his hand and hurries him towards a bandstand in the veiled dark. It rests on a plinth of hexagonal stone, with fluted columns of cast iron and a domed roof. Although open to the elements, it feels dry inside. They collide with each other, her mouth and nose crashing into his face. Mouth against mouth, breathing hard, hands under clothing. He has forgotten desire, forgotten its power, the force of its drive. He is in the demon’s thrall now.

‘Put your jacket on the floor’, she whispers, ‘quick.’ He hurries to oblige and she pulls him down, raising skirts, raising knees. She lies upon his jacket on the stone flags and pulls him closer still. Strong fingers, sharp fingernails, sink into his back and he cries out – not a shriek, not a scream, but nonetheless a voiced reaction to his pain.

She is upright now, pushing him away. She draws her skirt back over her knees and sits sideways, apart from him. She’s dug in. The bales of wire are drawn across, her eyes are fixed upon him like sentries. Then the first ranging shot. ‘You lied,’ she says.

‘It’s only mustard gas,’ he explains.

‘Told you I did, I won’t take no damaged goods. I ain’t shopping for seconds.’

‘It will heal, in time,’ he offers.

She stands and makes to leave but hooks a toe inside his jacket. She hops once, twice, then kicks it free and escapes down the stone steps of the bandstand. He watches her furious shape melt into the damp night. Perhaps tomorrow she will resume her shopping in the dancehalls of Leicester Square or Shaftesbury Avenue. She must know by now that London has only half the men it used to, and that those left, like him, will always carry signs of injury. He thinks she aims too high. She should lower her sights.

He gathers up his jacket, studying it. It is summer in France and he is hot. In his hand he holds his tunic. He hangs it on the hilt of a bayonet thrust into the sandbags, then hangs his webbing and water canteen over it. Stripped bare to the waist, he tilts his helmet against the sun and takes up his entrenching tool. He’s part of a two-column detail tasked with digging observation trenches out into no-man’s land, toward the enemy.

From a point behind the German line, a battery of feldhaubitze opens fire. The shells rake the air above them and land nearby. As one, the men throw themselves flat. But the explosion does not come. There is laughter among the men now, and mention of duds. Then comes the smell: burnt rubber, garlic, petrol. One of the men yells ‘Gas!’ but the windblown cloud of sulphurous yellow is already upon them, spilling into the trench. He drops his entrenching tool and runs back to his kit, breath held, eyes squinting. He tears off his helmet, pulls his box respirator from the webbing and covers his head. No time to throw his tunic over his shoulders or take up his rifle. He throws himself to the bottom of the trench as the poisonous tide flows over him. The acidic gas attacks the sweat on his back in an instant, burning, blistering, paring back the skin. He writhes face down, keeping the injury confined to his back. At the casualty clearing station a Welsh medical officer tells him he’s done the right thing. His quick thinking has saved his lungs and eyes. With scissors they cut the blistered skin from his back and apply antiseptic. He’ll be back at the front in days they tell him.

In that much they are right. Will returns to his post and his wounds heal for a time. But by the end of the war, the skin on his back opens up again. The effects of the gas on skin are considered temporary, so Will never complains lest he is branded a malingerer.


      [image: ]He never returns to the Palais in Hammersmith. In the Evening Standard, he reads of another new establishment offering free admission for returning soldiers: the Embassy Club on Old Bond Street. After handing in his greatcoat at Charing Cross station he attends an afternoon tea dance there. Unlike the Palais there are very few tables and seating is reserved for ladies and couples only. So he stands at the fringe of the crowded dancefloor, observing the slow, inexorable orbit of human courtship.

Clatter-clatter, clatter-clatter.

His attention is drawn to a table of young women who talk and laugh, conspicuous in their merriment. By the way they confide in each other, leaning close to whisper secrets, he picks them for good friends. One of their number excludes herself. She sits with downcast eyes, unlaughing, unsmiling, as if, in some temporal exchange she is the keeper of all their sorrow. Once their revelry is done, she will return their coats, hats, and sadness so they may resume the track of daily life.

As one, the laughing women rise to leave and he understands. She has not excluded herself. She is not one of them. She is alone.

As he makes his way to her, she fans herself with her dance card in general invitation. It’s mechanical though, as if she’d rather be elsewhere, doing something else. She seems fragile, as if by a careless hand or an unkind word she might shatter like glass. He would not call her beautiful, yet there is beauty in her that draws him.

