
        
            
                
            
        

    



Dedicated to the memory of those who were lost.



I was angry with my friend:
I told my wrath, my wrath did end.
I was angry with my foe;
I told it not, my wrath did grow.
And I water’d it in fears,
Night & morning with my tears;
And I sunned it with my smiles
And with soft deceitful wiles.
And it grew both day and night,
Till it bore an apple bright;
And my foe beheld it shine,
And he knew that it was mine,
And into my garden stole
When the night had veil’d the pole:
In the morning glad I see
My foe outstretch’d beneath the tree.”
– William Blake, A Poison Tree
 
“They sent forth men to battle, but no such men return; And home, to claim their welcome, Come ashes in an urn.”
– Aeschylus, Agamemnon



©2016 Malia Zaidi. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.
ISBN: 978-1-48358-267-2 (print)
ISBN: 978-1-48358-268-9 (ebook)



CONTENTS
PROLOGUE
CHAPTER 1
CHAPTER 2
CHAPTER 3
CHAPTER 4
CHAPTER 5
CHAPTER 6
CHAPTER 7
CHAPTER 8
CHAPTER 9
CHAPTER 10
CHAPTER 11
CHAPTER 12
CHAPTER 13
CHAPTER 14
CHAPTER 15
CHAPTER 16
CHAPTER 17
CHAPTER 18
CHAPTER 19
CHAPTER 20
CHAPTER 21
CHAPTER 22
CHAPTER 23
CHAPTER 24
CHAPTER 25
CHAPTER 26
CHAPTER 27
CHAPTER 28
CHAPTER 29
CHAPTER 30
CHAPTER 31
CHAPTER 32
CHAPTER 33
CHAPTER 34
CHAPTER 35
CHAPTER 36
CHAPTER 37
CHAPTER 38
CHAPTER 39
CHAPTER 40
CHAPTER 41
CHAPTER 42
CHAPTER 43
CHAPTER 44
CHAPTER 45
CHAPTER 46
CHAPTER 47
CHAPTER 48
CHAPTER 49
CHAPTER 50
CHAPTER 51
CHAPTER 52
CHAPTER 53
CHAPTER 54
CHAPTER 54
CHAPTER 55
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



PROLOGUE
Near Pozières, France 1917
We came here to die.
My heart beats the rhythm of the shell blast. Boom. Boom. Boom. Ready to burst, ready to break. Boom. Boom. Boom.
“Get down!”
An explosion of earth, light, and fire twenty feet beyond our trench.
“Close one that?” McCragh bellows into my ear.
I only manage a nod. Too many sounds echoing through my body, the steady pulsing of my heart, the tinny ringing in my ears. But silence can be just as bad I have learned. Silence can be death. My discovery weighs heavy on my mind. What will I do? Do I have a choice?
“What are the orders?” asks a young man, whose name I cannot remember, standing at my other side, leaning heavily against the dirt wall of our trench, his feet squelching thickly in the mud underfoot.
“Awaiting orders,” says McCragh with a sneer. “Won’t do us much good, waiting ‘ere much longer, better get out, better to be moving.”
The nameless young man shies away from us, from the bitter words of the burly Scot
Before I can respond, another man, the Runner, comes catapulting into the ditch. I help him right himself. His face is smeared with dirt and dust, but this mask cannot conceal his tender age. I shudder. We will all die here today.
“Orders are to stay. Enemy—” he gasps for air, “enemy is showing signs of retreat.”
“Retreat?” McCragh frowns. “Bleedin’ cowards!”
“Are you certain?” I ask, feeling the quiver in my voice.
“Yessir, orders from above. Told us to wait it out.”
“Right, well done, son,” I say, though the boy could be my brother. “Go on, then. Best make the rounds.” I try to sound calm, reassuring, to keep my voice steady, while I know I fail and only hope my fear is disguised by the screams and blasts from above.
“Yessir.” He takes a breath and sets off at a brisk trot, as fast as the bodies crowded into this tight space will allow.
“Another day to live in hell, then. Lovely.” Lewis, a Cornish fellow with a missing left ear comments wryly as he materializes at our side.
“Sounds about right.” McCragh rolls his eyes, but makes an involuntary sign of the cross nonetheless.
“Four months they told us,” Rawlins, another man with a raspy voice adds, sticking a cigarette between his thin, flaking lips. “’Four months, lads, serve King and Country’, eh? Bleedin’ liars.”
“Watch what you’re saying, or I’ll ‘ave you for treason!” McCragh winks and rubs his beard.
Time passes slowly. The sky goes from gray to purple to black tinged orange, and still the thrumming of the guns, the intermittent blasts, grow only slightly fainter, move only slightly farther away. We crouch together in the black, damp, misery of our trench, our only light is the flicker of orange at the end of a cigarette.
“What will you do when this is all over?” comes the whispered voice of a young nameless soldier, who has drifted to my side.
“If I’m not—” I start.
“If yer not dead,” chimes in McCragh. “If we get out of this pile o’ shite in one bit, you mean, laddie?”
“Stop pissing about, McCragh,” Rawlins says sharply. It is an unspoken rule not to mention the very real likelihood of us never seeing the end of this war.
“Oh, right,” comes McCragh’s chastised reply. “I fer one will be gettin’ back me ol’ missus. Seein’ the kids.”
“How many have you got, then?” Lewis asks, keen for any distraction from the agony of numb legs, and the even worse terror raging above us.
“Two. Two little girls. Bessie and Mary. And I thank the Lord fer that. I’ll never be sendin’ them off to be blown to bits. I won’t let them out of my sight again. Future husbands beware.”
We chuckle, though I do not doubt the sincerity of his statement. Future husbands beware indeed!
“And you? How about you, son?” Lewis asks.
“Just go home,” I say. “See my mother, father. See my brothers.”
“How many?”
“Two. One—” I swallow, a sudden tightness in my throat, “one is here, somewhere …” I let the word float into the night, knowing the others understand. Silence descends upon our group, and soon I hear the faint sound of snoring. Can it be? Is one of them actually sleeping while the sky is falling down on us?
After some moments, I sense a sudden motion to my right. I turn my head, though I cannot see my hand before my eyes.
“Hello?” I whisper, but before I can hear an answer, a sharp stab of pain swells in my chest. I gasp, my hand flying up, meeting … meeting wetness. Wetness? Sticky …
I can’t breathe; I grapple around, touching the soft, earthen wall, the rough fabric of a uniform.
“I-I …” I swallow hard, pain explodes inside me, louder, more forceful than the shells above. My mouth feels dry, I try retching, but nothing comes. I am on the ground. “Help.” I croak.
I feel a hand on my shoulder. Hear voices, raised in concern. All I see is blackness and stars.
We came here to die.



CHAPTER 1
Myrtos Beach, Crete 1926
“Evie! Come back, you’re too far out!”
I flip onto my back, cool water lapping at my ears. My cousin’s voice reaches me distorted and vague. I am in another realm. Poseidon has me. I am a nymph, a mermaid, a siren, a—
“Come on, you, best get back.”
The voice is deeper and very close. I open my eyes, blinded for a moment by the brilliant prisms of light reflected on the dappling water.
When my eyes adjust I make out the dripping, bobbing face of Daniel at my side, treading water, his dark hair black and slicked back.
“Oh, all right.” Feigning lethargy, I glide over onto my stomach, then, with a sudden burst, push forward, shouting, “Race you!”
Not hearing his response, I soon feel waves rippling over me from his strong strokes at my side. He is gaining quickly, and the muscles in my thighs and calves burn from the exertion. Still, it is only by a foot’s length that he touches the rocky shore before me.
“Daniel won!” cries out a high voice and, as I float into the shallows and look up, I see the small figure of Areta splashing about with Timon, under the watchful eye of Briony and Iona.
Daniel climbs out of the water and Timon, so familiar with us now, takes his hand and leads him onto the sandy beach to show him some seashells he has found. Briony is beginning to despair, for since she adopted the little man and his new siblings, Areta and Iona, seashells have appeared everywhere, often to be painfully trod upon.
“Indeed he has,” I concede the victory and Daniel turns back to wink at me.
“You must be mad swimming in that cold water.” Briony frowns, handing me a towel.
“Mad as a hatter, I suspect.” I begin drying off, the sun doing half the work for me.
“Come now, you.” She smiles and holds out a hand to Areta, who takes it and allows Briony to gently drape a towel around her slender shoulders. The child, like Timon and Iona, looks entirely unlike my cousin, black curls and dark eyes, but to see them now, no one could doubt she is their mother.
They have adjusted quickly, as only children can, though Iona being the eldest at nine years of age carries with her some untouchable reserve and untapped emotion. We know little of her past, and she volunteers nothing. The nuns at the orphanage where we found the three children knew only that her parents were dead and she had no one else.
Orphaned myself, I was fortunate that I had relatives, like my aunt Agnes and my late uncle Brendan, who took on the task of raising me. It was not always easy for us, but in the end, we accepted the past for what it is and are trying to move forward. In Briony, I do not doubt for a moment, the three children have found the very paragon of motherhood and kindness.
Dry and hungry from a long day at the beach, we trudge down the sandy path that leads to Briony’s and her husband, Jeffrey’s villa. It is about a mile’s walk and we make good time, though halfway Timon decides he is done and simply sits down on the ground until Daniel hoists him onto his shoulders for the remainder of the trek.
We reach the house just as the Delage, Jeffrey’s chauffeur driven motorcar, crunches into the gravelly driveway. Areta, an instant Daddy’s girl, bounds forward, yanking Briony, still holding her hand with motherly fortitude, along.
The car door swings open and Jeffrey, tall and blond, climbs out, a briefcase tucked under his arm.
“Jeffrey, you’re back early!” Briony’s delight at this rare occurrence is music to my ears, and I drape an arm across Iona’s shoulder.
“Yes, we finally managed to secure financing to start an excavation on the western side of the Island, south of Chania. After all that, I thought I’d take an early evening.” With a movement that has become natural, he scoops Areta, who has been tugging at his pant leg, into his arms.
It is hard to believe Briony had to convince him to even consider visiting the orphanage after their failure to conceive, for he dotes on these children as much as any proud father would. He has taught Areta and Timon how to swim, and works tirelessly with Iona to help her with schoolwork. Sometimes I know she feigns ignorance on a subject only to have him explain it to her, to spend time with the man who has filled the void of a father’s role, left gapingly empty for much of her young life.
They are a real family now, and while Briony and I remain close as ever, we are suddenly at different points in our lives. One year has passed since I came here, escaping from my London life into a world I knew little of, and the murder of one of Briony’s houseguests quickly threw a shadow across my idyllic fantasy of Crete. While that tragedy was finally resolved, life on this island has been anything but boring since.
Briony and Jeffrey adopted the three children ten months ago around the time Daniel made clear his intentions toward me. Ten months. Heavens, now that I think of it, it does seem quite a long time. We grew closer while investigating the murder of his best friend, the aforementioned houseguest, Caspar Ballantine, and then … I suppose we are a couple. Does one still say courting? Whatever our relationship is, I have no particular urgency to feel the cool confines of a ring around my finger just yet.
Together we all head into the house. I shiver as we enter, probably due to my wet hair and being so suddenly out of the sun, still I cannot help but experience a prickle of anxiety.
Argee, the maid comes rushing out of the kitchen.
“Oh, you are back!” She is a sweet girl, only eighteen, and despite working here some time now, she is not yet accustomed to the complex ways of helping to run a large household. She replaced Briony’s former maid, Niobe last year and we have all grown fond of her.
“Yes, Argee, would you help me with the children. They have to wash up before dinner.” This is followed by unenthused groans from the little ones in question.
Argee, Briony and the children, including Iona, who is as much a help as anyone, make their way upstairs, all the while I can hear Timon’s voice.
“… but I was just in the water! I don’t need to wash again.”
Good luck, little man.
“I will set my things down, see you in a bit for dinner.” Jeffrey bustles off toward the library.
“And then there were two.”
“Indeed.” I smile and am about to loop my arm through Daniel’s, when Jeffrey reappears, brandishing an envelope.
“Ah, Daniel, Argee must have left this on my desk by mistake. Post for you. From England.”
Daniel stiffens slightly.
“Thank you.” Jeffrey thrusts the letter at him, walking off again. Daniel looks at the address and frowns.
“Everything all right?”
“I don’t know.” He pauses, rubs his chin and continues. “It’s from Kent. From home.”
“Oh.” I watch the brightness and light of the past few hours vanish from his face, to be replaced by creases of worry lining his forehead.
“I should see what it is about.”
“Of course. I will go and get changed.” I give his forearm a gentle squeeze and make my way to my room.
In moments such as these, I cannot help but wonder what our relationship truly is. Daniel suddenly becomes a closed off and constrained version of the man I think I know. He has told me much of his past, of his tragedies, but perhaps, like me, he finds it hard to understand that he is no longer alone with them.
In my room, I close the door and allow myself a small sigh. Perhaps it is nothing, only some dry reading on the workings of the estate.
Perhaps …



CHAPTER 2
An hour later, we all find ourselves seated at the long oak table in the dining room. It is wonderful to see it used to its full potential! When I came here, there were only four of us huddled at one end of the table. Now we are seven. A ravenous seven.
Eleni, the cook, has created another feast: Cubes of skewered, spicy lamb, flaky fish baked into buttery pastry shells, tubs of olives, peppers, and salty cheese.
Timon, as is often the case, has filled his plate to its limits. Areta and Iona choose with greater care, though no less enthusiasm. They bring life to this table. After our encounter with death not so long ago, this reminder of youthful vivacity is most assuredly welcome.
“Slow down, darling, plenty there, no need to rush.” Briony says with gentle admonishment as her son makes a grab for yet another bread roll. He tilts his head slightly, as if considering, then retracts his hand, and begins to chew.
“Iona, did you not go to school today?” asks Jeffrey. Iona is seated by his side, a fact she takes great pride in.
Taking care to swallow before answering, she replies, “Only until eleven. Our teacher was ill.”
“We should do a bit of reading later. Would you like that?”
“Read to us!” Areta chimes in. “I want a fairy tale, with a princess!”
“No,” calls Timon, his mouth still half full. “A knight! A knight and a dragon and a monster and—”
“Iona will choose.” Jeffrey decides and thus the matter is settled and Iona is left with an unsuppressed grin on her often so serious young face.
After the meal, Briony takes the children to bed, and Jeffrey joins them with a small stack of suitable reading for young ears. What he deems suitable, I cannot guess. Dear though he is, Jeffrey’s taste in literature runs to the dry and positively Saharan. Daniel and I are left alone, clutching big-bellied glasses of cognac and listening to the monotonous chirp of crickets beyond the window.
“The letter was from France.” Daniel’s voice startles me out of my comfortable trance, and I meet his eyes. I had all but forgotten about the letter, the abruptness of his tone makes me straighten in my seat.
“France? I thought you said it was from England? From Kent?”
“Well, yes and no. Forwarded from Kent, from home. The housekeeper knows my address here and sends the occasional important letter my way. But it came from France. From Amiens.” I wait for him to explain. He shakes head and takes a sip of liquor, before returning my gaze. “Amiens is in northern France. It was a used by the British forces as a center from where to coordinate and strategize during the Battle of the Somme. It is also not far from Pozières.”
I shiver suddenly. “Where your brothers died.”
“Where my brothers died.” Daniel repeats the sentence, a pained expression betraying wounds that, despite nearly a decade having passed, are still raw.
“Oh, Daniel.” I place a hand on his and feel his fingers take grateful hold of this tiny support.
“I can hardly repeat its content. I shouldn’t credit it. It is too absurd. Too—” He breaks off, his grip on my hand tightening.
“Daniel?
“It is from a woman. A Cecile Beaufort. She claims my brother, Henry, the eldest, is still alive.” He turns his head to stare directly at me, as if to see whether my reaction will brand him a madman.
“Alive? How? How can it be? Can it be true?” I am leaning forward, at the edge of my seat. This is the desperate hope of countless parents, sisters, brothers, wives, and husbands; that their loved one has somehow miraculously survived; that he will reappear hale and whole one day to rejoin their lives. But can it be? Isn’t it just a dream?
Daniel’s voice shakes as he continues. He wears a strange, puzzled smile. It frightens me that a part of him already believes. The likelihood of disappointment is too monumental. I say nothing of these fears. Some days hope is all there is, and I should leave him his before it is stolen away again.
“There was no body. No body. He was involved in a massive shelling. Most of the men in his company died, others were maimed. We received a letter, a death notice. No body, only a death notice.”
I hardly dare utter the words. “So, there is a chance?”
“I …” He shakes his head, bewildered and elated. “I think so. Yes, maybe. Maybe.”
“Oh, Daniel.” It is all I can think to say. Would it be too much to hope? He has lost so many people in his life, can he not be granted one miracle?
“You think I am mad, do you not? Believing such a thing? Even considering it a possibility?”
“No, I do not. I wish … I hope it is true. I so hope it is true, Daniel. What will you do now? Did this Cecile Beaufort ask for anything? What exactly did she say? And why now?” The questions bubble out, as though a dam has broken.
“Wait,” he reaches into his pocket and produces a carefully folded piece of paper. “Here, read it.”
I hesitate a moment, feeling a tingle of unease, before accepting the letter with a trembling hand.
 
Mister Harper,
My name is Cecile Beaufort. I live in the city of Amiens. Perhaps you know it? You are confused why I am writing to you? I believe I know your brother, Henry Harper. I lived in a very small village called Miraumont during the war. It was located very close to Pozières and the Somme battleground. I met Henry when he was stationed nearby. Then came so much fighting and I learned he was declared dead. Two days ago though, I saw him here in Amiens! You will understand I could not at first believe my eyes. I am not the youngest of women anymore, but my eyesight is still quite good. It was Henry. When I knew him in Miraumont, he sometimes came to my café. I owned it together with my late husband. In the later years of the war, we were bombed out and my dear Hugo was killed. I left and came to Amiens to live near my brother and his family. He has a lovely little bookshop near the river. When I saw Henry, I called out to him. He turned and I could see he recognized me, but he did not stop but walked quickly away! He gave me this address all those years ago, so that I might send your mother my recipe for Tarte au Fromage, which he liked so much. I am afraid I never did send the recipe. So much happened. I still had the address. I hope this letter finds you, do with it what you will. Henry is alive. I swear on it.
 
Best wishes,
Mme Cecile Beaufort
 
Henry is alive. The sentence echoes through me. I put the letter down and meet Daniel’s eager gaze.
“And? It’s madness, isn’t it? It can’t be!” His tone betrays a desperate hope for the opposite to be true.
“Daniel,” I begin, swallowing nervously, and continue, “Daniel, what if it is true? What if Henry is alive?”
“It has been nearly ten years. Ten years! Did he just stay in Northern France all that time without telling us he was alive? He wouldn’t do that.”
“Maybe he has problems with his memory. Maybe he got … well, you know better than I the consequences of the war. It changed people.”
Daniel closes his eyes for a moment, rubbing his temples.
“What should I do?”
I take a deep breath before answering, “If you don’t go to France, you won’t have any peace.”
He takes a moment to look at me, studying my face. I try hard not to betray my emotions. I do not want him to go, but how could I keep him? How could I discourage his search?
Daniel takes my hand. “You don’t think it’s a mad idea? I know the likelihood is enormously small, and still—”
“No. You must go.” I try for an encouraging smile. “If there is any chance this woman is telling the truth—and why should she lie?—you must explore it.”
Another hesitation. He is thinking, his eyes not leaving my face. “Come with me,” he says. His voice so calm and quiet I think I have misheard.
“I’m sorry?”
He smiles now, looking nervous and gives my hand a little squeeze.
“Come with me, Evie.”
“I … are you sure? I would understand if you wanted to do this alone.”
“Do I have to beg? Come to France with me. I don’t want to leave you, but I can’t ignore this.” He gestures at the letter in my lap.
“I don’t know. Briony and the children—”
“Briony will be here when you get back. She has her hands full and with Argee around, she has plenty of help. She wouldn’t begrudge your leaving.”
“No, I suppose you are right.” I meet his gaze. Just hours ago, cool Mediterranean water sloshing in my ears, I was blissfully content. And now? Should I really leave in search of a man who may not be found? Too many questions whirl through my mind, when in truth the answer was known to me the moment Daniel asked. “All right.”
“You’ll come?” His eyes glimmer in the low light.
“I will.”
He smiles and sighs dramatically. “Thank heavens, I did not think I could hold my breath much longer.” In a movement that has become almost natural, he leans forward and kisses me. When he draws back, his expression is once again serious. “Truly, I do not know what I would have done had you said no.”
“And now you need not contemplate such a dire prospect any longer.”
“Indeed. I will book passage in town tomorrow. I doubt we will get away before Friday, so there is some time. You understand why I am eager to be moving. The journey is a long one and Cecile Beaufort left no way to reach her except for the return address. Should I send a telegram?”
“Yes, perhaps you should. She may be wondering whatever happened to her letter. How long has it been on the way?”
“A few weeks at least. I can only hope—” he swallows looking down, “that Henry, or whoever this man is, has stayed in Amiens.”
“If it is Henry, and he has stayed for nearly ten years, there is little reason to believe he would suddenly disappear.”
“I hope you are right. What if Madame Beaufort saw him again and this time approached him, spoke to him and frightened him off. How will we ever find him?” Worry lines crease his forehead, distress and restlessness emanating from him with almost palpable force.
“Daniel, we will go to Amiens and meet Madame Beaufort. Then, we can decide what to do next. You have been given hope, don’t spoil it for yourself.” I try to sound confident. What I really want to do is warn him. Do not let yourself believe it yet. Do not set yourself up for even greater pain. Such words would do little good, and so they remain unspoken, fierce little demons dancing through my mind.
We decide it best not to tell our hosts of our plans to leave as yet, and in deep thought, buoyed by hope, and burdened by fear, we go to bed, to spend the night hours letting the words on a piece of paper chase us through our dreams.



CHAPTER 3
The next morning, after the children are sent to play with Argee and at school, we adults sit together in the conservatory. Sunlight floods the glass paned room, and the table is filled with plates of toast and small bowls of jewel-colored jams, a platter of cheese and a salad of fresh fruit.
Jeffrey, as is his habit, is reading the Daily Mail, when Daniel clears his throat, gives me a quick questioning glance and begins explaining the contents of Madame Beaufort’s letter.
“Henry alive?” Jeffrey has grown pale. He knew Daniel’s brothers well.
“I don’t know. Can I credit a letter from a woman I have never met? Can I truly believe such a tale after all this time?” Daniel exhales sharply and shakes his head.
“It could be true, could it not?” Briony’s eyes are shining with emotion.
“I don’t know. But I have to find out.”
“Of course you do!” Jeffrey stands up, runs a hand through his hair looking slightly bewildered then sits down again. “If he is alive, you must find him, Daniel.”
“I agree. That is why I will book passage for the journey today. I can’t waste any time. The letter must be at least a few weeks old already.”
At the mention of his leaving, Briony’s gaze shifts to land intently on me. “Evie? You’ve been very quiet.”
She knows. I smile at her. She already knows I will go with him.
“Daniel told me of the letter last night. He asked me to join him.” I bite my bottom lip, while Briony struggles not to betray her emotions. We are like sisters, the two of us. It pains me to leave her, though I know she is content now with her children and home.
“That is probably a good plan.” I sense the effort these simple words cost, and reach out to take her hand.
“I will not be gone forever. I am coming back.”
“Of course, of course. I know. It’s fine. It’s good news, really. Yes, good news. You must find Daniel’s brother and then you can come back and …” She is speaking quickly to cover her unease, a habit I know well. I give her hand a gentle squeeze.
“It will be all right, Briony.”
She smiles weakly and nods. “It will. It will all be fine.”
I came here at here time of crisis, and I understand my cousin’s fear of being alone. But she is not alone anymore. She has three children now. She and Jeffrey have grown much closer and, though I like to think I am indispensable, she will adapt again to a life with me hundreds of miles away.
After the debris of breakfast has been cleared away, Jeffrey and Daniel decide to take the Delage into Heraklion, the nearest large city with travel facilities, which also happens to be the capital of Crete.
Briony and I spend much of the day with the children, playing games and later picking up Iona from the nearby village school in Miklos.
Briony doesn’t mention my leaving, and I don’t either. I will miss her and the children and Jeffrey and the island. I have grown so used to being here, to feel the warmth of the sun never far, hearing the shrieking of the gulls as they soar circles above the villa, the monotonous lashing of the waves against the cliffs. All of this has become part of my natural rhythm, and I am finding it difficult to contemplate leaving all behind. I will return to Crete someday, of that I am certain. Yet I find myself wondering, Could I really stay here all my life? Would Daniel? Is not my future now bound to his in a way that makes my decisions more aptly our decisions? He has made no official commitment to me and while this may irk many women, I did not think it would bother me. And yet …
Further, my London solicitors have been haranguing me with letters that I must reply soon to discuss the sizeable inheritance I have, now at twenty-five, come into. I dread the very prospect of it. Planning how to manage the estate my parents left behind is a burden I wish to ignore for a while longer.
Sitting at my window, the cooling breeze gently ruffling my hair, I close my eyes. Asking me to go with him was as much a commitment as any on Daniel’s part, still I would like to ask: And then what? What will happen after France? Will we come back? Will we return to England? What will my role be? I cannot see myself as a wife of, yet there is some intangible anxiety riddling me. I felt secure in whatever we were before he asked me to leave this place—our place. Here we can be ourselves, no pretensions needed, no rules to dictate how we ought to view one another, and which steps should be taken. Going to France feels as though we are leaving behind a cozy bubble of contentedness and entering the real world. A world with expectations and a set of views on how a relationship between a man and a woman should be.
My fear is that, without intending to, I will change … or he will change and we won’t be able to go back to the way we were before. Perhaps I am foolish. Briony would likely confirm this to be true, but I cannot help the cloud of worry in my mind from marring the beautiful view of the peerless blue sky outside my window.
I try to push aside my concerns. The journey could have wonderful results, of course, though I hardly dare believe it. If Daniel’s brother is
alive …
A sentence comes to me, from Agamemnon, my favorite of Aeschylus’ plays. They sent forth men to battle, but no such men return; And home, to claim their welcome, Come ashes in an urn. Dire, and tragically true.
Henry and William Harper, Daniel’s brothers, both older than him, enlisted close to the onset of British involvement in the war. It destroyed their parents, and when Daniel, too, after hearing of their deaths, joined up in grief and anger, his mother died and his father took his life not long after. His family was utterly destroyed. He only returned to England to visit their graves. Since then, he has traveled, often with his late friend, Caspar Ballantine.
I have been to France on several occasions, but only to Paris and Nice, never the North, where the violence and tragedy of the war was unleashed with such unimaginable devastation. Daniel’s brothers, or poor William at least, perished in the Battle of Pozières in 1916, a stage of the great conflict, the Battle of the Somme. It was a drawn out struggle for the village of Pozières, a battle largely remembered as an Australian one, though British troops were highly involved. Henry and William were part of the 1st Infantry Division. The casualties were horrendous, especially viewed as part of the ongoing struggle of the Somme, which cost the United Kingdom alone over 350,000 lives and endless wounded.
I shiver remembering the newspaper reports. Only fifteen at the time, I still remember this assault on our morale. A grayness descended, heavy and bleak. News all the time filtering through, of new setbacks, new statistics. I felt small, diminished by the darkness of the time I lived in. Yet I did not fight, nor witness first-hand any of the countless atrocities the war produced. Daniel did. Daniel knows. He remembers all the pain and sadness and fear he and his mates lived through. Going to France will be hard for him. I can only hope my presence will serve to ease his burden on this journey and hope, too, that the result is a happy one.
Leaning back in my chair, I am startled out of my reverie by a thud outside. Though my room faces the garden, I recognize the sound as the heavy slam of the motorcar’s door. Daniel and Jeffrey are back. I take another deep breath of the cool, salty air before getting to my feet. Dinner will be ready soon, and once the children are off to bed, discussing our imminent plans will be inevitable.
I cannot help the clawing sense of unease that has crept under my skin since Daniel’s disclosure last night. Something frightening lies ahead of us, and I do not know whether my anxiety is based on ghosts of the past or demons in our midst today.



CHAPTER 4
To my dismay, Briony has the children’s dinner served in the nursery, so we may speak frankly. I fiddle with the hem of the tablecloth and gulp down half of my wine before we finish our soup.
“Our passage is booked,” says Daniel, his eyes on me, watching, gauging my reaction. “We leave this Friday.”
“Oh, well, that is good. So fast.” I offer in response what I can only assume is an unintentionally maniacal smile.
“I don’t want the trail for Henry to grow cold.” He pauses, speaking the name of his lost brother still causes obvious distress.
“Of course, of course.” Jeffrey interrupts and nods vigorously. “You must move quickly. I wish I could join you, but it is simply not possible.”
“Jeffrey, I would not dream of it. Briony and the children need you here. This is not your burden to bear.” Daniel is quick in his reply.
“You will never be far from our thoughts.”
“Thank you,” Daniel answers, as Briony places a hand on Jeffrey’s.
“Right,” Jeffrey continues, straightening in his seat, “let us eat and enjoy each other’s company for as long as we still have it.”
“I’ll drink to that.” Daniel raises his glass of rich crimson wine and we follow.
“Cheers!”
The meal passes and we manage to enjoy it, despite the heavy mood clinging in the air. As the men go outside to smoke their cigars, a habit Briony does not tolerate within the house, we are left in the sitting room with steaming cups of tea.
“Are you all right, Evie?” Briony asks, her big blue eyes appraising my features.
“Why do you ask?”
“I know you.” She gives me a meaningful smile.
A lump forms in my throat at the prospect of leaving her, my only true friend, to go someplace I could well need one.
“I suppose I am a little nervous about the journey.”
“Traveling with Daniel?”
“Being with Daniel all the time, without the diversion you and Jeffrey offer, without the gentle comfort of the island. What if it all falls apart? What if we are not compatible in the real world?”
“Evie,” she places a hand on my shoulder, “you may not realize it, this is the real world. It is not some paradise you have stumbled upon. There was a murder committed in my garden, for heaven’s sake! It hardly gets more real than that.”
“I know, I know. I am being silly. I can’t explain. There is just this feeling, some sense this is all wrong.” The words tumble out of my mouth before I can stop them. I don’t like to admit to these worries, but if there is one person I can entrust with them, it is Briony. She will not dismiss my concerns, or laugh them off simply because I have nothing tangible to back them up.
“What do you mean?”
I exhale a frustrated sigh. What do I mean?
“The business of Henry being alive … I don’t trust it. I don’t dare dash Daniel’s hopes, but eight years have passed. A very long time.”
“That is true.” She frowns, leaning back into the cushion. “Then again, there could be many reasons for his silence. He could have lost his memory, lost his mind. We have all heard of the horrors, the shell shock. Something may have happened to make him forget where he came from.”
“I suppose you are right.” I quickly add, “I certainly hope you are right, and Henry is real. I worry Daniel is in for a terrible disappointment and old wounds will be scraped open again.”
Briony winces. “It is a risk he has to take. The reward could be his brother. That will outweigh any of his fears.”
Perfectly said. He is afraid, and I am, too, but the joy of finding Henry would vastly eclipse any misgivings.
“I am still a bit shocked by the news of our departure in only a few days’ time. I will miss Crete and you all.” There is a tingling in my nose, a sign that tears are soon to follow, and I blink quickly to ward them off. There will be enough weeping when the time for goodbyes has actually arrived.
“Oh Evie, we shall miss you, too!” Now Briony is sniffling. “I will miss you. You must write all the time. Then it will not be so bad. Besides, you will have Daniel, and he will have you. Despite your fear, I know he adores you and is quite devoted. A change of scene will not alter that. You will see.”
“I hope you are right.”
“My dear, you know I always am.” Briony smiles, and I give a small laugh.
“Indeed you are.”



CHAPTER 5
The days run by in a Herculean sprint, and before I know it, it is Thursday evening. My bags and trunks are loaded and stacked in the corner of my room, casting dark shadows across the bare wooden planks I have trod so often in my bare feet that I know which creak and which have stubby gnarls.
We are leaving tomorrow. A nervous tingle runs down my spine as I stand before the mirror, dressing for our last dinner on the island. I look different from the young woman who arrived here many months ago. Stronger, wiry almost, my hair has grown to skim my shoulders and my skin has taken on the healthy glow of one who loves the sun nearly as much as poor, fated Icarus.
As much as I will miss the life I have had here, the past few days have allowed me to accept the fact that I will be leaving. Daniel constantly shoots nervous glances in my direction, doubtlessly worrying that he has pressured me into a voyage I am loath to take. While the journey itself causes my stomach to turn (thinking about the shaking, rickety ferry that brought me here is not a happy memory), I am mostly afraid of what awaits us when we finally arrive. I have let these fears course through me for days now, and have found no solution but to accept them, for now at least, and try to see past them.
I am going with Daniel, a man I admire and respect and … well, yes, a man I love. Dare I say it? He is reserved in his show of sentiment, a quality I find difficult at times, I admit. Yet in that respect I can hardly fault him, sparing as I am myself with displaying affection. Tomorrow we will be on our own. The two of us.
We have, of course, spent many days together, taking trips to other islands, or visiting different towns and cities Daniel is writing about in his travel journal. Nevertheless, we always returned here, to a place where we were embraced by the companionship of our closest friends. What will it be like with only each other for company?
For the first time since deciding to leave, a rush of excitement runs through me. Daniel and I are traveling as a couple! I have never done such a thing before. Of course, we will adhere to the rules decorum demands, but the world is changing. In America women are wearing shorter skirts than I have ever seen before, singing in nightclubs. Some of us have the vote, can work, even divorce! It is not so radical that I should accompany Daniel on his journey. Despite my own views on the matter, I think it wise not to enlighten Aunt Agnes just yet. No need to worry her. It will be all right. With a final dab of lipstick, I turn from my reflection and leave for the dining room. I am determined to enjoy this last night.
Briony’s cook has outdone herself, wanting to spoil Daniel and me once more before our departure from her well-fed domicile. We are treated to a delicate leek soup, a course of tender white fish in a caper speckled lemon sauce, with the usual accompaniments of cheeses, olives, bread, and nuts, as well as her crowning glory, a platter of golden, sweet diamonds of Baklava. Oh, I shall miss her! To be fair, the French are, as I recall, not entirely negligent in their culinary devotions either.
After our meal we retire to the sitting room. The light is low and warm, candles flickering and casting dancing shadows across the walls.
One side of the room is lined with Briony’s books, for Jeffrey has domineered the library with his archaeological and historical tomes. Being surrounded by books has always given me comfort, as though there is ready company within reach and I need never be truly alone. Contained in those pages are stories as familiar to me as some of my closest acquaintances. That is probably how many a reader will feel, though secretly I like to imagine I alone have such a connection with my fictional friends. That Elizabeth Bennett or Jane Eyre are my discoveries, not ones I share with countless others the world over. All the same, the notion of people I have never met enjoying the tales of Miss Austen or Miss Brontë as much as I do creates an invisible bond, the idea of which I rather enjoy.
“When will you leave tomorrow?” Jeffrey asks, disrupting my rumination on the virtue of good literature.
“We will make an early start,” Daniel explains. “The ferry leaves port at nine, from Piraeus we go on to Venice and then take the train.”
“It will be a long journey,” Briony worries, taking a tiny sip of sherry.
“Have you packed sufficient reading material?”
I smile. Jeffrey has read my mind.
“I am afraid, ‘sufficient’ may be the wrong word to use to describe the volume of books we are taking. I pity the porter tasked with managing our trunks. No easy undertaking.”
“At least you will not succumb to boredom.”
“You might also meet some interesting people on the journey,” comments Briony.
“I certainly hope so. In any case, you can anticipate being kept well informed. I will write as often as I can.”
“I expect nothing less.” She gives me one of her warm smiles, and I feel a pang of premature loss for her company.
After some further chat about the journey and our plans on arriving in Amiens, we decide to retire in anticipation of the early start. Sleep will be hard to come by tonight.
Standing in the shadows in front of my room, Daniel and I are left to bid each other a private good night. I am grateful for the low light, as I fear he will see the anxiety painted across my face and I do not wish to add to the burden he already carries.
“Are you ready for tomorrow?” he asks, leaning against the frame of my door.
“As ready as ever.” I try to sound upbeat in my reply, a tone that is not entirely false, while admittedly not altogether sincere either.
“I hope you know how glad I am to have you with me.” His voice is low, almost a whisper. He takes my hand and continues. “I know how difficult it is to leave, and I promise I won’t be morose and miserable. We will have our own adventures. France is not so bad.” He swallows, undoubtedly thinking of his own dark days in that country. I give his hand an encouraging squeeze.
“It will be all right, Daniel. We will do it together.”
In reply, he lifts my hand and brushes it gently with his lips.
“Good night, Evie.”
“Good night, Daniel.”



CHAPTER 6
Areta wraps her spindly arms around my neck as we stand at the docks. The ferry is already here, our luggage loaded. All that is left to do is say good-bye. Easier said than done.
“When are you coming back, Evie?” Areta stares at me with her huge brown eyes, as I kneel at her level.
“Soon, I hope, darling. While I am gone, you must promise to be a very good girl.” I turn to her brother. “That goes for you, too, Timon.”
Grudgingly they give their word and Jeffrey snorts with laughter. I stand up and drape an arm around Iona, who has been quiet all morning. Then again, in the company of her boisterous siblings, all others are almost forcibly silenced.
“Iona,” I smile at the girl. She reaches my shoulder now at ten years old. She will be an Amazon at this rate.
“Yes?”
“I will miss you, dear. But we will see each other soon. I will write and you must write as well. Practice English. All right?”
“All right.”
“Good. I will look forward to it.”
The horn of the ferry sounds loudly, warning us of its imminent departure.
“Now, we really must let you go.” Jeffrey takes Timon and Areta by the hands.
Daniel nods, glancing at the vessel as it bounces on the incoming waves. “I’m afraid it is time.”
I look at Briony, who is making a valiant effort to keep dry eyed, and fling my arms around her in an embrace.
“Good-bye, Briony.”
She sniffles and steps away, holding onto my hand for just a moment before letting go with a sad smile. “Safe travels.”
Thus the journey begins. We stand on the deck of the ferry, waving until our arms hurt and the figures of our friends grow smaller and smaller until they are only specks against the glowing yellow stone of the harbor.
The ferry ride will take several hours and I am hoping Poseidon will calm the seas, a parting gift to me. Daniel and I go below deck to escape the constant mist and dazzling sun. Over cups of tea, served in chipped china and quaking dangerously with every wave, we discuss our plans.
“From Piraeus we will journey via ship as far as Venice. From there we take the Simplon Orient Express to Paris and then, Amiens.” Daniel exhales. “I wonder how we ever got to Crete! We must have forgotten how arduous a journey it was.”
“I was so excited to leave London at the time. I suppose I saw it all as an adventure.” The ferry leaps and falls as the sea shows off its sense of humor. “I cannot say I forgot this part. Heavens,” I catch my tea cup as it slides across the table, destined to come crashing onto the scratched wooden planking. “This is certainly an adventure.”
Daniel chuckles. “I promise, the ship to Venice will be a vast improvement.”
I narrow my eyes and in a mock serious tone reply, “It had better be, my friend.”
In the end, we while away the hours easily. After tea, we read on deck, for the sea seems to relent once we pass a certain mark. Later, though I cannot say I am up for much eating, we make use of the ample provisions Eleni, the cook, has packed for us.
As I nibble on one of the sandwiches, Daniel suddenly lowers his and says, “I am taking you away from your dearest friend, from a place you love and have told you next to nothing about the man we are trying to find.”
I have been ruminating about this very fact for days. I set my sandwich on the wax paper wrapper and meet his gaze.
“Tell me about him.”
Daniel leans back in his seat, a faraway look on his face, though he is staring at me.
“Henry was four years older than me. William three.”
“You were close?” I prompt him. He always needs a fair bit of coaxing when I want him to reveal anything personal. I note to myself that this will have to change, if our relationship is to go anywhere.
“We were. Though they were closer, being almost the same age. I had Caspar, as you know. We had a happy childhood, all of us together.”
He is referring not only to his brothers, but to his parents as well. Both gone now many years, they lost all hope after the deaths of their eldest children. I shiver at the thought of the many parents who were confronted with the same tragic news in those terrible times.
“One summer,” Daniel smiles faintly as a memory takes hold, “William was fascinated by the Arthurian legends, so he decided we ought to have a joust. He convinced Henry, Caspar, and me to join in with our Wolfhound, Willard, and the three-year old daughter of one of our tenants playing king and queen. We saddled up our ponies, armed with sticks in place of lances, and—” he chuckles, “William told us how it should go. Henry knew the stories, too, but he was always the quieter one and didn’t mind deferring authority to Will.”
“What happened?”
“We began jousting, by which I mean, forcing our lazy ponies to a trot and trying to thwack one another with our sticks. At some stage, I cannot really recall, William, in his attempt to unhorse Caspar, gave me a mighty whack with the end of his stick.” Daniel turns slightly and lowers his head, to point at a thin scar on his right temple, no more than two fingers’ width from his eye. I have wondered about it before.
“He hit you!”
“Indeed. Now, we were boys, used to bumps and bruises, but I was only six and began bawling and screaming bloody murder until my mother and Nanny came running to learn what had befallen young Master Daniel. William was trying to placate me, while Henry was pressing a dirty hankie on the wound.”
“Oh dear.”
“Mother demanded to know what had happened, and without a moment’s hesitation, Henry took the blame. He was sent to bed without pudding for five days, but he never said a word. Then again, I believe William may have snuck some from the kitchen for him. That’s how they were. Henry was responsible and William reckless and together they were a little club. Together they signed up for War and together, we thought, they died.” The nostalgic smile on Daniel’s face has faded into a thin, tight line.
“Did you envy them their closeness?”
“Sometimes. It didn’t matter much, because I had Caspar. I considered him almost as much of a brother as Will and Henry. Now they are all gone.”
I swallow. Reaching out across the table, I take hold of his hand and meet his eyes. “If Henry is alive, we will find him, Daniel.”
“If he is alive. Every time I try to let myself believe it, I am assailed by waves of doubt. The possibility is too strange and too incredible, and yet it exists. It is as though you were trying to convince me Atlantis is real. There is no proof it is not, still I cannot believe it. It is a fairy tale.”
“I don’t want you to be disappointed, but allow yourself that small hope. If nothing else, we may at least discover something about the way Henry lived during those last months. You may experience a greater closeness to your brother, or both of them.”
Daniel smiles sadly. “You are right. Evie, I am glad you are joining me. France is a dark place in my mind. I would like new memories to surpass the old, and I can think of no one I would rather have at my side to help me in this endeavor.”
My smile is a weak show of the true happiness I feel at hearing his declaration. “I shall do my best.”