‘I wonder if there are any spots left on your card?’ he asks.

She looks at him as if receiving a fatal diagnosis. She coughs. ‘There are,’ she says. ‘I can put you down for the foxtrot if you’d like.’

‘I’d like that.’

Pen in hand, she hovers over the card ‘Mister…?’

‘Harper.’ He notices that the dance card is largely blank. Against the names of the men that appear there she has written scores. Fielding 3. Perkins 2.

He retires to the fringe of the dancefloor once more and watches her. From time to time she lifts her eyes to search the room then, finding him, allows herself a tiny smile.

They dance the foxtrot. It’s faster than he would like. He steps on her foot and is forced to stop. He counts them both in, nodding to the beat as dancers behind collide into them. She holds him gently, never looking up, and merely blushes at his clumsiness. He has not danced in a long time, he tells her. The line of her nose is perfectly straight.

He asks her for the two-step and the waltz. She agrees. At the interval he collects tea and sandwiches for them both. The crusts have been cut away in imitation of gentility, yet the fillings speak otherwise: corned beef, fish paste, boiled egg. They sit at the table as a couple among other couples and compliment the sandwiches. She tells him her name is Ada. She likes Tennyson, arum lilies and Debussy. She likes Southend in blustery weather when she can call the beach her own. She likes the gardens at Kew. Has he been? Not in a while. They should go sometime. He says he’d like to.

For all her friendliness, he senses her unhappiness. Could it be that the war has injured her too? At this, he feels a kind of comradeship with her. What has she lost? Who has she lost?

Where is your wound? How deep does it go? Does it still hurt?

He thinks he would like to help her heal. Perhaps she might do the same for him. The thought lifts him.

They leave together, to say their goodbyes in Old Bond Street. She places her dance card on the table and, while her back is turned, he takes an ungallant look. Despite his two left feet, she has awarded him a ‘9’.

In the street outside, the London evening shelters the parting couple under a starless sky. If all the constellations of the universe were visible, they would not have noticed. They make plans to meet the following week. A walk along the Embankment, then tea at the Winter Gardens.

Their dance continues: two souls holding each other in a swirling, clattering crowd. But the dance becomes more and more their own. With each meeting they fall into comfortable familiarity, their steps each anticipated by the other. They find their own tempo, become less clumsy, less like strangers. To the eyes of the world, although they cannot see it themselves, the floor is now theirs, and they dance as one.


      [image: ]For many nights he sleeps even less than usual. The damp greatcoat is gone, but the dugout smell remains, dragging him down through the dark tunnels of his nightmare. Over and over he witnesses the same scenes, as if seeing them once was never enough. Ada is a part of these scenes now. Among the teeming of shouting, muddied men, she stands on the duckboards of the trench, bodies rolling at her feet. She wears a pretty dress the colour of bluebells and clutches the looped handles of her handbag. He removes his tunic, strips naked and bares his wounds for her. An end to secrets. With brimming eyes she shakes her head. He has burdened her too greatly. She shatters like glass, or runs from him, or else her dear face is disfigured by disdain and she sees a ploy in his actions: she thinks it is a scheme to draw out her pity.

He should have slept more soundly. She is stronger than she looks, and he should have trusted the height and breadth of her compassion. He tells her of the wound upon his back, that he is not the whole man she may have thought. He does not wish to deceive her. Ada’s reply is to take his hand and tell him that he is more complete a man than any she has known.

Respectful of his confession, she now reveals her own wound. She has lost a brother, Lionel, at Jutland.

He feels her pain. And his own shame. Her wound runs deeper than his.

Lionel sits upon the writing bureau in her rented room. He smiles, healthy and steadfast from his silver frame, dressed in his naval uniform. By degree, Will learns how much of Ada’s heart was filled by her brother, and how empty it has become to let him go. At night, Will often catches her standing by the bureau, whispering to the darkness.

In quiet moments while Ada reads or busies herself with their supper, Will and Lionel regard each other, eye to eye. At first there is reserve between them. Will believes they might have made good friends, so long as Lionel had not been too protective of his sister, too zealous in his scrutiny of her companions. He imagines the three of them together at Southend, or Kew, in a time that never knew war. One morning, while Ada sleeps, he makes a hushed promise to Lionel. He will try to love Ada as much as Lionel ever did. He will try, to the limit of his being, to lead her back to happiness. Lionel beams with ruddy vitality from his photograph. He seems happy with the proposal.


      [image: ]Ada waits for Will in the here and now, on park benches, in the nooks of tea shops or the window seats of cafés. She sits patiently while he drifts away to places unknown to her. When he returns, eyelids fluttering, she greets him with a troubled smile.

Where have you been my love?

She wants to take him to Kew, but the gardens will not bloom until spring, so they take a train to Hampton Court instead. The palace is closed from autumn until spring. They should have foreseen this. The grounds are overgrown with neglect. The gardeners are elsewhere now – planted in French soil perhaps. Rather than make a straight return to the city, the two of them stroll along avenues of ancient chestnut trees, arm in arm. They gaze into empty fountains, lament the unpruned roses and meander the unweeded pathways of the formal garden. Looking up with a gasp, she spots something, and steers him with girlish excitement.

From outside, the maze seems very large, with impenetrable box-hedges of clipped hornbeam. They study the map beside its entrance, trying to fix its twists and turns in their memory. She points to the map’s centre. ‘The Lovers’ Temple,’ she declares, eyes shining. ‘Let’s find it.’

She leads, pulling him by the arm. The interior of the maze is silent, dark. They hurry down narrow hallways of green, turning once, twice. A dead end. Retracing their steps, they try a different route. She pulls him along by the hand now. They turn another corner and he slows. Towards him, stretcher-bearers with filthy faces carry a near-dead man, torn apart by shrapnel. The men pass him with hollow, unblinking eyes. Ada leans close and kisses him. ‘Come find me at the Temple,’ she entreats him. Her hand slips from his and she is gone, rounding corners of densest green, trailing a laugh. He panics now and runs after her, through turn after turn, and into more dead-ends. He enters a straightway and is struck still. Before him, a procession of soldiers walks in single file: men with blistered faces and bandaged eyes, gas-blinded. They each hold the shoulder of the man in front to find their way. Pressed up against the hedge he lets them pass, then stumbles onward calling Ada’s name. Over duckboards now, a rifle slung over his shoulder. The hedge of hornbeam has turned to mud. The sounds of artillery and screaming fill his ears. He turns the corner from Zig-Zag, and halts. The Chapel of the Sandbags. His silver cross gleams from the tangle of wire.

Ada finds him on his haunches. Head bowed, clutching his scalp, knuckles blanched. She kneels on the damp ground beside him and holds him until his shaking stops. ‘When will you come home, Will?’ she asks.


      [image: ]Their lovemaking is gentle. She wants to see the scars upon his back. She needs to know how best to avoid hurting him.

He removes his shirt and vest, revealing the long winding sheet of gauze around his torso and over his shoulders. It takes a full half-hour to remove the bandage without tearing the skin. When the gauze and dressing drop to the floor, Ada’s hand goes to her mouth. ‘I never knew,’ she says. ‘Why has it not healed, Will?’

‘I don’t know, and the doctors seem unclear. They talk of a secondary infection.’

She asks to accompany him on his next visit to the military hospital in Chelsea. She wants to understand. She wants to help. She is no nurse, but she can learn.

The doctors at Chelsea inspect Will’s unhealed back. They make notes and mutter to each other. They are unwilling to answer Ada’s questions or, it seems, entertain the presence of a woman, no matter her relation to their patient. The nurses are more sympathetic. They show her how to bathe the wound, dry it, and apply the antiseptic. They teach her how to dress and bandage it. ‘Shouldn’t this have healed by now?’ she asks them.

‘Yes,’ they tell her. ‘If this was caused by gas, it should have healed. But this looks less and less like mustard gas.’

In the days that follow, Ada grows distant, retreating deeper into concern for him. She studies Will’s face at length but does not voice what she is thinking. He feels the weight of her worry and draws her out. ‘What is it Ada? What’s on your mind?’

She seems afraid to answer. ‘If the Chelsea doctors cannot help, then we should seek out those who can.’

He sighs. ‘With what? I have no money, no job and a Harley Street physician is beyond my means. There’s no one to turn to.’

She looks away, gazing from her room’s narrow window, to the sky beyond the washing lines and chimney pots. ‘What if there were?’ she murmurs.

‘Such as who?’

She turns back to face him, taking a new course. ‘Do you trust me?’

‘Of course!’