CHAPTER 7
We return to reading and I doze off, the sea having calmed to an extent that life on the ferry resembles a cradle rocking, rather than a rattle being shaken.
Daniel wakes me with the news that the shore is in sight. We will arrive in less than an hour’s time! One leg of the journey is nearly behind us. The thought gives me a lift in energy, instantly countered by a burst of sadness for the growing distance between Crete and myself.
True to Daniel’s prediction, we arrive in port at Piraeus forty minutes later. Piraeus is a bustling city, made more so in recent years due to the arrival of Greek refugees, who had to flee Asia three years ago as a result of the Greco-Turkish War and the Asia Minor Catastrophe, which declared that the Greek population living in Turkey should mandatorily be exchanged for the Turks living in Greece. I was vaguely aware of these events when living on Crete. Here, though, the results have taken on entirely different proportions. The exchange, as I understand, was based on religion, not strictly ethnicity. Cretan Muslims were forced to leave, as religious affiliation outweighed nationality. There were few converts from Islam to Orthodox Christianity, as that would have signed their death. Some people were exempt from the exchange. If they lived in Constantinople, or certain Aegean Islands, however—I learned all of this from Jeffrey—some two million people were moved in this time, around one million coming to Greece. Having to settle somewhere, many chose cities along the coast, perhaps because of the possibilities for work. Port cities always seem to need extra hands. The population of Piraeus is said to have nearly doubled in those years, and I can well imagine it.
We finally disembark, my legs like jelly as the world suddenly spins with the withdrawal of the monotonous sway of the ferry below our feet. I grip onto Daniel’s arm, who holds on to the docking post, lest we should tumble into the sea, our bodies missing its strange pull already. Fortunately, it takes only a few moments until we are ready to proceed like the land-rats we are.
The port is bustling with activity, and I am glad we have arranged for most of our luggage to be transferred to our Venice bound ship, and need not seek out a porter’s assistance. Everyone is rushing, and we are caught up in a tide of bodies.
The closeness, the sounds and smells are almost overwhelming. I cling to Daniel’s arm, afraid to be separated and lost in this loud, strange place. We push through the crowds as best we can and make our way to the road. A cab—or a rickshaw—is to take us to our ship. I am relieved and disappointed at once. Relieved to be leaving Piraeus and disappointed that this place seems to lack the glowing charm I have begun to associate with Greece. On my first journey here, I paid it little attention, for everything was new and exotic; whereas now, knowing the gentle beauty of Crete, I see the dirt and dust, feel only heat and exhaustion, and have no time for the bland architecture, spare and without thoughtful ornamentation.
With the promise of a generous tip, Daniel secures a cab into which we gratefully climb. It sets off, the driver hooting and shouting at people milling about in the middle of the road. Our ship is moored at the other end of the harbor, and while walking there is certainly possible, I lack the energy.
The small vehicle finally gets moving, and I sink deeper into the worn seats. Daniel does not appear as tired as I. He has visited Constantinople and Cairo and is almost certainly more adept at coping in foreign places than I, who has led a largely sheltered life and even when traveling visited places like Paris, Nice, Inverness, or Geneva, and always with a guardian. Now Daniel is taking on a position of authority, though I admit I would like to be more independently capable as well. I can learn. I will learn. I promise myself.
Despite my pledge to adapt to the hustle and bustle of travel, I am not displeased when we finally arrive at our ship, thankfully a large and solid-looking vessel, seemingly much more adept at holding steady against the rough onslaught of Mediterranean waves. Upon embarking, our steward Gianni, a young Italian, directs us to our cabins.
“For the Lady.” He opens the door to reveal a well-appointed, mid-sized room, with a row of porthole windows along one side.
“Ah, thank you. This will do nicely.”
“Very good. And Signore, if you will please follow me,” Gianni gestures to Daniel, “your room is along this way.”
“I will see you in an hour for dinner. Rest a bit, it’s been a long day.” Daniel smiles at me, then turns to follow the slim figure of Gianni down the thickly carpeted corridor to his own room.
I close the door and allow myself the luxury of an exhausted exhalation. It has indeed been a long day! Modern woman though I am, I confess to be relieved to have this room to myself, to have some quiet space and privacy.
I step further into the room. The walls are paneled in mahogany and the furnishings, a wide bed, small writing table, chair and dresser have been polished to within an inch of their lives, so brilliantly do they gleam. The light filtering in through the portholes is dim and I switch on one of the lights beside the bed, before sitting down and kicking off my pinching shoes. Bliss. The sheets feel cool and wonderfully clean against my hot, travel weary skin.
When I close my eyes I hear the faint sounds of shouting sailors outside, loading up the last of the cargo. We are set to leave in less than two hours. It will be a few days before we reach Venice. I wish we had time to wander around in the floating city. Still, I understand Daniel’s need for urgency, so tourism will have to wait. I am looking forward to the journey on the Simplon Orient Express. It is said to be quite luxurious and on my journey to Crete I avoided France altogether, traveling instead from the Port of London on the Lady Victory all the way to Piraeus.
It seems almost a lifetime ago, since I crept out of Aunt Agnes’ Eaton Square mansion and made my way to this other world. In truth it has only been a little over a year. All those days with Briony, Jeffrey and the children are so vivid, much fuller than my many years in London. Then again, perhaps I am being overly romantic. I open my eyes, glancing at the clock ticking away on the bedside table. I sit up quickly as I notice the long arm hovering very near the nine. I must have fallen asleep!
Peeling myself off the mattress, promising to return, I open the dresser. My trunk has been unpacked for me, the clothes hang smoothly on padded hangers. I am traveling without a maid, a practice which feels fairly outdated in times when women are fighting for greater independence. One of the liner’s employees must have taken it upon herself to provide me with the service of pressing my vlothes. I will ask Gianni for the name. Working on a ship of this size must be a trying occupation at times. Many of my compatriots still prescribe to the rigid doctrine of separating themselves from the staff. One thing I will say about my Aunt Agnes, she is not a snob. Conservative and rather imposing, bordering on frightening, alas, not a snob.
I wonder when I will meet her again. I am ready for it. Putting time and distance between us has furnished me with a sense of confidence I was lacking before. I will not move back to Eaton Square, but have made peace with her, and over the course of the year we have exchanged many letters. My Aunt Iris is another matter. I miss her often. She is a dear woman and resembles my mother, or how I remember her, in her warm ways. She lives in Scotland, spending most of her time between cheerful business with local affairs, or despairingly low moods, mourning the son she lost to the war. Thinking of her causes a pang of sadness. Although her letters assure me she is all right, I worry guiltily over abandoning her. Even when I lived under Agnes’ rigid stare, I visited Iris a few times a year. I hope she is not well.
Pushing the twinge of worry aside, I dress for dinner in a peach Patou dress with a brocade bolero jacket. Dressing on an ocean liner is considered almost as important as dressing for the London society pages.
As I dab on some lipstick, I hear a knock at the door.
“It’s me, Daniel.”
I slide past the open dresser to open the door. Daniel is dapper in a freshly pressed suit and shirt. Gone are the traces of wear from our journey.
“Well, you certainly made an effort!”
“A compliment I can only return, you look beautiful, as ever.” He smiles and takes my hand, tucking it into the crook of his elbow. It is a practice that has possesses an old-fashioned sweetness. “Ready?” I nod and close the door behind me.
We meet no one on the way to the dining hall, even our footfalls are silenced by the plush carpeting, rendering our surroundings eerily quiet, as if we are spirits, unseen and unheard.
It is a relief therefore, when we arrive at dinner to a bustling room, proof of life abounding. It is as elegant a chamber as one might expect from the Ritz; high ceilings with curled and elaborate crown molding, glittering chandeliers and large round tables, decked in ivory and silver. A small band is playing on a raised platform in the center of the hall.
It is a world away from the ferry on which we were traveling only a few hours ago. It is a strange, shiny world I am not used to anymore, removed from the sparkle and pomp of London society. For a moment, I longingly recall the wooden table in Briony’s house, the smells of oil and spices, the sound of children laughing, the chirp of crickets … It suddenly is so far away, and this place is so large and overwhelming. Without noticing, I must have tightened my hold on Daniel’s arm, for he pats my hand and asks, “Everything all right?”
I take a deep breath. “Yes, I am simply not used to this anymore. It feels—”
“Excessive?”
“Yes, maybe. Impressive, though.”
He smiles at me. “Come, let’s discover how intimidating our fellow diners are.”
We are led to one of the tables near the center of the hall. It is already nearly full; the only seats remaining are those bearing our name cards. Six other people dine with us. On first glance, I venture they are all English. It is a likely hypothesis, as the maître d’hôtel would have placed people of the same nationality together. My suspicions are confirmed when the men rise as I make to sit, and the one closest to me speaks up.
“Connors, Richard Connors is the name,” he gives a tiny bow and gestures to the slight, pale-faced woman beside him, “and this is my wife, Belinda, and our daughter and her husband, Mr. and Mrs. Dean.” The younger couple, perhaps closer to my own age, nod their greeting.
“I am Lawrence Barnsworth and my wife, Gloria.” This comes from a thin man to Daniel’s left, seated beside a heavily made-up, cheerful woman, who adds her own greeting.
“Yes, that’s me, Gloria.”
“Glad to make your acquaintance. My name is Daniel Harper and this is my friend, Lady Evelyn Carlisle.” He pulls out my chair for me, and I sit down. The men follow suit.
“What has brought you to these shores?” Mr. Connors leans forward.
“We were visiting friends,” Daniel says vaguely. Traveling together, such as we are, can be a delicate subject, especially in more conservative society. Thankfully, it appears we are in the sort of company, which has devoted itself to the mastery of being heard, rather than hearing. Thus, for now at least, we are spared further interrogation.
“My doctor prescribed the voyage to me,” Mr. Connors begins, leaning back in his chair, his ruddy complexion shiny under the golden light of the chandeliers. “On account of my gout.” He pats his ample stomach, and his daughter blushes fiercely.
“And has it improved your health, Mr. Connor?” Daniel is undeterred, though mentioning an ailment at the dinner table among strangers, is a faux pas even I, modern as I believe myself to be, find off-putting. I can hardly stifle a grin at the thought of Aunt Agnes’ mortification.
“Very much so. I feel ten years younger!” Mr. Connors beams at us, and despite his slightly awkward candidness, I am warming to the man. He is unaffected and genuine, unafraid to be blunt and speak his mind. Beyond that, he reminds me of an overgrown, Rubenesque cherub, for which I have a fondness.
“The climate is certainly preferential to Sheffield, from where we hail,” says Mrs. Connors as the waiter arrives with the first course, a tomato broth.
“It’ll be the food, as well, mother,” the young Mrs. Dean adds in a quiet voice, so unlike the jolly boom of her father or the robust tones of her mother.
“Yes, I am constantly hungry!” Mr. Connors says heartily, slathering butter on a steaming roll.
“The fare is certainly lighter than what we are used to.” This remark comes from Mr. Dean, a slim man, with ashy blond hair and a severe sunburn peeling the skin on his nose.
“It will be an adjustment, coming back to the full English, bangers and mash, roast and all the trimmings.” Gloria Barnsworth smiles at us, pursing her heart shaped ruby of a mouth to blow on her soup.
“Are you staying on in Venice?” I ask, and our table mates embark upon a great discussion regarding the ways of the Italians, the difficulty of finding adequate lodging, and the fear of rats (this point is argued quite effusively by a reddening Gloria Barnsworth, whose husband eventually manages to placate her in his low, soothing voice). The man could be a vicar, for the calming aura he carries with him. An unassuming man and an exuberant woman. A well matched pair, I decide. It is explained they will travel on to Milan, where a friend of his is getting married. The Connors will stay in Venice, for, as Mr. Connors remarks, “I am a lover of the great master, Titian,” the works of whom he hopes to view in situ, a plan for which I privately acknowledge a stab of envy.
Conversation flows freely, and Daniel and I need only nod or give short opinions on various topics, managing more or less, to retain our privacy. I do not mind chatting, and under different circumstances I may be less guarded than I am now, but our journey seems so different from those of our fellow diners, and I do not know how much can or should be said about it at all. And if I cannot be forthright, I would rather not lie either.
After an hour, the captain climbs the stage in the center of the room and announces that we are anchors away in the next few minutes. There is a sudden flurry all around as people scrape back their chairs and set down their silver to move to the balconies and catch a final glimpse of Hellas—the land of the Greeks. We join the throng, Daniel’s hand in the small of my back as he guides me to an empty spot.
Piraeus has been transformed from a dusty gray and beige metropolis into a floating mass of sparkling lights. The blackness of night conceals its flaws and allows us to keep a magical vision in our minds, as we leave these shores uncertain of return.
“It’s quite beautiful at night.” Daniel echoes my thoughts.
I can think of nothing to say, feeling a lump in my throat while the ship slowly pulls away from the shore, away from Piraeus, away from Briony, the children and into a new direction, a new adventure.
Daniel draws me closer, and with all eyes turned to the sparkling lights of the harbor city, lowers his face for a kiss.



CHAPTER 8
I sleep like a log during my first night on the Bella Luna and wake only when a ray of orange light filters through a slit in the curtain and shines on my face. Sitting up, stretching my arms and yawning luxuriously, I need a moment to realize I am not in my lovely four-poster in Briony’s villa, but in a new bed altogether. I lean back into a pile of pillows and close my eyes, trying to picture what my cousin is doing this moment. I conjure up an image before me, of them sitting in the light flooded conservatory, the air filled with smells of buttery toast and freshly brewed coffee; of Jeffrey rustling his paper and Briony straightening Timon’s collar or drizzling honey on Areta’s porridge. Iona will be sitting straight-backed and silent, observing them all with her clever dark eyes.
I open mine again. I miss them already. Still, I am, if not looking forward to it, at least curious about the adventure awaiting us in France.
Climbing out of bed and glancing at the clock, I realize with a jolt that I am to meet Daniel for breakfast in fifteen minutes! Tossing aside my nightdress, I dash over to the washbasin and splash cool water on my face. After a solid fourteen minutes, I am standing, preened and as polished as I can make myself. In the spirit of maritime travel, I have selected a navy blue shift with a wide sailor’s collar and soft-soled espadrilles. The only jewelry is my mother’s ring, a constant token.
My good opinion of Daniel strengthens as he knocks on my door, exactly three minutes late. Three extra minutes are a considerate spell to give a lady in the morning.
“How did you sleep?” He asks, taking my hand.
“Like an infant, and you?”
“Wonderfully. The sound of the waves should be bottled and sold to harried mothers and nurses the world over!”
I laugh. We follow the general throng of hungry fellow passengers to the dining hall. I am glad of this, for I believe neither Daniel nor I could remember the way. The ship is of a remarkably generous size.
Upon reaching our destination, I observe it has been altered considerably. Gone is the band of musicians, replaced by a circular buffet, with an elaborate assortment of fauna and flora in the center. A waiter leads us to our table and we are reacquainted with our fellow travelers. Only Mrs. Dean is absent, excused by her mother, who, in a low decorous tone explains that “sea travel does not become the child.” Mr. Connors is happily working away at the contents of his fully laden plate, while my own stomach grumbles. As if by magic, a waiter appears with a basket of rolls and a trolley of other culinary delights. It is fairly difficult to choose, everything looks utterly tempting.
Once I have in front of me a bowl of sweet porridge with fresh blueberries and a steaming cup of milky tea, I begin to register the conversation bubbling around me.
“… going to Paris after the wedding.” Gloria Barnsworth says between bites of sausage.
“Dear me, I haven’t been to France since the war!” Mr. Connors remarks. He turns to Daniel. “Did you serve, son? I was in communications. I’ve a gammy knee, you see.”
Daniel straightens in his chair, a movement nearly imperceptible, except to one who is looking for it. “I did, yes. I was in Arras.”
“Arras, you say. My boy, Gerald fought in the Somme.” Mr. Connors shakes his head, and Mrs. Connors swallows.
Daniel looks directly at the older man, across the table. “It was a tragedy.” There is so much meaning in those four words, and coming from him they emphasize that they have defined him for the past several years.
Mr. Connors nods somberly. “We got our boy back, many didn’t. He wasn’t the same, though. Had to leave the city, couldn’t stand the noise. He is doing well, managing a farm in the North these days.”
“We don’t see much of him,” adds his wife with a tremor in her voice, and I am heartened to watch the older man take her hand and give it a comforting pat.
So many lives were touched in the most irreversible, shocking ways by this tragic event. Countless more by other wars. Has there ever truly been peace? Will there be? We have laid down our arms on this continent, while others continue to fight. And when they have stopped, have had enough of death and violence, will enough time have passed to forget how we once suffered to allow us to fall back into the cycle, the age old trap? We cannot know, yet I fear our generation is no wiser, nor stronger than the last or the one before. We have new technologies, new advances all the time, but our humanity in many ways has remained stagnant, prone to lapsing into the same forgetful mentality again and again.
“What takes you back to France, if you don’t mind an old man’s prying?” Mr. Connors has recovered some of his verve and his bright eyes are focused on Daniel.
Palpable stillness thickens the air as he considers the question. Only a few seconds pass, but I sense his mind is hard at work behind his mask of outward calm.
“I am visiting my aunt.” I prevent Daniel from having to lie to a man with whom he just shared such an intimate moment. “Mr. Harper is so kind as to accompany me on his way back to England.” Daniel casts a curious look at me, the left side of his mouth tugs upward. Mr. Connors is satisfied.
“Good man, good man. And whereabouts are you from?”
“Kent, near Maidstone,” Daniel answers casually, taking a sip from his tea and a bite of buttered toast.
“And you?” I ask Gloria Barnsworth, who has been very quiet. If I judge her accent correctly, she is from the South.
“Oh, we live in Dorset, dear. I can see the water from my kitchen window. Love the water, I do. My father manned the lighthouse.” She sighs, stirring absentmindedly in her tea. “Magical time, that was. Just me and him and my sister, Magda. Mother—God rest her soul—passed very young.”
“Gloria, dear,” Mr. Barnsworth interjects, a sharpness in his tone at odds with the soft, deep vowels of his wife’s. “You mustn’t go on so. Lady Evelyn is being polite.”
The poor woman blushes furiously to the tips of her ears, and I feel a pang of sympathy for her, and a flash of aversion against her husband.
“No at all, Mrs. Barnsworth! Indeed, I have a great fondness for Dorset. I visited once as a young child with my cousin.” I smile at her, turning my body to subtly block out her husband. “We walked along the Pier in Bournemouth and my uncle bought us candy floss.”
“Yes! Oh, I know it well. We live in Weymouth, a bit farther west. You are not from the South?” She looks at me curiously. “London, perhaps?”
“That is where I grew up,” I answer simply, not eager to embark upon my life’s story with this group of relative strangers acting as the audience.
“I thought so. Such a big city!” Gloria Barnsworth smiles warmly, her cheeks flushed to a healthy pink. “We visited two years ago. Went up with the train. It took ever so long. We missed the first train on account of bad weather and the second was the slow train. It was all very exciting.”
“So you enjoyed your stay?”
“Indeed we did. I was especially partial to the food halls in Harrods. Have you ever seen such a thing!” She shakes her head in remembered awe, and I like her all the more for it.
“I prefer cultural pursuits,” comments her husband in smug tones. “The British Museum, the theatre …”
“Yes, we did see a Noël Coward, didn’t we?” his wife exclaims. “What was it called … Ah yes, I have it, The Vortex! Very strange it was, but fun enough, what I understood of it. There seemed to be an awful lot of—”
“Yes dear, that’ll do.” An embarrassed Mr. Barnsworth chimes in. He had probably hoped to leave us believing they had taken in King Lear and not Coward’s social dissection of the higher classes’ nasty vices. I manage to stifle the giggle that threatens to erupt as I remember seeing the play myself; sneaking out of the house under the pretext of visiting an art show; and then, to my great delight finding several of Aunt Agnes’ closest acquaintances sitting scandalized in the audience. I picture this stern and stolid man, Mr. Barnsworth, taking in the tales of drug-fueled sexual escapades, and experience another rush of suppressed laughter. Poor fellow, probably as appalled as my dear auntie would have been!
The remainder of the meal passes unremarkably, and we bid each other good day, until we meet again in the evening. Daniel and I decide to explore the ship. We begin by climbing numerous stairs to the upper deck.
The sun is already extraordinarily bright, and I have to shield my eyes when we step from the dimly lit interior into a sea of brilliant gold.
Once our eyes adjust, we take a walk around the area. The deck is encircled by a high railing, and as I lean over to peer down I feel a distinct twist in my stomach, envisaging the brutal drop. Lurching back, I hook my hand into Daniel’s elbow for support. He chuckles, refusing my challenge to have a look for himself.
Despite the sense of intimidation it instills in me, the sea is magnificent. On the horizon is a line of deepest azure, meeting the powdery blue of a cloud-flecked sky. Closer, we see turquoise, green and vibrant cobalt, as the water stretches into all directions. I even fancy glimpsing a dolphin, though Daniel appears skeptical. We settle the argument by agreeing it may have been a nymph, floating along, easily keeping pace with this vessel of modernity, as it pounds with force through her terrain.
The breeze whips at our hair, and I take off my hat for it is doomed, unless I plant my hand firmly on my head to secure it. Conversation is difficult, the elements claiming their due, the sea crashing, the wind screaming. Nevertheless, it is peaceful and I am invigorated, alive and happy, despite my worries for what is to come.



CHAPTER 9
The next few days pass uneventfully. We spend them mostly reading, writing letters to be sent once we reach shore and enjoying the culinary delights the ship has to offer.
A day before we are scheduled to arrive in Venice, Daniel and I find ourselves taking a stroll after another lively dinner. We are on the upper deck, sharing the space with only a few other passengers who, like us, appear unable to retire to their cabins just yet or have no great interest in tonight’s entertainment program, a magic show.
The nights are chilly on the Mediterranean, unlike the sun-drenched days, and I pull my wrap tightly around me.
“Are you cold?” asks Daniel, slipping his jacket off, draping it over my shoulders.
“Thank you.”
“We could go inside,” he suggests. He is always trying to make me as comfortable as possible. In part, I know this to be a symptom of his guilt for asking me along, yet I am eager to assuage any such feelings. I am here because I want to be. I am here because I do not want him to be alone. Neither of us seems to have a great understanding of how relationships are meant to work, but I am fairly confident that I would greatly regret leaving him to cope with this situation on his own.
Tucking my hand into the crook of his elbow, I say, “I like it out here, beneath the stars. The fresh air is so pleasant. It can get rather stuffy in the cabins.”
“Yes,” his gaze wanders over the rail out to the black-blue expanse of sea. “How strange it will be when this is no longer a fixed part of our scenery. I have grown so used to it, the salty air, the sound of the waves.”
“The shrieking of the seagulls at five in the morning!” I add with a grin.
“That, too, believe it or not!” He turns back to look at me, his eyes sparkling in the dim light. “Sometimes I almost forget why we are doing this. I get caught up in these moments and then it suddenly rushes back along with a wave of guilt for forgetting.”
“Daniel, you have nothing to feel guilty about.” I stop walking and face him. “Your brother would not want you to blame yourself for anything, not the way you have described him. He was a protector, a peacemaker. You deserve happy moments. Heaven knows the world needs more of them.”
Daniel smiles and the sadness of the moment is broken. He needs reassurance, this tall, strong man; he needs someone to protect him as much as the rest of us. I am happy to be his champion, and he may very well be mine.
“Lady Evelyn Carlisle, you will make some man very happy one of these days.” With his words, a feeling of warmth seeps into me. I meet his gaze in the low light, under the canopy of shimmering stars and I know it is a moment of which I may tell my grandchildren. Well … except the next part perhaps, when he pulls me close for a kiss.



CHAPTER 10
We have arrived! Venice is floating, colorful and strange in the still waters of the lagoon. The two of us, after bidding farewell to our maritime acquaintances, are sitting in a fast boat moving towards the Grand Canal and the Venezia Santa Lucia railway station, from where we shall take the Simplon Orient Express all the way to Paris.
As I sit here, the occasional mist of laguna waters spraying over the edge of the boat, I cannot help an inward sigh of disappointment. Though some of the buildings, as is always the case with old cities, seem more problemo than palazzo, the city is cloaked in a veil of charming allure. I will return, I promise myself. I will come back and ride in a gondola and eat spaghetti and go to the opera.
Glancing over at Daniel, who has been here before, I see he is as taken with the city as I am. When we slow to maneuver into a narrow alley, I look up at the elaborate stucco that has survived so long in this damp and unlikely place. Some buildings are covered in peeling paintings, and I can only guess at the splendor contained inside. The frescoes and marbles!
I must not lose focus. We cannot afford to waste time, uncertain whether Henry is still in Amiens, not knowing whether Madame Beaufort has received Daniel’s message regarding our arrival. No, we must speed on. Art appreciation will have to wait.
And speed on we do, the murky water sloshes around us as our boat, captained by a stern-faced, silent man, whose only words have been a bare introduction revealing his name to be Roberto Capelli. He maneuvers us through canals he knows as well as the back of his hand. While resigned that we must leave just as we have arrived, I cannot prevent a stunned gasp as we slip into the waters of the Grand Canal.
The waterway is broad and bustling, a vast difference from the tranquil alleys we have been traversing so far. Gondolas glide past us. Men in striped shirts and black hats set rakishly upon dark curls make their muscles swell as they stem long poles into the depths to push forward. Some sing sorrowful notes, mingling with joyous ones as baritones overlap, forming a symphony of their own, which echoes within the narrow canals.
Alongside are the grand palazzi of the aristocracy and the newly prosperous residing in the city. Façades ranging from salmon pink to the palest yellow, creamy curlicues of elaborate stucco and tiny, romantic wrought iron balconies. Closer, one notices the paint peeling, the tinge of rot setting in on lower levels, where the Laguna has invaded. It is a city doomed to impossibility, and yet it stands, has stood for hundreds of years and hopefully will for hundreds more to come. It is a marvel, enchanting and utterly strange at once. I cannot imagine living in such a place. However, this sense of unreality makes it all the more alluring.
I point and exclaim to Daniel as we pass through the canal on our way to the train station. Roberto attempts to appear unaffected, though I detect a hint of pride in the set of his features, as he witnesses my awe. How peculiar it must be to live a life without motorcars rolling by, constantly threatening to flatten you into the dust? Or how odd to live with the constant likelihood of turning a corner and tumbling into the water? A real Venetian will, of course, know their way around, yet looking at the countless tiny alleys and inlets, the endless bridges, I cannot fathom how one would ever master the geography of such a place.
Before I begin to badger Roberto with questions, making a fool of myself in the process and blackening the name of any Englishman or woman he will come across in the future, we arrive at the train station.
This is a dull structure compared to the ornate splendor we have just witnessed. A plain building, made plainer by its misfortune of standing adjacent to the Palazzo Foscari, a magnificent example of Venetian opulence.
The trunks are unloaded by a brawny porter and conveyed to the train. Again and again I am grateful to be in possession of resources to make this journey more comfortable. To think of coping with our luggage on one of the overcrowded vaporetti, or finding our way without the aid of translators and others who, for a small fee, ease our way considerably.
We thank Roberto, who smiles under his bushy mustache as he helps me from the swaying boat. Then, it is arrividerci Venezia and Paris, nous voilà!
Our arrival in the city of light is a few days away, but we have achieved a considerable part of our voyage already. Suddenly France and Amiens, Cecile Beaufort and Henry Harper are remarkably closer. Surely Daniel feels it, too. A vise tightening around us.
A porter, wearing an immaculately pressed maroon uniform with golden tassels at the shoulders, guides us to our rooms. Calling the narrow, ornately furnished hubs ‘rooms’ is acutely optimistic. Nonetheless, they are cozy and will do fine for our purposes.
Daniel and I agree to meet in the dining car in an hour’s time. Enough for me to change out of the crinkled travel suit and into something more befitting the low light, gold finishes and polished mahogany paneling of the train.
The dining car resembles a dimly lit lounge. There are two rows of booths, upholstered in gold trimmed maroon velvet, and the tables are set with polished silver, linen napkins and a flickering candle. Several people are already seated when Daniel and I are led to a table at the far end of the car.
Sliding onto the cushioned bench, I gaze out of the window. It takes me a moment to realize the world has not turned upside down this past hour, rather I am seated backward. Everything is flying past in the “wrong” direction. I have always loved backward travel on the train. When I was younger, it used to make me feel as though I was rushing through time, as though all those places we were passing moved with me.
Looking out now, the landscape is dark green and lush, a vast contrast to much of my beloved Crete, where the hills are barren and trees sparse and small, save for the occasional surprise of a blooming valley, so vibrant it appears another world entirely. Here the scenery is dotted in all shades of green, from emerald to peridot. To one side is a patch of grape arbors and on the other fields of glowing poppies, to be replaced by cheerful sunflowers as we roll along. From these impressions of Italy, I conclude it to be a place I would very much like to explore in the future.
“Madame et Monsieur, how may I serve you this evening?” A remarkably handsome waiter smiles down at us. His hair is pure black and carefully pomaded, and his eyes so blue, they appear almost translucent.
“We would like a good wine,” Daniel begins, interrupting my observation, “and the three-course dinner, please.”
“Very well.” He gives a tiny bow and, in an elegant movement, disappears down the narrow aisle.
“Do you mind riding backward,” asks Daniel, leaning forward in his seat.
“Not in the slightest, in fact, I prefer it.”
Daniel smiles and leans back again. “Not long now.”
“No, not long at all. Are you prepared?”
Daniel shrugs. “As prepared as I can be. I have been going over Madame Beaufort’s letter again and again, and I am starting to believe her. Is that madness? It is.” He is quick to answer his own question before I can assure him otherwise.
“If it is true,” I begin, hesitating for a moment before finding the words to go on. “If we find Henry, what will you do? How do you imagine the future, after Amiens, after France?” The question is dual in nature. Of course, I ask it to discover his plans for us, as well as for his long lost brother.
Daniel makes me wait for an answer while our waiter arrives with the wine, an Italian red, before he speaks again.
“If we find Henry, I want to take him back to England, for him to see our house again. I would like to see it again.”
“You plan to go back to England?”
“Do you?” he asks, his deep green eyes meeting mine across the table, glittering in the candlelight.
Do I? England is my home, yet it is also home to my most unhappy memories. In England stands the charred manor where my parents lost their lives; in England lives my Aunt, who made me feel unwanted all my childhood; in England wait responsibilities I must assume upon my return. Do I want to go back?
“I think it is time.” My voice is unsteady and lacking conviction.
“You do not truly want to.”
“Well, I do and I don’t. I miss my Aunt Iris. I haven’t seen her in so long, and I worry about her up in the Scottish Highlands with her memories, her own children pottering about in other cities, or gone forever. I even miss the changing seasons, though that will probably change the moment a cold draft creeps under my door.
“My solicitor has contacted me several times, asking for my return. There are strings pulling, and I am resisting. I know it cannot be for much longer.”
“What would you like to do, were it not for responsibilities?”
I give a short, mirthless laugh. “Oh, Daniel, we already live in a realm of fantasy and privilege, and I am too spoilt to accept the fact that I cannot ignore reality much longer. No, I will have to go back. Dreams of floating down the Nile or dancing in New York City will keep. It is time to grow up.” I surprise myself by saying this. As I do, I realize it is true. I have spent a leisurely year on Crete, doing whatever my heart desired. I have lived a beautiful adventure, not without sadness or tragedy, but extraordinary nonetheless. Going back home need not mean an end to my own evolution, it is simply a new phase. This journey with Daniel is taking him and me closer to our past, to memories we would like to ignore but never will. I am not so brave as to face them without fear or consequence, yet I am not so cowardly to deny them a place in my history.
Our train is taking us into a land heavy with a recent history of pain and horror. We must never forget what happened, how then, can I continue this cat and mouse game with my own memories? It will not do. I will go to France, I will go to England and I will take what comes as best as I can. Brave thoughts shall become brave deeds. At the very least, I will try.
I let myself speak freely, and meet Daniel’s steady gaze to read what he thinks of my words.
“Going back to England to sort out your affairs does not rule out other adventures,” he says carefully.
“Indeed it does not.”
“Nor are all memories awaiting you bad ones, are there? Just as for me, there are good as well as sad. When I think of it these days, the good are far more vibrant than the sad. In my mind’s eye are the laughing faces of my brothers, my parents and of Caspar. I know they live just in my heart and mind, still they feel as real and good as anything.”
“If only we could always think that way.”
“If only.”
The sentiment hangs in the air between us. I know we are surrounded by people, yet the intimacy of shared revelations makes it seem as if we are entirely alone.
Our private moment is disturbed when the waiter arrives with the first course, an Italian treat called ribolita a surprisingly rustic dish of sliced and toasted bread with a plate of white bean and roasted pepper soup.
Daniel and I abandon serious discussion for more frivolous topics. The food, the scenery and speculation regarding our former dining partners occupy our conversation. Daniel is convinced that Mrs. Dean is hiding some grand secret we shall now never discover, and I am of the firm opinion that Mr. Barnsworth is not as piously stern as he appears. I venture, in a whisper, that he may frequent the Moulin Rouge on his journey home. Daniel nearly chokes on his osso bucco, while giving me a curiously impressed look. Scandalized by my worldliness!
We end the evening on a sweet note, with heavenly melon ice. How they create such a culinary marvel on this moving contraption is beyond my understanding.
The dining car is full of life and hushed conversation as we depart, tired and sated, to our respective rooms.



CHAPTER 11
Heavens! I think, as I turn and tumble out of my narrow bed and onto the—thankfully!—thickly carpeted floor. Rubbing my eyes, I pull myself up, vaguely embarrassed, though unreasonably so, as no one stands witness to my clumsiness.
With a quick movement, I draw the curtain. A flash of bright, white sunlight assails my eyes, and I blink furiously to adjust to these luminous conditions.
When it comes to getting dressed I am remarkably useless, maneuvering around the narrow space to wedge myself between the wardrobe door, not to mention dropping one earring and spending a good ten minutes crawling around in nylons trying to locate the stray little nuisance.
Emphatically relieved to shut the door behind me, I go and meet Daniel in the dining car for breakfast. Train travel is an exhausting endeavor. And we have days of it yet!
Breakfast is disappointingly traditional; eggs, bacon, toast, jam. I had expected something exotic, like spaghetti or fried clams, though on second thought … maybe not.
The scenery is now displayed to its full glory in the soft light of the Italian sun. Gently sloping hills, dotted with ochre villas and farms, lush, swaying cypress trees, and the occasional meadow with lazy horses grazing in deep contentment. I can understand what has driven so many Italians to paint, yet even the most accomplished artwork does not manage to capture the pure sensation of rolling through these lands, the sun streaming through the glass windows, allowing warmth to spread from my face throughout my body.
“We will reach by Thursday,” Daniel informs me, setting down his knife and fork.
“Then on to Amiens. That journey, at least, should be a quick one.”
“I haven’t been to France since Arras.”
I am determined to steer our minds away from pain and sadness. “You will see how beautiful it is now. The hills are green again, the mud has dried.”
He smiles.
“And beyond that, I will be there with you.” I wink at him and finish the last of my tea.
I am already bored with train travel! I know, I know, I was elated only hours ago, but now, at teatime, there have been green hills to last me a lifetime. I have finished my book and have nothing to do.
Daniel is writing, and I am sitting in the communal parlor sipping a cup of tea and nibbling on a biscuit. Both lovely, though frankly, I would prefer a nice Cognac. Much too early, of course. Train travel will make a sot of me!
I glance around over the rim of my teacup to appear ladylike instead of blatantly curious. There are six other people in the car, all occupied. Four sit together involved in an animated discussion in Italian. Another, a woman of about thirty, is embroidering a hat by the window, and the last is an elderly fellow with thick mutton-chops and a glass eye. I am drawn to the latter if simply to discover what on earth happened. It is decidedly inappropriate to pursue this, however, so I contend myself with staring blandly out of the window.
I am about to go in search of a newspaper or beg to sit with the elderly man, when the door bursts open and a woman flies in, her hair wild, her dress—how shall I put it?—revealing. I am instantly intrigued.
She casts her gaze around, big blue eyes meeting my curious grays.
“Pardonnez-moi, Mademoiselle,” she begins, “may I sit here?”
“Oui, please do.” I slide my possessions to my side of the table, and she drops into the empty seat opposite.
“Merci! I am destroyed.” She says this with such calm resignation, I am certain I have misheard, or my French is not as good as I thought it was.
“Pardon?”
“Ah, it is a disaster! I am meeting my lover in Paris, but I am being chased by my husband!”
“Your husband?”
“Oui.” She sighs dramatically and pats down her wild curls, the color of autumn leaves.
“What is your name, Madame? I am Evelyn Carlisle.”
“Mon Dieu! Where are my manners! I am Gabrielle, Gabrielle Renaud.”
“Very nice to make your acquaintance, Madame Renaud.”
“Non, non,” she waves a gloved hand in a dismissive gesture. “You must call me Gabrielle!”
“I am Evelyn.”
“Bien.” She looks content and settles herself quite beautifully in the seat opposite.
“Is your husband on the train?” I ask tentatively, curious though I try to keep the impulse in check.
“I believe so. I saw him on the platform and then leapt onto the train, and—oh zut!—” she pats her head and shakes it. “I have lost my hat! It is all his fault, the monster!” Gabrielle affects a troubled pout, and I easily imagine her cast as the dramatic heroine of a romance.
“Why is your lover in Paris? Why does he not come to help you get away?”
This seems to puzzle her, for she narrows her eyes in surprised incomprehension, then waves the notion aside. “He could not come, for Gaspard—my husband—would surely kill him! No, I say to Jean, ‘Be safe, my love. I will come to you.’ Gaspard has an evil temper. They would fight a duel over me,” she sighs, “and then Jean would surely die! He is a darling man.”
I get the sensation that I have landed in the middle of some novel in which my role remains unclear. Gabrielle, I trust, is prone to exaggeration. Still, her story is as interesting as any, and she has no qualms about telling it to a complete stranger.
“What will you do in Paris? Will you try to divorce Gaspard?”
“Divorce? I cannot do that!” Gabrielle produces a lacy fan, which she uses to great effect, even though the compartment is remarkable cool. “Gaspard would take away my petit chéri, Louis.”
“Louis?” I cannot keep the confusion from my voice. Heavens above, how many men has this woman ensnared?
“Yes, Louis.”
“Who is Louis?”
“But he is my son, of course! He is in school, in Reims. Jean and I will go and get him, and then go to America.”
“My goodness. That is quite an undertaking.” I am searching for the right words in French to express my sympathy without betraying my confusion.
“Jean has booked three tickets on the Étoile. We will be married in New York.”
Gabrielle appears blithely unaware she is confessing to deliberate bigamy. I wonder whether I should warn her that this, even in the jungle of Manhattan, is a taboo. It seems so obscure, this plan of hers, that I ought to leave her with her dreams. Besides, Jean, marvel of a man, may be endowed with a greater gift of sense than this undeniably lovely—and decidedly lofty—creature before me.
“What will you do in America?”
“I will be a star, Evelyn.” Gabrielle speaks with such conviction as if it is her destiny, written in the stars and therefore unarguable. “Like Gloria Swanson. You know her?”
I nod, thinking, of the dark haired beauty in the film, “Don’t Change Your Husband”. I wonder whether Gabrielle has seen it. It is undeniable she has a certain energy that will attract attention. I wish her well.
“I will wear Lanvin and Patou and go dancing in the Cotton Club.” She smiles, her eyes somewhere else. A fellow dreamer. However, imaginative as I like to be, one foot of mine is always firmly rooted in reality. How strange it would be to float like Gabrielle, seeing only pink clouds and opportunity.
Perhaps I am more of a pessimist, in her situation, I would be busily sketching out the worst possible outcomes far more vividly than the ideal possibilities. I cannot help but envy her mindset. Considering the situation with Daniel and Henry, I was instantly skeptical, nervous of the outcome. If I only had Gabrielle’s attitude, how much easier might this journey be? And how much harder the fall, should the result be disappointing?
“… if Gaspard finds me,” she shakes her head, refocusing my attention into the present, “he will force me to come back to him. I will lose Jean, and I will be trapped forever.”
“Why were you in Venice? Do you live there?”
Gabrielle wrinkles her small nose in a show of displeasure. “Oui, Gaspard works for the embassy. It is very dull. I always have to play sweet little wife and bat my eyelashes. It is all practice for my future of performing in the cinema. I do not like Venice. So very … wet. Terrible for the skin. Terrible!”
“I see,” I comment, not seeing at all, for she has the skin of a porcelain doll.
“I knew you would sympathize, Evelyn,” she pats my hand. “I can always tell with people. I am an excellent judge of character.”
“Oh, thank you,” I stammer, both flattered and confused.
“Yes, yes, I made only one mistake, with Gaspard. I was so young. Ah, so young. He seduced me. I was only eighteen, and he a mature man of twenty.”
“Right.” Not exactly how I imagine a ruthless seduction, especially taking in Gabrielle’s choice of fashion and overall manner. There is certainly more flesh than fabric on display. I must not judge, though, I remind myself.
“We were married, and I had mon petit ange, Louis. I could not leave Gaspard. We were still in Paris, so it was tolerable. But then …” another sharp shake of the head, “Venice. I was most unhappy, Evelyn. Most unhappy.”
“How did you meet Jean? When you lived in Paris?”
“No,” she smiles a private smile, “Jean came to Venice. He is an artist. He wanted to visit the old masterpieces. I met him in front of The Tempest in the Galleria D’Accadema. A sign. A storm in my life and my Jean, the safe harbor, non?”
A sweet thought, no doubt romantic. Not knowing the painting, I cannot say much on the matter. This is of little consequence, as Gabrielle simply talks on. I have found, on numerous occasions, many people are merely in need of company to talk at, not with whom to converse. I am not terribly keen to share even a portion of what Gabrielle is revealing to me, so I do not mind listening one bit. My life seems very tame in comparison in any case. I would doubtlessly bore the poor girl silly, and she would feel her good judgment of character had failed her once more. Mustn’t add to her distress, I tell myself.
As it happens, Jean and Gabrielle went on to have a most stimulating conversation about the painting, Venice, and presumably the meaning of life. It was love at first sight. The only obstacle being her unknowing husband. Louis, a year ago had already been sent to boarding school in Reims. Much as she appears to love the child, Gabrielle is of the firm opinion that Italy was not an option when it came to upholding educational standards and thus, “with a heavy heart,” he was sent away.
Last month Jean wrote her a letter begging her to run away with him and Louis to America and try to find fortune and felicity upon new shores. She struggled valiantly with her sense of duty regarding the vows of matrimony and her heart. Heart prevailed, and here we are.
“I wish you good luck, Gabrielle. You have quite a journey still ahead.” I am faintly exhausted by this conversation, strange especially because I am doing so little of the actual conversing, yet listening can be a trial too, in particular when the other person is speaking in rapid and emotionally charged French.
“Merci, Evelyn. Once I reach Paris, it will be all right. I am sure. Jean will go to Reims with me, and Gaspard will never find us again.”
“Will Louis not miss his father?” I ask tentatively, the question nagging at the back of my mind for some time.
Gabrielle waves it aside. “Jean will be his father.”
Right. Easy then. Gabrielle’s situation reminds me sharply of one I became entangled with a year ago, when Niobe, Briony’s maid was pregnant by one man, and married another. They are still living in Miklos, happy, as far as I know, with a bouncing, blond baby boy. The image of his father.
“And you, Evelyn? You are going to Paris, non?”
I hesitate a moment. I do not intend on outlining my story—Daniel’s to be more exact—though Gabrielle has been so forthcoming with her own.
“Yes,” I finally reply, a bit dumbly. It is not at all a lie. I am, after all, going to Paris. I am simply not staying in Paris.
“Such a wonderful city! I love it. I grew up across the river from the Louvre. My mother,” she lowers her voice, “she was a dancer. My father was an older aristocrat. Married, of course, but he gave Maman and me a nice flat and visited with presents when I was a child.”
“Does your mother still live in Paris?”
This is the only time in our conversation when the light seems to momentarily dim in the young woman’s eyes.
“No, she broke her ankle when I was ten, and she had to stop dancing. Papa lost interest. He let us keep the flat, but he did not come often to visit and then not at all. Maman had to teach dance and … and when I was seventeen, she caught pneumonia. It was a very bad winter, very bad.”
“Oh, Gabrielle, I am so very sorry.”
As our eyes meet, hers now sparkling with tears, I suddenly feel there is a tender string connecting us. Our mutual loss has pulled to the surface a thread of humanity that goes beyond class or age or mentality. All the same, I do not tell her my story.
“I met Gaspard a few months later.”
In that moment I understand more about her than I did during her vast and open conversation before. Gabrielle was not always this epitome of confidence. She was—and part of her remains—vulnerable and afraid, depending on the good will of a man to carry her to safety and to help her meet her destiny, as she views it. I feel a pang of sympathy for her and hope that she will find what she desires.
Not one prone to believe in the powers of the fates or such, I nevertheless cannot help but believe there is some reason we have met today, and I was told her story. Perhaps my impression is silly and she would have been as open with anyone, but I like to believe she sensed I would listen and care, and I could be trusted.
“Gabrielle,” I begin, and as I speak she produces a tiny gasp.
“Oh zut! There is Gaspard! In the other compartment.” She jumps up, nearly colliding with the waiter and his laden tray. Looking around nervously, she bends down to me once more, pink creeping into her cheeks.
“Evelyn, I must go. Thank you for listening to my story.”
“Yes, yes of course. Is there anything—”
“Non merci,” she kisses my cheeks, “Goodbye, Evelyn.”
I barely manage a “bon chance” before Gabrielle, rose chiffon frills and all, bustles out of the car. I hope I am able to recognize Gaspard and hold him up should he attempt pursuit. He may not be as bad as Gabrielle made him out to be, still she is clearly keen to evade him, and if I can help, I will.
The minutes tick by since Gabrielle disappeared. Neither Gaspard nor any other man enters the car. Have I imagined the whole encounter? Her manic speech and utter confidence seem unreal now that her energy has left the table. For a moment I am assailed by disappointment that I will never know the outcome of her endeavor. I wish I had given her my address. However, which address that should be is anybody’s guess. I can hardly direct her to Aunt Agnes’ house in Eaton Square, despite having called it home for nearly two decades; nor can I use Briony’s address, for sending a letter from Crete always takes a terribly long time. I have to accept the truth that I will never know what happens, unless—and this thought pleases me—I should happen one day to spy that familiar girlish face, framed by wild curls, on the poster for a Hollywood picture.



CHAPTER 12
I am awake in my cot. In the dim light of the moon filtering through my window. The clock on my bedside table indicates he time. A quarter to four. The train is chugging along at a sedate but steady pace, and I cannot sleep. Try as I might, I cannot drift off into the welcoming serenity of dreamland. I would even contend with a nightmare, if that meant I could get some rest!
We must be halfway through Switzerland by now. The snowcapped mountains and cozy chalets with blooming window boxes dotted the landscape when the light began to fade at dinner. Tomorrow we will enter France. Not long now. I would like some rest, for what awaits us is bound to require energy and awareness.
Counting sheep has never worked for me, so I shift my mind to happy memories, hoping I will drift off to join them once again. Inevitably, Crete materializes.
Last summer, when I had been there a few months and Briony and Jeffrey where in the middle of adopting their three children, Daniel took me on a drive along the coast to the western part of the island. Miklos, the village in the southeast where Briony lives, as well as Heraklion were the only places I had visited.
It was a hot day, the road itself seemed to be melting and waves of invisible heat emanated from the paved ground and rippled in the air. Riding in Jeffrey’s Delage with the top down, a pleasant breeze was ever present and enough to keep us from dissolving into the seats. We stopped along the way in Kamilari, a beautiful historical village nestled in the lush groves of the Messara valley, apparently home to Epimenidis, one of the seven wise men of the ancient world. With olive groves rustling in our backs, the low branches providing shade, we ate our sandwiches looking at the stunning vista of the deep blue Libyan Sea before us.
From there we continued down the coast to Plakias, where we strolled along the beach, our feet nearly burning on the scorching white sand, and we had to run to the water’s edge to cool them. The drive took most of the day. It was a day I will never forget. Daniel was growing more used to me, and I to him. Two people weighed down by the past, beginning to believe a happy future may be possible after all. We realized our connection was not solely rooted in a similarly dark history, but by happy circumstances as well. There is only so much morose bonding one can take after all.
When we arrived at the villa, late at night, full of giddy energy, we found Briony and Jeffrey sitting on the terrace with glasses of champagne. The adoption process had been successful, they told us. They were parents, three times over. I remember the radiance in Briony’s face, not a result of the alcohol. She had wanted children for a long time and was beginning to despair when Timon, Areta, and Iona came into her life during a visit to a local orphanage.
I curl tighter into my blanket. I miss them. Suddenly, I feel very small, a tiny speck in a great, huge, mysterious world. We are all small sometimes, and sometimes very big indeed. It is a matter of perspective and circumstance. With this slightly comforting thought, I finally manage to drift off to sleep.



CHAPTER 13
We are in France, nearing Paris. I have difficulty associating anything ominous with what I see as I look out of the window this morning, despite the darkness cast over the land in recent memory. As I watch the scenery drift by, soft and silent as if in a dream, my mind conjures up images of scarred earth, trenches running ridges into the native soil; earth shot open, craters bruising the innocent earth like a pockmarked face. Despite these imaginings, no evidence remains. All is buried under a blanket of grass, glistening and heavy with dew.
 
Pile the bodies high at Austerlitz and Waterloo.


Shovel them under and let me work-





I am the grass; I cover all.





 
And pile them high at Gettysburg


And pile them high at Ypres and Verdun.


Shovel them under and let me work.


Two years, ten years, and the passengers ask the conductor:


What place is this?





Where are we now?





 
I am the grass.





Let me work.





 
The lines drift into my mind as though Carl Sandburg had written them for this moment. Remember, remember, remember … and let go.
Daniel has been quiet during breakfast. I catch him looking out of the window deep in thought. Arras is a distance away, as is Pozières, where Henry and William fought and died. If they both died. All he knows of this country is pain and loss, while my memories are of visiting the Louvre with Briony and her mother, eating ice cream in the Jardin du Luxembourg, of feeling safe and giddy, digging our feet into the sand on the beach in Cannes. Perhaps on our return journey, we will take a detour and visit the City of Light … the city of amour, and I will show Daniel all the nice things to be found in this country, which for him is darkened and overshadowed by recent history.
“One more day,” he interrupts my thoughts.
Despite Daniel retreating into himself at times, this rhythm works quite well for us. Getting lost in my thoughts is not uncommon for me, and we give each other the space we need.
“I can hardly believe we reach Paris today. We have been traveling an age, and now it feels almost too soon.”
“I hope I haven’t been neglecting you.” Daniel’s face tightens, and a thin line betraying his concern appears on his forehead.
“I am quite capable of entertaining myself, I will have you know. Besides, you have heard of my ability to attract interesting people.” I could not keep myself from telling him of the strange encounter with Gabrielle. Daniel smiles and the line smooths away.
“Have you booked us rooms at a hotel in Amiens?” I ask, taking a sip of my lukewarm tea.
“I booked us into the Grand Palais, supposedly a good address in the city.”
“And have you heard anything new of Madame Beaufort?” Daniel has been leaving the train at every stop to send telegrams, give notices and make enquiries.
“Nothing. I have written her twice, and since I cannot give her neither an address, nor telephone, I do not know what else to do. I managed to call home, to speak to the housekeeper who forwarded her last letter. She has received nothing else. I hope Madame Beaufort is still at the address from which she sent the letter.”
“I assume she will be. She has lived there for nearly a decade. What a strange coincidence it would be, if she chose to move house when we come to seek her out.”
“True” Daniel concedes, “still, I cannot prevent myself from drawing out the worst of the situation. I do not dare let my hopes grow to
discover—” he breaks off and rubs a hand over his eyes. He hasn’t been sleeping well either. Probably for other reasons than discomfort on the narrow bed.
“We cannot be certain, but what reason would Madame Beaufort have to write and then to disappear? Why would she say Henry is alive? There is no explanation, unless she was simply mistaken.”
“Which may be true.”
“Daniel,” I say seriously, “I can understand your doubts, but for heaven’s sake, allow yourself a shred of optimism. Awful things happen all the time, in our lifetime and before and, in all probability, after we are long gone. Wonders and miracles can and do occur as well. Why should this not be one? Missing men still reappear sometimes. Granted, it is a rare occasion nowadays, but not unheard of.”
Daniel frowns. “Those who reappear are often damaged beyond belief.” His face darkens. “I have met such men. Shaking men, the size of a bear, afraid of a mouse, afraid of themselves, of sound, light, of anything. God, Evie, what if that is Henry now? What if we find him only to realize he isn’t there at all?”
The anguish in his features causes in me a pang of sadness. I reach across the table, discreetly touching the tips of my fingers to his prone hand.
“We don’t know that, Daniel. You have seen so much, more than I can imagine, but we are on our way now. We have traveled far to find him. Whoever he is now, for certainly he will have changed in these years regardless of the war, if he is Henry, he is still your brother.” I do not say what I would give for the same chance; the chance to resurrect my parents, even if they were different from the man and woman I remember. When we love people so much, we are willing to accept almost anything, as long as they are alive. Daniel understands, and says no more on the matter. The wounds of loss never fully heal. They are at best scarred over, the skin thinner, tender to the touch. On most days, the distraction of everyday life is a balm strong enough to keep the ache at bay. At times such as these, when we swim in an ocean of memories, we are vulnerable to a familiar salty sting echoing through our bodies and remaining with us for a while to come.



CHAPTER 14
Paris is behind us and ahead are the dark green fields of Picardy, one of the twenty-seven regions of France. Amiens is only an hour away and nervous energy emanates from Daniel, while we stand by the window and peer outside.
The landscape is gentle and idyllic, tinkling brooks lazily running through lush fields; cows and sheep peacefully grazing. Still, Amiens was not exempt from strife. The Battle of Amiens marked a critical turning point in the late summer of 1918. Three months later the Armistice de Compiègne between the Allied forces and Germans was signed to bring an end to the fighting.
The town itself suffered significantly during the war years. It was taken over by both sides on varying occasions, as its railway made it a major asset to the occupiers. In the struggle, thousands of buildings in the old city were destroyed, not to mention the number of lives lost. I have been doing some mild research into our destination, though facts and figures will not likely aid us in our endeavor.
I never knew Amiens before and have no way to compare it to its former splendor, but as our train pulls into the region surrounding the town, I have the impression of entering a place treasured by its residents.
Upon entering the city, this notion gains strength with every lovingly maintained garden and cozy looking town house, slate roof gleaming almost as clearly as the windows. The area has been through more than one war, attacked by Normans, Prussians, Germans, and it has withstood. A hardy people and a hardy town. After our long journey, I look forward to set my feet on its solid, age old cobbles, and explore the place for myself.
Before I let such intentions take shape in my mind, the conductor announces our arrival. Amid much shuffling of feet and dragging of coats and bags, we disembark.
What a relief, finally to stand on unmoving ground again! My legs are made of jelly with the first few steps, and I experience the disconcerting sensation of the ground below me being in motion. Steering clear of the crowded bus, we decide to walk to the hotel. It is not located far from the station, and I cannot face entering another vehicle at this point, especially not one bumping and jostling us over the cobbles. No, I shall risk breaking a heel instead. Our luggage is being transferred to the hotel via some mysterious carriage Daniel managed to organize. We are free to enjoy these few minutes of just being.
The sun is high above us and fat, pillowy clouds hang low in the blue sky. A perfect May day. I secure my hat and hook my hand into the crook of Daniel’s arm.
“Lead the way.”
This he does most ably, and we arrive at the Grand Palais much faster than I had hoped. We enter through wide, stained-glass doors into the cool interior of the building. I am struck immediately by the elegance and opulence of the decor, none of which was betrayed by the plain façade. We are greeted by a liveried young man with a pencil thin mustache.
“Bonjour, Monsieur,” he nods at Daniel and then, turning to me, executes a tidy little bow, “et Madame. Je m’appelle Jean-Luc, how may I help you?”
I smile, not correcting him. Perhaps Daniel thought it would be easier to book us in under one name. Though, of course, he would have taken two rooms. Would he not?
“Daniel Harper is my name,” Daniel begins, ignoring the insinuation that we are a married couple. “I have made a reservation.”
“Oui, please follow me.”
We are led along the lobby, crystal chandeliers sparkle like diamonds above our heads, sending prisms of color dancing across the cream colored walls. Our heels tap lightly on the polished marble floor.
Taking in my surroundings, I pay little attention to Daniel’s dealings with the concierge, only joining him again when we are led by Jean-Luc to the ornate cage of a wrought iron elevator. Inside, we are transported up three stories, amid a chorus of ominously squeaking and groaning hinges.
The ceilings are high and the carpets thick and patterned in hues of purple, from deep amethyst to pale lilac. Our rooms are side by side, probably on the assumption that husband and wife ought to be living in close proximity. I rather fancy the idea of maintaining this illusion.
We agree an hour’s rest should suffice, and then plan to go straight to the address from where Madame Beaufort sent her letter. This decided, I close the door and let my eyes wander. The room is spacious, though not inhospitably cavernous, as some tend to be. To my delight, the luggage has already arrived and even better—there is a bath!
One hour later, primped and smelling of lemon and bergamot, I meet Daniel at the door to my room. A dark eyed chambermaid by the name of Elise has helped me unpack a few of my things, and I have left her to finish the task.
As I look for a hairbrush, my fingers brush the letter my London solicitor sent, and which has been heedlessly tucked away in my bag for some time. I do not know quite what to do. Perhaps I ought to ask Daniel. His family has owned a large shipping firm for many years, and while only he (and hopefully Henry) remains, it is being managed ably by others. Daniel only has to play a small role in the overall business. I think this situation suits him nicely, for he is always saying he wants to write a travel book. Running a shipping company does not seem suited to him at all. What would be suited to my future? I suppose there will be plenty of time to think about it when this business is over.
Daniel and I step into the afternoon sunshine, directions given to us by the concierge ringing in our ears. Cecile Beaufort lives not far from the Amiens Cathedral—the Cathédrale Notre-Dame d’Amiens—a large, gothic structure that has survived since the thirteenth century. I have visited the famous Notre Dame in Paris, and now am curious to see her sister here.
The streets are busy, and it takes some getting used to the traffic of motorcars after living on an island where they are still uncommon. Twice I am pulled back onto the pavement, just in time to prevent a speeding car from crushing my foot. In spite of that, it is pleasant to be in the hustle bustle of a French town. I speak the language far better than Greek and feel less foreign than I did in several of the small villages I visited during my stay on Crete.
Daniel looks around constantly, tense and brimming with curious energy. I can tell he almost expects to see the familiar, if aged, face of his brother somewhere among the crowd. If only it could be so simple!
We reach the cathedral in minutes. A crowd of people is assembling in front of it, others are emerging from the high, decorative doors. Standing in the square for a moment, we take in the imposing structure. I marvel at the ingenuity of architects, artisans and workers who devoted themselves to the creation of the impressive edifice. If I remember correctly, it is the tallest cathedral in France. Designers planned to build it so high, it might touch the heavens and let as much light as possible into the building. Then, it would have had the original stained glass windows. Though I am not Catholic, their churches display more aesthetic attention—some criticize it as idolatry—which has always held a fascination for me.
Despite the draw of the cathedral, Daniel and I trek on, walking through the square and past the entry doors toward the river Somme. Cecile Beaufort’s house should be nearby, on the Rue du Hocquet.
The house is a narrow brick with a steeply angled slate roof and green shutters. Daniel looks at me with apprehension before taking two steps and rapping against the door. He steps back almost instantly, as if some invisible force were rejecting him. We wait in silence for a minute.
Nothing.
“Perhaps she is out?” I venture, stepping closer. The sky is dusting over, a soft lilac tinged with glowing orange. Evening will soon be upon us. Perhaps Madame Beaufort is with friends.
Daniel takes a deep breath. Is his concern that we will not find her becoming a reality? Just when he steps forward to knock once more, we hear a voice above us.
“Vous-cherchez Madame Beaufort?”
We look up. The voice belongs to a round-faced woman, perhaps in her forties, leaning out of the window and holding a rag.
“Oui, nous voulons parler à elle,” I call out. Yes, we would like to speak to her.
“Un moment!” She disappears. Daniel and I exchange quizzical looks. Suddenly the small yellow door opens and the woman reappears. She is tiny, her face pink from hurrying down a flight of stairs, dark blond curls mostly hidden beneath a headscarf.
Daniel steps forward. “My name is Daniel Harper and this is Evelyn Carlisle. We have come to visit Madame Beaufort. Do you know when she might—”
“Ah, she is in, I am certain! I saw her come back from the salon a few hours ago, around two. She had her hair set, her one luxury, she calls it. She does not like to go out in the evenings.”
“That is odd. We tried knocking, there was no answer.”
“Hm …” the woman moves toward the door. “My name is Mireille Vernet, I live here,” she gestures to the house. “My husband will be back soon.”
“We will not keep you, we only wanted to see—”
Again she interrupts me and says, “Not a problem. I have a key.”
Before we can stop her with protestations of not wanting to disturb Madame Beaufort, Mireille has slid the key into the lock and opens the door.
“Cecile!” she calls out, marching into the dimly lit hallway and stepping towards a room at the end. A small crucifix is nailed to the wall beside the door. Cecile is a pious woman, it appears.
Warily, Daniel and I follow. As we pass the room to the left, I notice the door is ajar and peer inside.
“Good God!” Slamming myself against it I pummel into the room, stretching out my arms to lift the feet of the woman dangling from the rope attached to a beam in the ceiling.



CHAPTER 15
Daniel is at my side in an instant, and Mireille quickly follows.
“Get a knife!” I shout. “We have to cut her down.”
Daniel has taken hold of her feet and is trying to lift her, to support the weight off her neck. We can’t be too late. We can’t be.
Muttering frantically, Mireille rushes out of the room. I hear her clattering in the back of the house as I climb a chair to help free the woman from her noose. Mireille returns, a pair of sharp shears in her hands. I take them quickly and begin sawing at the rope. It is thick and sturdy, and I am engulfed in a wave of panic that I should not succeed. Finally, the cord begins to fray and snaps, setting the woman’s body free. Daniel carefully holds on to her and rests her on the nearby sofa.
“Is she …?” The question hangs in the air.
Daniel searches for a pulse. Her lips are blue. He turns to face me, and from the beaten expression on his face, I know the answer to my question. We are too late.
“Oh, mon dieu! C’est Cecile! Cecile, mon amie!” With that impassioned outburst, Mireille’s collapses at the woman’s side, thereby confirming her identity.
Daniel and I look at each other. It is suddenly very cold in the house, as if Cecile has taken all the day’s warmth with her. I shiver.
“What shall we do?” A sense of unreality is spreading through me. We have traveled so far to meet this woman, and we are too late. If we had arrived an hour earlier, if I had not taken a bath. If, if, if … wondering changes nothing. Still, I am human and cannot help it.
Why did she do it? Why did she want to die? She was only in her sixties; had family and friends. From her letter, admittedly a few weeks old, there was no clue betraying emotional turmoil. What happened between then and now to make this poor woman so desperate, so hopeless to take her own life? She mentioned having lost her husband, but it was long ago, why now? She survived such misery and reached a time when her surroundings were growing stable again.
Daniel collects himself faster than I, and calls for a doctor. There is nothing anyone can do for her, but it is procedure in such an event. In extraordinary situations, one is prone to cling to the safety of the familiar.
The doctor arrives soon and pronounces her dead. Mireille again goes into hysterics, is given a sedative and sent home.
A police constable on the beat nearby, stops at the house. The body is to be transported to the city morgue. It is all too much to take in. The doctor, who knows the family, promises he will talk to Cecile’s brother. The poor man. I wonder whether he knew of her fragile state of mind. Will he blame himself? And what is to become of her? There is a small wooden crucifix nailed to her wall beside the door, so she must have been at least somewhat religious. Could she not have sought help in her church? Was there nothing that could have prevented her from taking this final, fatal step?
Thoughts course through my mind in a dizzying whirl. I move aside as the doctor leaves, answer the policeman’s questions, yet feel miles away. It is as though I am floating high above this scene, seeing myself, rigid as a plank in the small, dark room, where a woman I never knew took her dying breath.
It is hard to say how long we have been here. Outside it is growing darker. After some time, we are told to go to our hotel. The constable takes down our names. Someone will be in touch, if there are further questions. He is a young man, younger than myself, still I can tell this is not the first dead body he has found, nor is it the first for me. Sadly.
We take to the streets, lit every few paces by warmly glowing lights, casting tall shadows along the walls. I am bone tired. Whoever could have predicted what this day would bring?
“Are you cold?” Daniel takes off his jacket and drapes it around my shoulders.
“Thank you.”
“Evelyn …” he falters and turns to look at me.
“Yes?”
He shakes his head, runs a hand over his eyes. “I am so sorry to have dragged you into this.”
I take his hand. The streets are quite empty, although it cannot be very late. “It is not your fault. You are not to blame. I just keep thinking, if only …”
“I know. If only we had arrived sooner.”
“What will we do now?”
“I don’t know.” He sounds tired, so tired. I tighten my grip on his hand, sending my warmth into him.
“We can still find Henry,” I try to fortify my voice with as much conviction as I can muster.
“Can we? I don’t know.”
“We will have to talk to her brother. That poor man. They must have been close, if she left her old home to come and live near him and his family. They did not share the same house, though. There would have been very little space for a whole family.” I am rambling, tiredness and nerves open an unfiltered stream of words.
“What can I say to her brother? It is none of my business.”
“We found her. We are involved, if only marginally.”
“Maybe.” He is silent the next few steps. “Evelyn, what if the letter—the things she wrote about Henry—has something to do with her state of mind? What if the memory drove her to it?”
“If it was such a difficult subject, she would probably not have written to you, a stranger, about it.”
“We will never know.”
“Maybe,” I say, thinking already of how to begin to discover the story behind what happened today. A woman is dead by her own hand, and we found her. The touch of her feet, limp and lifeless in my hands, is etched into my memory, and if not for my sake then for hers I have to understand what happened. She was a person, alive, and now she is dead. Is it not our duty to the dead to keep some part of them alive? Even if she didn’t ask for it? Despite these obstacles, one thing is as clear as the May evening air, I must know the truth.



CHAPTER 16
We reach the hotel almost in a trance and make our way to the lounge area. Neither of us can stomach more than a nibble of cheese washed down with two generous glasses of port. I lean back in the chair, letting my head rest against the cool leather.
“We should get some rest,” Daniel says half-heartedly.
I nod, sloshing about the remainder of my drink in the fine crystal glass. Tiny rivulets of crimson run down the sides and glow in the ambient light of the bar.
“Do you think the police will want to speak to us?”
He shrugs. “They wouldn’t investigate a suicide. They may want to ask about the circumstances of our visit. We are, after all, foreigners in this city.”
“You don’t think—”
“That we are to blame?” Daniel takes the words out of my mouth, then shakes his head. “I cannot imagine how. She did not know we were coming today. And if she had not wanted my attention, she would not have written the letter.”
“No, I suppose not. Still, it is a terrible coincidence that she should,” I swallow and lower my voice, “that she should commit suicide on the day we arrive in Amiens.”
“It is odd,” he frowns and rubs his temples. “No—more than
odd—eerie. But what can we do? I wish I had been able to reach her on the telephone or via telegram to gauge her reaction. She might have betrayed her distraught nature. There may have been something I could have done. It is no good.” He sucks in a deep breath. “She is dead, and there is nothing any of us can do.” In a quick motion he downs the rest of his drink in one gulp.
“Let us go.”
“Yes,” he agrees tiredly, “let’s.”
We use the elevator, which feels suffocatingly tight, and reach our floor. The lush carpet softens our steps. My body, my feet are heavy as lead.
“Will you be all right?” Daniel asks at my door. The warm light casts shadows in the hollows of his face.
“As well as I can be. And you?”
In answer he exhales slowly and dips his face forward, leaning his forehead against my own, as if this simple, intimate motion can connect our minds in a way that thoughts need not be spoken, but are wordlessly understood by the other. I feel it working, feel his exhaustion, his relief at not being alone. I echo this sentiment, believing our minds are linked for an instant, sweet and simple and sad as one.
After a moment, he straightens and gives me a small, almost child-like smile.
“One day, this will be far in the past and we will have countless good memories to replace it with.”
“Promise.” It is not a question. Daniel plans a life with me, a future, and I have for a while felt the same. It is a relief to hear him put these wishes into words. They conjure up images of him and me sitting, wizened and gray, side by side in an unknown garden, in an unknown land.
Sometime later, in the warm embrace of cotton sheets, soothed by the blackness of the room, my senses are nonetheless tingling and alert. Today’s events feel like a nightmare. I remember a situation, not too different, occurring only a year ago, when I had just arrived on Crete. Again it was my sad misfortune to find a dead body. His death had been at the hands of a man we thought to be our friend. Cecile’s death … How to explain her passing? I never met her, knew her only by her letter to Daniel. The very fact that she wrote it indicates to me she was a caring woman. Why would she, with a nice house and a loving brother, want to depart from life so prematurely? Did she leave a letter? Some note as to why this was the only option she felt she had? Did her brother know of her despair? Questions, questions, and more questions and no answers. Did she never recover from the loss of her husband? I do not know whether she had children or, if not, wished for them as ardently as my dear cousin, Briony. What pain was in this woman whose deathly face will forever be etched into my memory?
Tomorrow, perhaps, we will discover more. We must speak to her brother, if only to offer condolences and to explain why it was Daniel and me who discovered his sister’s body. He may tell us more and shed some light on this sad situation. Until then, I must try to sleep.
It is hard to fathom it was only earlier today that we arrived here; nearly impossible to somehow blend my happiness at seeing a new place with this tragedy. It seems as though the situations are worlds apart, still they are what defines life. Tragedy and joy intermingling. I only hope good will outweigh bad. I suppose thus far it has worked in my life. Despite the weight of grief I carry concerning the loss of my parents, I am able to find beauty and happiness in the simplest of things, pleasure in a pure blue sky and innocent wonder at a glowing rainbow; delight in the first bite of oven-warm bread and thrill in a good book. Small wonders can outweigh great burdens. Some days, at least.
Drifting off to sleep, my drowsy mind replays a single sentence, She had her hair set, her one luxury, as she calls it. Does a woman go to the salon only to kill herself a few hours later?



CHAPTER 17
The next day passes without further incidents. A policeman comes to the hotel to ask a few half-hearted questions about our discovery of poor Madame Beaufort, then departs, leaving us all the more wretched.
Daniel is pale and in need of sleep, and I imagine I do not look much better. We decide to take our midday meal in the hotel and walk downstairs in silence until seated near the window overlooking a quiet square. The sun is shining, silky shafts of gold at odds with our gloomy mood. It feels good to been touched by its warmth, after the icy shock of yesterday.
“What will we do now?” I ask, fortified by a slice of egg and spinach pie.
“I don’t know.” Daniel shrugs and puts down his knife and fork. “With Cecile goes the information that may lead me to Henry. Forgive me if I sound callous. It is not meant that way. I pity the woman, especially because of what happened to my father.” Daniel’s father took his own life after the passing of his wife and two eldest sons
“Cecile had a brother. Perhaps she confided in him. Henry’s reappearance was obviously troubling her and she may have felt the need to tell someone else about it. Besides, what harm could there have been in speaking about it? If Henry is alive, it is something to celebrate, not something to hide.”
A flicker of understanding lights up his face and he sits up straighter. “Of course. You are right. We must speak to him. He has a bookshop near the river. She said so in her letter. I will ask the concierge to help us locate it. There can’t be very many, can there?”
“A good plan. He will not be called Beaufort, though, it was likely Cecile’s married name. If we cannot find him, there may be a clue in an obituary in the paper over the next few days.”
“I will ask the concierge where to find such information, before I go to the police. He may be able to help and won’t ask any intrusive questions.” Daniel’s words betray his urgency, and I am relieved to see life returning to his eyes.
While Daniel is off on his errand to locate the mystery brother of Madame Beaufort, I sit in the courtyard garden of the hotel, a book unopened in my lap, staring into empty space near a small fountain in the center of the tiled quad.
My thoughts keep returning to the events of yesterday. Something tugs at the back of my mind, something I cannot help but think may be important. Closing my eyes, I try to shut out the sounds surrounding me. The monotonous tinkling of water hitting the marble basin of the fountain, chatter of foreign voices, clattering of porcelain teacups set on their saucers … Mireille Vernet opened the door, leading the way. On the wall was a crucifix. Cecile is a pious woman. Cecile was a pious woman. A woman who must have believed suicide was a terrible sin. A woman who had gone to the salon hours earlier to make herself look lovely. A woman who would not hang herself in the middle of an entirely ordinary day in her living room, unless … Well, there lies the mystery. Anyone may do anything under the right—or in this case decidedly wrong—set of circumstances. What happened to you Cecile Beaufort? What happened?
When Daniel returns, he is in slightly better spirits than before. I do not burden him with morbid speculations, instead listen as he tells me that the concierge, a most helpful Monsieur Jacques, was not only able to give him direction to the bookshop, but knew the proprietor by name, having procured books from the man on several occasions for his wife, an avid reader. Pierre Benoit’s bookshop is at once his home and place of business. There are good odds of locating him on those very premises. Now the question remains, how best to proceed?



CHAPTER 18
The next day, Daniel and I set out to find Monsieur Benoit. It is good to be outside. Since we discovered Cecile, I have been walking almost in a trance, but the warmth of the sun caressing my shoulders and the lively atmosphere around us makes me feel alive again. Despite this, Daniel’s shoulders are set tight and he seems lost, walking here beside me with no tangible goal ahead. His strong physical form is at odds with the anxiety visible in his eyes.
We are in the market, heading toward the river. Pierre Benoit, Cecile’s brother, lives one street behind her. They must have been close. She came here for him, after all. I hope she confided in him, that he will have some morsel of information for us, so Daniel might escape the despondency I perceive in him.
Under ordinary circumstances, I would relish this scene. I love markets, and this is a particularly lively one. People are calling out to sell wares and to greet one another. There is a firm sense of community here, so present too in Miklos, despite Amiens being many times the size of my beloved Greek village. Vendors call offers to Daniel and me.
“Cerises! Les belles cerises!”
“Mademoiselles, un parapluie pour vous!”
“Monsieur, Regardez-vous mes fleurs. Fleurs pour votre bien-aimée!”
Despite himself, a tiny smile tugs at the corner of Daniel’s mouth and he presses a coin into the young vendor’s hand, receiving in turn a perfect pink rose.
“Ma bien-aimée,” he turns to me and tucks the flower into the brim of my hat.
“Merci beaucoup.”
We slow our pace to match that of our fellow shoppers. Daniel’s urgency has been quelled ever so slightly, probably for fear of what hearing the truth may expose. Passing a small park, the cherry trees are in full bloom, soft petals dancing in the gentle breeze, floating down onto our hats in a delicate pink rain.
Soon we have reached the cathedral. In the bright light of day, set against a pale blue sky, it appears somehow softened, still grand and monumental, but less imposing, less romantically gothic with the backdrop of a setting sun as we viewed it before. The square is bustling, people move more quickly, probably hurrying back to work after a lunch break or delivery. Walking over the cobbles, I experience the same sensation I have felt at other times in London or in Paris, awe at the thought of treading the same path of people such as Jules Verne and, in more recent years, Clovis Trouille. Beyond those luminary figures, Amiens has had its fair share of forceful visitors as well. The Romans used Amiens—then Samarobriva as my handy guidebook tells me—for its proximity to water linking to it various important roads. If I dare call the Romans builders, the destroyers were on their heels, give or take a few hundred years. The Vandals and Huns were among many who butchered their way to territorial gain. Then came the Normans, Christianity was firmly established, and in the thirteenth century began the ambitious project of building the cathedral. It was destroyed by fire (as these cathedrals were prone to) and another was erected in its place, majestic, with frightening sculptures of gargoyles crouching on guard above the statues of saints. The rose window, as strong an emblem of gothic architecture as any, looms high in the center above the ornately decorated door.
I take a moment to raise my gaze, shielding my eyes from the sun, trying to make out the top of the structure, which reaches for the heavens. If buildings could talk … What all have you seen?
Leaving the cathedral behind—I vow to explore the inside at the nearest opportunity—we walk on toward the river. In Paris the riverside is always brimming with life, with painters and dancers; with peddlers and beggars. I am curious to see the Somme, bearing the name of one of the greatest tragedies of the war. It would be nice to hear the name and think of beauty and life instead of death and misery.
To reach the house of Pierre Benoit, the address provided by our capable concierge, we pass through several narrow alleys, reminding me fondly of dear Miklos, and reach the river. It is narrow here and, though nothing like the Seine in Paris, it is lively in its own right. Along the promenade a variety of cafés stretch out under colorful awnings. I hear the cheerful hum of a fiddle mingling with the mournful murmur of a cello in the distance. Small rows of houses cluster close together, leaning on each other like old friends. The atmosphere is such that I wish for a moment to forget our quest and sit under one of the striped umbrellas with a coffee and croissant watching the world go by, people going about their daily lives. I make up stories for them in my mind and then see their backs as they recede into the distance and out of my life again. For one guilty instant, I wish I was alone, to do what I pleased and to be free. Then I look at Daniel, the strain ill-masked on his features and know that I could never abandon him.
Despite my dedication to the task at hand, I realize with a surprising pang, independence is something I crave more than anything else. More, indeed, than a ring on my finger. However, thinking Daniel out of my life, or heaven forbid, married to someone else, is a possibility I cannot accept either. We are modern people, are we not? No use worrying now. I shake my head, earning a confused look from Daniel.
“Everything all right?” he asks with a bemused expression.
“Yes, yes,” I answer too enthusiastically. “Fine.”
“We should be nearly there. I am not looking forward to this encounter.” He pauses a moment then goes on, “Evie, I feel terrible that you have been pulled into this mess on my account—No, let me finish,” he holds up a hand as I begin to protest. “You have. If you would rather explore the city while I speak to Monsieur Benoit, you need not feel guilty about it. I know you came for support. You did not come to be drawn into another enquiry concerning a tragic death.”
“Stop,” I silence him. “I will certainly not send you off on your own, though it is kind of you to think I should. Secondly, I am entirely capable of making my own decisions regarding my involvement in this terrible business. I still feel Madame Beaufort’s limp feet in my hands, and I will not stand idly by and let you face her brother on your own. It is true, this is not what I had in mind for our first joint travel, however, it is what it is, and we will adapt.” Having delivered my stubborn little monologue, I am left wondering whether Daniel read my mind. Regardless of the truth behind his suspicion that I would rather play tourist than detective, I will do my very best to keep it from him. Stubbornness, it is said, runs rampant in my family.
Daniel eyes me warily, but does not argue, recognizing a lost cause when he sees one, I presume. We walk on, glancing occasionally at the house fronts to confirm whether we are nearing the bookshop and home of Pierre Benoit.
“This should be it,” Daniel gestures at a sign hanging above the door of a narrow, three story house, marking it Librairie Benoit. The windows are dusty. Through them we spy a room filled to the ceiling with bookshelves.
We walk up to the door. Like any true reader, I am lured by the smell of unread books, like a hound on the trail of a fox. Daniel follows behind more tentatively. Neither of us knows what to expect from this encounter, but without the first step, we will never get anywhere.
A bell jingles above the door upon our entry. The air is musty, carrying a scent unique to a place filled to the brim with books. For a moment, we are engulfed in an almost eerie silence, broken finally by the sound of footsteps approaching from somewhere in the bowels of the shop.
“Bonjour,” a woman, in her early thirties appears from behind a shelf.
“Hello. We came to speak to Monsieur Pierre Benoit.” Daniel is the first to reply.
The woman’s expression tightens and she straightens, her face dipping into the low light, betraying dark circles under deep-set, blue eyes. “He is not available today, I am afraid. Are you expecting an order?”
“No, we came on a personal matter. Perhaps—”
“I am his daughter,” the woman interrupts, “Eva Germaine. Maybe I could help you? There has been a death in the family, and my father won’t be in the shop for the next few days.”
“That is why we came. My name is Daniel Harper and this is Lady Evelyn Carlisle. We found your aunt.”
Eva takes a sharp breath at receiving this news. She steadies herself quickly. Her hands are shaking, as they hang limply at her sides.
“You found her? Were you acquainted? You are not French, are you?”
“No, my accent betrays me,” Daniel tries a reassuring smile. “We had come to visit your aunt because of a matter she had written about to me. We were never given the chance of a formal introduction.”
Giving Eva a moment to take this in, I suggest, “Madame Germaine, perhaps we might sit down somewhere and speak?”
“Yes, yes of course. Come, there is a room at the back.” We follow her through the tight space of the shop and a door at the back leading to a small room with a table and four chairs, probably used for coffee breaks and the like. “Please, sit down.” Eva gestures at the chairs. “Would you like some coffee, I have just brewed it.”
“That would be lovely,” I reply quickly before Daniel can speak. I have found coffee or tea, a warm cup in one’s hands, to be a nice remedy for an awkward situation.
Eva turns to a small burner and takes a gleaming tin pot from which she pours the rich brew. “Here you are, do you take sugar or milk?”
Daniel and I refuse, and she deposits two lumps in her own mug. It might serve to settle her nerves.
“Madame Germaine, I won’t keep you long. Your aunt wrote to me about my brother, whom I believed to be dead for nearly a decade. He fought in this area and was apparently acquainted with Madame Beaufort in the days when she and her husband had a bakery in a village called Miraumont.”
“Miraumont? Yes, I remember,” Eva’s brows knit together as she contemplates this. “She didn’t speak much of it. Papa says she never got past her husband’s death, and Miraumont always reminded her of a difficult time in her life. It isn’t far, but she has not been back in many years.”
“Memories are everywhere. This area, as I recall, was deeply drawn into the conflict.”
“That is true. You say she wrote to you about your brother? What did she have to say? She never mentioned anything to me. We were very close, you see. After—” she stops herself abruptly, suddenly conscious of the fact that she is speaking to two relative strangers.
“I am so very sorry for your loss,” I add quickly, not wanting her to close herself off for fear of betraying her emotions. “We would not have come, but wanted to offer condolences and ask whether there was anything troubling your aunt lately.”
A low, sad sound escapes Eva’s lips. “She seemed herself, though I have been very busy these past few weeks. My son was ill, and I could not visit her as often as I usually would.” She swallows as tears well up in her eyes. Instinctively, I reach into my bag and press a clean handkerchief into her hand. She offers me a weak smile and dabs at her eyes.
“Perhaps we should leave. We have come at a bad time. I apologize.” Daniel attempts to stand up, but Eva stops him with a gesture.
“No. It is all right.” She raises her chin slightly, a tiny show of fortitude. “I keep searching my mind for anything unusual she said to me. Anything that may have betrayed her turmoil. If there was something I could remember, something I knew …” Eva lets the words drift into space, filling the emptiness with heavy despair.
I am about to speak when a voice interrupts.
“Eva?”
She sits up and quickly wipes at her eyes. “My brother. Luc, I am in the back room!”
A moment later a man a few years Eva’s junior, rushes in. I have often considered Daniel to be one of the most handsome men of my acquaintance, but the person now entering this small room, staring in surprise at us and his sister, can only be described as beautiful. On first glance, one might suspect the masterful hand of Michelangelo had been involved in his creation, for his straight nose and strong jaw are an ideal of perfect symmetry. His hair, unlike Eva’s, which has been scraped into a low bun, falls in soft, blond curls slightly longer than is fashionable. He reminds me of one of the famous Greek heroes, although his figure is not imposing or broad, almost effeminate in its elegance.
“Bonjour, who have we here?” He wears a bemused expression as his dark blue eyes wander from one face to another.
“Luc, this is Mr. Daniel Harper and Lady Evelyn Carlisle.”
“You are English?” Luc asks, switching fluently to our native language.
“Yes, we are visiting Amiens.”
Luc considers my answer as if it betrayed some deeper meaning, which in retrospect I realize it does. “What, may I ask, do you want from my sister?” He is still standing, looming over us.
“They have come because of Cecile. They are the ones who found her.”
Eva’s brother grows a shade paler before our eyes. He is quick to gather himself and pulls out the remaining empty chair, taking a seat.
“You found my aunt?”
“I am afraid so. You have our sincere condolences.”
“We are truly sorry for your loss,” Daniel adds, eyeing the newcomer with a hint of wariness.
“Thank you,” Luc answers stiffly. “I do not know why she did it. She could have come to us. We would have helped.” His voice is hard and edged with anger.
“Luc, please don’t.” Eva closes her eyes as if in physical pain.
“I am sorry,” her brother lowers his voice to a gentler tone. “But it is true. Cecile is dead, and I am angry and now I find you sitting here with these strangers telling them God-knows-what?”
“Monsieur Benoit, please, we do not mean to intrude upon your grief. We came because we were concerned that our intended meeting with your aunt may have had something to do with her sad decision.” Daniel shocks me with his frank admission. Perhaps he, too, dislikes the notion of keeping our information from the Benoit family any longer.
Luc narrows his eyes as he takes stock of Daniel. “What do you mean?”
Daniel answers in even tones. “Your aunt wrote to me about my brother whom she had met while living in Miraumont during the war.”
“Your brother is a soldier?” Luc asks.
“He was. I thought him dead. Your aunt wrote that she saw him here recently, alive. She contacted me weeks ago, and I have not been able to come any sooner, nor have I been able to reach her by telephone or telegram, though I sent a letter. I do not know whether she received it, as it was posted from Crete.”
Luc raises his eyebrows, whether in surprise or confusion, I cannot say. “Why would this have anything to do with her death? You did not kill her, did you?” His gaze is hard and challenging, then he relaxes with wry smile to show his joking intention.
“Luc, you should not speak that way,” Eva admonishes.
“It is quite all right,” I reassure her.
“Mr. Harper, Lady Carlisle, I am sorry, I do not mean to be rude, but what do Eva or I have to do with your brother? If Cecile saw him again or learned something of him, she took that knowledge to her grave. Eva had not visited her in some time and sadly, nor had I. I was in Paris for two weeks and returned only three days ago.”
“Your aunt lived only minutes away,” Daniel cannot help himself from adding.
“That is true, but she was an independent woman, always doing whatever she pleased. She was retired, no commitments, no children to tie her down. We still saw each other often. Eva was her favorite.”
“She was fond of you, too, Luc,” Eva interjects tiredly, and I get the impression that this is not the first occasion on which she has had to argue this point on her aunt’s behalf.
“Yes, yes. Still, I cannot say she confided in me, certainly nothing about some poor soldier she met a decade ago, in another life. She never even went back to Miraumont. The past was the past, and she would not speak to us about it. The one person who shared that with her is my father.”
“That is true,” his sister admits. “Papa and Cecile occasionally spoke of the war years, but not in front of us. They wanted to their memories separate to prevent them from tarnishing our lives in the present. Papa did not stay in Miraumont as long as Cecile. He married young and came to Amiens long before the war. Maman’s father had left her the bookshop and they have been running it ever since.”
“Running it into the ground,” mumbled Luc under his breath, earning him a tense look from his sister.
“And what do you do, Monsieur Benoit?”
“I am a teacher. I teach at the Lycée Alain near the cathedral.” Luc pauses for a moment to glance at his sister before continuing. “Eva could be doing the same. She studied at the Sorbonne.”
“Very impressive,” I comment with interest.
“It was years ago. I am a mother now.”
“Denis is nine and in school half the day,” Luc replies with studied petulance.
“Luc, leave it, please. Not now.”
“Fine, fine,” he gently pats her arm, betraying his affection despite a rather rough manner. “Please excuse my brashness. I say what I think, some call it a flaw.” He shrugs, a curl falling onto his forehead.
“It is quite all right,” I reply. “Refreshing, actually.”
Luc grins, and Daniel frowns.



CHAPTER 19
Not long after this exchange, we take our leave. Eva was looking more and more weary, and I began to worry that we were costing her too much strength. I wonder about her. Educated at the Sorbonne, a mother of a nine-year-old and working at her parent’s bookshop, a place that appears to be anything but thriving. Does her person contain a sadness beyond her recent loss? We may never meet again, yet I cannot get her red-rimmed eyes out of my mind, even as Daniel and I sit in a café overlooking the river, steaming bowls of rich tomato soup and cool white wine in front of us.
“What did you think of them?” Daniel takes a small tasting sip and then another, obviously satisfied.
“Luc’s candor is amusing, if nothing else. Something about his sister leaves me unsettled though.”
“I agree. Perhaps it is grief, still I sensed a deeper unhappiness in her demeanor.”
“Yes, as if it had seeped into her over time, and this added misery of her aunt’s death is just another weight on her already burdened soul.”
We sit silently for a moment, allowing this thought to permeate our minds. Daniel is first to find his voice again.
“Her son is nine years old. No mention of a husband or the boy’s father, not even by Luc. Nine years ago, in 1917, many men died here. Perhaps her husband was one of them. She may never have recovered from his loss.”
“She said something similar about her aunt, that she never got past the grief of losing her husband. Shared feelings of loss may have cemented their relationship. Luc, after all, did not seem particularly close to his aunt, while he is clearly protective of his sister. Did you notice the way he reacted when she became upset towards the end of our conversation?”
“I did.” Daniel takes another sip, draining his glass. “I cannot say I took to the man, however, his attention to his sister counts in his favor.”
“And despite the way he spoke so openly, in hindsight I find he did not reveal much at all, not that I would expect him to. After all, we are complete strangers.”
“He’s a clever fish, that one.” Daniel frowns into his bowl.
I look out at the river, reflecting the evening glow of the sky, a mesmerizing pool of rippling gold. The air is warm and fragrant with food and wine and acrid cigar smoke wafting over from another table.
“I wish we were on holiday.” Daniel takes the words out of my mouth. I sigh dreamily, suddenly tired.
“Thus far, France held only bad memories for me, I am happy to replace them with more pleasant ones.”
I meet his gaze and smile. “Every place on this earth is hell for someone and heaven for another.”
“Is that your delicate way of telling me to stop moaning?”
“No, it is my way of telling you the truth.”
The meal is finished slowly, as we watch the sun dip low on the horizon, the river slipping by peacefully and unperturbed by such human banalities as time and circumstance. The natural world, unless it is impeded by our species, manages to go on as it always has, despite war and despite grief. Seasons change, the tide flows in and ebbs out, geese fly south in their telltale V-formation. There is comfort in the steadiness of natural life. Perhaps that is why a sign of success is owning a place in the country; to escape the whims and fancies of human behavior and be at one with the world in its natural state, wild and untamed and still often more peaceful than the man-made alternative.
We reach the hotel tired somewhat dejected, uncertain how to proceed. Meeting Eva and Luc was interesting, though far from enlightening, throwing another handful of befuddling questions onto our path. Why did Cecile kill herself? What is Eva hiding? Did her aunt truly not confess her concerns to anyone? Or did the catalyst for her drastic action arrive too suddenly for her to seek help from anyone? Where shall we find answers without causing more pain?
Daniel speaks with the concierge about finding the nearest post office tomorrow. We both must send various telegrams. I resolve to write Briony a proper letter once in my room. There is much to be said and I am awkwardly encumbered by the demanded brevity of the marvel that is a telegram.
I bid Daniel good night, telling him I will be awake some time longer if he thinks of anything and would like to talk. I make my way to the elevator.
The contraption is somewhere above me, shaking the tethering cable. For a moment I consider making use of the stairs, but my feet protest. It has been a long day, Daniel and I have walked plenty, so I decide to wait.
“Darling, I simply cannot abide that man! Did you see the way he looked at me?” I turn around, at the sound of a woman’s American voice behind me. She is not directing this statement at me, but rather to the man by her side, a tall, broad shouldered fellow about ten years my senior, and ten years her junior.
I am intrigued.
“You made that abundantly clear when you slapped him, my dear, was that really necessary? He is a highly respected—”
“Respected?”
“Oh, all right, valued then. A highly valued business partner of my father.”
“And what does that say?”
“Adela, can you please—”
“John, my dear, I make no apologies. I acted as any self-respecting woman would.”
The woman—Adela—turns to me, her big brown eyes friendly and bright. “Mademoiselle, may I ask—”
“Adela, leave the poor woman alone!” John cuts in, shooting me an apologetic look.
“Nonsense,” she plows on, stepping closer and in fluent French asks me, “How would you react, if you were seated beside a man who only stopped leering at your chest to make a grab for your thigh under the table?”
“Well,” I begin, cocking my head, “The only thing to do in such circumstances is to defend your honor. A firm talking to hardly ever does the trick, does it? I am no advocate of violence, but here a small slap or at least a kick to the shin should serve the purpose nicely.”
She clasps my hand. “A woman of my own heart! There you see, John, I reacted as any well-bred woman would.”
John rolls his eyes dramatically, but smiles at her, radiating deep affection for the woman I take to be his wife. “I know when I’ve been beaten.”
“I taught you well. Now, I have been rude. I haven’t even introduced myself. I’ll be giving you a bad impression of us Americans. Even though, I was born here, as it happens.”
“John and Adela Lewis,” he interjects and holds out a hand.
“Lady Evelyn Carlisle.” The title slips past my tongue by force of habit and is out before I can stop it.
Adela raises a perfectly arched eyebrow, but does not, to my relief, begin asking what my chances of taking the throne are.
“You’re British. Fancy that. I thought we were the only foreigners milling around town.”
“I am here with another Englishman, so we are in good supply.”
“We’re from New York City ourselves. Are you a London girl?” Adela asks, twisting a rope of gleaming pearls around her finger.
“Yes, although I have been traveling the past year. I thought my journey was long, but America—well, it must be a tiring endeavor to come all that distance.”
“Oh, you wouldn’t believe it! I am heartily sick of ocean liners. We have been back and forth several times, and I am about to give up and settle down for good.”
“Darling, you know you would hate it. She complains, but she loves to travel.”
Adela smiles affectionately at her husband. “He understands me so well.”
I experience a small pang of envy, as I observe these two strangers. Their mutual adoration is both sweet and foreign. Briony and Jeffrey have a good marriage, but it is different from the way I imagine a happy married life for myself, with fun and banter and a shared interests that truly bind us together in the best way possible.
Adela mistakes my slight withdrawal for weariness and says, “Oh dear, we have kept you. It was lovely meeting you, Lady Carlisle.”
“Please, do call me Evelyn.”
“Gladly. I’m Adela.”
“And I am John.”
“Perhaps we will see each other at breakfast? Then I can introduce my travel companion.”
“Wonderful.” Adela smiles warmly, her eyes meeting mine for a moment longer than is comfortable, as though she perceives something beyond the surface. Still, she says nothing more. Maybe I am simply imagining things, my tired mind conjuring fantasies where there is nothing out of the ordinary to be found.
“Good night, then.”
“Good night.”
Back in my room, I slip out of my shoes and sink my bare feet into the thick carpet. Pulling one of the armchairs to the window, I look out at the sleepy town below. I imagine families seated around smooth wooden tables, drinking wine and eating crisp baguette with creamy, blue-veined cheese. I envision people I have never met talking happily about their day, sharing their joys and troubles.
My mind wanders to a much-loved villa with a view of the sea. Inside sits my family, Briony, Jeffrey, the children. What will Eleni, the marvelous cook, have prepared for them tonight? What is Iona reading? Is Briony happy? I miss them terribly and close my eyes, wishing myself into the empty chair beside my cousin. I wish Daniel there, too, across from me, so I can see the light in his emerald eyes as the candles flicker in the salty breeze from the open window.
I turn on a lamp on the small desk. Pulling out a sheaf of stationary and a pen, I begin my letter.
 