‘Enough to entertain a belief?’

‘What kind of belief?’

‘A belief in something – other than ordinary.’

‘Go on.’

She wrings her hands. ‘I have a cousin, Clara. She works as housekeeper in a small hotel in Euston. The position is piecework.’

He feels his eyebrows gather.

Ada continues. ‘So, during the war, she supplemented her wage by other means. To look after her family.’

‘What means?’

‘She helps people Will. She heals people.’

‘She’s a healer?’

‘She is much more.’ Ada’s eyes flit around the room. ‘She heals people in ways beyond the physical. She helps me with Lionel.’

‘How?’

‘We speak.’

‘You and this – Clara?’

She looks down, shaking her head.

Will gets to his feet and paces the room. ‘I don’t need help from counterfeit spiritualists or table-rappers.’

Ada looks up at him now. Her eyes display the sheen of hurt. He notices and reins in his derision. Kneeling in front of her, he takes her hands. ‘Ada, a war has ended and there’s a huge market in grief. There’s money to be made from people’s misery, that’s all.’

‘She has never asked me for money.’

‘But there will always be those willing to take comfort from this kind of confidence trick.’

‘She is my cousin. She’d never trick me.’

‘But honestly, Ada, tea leaves and mumbo-jumbo?’

‘Clara has no need of tea leaves. Or anything else. She only sees what others cannot.’

‘But it’s against the law, Ada.’

‘Perhaps. But does that make it against Heaven?’

The skirmish has drawn a line between them. They inhabit each day together, in the same way, in the same space, but now they march in different trenches. Will is correct in that The Vagrancy Act has outlawed fortune-telling to safeguard the public from the proliferation of charlatan psychics, séance-holders and gypsies. Ada’s opinion is that the law is an ass, and The Act is a malicious child conceived by the unholy union of ignorance and fear. Will despairs at the division between them. Yet no love has been lost. It’s only diplomacy that has failed. With this, a sanction is now imposed on their lovemaking. But she is the stronger negotiator. While he reminds her that his only wish is to protect her from fraud, she does not argue or press her case. Silence is her weapon – a constant, inviolable silence. And it wears him down.

One afternoon, without looking up from his newspaper, he announces with a casual air, hoping to make light of the matter, ‘Very well, if it makes you happy, let’s go to see this Clara.’

Her arms are suddenly around his neck and she is kissing him, her smile sunlight. Détente. All sanctions lifted. ‘You’ll see,’ she says. ‘You’ll see.’

The next day, Ada walks to the telephone and makes the arrangements. She returns to Will with a date and time. They will go together.

On the bus to Euston, Ada cannot hide her anxiety. She fiddles with his tie, smooths back his hair and pats his hand. Then, her chin upon his shoulder, she whispers in his ear. ‘He likes you.’

Will is confounded. ‘Who?’

Her look is level, serious now. ‘Lionel.’

Will has no response to offer. He knows she will not lie, but untruth is buried here somewhere, surely?

‘What is the promise you made him?’ she asks.

There are no words he can form in reply. There are no words in him.

‘No matter,’ she says, her eyes searching his. ‘It made him happy.’


      [image: ]The hotel is a strange collection of adjoining terrace houses knocked into one. They enter the cramped, dimly lit reception area: wood panelling, and mother-in-law’s tongue planted in copper bowls on stands of dark wood.

A young maid is filling in as receptionist. Ada offers her name and a key is exchanged. No further ceremony needed. ‘Room twenty-nine,’ says the girl. ‘Second floor.’

This is how it’s done. Ada has explained everything to Will. The silence of the hotel staff is bought with free consultations. In turn, a general conspiracy is entered into and Clara uses vacant hotel rooms to conduct her esoteric business. Ada climbs the creaking staircase. Will follows.

They walk the narrow, uneven hallway of the second floor. It rises and falls with steps, landings and stairs obedient to the different floor heights of the former houses. Room twenty-nine is at the end.

Ada turns the key in the lock and they enter. The bed is stripped bare. They lock the door, then wait. He hangs his hat on a bedpost and sits upon the unmade bed. She hovers by the doorway.

Minutes later, they hear a key turning and Clara enters. She quickly locks the door again and Ada welcomes her. Smiles. Hugs. Hands clasped in greeting. She is a little older than Ada and looks to Will like no charlatan. Clara turns now, taking a single step into the room and lifts her eyes to Will.