 
Dear Briony,
 
 
You will have received the telegram informing you of our safe arrival. I will repeat myself and say I am writing now comfortably seated in a lovely hotel room. Oh, Briony, much has happened and we have been here only a day!
I fear my news are not of the happy kind. Daniel and I went to speak to Madame Beaufort and found the poor woman dead. She committed suicide hours before we arrived.
 
I hesitate, chewing the end of my pen, considering whether or not to reveal the darker details of this scene and decide Briony will be done no disservice if I omit them.
 
 
Daniel and I have spoken to her niece and nephew, who were unable to shed much, if any, light on the situation. You will be thinking, what have I got myself into! However, I could never have foreseen events taking so tragic a turn. Daniel is dejected, and I am tired. Our journey was buoyed by hope and now … Well, I do not know how we shall proceed. I began this letter reassuring you that I am well, yet as I read these last few lines, I must admit that it is not entirely true.
I miss you all so very much. I miss the villa and Miklos and the sea. This town, beautiful as it is, feels very foreign. Perhaps the situation will be happier, if we manage to locate Henry. At the moment, it all appears very bleak. I do not like to worry you, still I must confess my state of mind to someone. I cannot burden Daniel, for he already blames himself enough as it is.
 
 
Again I pause, contemplating my next words before continuing, staring at the paper and rolling the pen between my fingers.
 
 
It is very strange here without you, Jeffrey and the children. Just Daniel and me. Was it strange for you, too, when you left England and your friends to go to Crete with Jeffrey? We get along well, and he has intimated more than once that he wishes for a future together, but do I? I truly do not know. Do I love Daniel or am I simply very fond of him? He is so vulnerable sometimes, and I feel he needs me. Is that a basis for marriage? I am going on a bit, but the hotel has provided ample paper, so prepare yourself for long letters, no postage spared.
I have been writing only of my own concerns and ignored Aunt Agnes’ highest rule of etiquette. How are you? And the children, are they well? What is Iona reading? Is Timon still learning to swim? Send everyone my love, and tell them they are in my thoughts. Write back soon, Briony!
 
 
All my love,
Evelyn
P.S. It is still very strange not to hear your voice for advice or a laugh. I had grown used to us all being together. I must stop complaining. I am well enough, and certainly Amiens is a lovely town. I shall do some exploring and write to you on a happier note soon.
 
 
Setting down the pen, I wonder whether it would be prudent even to send this letter. I do not like to worry Briony, but she is my best friend and my mind is muddled with fatigue and anxiety. Folding the pages carefully, I insert them into an envelope. The letter will likely reach her after our quest has been resolved, such is the postal service to the islands, yet it brings me some relief to have told her of my concerns and not only those regarding Cecile.



CHAPTER 20
The day begins with a chorus of sparrows having a picnic on the cobbles some three stories below. I open the window and watch the greedy little creatures pecking at the ground and occasionally one another. The air is cool for May, but pleasant as it brushes against my sleepy face. Already, at a quarter to seven people are busy on the street below. My melancholy from the night before has faded somewhat and watching the life outside, I long to be among it.
Henry are you out there? I wonder. If he is, how will we find him? Questions above questions—such is the mystery of life. Some will never be answered; some answers may be the harbingers of our greatest distress, and possibly also of joy?
Pulling away from the window, I ready myself for breakfast. Today I choose a pleated mauve skirt with an ivory blouse and a brooch made of a cluster of gleaming pearls. A quick wash and a dab of lipstick complete my transformation from mistress of sleep to presentable lady.
Daniel and I meet at my door and descend the stairs to the breakfast room. On our way, I tell him of the American couple I met yesterday evening at the lift. We are likely to be joined by them this morning.
“I only turn my head for a moment, and you are making friends.” He smiles, and I am reminded of the many happy moments we have shared. We were brought together by the saddest of circumstances last year on Crete, since then there has also been much joy. Now here we are again with tragedy at our door. What sort of stories could we tell our children?
“They are a charming couple. She was born in France, but her accent is unmistakably American.”
“Where are they from?”
“New York, they said. That reminds me of Gabrielle Renaud, the woman I told you about whom I met on the train. She was planning on moving there to be a star. I wonder what has become of her.”
“You did not exchange an address?”
“No, which address should I have given? Besides, she was gone so quickly. It is strange how some people leave their mark on one’s memory, despite short encounters, while others fade into the past, obscured by vague memory.”
Daniel pauses at the door to the breakfast room with an odd expression on his face. “Are you all right?”
“Oh, yes. Fine. The journey and Cecile … Well, it has been a lot to take in.” At the thought of Cecile my appetite vanishes, and a chill runs down my spine.
“Evie, you are covered in goose bumps, perhaps you ought to rest in the room. I can have food sent up.”
“Don’t be silly. I just caught a chill. I am wide awake and besides, breakfast with a lively American couple may prove to be the distraction I need.”
“If you are certain.” Daniel sounds unconvinced.
I pull him through the doorway into a high-ceilinged room, fragrant with the aromas of coffee and freshly baked bread. A waiter leads us to a table near one of the windows. From our vantage point we have a view of both the door and the outside, a picturesque square with a fountain so ornate, Bernini would have been impressed. I make out figures of four rearing horses, spouting water from their gaping mouths, collecting in a basin of the whitest marble. I must explore the area further at a later occasion. This city has more to offer a visitor than murder and mayhem, of that I am sure.
“Are these our breakfast companions?” Daniel nudges me, drawing my attention to the new arrivals, nodding toward the door where the elegant Adela Lewis appears, followed by her husband.
“Indeed they are.” I smile and wave.
Adela registers our presence, waves back with a lace gloved hand and pulls John to our table.
“Good morning, Evelyn.” She bends to kiss my cheeks as if we are the oldest of friends, and John shakes Daniels hand.
“Daniel Harper,” he introduces himself.
“John Lewis and my wife, Adela.”
“Lovely to meet you,” Adela coos and slides into the chair beside me. “I am simply famished! Where is the waiter?”
As though summoned out of thin air, the man appears and pours us fortifying cups of coffee. I have found, since my sojourn in Greece, that I have gone off tea in the morning. I will be positively exotic, when I return to English shores.
“Merci beaucoup, Monsieur. Je crève de faim!” she exaggerates her hunger, making the young man blush.
John smiles at his wife across the table. “Adela has a tendency towards the dramatic.”
“Nonsense. I am simply expressing my views. That is something I miss when we are out of America. People in Europe may have all the style, but honesty can be sorely lacking. Present company excluded, of course.”
“There is a tighter social order in place. It stems from the firm grounding in aristocracy,” I speculate. “In America, I have read, people are encouraged to believe they have the chance to rise to the very top. In Britain the general public is less optimistic.”
“That may be the case,” John concedes. “Still, we come back again and again. The excellent food, architecture, and arts probably make up for a more unyielding cultural outlook. We really ought not generalize. Some of our closest friends are French and English.”
“Yes, yes, darling,” Adela smiles cheerily. “Daniel, Evelyn, I apologize, if I have caused offense. I say what I think and occasionally barrage my way through the metaphorical china shop in the process.”
“Quite all right, I assure you,” Daniel cannot help grinning. I am glad. I had the suspicion Adela’s easy manner would serve to break the ice and drag our minds from the more unpleasant sides of our stay in Amiens.
“Now that’s settled, I suggest we pillage the buffet. It looks absolutely sinful, and I have never been one to deny myself when pleasure is to be had.” Adela stands, brushing a light brown curl out of her face and leading the way.
Once we have indulged our culinary desires, we return to the table with plates of croissants, fresh fruit, omelets, quiche and filled crêpes.
“Where to begin?” Adela spears a chunk of melon with her dainty fork.
“What brings you to Amiens?” asks Daniel between bites of quiche.
“I was born here. I moved to New York many years ago, but one never forgets one’s past. My dear husband learnt his French in boarding school.” She cringes dramatically. “Ghastly places, boarding schools. Nothing romantic about them. Did our Lady Carlisle attend one?”
I smile at her playful emphasis. This woman is not easily impressed, and I like her more for it. “I did, indeed. Not so ghastly in my memory, still I am an only child and craved the company of others my age.”
“Perhaps you were a better behaved child than I was. I could swear the nuns believed I was a demon incarnate. And look what a sweet little lady I have become.” Adela winks at me and Daniel grins.
“Sweet as pie,” her husband remarks, patting his wife’s hand.
“How long are you in Amiens?” Daniel asks.
“Oh, for some time longer. At least another month. We’ll be traveling to Paris as well, but staying based here. John likes the quieter atmosphere, while I am more of a city creature. That’s what living in Manhattan will do to you. You either love it or hate it, and I love it.”
“I would like to travel there sometime,” I muse.
“Evie has great fantasies about jazz clubs and flappers,” comments Daniel, smiling with a flicker of amusement in his eyes.
“Well you should! Come and visit us once we’re back in the country. I promise to take you out and show you the town.”
“I may just accept that offer, Adela.”
“Please do. I may say what I think, but I never make a promise I don’t intend on keeping.”
“Good to know.”
“Careful, dear, you’ll find yourself in a bind one day.” John raises an eyebrow. His wife rolls her eyes and pops the remainder of her toast into her mouth.
“We are here on business, the most boring of reasons. What brings you to Amiens?”
I quickly glance at Daniel, wondering how either of us will answer the question, well aware that Adela is a keen observer and will recognize a lie. Finally, it is he who speaks first. “Evie and I are here, because we are looking for my brother.” Such is indeed the truth. Despite her earlier ebullience, Adela is a good listener and John, too, furrows his brow as Daniel explains. He does not elaborate on his past, except to say that he is the only one remaining of his immediate family. When he finishes, a moment of silence remains between us. The chorus of dishes clinking and people speaking in the background creates a buffer, allowing time for the information to sink in without awkwardness arising.
As expected, Adela is the first to find her voice.
“What will you do now? Cecile was obviously very distressed about something. Do you think you can trust her testimony?”
Adela’s point is one I have not yet considered and looking at Daniel, I dare to assume neither has he.
“I confess I had not considered this possibility. You may have a point. Her family attests that she never got past the death of her husband, maybe her memories of the war years were distorted by enduring grief.”
I lean forward in my seat and observe, “I do not think a woman who was capable and lucid enough to write a concise letter to a stranger would be so easily confused by her own memory.”
“The mind can play many a wily trick,” John suggests, and I wonder whether he himself has been the victim of such deception. In a way we probably all are at some time or another.
“Assuming Madame Beaufort could be trusted,” Adela speculates, “do you have any idea of where to begin your search? Is there anything in Amiens Henry might have been drawn to? A career path he could have followed after the army?”
Daniel’s hand tightens around his coffee cup and his knuckles go white, as though he is trying to hold on to something substantial for all the uncertainty he is encountering in the real world. “I have wondered about it, of course I have, but I wonder whether any of it is relevant. If Henry is alive, he cannot be the Henry I knew.”
There is a weariness in his voice that hurts my core. He veers so sharply from high hope to deep desperation.
“It could be a start, Daniel,” I say, locking his gaze with mine. “Perhaps a part of him remained rooted in his past. We have to begin somewhere, we may as well start with his old interests.”
“I agree,” Adela firmly approves. Her manner has softened considerably.
“And if there’s anything we can do to help …” John’s offer is met with grateful nods by Daniel and myself.
“He was good with horses. It may be nothing, but he would have made an excellent manager of the estate. He loved the country, rarely went into the city.” Daniel begins speculating as we walk toward the cathedral. I have suggested the outing, both for the selfish reason of wanting to view the structure’s interior, and because I am a firm believer of movement spurring ideas.
“Amiens is not a large metropolis. Still, perhaps he needed work, so coming to a town was his best option.”
We are crossing a street into the welcome shade of an alley of elm trees. It is only spring, but France is experiencing unusually warm weather. I am glad to be wearing my straw hat and a light linen dress instead of the beautiful, but heavy Chanel suit I had originally planned with the aim of appearing particularly French.
“We could approach larger stables in the area and ask whether a man matching Henry’s description has been employed there.”
“A good idea. We will ask whether they have an English stable hand. On second thought, it is likely that by now he will be quite fluent in French.”
“Undoubtedly. He spoke reasonably well growing up. My mother valued these finer aspects of our education. She wanted cultured sons, not roughnecks.” Daniel’s mouth twitches into a soft smile at the memory of his mother, long gone, but a presence in his life, as is my own and shall remain forever.
“Do you have a photograph of him?” I am aware he carries a small wedding photo of his parents, I have yet to see an image of his brothers.
“Just one. It’s of him and William after they enlisted. I have it with me now. Father had it taken for mother. I think it was meant to soften the blow of their departure. To make them look like the heroes we all imagined we would be. It didn’t work, she was no fool.”
“Your father was not pleased about their decision either, was he?”
“Not at all. He felt he had to be strong for my mother. In truth, it was she who held us together. After her passing, he couldn’t muster the will to rise in the morning.”
The alley opens into a large square, the cathedral suddenly looms before us like a gargantuan apparition. People are everywhere, selling flowers, begging for scraps. Three young boys who should be confined to a classroom at this hour, are kicking a rudimentary ball, shouting excitedly, until a woman marches up to them in long strides, grasps two of them by the scruff of their neck and pulls them along behind her. They go complacently, with a resignation born of routine. I assume she is their mother or teacher, for they do not protest or shout, and are soon out of sight.
Making our way across the sunlit cobbles, we quickly arrive at the imposing entry to the cathedral. Benevolent figures of saints alongside malevolent ones of crouching gargoyles hover above us. The door itself is a marvel of craftsmanship. I would not commission such a fortress-like portal for my own home, for fear of scaring off friendly visitors. At the side of the door, a small, bent woman with a toothless smile holds out her hand into which I press a few coins. Muttering something incoherent, she moves off, shuffling, looking down at her bare feet. I feel a pang of discomfort as I witness her destitution, I want to go after her with a more generous offering, but before I can, a group of nuns hurries past and she is lost from my sight. With a lump in my throat, I tuck my hand into the crook of Daniel’s proffered elbow and enter the cool, quiet interior of the Amiens Cathedral.
Although the exterior of the building reveals the architect’s lofty aspirations, stepping inside, I am, nonetheless, stunned by the sheer height of the vaulted ceiling. Craning my neck, I spy at least three birds flitting from one side to another, perching on the head of some saintly figure, then abandoning him for another turn of frenzied circling, repeating the ritual.
Before coming here, I read an account of Ruskin’s impression regarding to this paragon of gothic architecture. If I recall correctly, he described it as “the very first thing done perfectly in its manner by northern Christendom”—high praise considering the source. I may be far from pious, yet I cannot help experiencing a sense of overwhelming awe. The devotion needed to complete such a structure must have been absolute—unless of course there was a degree of slave labor, ever a possibility, I fear. Still, it is built and it is magnificent, if vaguely daunting.
Daniel and I slowly wander along one of three aisles comprising the western nave and toward the altar, our eyes traveling around, drawn up to the marvel of that vaulted ceiling. The cathedral lacks the cozy charm of many smaller churches. It is made to inspire devotion and almost otherworldly grandeur. On that score it undoubtedly excels.
“Shall we climb the tower?” Daniel points to a sign at the entry to one of the west towers.
“Can we?”
It transpires that, yes, we can. Thus we embark on the trek, turning round and round as we climb higher along the twisted narrow steps. I thank heavens that I made good use of my bicycle on Crete, for endurance is called for. Finally, the muscles in my legs tingling, we reach the summit. A waft of fresh air greets us as we catch our breath. Below, Amiens lies spread out in every direction. I step forward, looking down at the ant-like figures in the square. This is what birds must see all the time. High above the world, the tightness in my chest, which has kept me corseted and edgy these last few days, seems to loosen.
“Don’t lean too far, Evie,” warns Daniel’s voice from behind.
“I won’t.” I close my eyes to feel the wind on my face, to feel as if I am flying over this place, leaving earthly complications behind, unable to touch me. I sense Daniel’s presence beside me.
“Well worth the climb, is it not?”
I open my eyes. His face in profile betrays the tension I have come to know, an ever-present burden. Nonetheless, I also observe the fine contours of his cheekbones, the strong line of his jaw, his long dark lashes flicking up and down as he takes in the sight, the hands I have held many times, which have offered comfort, warmth and affection. His appearance in combination with his great wealth, could give him the pick of any wife he chose. In this day and age, I may deem to make the same claim for myself. I have a large fortune and need not depend on any man. And yet, despite my concerns, the thought of Daniel absent from my life leaves me with a knot in my stomach. Briony would shake me by the shoulders and tell me not to be foolish. He loves me, of that I am certain, and I love him. But am I in love with him? Briony told me of butterflies in her stomach, heart palpitations and perspiring hands. These symptoms of being in love remain foreign to me. Then again, we are quite different, my cousin and I. Surely we fall in love differently, too. Her idea of romance has always been far sweeter than mine. I turn my gaze back to the scene below. We will get through what awaits us here, and then we shall see. Whatever happens, it will be a long while before I forget hovering a hundred feet above the city of Amiens, birds our only witnesses.



CHAPTER 21
Daniel has marked the location of the largest nearby stable on a map. We are back on earth and make our way along narrow passageways toward our destination. Footsteps echo, bouncing between closely constructed walls, creating the unsettling sensation of being followed. As I twist my head around there is nobody.
“The stables belong to the municipality of Amiens. Not a private owner. That should make a conversation with the grooms less complicated.”
“It sounds simple enough. You will show them the picture and we will keep our fingers crossed.” I try to be cheery despite tension creeping up my spine.
Daniel showed me the precious photograph of his brothers once we had climbed down the tower. Sitting in an empty pew, he pulled the small, creased image from his pocket. William and Henry look back at us from a place far beyond our reach. Both smile and are wearing the uniforms, I remember being worn by countless men a decade ago. William is smaller in stature than Henry, squat and solid, with a friendly open face, hinting at mischief. Henry—I nearly gasped aloud—looks so much like his youngest brother. The same build, the same dimple in his left cheek, the same angularity of his jaw. Both so young, unaware of what the next year will hold for them, unaware that they will never meet their family again. I had to bite my cheeks to keep from sobbing at the injustice, the tragic finality this picture represents. Henry and William are two of the hundreds of thousands. At that moment, in the cool, cavernous cathedral, I suddenly felt with staggering certainty that the man Cecile saw is not the man we seek. I hope my intuition, without question faulty at times, will be proven wrong.
“Here,” Daniel points to a sign above an arched doorway. We have walked a fair distance from the cathedral and into a less affluent section of the city. The houses once in fine repair, have fallen into a state of mild neglect, paint peeling from vibrant shutters and doors, windows dull and flowerpots abundant in weeds. Daniel does not have eyes for any of this and moves forward, entering the yard. A man in his early forties approaches us, wearing a guarded expression at our intrusion. He is chewing a blade of straw, which he does not remove from his mouth as he addresses us in his broad dialect.
“This is the stable yard. The entrance to the municipal buildings is on the other side.” He begins to direct us away when Daniel stops him.
“We have come to ask whether you have ever met this man.” Daniel pulls the photograph from his pocket.
The man, his interest piqued, leans forward, straw still held in the corner of his mouth. He narrows his eyes as he takes in the figure of Henry, indicated by the position of Daniel’s thumb.
“You are English?”
“Yes, we are. My brother, this man, he fought in the war nearby.”
The man exhales noisily, then frowns. “Me, too. And my brother and my uncle. I thank the lord I have daughters, and they were too young to be involved, even as land girls. I met many English soldiers. My name is Bruno, Bruno Besson.” He nods, frowning, looking Daniel up and down and ignoring my presence entirely. “Did you serve?”
“I did. Arras,” comes Daniel’s short reply. “My brothers came earlier, to the Somme, Pozières.”
Our new acquaintance spits his chewed up straw onto the ground in a gesture of disgust. “The Somme …” he shakes his head, “disgusting. Disgusting. So many men. So many. My uncle gone. My brother can’t walk stairs from the damage the damn gas caused his lungs. Disgusting.”
“It was a terrible time. My brothers wrote sometimes, still I know they did not tell us the half of it. To spare our mother, I think.”
“Although the War is still here, in our bones, it’s a bit late to be looking for a man gone in the Somme. Nearly ten years, son.”
Besson, initially hostile and discouraging, has accepted Daniel as a brother in arms. It is a bond I will never truly understand. I do not envy them.
“I thought he was dead. Recently … I have had reason to believe it may not be the case.”
“Let me look again,” he peers at the picture for a moment, while Daniel and I hold our breaths.
“He loved horses and was an accomplished rider. We are trying to learn whether he has found employment in any of the city’s stables.”
“I am sorry to say he is not here. We have not hired anyone in some time. Horses are becoming outmoded as Amiens grows. My daughters say we will ride around in motorcars before long.” Besson sighs and raises his graying brows to show his disbelief or perhaps his discontent. “The city stables are not faring as well as we once did. Many horses, good working horses, are sold to the farms for next to nothing. There is talk of building a tram system. Heaven forbid.”
Daniel swallows his disappointment and thanks Besson for his assistance.
“I wish I could help. I think you are wasting your time looking around the stables.” He wrinkles his forehead in concentration. “Tell you what, I often meet colleagues from the other horse yards for a glass of wine after work. I’ll ask around whether anyone new has been taken on. Is there a place I can contact you, if I have any news?”
“Thank you, that would be most kind. We are staying at the Grand Palais, my name is Daniel Harper and this is Evelyn Carlisle.” Besson grants me a quick nod, his only acknowledgement of my presence throughout the conversation. “My brother’s name is Henry Harper. You can’t see it in the picture, but he has green eyes, like mine.” A hint of color creeps into his cheeks as he highlights the similarity to his older brother. Young Daniel probably always wanted to be like Henry growing up. Looking alike was probably a point of pride for him, one he seems to have carried into adulthood.
“I will let you know, if I learn anything. Now I had best get back to work. Don’t want them docking my wages.”
“Yes, of course. Thank you for speaking to us.”
We watch as he is swallowed once more by the dark bowels of the stables, hearing the high whinny of a horse’s greeting in response, before we turn away and leave this place behind.
The day’s warmth has settled thickly between the narrow walls of the alley. I take off my hat and as I do, it is as if I have uncorked my mind, for an idea springs to the forefront of my thinking, one that is not altogether enticing.
“Evie, what is it?” Daniel gives me a puzzled look, drawing his brows together.
Hesitating on the precipice of speech, I hesitate, contemplating what I am about to say. “Daniel, I’ve had a thought.”
“I gathered as much from your expression. What is on your mind?”
“Well,” I bite my bottom lip.
“Out with it, I insist!” He looks almost amused. I do not like to wipe this expression of lightheartedness off his face with what I am about to say, not after Monsieur Besson’s discouraging words.
“I wonder whether it may be of use to visit a psychiatric hospital in the vicinity of the city. There must be one, don’t you think? So many soldiers fought in the vicinity, and if our men returned to England with the rattle of the shells in their bones, the soldiers here will have been no different.”
Daniel absorbs my suggestion with an unreadable expression before speaking. “You think Henry … Yes, you may be right.”
Giving his hand an encouraging squeeze, I elaborate. “I am not saying Henry is mad. But if he was lost or hurt enough to forget his home, or at least to forgo it, then he may have needed help—expert help.”
“How could Cecile have seen him in town?”
“Maybe he is no longer a patient. He might have been there at some time and is now much improved and living a fairly normal life in Amiens. If he was ever a patient, we may be able to find a doctor or nurse who can give us some information.” To my surprise, this speculation is met with a smile. Daniel’s face, dejected after we departed from the stable yard, is alive again, a spark of hope being lit from the inside.
“A promising idea. Thank heavens you came along. I would be skulking around, getting lost in dark alleys without you.”
“As I recall, you are in possession of a well-illustrated map, my friend.”
“What use is a map, without a woman declaring the intended destination?”
“A valid point,” conceding this with a grin, I am filled with a pleasant warmth. He is raising a beacon of hope once more.
“Let us find a nice café where I might reward your intellect with a suitable meal, and where we may wheedle some information out of the locals.”
“You are learning.”
“From the best.” Encouraged by the goal ahead, we set off in the direction of the city center. I hope we are not deluding ourselves too desperately. I painted the best possible outcome for Daniel. Should Henry Harper indeed have been a patient at a psychiatric hospital? Remembering the shell-shocked men, those jumping at the sound of an engine, or crying at the sight of an ordinary thing, shivering and angry, damaged and maimed, I know the likelihood of Daniel’s brother having come out his ordeal a whole and healthy man is not encouraging. Daniel knows it, too, of course he does. He is pretending, just as I am. That is what hope often means, pretending dreams are alive.



CHAPTER 22
Our meal has borne fruit in the most literal way. Daniel and I are sitting under a canopy of yellow canvas, dishes of strawberries with clouds of whipped cream in front of us. The tangy berries and the sweet, airy cream hark back to treats of my childhood, and I almost close my eyes, seeing Briony and me sitting in her mother’s garden, short legs dangling from wrought-iron chairs, hair in curls, feeling terribly grown up.
“Penny for your thoughts.”
“I was thinking of the past. Strawberries and cream and playing with dolls, you know, the like.”
“More or less,” Daniel smiles, scooping the remainder of pudding into his mouth. “Our cook used to make strawberry scones, if we’d been good. That said, William usually managed to charm her even when we hadn’t. We would sit around the kitchen table, probably making nuisances of ourselves, and eat the scones hot out of the oven, cream and jam melting all over our fingers. A nightmare for whoever washed our clothes—poor soul, imagine doing the laundry for a household with three boys! For us it was heaven.”
“Did your cook stay on at the house?”
He sets down his spoon. “No, she left some years ago. Retired, mind you. She was a good woman. Very kind, very motherly. But when I visited some years ago, I was in no mood to be mothered. I probably behaved badly. I was angry and sad and fell into the behavior typical of outraged youth.”
“I doubt that very much. Even so, she probably understood.”
“I was hurt, but it is never right to take it out on innocent bystanders. People who know me now may consider me too restrained, reserved or melancholy. Still, I do not think I am. Years of my life have been wasted with anger and much as I may, at times, want to shout and strike out, I know from past experiences, it does not dull the pain.”
I remain silent, hoping he will go on. It is rare for Daniel to reveal himself so openly. When he does, it is in bursts of eloquent exposition I do not wish to quell by interjecting. My method has proven effective, he takes a sip of water and continues.
“My reaction to my brothers’ deaths was to enlist myself. I would have been called up soon in any case, however, I did not know that at the time. I was not responsible or able to contend with my grief, so I transferred my wild energy into anger, a desperation to understand. I would not permit myself introspection in those days.”
Daniel’s words ring all too true. The fewest of us are adept at handling grief, a pain that goes so deep we can apply no balm or bandage to dull its sharp insistence. I returned only once to the home that burned down, taking my family from me. The memory is so vivid, despite the passing of two decades. I almost feel the heat of the fire searing my skin, though I was far away and saw orange flames engulfing my home only from a distance, consuming all that I loved in the world. Like me, Daniel has kept away from his childhood home, running farther afield with journeys all over the world in a bid to outrun memory. Memory, however, is a god unto itself, ever present, ever persistent, gentle at times, and inexplicably cruel at others.
“And now?” My throat is dry as I ask the question.
Daniel takes a deep breath, casting his glance around the square before meeting my eyes. “The past is the past, but it is part of me as well. I wish I could say there is no anger left, that I have accepted the events and moved on. It is not so simple. Most days are good. I am grateful for my friends, for you, for all that makes my current existence possible. On other days I encounter a woman who resembles my mother, or smell the cigar my father used to smoke, and suddenly there they are again, the anger, the questions. You know what I mean, don’t you, Evie?” My nod encourages him to go on. “The endless questions charging to the surface. Why did this have to happen? Why my family? Why, why, why … Never any satisfying answers, beyond the unsettling one that terrible things happen, have happened, will happen and there is nothing to be done about the past.” His cheeks have colored while he speaks, and he raises a glass of water to his lips.
“Will finding Henry change how you feel?”
Daniel sets the glass down gently, considering my question. We are suddenly a world away from everyday topics, in our fishbowl of memory and musings on human nature.
“I want to find Henry, because I want him to be alive. That is all. I am not expecting him to save my life in turn.”
“He could change it. You cannot deny that finding him, bringing him back will have an influence on you, Daniel.”
He hesitates and waits as the waiter, whom we had barely noticed, approaches to clear away empty dishes and leave our bill.
“When Henry and William were reported dead, it destroyed my family. My mother was shattered with grief, and my father, while he attempted to offer support, wilted under the burden. They had no hope. Henry’s body was never returned for burial. His plot remains empty, a headstone and nothing beneath. William is buried in the family plot beside my grandfather, who lived well into his seventies and died from a fall off his horse. William was twenty-one.” Daniel shudders involuntarily and clasps his hands in his lap. “My parents lie near him. I have more family in the beyond than on earth. Although I hope they are together somewhere, I will not embark upon an argument regarding religious faith. I have little remaining, as you well know.”
“Now Henry may be here for you after all.”
“Maybe.” We are silent for a few minutes, looking at the square, which has emptied again as people return to work after their midday break. I watch a young child with a shock of white blond hair chasing pigeons and screeching with delight, before his mother grasps him by his chubby arm and pulls him away.
“I’ll pay, and we can be on our way.” Daniel unfolds a few bills and places them on the table, setting his empty glass on top, lest the wind should steal our waiter’s wage.
We pick up our hats and jackets and wind our way between empty tables into the sunlit square. At the hotel, we plan to inquire with our excellent concierge whether he can assist us in locating a psychiatric hospital, which was used as a refuge and place of healing for soldiers. An English soldier, Henry would have been marked as such by both uniform and accent, would likely be remembered, at least in the hospital’s ledgers. The question is, will be allowed such access? An understandably high value is placed on patient privacy. Even if Henry is no longer in residence, his past affiliation may be kept a secure matter. Unless of course, the hospital is not on par with laws and regulations. I experience a tiny stab of shame for hoping the latter is true, if only in our case. There have been enough obstacles laid in our path already. How pleasant a surprise it would be to be met with candor and openness. Daniel has the advantage of being Henry’s next of kin, which hopefully carries some weight.
On our way to the hotel we talk about this and that, almost as though the conversation we had only minutes ago never happened. By exposing his fears to me in such an unguarded manner, Daniel has fortified our relationship at a stage when I was wavering on the brink of doubt. At this point in time, we are good for each other. He needs me more than I need him, I think, and this gentle imbalance gives me a sense of importance and security. In spite of this, I cannot manage completely to extinguish my doubts about our future.



CHAPTER 23
If our inquiry regarding the nearest psychiatric facility puzzles our concierge, he is professional enough not to let curiosity show. Referring to a map of the region, he informs us that there is indeed such a hospital within an hour’s drive of the town in the direction of Lille. No train will take us there directly, so hiring a car will be the most practical approach. We thank him, offering no further explanation, and decide to make the trip the following day. Our long walk in warm weather has exhausted us, and tea is in order.
Sometime later, seated and sated in the courtyard café of the hotel, I hear a familiar voice call out.
“Evelyn, Daniel, may we join you?”
I turn around to wave at Adela and John who approach our little table, oblivious of the waiter, who rushes to procure additional chairs and silver.
“Good day for it, I must say.” John sinks into the dainty chair, glancing up at the lemon tree providing a canopy overhead.
“Lovely,” I smile, straightening in my seat.
“What have you two been up to? John was meeting with his dreadful business partner, and I was left to my own devices.”
“Which translated roughly to spending money!” John grins. His wife pouts prettily at his gentle teasing.
“Hardly. I need to get myself to Paris. Amiens is charming, but as far as I see it, when you’ve seen one sweet, little street of slate-roofed houses, you’ve seen them all.”
“I rather like the town.”
“Evelyn, you are not dependent on the whims of your husband for entertainment. I spend all day wiling away the hours with nothing to do. There are only so many times you can marvel at the cathedral. Apologies, I am probably strengthening the image of the ignorant American you cultured Brits have in your minds. What can I say, I am simply honest.”
“That honesty is going to get you into some serious trouble one day.” Her husband signals to the waiter for two drinks.
“Listen to us drone on. How did your search go today? I have to assume it was not a complete success seeing you here.”
Daniel shakes his head, shadows of the lemon tree leaves painting a pattern on his face. “You are right on that score, I am afraid. We tried one stable and were told it was unlikely he would have found work in such an establishment.”
I pick up his thought, continuing. “A man working there was kind enough to say he would ask around and let us know. We showed him a picture of Henry, so he can describe the man we are searching for.”
“Evelyn had the idea that we may be able to gather more information, if we seek out a psychiatric hospital.” Momentary silence descends on the table after Daniel’s statement. Adela, previously listening with respectful stillness, goes suddenly pale.
“We don’t anticipate finding him there.” My hand reaches for Daniel’s below the table. “However, we may be able to learn something about the treatment of soldiers, both native and foreign, after the Armistice.” I catch John throwing a glance at his wife, an expression of something like concern marking his features. Before I can make more of this, Adela recovers and nods at me, without meeting her husband’s eye. The again, perhaps I am mistaken. I seem to be reading too much into every ordinary occurrence these days.
“You may be in luck. The hospital will surely have records of that time.”
“We hope so. In any case, there is no harm in asking.” Daniel sounds unconvinced. The idea of visiting such a place, shrouded in a veil of ambiguity, is daunting, to say the least. In the years immediately following war, when men who survived returned home, maimed, scarred, or wearing the telltale thousand-yard stare, stories of those hospitals ran rampant. Frightening images of men confined in cell-like chambers, white-jacketed doctors negotiating narrow corridors of iron barred doors sprang into our minds. Little is known of what happens in mental hospitals, yet there is a distinct sense that few come out the better for having been there. Perhaps—hopefully—the situation has improved. People are beginning to explore the complex workings of the human mind more deeply. Mr. Freud of Vienna has made an impact on the realm of psychiatry. I have been interested in reading about his idea of the talking therapy, but I am doubtful whether it is the best cure for the poor souls the war left as shells of their former selves. The prospect of visiting the hospital fills me with dread and curiosity at once.
“… if you are certain you can spare it,” Daniel and the others have continued the conversation while I was off with my own “talking therapy” in my head. I straighten in my chair and focus on the present to catch the meaning of their conversation.
“Of course! We insist, don’t we darling.” Adela looks appealingly at her husband.
“Absolutely.”
“I am very grateful. I was worried about finding a car. Even the concierge was uncertain, since it is such short notice. Cabs are unlikely to take us all the way out of the city, he says.”
“We’re happy to help. In fact,” John glances down at his watch. “Why don’t the two of us take it for a spin. It’s a new model and a bit tricky when you change gears, but otherwise very comfortable.”
“Yes, do!” Adela beams, back to her old self. “Evie and I will make our own fun, won’t we?”
Only just grasping what is being discussed, I nod in a slightly dazed manner. “Yes, yes of course. You two go off. We can amuse ourselves.”
The men immediately begin discussing the merits of American engineering, and I confess there is mild relief in the prospect of spending some time with another woman. Adela’s open nature breaks down any barrier of awkwardness inherent in new friendships, and I am surprisingly at ease in her company.
“Look at them,” Adela smiles as we watch the men weaving their way through the tables to the door. “Just a couple of boys, really.”
“Boys and their cars. Mind you, I don’t mind a nice motor myself, but in this case, I am happy with the trade.”
“Agreed. Let them have their car, and we’ll have our girly-talk. Or am I too old to call myself a girl? I must be twenty years older than you.” Adela seems unperturbed, as she should be, for few women of my generation possess either her beauty, or her confidence.
“We shall call ourselves whatever we like. Girls, women, whatever suits. It is well known that changing her mind is a woman’s prerogative.”
Adela laughs, a surprisingly deep and pleasant sound, tossing her glossy curls to the side. “I like you, Evelyn.”
“I can happily say the same.”
“Then let’s not dilly dally. Tea is all well and good, but now we are alone and we are in France, I think we deserve a nice cocktail. It is after five and a friend of mine always says, ‘a stiff drink never did anyone any harm’. He should know, he is hale and hearty and well into his seventies.”
“By all means, a cocktail it shall be!”
We order our drinks. Adela opts for a Gin Rickey, and I, not being much of a connoisseur of the art of cocktails, follow suit. As the waiter leaves, she leans over and whispers, “A favorite of Mr. Fitzgerald, I am told.” I raise my eyebrows, the author’s newest sensation, The Great Gatsby, fresh in my mind.
The drinks arrive in lovely frosted glasses, and we giggle, as if intoxicated already, as we clink them together and take our tentative first sips. The liquid is cool and prickly. I taste lime and gin in the effervescent fizz of soda. They are pronounced “divine” by Adela and I nod along, reminding myself to sip cautiously, it is a potent brew. After a few seconds, I notice Adela eyeing me over the rim of her glass. Suddenly self-conscious, I lower mine onto the table, careful not to spill a drop.
“How long do you plan to stay in Europe?” I ask, watching the woman opposite tilt her head a fraction as she sips at her drink.
“That hasn’t been decided. Evelyn, may I make a suggestion?”
“Of course.”
“Let’s pretend we’ve known each other for ages, that we are old friends.” Slightly taken aback I remain silent, waiting for her to elaborate. As is often the case, my silence is taken as an invitation to speak. “Let us skip over the tedium of polite chit-chat. We are both adult women who know our own minds—at least most of the time—let us act accordingly.” Her suggestion though unusual, is a testament to the frank and open nature I have come to expect from her, even after such a short acquaintance.
“All right,” I say and wonder what is on her mind that requires the hastening of our friendship.
“Then I will begin. What is this between you and Daniel? He is clearly in love with you, and you are clearly taken with him. Don’t take my words the wrong way, I simply wonder.” Adela smiles a warm, curious smile, her head bent slightly to the side as if this position allows a glimpse into my inner workings.
“I am very fond of Daniel,” I begin, considering, for a moment, the expression on Aunt Agnes’ face should she ever be confronted by someone with Adela’s forthrightness. I stifle a grin.
“Fond? You’re fond of him? Don’t be so English! As far as I can see, you’ve followed the man into this,” and here she lowers her voice, “dull little town, miles from home to help him confront the demons of his past. I am fond of many people, still I would not travel half-way through Europe to hold their hand.”
I pick up my glass, swirl the liquid into an eddy, but do not drink. “Of course Daniel is special to me.”
“But?”
“Oh, Adela, what am I to say?”
“The truth. What’s eating at you? It’s obvious to me, though my husband would claim to have noticed nothing amiss. You are not content.”
“I am. No. I am not. How could I be? We are searching for Daniel’s brother, who is very possibly dead. The likelihood of heartbreak is colossal. I am simply preparing myself.”
“So you think Henry’s dead?”
“What can I say? I have a cousin, Hamish, who has been missing for nine years. Nine years and his mother still holds on to hope that he will one day stand at her door, unchanged by the ravages of time. If Henry is alive, he is not the Henry Daniel carries with him in his heart. I am afraid Daniel has the image of his perfect older brother in his mind, and that man—dead or alive—may not be real.” The volume of my voice has increased without my noticing, so has the vehemence of my words. I find myself unspeakably relieved having expressed my doubts to someone.
“That’s better isn’t it?” Adela asks gently. I nod like a schoolchild. “I thought so. You can’t be honest with Daniel about your fears, and it’s making you wonder whether you will always be supporting him and not the other way around?”
“No,” I take a calming breath and continue in a quieter voice. “When we were on Crete together, he was different. Much happier, we laughed all the time. His past was his past and mine was mine, but we were able to envision something else. In this place, rife with memories, I wonder whether it is possible to ever truly move forward. Tragedy still manages to keep stride and it is exhausting.” Sinking into the chair, I watch Adela for a reaction. She will never be mistaken for Dr. Freud, but my new friend is certainly adept at his concept of the “talking cure”, or if nothing else, she is capable of drawing me out of myself in a most remedial manner.
“Of course it is exhausting! You have to balance his emotional well-being with your own all the time.”
“It isn’t like that, really. He is a good man, and I am well aware of the guilt he feels for having pulled me into this situation, although I came along quite willingly.”
“What will you do when this is over? Whether you find Henry or not.”
“There you have come to the crux of the matter,” I smile uncertainly and take a fortifying sip before continuing. “I do not know. It is probably time to return to England. I have business to attend to that has been waiting some months, and Daniel has not been home since the end of the war.”
“Maybe it is time then.” Adela narrows her eyes while she peers at me across the table. “Maybe you would rather go alone?”
I toy with the hem of my scarf, considering my response. “No. No that isn’t it. I don’t want us to be separated. Still, I cannot fully commit myself to him either. Officially, I mean. Not that he has asked,” I am quick to add.
“He would if he believed you would accept.”
“Maybe. Probably you are right”
Adela throws up her hands in a gesture of despair. “Of course he would, silly girl. That does not mean you have to say yes. You don’t have to shackle yourself to someone, if you are not certain”
I straighten, feeling a sudden rush of anger towards woman—this stranger—who has taken it upon herself to pass judgment on Daniel and me without knowing us at all. “Adela,” I begin, quelling my irritation, however, before I can continue, she interrupts.
“I am sorry, Evelyn. I should not have said those things. It is only—” she pauses for a moment, and a faint blush to creeps into her cheeks. “I have seen unhappy marriages, and I would not want you to commit yourself when there is trouble already at the outset.”
“Thank you for your concern, but I am quite capable of judging for myself what is best.”
Adela leans forward slightly, a thin line appearing between her narrow brows. “I have offended you. That was not my intention. Do forgive me. I can be forward at times. John always has to remind me to hold my tongue with people I hardly know. I dispense unwanted advice far too quickly.”
Her humor lightens the situation. I smile. “It is quite all right. I am tired of thinking about it. For now, I will just take things as they come.”
Despite her nodding, I am far from convinced it is the end of this particular topic of conversation. Being able to voice my concerns has done me good, and a small load has been lifted from my shoulders. All the same, our conversation has resolved none of my anxieties. If anything, I must reconsider further questions that have been brought to the surface and now stand exposed, impossible for me to ignore. The conversation turns onto a safer path, and we discuss the possibility of traveling to Paris, a city I love and have not had the pleasure of visiting in some time. Adela complains about the difficulty of obtaining a particular Chanel jacket, when the men return. Both are flushed and appear the better for having spent time away from their womenfolk. I do not know whether I can echo the sentiment. The Lewis couple have an evening engagement to prepare for, and we say good-bye.
When Adela kisses my cheek, I say, “We have been talking of me all afternoon. I did not mean to be rude. I feel I learned nothing about you, Adela.”
With a curious expression on her face, she leans close and whispers, “Did you forget? We are old friends.” With that, she steps back, linking her arm with her husband’s, leaving behind a faint trace of Shalimar and a curious aura of mystery. It takes me a moment to return to the present in which Daniel is speaking to me.
“… for dinner?”
“Oh, I am sorry. What did you say?”
“I asked where you would like to go for dinner.”
“I’m not bothered, you choose.”
“In that case, I wouldn’t mind trying another bistro near the river. The air is very pleasant now and I am not in the mood for starched serviettes and waiters in black tie.”
“Nor am I. Let me run to my room and freshen up, then we can be off.” I glance at my watch. “How time has run again. It is half-seven already!”
“We’ve plenty of time.” His expression hints at a deeper meaning in his words, beyond our plans for an evening meal. Plenty of time. Is he hinting at the same uncertainty I feel towards taking the next step in our relationship? Adela believed he would propose if encouraged. Nonetheless, she does not know either of us well enough to make such an assumption. Am I making too much of a simple statement, complicating further what is already complex enough?
“I’ll only be a moment.”
“I will walk with you. I need to drop off some papers in my room. The concierge provided a good map to find the hospital, and John has lent us the car. An excellent set of wheels, very elegant. You will like it.”
“I am sure I will.” Daniel and I walk into the entry hall of the hotel and towards the stairs. The lift is marvelous, but after sitting all that time, my muscles welcome a spot of climbing.
“Ah, Monsieur Harper!”
We turn around. A man in hotel uniform, a porter by the looks of it, approaches, followed closely by another man in a plain suit, thus unlikely employed by this grand establishment.
“Yes, are you looking for me?”
“Oui.” The porter, not much more than a boy, looks nervous as he approaches, a dappling of perspiration on his upper lip.
“Is everything all right?”
“Yes, I mean, I do not know.” He turns around and the other man steps forward, holding out a hand.
“Detective Inspector Moreau,” he says with a little nod.
Daniel hesitates, then takes his hand, giving it a firm shake. “Daniel Harper. This,” he touches my arm, “is Lady Evelyn Carlisle.”
“Enchanté.” The word is softer than his tone, and my mind immediately drifts to a more charming member of his profession, Inspector Adriano Dymas of the Miklos police. A charge of anxiety stiffens my spine. Why is a local policeman seeking us out? A detective inspector at that?
“Inspector, what can I do for you?”
“Perhaps we can speak more privately?”
“Of course. We can go to my room.
Moreau smiles briefly with the left side of his mouth tugging up slightly, while the right remains impassive. “It concerns Madame Beaufort.”
With this ominous answer hanging in the air, we make our way to Daniel’s suite. Here, seated around a small table, the last light of the day visible through the open window, the sky a canvas of orange and pink, we turn our attention to the policeman.
“Madame Beaufort was an acquaintance of yours?” Moreau begins, wearing an unreadable expression. He is a solid figure of a man, built like a boxer with the face of a gentleman who has eked out a win in a duel, coming away with a thin scar along his left cheekbone. He is in his early forties and speaks in a low and pleasant voice that has likely coaxed one or another confession out of hardened criminals.
“No, not exactly,” Daniel begins and frowns, contemplating, no doubt, how to explain the situation in his rusty French.
I daresay I am the more fluent of the two of us, and thereby endeavor to do the explaining for both of us.
“Madame Beaufort wrote a letter to Mr. Harper. We decided to come and see her in person, never having met before. It was a terrible coincidence that we arrived the very day she—” I break off, letting the unspoken words hang somberly in the air.
Moreau rubs his neatly bearded chin. “May I ask, what this letter was regarding?”
Daniel hesitates, then relents and answers. “Madame Beaufort had written to me that she had seen my brother.”
Moreau narrows his eyes, his trim brows drawing closer. “You have been looking for your brother?”
“He was thought dead. Pozières.”
A light appears behind the policeman’s eyes. Daniel may not be the first to come in search of lost kin. In any case, Moreau is content to let this explanation pass as sufficient and moves on.
“The neighbor,” he casts a fleeting look at his open notebook, “Madame Vernet let you into the house when there was no reply.”
“Yes,” I say. “She said Madame Beaufort was in, and she had a spare key.”
“Confirming her story, very good.” Moreau nods. “You, Lady Carlisle, were the one to find the victim?”
I swallow, the image of the limp figure flashing into my mind. “I was. Mr. Harper and Madame Vernet entered immediately behind me.”
“You cut her down and felt for a pulse.”
“Yes.”
“Madame Vernet called an ambulance and Constable Auver was at the scene.”
Daniel and I agree in unison, though I could not recall the young and pale-faced policeman’s name.
Moreau closes his notebook and takes a moment to appraise us with a pair of dark brown eyes. “You will wonder why I am here to ask you these questions, non?”
“I confess, you seem overqualified for the task,” Daniel replies.
“Well,” Moreau leans back in the chair and folds his arms across his chest, “Madame Moreau was brought to the morgue, and in accordance with regulation our pathologist examined the body. What he found was most interesting. Interesting and disturbing.”
We lean instinctively forward. There is a tightness in my chest. I am holding my breath.
“Inspector, please, do not play games with us,” Daniel comments with barely concealed irritation. “What is it?”
Moreau raises one eyebrow before answering, no doubt gauging Daniel’s temper. “Our doctor tells us Madame Beaufort did not break her neck. She died of asphyxiation.”
“That is a much more miserable death, but not unexpected, surely? Sometimes a noose, especially one tied by a nervous and desolate person, may not allow for the quickest death.” Daniel speaks quickly.
“True, true,” Moreau agrees solemnly. “It is, however, unusual for the victim to be dead before she hangs herself, is it not?”
I gasp at the meaning of his words. Dead before she hangs herself. Murdered.
This news has Daniel stammering. “She was killed?” He shakes his head as if the motion could ward off the sense of unreality descending on us once again.
“The doctor believes her death to have occurred about three hours before you found her. Madame Vernet says she saw her come home around two and you found her near five, correct?”
“Yes,” I answer, continuing. “She came from the salon. She had her hair set. I remember thinking, how strange that she would go to the trouble and expense to take her life a few hours later. Possible, but odd. And there was the crucifix …” I am not really speaking to him, to anyone really, just mumbling the words, confused and saddened. People may argue that suicide is more tragic than murder. I would disagree. She wanted to live and that right was taken from her. Had it been suicide, it would have been her choice. Tragic and desperate, but still hers.
Moreau pulls me from my thoughts, commenting, “Interesting observation, Lady Carlisle. It would indeed seem unlikely.”
“It is certain she was murdered?” Daniel asks, clasping his hands together, knuckles white.
“I am afraid so. A formal autopsy is being conducted. However, we are quite certain. She had fresh bruises on her arms, indications of a struggle.”
“My God, the poor woman!” I exclaim, unable to stop myself.
“The reason I am here, besides informing you of the development, is to ask a few questions. Are you up to the task?” He looks directly at me and I square my shoulders.
“Certainly, anything we can do to help.”
“Very good. Now, let me see …” Again he avails himself of his notebook. “Ah, yes. Do you remember anyone lingering around the area? Anyone you noticed showing an interest?”
I think back for a moment, wandering into the quiet street near the river, observing no one. “I am afraid I cannot remember anybody around the house. Can you?” I turn to Daniel.
“No. But would that truly be relevant? You said she died about three hours before we arrived. The murderer would hardly hang about for that long.”
“Ah, there you are wrong. Killers often like to keep an eye on the scene of the crime.” Moreau speaks without much sentiment, despite the sinister nature of his remark.
“Is that likely?” I shiver at the thought of the villain watching us while we, unknowingly innocent, walked into the scene of the crime.
“Possible. Not completely probable, I admit. Few are as cold as that, but the perpetrator could be curious to find out what was going to happen next. Wouldn’t you want to know who found your victim, if you had killed her only hours before.”
I turn to Daniel, who mirrors my displeasure at the callous manner of the inspector’s remark.
“I do not know what you are insinuating—” Daniel begins, his voice firm and under control, though the tendons in his neck are taut with tension.
“Ah, Monsieur, no, no. Pardon me. I only wondered aloud. I have already made certain you two have alibis for the time of the murder. The hotel staff confirms them. You are in the clear, as one says. I only tried to imagine myself into the killer’s mind. Committing such a crime one would want to watch the outcome, no? I should think so. This was meant to appear a suicide. The killer wanted his crime not to be a crime. He wanted the result, without the deed, you understand?”
We do indeed. All the same, the Frenchman is altogether too jovial speaking of these serious matters. Does he view this crime as a challenge and is now past emotion, focused solely on results? A sign of professionalism, maybe, but disheartening all the same.
“Do you have suspects?” I ask, hoping he will share his information.
He gives me a knowing smile. “Mademoiselle, I cannot tell you the details of an investigation
“I thought it worth a try. We did not know Madame Beaufort personally. In her letter she seemed a kind and sincere woman. I hope you find whoever did this to her.”
“I will.” There is no room for doubt with this case. Moreau wears the confidence of a man used to success. A man, I venture to judge, who would go to quite a length to reach his goal.
“If there is nothing more …” Daniel sits on the edge of the chair, his hands resting on the table, keen to get rid of the inspector.
“For now that is all.” Moreau gets to his feet and we follow suit, walking him towards the door. “However, I would like you to remain in Amiens. The case may require your further input.”
“We have no plans to leave. We only arrived a few days ago.” “Will you continue your search for your brother? Madame Beaufort’s death will probably complicate the matter significantly.”
Daniel takes a second to gather himself before replying. “I will, of course. You are right, we were relying on Madame Beaufort to assist us, but even so, you will understand we cannot abandon our quest.”
“Bien.” Moreau smiles, puts on his hat and leaves.
Daniel closes the door and exhales slowly before speaking.
“Did you catch his meaning?”
“Do you think he meant to suggest Henry could have been responsible for Cecile Beaufort’s death? Daniel,” I step closer, “he is a policeman. It is his trade to be suspicious.”
“Daniel frowns and meets my eye with an intensity that frightens me. “Evelyn, what if it is true?”
“True? You suspect—”
“No! Oh, I don’t know what to think.” Daniel paces about the room. “If Henry is alive, why hasn’t he been in touch? For heaven’s sake, Evie, it’s been nearly a decade! Why hasn’t he contacted me?”
“I don’t know,” I answer quietly. “He may be confused, disoriented. Many men came away from the war badly scarred, inside and out. He may not remember.”
“Maybe. What if he remembers and doesn’t want to come back to us? My mother died from heartache, my father shot himself! What if he wanted to stay in France and start afresh, us all believing him dead?”
I walk over and take hold of Daniel’s arm to steady him, to calm him. “That is not the Henry you have described to me. Would your caring older brother have done such a thing?”
“I don’t know anymore.” His voice is suddenly hollow, drained of all emotion.
“We cannot let ourselves believe the worst so easily, Daniel. We have come here because you love your brother and, if he is here, we will find him. Then we can learn what happened all those years ago.”
“If the police don’t find him first. You heard Moreau. He wants to get on the trail. He will be watching us to lead him directly to Henry.”
“Then he will be disappointed. We haven’t the slightest idea where he is, nor do we know the city the way he does. He will conduct his own search, and we will have ours. Come, we will not stay in this room making up miserable scenarios in our minds. Let us find a bistro and discuss what to do next.”



CHAPTER 24
Lost in thought, we wander into a small bistro a short walk from the hotel and sink into well-worn chairs in a quiet corner. What to do now?
Before we dissect the new development a waiter swoops down on us, persuades us to try his recommendations and is off again. I look at Daniel. The situation is so bizarre, I almost laugh.
“So … “
“So. What now?”
Daniel shakes his head as he speaks. “We must visit the hospital, for what has happened changes nothing regarding our search.”
“I agree. And we ought to visit Eva again, try to talk to her father. They may want to speak to us, too. Something terrible happened to someone they loved and we had an undeniable, if elusive connection to her.”
“You believe Cecile’s death is in some way connected to Henry? To our coming here?”
“I hope not. However, it would be interesting to learn whether she received news of our impending arrival. Perhaps she expected us and wanted to look her best. She went to have her hair set and then …”
Daniel runs a hand over his face, as if this action could wipe away the worry. “If she was expecting us, would she not have told someone?”
“You are right. It could be helpful to seek out her hairdresser. Women often speak quite openly with their hairdresser. She may have confided news of an exciting visit.”
“Someone else might have overheard and for some reason or another decided she should not live to see it through.”
I shiver. “Oh, Daniel. It is so sad. She must have been excited and someone came along and ended her life.”
Daniel takes my hand to squeeze it gently. His fingers are rougher than mine, and there is a comfort in the warmth of his skin. Must we be always brought closer by the proximity to misery? I am tired and still shocked by the detective’s words.
“What are you thinking? First Caspar now this? Soon you will run from me, and I couldn’t blame you.” Daniel speaks as though he has read my mind.
I shake my head, more to myself, than in response. Before I can answer, I am saved by the waiter bearing wine and sustenance. The aroma of the food wafting up from our plates is enough to test the devotion of a fasting monk, but my appetite has deserted me and I poke around listlessly in the plate of coq au vin, managing only a few bites before pushing it away. What must Cecile Beaufort have thought when she realized someone had come to end her life? I hope she fainted. I hope she did not suffer. I never knew her, yet there is a tie now binding us. I think of the moment when I realized a body—her body—was hanging from the ceiling. Again and again I have felt the phantom imprint of her feet in my hands as I tried to lift her in vain. It would have achieved nothing. Nothing at all. She was dead long before we arrived. Left cold and alone to be found by whoever first noticed her absence. What cruel mind can concoct such a vile scheme? There are cruel minds aplenty in the world, I remind myself. And still we are shocked by the depths to which some can plummet. I have often wondered at this. Our mind can be utterly mysterious. At times it protects us from pain and memory; at others it forces us to revisit our nightmares again and again. Gentle and punishing at once.
“I think Madame Vernet can tell us the name of Cecile’s hairdresser,” Daniel is saying, having also abandoned any attempt at finishing his meal. We must remember to leave a generous gratuity, lest the cook be offended.
“You may be right. It was she, after all, who knew Cecile had been there.”
Daniel folds his hands on the table. “Moreau will undoubtedly have come to the same conclusion.”
“Perhaps. He will not inform us the way Dymas did. Cecile, as far as he believes, was no one to us. We were not truly acquainted, and he is not obligated to make us aware of developments.”
“True. I confess, I did not take to the man.”
“I agree. Like a terrier on a trail. I think, it should be me who inquires with Madame Vernet about Cecile’s hairdresser. She may be more amenable to speaking to a woman rather than in the company of a strange man.”
The corner of Daniel’s mouth twitches into a smile. “A strange man? Is that me?”
“Strange and kind and handsome and—”
Now he is laughing and holds up a hand. “Stop, please. You will make me blush. In all seriousness though, you are right. Madame Vernet will not be keen to speak to me, especially if she discovers the search for my brother could have something to do with bringing such a fate on her friend and neighbor.”
“I will visit her tomorrow. We may need to postpone our journey to the hospital for a day. Perhaps you could let John know his car will not be required so urgently.”
Daniel nods. “Yes. He was very helpful. I doubt he will mind the change of plans. I like him, he seems a very generous chap.”
“Adela is quite a character not lacking charm, even if her manner is a little more brash than what we are used to.”
“Honest is probably what she would call it.”
“Ah, yes, honest.”
“And honesty is best, is it not?” Daniel’s tone is even, yet there is something beyond the surface of his statement, an implication I struggle to decipher. Honesty is well and good, still no one likes to be hurt, and few people like to do the hurting. I will not rush to confirm or deny anything at this time. It will do no good. Thus I simply nod, as if any deeper meaning in his question has evaded me entirely. We continue speaking of other things before paying our bill and making our way back to the hotel.
Walking the dark streets, the city seems larger, much more foreign, and tonight—worrying news still ringing in our ears—vaguely menacing. Matching our steps, we stroll, arms linked, along moonlit cobbles, our footfall echoing in the silence of the night. I am relieved not to be on my own. Someone is lurking in the shadows, murder on his conscience, and I cannot rid myself of the feeling of being observed.
The hotel is quiet when we arrive. Most other guests have either retired or are still out, and we ride up to the third floor in the creaking lift alone. I have not let go of Daniel’s hand since we left the restaurant. At the door to my room, he draws close, planting a gentle kiss on my forehead.
“Good night, Evie.”
I cannot bring myself to let go of his hand. Once I do, I will be alone in this big room, in this strange place, alone with my thoughts. Without speaking, I open the door and pull him inside. We have not traveled as husband and wife, yet in Crete we lived as such. Whatever decorum calls for is outweighed by my fear of closing the door to the only living soul in this place who has a care for me. I have questions regarding marriage and a conventional future, but I have love for Daniel and we are bound together inextricably by the solid band of shared experience.
Daniel is at my side, breathing evenly in his sleep. I am too restless to follow his lead. My body is tired, but my mind races circles around the events of the past few days. Again and again I hear her name Cecile, Cecile, Cecile, as though some voice is whispering inside my head. Who were you, Cecile? Why did you die? Does Henry have anything to do with your death? Is it Henry you saw? I try to steady myself, breathing deeply, and climb carefully out of bed, sliding my arms into the sleeves of a robe and walking on tiptoe to the chair by the window. The curtain is open and a full moon shines benevolent silver light onto the town. The sky is speckled with stars. They are not nearly as bright as on my beloved island in the Mediterranean. I lean back into the cushions of the chair and rest my bare feet on the low windowsill.
Who were you, Cecile? This question must be answered. I will revisit the Benoit bookshop. Eva, Cecile’s niece, was amenable enough to our previous questioning, and even Luc was open to answering. Still, there was something left unsaid, something I could not quite put my finger on. Perhaps I can also talk to Cecile’s brother or his sister-in-law. They will be shaken by this new development, but perhaps they will understand my need to know, the unfortunate soul that I was to discover her.
Moreau was blunt in his eagerness to solve the case, to crack on and find his man—or woman—and I am unsure of him. How I wish our good friend, Detective Inspector Adriano Dymas, was on the case. However, we are here and he is there and nothing can be done. Moreau may be an ace in his field, even if his manner left something to be desired. I hope he acted with greater tact with the bereaved.
Tomorrow I will visit Madame Vernet. After she called for the ambulance and police, we lost sight of each other. She must have been as shaken as I, more so even, since she knew and liked the deceased woman.
“Evie?” I hear Daniel’s voice, a sleepy whisper from across the room.
“It’s all right. I just can’t sleep.” I hear the sheets being pushed aside and his soft footsteps on the thick carpet before he emerges from the bedroom. He walks over and kneels down beside me, taking my hand gently in both of his.
“I do love you, Evie, you know that, don’t you?”
I turn to look at him, the even planes of his face illuminated by soft moonlight. His expression is open, trusting, a face as familiar as my own by now.
“I know, Daniel.” With my free hand I touch his face, cool and smooth as marble. “I know.”



CHAPTER 25
The rest of the night I sleep fitfully and finally waken by sheer force of wanting to escape a nightmare. I dreamed of being in the cathedral, striding towards the altar where a man, whose face I could not distinguish, was waiting for me. Halfway down the aisle, I heard a noise above and thinking it was a bird fluttering around the vaulted ceiling, looked up. Instead of the bird I saw Cecile, hanging suspended in a diaphanous, white gown; her feet swaying back and forth, back and forth, in some macabre dance. I screamed and tried to run away, but my feet would not move. Anchored to the ground, I could not take a step. I wake, gasping for breath, blinking blindly in the brilliance of the new day. Light. Fully awake now, I look to my side. The left side of the bed bears the mold of the body, which rested there, the owner of said body is not to be seen.
“Daniel!” I call out, rubbing my eyes and swinging out of bed. I walk into the sitting area. “Daniel?” No. He is gone. I notice the chair, still situated in front of the window, and my mind flashes back to the scene last night. I do love you, Evie. He showed no sign of being upset by the vagueness of my answer, but perhaps it hurt him more than he let on and he has gone off to his room, disappointed. In my heart of hearts, I know it was the right thing to say. I will not make promises I cannot in good conscience keep. He did say honesty is important. Well, he got what he asked for. I give a little laugh that sounds more like a sob. Bending the truth as it suits me.
As I run a comb through my tangled auburn waves, I hear a knock at the door. Wrapping the robe around me, I open it a crack, to see the familiar face of my friend and lover. He is bearing a tray.
“I wanted to surprise you. You didn’t have much of an appetite last night, and neither did I.” He sets the tray, laden with croissants, gemstone tinted jams, and the necessary accoutrements on the table.
“Daniel, you are thoughtful. I am rather peckish.”
Gratified, he gets to work pouring coffee. “How did you sleep? You were mumbling something at one point, but I did not like to wake you.”
“Oh,” I sink comfortably into a chair. “I dreamt the ghastliest things. Before you ask, I would rather forget.”
Daniel sits down beside me. We eat in companionable silence, neither of us willing to broach the subject of Cecile’s death. Even the most compassionate person needs a moment of careless respite.
Setting down my empty cup onto its saucer, I say, “I will be off to Madame Vernet’s in a while. Best to go sooner rather than later. If she can provide the name of the hairdresser, I shall seek her out as well. That way, we will have some new information on which to move forward, hopefully.”
“I do not like you going alone.”
“I promise to be cautious. Bringing you along will cause the woman to be too self-conscious.”
“You are right, but you must accept my concern. Meanwhile, I will visit the city hospital. I want to learn more about medical practices during and immediately after the war. Perhaps someone can tell me something useful.”
“A good plan. We can reconvene here for lunch and speak to the Benoit’s together.”
“I do not look forward to it. The poor family. First thinking she had taken her life, telling no one of her troubles, and now being informed it was murder.” Absentmindedly, I run my finger along the rim of my cup.
“I wonder whether this development makes it harder or easier to bear? She has not committed the sin of taking her own life, at least.”
I sit up straight. “How can you say such a thing?” I do not add, Your own father succumbed to the same pull of sorrow.
“You mistake my meaning,” his voice is calm. “Of course, whatever happened is utterly grave. I meant to say, Cecile was a religious woman. You noticed the large crucifix on the wall inside her house. If her whole family is devout, suicide would have been hard for them to accept.”
“I suppose.”
“I did not make the laws of the church, Evie.” Daniel offers a smile. He never speaks about his father’s own desperate action. In fact, it was Briony who told me, though I suspect he is aware that I know. I wonder what his opinion is on the matter. Is suicide something that should tarnish a person’s reputation even after they are gone? Surely recognizing the pain of such an act should invoke greater compassion, if anything, not defamation and contempt.
I get to my feet in an effort to end this conversation. Now is not the time to question him any further on matters he keeps close to his heart.; matters I am well aware still cause him nightmares.
The sun is shining as I draw the gossamer curtains apart and the sky is cornflower blue, save for a few tendrils of white cloud floating high above us. No time to revisit bitter memories. Turning around, I watch him gather up his things and move to leave.
“I’ll let you get on.”
In a few quick steps I am at his side and plant a kiss on his cheek. “Moreau will find Cecile’s murderer, and we will find Henry.”
“And they all lived happily ever after.”
“One can hope.”
When he finally leaves, I get ready to visit Madame Vernet. Considering her to be a woman impressed by wealth, I dress accordingly. Judging the day to be warm, I choose a soft silk day-dress in rich emerald green. From my wrist dangles a modest diamond bracelet, the only valuable jewelry I have at hand, I left everything else behind in London. Thus jauntily attired, I prop a woven cloche onto my head and set out on my quest.
I feel the welcome caress of the sun in my back, walking along alleys and lanes toward the cathedral. From there I will consult my map, a mark made of the location of Cecile’s house. The streets are busy at this time of day. People are on their way to work or running errands. Some women are out with young children in prams or clutching their hands, tugging every time they see a dog or pigeon, trying to stray off course.
In the square in front of the cathedral I pull out the folded map to find the route I must take, hoping Madame Vernet will be at home. When I look up, searching for the correct lane to follow, I notice the woman again. The same bent woman, standing in the shadow of the cathedral, hands outstretched, muttering to herself, feet dirty and bare. Opening my bag to return the map, I remove a few bills of money. I had just managed to get used to the drachmae in Greece, only to do different sums in my mind as I convert Francs to Pounds. With purpose in my stride, I walk towards the grand structure. The woman has noticed me and tilts her head to the side in shrewd observation, marking my approach.
“Madame,” I begin, holding out my donation.
She narrows her eyes as she takes in the roll of bills in my hand. Maybe she is wondering whether this is a trick. Then, probably having decided I am simply a foolish, rich tourist, she accepts the money with an outstretched hand. She does not grab for it, nor does she look at it, once in her possession, but tucks it carefully into the fold of her skirt.
“Merci, Mademoiselle. Vous êtes très gentile.”
“Je vous en prie.” You’re welcome. “Comment appelez vous?” I ask for her name, my curiosity mingling with a desire to give this woman an identity beyond she-who-begs-at-the-cathedral.
A tiny smile creeps into her face, pulling the corners of her lips up and drawing tender lines across her cheeks.
“Je m’appele Amelie. Amelie Munier.” Speaking the words, mild astonishment dances across her features, as though it has been a long time since she spoke her name aloud.
“Evelyn Carlisle.” We do not shake hands, but smile sedately at one another for a moment. Then, without a warning, she turns and limps away, not looking back. Amelie Munier. I pause for a moment and watch as she disappears, then return to my intended path.
The streets grow quieter the closer I get to Madame Vernet’s house, as if a respectful silence has descended upon this part of the town, recognizing that one of its own has been lost forever. Of course, I realize I am being fanciful, alone with my thoughts in a strange place. Fresh memories mingle with old ones not my own, rather borrowed and imposed on this place to give it meaning and story and depth. So many cities, towns, or villages have a heartbeat of their own. Miklos will always be alive in my mind; both restful and buoyantly energetic. And Amiens? Amiens, despite the blue sky and rays of warming sunlight filtering into these narrow alleys, is weighed down by what it witnessed over the centuries, not to mention the past decades. Some places recover more easily, the spirit faster restored and others never quite shake the burden of past experience. This town is trying valiantly to show its spirit, flowers in window boxes, public parks lush and alive, charming, well-kept houses lining the residential areas. The people want to move forward, still, every once in a while there will be a plaque, a small statue, a row of crosses indicating the past is ever present. Taken as such, cities are much like people; both change with time, can be strengthened or destroyed, can flourish or collapse. For all Amiens has witnessed, I wish the future to be a bright one.
Lost in these ruminations, I am surprised my feet have taken me across the street from Madame Vernet’s house. The windows at the upper level are open, and a white curtain hangs limply in the stagnant air. Despite my resolve to set out on this errand alone, I experience a flutter of nerves before stepping off the pavement and crossing the street to knock on the Vernet’s grass green door.
My knock is answered almost immediately, and a pink-faced Madame Vernet swings the door open, her mouth agape with words clearly meant for someone else. An expression of puzzlement, followed by recognition, then suspicion, flits across her face.
“Madame Vernet, do you remember me? “
“Yes, yes, I remember you. Of course, I do. How could I forget? Where is your husband?” She peers over my shoulder.
“I wanted to speak to you alone. Do you have a moment to spare? I do not want to disturb you.”
She hesitates, glances surreptitiously at me, then opens the door completely. “Come in.”
“Thank you very much.”
“I was expecting my cousin. He is to take a look at my oven. It has not been working well, and he is a practical fellow.”
“How convenient to have someone capable near at hand. Do you have much family in Amiens?” I follow Madame Vernet through a dark hallway to the back of the house and the kitchen.
“Yes, all my family lives in town or thereabouts. Please, have a seat, Madame … I am sorry, I cannot remember your name.”
“Carlisle, Evelyn Carlisle,” I supply, sitting down on one of the lacquered wooden chairs around a large, rectangular table.
“Ah, yes. I apologize.”
“Please, do not concern yourself, Madame, it is entirely understandable. It must have been a terrible shock.”
Fort the first time in our exchange Madame Vernet’s shoulders relax and her face falls, marked by weariness and grief.
“Yes, it was. I still cannot … I cannot bear to think of it.”
“Nor can I and still it is never far from my mind. I did not even know Cecile.”
A faint smile tugs at her lips. “She was a good woman. Words like these pass so easily over our lips about those who have passed, but in her case it is true. There was nothing anyone could have said against her. A good neighbor, pious, charitable.”
“I wish I had been able to know her properly. She sounds like a wonderful person.”
Madame Vernet wipes at an invisible smudge on her apron. “I miss her. She was always ready for a quick chat, or willing to watch my children, if I had an errand to run.”
“Are your children home?”
“No, they are in school today. My eldest is taught by Cecile’s nephew at the lycée.”
“We have spoken to the family, to the niece and nephew.” I decide it best to supply only bits of conversation here and there, prompting a deeper exchange without volunteering anything she might interpret as upsetting enough to send me on my way.
“I have only met them a few times. Mostly she visited them. They live nearby and own a bookshop. Oh, pardon my manners, would you like something to drink?”
“No, that is quite all right, I don’t want to put you to any trouble on my account.”
“No trouble at all. I just brewed a pot.”
“Then I would be happy to have a cup, thank you.” I smile and take off my hat as though settling in for banter between two old friends. Madame Vernet busies herself with the coffee, serving it in delicate cups, informing me that they were her parent’s wedding gift to her seventeen years ago. She adds a small plate of elegant macaron.
“May I ask, has the police been to see you?” She sits opposite me, a line of worry or curiosity creasing the skin between her brows.
“Indeed, Inspector Moreau spoke to us last evening.”
“Then you know?”
“Such a tragedy.”
She nods, takes a sip and a biscuit. “I thought so. I suspected there was something wrong. Cecile would never have taken her own life. Never. She was a devout woman. Very much so. She went to church several times a week. I felt it was a bit excessive at times, but such was her way.”
“Yes, it does make suicide unlikely.” I take a small bite of the macaron, filled with the bittersweet flavor of cocoa.
“I get nightmares thinking about it! I wake my husband at night to make certain the doors and windows are locked. I cannot bear the thought of a murderer having been so near while I was next door washing windows. I saw no one. I can hardly be expected to keep watch in case someone should … should, well, you understand.”
“You weren’t to know. You must not blame yourself, Madame Vernet.”
“No, no, you are right,” she finishes off the biscuit. “My husband says the same. He didn’t see her, poor woman. Never much liked her, in fact. He didn’t hold with all her piety, doesn’t believe anymore himself. Lost all faith in the war. Can’t blame him, can you?”
“Not at all.” As I answer her words tickle a nerve inside my mind. Never much liked her? It could be nothing. Madame Vernet continues.
“The children have asked questions. They want to know where she is. What could I tell them? Our kind neighbor hung herself next door? No, they would never get past the nightmares. My husband thinks I coddle them, they should know what ugliness there is in the world, but I cannot bring myself to willfully expose them to it. I told them she had gone away. My eldest understands she will not return.” She watches me as she speaks, her thumb tracing a knobby spiral in the wood of the table, its reliable presence a comfort while she recounts painful moments.
“It must be very hard for you.”
Though Madame Vernet is not a slight woman, there is a fragility in her, not far beneath the surface. “I am not one to complain, you can ask anyone and they will say, ‘Madame Vernet is resilient’ yet this, I confess, has been trying my nerves.”
“Which is to be expected.” I set down my coffee cup, the grinds all that remain. “Madame, you mentioned earlier remembering Cecile’s return from the hair salon, did you not?”
“She had her hair newly done and looked pleased with herself.”
“I wonder, do you know the name of her hairdresser? I would like to speak to her, if I could. To learn how Cecile behaved at the time. Whether anything was troubling her”
Madame Vernet swallows and nods her agreement. “I rarely go there, it is such an unnecessary expense, us having the three children to look after. Cecile frequented a salon in the Rue des Jacobins. It is a good walk, but she was always happy with the result, and after a while one probably feels a certain loyalty. It wouldn’t do to go switching to a nearer place for the sake of convenience.”
To add levity to our exchange, I touch my head and say, “My hair could do with some attention. It has been too long, and I feel I have strayed from the French fashion with my lack of care.”
We speak a few moments more of the current fashions, about which neither of us, it happens, has much to say. Then I take my leave. As I cross the street, I feel Madame Vernet’s eyes on my retreating form and will myself not to look back. I hear the door fall closed and let out a sigh of relief. One task completed, on to the next. I glance down at my slim wristwatch, a gift from Jeffrey, who is a stickler for punctuality. Only half past eleven. I was at the Vernet house for nearly an hour. There is plenty of time to walk to the salon. Consulting my map once more, I discover that le coiffure is located a mile away. Not a short walk, but manageable for one who is able on her feet and accordingly well shod. I am pleased I opted for my flat shoes and decided to forgo the more attractive and vastly less comfortable heels I had considered.
The walk is charming, along a lane of shading elms and cozy two story homes. Upon my arrival, it is instantly clear which of the buildings houses the salon. The door is painted a tasteful shade of lilac. Above it hangs an ominous looking pair of shears. The window boxes are a riot of purple geraniums. With an accompanying jingle above my head, I enter into a room painted in the deepest violet. I get the distinct impression the proprietor has a preference when it comes to color.
“Bonjour, Mademoiselle! Entrez-vous.” As if on cue, a tall, thin woman of indeterminate age—any such clues have been rouged and painted away—sweeps through a door at the back and towards me, carrying with her a waft of patchouli. I try hard not to wrinkle my nose.
“Bonjour. Je cherche Madame Raval—”
“Ah, c’est moi!” Madame Raval smiles a broad smile. She has a pleasant face, wide mouth and long nose that in her youth probably served to set her apart as striking rather than pretty.
“My name is Evelyn Carlisle. Do you have a moment?”
She narrows her kohl-rimmed eyes, her lashes impossibly long. “What do you wish to talk about, Mademoiselle? I can give you an excellent consultation to enhance your coiffure.”
I smile. Having taken off my hat has done the trick. She is at least professionally interested. If it will get her to speak to me, I am willing to make my hairstyle the sacrifice.
“Most kind of you. Yes, you see I have not seen a coiffeuse in far too long. I had intended to go to Paris, but—”
“That is not necessary! There’s no one in Paris better equipped than I am, I can assure you. Come now, come,” she almost pushes me into one of the purple velvet chairs and begins tugging at my hair, eyeing strands as if inspecting a new species and making faces in the mirror. I will let her have her fun.
“What do you think?”
“Well,” she twists her mouth into a comical blend of glee and displeasure. “You have nice hair, undoubtedly, Mademoiselle, yes, yes, very soft, nice color. However, the cut—”
“I know, it is quite dismal. Can you fix it?”
Madame Raval meets my eyes in the reflecting glass. “Of course. Leave it to me. I will have you looking like one of your film stars. You are American, non?”
“No, English, actually.”
“Ah, bien. It is difficult to guess.”
“I am visiting from London. Have you always lived here? It’s a lovely town, so charming and elegant.” Appealing to her local pride might make her more comfortable to talk to me.
“I have lived here all my life,” she smiles, unpinning my hair, “thirty-six years.” Madame Raval glances up quickly, perhaps to test whether I am discreet or fool enough to accept this as the truth. I let her continue, aware of the pride she takes in her appearance and her desire to conceal that she has surely lived on this planet a good fifteen years longer than she lays claim to. Her being thirty, forty, or ninety is of no concern to me. My anxiety is based on whether she will be honest about matters not regarding her vanity.
“I have come to visit an acquaintance of a cousin of mine.”
She drapes a sheet around my shoulders and secures it with a pin.
“You will appreciate my shock when I discovered she died on the very day I arrived!”
Madame Raval looks up. “Died?”
“Oh, it was terrible. Maybe you read about it in the papers?”
“What was her name, the woman?”
“You have probably never heard of her. She lived alone near the river. Madame Cecile Beaufort.”
She stops moving, her hands hovering, comb in one hand, bristled brush in another. “C-Cecile? Cecile Beaufort? You knew her?”
“Well, not really. I was meant to meet her for the first time.” I turn around as much as the chair and my prone position, trapped under this tent of fabric, will allow. “Madame, you are as white as a ghost!” A rush of guilt assails me. I do not like to trick this woman, still I could hardly come here demanding answers. They have to come from her willingly.
She catches her breath, her eyes wide. “I knew her well. Cecile was my customer for many years. A good woman, loyal to the bone.”
“I am so sorry to have upset you. I don’t want to cause you any grief.”
“No, it is all right.” She smiles softly, but holds on to the back of the chair with white knuckles.
I frown, hating this. “Madame, I—”
“I cannot believe she is gone.”
“No, it is very sad. I never actually knew her, but it feels as if I did. Everyone has only kind words to say about her. Please, sit down. I have distressed you.” Getting to my feet, I gently usher her into an empty chair beside mine. “There, that’s better. Can I get you some water?”
“No, I am fine. Well, not fine …” She inhales deeply and standing close, I notice the faint lines of age crinkling the sides of her eyes and mouth. This is a woman who has laughed in her life. Her face tells the story of a happy life and even under all the paint and rouge, traces remain like indelible marks. I feel a stab of irritation that she has the need to disguise them, to hide what life has made of her, for it is nothing to be ashamed of. The lines, the creases, the looseness of the flesh are signs of life. Yet I know from society in London, women must remain fresh and men must be successful. That is the way of the world. What sort of world, and who writes these rules is questionable. But that is a topic for another time. Now I must tread very carefully. I am close to learning a fair bit more about Cecile.
“You knew her well, Madame?”
She sniffles, her eyes remaining dry. “Yes, I did. And please, do call me Simone, Madame Raval makes me sound ancient.”
I smile, pulling the chair closer and seating myself opposite her. “She came often?”
Simone tilts her head slightly. “Quite regularly. She liked to keep herself well turned out, although I expect money was never plentiful. I think coming here was a small indulgence, a pleasure she did not like to do without.”
“I am certain that is true.”
“She came that day, you know? The day she died. I gave her a nice trim and set her curls.” At the memory returning, she touches her own hair with a slender hand. “She appeared as usual. She always had some small complaints, aching joints, headaches, trouble with her family.”
Simone has been speaking without giving her words much thought. My mind instantly pounces on this last phrase, trouble with her family. I ask, “Trouble? What sort of trouble?”
“Oh, this and that. Nothing serious, I daresay. Her brother, the one she lived with when she came here, he has a bookshop that is doing quite badly, apparently. I do not know why. People are always reading. I have clients who tell me the entire content of one of their books while I cut their hair.” She begins tugging at a loose thread in her apron. “I suppose times are not as good as they once were.”
“They never are.”
This elicits a small chuckle. “No, they never are, are they? I do not know her brother. From what Cecile used to say—though she was never explicit—he has a problem with drink.”
“Oh, dear.”
“It gets the best of them, Mademoiselle. My own brother practically drowned himself in it after he came back in ‘17.”
“I am very sorry to hear it. Did Cecile’s brother serve at the front?”
“No,” she rubs her chin and shakes her head, “no, I do not think he did. He did his bit here, I assume. Cecile clearly did not like speaking of that time, so I never asked.”
“Of course. May I ask you another question?” At her nod I continue. “Cecile did not have difficulty with anyone else you know of, did she?”
Simone frowns and narrows her eyes, the first sign that she may be questioning my interest. After a few seconds she relents. “No. I do not believe so. As I said, Cecile was a good woman. A woman who still held with notions of propriety. She would not argue or upset anyone.”
A moment of silence passes between us. She adds nothing more, so I get to my feet. “Thank you, Madame—Simone—for being so kind. I did not come to upset you.”
She glances up at me and shrugs. “You were not honest, were you?”
Ah, my charade is at an end.
“I came to find information about Cecile. What else I said is true. I did not know her and was meant to meet her the day she died. I apologize, if you feel I have wronged you. I found her body and need to learn who she was. For my own peace of mind, for closure, for something I do not understand. I do not want her to remain an anonymous figure hovering at the edges of my mind.”
She lets out a long breath and then, to my surprise, reaches out with her elegantly manicured hand and takes hold of mine. Her grip is firm, but gentle and somehow reassuring.
“I understand and wish you well.”
“Thank you. I should leave. I have taken up enough of your time already.”
“Not at all. It was good to speak about Cecile. I miss her. People may think a hairdresser’s customers are only that, customers. However, I saw her more regularly than I meet some of my relations. I knew more about her life than I do about some of my friends. She was as real a person as anyone to me, and I will truly miss her.” A single, lonely tear makes its way down her rouged cheek, leaving a faintly darker trail in the powder.
“Goodbye, Simone. I am staying at the Grand Palais. If you ever want to reach me, please do not hesitate.”
“Thank you. Au revoir, Mademoiselle.”
At the door I remember to turn around. “And don’t think I’ve forgotten about my hair.” She smiles gently and tucks a lock of her own curls behind her ear.
“Until then.”