He stands from the bed. In a second, Clara has her back against the door as if trying to press herself through it. She is on her toes, mouth drawn open. Her eyes, wild with terror, are fixed upon him. She moans a muted scream and lifts a finger, pointing. The finger curls away into her fist as if she fears making accusation. ‘There’s something on his back,’ she says. Clara turns and struggles with the lock, eyes darting over her shoulder. She makes good her escape into the hallway and drags Ada with her.

The door is left ajar. Through the gap, Will watches the two women. Hands raised in distress. Hands over faces. Voices shrill with fear. Clara glances in his direction and their eyes lock. She takes Ada by the arm and pulls her further down the hallway. Away from him.

On the journey home, Ada does not speak. Her look is distant, broken. When they gain the safety of her rented room, Will speaks the question that burns inside him. ‘Ada, what is on my back?’

With frightened eyes she searches the space above his shoulders. ‘Something monstrous,’ she says. ‘It latches onto you with teeth and claws.’

Will is struck to the marrow by the force of her conviction, her fear for him. A part of him wants to make light of the matter, to reassure her it’s just a wound, nothing sinister, just something rational, something born of war and misfortune. But he hesitates. She believes. She truly believes.

The demon scratches. And he believes too.

‘Clara asks,’ Ada continues, voice cracking. ‘Have you made a contract?’

A contract?

Will remembers. The Chapel of the Sandbags is raised before him once more, blotting out the room, blotting out Ada. There is the silver cross, there is the scrap of paper in his hand. He hears the shouting. The guns.

The whistle blows and another company climbs from the fire-step into no-man’s land. A soldier, the last of his fellows, struggles to clamber out. It is no contrivance. He is overdressed and clumsy in his winter greatcoat, his webbing strapped tightly on top, and he fails to gain purchase on the slippery ground. The German guns open up, cutting down his comrades while he crawls on hands and knees, rifle dragging in mud, to the top of the trench. As he reaches it, the guns stop. He stands with tears in his eyes and cries out in frustration, unable to decide on retreat or whether to follow the doomed charge. A sniper-shot rings out and his body slides back into Rats’ Alley.

Will turns away. Terror and fury detonate inside him like the whizz-bangs that fly overhead. He looks at the scrap of paper in his hand.

Dear Lord…

He looks up, at the words of the soldiers’ psalm, painted by inexpert hands onto the palette of duckboards.

You shall not fear the terror of the night nor the arrow that flies by day… Though a thousand fall at your side, ten thousand at your right hand, near you it shall not come.

He screams at the bleak October sky, the silver cross, the psalm, and the fawning chaplain huddled with his flock.

‘God is not here!’ he screams. ‘God is not here!’

With the blunt pencil, he scratches out the words he has written upon the paper in his hand and begins anew.

To any god, no matter how dark, who hears my prayer – spare me, and I will be yours.

He folds the note and tucks it into the netting.

Then he turns the silver cross upside down.

In Rats’ Alley now, he stands upon the fire-step. In front of his face are sandbags, above his head, the top of the trench wall. His hands shake upon the butt of his rifle. He doubts his legs have strength enough to carry him to his deliverance. Death be swift. Death be merciful. To his right, through a bristling field of burnished bayonets, he sees his own lieutenant check his watch and lift a whistle to his lips. Soon this field will rise with a roar, then fall again, like a harvest before the scythe. The lieutenant draws a deep lungful of air, about to sound the command. Commotion breaks out. Shouts are relayed along the trench. With a desperate look, the company sergeant reaches for the lieutenant and stays his hand.

Further along Rats’ Alley is a junction with R-Trench, one of the communication trenches reserved for runners. A man stands at the spot, bent double, panting. He carries no weapons but holds aloft a tight roll of paper. A lance-corporal pries the paper from his grasp and, man by man, it is passed toward the lieutenant. Opening it, the lieutenant reads. His grim expression gives way to emotion. Where moments ago he was resolute, he is now unsteady on his feet.

‘Australian and American forces have breached the Hindenburg line to the south,’ reads the officer aloud. ‘British Ninth have overrun positions east of Saint Quentin Canal. Enemy in disarray and surrendering in their thousands. German Army in full retreat.’ He looks up at the men. His voice is now choked. ‘We are ordered to stand-to.’