CHAPTER 26
Daniel is waiting for me in the atrium of the hotel, sitting in one of the Baroque-style armchairs, bent over a book. I have known Daniel to be a prolific reader, and he claims to be aiming at a career in writing himself, but I have only on the rarest of occasions witnessed him at work, pen in hand, ink stains on his sleeves, the way my imagination conjures up an image of the mysterious creature that is a writer. I should like to stand quietly for a while and watch him. To most people this undoubtedly sounds a terribly dull way to pass the time, watching someone read. I see in it a strange intimacy, witnessing another person as they are taking a journey, mental if you will, but a journey nonetheless. For a book, a good book, is nothing less than a passport to some unknown place, and a truly great book can be a mirror of our being, reflecting hidden parts to which even we can sometimes be blind.
My musings do not last, and my effort to remain undetected is futile. Daniel has an aptitude for sensing my presence and turns to me almost instantly.
“Evie, come sit.” He pulls out a chair, and I sink into it, grateful for once that the Grand Palais has forfeited modernity and the angular sharpness of the Arts Décoratifs style in favor of this plush comfort from another age.
“I didn’t realize, but my feet needed a rest. I have been marching through town all morning.”
“Did you make any friends?” Daniel closes his book—Jacob’s Ladder.
“I doubt either of the ladies I visited would like me to lay such a claim to our acquaintance. However, I was able to learn certain interesting particulars regarding Cecile Beaufort.” Recounting my conversations with the two women, I touch upon my suspicion regarding the mysterious Monsieur Vernet and Madame Raval’s sense that Cecile’s brother had trouble with both drink and finances.
Daniel rubs his chin in a manner I have grown accustomed to when he is absorbing information. “Well, you certainly achieved more than I did.”
“Nothing at the hospital?”
“No, unless you credit being shooed around by fearsome nurses. I tell you, women in starched caps are enough to strike at the heart of any soldier—or being granted an audience with one of the harassed physicians for a sum total of two minutes.”
“Was it terribly busy?” I sink deeper into the chair, wishing a waiter would come with a nice, cool lemonade, an unlikely prospect as we are neither seated in the café nor can I expect the staff to be in possession of mind-reading abilities.
“No. At least I did not see anyone actually being treated. I was probably in the way. Perhaps I ought to have feigned some ailment to receive a gentler welcome.”
“They would not have thanked you for it. I was fortunate that Madame Raval was not offended by my deception.”
“Well, be that as it may, the doctor confirmed that the psychiatric hospital was indeed used after and, for convalescence, during the war. I asked the secretary whether a man by the name of Henry Harper had been admitted to the hospital. She has been working there for nearly fifteen years and could not recall such a name. She promised to verify this and contact me should she find his name under any registration.”
“I imagine it was rather chaotic in those days. He would not have been recorded the way it is done now. In such times everything is different.”
He runs a finger absently along the spine of his book. “She said so, too. I knew what to expect, really, going there, but I keep thinking I must do something.”
A moment passes during which, I think, we both let the truth settle in. Finding Henry, despite my brave posturing, will be like locating a needle in a haystack. Even if he was around some weeks ago, which is highly questionable to begin with, he may have left and is on his way to India by now. And another burden has been added to our quest. Cecile was killed, willfully and coldly, and I must find out who took the life of a woman praised by all to be good in every respect.
“Let us eat something and then, perhaps, we will have the chance to meet Monsieur Benoit.” I assent and we decide to take our meal in a café along the way.
The meal is simple and—as so often appears to be true of the simplest fare—all the more satisfying. We dip crusty slices of baguette into steaming bowls of pea soup and drink fizzy water with lemon slices while discussing how to approach the Benoits, should we be granted entry. Daniel is in favor of a forward approach, laying the truth before them in its entirety; I suggest proceeding with caution. Although the Benoits are bereaved and deserve the truth, we have no assurances they will grant us the same candor.
“We did not harm Cecile, but we cannot be certain the same is true for them,” I cement my point and Daniel concedes.
The walk to the bookshop is brief, and soon we have arrived at the narrow building with the large glass window displaying a few dusty books and a faded sign above the door.
Without pausing, I push the door open. As before, we are greeted by a tinkling bell and the sound of footsteps. It takes only a moment for the already familiar visage of Eva Germaine to appear, much as she did the last time, out of the dark and dusty interior of the shop.
“Oh, you again.” I cannot delude myself into hearing any joy in her greeting for which I cannot blame her. In this light, she looks even worse for wear than when last we met. Her skin is pale and sallow, as if she has avoided the glorious late spring sun for far too long. Her dress is loose on her thin frame, hanging forlornly from her hunched shoulders.
“Madame Germaine,” I begin, smiling as I take a small step toward her, “we are sorry to intrude again. We received certain news of your aunt’s passing, details that necessitated our coming once more.”
Eva takes a sharp breath. “Moreau came to see you, didn’t he?”
“I am afraid so. I hope he was gentler in conveying the news to you than he was in our company.”
She gives a small, mirthless laugh. “That’s Moreau. He has a reputation for ambition. A reputation, too, for incompetence.”
“We must hope for his success in this case.”
“Madame,” Daniel says, having remained quietly at my side thus far, “We do not like to intrude on you at this time, but we want to offer our sympathy.”
“Monsieur, you do not fool me. You may offer your sympathy and I do not doubt your sincerity, yet you have come for another reason. Please, do not insult me. I can cope with honesty, being lied to offends.”
I do not entirely agree with her, but arguing will bring us no further. In Eva’s rebuff, Daniel will find a justification for his original plan to approach the situation with complete candor.
“I am sorry, Madame,” Daniel lowers his head to acknowledge her comment. “No insult was intended. We are still searching for my brother and had hoped to speak to your father. If your aunt confided anything in him—”
“I very much doubt she did.” Bitterness sharpens Eva’s voice, and I recall Simone Raval’s words regarding Monsieur Benoit’s fondness of the bottle.
“Or your mother? Perhaps she told her about her chance discovery?”
“That is very unlikely. While my father adored his sister, my mother and Cecile did not share a great affection.” A few seconds pass during which I notice Eva regret her openness. “They did not quarrel. Some people are simply not meant to be friends.”
“Of course. We understand completely.” I smile at her, and she relaxes fractionally. The pale skin of her brow remains taut with tension.
“You’ve come all this way to this godforsaken—” she stops herself and sighs. “Please, come with me. My family is upstairs.” Eva turns on her heel and leads us along the warren of dusty shelves towards the back of the shop. We climb a flight of narrow stairs and hear voices, low and urgent, as we approach the door to the family’s flat, which stands ajar.
“Maman!” Eva calls and the voices hush instantly to be replaced by footsteps. A moment later her mother appears in the narrow hallway.
“Eva, what—” The woman stops abruptly as she takes in the sight of Daniel and me behind her daughter.
“It is all right,” Eva steps forward, placing a hand on her mother’s arm. “This is Mr. Daniel Harper and Lady Evelyn Carlisle. They have come with some questions about Cecile.”
“Cecile? Why?” The woman, Berthe Benoit, eyes us warily, yet not unkindly. The family resemblance is obvious. Although Eva is younger by at least twenty years, there is a deeply rooted weariness in her, which has passed over her mother, who seems concerned, but far from shattered by the events of recent days. Luc indicated that Eva was Cecile’s favorite, and Eva admitted her mother had little in the way of friendship for her sister-in-law.
“Madame Benoit,” I hold out a hand, “we are so very sorry for your family’s loss. Please accept our sincere condolences.”
Slightly bewildered, she takes my hand and gives it a shake. “Thank you, Lady Carlisle, Mr. Harper.” She turns to Daniel who also offers his hand.
“Madame, we do not like to impose, but we have been approached by Inspector Moreau, who informed us of the tragic developments.”
Berthe Benoit closes her eyes for a mere second before replying in a surprisingly hard tone of voice. “That man is not fit to call himself inspector. What he will turn up on poor Cecile doesn’t bear thinking about. What has all of this to do with you? I do not recall Cecile ever mentioning your names?”
“Maman, let us go inside to talk. It is a bit crowded in the hallway. Is Papa home?”
“Yes, yes, of course. Come in.” Berthe snaps to attention like a small soldier and leads us to a light-filled room, facing the garden at the back. On one of the sofas a man sits, getting to his feet upon our entry.
“Pierre,” Berthe says, “These are Mr. Harper and Lady Evelyn Carlisle. That is correct, non?” She turns around and I nod. “They have come about Cecile.”
The man frowns. We are ushered into the remaining chairs, clustered around a low coffee table, daintily adorned with a crocheted cloth and a vase full of daffodils, my favorite, a vivid spot of color in a room otherwise devoid of it. Berthe bustles off to fetch coffee, leaving Eva to facilitate between us and her father.
“Papa, these are the people who found Cecile, the ones I told you about. Inspector Moreau spoke to them.”
Pierre Benoit lets out a slow breath, as though it has been collecting in his lungs, building pressure, almost forgotten. “Moreau, the fool.”
“Indeed, Monsieur, we have heard little to recommend him,” says Daniel, which pleases Benoit and he relaxes slightly into the cushions at his back.
“We can hardly rely on his skills of deduction. To be fair, we have little crime in Amiens for him to practice his competence. Mostly petty theft.”
“Amiens is a peaceful place,” his wife chimes in. She has returned with a tray, bearing cups, a large urn, and a plate of vanilla sables. “And now crime has befallen our family. Our Ceci.” Benoit shakes his head and rubs his eyes. Sitting opposite him, I notice the toll these last few days have taken. His eyes are red-rimmed and his face badly shaven, tiny nicks all along his jaw line. Shadows have taken residence underneath his deep blue eyes and even his shirt hangs limply on his frame. Despite this, there are signs of older struggles, too. The broken blood vessels running serpentine around his florid nose, the quiver in his hands, which he cannot bring to rest. Again I think of Simone Raval’s words and consider there to be more than a grain of truth in them. Benoit has been drowning old sorrows and new with excessive drink. He cannot be much beyond sixty, yet he appears closer to seventy. There is something very sad about this man, the same aura of melancholy that emanates from his daughter, even though this is the only apparent familial resemblance. Luc, the Adonis, distinguishes himself a Benoit only by his father’s blue eyes.
“It is a terrible thing, your sister’s death,” I begin, accepting a cup of coffee from Berthe.
“Terrible, yes,” Daniel agrees. “You will be wondering about our connection to your sister and why we are here. I doubt she ever mentioned the name, ‘Harper’?” Naturally, Daniel hopes that Cecile did make mention of it; that she told her dear brother all about her encounter with Henry. Such hope fades when Benoit shakes his head.
“No, Mr. Harper. I am sorry to say I have never heard the name. I can guess how you came to meet my sister. You have the look of a soldier. You met her during the war, did you not?” Benoit’s eyes focus on Daniel, who meets them unflinchingly.
“I was a soldier, yes, but it was my brother whom Cecile met.”
“A brother. Two sons in the war. Your poor parents.” Benoit closes his eyes, a rush of emotion clearly flooding through him, memories triggering tears he would rather not shed.
“Three brothers.”
“Oh, Mr. Harper,” Berthe places a small, motherly hand on Daniel’s forearm. This small act of kindness my regard for her grow.
Daniel clears his throat, his eyes meeting mine for a moment, before he continues. “Your sister wrote to me that she had seen my brother, my eldest brother, in Amiens. They met during the war when Henry visited her bakery. He was declared missing presumed dead since his whole company was bombed to bits. There were few known survivors. We never believed he could be alive.”
Everyone takes in his words with solemnity. For a moment, the only sound is that of a crow screeching and cawing on a branch outside the window.
“Mr. Harper, you can gather by our reaction your story is new to us. Cecile never spoke of your brother. She rarely spoke of the war-time or Miraumont. After Hugo died, that part of her life remained in her mind, and she separated it firmly from her new life, without her husband and their business, here in Amiens.” Benoit, runs a hand across his eyes and drops it back into his lap.
“She was content here,” Berthe comments. I wonder, not for the first time, why she and Cecile never were friends. Berthe appears to be a caring, kind woman and much the same can be said of her sister-in-law’s reputation. Perhaps they were too much alike? One does say opposites attract, though I have never held with the notion myself. Opposites may be enigmatic to one another at first, but after a while, do we not yearn to be with people similar to ourselves? Then again, I should not generalize. What do I really know of such matters?
“She was. Happy even, I would say,” Eva, who has remained quiet throughout our exchange, looks intently at her father.
“Ceci missed Hugo, that much was clear, even if she never spoke of him.” Benoit takes a sip from his cup, wrinkles his forehead and shrugs. “She liked talking to Eva. She liked talking to many people, it was friendly chatter mostly. What Ceci did well was listen. She had a trustworthy, gentle nature and people felt safe in her company.” He nods, more to himself than to anyone else. His eyes have attained that glazed quality of one who is far away.
“We have heard only kind words about her,” I sense an end to this conversation fast approaching and my own sudden need to be outside, in the sun and fresh air. The room is beginning to feel overcrowded, thousands of miniscule dust motes dancing in the light from the window.
Daniel must be thinking much the same, for he sets his cup and saucer onto the tray and straightens in his chair. “Thank you for your time and openness. We will leave you in peace now.” He gets to his feet and I follow suit.
“You have been most kind.”
Berthe gets up in tandem with her daughter. Her husband remains seated, a collapsed figure of a man.
“I will see you out,” Eva adds, and bidding goodbye to the elder Benoits, we follow her as she leads us down the stairs and back into the shop. “I am sorry we could be of no help. Papa is very upset and added to that, he mistrusts Inspector Moreau and doesn’t believe he will make much of an effort. Papa had some tiff with Moreau’s elder brother a hundred years ago about a bet they made and neither has ever forgiven the other.” She smiles and raises her eyebrows in mock frustration. This simple motion transforms her face from the prematurely aged and tired mask she has been wearing, to allow a glimpse a much livelier woman.
As I begin to respond, the door flies open and a boy bursts in, knapsack on his back, cheeks peachy with the youthful glow of good health.
“Maman! Maman!” He hurtles forward, and I notice he is clasping something in his hands. “Look what I have!” Ignoring us completely while Daniel and I stand by in bemused silence, the boy opens his hands and Eva’s face falls.
“Denis, what is this? Mon dieu! You cannot bring a mouse into our home. We try to keep them out, you know!”
“Albert has a dog and Marcel has a cat, why can’t I—”
“No, you will go out immediately and put it back where you found it.”
“But Maman—”
“No Maman. Right now!” Eva turns the boy around and marches him to the door. Daniel and I grin at one another, thinking of little Timon and his fondness of frogs—much to Briony’s dismay.
“We won’t trouble you any longer,” I say as we meet her at the door, where she stands and watches the boy, pale head gleaming in the afternoon sun, kneeling in front of a bush. His lips are moving and I feel sympathy for the child, living in this dark house with a sad mother who is neither wearing a wedding band nor has she mentioned a husband. Perhaps my earlier speculation was correct and she, like so many, was widowed and left alone to raise a child who would never know his father. And now he has to relinquish his pet. Still, I cannot say I would much like the idea of a domesticated mouse in my house either.
“The little rascal. He has tried this with all sorts of creatures. I pity him, of course, but there is simply no space or time to devote to a real pet.” Eva lets us pass through the door.
As we take our first few steps into the balmy air, she calls out to us and we turn around. “I nearly forgot. Cecile was very devout. She did not tell us about your brother, but perhaps she spoke to her priest.”



CHAPTER 27
After getting the name of Cecile’s priest from Eva, we finally take our leave. Denis dejectedly stands at his mother’s side, mourning the involuntary surrender of his pet.
A while later we sit, legs dangling, on a low stone wall, which runs along the quiet river. In our hands steaming packets of folded crepes filled with creamy, melting cheese and bits of spinach and ham, at our sides two bottles of apple cider. With mutual assent, we decided to dine au plein air tonight. The sky has colored with a pale orange glow, gently warning of imminent darkness and the water ripples golden beneath our feet. A family of swans, one large proud mother and a row of fuzzy black chicks, travels soundlessly downstream, disappearing finally into the shadows of an overgrown willow, which dips its wispy branches into the water. Despite its romantic appearance, underneath the surface, deep roots claw into the earth with a mighty grip. Even the natural world can deceive with benevolent façades.
Daniel begins to speak between bites. “The priest.”
“The priest indeed. I wonder why we hadn’t considered him sooner. It has been clear all along that Cecile was devout. It would be natural for her to confide secrets or concerns in a priest she knew and trusted.
“Very true. We have arrived at a further complication.”
I frown and ask, “Complication? We know where to find him. Eva told us.”
“Find him we may, but as far as I recall, priests cannot divulge sacred confessions to anyone who comes along asking.”
“Oh, I had forgotten.”
Daniel grins with a twinkle in his eye. “I expect you would not be tempted into any sort of confession.”
I give him a playful jab with my elbow, and he makes a great show of nearly falling into the river to the amusement of a group of adolescent boys, walking past us on their way home.
“In all seriousness, Daniel, what are we to do? There is the psychiatric hospital to visit as well. Even if you think it futile, I should like to speak to the priest, if for no other reason than to learn a little more about Cecile’s character.”
“He will most likely echo what we have already learnt.” Daniel takes a sip from his cider bottle and crumples the piece of waxed paper, the wrappings of our meal, in his fist.
“Yes, I suppose so. Everyone has more or less said the same about Cecile. She was a good, pious woman. There is only a vague picture one can paint with such flattering descriptions.”
“People generally do not like to speak ill of the dead. Cecile must have had some flaw, some inner darkness, everyone does. We cannot expect anyone to enlighten us in that respect. We are outsiders. Cecile was one of them. It will always create a barrier. Besides, Cecile is the victim. What cold-hearted soul would speak badly of a woman who died in such terrible circumstances.”
“The uncertainty regarding her killer’s motive is terribly frustrating, Daniel. She may have acted in accordance with her own morals and offended someone else’s lack thereof. From our knowledge of her, she is not the sort to antagonize or insult anyone intentionally.”
Daniel exhales slowly, gazing at the water before replying. “She could have come too close to someone who perceived danger where there was none. Someone distressed, like Henry may be.” I remain silent, waiting for him to go on. “I met so many men shell-shocked and terrified of sudden sounds, sudden movements; unable to cope with crowds in cities, and unable to cope on their own. If Henry sensed a threat in her, who knows what he might be capable of.”
“If Henry or anyone else was in such a state, unable to think clearly and unable to see sense, it is unlikely that he would be able to create a convincing false suicide. In this scenario, a lucid cunning mind is at play. I am certain of it, Daniel.”
Turning to me, his eyes soften with relief. He needs to trust my words as much as I do, if we are to continue on with our endeavor, and this we certainly must. There could never be peace for him, if he did not try to discover what became of his brother. Daniel slides a little closer to me, draping an arm across my shoulder. It is not entirely decorous, but no one is about, and the comfortable weight makes my body relax after the wandering and tensions of the day. We sit side by side, not speaking, just looking out at the quiet city, the darkening sky; hearing the gentle lapping of the water against the walls and the occasional cry of an animal, or human voice somewhere in the distance. When the sky has turned that unique pale, pale blue right before the sun finally disappears below the horizon, we get up, Daniel pulling me to my feet. Dusting off our clothes, we walk back to the hotel.
The brilliant lights of the foyer are startling, and my eyes take a moment to adjust to the brightness and the lively sounds of people. It is only half past eight, not late at all, but it feels nearly time to sleep. Well dressed and laughing people stand in chatting gaggles around the hall, waiting to leave for dinner or entertainment. I smile inwardly, thinking of the meal Daniel and I shared tonight, a wonderful, quiet meal I would not trade for a table at the most elegant restaurant in Paris. We go to fetch our keys at the front desk, where a harried looking man has just hung up the telephone.
“Monsieur, we are in rooms 303 and 304.”
“Ah, yes,” the bespectacled man turns around to find our keys in the small compartments built into the wall. “There is a note for you.” He hands Daniel the keys and a small envelope.
Thanking him, we walk to the lift, eager for the privacy of our rooms and to read the communication. No name is written on the envelope to give us a clue. In my room at last, we sit on the sofa and Daniel carefully tears open the envelope and pulls out the note, a plain sheet of paper. The writing is in black block letters and reads:
 
 
STOP LOOKING. HENRY IS DEAD.
 
 
A gasp escapes me as my eyes take in those ominous words. Henry is dead. I can hear Daniel’s heart beating faster in the thickening silence, his eyes transfixed on the page. Gently, I take the paper from him and place it on the table.
“Who would send such a thing? Who would do that?”
“I don’t know, Daniel. I don’t know.” Then a thought strikes me. “It wasn’t sent, was it? Someone delivered it. Look,” I point at the discarded envelope. “No address, no stamp or postal mark. It was hand delivered, Daniel. And someone must have seen who brought it!” There is a sudden excitement in my voice, and Daniel looks at me with a glint of hope in his eyes.
“Wait here, I will ask at the front desk. The man may have taken it himself when it was delivered.”
I want to protest that I will come along, but realize he needs a moment alone. Someone, some cruel joker, just told him that his brother is dead just when he was beginning to believe the opposite was true. I am covered in goose bumps and drape a shawl around my shoulders, waiting for his return, running over the thoughts that will be assailing him at this juncture. He was hopeful and now … What now? Will he obey the note and stop looking? I cannot imagine.
It does not take long until he returns, his face taut, a grim smile on his lips.
“And?” I get to my feet full of nervous anticipation.
“The man, Richard, at the front, remembers who delivered the letter. He said it happened about two hours ago. It was a man. Unfortunately, the man had a beard and didn’t speak much, nor look up to face him when they spoke. He wore a hat and had no distinguishing features he could recall. Richard was very apologetic, said it was a busy hour for him. Poor fellow. I probably alarmed him, sweeping down the way I did.”
“Nothing else? He did not hear an accent or—”
“That is the interesting part, he claims the man was not from Amiens. There is a dialect unique to the region and this man’s French, fluent though it was, possessed not a trace of it.
“A stranger then? Or at least someone who did not learn French here.”
“A man, perhaps, who learnt it at school in England.” Daniel ‘s eyes are wide, and I know precisely what he is waiting for me to put into words.
“You think it was Henry?” I try hard not to betray my skepticism and elect a neutral tone.
“It is possible.” His statement sounds like a question, and there is tension in his body as he observes my reaction.
“Yes, possible.” I bite my lip, unable to utter greater encouragement. It seems too unlikely, and it pains me to watch Daniel’s hopes being raised and dashed again and again. He cannot relent; were the situation reversed, neither could I.
“The note says Henry is dead, but it could simply mean the old Henry, Henry Harper is no more. He may have adopted a new name, even a new personality.”
“There is certainly a chance of that,” I concede carefully. “He must have changed, adapted in some ways.”
“Exactly. Henry may have become Henri or Guillaume or anything at all. To him, Henry Harper may be no more.”
“Daniel, he warned us to stop looking.” I pause, thinking of how to phrase my next words, not to cause further pain. “He may not want to be found. He may not want to be reminded of who he once was. What he went through, we cannot understand. There may have been a time during or after the war when he simply could not be his old self anymore. Perhaps he changed who he was to start afresh.”
Daniel lets my words sink in before answering, his voice lower and less urgent than before. “Why would he choose Amiens, a place so close to Pozières and the Somme battle lines, to start his new life? He would be assailed by memories wherever he went.” He rubs his eyes. “It makes no sense. One moment I am close to understanding, to solving the puzzle, and the next … the next I am left only with questions.”
I nod my agreement. My mind has uncovered some unpleasant questions of its own. How did he find us? How did he know we are here? The only person in Amiens in contact with us regarding Henry’s whereabouts was Cecile, and Cecile is dead. What does it all mean?



CHAPTER 28
Before we part company, each too lost in thought to carry a constructive conversation, we agree that tomorrow will be the day to visit the psychiatric hospital. For tomorrow is Saturday, and thus the day for visitors. Daniel was informed of this policy in his telephone call with an administrator of the facility.
Getting ready for bed, I keep running over the possibilities this new morsel of information has thrown in our path. If Henry is indeed alive and aware we have come in search of him, he clearly wishes us to cease our efforts. Nevertheless, I am convinced we cannot stop now. Daniel is possessed with finding his brother and bringing him home. There is no chance he will give up without finding a resolution. I cannot blame him and still it is intrusive to force our way into the man’s life, a life he has for many years built to be deliberately separate from the one he lived before. Stop looking. Henry is dead. I see the words before me, ominous and stark, black ink, square letters, no embellishment or explanation.
Another possibility is that the man conveying this eerie message is not Henry. Henry Harper may truly no longer be of this world. The person warning us therefore may mean well. It is painful to watch Daniel hoping for something so unlikely and whoever the sender of this missive may be, he could simply wish to put him out of his misery. Quite a few people have been told of our reason for being here by now; one of them could have decided to intervene, knowing more than they were willing to say face to face.
Sitting down at my table, too restless to sleep, I take out a sheet of the hotel’s stationary and my pen. Who is aware of our reason for being in Amiens? I write.
 
 
Eva Germaine and Luc Benoit
Though they are unlikely candidates. Luc, for one, does not have a beard and could thus not have delivered the letter. Then again, a false beard could easily be produced. What reason could either of them have?
 
 
Pierre and Berthe Benoit
Again, I can think of no reason they should warn us off our search. Neither of them could be the messenger, based on Richard’s description.
 
 
Claude Besson
The stable hand sounded sympathetic to Daniel’s cause. If anything, he encouraged our quest.
I tap my pen against my pursed lips, wondering who else might have an interest. I told neither Madame Vernet nor Simone Raval, Cecile’s hairdresser. Ah, yes! I put pen to paper again.
 
 
John and Adela Lewis
We spoke of Henry’s disappearance and possible resurfacing in Amiens. The notion that either of them would want to stop us is quite improbable. For one, they only met us a few days ago and have been helpful rather than discouraging, even lending us their car to ease our exploration. Secondly, I cannot imagine what purpose it would serve them, if we were to conclude the investigation.
Contemplating this, I look out of the window. The sky beyond is black and only my reflection looks back at me in the glossy pane. I am tired and frustrated, my image in the dark glass a mirror of my feeling. All my deliberation has not brought me any further or satisfied my curiosity and confusion.
Perhaps tomorrow will bring answers. The prospect of visiting the hospital fills me with dread. After the war, psychiatric care facilities—lunatic asylums—grew greatly in number, both in Britain and in France. I shudder when I think of the shocking fragments of information I absorbed as they trickled into our newspapers. The conditions sounded dismal, patient care ineffectual at best. Doctors ill trained; nurses ill tempered; facilities stark and forbidding. The thought of Henry or any poor, desperate soul, trapped in such of place of supposed healing and rehabilitation is worrying, if not nightmarish. I hope what I imagine of these places will be proven wrong. There is such a need. I have had limited contact with mental tribulations, but I have met enough of the shaking, depressed, maimed and abandoned to understand there is demand for adequate care. The country cannot use people, send them into a world full of violence, misery and pain, and then abandon them to their own devices once they return. So many were only boys when they left. They had no career path laid out for them, no work experience, or life experience before they were thrown headfirst into battle.
I pull my robe tightly around my shoulders as a shiver races down my spine. Getting to my feet, I extinguish the lamp and take one last look at the window. My reflection is faint now, the light gone from the room. Peering onto the black beyond, stars glitter behind my eyes.
A gust of wind tugs at my hair and, holding a hand to my head, I secure the straw hat as we turn another bend on the uneven road. The sky reflects my mood, gray and mottled with ominous clouds. We should roll up the roof, any moment I expect the onslaught of a downpour. The road is paved and smooth as we leave the city limits and enter rural areas. On Crete, pathways were not built for the weight and girth of motorcars, thus we often found ourselves practically all but dangling over the precipice of a mountain, where the road had given way to dust and debris, or skirting donkey carts and carriages. I confess, this mode of transport is distinctly more comfortable, while not half as amusing. Our borrowed car is a Ford; a broad contraption I am not nearly as taken with as I was with Jeffrey’s lovely Delage. I confess, the memories of driving that vehicle are soaked with happiness, whereas our current errand can only be described as daunting. Daniel being Daniel, he offered to go alone. Curious as I am, however, I could not accept his kind proposal and am filled with a nervous energy, much like the sensation one has before visiting the doctor: I have done nothing wrong, still there is the inevitable fear of pain.
The drive could be picturesque, were the sky not the threatening color of flint and my mind occupied with matters far beyond postcard prettiness. We roll through small villages, each marked by a steeple reaching into the sky somewhere in the distance. The hospital—L’hôpital Psychiatrique Ste. Christina—is located nearly an hour outside of Amiens, in the direction of Abbeville, a city closer to the Atlantic coast. Daniel spoke with a hospital secretary who apparently sounded far from enthusiastic about our planned visit. Still she agreed to make an appointment with the doctor, a Julien Lemarque, to receive us at midday.
“Not far now,” Daniel says, glancing over for a second. “Would you look at the map and direct me?”
Pulling out the folded plan, I press it flat against my knees to avoid the wind ripping it from my hands. “Here we are. You must turn on to the Rue d’Ergnies in a few miles. It is on the right.”
“I wonder what Dr. Lemarque will tell us,” Daniel comments after a few moments.
“You did not speak to him?”
“Only with his secretary, a formidable creature, I daresay. She markedly told me the doctor has better things to do than spend his free hour on a Saturday entertaining English visitors.”
“He probably does. If Lemarque has nothing to say, it will have been our wasted journey and not his. Ah, see, Rue d’Ergnies.” I point to a faded wooden sign, marking the street’s name. Daniel turns onto a quiet, tree-lined lane.
“The hospital should be coming up soon.” Even as he speaks, another sign comes into view, somberly painted navy blue, marking the narrow, barely drivable path to L’hôpital Psychiatrique Ste. Christina. The building is visible in the near distance, the stone pale gray, the windows large and the garden a riot of spring blooms. I swallow a wave of anxiety. What awaits us inside? What sadness lives and breathes in these walls? Arriving with my firmly rooted, preconceived notions, I almost anticipate wailing cries of trapped souls to call out. This, I realize with relief, is not the case. Instead we are met by a tall, slim man standing in the doorway, looking from us to the darkening sky above.
“Doctor Lemarque?” Daniel asks and the man nods.
“Yes, Julien Lemarque and you must be Mr. Harper and Lady Carlisle?” He has a strong accent, but addresses us in English nonetheless.
“Thank you for agreeing to meet us,” Daniel replies.
“Of course, please do come inside, I fear we are in for some bad weather. A pity, it has been a lovely week so far. I can always tell when there will be a thunderstorm. My patients grow restless, some feel it in their bones; the moisture, you understand.” Lemarque leads us into the cavernous hall of the hospital. Immediately my senses are assailed by the strong odor of disinfectant alcohol and something bitter … cabbage? The hall itself is immaculately clean, the tiled floor gleaming. We pass a woman wearing the starched cap of a nurse, bearing a tray then disappearing into an open doorway.
“This room, please, it is my private office.” Lemarque opens a heavy door into a small, light-filled room. “Take a seat.” He gestures to two worn armchairs and seats himself behind a cluttered desk, a large bay window at his back.
“Thank you.” I sit quickly, allowing my eyes to explore the new surroundings. I notice the requisite certificates and documents displayed on the wall to our right and a substantial case of filing cabinets lining the other side of the room. There is little else.
“Madame Jules will bring us some refreshments in a moment. It is not my habit to meet visitors who are not connected to the hospital, by which I mean relations of the patients. However, I was curious when I heard about you.” He smiles and tilts his chin in a self-deprecatory manner. Lemarque, I hazard to guess, is in his late forties. His hair almost entirely gray, he could be older, yet his face retains the soft elasticity of a man still firmly in middle age. The eyes regarding us with a blend of bemusement and curiosity, are dark brown and framed with delicate lines, just as his mouth. A man, who is quick to smile. A good quality in a doctor, a good quality in a person. His must be a trying occupation. My inner observations are interrupted by a knock at the door.
“Oui, entrez-vous!” calls the doctor and a small, round-faced woman with a tray enters the room.
She hardly grants us a glance as she busies herself unloading its contents, fussing with the cups and saucers and a plate of biscuits, then leaving again without a word.
“Ah, Madame Jules. She does not like strangers. A good woman, nevertheless.”
I take a sip of the brew. “Have you worked here for long?” I ask, setting the cup onto its saucer again. Best to start the conversation gently, not to barge forth with the reason for our visit.
“This will mark the eighth year I am here, Lady Carlisle.” Lemarque picks up his cup and, I see something I did not notice before when his hands were shrouded by the long sleeves of his white jacket. His fingers are badly scarred and partly misshapen, probably burn injuries. I must not be as discreet in hiding my surprise as I think, for Dr. Lemarque looks down at his hands and says, “Ah, you have noticed I am not so beautiful as you first thought.” Another crinkly smile. I am relieved he is not offended.
“I did not mean—” I begin, but am interrupted by a raised, mangled hand.
“Not at all, Mademoiselle. I was a doctor, a surgeon, during the early years of the war. One day a small plane crashed into a field near Guillemont, and I made an error. In the heat of the moment I grasped the door of the plane with my hands trying to free the trapped aviator. I am afraid, I was of little use to the poor man.” He sighs, his eyes suddenly glazing over with a veil of melancholy at the memory. This lasts only a moment until he straightens in his chair and again bestows a kind, if slightly diminished, smile upon us. “Thus ended my career as a surgeon. I needed several months to heal, my fingertips had—have—lost all sensation. Later, having witnessed what I had, I began the doctoring of the soul, rather than the living flesh.”
“You seem content, if you do not mind my conjecture,” I observe, unable to allow silence to descend upon us after the frank sketch of his past.
Lemarque exhales deeply and leans back in his chair, making it squeak. “I am. Most days, at least. I have no family. My devotion is to my work,” he adds with another wry smile before turning his gaze on Daniel. “You have not come to hear my life’s story, have you? Mr. Harper, my secretary told me you are searching for your brother?”
“He was presumed dead after Pozières, and I have recently been informed this may not be true. He may be alive and staying somewhere near Amiens. We are making little progress in finding clues regarding his current whereabouts.” He hesitates a second before catching himself and continuing. “Neither have we found a good reason why he would have kept away and left my family under the illusion we lost him.” Daniel breaks off abruptly, controlling the emotion that has crept into his voice.
Lemarque waits a few seconds to answer. I wonder whether it is a tactic he employs with his patients, too.
“Mr. Harper, you are not the first to come in search of a long lost brother and you will not be the last, though the war ended many years ago.” He scratches his chin contemplatively. “Despite this, memory of such a time can be ageless, and it is often impossible to expunge from the mind. For a while, I dealt almost exclusively with cases of war-related trauma and even now we have several resident patients unable to cope with being thrust back into the outside word. A world that has moved on, while they have not.
“The human body can be capable of extreme resilience and extreme fragility. I have seen both more times than I can count. Ah, but I am going on. You look for answers and I offer platitudes, forgive me.”
“Not at all,” Daniel is quick to reply. “Sadly, I am certain you are right.”
“I comfort myself with the fact that many people recover, even in this hospital I hear laughter in the halls. Back to your brother. As I said, many men suffered severe mental trauma beyond physical injury. They were unable to re-enter normal society. I do not like to paint bleak pictures, Mr. Harper, however, there is the distinct possibility that your brother belongs to this category.”
“You believe he felt unable to return to life in England and his family?” I ask.
“Perhaps.” Lemarque’s damaged hands form a steeple as he rests his elbows on the desk. “If your brother—what is his name?”
“Henry.”
“If Henry suffered severe shock, there are several possibilities to explain why he did not return to you, and why he did not inform you of his very existence. One such possibility is that he lost the memory of who he was before the war. This could be the result of trauma to the head or something we call dissociative amnesia. It could explain why he did not contact you, having no memory of who he was before. Another possibility you may like even less is that he made a conscious choice not to return to his previous life. Many soldiers were subjected to extreme difficulty returning to their homes and family. The people at home did not understand what they had been through. They felt misunderstood, and thereby often insecure or unsafe, and many decided to move away again.
“There are retreats, colonies of sorts, in France and in England, too, offering former soldiers a safe haven and to be amongst people who experienced war. These places are usually located in the countryside, away from the sounds and activity of urban life.”
“Henry was supposedly seen in Amiens,” Daniel says, his brows knit together in tense concentration. “Amiens is not Paris, not what one calls a metropolis, but it is lively enough.”
“The war has been over many years. Perhaps he has improved and can live in a town such as Amiens, or maybe he was stopping by on an errand.” Lemarque drops his hands gently onto the desk. “Mr. Harper, I am aware of your sincerity and your desire to find the man who may be your brother. That being so, I must caution you. If he has chosen to stay away from home and his family for nearly a decade—and perhaps he even has a new family—then he will not welcome your attentions. You must tread very carefully. This is a man who possibly cannot remember the life you speak of and thus will likely not remember you either. He may behave in a hostile manner, should you approach him as his long lost brother. I say this for your emotional benefit as much as his.”
I have listened to the exchange in silence, taking in the doctor’s low, accented voice as though hypnotized. When he falls silent, I snap back into the reality of the moment. “How do you suggest we should proceed?”
Lemarque’s dark eyes meet mine. “If you find the man you believe to be Henry, be careful what you say. Approach him gently. Do not assault him with memories or questions. If he is able and willing to speak, you must allow him to do so in his own time, otherwise he may incur further suffering and regress.”
“Of course we would proceed with care. The last thing I want is to drive him away or further into himself.” Daniel shakes his head, his eyes glisten with a tearful sheen of helplessness.
“Doctor Lemarque, you have been very helpful,” I say, the tips of my fingers brushing Daniel’s below the table. “There is one other concern which requires your assistance.”
“Lady Carlisle, I will do what I can.”
“Is it possible to learn whether a man by the name of Henry Harper ever stayed here as a patient?”
If Lemarque is surprised by my question, he does his best to hide it. “Mademoiselle, you are, no doubt, familiar with the tie that binds physicians of all fields to protect the privacy of their patients. We are not authorized to provide information about patients, current or former.”
“Not even to close family members?” Daniel asks hopefully.
Lemarque regards us for a moment, lost in silent contemplation. “Mr. Harper, in the eight years I have worked at this hospital, I have met with many who, like you, searched for a missing family member. I did what I could for them, believing it to be for the sake of the greater good for everyone involved. Besides, war times call for different assessments of regulations, I find.” Lemarque pauses, and I feel my hopes rising as he continues. “The war is past and your brother, if he is alive, has created a new existence for himself. I must consider whether helping you helps him.”
“Surely it would!” Daniel’s voice is vehement, and a faint flush has crept into his neck. “I do not wish to disturb his peace, nor will I force him into anything. I only want to find my brother. My parents are gone; my other brother is dead as well. The war robbed me of everything that really matters, everything but my own life. Do you not understand that I will have no peace, if I do not try everything I can to locate him? Please, doctor, if there is any information at your disposal that could help us, I beg you to share it.” Lemarque listens to Daniel’s passionate plea with calm attention. I ache for him, knowing the pain he suffers at the hands of memory. He is as much a victim of the war as Lemarque’s patients. The doctor frowns, and I am ready to launch myself into a tirade of support for Daniel’s cause, when he speaks.
“You are right.” Lemarque slides his chair away from the desk and gets to his feet, turning to a wall lined with filing cabinets. “I can promise you nothing, but if your brother was here, his records will be, too.”
Daniel swallows. He probably anticipated further argument and was readying himself. “Thank you,” he pronounces quietly.
Lemarque has his back to us as he searches. “Do not thank me yet.” He closes a drawer. “No, I am afraid no one with the name Henry Harper was ever a patient here. Of course, there is the possibility he used another name, nonetheless, we do ask for papers. After the war there was tremendous confusion, however, and certain formalities may have been lost or overlooked. I am truly sorry. I would have let you read the file, left you for a few moments in privacy, dignifying my action by blaming your need for closure.” He offers his smile, appearing almost disappointed on Daniel’s behalf. “If there is nothing else—”
“I have a picture of him!” Daniel suddenly remembers, pulling the photograph of his brother from a pocket inside his jacket. The doctor turns to look at the image, squinting as he takes it in. “He was younger then, and in all likelihood looking healthier than he would have after what he had been through, but surely one could still recognize him.”
“Quite,” Lemarque frowns and scratches his chin. Hope dares to soar again, while he considers what he sees.
“Do you recognize the man?” I ask, unable to hide my anxiety any longer. I have slid forward in my chair and balance on the edge of the seat.
“I am not sure.” Lemarque looks at the photograph again. “There is something … familiar. Possibly familiar, then again, you two look very alike and the mind likes to play tricks.”
Daniel sends me a glance of unveiled elation. “You recognize him? You met Henry?”
“Now, now, Mr. Harper. I understand you are eager to believe, however, I must caution you. I have worked with many patients over the past eight years and on the battlefield before. The man in this image strikes me as vaguely familiar, but I would remember his name had he been a patient of mine at the hospital. I spend a great deal of time with each patient, and do not forget a face or name once I know the story attached to it. I could have met this man when I worked as a surgeon on the battlefield. I was highly involved in administering to the wounded during the battles surrounding the Somme.”
“He could have been a patient you operated on?”
“Indeed. It might be so. I wish I could offer you more, but I cannot. I trust, with some certainty, that he was not here. Not a patient of this facility. I realize you had hoped for more information.”
“If he had been treated here, he may have returned to his old self.” Daniel mutters dejectedly.
“I am glad to hear of your faith in our abilities to cure, Mr. Harper. The sad truth is many men do not recover. If your brother is alive under a different name, he is still one of the lucky ones.”
Aware that his words are meant as a cue for us to leave, I stand. “Doctor, you have been most generous with your time.”
“Not at all. In the study of healing the human mind, time is the greatest gift we can offer.”
“And time is not in abundant supply, so we do not want to keep you any longer.” I meet his gaze. He nods solemnly.
“You are right, it is not. Still we often do not value it highly enough, squandering what we are granted, believing ourselves invincible.” He looks at Daniel and says, “You have been dealt difficult cards in this game of life, Mr. Harper. I council you as I would my patients and my friends: Move forward with your life. That is all you can do. There is no undoing the past. Even I have learned that much.”
“I cannot evade memory.”
Lemarque smiles enigmatically at Daniel. “I did not instruct you to forget the past. That you cannot do. It would be dangerous to attempt. But try not to embark on the fruitless quest of changing what cannot be touched. I refer to clichés when saying this, but it is true: Life is too short. Your search for your brother honors you, but wherever he is, he may be more at peace than you. Think on that.”



CHAPTER 29
Consequently, our audience with the doctor ends. He bids us goodbye in his smooth, tranquil voice and we are led from the premises by his secretary, who does not so much as grant us the honor of uttering a single syllable. The sky has opened and rain pours in sheets, splashing into the darkening gravel path. We do not wait under the portico in unspoken agreement not to spend another moment in the building’s shadow. Instead we make a dash for it, holding our hats in a vain attempt to keep our hair dry, and arrive at the car only moderately sodden.
Once inside, we sit in silence, the engine idle. I shiver, for the air has turned cold when the clouds broke apart. Daniel rummages for a blanket in the back.
“I am sorry we were not more successful,” I say finally, the scratchy wool blanket draped across my shoulders.
Daniel runs a hand over his glistening head, causing a drop to trickle, tear-like, down his cheek. “So am I. It was a fool’s errand. I should have known.”
“Nonsense. We had to try. Perhaps Lemarque is right in saying it is good news that he has no record of Henry as a patient at Ste. Christina’s.”
“In theory it is good that he was not a patient at a psychiatric facility.”
“In practice, you wish Lemarque could have led you straight to his room?”
Daniel waits a moment before replying. “Yes, I suppose. I had fostered a tiny flame of hope that Henry could be found here, or at least that someone recognized his name.”
Daniel faces me, his eyes dark in the close confines of the car. “I think of the rows upon rows of nameless graves, and I think of the plot where my family is buried. A gardener tends to the land, fresh flowers planted in front of the headstones. If Henry is dead, he should be there. He should be somewhere people know his name; where he is remembered as he was. I did not expect Lemarque to lead me to him. I just wanted him to remember. Reading Cecile’s letter was shocking and wonderful, too. She knew him, and to have someone write of him with affection and kindness was affecting.”
“You will never forget him, Daniel.”
He presses his lips together, tight, pale lines before answering. “I forget his face sometimes. His face, William’s, mother’s, father’s … I remember the sounds of their voices, but their faces are fading. I carry these creased and meager photographs because I cannot bear the idea of not remembering, of them being only dust, even in my mind.”
I understand his fear so completely, having felt much the same. The faces of my parents are now more amalgamations of what I think I remember than actual fact. It frightens me sometimes, and yet there is nothing I can do. Lemarque called time a great gift. It can be a treacherous thief in equal measure.
Daniel gazes out of the window where a veil of mist has risen, as the cool rain splatters the warm earth. The outlines of trees in the distance are only dark green blots in a swimming landscape, and I am cocooned in the comfortable dryness of the car.
“If I do not discover what happened to Henry, will I be bound by obsession to remain here forever in this purgatory? Always hunting for a piece of the puzzle?” He does not look at me as he speaks. Even so I recognize an undercurrent of fear in his voice, fear of losing himself, his sanity, in the pursuit of truth.
“I would not let you.” Speaking the words aloud, I realize they are true. I cannot foresee what the future holds, nor am I able to make promises of a matrimonial nature. However, we are bound by a link beyond romantic passion. By that I am unable to desert him, and I will not allow him to desert himself.
Daniel does not speak. Did he hear what I said and what I implied? We sit in companionable silence for a while longer, watching pellets of water splash against the windshield and run in hasty rivers down the glass surface in a hypnotic rhythm. After some time, the deluge abates and finally stops altogether. The sky clears and the sun dares to resurface, warm rays making diamonds of dewdrops and showing off natural splendor in newly cleansed glory. Wordlessly, Daniel starts the engine and we begin our return journey.
As we reach the hotel, the sun is already embarking on its inevitable descent, having accompanied us all the way from the hospital. We cannot muster the energy to seek out a new restaurant for dinner and settle for the hotel’s dining room, collapsing gratefully into the soft booths. The waiter, a portly man with a nose to rival Cyrano, appears promptly with effusive welcomes and recommendations. Fatigued from our day, we weakly assent to his enthusiastic endorsement of the chef’s special of salade au lardons and canard d’Amiens.
Monsieur dashes off, and before we can fully sink into the comfort of the soft brocade at our backs, we hear familiar voices.
“… John, no later than next month, promise me.”
“I can’t, you know I can’t, my love. The business is not concluded and—”
“Oh, Evelyn, Daniel!” Adela has spied us and breaks off her evidently tense conversation with her husband.
“Adela, John, hello. Won’t you join us?” I ask before I can help myself. The intimacy of the conversation between Daniel and myself after our conference with Lemarque is a weight on my mind and I am in need of distraction, a release from the pressure of speaking about serious concerns.
Adela, a woman after my own heart, does not consult her husband even with a glance and assents enthusiastically. “That would be lovely.”
We make space for them, and the waiter is quick to notice the addition to our party. John and Adela make little fuss and please the kindly fellow by entrusting their meal to his expertise.
“We would have looked for you tomorrow to return the car,” Daniel says, producing the key from his jacket pocket and handing it back to the rightful owner. “It was a great help.”
“Cheers. Drives like a dream, doesn’t it? We’ve got the same beauty waiting idly in a garage in Long Island.”
Adela sighs, dramatically raising her expertly shaped brows. “And it is about time for a reunion, as I was saying.”
There is a sudden tension in the line of John’s jaw, hinting that the subject has been one of contention between the couple for longer than they are letting on. “Adela is keen to get back. France is not her cup of tea.”
“It’s all right for a time, my dear,” says Adela. “But that time is running thin, and I want to get back home before summer is in full swing.”
“As soon as my business is concluded, we will book the return journey.”
“If I can wait that long.” Adela’s voice has hardened ever so subtly, and I am not the only one to notice. The corners of her husband’s mouth droop for a disapproving second, before returning to his genial tilt.
“You completed your visit to the hospital?” He turns the conversation away from himself. Daniel makes a vague gesture with his hand.
“Let us not talk about it now. It was not what we hoped for, and we are still recovering from the disappointment.” He smiles as he speaks, yet the truth is laid bare in his tired eyes. John and Adela notice, too, and she, ever quick-witted, moves the discussion smoothly along to matters altogether less precarious.
The much lauded canard d’Amiens is indeed a triumph and when our waiter, Gustave, finally serves coffee and small dishes of strawberry mousse, we are restored at least in body, if not in spirit.
“What plans do you have for the next days?” John asks, finishing off his wife’s pudding.
“It is all up in the air, I am afraid.” Daniel answers, abandoning his mousse.
“We must find Cecile’s priest. Tomorrow is as good a day as any, it being Sunday.” I shrug.
“You know where to find him?” Adela asks. It seems we have, despite valiant attempts to evade the topic, been encouraged into telling them more of our recent pursuits.
“Cecile’s niece, Eva Germaine, told us his name and that of his church. He will be conducting the funeral as well.”
“Listen, Daniel,” John begins, scratching his chin. “I wonder whether you have considered contacting members of your brother’s company? Surely there are survivors who remember him. I have some contacts in the diplomatic arena and could possibly help you to expedite any contact to be had. You could send them a telegram or call on the telephone.”
Daniel straightens and I realize from his expression that this idea is far from new. Why has he never discussed it with me? When he finally answers, my suspicions are confirmed.
“I confess, I thought of it before. In the years after his passing, I attempted to contact the men he had mentioned in his letters. Only one is alive, a Scot by the name of McCragh, and he was unable to offer much, except a few stories they shared over pilfered cigarettes. Henry’s letters mention a few men by name. I know them by heart, for all the good it does. McCragh, Rawlins, Lawrence, and Lewis. They are the only ones who get more than an occasional mention.”
“There must be countless more who were acquainted with him,” John leans forward on his elbows, brow furrowed in concentration.
“Of course, but where to begin?” Daniel shakes his head, and I wonder how often he has considered this task.
“It is worth an attempt.” John frowns as an idea dawns. “I hate to say this, Daniel, but if we can contact a former mate of his, we might find someone who knows with certainty whether he died.”
“John!” Adela cries out. We all know his words are brimming with unwanted truth.
“It is all right, Adela.” Daniel raises a placating hand. “I avoided this path in the past, because there was no reason to believe he was alive. We were told he was missing presumed dead and since his trench was destroyed and most of his company killed, there was no hope. I did not seek out anyone except the men he mentioned in his letters. I did not want to hear details. Some find closure in discovering exactly what happened, I could not. Perhaps it was cowardly.”
“Don’t be silly!” It is my turn to exclaim, and I place a hand on his shoulder. “You were so young when it happened. No one can blame you for trying to forget.”
Daniel laughs a short, mirthless laugh. “Yes, I was good at running. I ran off to war after William and Henry died, and I ran off to the continent and beyond after my parents died, after the Armistice. I have run and run for the better part of eight years and now my past has caught up with me.”
We fall silent and stare into our coffee. Finally, John speaks again. His voice has taken on a new softness. “My offer stands. If you want my help, I will be happy to give it. We need to go to Paris for the job, all in a day’s work. What do you say?”
Daniel hesitates, his eyes darting to meet mine, seeking. Needing approval? Understanding? Uncertain, I nod nonetheless. “All right,” he says soberly. “Thank you. That would be a great help.”
“What are friends for?” John smiles, a touch of his old cheer and geniality returning.
“To new friends!” His wife raises her small coffee cup.
“To new friends!” We echo, clinking the fine porcelain in the air.
“If we leave tomorrow, we could meet a friend of mine. He was a Commander in Verdun and on Monday, when the offices re-open, we can immediately set the search in motion.”
Before Daniel responds, Adela interjects. “I suggest that Evelyn and I remain here. Talking to the priest should be delayed no longer. I would like to accompany Evelyn, and you two can make your enquiries with your military friends. Is that not the best solution?”
John gives his wife a strange look, but assents. “Yes, it probably would. You surprise me, though. I thought you were desperate to get out of town?”
“Indeed,” I say, “I welcome your company, but you need not remain on my account, sacrificing an excursion into the city.”
Adela shakes head and puts her napkin in a crumpled heap on the table. “I am staying and that is final.” Something in her expression lets me wonder for a moment, if there is more behind her show of support than meets the eye. The moment soon passes when we decide to call it a night, for the next day will surely bring a new set of obstacles.



CHAPTER 30
Upon leaving our friends to their rooms on the second floor, we climb the last steps to our own chambers. When I am ready to bid him good night, Daniel asks, “Are you very tired, or could I show you something in my room?”
I am not tired at all. The food and pleasant company have restored and distracted me sufficiently to leave me invigorated with the sort of energy, that will make sleep a hard won prize.
“Of course, what is it?”
“Come,” he says simply and I follow him to his room.
It is dark and the curtains are open to reveal the inky blue expanse beyond. As Daniel flicks on the lamp, the scene in the glass is replaced by our reflection. I turn around to see him rummaging in his dresser drawer and when he re-emerges, he holds a wooden box. He brings it over to the table and gestures for me to sit.
“Evie, there is something I’d like you to look at.” He pulls a thin wad of papers from inside the box.
Curiously, I lean forward. “Letters?” I ask, recognizing the spidery, faded ink spread across the pages.
“Henry and William’s. The ones they sent home. There aren’t many. I left the ones addressed to my parents in a safe box at home, but I could not part with these. I have read them countless times and know the words like the back of my own hand. I would like you to have a look. Maybe I have missed something that could be important in our search.” He must register my ill-concealed surprise as I wonder why he has so far neglected to mention them. “I should have told you sooner that they were in my possession.” He adds nothing further to explain his oversight, and I watch him spread the pages on the table, separating Henry’s from William’s. I look back at Daniel’s face, which is half obscured by shadow.
“Are you certain you want me to read them? They are private—”
He reaches forward and takes my hand with gentle firmness. “If there is one person I trust … “
Warmth suffuses my face and I nod, adding, “But I cannot have you watching me while I read.”
“All right. I am restless after so long a time spent sitting. I will go for a walk and return in an hour. Is that enough time?”
“It is dark, will you be safe?”
Smiling, he says, “I promise to stay in the vicinity of the hotel. I will be careful.”
I hesitate, then nod my assent.
It is agreed and Daniel takes off, jacket slung over his shoulder. I am left in a pool of lamp-light to read the letters of his soldier brothers. Closing my eyes for a few seconds, I am filled with both dread and curiosity. At first glance, I see badly scratched out words and phrases of a careless censor, some still readable. Then, I pick up the first letter.
England, 20th September, 1915
Dear Daniel,
We’ve arrived at the coast today, ready to ship out some time during the next three days. It is mad to think that William and I are headed to war, to actual fighting. I dare not write this to Mother and Father, but I am a bit afraid. Many are full of enthusiasm; it is hard not to be infected by it. There is fear in the air, too. We do not know what to expect. William complains that I am trying to replace mother, so I will try to stop worrying. It will be all right. The British Expeditionary Force, as we are called, is certainly formidable. Many men of all ages and classes have come together. It is all rather impressive, actually.
The weather is fine, the sun shines, so our voyage across the sea should be easy enough. I will write when we land, if I can.
I send all of you my love, and tell Mother she mustn’t worry.
Henry
The second letter arrived two weeks later.
France, 4th October, 1915
Dear Daniel,
Mother and Father must have told you that William and I arrived in France. Do you remember the trip we took to Paris a few years ago? This time France feels much farther from home. I will not be morose, or try not to be.
I am fighting in a company of some ace fellows. One of them, a giant Scot, McCragh, has taken me under his wing, and calls me “lad” and “son” all the time. William has been moved to a separate company on account of his skill with the Lee-Enfield. I think they may be grooming him to become a sniper. I despair when I think of it. Do not tell Mother!
I am being called for training. I send you all my love and will write soon again.
Henry
France, 19th November, 1915
Dear Daniel,
It has grown terribly cold these past few days. Winter arrived early. At least we are not freezing
like those on the Eastern Front
is all I tell myself as I wrap the scratchy wool blanket tight. McCragh, who claims to live on the edge of some drafty loch up in the Highlands, is hardly bothered.
There are rumors
of poison gas being used by our side. It makes me shiver, and not because of the cold. Daniel what I see …
Here some words have been scratched out and are unreadable.
We learn only from heavily censored versions of events.
It is spreading like a disease, encompassing a global arena, from what I understand. Probably it’s for the best. We are sitting on pins and needles with anticipation. Learning too much could diminish morale. I miss you all. I hope you are doing well in school. Father has always been keen on his sons attending Cambridge, just as he did. Perhaps you will fulfill his wish. Mother won’t like to see you go. I never know what to write to her …
Henry
Now comes a very short letter, saying little beyond that he is well and I move on to the next. It bears the marks of wear and I am gentle, when I unfold the worn pages.
France, 25th December, 1915
Dear Daniel,
It is Christmas Day and I think of you all, knowing that William and I are in your thoughts as well. It is bitterly cold, but we have received some treats and spirits are high. It is dark early. I am writing by the light of a torch, which I traded for three packets of cigarettes. A strange thing happened last night, Daniel, and I ask you to tell others of it, for it is, if nothing else, a testament to the fact that traces of humanity live even in this misery.
We were seated about the fire, warming our hands and feet and waxing nostalgically about home when one of my mates, Rawlins, told us to be quiet for a moment. McCragh didn’t like to be told by a man he says ‘ain’t no be’r than I’, but Rawlins insisted. Silence fell upon our group, and in the quiet darkness there suddenly came the sound of singing. We strained our hearing but none of us, bar Lewis who had a German nan, could make out the words. It was the Germans. They were singing ‘Silent Night’. In German it is called, ‘Stille Nacht’. I do not know who started, but once we recognized the melody, our side joined in. It was the eeriest, most beautiful thing I have experienced in all this time, Daniel. You cannot imagine. We sat there, black, cold night around us, singing with the enemy we had been fighting hours earlier. It didn’t last long, for our old Major put a stop to it, ‘we don’t need no chanson with them Huns’ he told us. I will never forget. In that moment, we were just men. There is comfort in being reminded of that. Today the fighting continues, the spell is broken.
When I think of that night I have to hope they, like us, want an end to this war; to go home and to live life again.
I miss you all. I barely see William. I know that he is nearby.
Happy New Year. God willing, we will soon be home.
Henry
A lump has lodged in my throat as I read. The hope and equal measure of desolation contained between these lines is almost too much. Steeling myself, I read on.
France, 18th January, 1916
Dear Daniel,
I hope you are well. Mother writes you are walking out with that pretty girl, Alma Harcourt. She is planning the wedding, beware!
There is little news to report. We are busy digging trenches, and it is a backbreaking effort. McCragh jokes that he hopes to enjoy them for a long while after all the work. At least the effort does its trick in keeping us warm. The earth is hard and does not yield easily. Your last letter alarmed me. William and I signed up freely, but I cannot endorse your doing so now. Please, if only for mother’s sake, do not do anything rash. I must go now.
Henry
Despite the weight of Henry’s words, the ones upsetting me most are dedicated to Alma Harcourt, Daniel’s fiancée before he left for France. She married another man while he was away. She was very young, of course, and all that, still I hold the additional weight of pain she placed on Daniel’s shoulders against her. Then again, had she not betrayed him, we would, in all likelihood, never have met.
France, 26th February, 1916
Daniel,
I have only a few minutes to write. I cannot say when I will have the chance again. I am well enough and so is William. I saw him an hour ago. I doubt he has much patience for writing. There is something brewing. They won’t tell us much, but there is something in the air. The Battle of Verdun erupted miles from here. We are all worried, not knowing what is to come.
Everyone is terrified of the gas, we have heard such horrors. You are probably better informed, squatting next to radios for the BBC announcements. I will write again as soon as I can.
Henry
France, 19th of March 1916
Daniel,
I hope you are all well. It has warmed up a bit. Soon it will be Easter. We are stationed near a small town, and on my only trip there I noticed the spirit of the French has not diminished, for purple streamers hang from windows and bakeries are making Easter bread. I wish I was home. At times such as these, it is strange not to have you all around. Even William is rarely about, and I can get little out of him. I worry that he may become reckless. Don’t tell Mother.
How are things between you and Alma? I remember her being very pretty and that she liked to tease us. Have you seen Maggie lately? I wrote to her a few times, but there has been no response. I can’t blame her. She was furious with me for leaving. She will probably be married by the time I return. My mate, Lawrence, has a girl in town and he convinced me to give him my day’s leave to see her. We look alike, no one is bound to notice our little deception, I should think. He has promised to bring me one of the Easter cakes in return. I miss you all.
Henry
Maggie. Maggie must have been his sweetheart. I wonder what has become of her. And who is Lawrence? What of the cakes? Cakes one buys at a bakery like the one Cecile owned with her husband. A possible clue? It is to serendipitous to ignore. I decide to read on, perhaps he will mention it again.
France, 14th April 1916
Dear Daniel,
No doubt you heard the news of Verdun. The Germans tried to force forward, but the Infantry Brigade and 5th Division pushed them back. I do not know how much of what they tell us is true. Possibly we are only hearing uplifting events.
It is impossible to ignore the truth that we - French, Brits, Australians, and yes, even Germans - are being decimated. They are using bombs, artillery, gas.
I am sitting under the French sun realizing I can hardly remember what this war is about. Can it be as simple as desire for land, or as base as human tyranny?
In accordance with the Military Service Act, any able man aged 18 to 41 is now obligated to come forth for duty, and I have done the math. You will be eighteen in four months. I am determined this war must be over by then. If it is not, you must get away. Go to America, go anywhere, but do not sign over your life for this. There is friendship here among us on the ground, but we are replaceable little ants, and you must not become one of us. I cannot help William, but as your older brother I warn you. I pray for an end to this war. If I live through this, Daniel, I shall never raise a hand to another living soul.
I have done unspeakable things. How will I ever go on?
I must go. Take care and send my love to everyone.
Henry
I wipe my eyes, aching for the man trapped behind these words. His honesty is startling, and still I sense he is censoring himself. What must have gone through his mind as he sat in a trench far from home, lost, confused and frightened? How many more like him; French, English, German and all the other nationalities; all human, all mortal. I stand up and open the window, welcoming a cool breeze brushing my burning cheeks. Two letters remain. Two letters and then … and then. I sit back down. Trembling fingers gently unfold the stained pages.
France, 12th June, 1916
Dear Daniel,
Ghastly news from Verdun has come in, and
we are all snapping at each other with pent up anxiety.
The Germans have won Le Mort-Homme, a terrible name—the dead man—and yet so very apt. Losses are rumored to be horrendous.
Worse are the conditions. It is hot for May, and there is too little of everything. We are still out of the real throes of battle, but with the road to Le Mort-Homme in the hands of the Germans … We are worried and busy making preparations for a full out attack. Amidst all of this, the country is moving in its natural rhythm and the fields are dotted with glowing spring blooms. The sky is blue and cloudless, I feel the urge to drop my pack, my weapon, my dirty, ragged clothes, wander out into nature and disappear. I am not mad, not yet, only dreaming. For some of us madness has indeed taken hold. There are men here who are no good to us or to themselves, the state they are in. The bombardment is unlike anything you can imagine. Think of the worst thunderstorm and multiply its ferocity by ten. Even then you will not understand. The whole earth quakes and shudders, and everything inside of you reverberates as though you are being shaken by a giant.
It’s enough to make anyone lose their mind. I see some fellows with blank stares, as though they can see right through me, and whatever they see behind me terrifies them like nothing you can imagine. I do not want to be like that, Daniel. What life awaits these men after the war? McCragh said it would be best if they were put out of their misery. What is in the cards for us when we get home? Will those so damaged that society does not know what to do with them be shunted off to heaven-knows-where? When will it all end? As it is, what I have seen will live with me always, but there is hope, too. Hope that I can have a life afterwards; children, a wife. I miss you, all of you, Maggie, too.
Henry
I have one letter left. A last fragment of this man I suddenly feel I know like an old acquaintance. A man who is either earth and dust or living flesh somewhere in our midst. I understand Daniel’s devotion to his brother, and experience a renewed fervor in my desire to discover the truth behind his disappearance.
France, 19th July, 1916
Dear Daniel,
I have been up all night and write in a moment of quiet in the midst of thunder, fire and dust. Right now, there is none of that. The guns have grown silent, the bombs stopped falling. It won’t last. It will go on and on and on until the world ends, or at least this is my feeling, crouched down in the dry dirt as I am. I hardly sleep anymore. Battle is raging like a constant storm. Even when the firing stops there are groans and cries of men ringing in our ears. Battle is unlike anything you can imagine.
It is a living nightmare, with no hope of waking. Sometimes I wish only to lie down, quiet as a mouse, close my eyes and disappear. I want to dream of home, of you, our parents, of William, of the endless green hills, the ponies, the smell of freshly baked apple crumble. I want to be home. I want to be anywhere but here. Yet I am here, in my waking and sleeping hours, I am always here. While we wait, sometimes for hours on end, there is little to do but think and smoke and talk. After a while, the cigarettes run out or the talk grows tired and so we are left with our thoughts.
I remember so much. I try to think of the past, of our childhood and it seems at once so close and yet immeasurably far away. Do you remember the summer we visited Nan in Devon? It rained every day and she taught us Gin Rummy and Piquet while we ate warm buns in the kitchen. Memory is a strange thing. You remember one thing and then, suddenly, like a row of dominoes tumbling into one another, you remember everything. Everything leading up to this moment. Then you are here again.
It is steaming hot, still I am constantly chilled when I hear the agonized voices calling out, lost in some crater, desperate for water, or drowning in their own blood.
It is too much. McCragh, a mighty ox of a man, is green at the gills and Lewis, a shrewd fellow I have known for months and who would not walk from the slightest provocation, has grown quiet, and aged a hundred years. We are old men. Old and dying too young. I do not know where William is. Don’t tell Mother.
I love you all.
Henry
With shaking fingers, I set the letter down, in time for it to avoid a tear, splashing onto my lap. He knew. Something in his last letter makes me certain he knew it was the final one he would write. I read a dying man’s last words and his ghostly presence remains in my midst.



CHAPTER 31
A few minutes after finishing Henry’s last letter, I hear Daniel’s key in the lock. I turn to face him, uncertain of what to say or how to react. The letters are part of his life, a private vestige of his past shared with so few.
His eyes wander to my face and then to the letters.
“You’ve finished?” He steps out of the shadow cast by the door and into a pool of soft golden light from the lamp.
The tips of my fingers brush the dry paper. “I have.”
He sits down on the chair beside me, a rigidity in his pose, a stiffness that makes me want to lean forward, drape my arms around him and tell him all will be well. Except I can’t.
“Did you find anything that could be of use?”
Buying time, I begin the task of reorganizing the letters, not to meet his eyes when I speak. “Nothing obvious stood out. He once mentioned his pal, Lawrence, trading places with him during a day’s leave to visit his girl in town. In turn he would bring Henry an Easter cake from the local bakery. It may have been Cecile’s bakery. Henry also wrote they looked alike. Beyond that I found no clues I could relate to solving this mystery.” I fall silent and cease my shuffling of the papers.
“It could have been Cecile’s bakery. I had forgotten that detail.”
He is regarding me with a curious expression, as if I had been tested and missed something obvious. He wants to hear a reaction to the man I just spent an hour getting to know, his thoughts, his fears, his love for his family. Where do I begin?
“The letters … are very moving.”
“I wanted you to read them, because I wanted you to understand him, not only to look for clues I missed.” Daniel sounds relieved as well as pained. How long must these papers have been burning a hole in his pocket … in his heart?
“I know, Daniel. I cannot imagine—” I break off and he slides closer with his chair, comforting me with his proximity, yet not touching. Finding my voice, I go on. “He is a good man. Kind and thoughtful and—” I stumble a moment, “and it is so unfair. All of it. What they went through. They were just boys.” I look up at Daniel. To my surprise his face is blurred and out of focus. I am crying. Tears roll down my cheeks and stain the pale blue of my skirt. Daniel leans forward and pulls me into his arms, where I lean my face against the cool skin of his neck and weep like a child. No, not like a child. That innocence is lost forever. I am not hurt. My sweets have not been taken, nor my doll broken. I cry because of the pain and ugliness in the world, and the awareness that I am powerless to do anything to change it.
Daniel makes soothing sounds and strokes my back like a kindly nurse. “I’m sorry, Evie. I’m sorry. I should not have made you read them.”
Disentangling myself, I swallow down the last of my tears. My eyes are swollen and my throat sore, but I cannot leave it at that.
“Do not be sorry. I am glad I read them and glad I know Henry better now. I only wish it had never happened.” I smile weakly and he smiles back.
“Wishes, eh?”
I sigh. “Wishes.”
We sit together for a while longer, until I return to my own room to sleep, weary with sadness and fatigue. Daniel will leave tomorrow after breakfast and return late Monday or Tuesday. He asked me repeatedly whether he ought not stay or I if would not go with him, but I remained resolute. It will do us both good to spend a day or two apart. So much is running through my mind, and I need time to digest it.
In bed the cool sheets are a comfort to my hot face and weary body. Henry became real to me tonight. Until then, he was a phantom, a man I heard about, who resembled Daniel in the one photograph I have seen. Reading his words has solidified him in my mind. Feeling a greater kinship, even affection for him has deepened my growing unease in our quest to discover whether he survived. If he did, he cannot possibly be the same Henry who wrote with such love and affection to his family ten years ago. Daniel knows this as well as I.
Breakfast passes quickly with the two men in a hurry to reach Paris in good time. We part company with few words spoken, except for reassurances to be in touch via the hotel telephone, should anything important be discovered on either end.
At half past ten Adela and I embark on our way to the church where Father Giles Bernard, Cecile’s priest, will be conducting his Sunday service. I was raised Church of England and feel a fraud at the prospect of sitting in on a Catholic service, hoping to garner information from the man at the altar. Walking along the uneven cobbles, I explain my qualms Adela. Without batting an eye, she informs me that she is Catholic, although admitting she has lapsed quite acutely over the past twenty years.
“I was born and baptized Catholic and even had holy communion in a church in this very town. I think that qualifies me to attend the service.”
“How long did you live here? You must have been around ten or eleven when you had your communion.”
“Ten, yes. Dreadful day. I was so nervous I spilled apple cider down the front of my gown and my father had to remind himself quite strongly of his Christian spirit to avoid thrashing me for it.” Adela speaks as though she is talking about someone else, detached and unaffected.
“Do your parents live in France?” My curiosity is getting the upper hand. I have been much more open about my past, than my new friend has. The more I think about it, the more I realize how little I know of her. She does not look at me, but into the distance, when she answers with a quick shake of the head.
“They died a few years ago.”
“I am sorry.”
“No need. We had not seen one another or spoken in nearly two decades. They may as well have been strangers.” Adela’s voice has taken on a hard edge. Her face remains unchanged by this revelation.
“I see,” I reply, for lack of anything better springing to mind. Adela turns her head to regard me with a shrewd gaze before breaking into a broad smile and linking her arm with mine.
“My dear Evelyn. You are so very proper. So very English. No, you don’t see, but you would like to, would you not?” She sighs dramatically and I laugh.
“You read me well. I am intrigued, and if you do not illuminate me, I will have to concoct the wildest hypotheses to fill the gaps.” Now she laughs, too, and her soft curls bounce above her shoulders.
“All right. It is only fair.” Her face takes on a serious expression. “There is something I meant to tell you anyway, something with which I hope you can help me.”
“Shall I beg, or will you stop speaking in riddles? I thought you Americans are blunt with the truth?”
“I am only an adopted American. I was born French, and the French are far from forthcoming when it comes to including others in our secrets.”
“You will make an exception for me?”
“Yes,” she smiles. However, the warmth does not reach her eyes, which remain cool and shadowed under the narrow brim of her hat. “We have arrived.” She points ahead and indeed we face a moderately sized church. “I will tell you later. Secrets, you know, keep better than the finest wine.”
“I cannot argue with that. I will hold you to your word.” I warn half-jokingly.
“You need not fear on that account. I promise to tell you. And I am always true to my word. Almost always.” She pulls me toward the entry portal of the church, where a group of parishioners is already milling about in their Sunday finery.
At that moment, the sun slides out from behind a cloud, bathing the square in a radiant, warm light. The uneven cobbles gleam, as does the steepled roof of the church. Far from exhibiting the imposing opulence of the cathedral, this building is striking in its own way. Its windows are high and reflect the sun’s rays in a dazzle of color. I can imagine how lovely the effect of the stained glass will be on the inside. The heavy wooden door stands wide open, welcoming parishioners into the inner sanctum. Adela and I wander past a few groups huddled together outside, chatting and laughing in the sun, and enter the church. Despite the beautiful prism of colored light forming translucent mosaics on the floor, it is gloomier than I expected. The eye has time to take in one piece at a time rather than facing the overwhelming abundance of treasure present in the grander churches and cathedrals. The high, unadorned ceiling, vaulted in a sloping fashion, allows the majesty of the architecture to reign supreme. The central cross, hung high behind the altar, is made of carved dark wood with no gold or jewel ornamentations. It hangs somber and stark behind the man in the priest’s robes, who has just entered the apse through a door at the side.
“That’ll be our man,” Adela gestures vaguely with a nod of her head.
“What gave him away?” We grin at one another. “Come, let’s stay in the back. I don’t want to draw his attention just yet.”
“No,” Adela’s face tightens almost imperceptibly. “Neither do I.”
“I would rather not make a fool of myself, if I intend to charm any information about Cecile’s last confession out of him.”
Finding our places in one of the wooden pews, Adela and I watch the remainder of the congregation slide into benches, the din of chatter dying down when the priest steps to the pulpit. From this distance his features are not easy to distinguish. I assume him to be in his mid-forties from the graying of his temples. I wish I could see him better and almost regret having insisted on sitting nearer the back. Craning my neck, I notice a vaguely familiar face, Madame Vernet, seated a few pews ahead with a man and three children, one of whom keeps fidgeting and turning his little head to and fro in a bid to find greater entertainment, no doubt.
Mass begins with a song. The melody is familiar, and I look at Adela to see her lips moving.
The priest, Father Bernard, speaks clearly, his voice deep and sonorous, instantly calming and still able to rouse the listener into paying attention to his words.
“’No wickedness, no heresy, not even the Devil himself can deceive anyone without counterfeiting virtue’.” He gazes out at his flock and continues to speak. His words ring out in the cavernous space, solemn and profound. I begin to see why he held the trust of Cecile Beaufort; why the church is packed to the gills. Father Bernard has a way of speaking that envelops you, not with fervor, but with a feeling of inclusion. Perhaps I am being fanciful, for my religious devotion has only ever been perfunctory, in that I attended church when dragged there by my aunt. After everything that has happened in my life and my lifetime, I have little faith remaining. Sometimes I wish I could, but my mind has always been inquisitive and while questions pile up, answers never come. Some find comfort in believing everything is God’s will. I cannot. I wonder had my parents lived, had the war never happened, would I think differently? Perhaps I would? I shall never know.
Despite my doubts, I find time passes quickly and before I know it, we are saying, “Amen” and getting back to our feet. Doors are pulled open and the slate tiles are flooded in bright light. The last rows empty, and soon we take our leave to wait outside for our chance to speak to the popular Father Bernard.
“Well,” Adela raises an expertly arched brow as we stand outside amid the fellow church-goers. “What did you think? Quite an entrancing speaker, if I say so myself. Still, I’m not one for the diatribes against poor sinners.” She smiles and adjusts her hat.
“He was certainly more engaging than dear, old Vicar Edwards of my childhood days. Even in French.”
“Handsome, too, undeniably.”
“Adela!”
She pouts and rolls her eyes. “I am only saying what everyone is thinking.” Gesturing subtly around us, she adds, “Wouldn’t you say the women of this parish are particularly devoted.”
“Devout, you mean?” I look around. “I hadn’t noticed before, but, yes, at least three quarters of the people are women.”
“Was Cecile the type to harbor a little fantasy about her confessor?”
“Oh, Adela, do not be so crass! The poor woman. Really. Even if she did, what does it mean?”
“Blessed if I know. I’m only saying.”
“Hm … “
“Oh, don’t frown, dear, here he comes.” Adela straightens and puts on a charming smile.
Father Bernard has detached himself from a group of elegantly coiffed ladies and is coming toward us, occasionally stopping to shake a hand and say a few words. Upon reaching us, I understand what all the fuss is about. From the distance and in the dim light, it was impossible to make out his sparkling blue eyes and the firm set of his jaw, marking our good priest to be a mighty attraction on a Sunday morning.
“Bonjour Mesdames,” he offers us a disarming smile. “I have not seen you here before. What brings you to our door?”
“You have a good eye, Father,” Adela beams back at him.
“We come with motives stretching beyond pure worship,” I confess sheepishly.
Bernard’s brows come together as he registers my words, but when he speaks it is with concern rather than suspicion. “There is something with which I can help you?”
Before answering, Adela casts a quick look around. Certain no one is near enough to eavesdrop on our conversation, she elaborates. “We have a few questions on behalf of one of your flock. One who can no longer look after her own interests; thus Lady Carlisle has taken it upon herself to do what she can in this woman’s memory.” Adela has done well to sanctify our quest, promoting it from a probing scavenging mission to a well-meaning endeavor.
Bernard’s expression changes to one of understanding. “Am I correct in assuming you are speaking of Madame Beaufort?”
“You are, indeed,” I answer somberly. “There are matters concerning her death which remain a great puzzle, and for the sake of her memory and her family, we are attempting to solve them.”
“I see.” He eyes us with a new wariness, then after a moment allows a curt acknowledgement. “We should speak in private. Come the rectory. I will make us a cup of coffee, and we can talk there. Before I say more, I would ask you to elaborate on your connection to her. I will not dishonor the trust she placed in me, nor her memory.”
“We understand completely.” Adela assures him.
“It honors you to stand firmly in her corner,” I add.
Bernard leads us from the dissolving crowd around the right side of the church. “The rectory is at the end of the lane. This way.”
Bunches of nasturtiums and marigolds line window boxes, glowing with vibrant color. Houses along this lane are narrow and built over two stories. They have the look of being quite old and lean into one another with the weight of age. There is something charming about them, like cottages in a fairy tale, and I imagine the gentle creak and groan of wooden planks, the worn dip in the steps of carved staircases.
“Here we are.” Bernard stops in front of the last house. A small window, gleaming spotlessly is set beside a green door. Bernard opens it and allows us entry before closing it behind us. The interior of the house is dark in stark contrast with the sunlit exterior. Still it is a pleasant space, cool and cozy. A simple cross hangs on the wall of the entry hall and Bernard walks past it, ushering us into a small sitting room with a view of the lane.
“This is lovely,” I say, meaning it.
“It is my home. Can I offer you coffee, tea? I have some lemonade left in the ice box.”
“Coffee would be wonderful.” Adela answers for us, and Bernard disappears through a connecting door into the kitchen.
Allowing my gaze to travel across the room, I conclude that Bernard is a humble man, however, one who appreciates quality when he finds it. The furnishings are a collection of good pieces, chairs, a polished table and high bookcases. On the wall hangs a charming landscape in the Impressionist style. I meet Adela’s eye and she raises a brow. Before she can speak, Bernard returns with a tray of cups, a coffee pot, and a bowl of perfect strawberries.
“I have a small patch in the garden.” He proudly points to the fruit. “Please have some, they are wonderfully sweet.”
Adela and I oblige and subsequently compliment him before turning to the problem at hand.
“Father Bernard, we wish to speak to you about Madame Beaufort, Cecile.” He breathes deeply with sadness and regret.
“Ah, yes. Madame Beaufort.” Setting down his untouched cup of coffee, he regards us with cornflower blue eyes.
I decide to begin. “Has the police been to see to you?”
My question provokes a curious reaction, bemusement and irritation at once, which has been the customary response to a mention of Inspector Moreau. “No. It is my understanding that Olivier Moreau is handling the investigation. Many of my parishioners were acquainted with Cecile. There has been talk, as you will imagine. A dreadful tragedy.”
He has slipped into the use of Cecile’s Christian name, and I feel a surge of confidence. There must be something of use he has to share with us.
“Yes, horrible. And you are correct in what you have heard. Indeed, Inspector Moreau is the one in charge of investigating the circumstance of her death.”
“Your parishioners are well informed,” adds Adela drily.
This provokes a quick laugh. “I am afraid they often know all too much about all too much. All the same, it is human to be curious, and I like to think it is a sign of care, even if the care is veiled in gossip.”
“How charitable a thought, Father.” Adela takes a sip.
“To return to Cecile,” I venture, hoping to learn what we came for before Adela alienates the priest. “Her family, with whom I have been in contact, believes you to be one of the last people to have spoken to her.” This comes out quickly, and only once the words are spoken do I understand the implication. “Oh, pardon me. I only meant—”
Bernard raises a placatory hand. “Quite all right. Perhaps you can tell me first what concern it is of yours, beyond, of course simple concern.” I detect a hint of derision in his last word, but will let it pass. There have probably been many other situations in which this man was asked similar questions for the sake of feeding prying minds.
“Of course. You should know then that I never met Cecile while she was alive.” This garners a raised eyebrow. I continue undeterred, testing how much I must say to loosen his tongue in turn. “I was meant to meet her for the first time on that fateful day. It was I, along with a friend, who discovered her body. You will appreciate that the event has left quite an imprint on my mind. Later, when Inspector Moreau came to tell us the awful news, I could not let it rest. I will never know her, yet I would like to know about her. I want justice for her death.”
Bernard eyes me levelly for a moment, considering my words. “I am very sorry you had to find her. She was a devoted and kind soul. To have known her is to have liked her, and I am sure you would have, too.” His voice is deep and soothing, and for a few seconds I am lured into falling for their intent to provide comfort. Adela is not so easily deterred.
“Unfortunately, there is a rather obvious hole in your reasoning, Father, though I hate to be the one to make a point of it.”
“Madame? How am I to take your meaning?”
“You are ignoring the distressing truth that she was not liked by all. One person, at least, had enough dislike for her, to want her dead.” I flinch at her words, true as they are, and watch for the priest’s reaction. He appears nonplussed, leaning back in his chair, better to observe us with those blue eyes.
“Sadly, this is true. I speak of my own experiences with Cecile, and I never heard of anyone who had less than kind feelings towards her. Undoubtedly, there was someone who did not share my own sentiments. Who this tragic soul is, I cannot say.”
I formulate my next words carefully, having planned a general line of questioning hours ago. “I wonder whether Cecile disclosed a concern regarding some trouble or worry she felt unable navigate on her own.”
The priest’s expression shifts to one of shrewd comprehension. “Lady Carlisle, I fear you are unfamiliar with the sacred duty attached to the priesthood. We are much like doctors. Our parishioners trust in the private margins of confession. They are sacrosanct, and I am bound to protect them.”
“Certainly, Father Bernard. I did not mean to cause offense. I am familiar with your responsibility to anyone who confides in you during confession. I only wonder whether your duty to Cecile includes finding justice for her? Her life, violently taken from her, was as much a God-given gift as anything. Should not the greatest duty be to do whatever possibly so that this crime does not go unpunished?” A hint of warmth creeps into my cheeks, and I hear the passion in my plea.
The room is silent as the priest, with hardly a change in countenance, evaluates my claim. His voice is firm and not unkind when he finally speaks. “I understand your desire to find justice for Cecile. It is a noble quest, and I do not doubt your sincerity, Lady Carlisle. Sadly, there is nothing of significance I can offer. I think back to our last conversation and recall nothing that could assist you in your search.” He pauses, leaning forward ever so slightly, signaling an end to the conversation, before adding, “If Moreau should come to the same conclusion as you and seek me out, that is what I will tell him, too. I wish I could be of more help. There is nothing I can do but pray for poor Cecile’s soul. I am truly sorry.”
A wave of disappointment washes over me. I had so hoped to find something of use, something this man could tell us of Cecile before she met her untimely end. However, what is not there cannot be given, and so Adela and I acknowledge the kind offer of his time and take our leave.
Passing byt the church, a few minutes later, Adela turns to me, her mouth at a slightly mischievous angle.
“You realize he is keeping something from us?”
“He is a priest, Adela! He is probably the keeper of countless secrets.”
She makes a dismissive gesture. “You know exactly what I mean. I am hardly speaking of So-and-so and his gambling habit or a mistress or some such matter. When he spoke of Cecile, there was something odd.” She narrows her eyes, tapping her lower lip with her forefinger. “I cannot say what, exactly, but there is more. I am convinced of it.”
I shrug. “You are probably right, Adela. Unfortunately, I cannot pry sacred confessions out of the man. We have no authority to force words from his mouth.”
“Oh, tosh!” She frowns. “If we cannot discover what she shared in confidence, then who will we turn to next? Her family claims to know nothing of consequence; her neighbor and hairdresser all had little of use to offer. The police have disappeared from the scene. Heaven knows what they are up to! Judging by unanimous reactions to the dear inspector—very little indeed.”
I laugh despite myself. “I hope you are wrong.”
“I have come to trust instincts, my dear. The way I see it, it is up to us—you, Danny-boy, myself, possibly my dear husband—to discover what is behind Madame Beaufort’s demise. You must agree?”
Grudgingly, I do, my mind flashing unbidden to another all too recent murder.
“What is it?” Adela asks, concern creeping into her voice.
“Memories.” Despite my attempt to keep the statement devoid of melancholy, I must not be successful, for my new friend loops her arm through mine in a motherly gesture.
“Shall we have a refreshment?”
I laugh. “We were refreshed at the rectory, were we not? Well, it is nearly time for lunch.”
“Indeed, it is.” Adela makes a show of glancing at her slender wrist, which, well adorned with thin diamond bracelets, is entirely devoid of a timepiece. “My treat. Come along and let us find the place with the handsomest waiter. When the men are away, the ladies will play … or stray.” She giggles and I join in, feeling like a girl, sad memories fading, like the wraiths they are, into the recesses of my mind.



CHAPTER 32
The bistro we settle on after some evaluation indeed has a beautiful headwaiter, and the menu is no less impressive. We study the offerings in silence, settling on the house specialty of quiche d’Amiens and a cool Muscadet from the Loire region.
“My dear, I could not help but observe your cloudy expression a while ago. Do your memories trouble you often?”
So much for letting them recede, I think, but answer gamely. “Some do. It is like that for us all, wouldn’t you say? No one reaches adulthood without a bad memory or two, especially not in the times we live in. Although I suppose that could really be said of any time.”
The waiter arrives with our meal, and I break eye contact, cutting into the soft, fluffy tart. Adela, however, pays no attention to the food. She chews her bottom lip instead and regards me curiously for a few seconds.
“Evelyn, what we said last night about us being friends now, I meant it sincerely.”
“As did I,” I say, wondering where she is steering the conversation.
“You need not tell me anything, but you can tell me everything.” Her tone has softened in a way I have not heard before, and I get the distinct impression this is less about my memories than hers.
“Thank you,” I angle for the right words. “Of course, the same offer stands on my part. Is there—I don’t mean to pry—but is something worrying you? You were insistent on staying with me, when I thought you would have liked to visit Paris. It cannot solely have been on account of keeping me company while I speak to Father Bernard.” As the words come out, I realize how true they are. Adela’s face tightens almost imperceptibly, and she runs a finger along the base of her glass, suddenly unable to meet my eye. “Adela? What is it?” Worried, I lean forward, trying not to let my scarf dip into the half-eaten pie.
She maintains the silence a moment longer. When her eyes lift from the gingham check of the tablecloth, they are glassy with tears. I reach for her hand, but she pulls away before I can offer any comfort.
“Whatever is the matter? Have I said something to offend you?”
At this she emits a mirthless chuckle, shaking her head. “Oh, Evelyn. You couldn’t offend me if you tried. No, not it is nothing you said.”
“What is it then? Tell me, perhaps I can help. Are you missing home or—”
“Missing home, yes, I suppose I am.” Seeing that this explanation will not do, she clasps her hands together on the edge of the table and straightens her back, elbows tucked into her side. “You are a perceptive girl.” A watery smile. “You are right. I am distressed. No, that is not the right word. Evelyn, there is something I would like to discuss with you.”
“Of course. Anything.” Another hesitation.
“Right.” She bites her bottom lip before continuing. “I am not one for keeping my thoughts locked up.”
Smiling, I nod. “You are indeed spared that particular compunction.”
“The truth is … I was married once before.”
This confession is not what I was expecting, then again I hardly had time to expect anything at all. “I see. That is not so shocking.”
“It is nothing terrible, nor terribly unusual. There are countless widows about these days.”
I do not reply, deciding to let her find her words, instead of plying her with questions. She obviously wants to—needs to—unburden herself and I must allow her to do so on her own terms.
“I was married. I am not a widow, though. I am a divorcée. I married young.” A shadow passes over her face as the sun disappears behind a cloud, rendering the scene suddenly cool and shaded. “Stupid and young. It was a case of being taken in by the charm and beauty of an older boy. I was sixteen, he nearly twenty. We met at a local festival.” Adela’s eyes gleam. She is away, lost in her narrative. “We walked out together. In secret, for my father would have none of it. My parents were profoundly pious, and it was a challenge for me to sneak away and find time to meet him. He was so handsome, and the fact that it was forbidden made meeting him all the more urgent, you can imagine. Then,” she swallows, “then I made a mistake. I was so infatuated, and I allowed liberties. I fell pregnant. When I found out, I panicked. What could I do? I was in such a state, my mother noticed something was wrong and coaxed the truth out of me. My father seethed, my mother cried. I would bring shame on them. Shame on the whole family. My father’s business would suffer. It would be our ruin. On and on they ranted. My father eventually fetched the priest to force me to confess my sins, to atone. How he imagined I should do this I still do not know. Lashings, solitary confinement … whatever would save his status.
“The priest was neither particularly charitable nor caring. He completely disregarded my tear-stained face, he merely conferred with my parents on what was to be my fate. Having the child was a given. There was no other option.” Adela closes her eyes for a moment, a wave of painful memory passing through her. “In a discussion lasting no more than ten minutes, my future was decided. I was not involved. With stern faces—I remember them clearly to this day—I was told that I would marry the boy, Damien Erwan was his name. His parents worked in the post office. They were not pleased, but did not object to the union. Their son was willing enough in the beginning. I was pretty. I was pregnant. I suppose he saw himself as the knight in shining armor, coming to my rescue, saving me. We were married a week later. Damien and I were given a small flat, and he went to work. He had been apprenticed to the local butcher and fortunately he was taken on permanently.”
“It all happened here, in Amiens?” I venture to ask, my food forgotten, absorbed by her story as I am.
“On the outskirts of the town, in a village. We lived reasonably peacefully for the next few months. Damien took a certain pride in having a pretty wife, he saw himself as a big man, young and already a father-to-be. He was convinced I was carrying his son. He would go on sometimes, and I was carried away on the swell of his words. I, too, became convinced we would soon be the proud parents of a little baby boy.”
“You had a daughter?” The words ring strangely in my ears. If Adela had a daughter then, she would be nearly my age now, if she lived.
“A daughter. A little girl.” Adela reaches for her glass, her hand quivering. “Fleur, ma petite Fleur, my little flower. No boy, no son. Damien coped with the disappointment reasonably well. To his credit, he was instantly taken with the little, wrinkly bundle.” A ghost of a smile plays upon Adela’s lips. “She was crawling by the time he first laid a hand on me.” The smile disappears, and I sense shock registering on my face. Adela is lost in her narrative and does not notice. “I had burnt a whole into one of his shirts. I never was any good at domestic chores. It didn’t hurt so much as shock me. My father was stern, but even he had never been violent. It was the first time someone had hit me since the school ground. When Damien returned from work that evening, he was full of remorse. I forgave him. My love for him had not dimmed. The next time he came home after an evening of drinking with his friends. He stank of sour wine and the ever-present stench of iron he brought from the butcher’s shop. I argued with him; told him off. He broke my wrist for my troubles. The illusion began to fade then. My knight in shining armor was nothing of the sort. He became a bully and a brute. Yet he never touched Fleur. She was the one person he always tolerated. I almost resented her for it. Imagine, resenting an innocent baby for being loved more than you. The again, what was I, if not a child myself?”
“What happened?”
“I left. When Fleur was three and I was tired of thinking up excuses for my battery of bruises, the clumsiness I had apparently developed. I packed one bag and took the train to Paris.” Adela’s shoulders drop and she looks into my eyes, seeking something I cannot identify. Forgiveness? Understanding? Blame?
“And Fleur?” It is not the question she wants to hear.
“I have not seen Fleur since. Not in twenty-one years. Now you know my real age.” She tries to smile, but does not succeed. The sadness in her demeanor, shame and anger, have forced humor aside.
“You have been to Amiens since then? John said—”
“Yes. I try to stay in Paris whenever we come to France. My parents live in a village farther north now. I do not run much of a risk of encountering them here.”
“And Fleur and Damien?”
“Damien died two years ago. My old friend, the only remaining one after I left, wrote to me. She was the one link to my daughter. There has been no contact between my family and me in all these years. I am dead to them.”
“Does Fleur write to you? You say your friend is a link between you.”
“No, not like that. My friend, Caro, wrote to me of her. We have kept up our correspondence and even though Caro now lives in Lille, she writes to Fleur. She worries that she is abusing Fleur’s trust in passing information on to me. Her letters have grown sparer on the subject of my daughter in recent years.”
At that moment, the double doors of a building across from the bistro burst open and a hoard of children swarms out, all alike in their little green uniforms.
“Oh.” Adela’s eyes are fixed on the children, laughing and running, shouting raucously and chasing each other down the lane. Their little footsteps and high voices echo back to us. I look at my friend as she wipes a tear from her eye.
“Adela,” I dig around for a clean hankie.
“Thank you.” She dabs at her eyes.
“What will you do?” There must be a reason, beyond the obvious relief of unburdening, why she has told me all of this.
“I know I have been going on that I want to leave, but your search for Henry has made it clear to me that I want to meet her. She is no longer a child, maybe she will understand. If I explain, I didn’t want to leave her behind. I had no money, no prospects. I could not have been a good mother to her. Damien doted on her …” she trails of and begins kneading her hands. “I did not think he would harm her.” The fear on her face is startling. Who is this woman in place of the cheerful and witty Adela Lewis I thought I knew?
“He may have been a good father.” I wish I could fortify my voice with greater conviction. Adela seems to appreciate the reassurance I am trying to provide. “He may have changed. Did he ever remarry?”
“No. I asked for a divorce, and he granted it, which surprised me immensely. Perhaps he was glad to be rid of me. He wrote once after that. Told me never to come back. Now he is dead.” A light of triumph flickers in her eyes. Perhaps it is my imagination.
“Is John aware of your past?”
Adela groans and shakes her head. “No. Evelyn, what am I to do? How can I tell him now? We have been married for years. We have been to France several times. He thinks my family is dead. After all this time, can I tell him that, actually, my parents live less than two hours from here and I have a daughter from my first, abusive marriage? How can I do that?”
“He loves you, Adela. Surely he would understand?”
She raises her hands. “He would act as if he did. He is too good a man to show his anger. But I would know that I had disappointed him. It would always be there, souring what we have. I am happy with John, Evelyn. I cannot bear to destroy our life, our marriage.”
“Don’t you realize you are already doing so! You can’t seek out Fleur and hide it from him. This is too great a secret to keep. Especially from someone like John.”
Adela exhales slowly to calm her agitated nerves. “He knows me as a strong, willful woman who does not mince her words. I would change so much in his eyes, if he saw me as a battered wife who deserted her child. Maybe it’s what I deserve—”
I wave away the notion with a vague gesture of my hand. “You deserve happiness and forgiveness. Still, I believe you have to tell him. If you want your daughter and your husband, you have to start by being honest with him.”
She drains her glass and meets my eye. “I am afraid you are right. It is exactly what I needed you to say. Still, I would have preferred to hear you endorsing my continued secrecy even more.”
“I’m afraid, Adela, we cannot always have our wishes granted.”
“Alas, we cannot.”