There is no cheer, no cry of jubilation when men so close to death are given back their lives. There is only a shocked silence, or weeping. With such reprieves from violence comes thanksgiving, yes, but also the realisation that a man’s life is a tenuous thing, and often held in the palm of another man’s hand.

To Will’s side, a soldier falls to his knees. Elsewhere, shoulders slump, rifle straps slip free. Men reach for the sandbags or each other to steady themselves. Will has not eaten today and so he cannot vomit. Instead, he retches saliva onto his boots. Within a few short weeks the Great War will be over.


      [image: ]Ada returns to Clara, making the journey to Euston on her own. Will is forbidden from attending, Clara will not see him.

His story is recounted, discussed, and after Clara considers the matter, she and Ada meet one more time. When Ada finally returns to Will, the despair in her eyes seems replaced with hope.

‘It’s just a contract,’ says Ada.

‘So?’

‘Contracts can be wriggled out of. Contracts can be broken.’

He considers this. ‘That’s true, but if we’re talking about this in legal terms, then I’d say there’s always a penalty.’

‘That’s why we need to contest its validity.’

In any other circumstance he would laugh, he would make light of this preposterous idea, of this conversation. Yet he has made a promise to help her heal, to guide her back to happiness. This has been his most sincere wish, from the time he first laid eyes upon her. Ridicule will not heal her, or him. But trust and understanding might.

‘And how do we do that?’ he asks.

‘The way all contracts are contested.’

His eyes narrow in question.

‘We take our case to a higher court,’ she explains.


      [image: ]The painted triptych of Golgotha hangs bright in its gilt frame, lit by candlelight against the stone wall. Will has always deplored the morbid turn that religious art often favours. Above, hanging limp in the still air, are regimental banners, blackened by tallow smoke. He kneels, hands clasped in prayer. From somewhere among the pews comes the rattle of snoring. Beside him, Ada kneels in supplication. Head bowed. Eyes closed. Lips moving in silence.

The Church of the Holy Redeemer in Clerkenwell is Clara’s idea. Her judgement is that a day-long vigil on holy ground is required. No food, no water, for a day and a night. Just prayers for forgiveness, with Ada interceding on Will’s behalf, as witness, lawyer and defence. With her arrival in his life, and his heart, she is his great mitigation. His best hope for salvation.

He finds the whole idea medieval, but obliges for Ada’s sake. Now it is night and they have been there since dawn. He is thirsty, uncomfortable and hungry. He sits against the hard back of the pew to rest awhile, eyelids heavy. Lying down, he rolls his coat beneath his head. He needs to close his eyes. Just for a while. Ada will rouse him if he is needed.

He wakes at the sound of her voice calling his name. His head is in her lap and she smiles down at him with red-rimmed eyes. He knows she has not slept. The first light of a new day struggles through the stained-glass windows, casting a kaleidoscope of dull colours across the stonework.

‘It’s done,’ she whispers.

They slip from the church and walk the empty streets of Clerkenwell, hand in hand.

‘How do you feel?’ she asks.

He nods, searching inside. ‘Different.’ His reply is honest.

‘Different how?’ She is excited, despite her weariness.

For so long he has lived in death’s shadow, accepting the fragility of his existence and his own frail grasp on life. He has lived so long in torment, unable to shake himself free from the grief and horror that manacles him to the past. Now, he feels a colossal weight has been lifted from him. His step is lighter. The incessant scratching at his soul is gone, and truth and goodness whisper at his shoulder once more. For the first time he sees the future rolling out before him like a summer landscape. The feeling is new, and wonderful. He has a future. A future together with Ada. Who knows what it might bring? Why had he not seen this, felt this way before?

‘I feel…’ he begins.

‘Yes?’

‘I feel as if – I’m home.’

She laughs. They swing their arms together like playground sweethearts. He looks up at the bleak sky of an October dawn and gives thanks.

Her hand slips from his.

He looks down, at the scrap of paper he now holds.

Dear Lord…

He lets it fall to the trench floor. He stands on the fire-step, rifle at the ready. In front of his face is the damp hessian of the sandbags, above him is the top of the trench-wall. He turns to see his lieutenant check his wristwatch and lift a whistle to his lips. Through the bristling field of bayonets he strains his gaze to the junction at R-Trench, but no messenger appears. Truth whispers at his shoulder. Terror rises. Hope falls away.

Then the whistle sounds.
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