CHAPTER 33
On our way back to the hotel, I am tired as though I had been running circles round town instead of spending much of the day seated in relative comfort. Adela’s revelations have disturbed me as much as they have drawn me closer to the woman, whom I would otherwise uncharitably have perceived a caricature of the American socialite. She has still not told me how she came to be in America, and I have not asked.
We walk in companionable silence, each adrift in our own thoughts. I worry that I have not conveyed enough sympathy or made Adela feel even worse. To think of her situation in those days, not much more than a child and expecting one with a man she was pushed into marrying. I am under no illusions that she is neither the first nor the last to whom this has happened. Even the violence, when it came, was probably not unusual enough to gain her parents’ support. I have observed even in my own circles women with bruised wrists, heavily powdered marks beside their eyes; no one says anything, yet we all know what is the cause. How can I place blame at Adela’s feet, when she acted to save her own life? Still, I think of Fleur, the child she abandoned to a man who was prone to violence, who may have turned his fists on his daughter, angered and resentful. Drawing up a face in my mind, I borrow her mother’s features. Soft, dark-blonde curls and lively eyes. Or has the light that shines in her mother been dampened, extinguished even? Motherless myself, I wonder who the young woman has become. It is true, my ersatz-mother, Aunt Agnes, was not as warm spirited and energetic as I remember my own parent being, still I was always safe with her. Her husband, Uncle Brandon, treated me with kindness and care and I never wanted for anything material. We always desire what we do not have, and so I yearned for my true family. In hindsight I understand that everyone around me tried their best to fill the void. Where Agnes was stern and distant but dependable as winter, Aunt Iris was the sunny contrast. Briony and her parents added their love and care and I was, on all sides, provided for. I feel this is the reason I have moved forward with some success, while Daniel, I fear, is mired in the misery of his past. He had no one after they died, or he let no one get close enough. Except Caspar, who is now gone, too. Did Fleur have such people in her life? Did she have someone to braid her hair for school, practice her letters, bake her a birthday cake? Did Adela’s parents punish the child for the daughter’s sin?
I glance at my friend. She is pale, but walks with familiar ease, and smiles as a puppy’s lead gets tangled in her legs. In profile, I notice faint lines at the corners of her eyes. She has laughed. She has had joy in her life, after the pain and heartache of her youth. Will Fleur begrudge her this? Hate her for abandoning her and living a life so distant from the one she grew up with? It is impossible to predict.
The entry of the aptly named Grand Palais looms ahead, ornate and imposing. When we pass through the gleaming glass and brass doors, I turn to Adela, who avoids meeting my eyes, as if what she said has polluted her in some way.
“Adela,” I offer my warmest smile. “I would like to help you. It is a brave plan, after all this time, and you need not do it alone.”
Adela emits a relieved sigh. “Thank you. I am ashamed of my past actions, I did—”
“You need not justify yourself to me. I am your friend, not your judge.”
“True friends are a rare breed among my acquaintances, and I appreciate them all the more for it.”
We decide for the moment to part. Adela, reassured, walks away to rest in her room. I cannot retire to the confined space at present. After hours of sitting and listening, I need to breathe and be on my own. Before I turn back to the doors, uncertain of my next destination, I remember to step up to the front desk.
“Bonjour,” I begin, addressing the young man in a perfectly starched uniform behind the counter. “I wonder, has there been a message for me? My name is Evelyn Carlisle.”
The name registers with him immediately. He pulls out a card. “Oui, Monsieur Harper telephoned a few hours ago. I wrote down the number where he can be reached.”
“Thank you,” I take the card. John and I have reached and are staying at the Hotel Metropol, where you can reach me at this number. I will ask to use the telephone upon my return. He will have little news to share so far, I believe. It will take time to rouse the necessary powers that be, especially on a Sunday.
Tucking the card into my bag, I wander outside. The sun is making its westward journey. A few hours of light remain. Aimlessness, I stroll past the hotel and down a lane I have not explored. Children play in the street, making the best of their free evening and the good weather. A group of boys is kicking a battered ball, while pigtailed girls play hopscotch. I wonder what Briony’s little ones are doing at this moment? I have not seen them in more than two weeks, after spending nearly every day in their company for a year’s time. Tomorrow I will buy them something nice and send it to them lest they forget their Aunt Evie.
I pass the children, devoted to their play, and soon find myself in front of an imposing structure of gray stone and gleaming, gray slate roofing. My eyes fall on a plaque mounted on the lower wall. Lycée Alain. I look up, studying the strong outlines of the building as the sunlight makes polished windows sparkle. The structure emanates prestige and severity. I know the pairing well from my own school days. Devoid of laughter and voices of students, the place has an eerie quality, both intriguing and intimidating.
I pass a narrow alley, adjoining the school. On the other side stands a small, private residence. Moving on, I am stopped by a familiar voice. I turn around. No one is there. Looking down the alley, I notice a figure I would not soon forget. Luc Benoit. Eva’s beautiful brother. I focus my eyes. Indeed, it is the Benoit’s son. And he is, at this moment, entirely occupied in a passionate kiss with another man. Stepping into the shadow like a voyeur, I allow this new information to sink into my mind. Daniel need not worry. Luc Benoit’s ardor will not be directed at me.
Peeking my head around the corner, I confirm they are gone. I recall Luc telling us that he teaches at the Lycée Alain. On a Sunday no one is about. He probably has access to the building. Walking on, leaving the school and its secrets behind, I cannot help but wonder. If Luc’s love for the same sex was revealed to his aunt, by all accounts a very religious woman, she would undoubtedly have been strongly opposed. The church is unlikely to condone or endorse such a union. If Cecile threatened to expose him, perhaps in a misguided attempt to convert her nephew he might have panicked. Snapped and … Oh, I am being fanciful, more than that, I am being unreasonable. She was his aunt. By all accounts they got along well enough. She must have realized she would ruin him, the family even, should his secret become public. Cecile did not seem the sort of person willing to shame and humiliate to achieve her ends. No. I imagine the benevolent creature people describe her have been. Luc is private about his actions. If his inclinations were exposed, Cecile’s status in the community and church could have suffered by association, not to mention Luc’s own. I cannot imagine her wanting Luc’s private life being brought to light. And yet it is possible.
Lost in thought, I have wandered towards the cathedral, which seems almost magnetically to draw me near. I sit down on an empty wooden bench, scarred by years of people carving their names or initials into the malleable surface. Around me, people are making their way home. I wonder what awaits them there. A family. A set table. A hot, cooked meal. No one at all. So many lives intersecting for just a moment. We meet few people who leave a lasting mark, and so many whose faces become only shadowy memories until they fade from our minds completely.
“Bonsoir.” I look up and into the creased and smiling face of Amelie Munier.
“Good evening.” My surprise is tinged with pleasure at seeing her kindly face amid the confusion of the day. “Please, won’t you join me?” Making room for the older woman, I notice with almost physical relief, she is wearing shoes today.
“Mademoiselle Carlisle,” she pronounces my name Kah-lil.
“You are here often, Madame Munier,” I want to show her that I, too, remember her name.
“Oui, I am here every day. The city authorities do not like us beggars loitering around the cathedral. Still, we always come back. This is our city also.”
“You have lived in Amiens all your life?” I turn to look at her. She does not shift her gaze from the entry of the grand cathedral. There is a faint smile upon her lips as she speaks.
“All my life. All the hundreds of years. And I will die here, in Amiens.” The words are not bitter, all the same, they tug at my heart.
“Madame Munier—”
“Pah!” She shakes her head. “Amelie. I am Amelie, ma chère.” She looks at me, the orange light of the setting sun casting her skin aglow. She is radiant, despite the weariness of a hard life.
“Then I am Evelyn.”
“Bien. Why are you here, Evelyn? Why have you come to Amiens? Shouldn’t a girl like you be in Paris or Nice?”
“I am looking for someone.” The truth comes out without another thought.
She narrows her eyes, in curiosity, not suspicion. “Yes?”
I take this as all the encouragement I receive get to continue. “A soldier. A former English soldier.”
“Alive?”
“I hope so.”
“More dead than alive in these parts.” The statement rolls from her tongue without causing any change in her expression.
“I suppose that is true.”
“Some always survive. It is good to hope.”
I smile at her attempt to raise my spirits. “This man is living here, I think.”
“I have seen you with a man—”
“Oh, that is Daniel. No, no, we are searching for his brother. They looked very much alike, when they were younger. Do you remember having seen a man like him here?”
Amelie frowns and scratches her chin. “I think not. Your friend is very handsome, I would have remembered.”
The heat of a blush creeps into my cheeks, and Amelie grins conspiratorially. Trying to diffuse the situation, I quickly say, “Thank you anyway.”
“This man, he does not want to be found?”
“I do not know. I cannot imagine why he would not. Still, it is a possibility,” I confess.
“He is Daniel’s brother.” It is not a question.
“He is.”
She considers for a moment. “I will ask around.”
“That is very kind of you,” I reply, to which Amelie responds with a vaguely dismissive gesture, then stands up, blocking the sun with her bent frame. “I must go, Evelyn.”
“Oh, you need not—”
“You can always find me here in the afternoon.”
I open my purse to give her something for a meal. With a raised hand, she stops me.
“Not today, ma chère.” Without hesitation she reaches out and clasps my hand. Her grip is surprisingly strong, even though I feel delicate bones under her thin skin. Before I find my speech, she is off. Her small figure moves with surprising speed in the direction of the river. I watch her until she disappears, swallowed up in the shadows that mark her home.



CHAPTER 34
When I returned to the hotel last night, I called Daniel at the Metropol. He did not have any news, but said that John’s friend would be able to provide them with information regarding Henry’s division and company in the morning and they would aim to return that evening. I toyed with the notion of telling him about Luc and my suspicions, but refrained, wary of speaking such private words into the telephone. They will keep.
Dinner with Adela was a strange, not unpleasant, affair in the hotel’s dining room. Strange, because she did not once refer to our earlier conversation, leading me almost to believe I had conjured it up in my mind; pleasant largely for the same reason. Having abandoned seriousness, she regaled me with entertaining stories of New York City and the parties she hosts in her house on Long Island.
In bed now, semi-awake, I watch dust motes dance in the soft morning light, filtering through the gauzy curtain. I do not know when or whether to expect the men, nor what Adela wishes to do, regarding her abandoned child. I am left dissatisfied as I mull over the conversations Daniel and I had with those near to Cecile.
The elder Benoits are keeping something hidden, as is Eva, and Luc’s secret—though it may have nothing to do with Cecile—throws another ray of possibility over the murky situation. Madame Vernet and Simone Raval, I believe, were as forthright as they could be, but the priest, Father Bernard is another story. I think Adela was right. There is something he holds back. I can easily understand his reserve, because neither Daniel nor I have any authority in our enquiries. Even so, no one harbors much respect or, frankly, liking, for the reigning figure of authority, Inspector Moreau. He has faded into the background, almost as unreal as this whole situation. I cannot imagine the Benoits or any of the others being more open with him than with us. At least we have some sympathy on our side. War memories still cloud many minds, and Daniel’s history should serve to soften hearts and loosen tongues.
I would also like to have one more look inside Cecile’s house. Beside the crucifix on the wall and the wooden beams on the ceiling, I cannot recall a single detail about the place. Did she leave some clue behind? Something that could lead us a step closer to Henry … or Cecile’s killer. How to go about finding my way inside, though? I close my eyes, pondering the question until, with a jolt, the answer appears before my eyes.
Madame Vernet!
She kept the spare key and let us in the first time. It has likely been confiscated by Inspector Moreau or one of his subordinates. However, there is a chance …
Encouraged by this prospect, I swing my legs out of bed and full of vigor for the new day, ready myself as quickly as I can. I do not know whether Adela’s presence would serve to intimidate or charm Madame Vernet. I shall ask, first of all, whether she is not otherwise occupied this morning. With any luck, by the time Daniel returns I will have information to rival whatever John’s friend dug out of the dusty archives of wartime records.
Adela is thrilled to be included on what she terms our “secret mission”. We are full of excited energy, as we make our way across town to Madame Vernet’s and, by association, to Cecile’s former home.
Over a quick breakfast of oven warm croissants and strong coffee I outline my idea, touching lightly upon the subject of Fleur, of which Adela clearly does not want to speak at the moment. A sense of excitement courses through me at the prospect of discovering something important
The day is cooler than the past week has been, and the sky is overcast with clouds. I will not let the weather deter us, or serve to sink my spirits.
“What will you say to Madame Vernet? You can hardly ask her to give you the key for a thorough snoop around the place.”
“I think it will be best to say I lost a bracelet when we were last inside the house, and in the ensuing commotion I did not notice.”
“A sentimental bracelet, your mothers, perhaps? Yes, that should tug at the heartstrings.”
“Something along those lines, yes,” I say, thinking guiltily whether my mother would approve of her name being used to such an end.
“Always a chance she will want to help us look for it, which could cause a problem. There is no way you could claim it has wandered upstairs or to some room you had not entered. She was with you, after all.”
“Yes, I considered that. Another option will be to tell her a half-truth. When I visited last, she was very troubled by what she had learned about the circumstances of her neighbor’s death. I have little doubt she wants resolution, too, and her faith in the police is not absolute.”
“Still,” Adela interjects as we cross the street and step into the shadows of the elms, “why would she trust you to be better equipped to find the murderer? Do not take offense, my dear,” she touches my arm, “for I have every faith that you can. However, Madame Vernet will be suspicious.”
“We established a pleasant rapport the last time we spoke. I did not tell her about Henry. I believe if she knew a little more about our quest, she would be sympathetic.”
“She’s not a suspect?”
Adela’s question takes me aback, and I pause a moment on the pavement. “No. No, I cannot think she is. She let us in.”
“It could have been a ploy.”
“No, I can’t credit it. She is a small woman. She would never have been able to lift the body. Truth be told, I harbor a minor suspicion against her husband. He did not hold with Cecile’s religious attitudes, having lost his faith during the war. Madame said he did not like Cecile and I suspect, him having been a soldier, he may be of a stronger build than his wife.”
“And you would have us entering his home?” She sighs dramatically, her concern in jest. I walk on, and she falls into step beside me.
“We will judge it by ear. If her children are at home, I will use the tale of the lost bracelet, for she will be too distracted and busy to bother looking for it with us. If she is alone, I will have to tell her about Henry, at least a portion of the truth.”
“Fair enough.”
With our plan more or less settled, we turn onto the lane that follows the river until we reach a stone bridge. The water is gray and dull, liquid mercury, without the vibrant blue sky to be reflected upon its surface. A breeze, chilly for the season, whips around the corner of the first row of houses when we reach the other side. I pull my shawl tightly across my shoulders, keeping a lookout for street signs. Despite having been here before, Amiens is an old town, not planned around a grid as much as it was built helter-skelter where need arose, growing as the population grew.
The street of Cecile’s and the Vernet’s homes is quiet; the only people an elderly couple walking in the opposite direction. A striped cat streaks soundlessly across the cobbles, slipping into the narrow gap between two houses without gracing us with so much as a glance.
“Here we are.” The windows are closed, probably in anticipation of a rain shower.
“That was Cecile’s house?” Adela points at the narrow house next door.
“Yes,” I look at the building. Who will live there in the future? Her family? Strangers? I do not think I could move in, knowing the grisly details of the last tenant’s history.
“Shall we?”
Turning to the Vernet home, I agree. “Let’s.”
Without hesitating any longer, I step to the door and rap against it. The sensation of the hard, solid door against my knuckles is enough to plant me firmly in the present moment. We wait for a moment, then hear footsteps on the other side of the wall. The door swings open. It is not Madame Vernet who greets us, but the hulking figure of a man looming over me. Involuntarily, I take a step back.
The man steps into the light. He wears a frown, deeply etched into the grooves beside his mouth. His thick eyebrows knit together as he regards us.
“Oui?” The question is hardly much of an invitation to speak. Still, I force a smile onto my face and do just that.
“Bonjour, Monsieur Vernet.” I guess this is the man whose head I had a rear view of in the church yesterday.
“What do you want?” Charming.
“Is your wife at home, Monsieur? We came to see her. My name is Lady Evelyn Carlisle and this is Mrs. Adela Lewis.” I do not like using my title, still in this situation it has the desired effect. Vernet straightens slightly, and the frown evens into a neutral expression.
“My wife is not at home. She is visiting her mother.”
“Oh, dear.” I cast a look of exaggerated dismay at Adela.
“That is a disappointment,” she says in her smoothly. “We had hoped she would be able to help us.”
“Comment?”
“Well, there is no easy way of putting this, Monsieur,” I begin, grudgingly taking on the role of the flighty damsel a man would want to help. “I was present when your wife found … when she found your neighbor. Poor Madame Beaufort.”
“Madame Beaufort? You were the English woman of whom my wife spoke?”
“I am afraid that sad privilege does belong to me.”
“Then I am sorry. I did not much like the woman, but she didn’t deserve to be murdered, hung up like a slaughtered pig.” I swallow my distaste at the unappealing visual that comes to mind.
“Indeed,” Adela rescues me. “Now we have a dilemma. My friend,” she nods in my direction, “she was in such a state. She did not notice until later that she must have dropped her bracelet in Madame Beaufort’s house.”
“It belonged to a great-aunt, a very dear woman. I would very much like to recover it. Now your wife, I recall, has a spare key. Would you perhaps be so kind as to lend it to me? I will be quick, just a look to see if it can be found. Such a nuisance, I know. I don’t like to impose on you—” I could have rambled on a while longer, but my quickening speech must be to dizzying the man, and he raises a hand.
“Yes, yes, I understand. You are in luck. Inspector Moreau, the one working on the case did not ask us to return it. Wait here, I will look where my wife keeps it.”
He turns his back to us, and as his large body lumbers down the dark hallway toward the kitchen, I make a startling discovery. He has only one arm! One arm, one hand—one too few to tie a noose or to set up a hanging. Before I can whisper an explanation for my startled expression to a bewildered Adela, Monsieur Vernet returns, clutching the key in his large hand.
“Merci beaucoup. We will return it in no time. I assure you, Monsieur.” Now comes the real test, whether he will want to accompany us. Having invented the bracelet story, I can hardly come out with the truth now.
“You can post it through the letterbox when you leave.”
“Of course,” says Adela. “And thank you again.”
“De rien.” It is nothing. He gives us another quick nod then closes the door.
“Well,” Adela grins with a raised eyebrow.
“Come along, we don’t want to waste time.” This said, we take the few steps between the two buildings. The lock sticks, but I manage to wedge the key into the hole and turn it without breaking the lock. The door opens with an ominous creak, already the dust is settling in. The hallway is shaded dull gray, not the most inviting atmosphere, even apart from the fact we found a dead woman here mere days ago.
“Do you believe in ghosts?” Adela’s voice makes me jump, propelling me forward and into the house. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you.” She gives my arm a little squeeze.
“You didn’t,” I say with a hint of defiance to my voice, having regained some semblance of control.
“I can search the sitting room, if you’re not up to it. We have to split up anyway. We can’t stay too long, or Monsieur Vernet might get suspicious and come over to have a look.”
“Probably. I think I will take the sitting room. Why don’t you start in the kitchen, and we can look upstairs afterwards?”
“All right.” Adela walks down the hall, her shape dark in the dim light, leaving me behind standing with clammy hands before the door of the sitting room. The room. What will I find inside? Nothing at all? The answer we are seeking? Surely, even a policeman as renowned for his ineptitude as Inspector Moreau would have searched the place after discovering a crime had taken place.
Stepping forward, my hand reaches for the doorknob. The door swings open to reveal an ordinary, conservatively furnished room. With a sharp intake of stale air, I step inside. My eyes, wary of trouble, flit instantly to the ceiling and the dark wooden beams running across it. My mind’s eye juxtaposes the body of poor Cecile into the scene, a phantom, a victim, a stranger. Who came to your home and took your life? It must have been someone she knew; someone she was at least comfortable enough to allow into her home. Did they speak? Did they quarrel? Did she struggle? A shiver runs down my spine.
Forcing myself to the task at hand, lest I waste too much time on morbid musings, I look about. The room is furnished in muted colors. A pale green sofa with matching cushions takes pride of place beside the fireplace and faded, framed watercolors of the town hang on the walls. Another crucifix, this time smaller, gilded and more opulent than the one in the hallway, is affixed above a small side table. A long coffee table stands bare in the center of the room; a set of floral upholstered armchairs that were once expensive. I run my finger over the soft fabric, walking slowly through the room. The curtains are drawn yet gauzy enough to allow pale light to filter through.
What am I looking for? I feel suddenly helpless. A letter? Another one—unfinished maybe—telling Daniel something of Henry, of a new sighting, possibly the record of a conversation? My eyes alight on the slim bookshelf propped against the far wall of the room. My gaze roams over the spines of books, neatly lined up beside one another. Mostly religious texts; some history; a few of the more demure popular novels of the day. Cecile liked to read. Perhaps she was quite solitary at times. She lived alone, never remarried, had no children of her own. Still, I do not feel her life was unhappy. She had her faith, her friends and family close by and a home of her own to retreat to. There can be comfort in solitude. I choose to believe this version of the woman, to erase the mark of her loneliness from my mind.
The room, unfortunately, tells me little more. She kept an orderly house. It would have bothered her to see the thin film of dust already coating the wooden planks of the shelf, surely polished to a shine before. I wish I could do her some small good and wipe it clean, yet I am wary of disrupting the scene, leaving behind signs of my presence.
As a matter of protocol, I run my hand underneath the coffee table and even the chairs and sofa, not really expecting to find anything, thereby not too disappointed when my feelings are confirmed. A small, framed painting in the thick impasto of a devoted Impressionist hangs on the wall. I move closer to inspect it for a signature and—
There is a faint knock at the door, and I clamber to my feet. Adela peeks her head in.
“I’ve finished in the kitchen. Nothing that hints at Henry or her killer. What were you doing there?”
I smooth my skirt, feeling slightly foolish. “Just nosing around. I looked under the furniture, but found nothing.” To my relief, no expression of mockery betrays Adela’s reaction, as if this is the most natural thing in the world.
“I looked under the kitchen table and chairs, too, even under the flowerpot—though what I was looking for I do not know.”
“Well, we are rather the amateurs, it would seem.”
“Even amateurs have to start somewhere. Let us go upstairs before Monsieur Vernet decides we are up to no good.”
We climb the carpeted stairs to the accompaniment of creaking and reach the landing of a narrow hallway. Three closed doors divide the rooms ahead.
“What do you say, I begin here and you try the room across the hall?”
Nodding assent, I open the door. The room is dark and I pull aside the curtain a crack to let in a glimpse of light. I do not like to open it all the way, for Vernet or others with a view of this place may wonder.
The room appears to be Cecile’s bedchamber, which lets me believe Adela is examining the one intended for guests. The room is small, cozy and with the window open, the sun shining, it could be a lovely place to wake up in the morning. I remain near the entry for a moment, taking in the bed, simple, good quality furniture of dark wood, with folded blankets and fluffed cushions in a cream colored fabric with tiny sprigs of lavender embroidered along the edges. There is something heartbreakingly sweet about this room. The care is evident, each possession clean and in good repair, giving the sense Cecile was a woman who prided herself on nice things, but moderate in her tastes, preferring quality over pomp.
I am wary of intruding, of leaving even the faintest impression in the soft carpet, but I must keep searching. Beside the bed is a small armoire with a lampshade in a hue of apricot. The armoire has a set of drawers, which I unceremoniously pull open. Nothing in the first. I feel around for anything hidden. It remains empty. The second drawer holds a well-thumbed copy of the Bible, bound in supple leather and embossed in gold. Beyond that, there is nothing else.
Frustrated, I crouch low on the floor, look under the bed and run my hands along the frame underneath, still unsuccessful. I get to my knees, looking about the chamber. A wardrobe matching the design of the bed and armoire, probably brought from her marital bedroom in Miraumont. Investments in the future.
Finding nothing of note in the wardrobe, save two elegant gowns of pastel silk and a rather hideous mink stole, I sink down into the armchair by the window. There are two small watercolors, similar to those downstairs, hanging on the wall, and a framed photograph opposite the wardrobe, which on first entering, one does not notice. I step closer, the light conditions are such I am forced to squint to make out the details. I take the photo off the wall and walk over to the window to see more clearly.
It is a wedding photo. The woman, undoubtedly, is the young Cecile resplendent in a long, white gown with lace cuffs and delicate frills falling to the ground. In one hand she holds a small bouquet, and the other rests on the arm of a man in a dark suit beside her. My dear Hugo. The words from her letter echo back to me. Upon closer inspection, I decide he has a kind face. Young, but not as young as his blushing bride; at ease and brimming with excited energy. Another sting of pity cuts into me for this woman. She lost the man she deeply loved, her home, and now her life. I lift the frame up to the light, tugging at the curtain. Regarding the image, something pricks at the back of my mind, something familiar? Before I can examine the thought, it is gone. Adela appears in the door.
“Look at this!” She brandishes a small book.
“Her diary?” I ask, surprise and excitement quickening my heart.
“Found it in the most obvious place, a desk drawer. She must have used the other room, with a view of street life, as a place to write. There is a small desk and chair and voilà!”
“It would make sense that she didn’t bother hiding it. She lived alone, after all.”
“Very true. Let us have a peek at the bath, and then it will be best to go. We’ve been here nearly half an hour, and even the two silly gals Vernet encountered wouldn’t need that long to look for a bracelet.”
“You didn’t find other letters, or discarded papers?”
“No, sorry. Moreau obviously missed this in her desk, strange though it is. He or his constables may have taken other papers to the police station.”
After visiting the narrow, but spotless bath, we decide to take what we have found and leave. The sun, out from behind the clouds, is a balm on my skin after the gray interior of Cecile’s home. Though clean and tasteful, the house appears almost unbelievable as the home of the woman whose vivid picture I have been painting in my mind. A woman who had a life, who must have had so many memories, a family, joy and sadness. There was little inside to convey her personality. Maybe the police took more than we realize, if not, it saddens me to think that she had so little color, so few mementoes surrounding her. I say as much to Adela, while we retrace our steps to the bridge, after having returned the key as instructed.
“She was very religious. It is not unheard of that such a woman would shun excess. It could well be she was content with simplicity.”
“I suppose so.”
“Don’t be disappointed, Evelyn, the tragedy we are examining is not how she lived, but how she died.”
“I am convinced the two are connected!” I object.
Adela frowns and seems to weigh my vehement assertion. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. I suppose, it must be true. For however she lived, she upset someone enough to punish her in this cruel way.”
“I have also thought of that. The manner of her death. Suicide is considered a terrible sin. If the murderer wanted to cement her shame, increase the damage he—or dare I say she—wrought, suicide was the way to do it. Part of this plan has been foiled with the discovery that it was not suicide but murder.”
“You think her killer wanted her reputation destroyed?”
“It is likely. If she did something to her murderer, insulted their character, perhaps insulted their life’s philosophy, it would be possible the killer wanted to do the same to her, only on a more permanent scale.”
“Very dark, my dear, but I follow your thinking.”
“Yet no one has anything bad to say about her. From her family, to her hairdresser, to her priest and neighbor. ‘She was a good woman’ all around.”
“Well, one neighbor. The husband wasn’t too keen.”
“No,” I concede as we enter a wider lane leading us back towards the town’s center. “I confess, I had my suspicions.”
“Then you saw the man’s impairment?”
“Yes.” I shrug. “I cannot, in truth, imagine a one-armed man tying a noose, attach it firmly to the beam, then strangling her with one hand, somehow lift her up and … No, I simply cannot believe it.”
“Unless he was not alone.”
I pause, stunned both by the statement and by the fact that it had not occurred to me.
“Two people? Good God, Adela, two people who hated her enough to kill her, crawling out of the woodwork?”
“It is possible.”
“Two murderers.” Sighing, I raise my brows, overwhelmed and intrigued by the new possible development before us.
“Maybe it was one person, plain and simple. A two-handed person.” Adela grimaces, and I cannot stifle a helpless laugh.
“Oh, heavens. What have we stumbled into?”
“The plot thickens.”



CHAPTER 35
Upon crossing the threshold of the Grand Palais, we are immediately accosted by the concierge.
“Lady Carlisle, there was a telephone call for you only minutes ago. You may still reach the gentleman, if you try right away.”
“Dear me, what luck! Yes, thank you.” I hurry towards one of the telephone kiosks in the back, signaling for Adela to follow. The call is quickly connected, and Daniel is on the line.
“Evie?”
“Yes, it’s me. We have just returned from visiting Cecile’s house.” I am faintly out of breath from the dash to the telephone. Adela is sitting on a chaise across, waiting for me and playing with the fringe of her shawl.
“Did you find anything?”
“A diary. Little else,” I concede in a quiet voice. “There was such sadness about the place. So little character or life, though she seemed comfortable enough.”
“And the diary? Have you read any of it?”
“No. We wanted to get out of the house. The neighbor, Monsieur Vernet, was forthcoming not, however, particularly charming. We didn’t want to linger.”
“He is the fellow who didn’t much like Cecile, isn’t he?”
“He only has one arm. I daresay that excludes him from our list of suspects.”
“Do we have a list of suspects now?” There is humor in his voice, and I smile into the receiver.
“No. Yes. I don’t know. Many people are connected to her, and no one has a bad thing to say.”
“They wouldn’t, would they? The departed are always saintlier dead than alive.”
“True. But listen to me go on. How is it in Paris? Has John’s friend followed through with his promise to help?”
“Yes. In fact, that is why I called. We have the list of the men in Henry’s company at Pozières. The final group he was in before … “
“Some progress at least. Will you come back tonight?”
“We are on our way out. You caught us in time. John is bringing the car round, and once the bill is settled we can be on our way.”
“When can we expect you back?” I ask, seeing Adela straighten at the words.
“In time for dinner, hopefully. The weather has cleared up. A few hours should do it.”
“I won’t keep you any longer. Drive safely and say hello to John. Adela is with me now.”
“Will do.” With that, we are disconnected. I return the black receiver to its place.
“They’ll be back by dinnertime,” I turn around to face Adela.
“That was a quick trip.” Her brow has tightened, and her posture is rigid on the velvet chaise. Sitting down beside her, I regard her for a moment, before voicing my concern.
“You are not entirely pleased.”
A hesitant smile spreads across her lips. “Why wouldn’t I be? I am surprised, that is all.”
“Adela,” I search for the right words, “you clearly are not ready to speak to John about Fleur, but seeing him will make it inevitable, if you truly want to connect with her again. I will say no more as it pains you, and that is the last thing I want. If you wish to speak about it at any time, you can rely on me.” I try a reassuring smile and give her gloved hand a little squeeze
Adela returns the pressure on my hand. “Thank you, Evelyn.”
In an attempt to distract her, I add, “Are you tired? Or would you like to look at the diary with me? We shall go to my room. I do not like to read it in the open. It feels wrong enough as it is to read someone’s private thoughts.”
“All for the greater good, my dear, all for the greater good. And yes, I do think I am up for a little light reading.”
I get to my feet, pulling her with me. “I cannot guarantee ‘light’ in this reading, distracting though it will undoubtedly be.”
Our feet weary from the long walk to and from the river, we take the lazy approach to reach my room, the lift. A young man operating the apparatus ogles us unpleasantly, and I am glad to disembark once we have reached the third floor.
“These Frenchman,” says Adela, trying to sound scandalized, but in truth, I suspect, she is rather pleased at the attention from the handsome youth.
Soon I unlock the door of my room and peek inside to find out whether the maid is at work. No. The room is empty. I drag the armchair from the window to the table, so we can sit side by side.
“Ready?” Almost reverently, I turn to the first page. The writing is instantly familiar from Cecile’s letter to Daniel. Elegant and slightly angled to the right, neat rows of blue ink run across the paper.
“Perhaps you should read aloud?” Adela suggests. The book is small, and I suspect Adela needs spectacles to read the narrow script, for she squints at the paper. We are both fluent in French and so reading the text in its original is the easiest way to go about our task.
“Yes, of course. At least to begin with.”
“Go one then.” She leans back in her chair as if making herself comfortable for story-hour.
“It begins January of this year. Perhaps she wrote a new one each year?”
“Then she has not had much to write of, judging from the size of the diary.”
“We will see. I’ll begin, shall I?” The first few entries offer little of interest, mostly outlining her daily tasks or conversations she had with acquaintances. Her nephew, Luc never gets so much as a passing mention until February. I have not told Adela of his romantic inclinations and do not intend to, unless it becomes relevant. I do not find pleasure in spreading gossip, curious though I am to hear it myself. Contrariness is a woman’s privilege, I believe.
“’ … Father Bernard delivered a most enlightened sermon today. He spoke of forgiveness, of the need to show kindness to those who have wronged us. The more I think about it, the more I worry that I have not been able to show such generosity of character.’” I let the book sink onto my lap. “Forgiveness, whatever for, I wonder?”
“Read on!”
“Where was I, yes, here. ‘Perhaps I am guilty of judging too quickly or by the same moral principles I uphold for myself? It is Luc I am thinking of. Luc, whom I bounced on my knee as a little boy. He has disappointed—no—shamed me most dreadfully. I am struggling to forgive his particular transgression. I want to forgive. Now he avoids me. He has moved into a flat near the school and is rarely at Pierre and Berthe’s house with Eva and Denis when I come to visit. It saddens me. As I contemplate Father Bernard’s sermon, I wonder whether it may not be piety preventing my forgiveness, but my pride, my own stubbornness. Am I no better than he? Is his error any worse than mine? I recognize my sin for what it is, and have tried, all my adult life, to atone for it with good deeds and devotion. Luc refutes any claim that his actions are immoral, and his behavior is endangering his soul. What can I do? I yearn for a way to help him and to see him as I did before. I will love him always. He is the son I never had. And is it not a natural reaction for a mother to want to save her son? Berthe, his true mother, does not know. Nor does Pierre, and I pray they will remain ignorant until this phase has passed. What is done cannot be undone. It is something the poor boy will have to account for. I will pray for him tonight and for guidance.’” I inhale deeply, Cecile’s narrative has left me almost breathless. She knew. Or at least I assume she did and Luc has not been indulging in other so-called offensive behaviors. How strange to condemn another’s soul for their choice of lovers. Had he been harboring an oedipal affection for his mother or sister, I would be faster to judge. To my understanding, however, no harm can be found in his private behavior. It saddens me that his aunt, by all accounts a kind and charitable woman, could not see beyond this.
“Well,” Adela lets the word hang in the air, and I must, after all, unveil what I know, hoping that Adela will show both discretion and compassion for Luc Benoit.
“I believe I can to offer some illumination.” I explain, in as few words as possible, the scene I witnessed last night outside the school. “That is the only conflict with his aunt’s morality I can think of.”
“It was not a phase, if he is still meeting his young man,” she comments drily.
“No, probably not.”
“It rarely is. He is not a child, is he? Not an adolescent?”
“No, no. He must be older than me,” I am quick to explain.
“I thought so.”
“Another point of interest, if I may.” I indicate a line on the page. “Look, she writes of her sin. A sin she has tried to atone for all her life.”
“Ah, yes. I was so curious about her nephew, I almost forgot. It is getting more and more interesting. Cecile may not have been the angel everyone took her to be.”
“She had a rigid moral outlook. She may have acted wrongly and overestimated the degree of her transgression.”
“You mean to say, she could have filched a loaf of bread and been riddled with guilt ever since?”
“I sense you are mocking me, Adela.” I suppress a grin. “I am quite serious. Perhaps not a loaf of bread. Perhaps she pinched an expensive hat or something of the sort.”
“It could have happened during the war. Desperation can drive even the most virtuous people to ‘sin’.” Adela looks at me intently, and I consider the implications of her words.
“You have a point. Cecile was obviously troubled by something. An event she equates with Luc’s supposed sin.”
“Exactly. It could be dire indeed.”
“I hope not. I like to maintain the image I have constructed of her in my mind.”
“We will see. Read on, I am curious what happens next.” I detect a hint of sarcasm in her voice and opt to ignore it, raising the book from my lap and searching for the next entry.
“Here we are. This was written three days later. ‘I am quite cross today—’”
“Oh, something exciting!” Adela interrupts.
I continue. “’I am quite cross today, for Mireille Vernet bought the last chicken right from under my nose.’” I look up. “Is that exciting enough for you.”
Adela frowns, and crosses her arms over her chest. “I am on the edge of my seat.”
The next few entries describe normal, everyday life. Various errands are run, a few gatherings with acquaintances, visits to church and such. Nothing particularly revealing, nor, quite honestly, engaging. It serves, however, to paint the picture of a woman who led a fulfilling life. It is not the life I would choose, still I am left with the strong impression that she was content.
“’I am tired tonight, still my fingers itch to write and my mind will not be quieted. I spent the afternoon at the Vernet’s house, watching the little ones, for Mireille and Clovis were visiting her brother in Cagny. The children are always a pleasure. They like me, too, for they call me Tante Cecile, which I enjoy. Clovis is endowed with the temper often present in a military man, and so the children blossom when he is not about to discipline. He is not a bad father, but he lacks the warmth I have always observed in my brother’s raising of Luc and Eva, and in my Hugo, of course, though we were never so fortunate. I miss him tonight. The house, small as it is, feels empty and hollow. I still sleep in our marital bed, for I managed to salvage it in the move from Miraumont. If we had only been blessed with a child, one child to be a small piece of me and Hugo, especially now that he is gone, and I am left alone. Seeing Eva and Luc with their parents makes me envious. It is wrong of me to feel so. Everything is part of God’s divine plan. I must remind myself. Sometimes I think it is my punishment. Hugo would tell me not to be foolish. I am not so sure. The wind is whipping around the houses tonight, everything creaks and groans. I will try to sleep.’”
“Poor Cecile,” Adela has grown ashen, doubtlessly on account of the talk of missing children—lacking children may be a better description.
“She obviously loved Hugo very much.”
“She writes of punishment, did you notice?” Adela’s eyes narrow in thought.
“I wish she would elaborate. Probably she felt the diary already knew her secrets.” This elicits ghost of a smile. I go on. “It goes back to her mentioning sin in the entry regarding Luc’s actions. Whatever does she mean?”
“I think we have to assume it to be a motive that may have inspired her murderer.”
I shiver at the thought, but am stung by curiosity to find the truth and to absolve Cecile of any serious wrongdoing.
“This entry dates four days later. ‘Something incredible happened today. I do not know what to think!’” Her hand has gained urgency, her letters sloping more to the right. “’I hardly dare write about it, yet I must see the words before my eyes before I can believe them, before I can act on this incredible news. Today, as I was coming into town to buy some cakes at the pâtisserie, for Eva and Denis wanted to visit later, I saw a familiar face from my past, from Miraumont. It was a man I knew as Henry—‘“ I stare at Adela who nods, encouraging me to continue. “’He was an English soldier. He used to come to the bakery to buy little treats. I believe they were for a girl from the village, though I could be wrong. He was a friendly man, spoke good French, though we never exchanged many words. I simply cannot help feeling this fluttering excitement in my bones. It was so strange to see him, for Henry was supposedly dead! Killed at Pozières, the poor boy, along with all those others. It makes me ill to remember. But there he was. And it was him. I have always had a good eye for faces. What to do now? He had family in England. He used to praise my tart au fromage, and I said I could send the recipe to his mother. He turned pink at that, still he gave me an address. He had to look at his papers to copy it down for me, the boy did not remember by heart. He must have been excited to meet his girl. I remember those days, despite the fighting, I was not unhappy. I was younger, of course, and Hugo was alive. I think I will write to his mother in the hope she is alive and at the same address. It is a place called Kent. Yes, that is what I will do. I will write and explain. Oh, to be the bearer of such magnificent news, to give a mother back her son! I only pray the letter reaches soon, for I do not know how to find Henry again. I will look for him, when I next visit the square. I hardly dare believe I can sleep tonight, not with this news unshared. It may be best to write the letter now. It has grown dark. I will keep the light on longer tonight.’” I swallow the lump in my throat.
“Oh, Evelyn.” Adela whispers, her eyes wide.
“Her memory is so vivid. She is so sure of having seen him. I hardly dare show this to Daniel.”
“You must! He needs to feel that there is hope.”
“Yes.” I am excited, but shaken, as if I have run up ten flights of stairs. “I will tell him tonight.”
“Good.” Adela’s expression turns from soft to tense, her jaw clenching. “And I will tell John. About Fleur. You are right, it is the only way. I do not want to carry this secret with me my whole life. I do not want to sit alone in a house some twenty years from now dwelling miserably on my own sin.”
I slide my chair closer and frape an arm around her shoulder. “You won’t. It will be all right.”
Tears glitter in the corners of her eyes. She smiles weakly looking at me. “I will take your word for it, my dear.”



CHAPTER 36
After the last entry, we consider taking a break and returning to the diary later, but this notion is quickly discarded. Our task is not a pleasant one, nor one I wish to repeat, and I am eager to be done with it sooner rather than later. There is something inherently wrong about reading another’s most private thoughts, made more dubious since the author is no longer among the living
The next few entries tell us more of her daily routine and little, or nothing, of Henry or Luc, or her own mysterious digression. We learn that she did not encounter Henry again, and that she sent the letter to Mrs. Harper two days after the purported first sighting. We have reached late April in our reading, a week or so before our arrival in Amiens. Adela and I have switched the book back and forth, saving our voices while taking turns reading aloud. Now it is again in my hands.
I flip through the last written pages of the half full journal. “Only three more entries.”
Adela sighs dramatically and lets her shoulders sag. “Thank goodness! I am afraid I can only take so much in the way of rehashing sermons and recounting uninspired conversations with all and sundry.”
“Don’t be cruel,” I chide, secretly echoing her sentiments.
“Nothing against Cecile, I feel quite close to her by now. Still, I am certain she and I would never have been friends. She would have frowned upon me. Wicked, old me.”
“Ah, but tolerance is a most Christian ideal, is it not. I am sure she would have managed to tolerate you.” Adela lets out a burst of laughter.
“Perhaps she would. I daresay many people of my acquaintance barely manage to tolerate me.”
“I cannot imagine why.” Smiling, I shake my head. “Hush now, I will continue. I want to finish before the men arrive. We will have enough explaining to do as it is.”
“Yes, yes. Go on.”
Following my finger with my eyes, I locate the next entry and begin to read. “’Eva had dinner with me tonight. She was tired. Denis has been running a fever, she told me, and she is concerned. Berthe was watching the boy and sent Eva out to find distraction. I asked whether they had seen a doctor, she said they had not. I worry about them. The shop is dwindling, money tight. I am glad Luc has a good position at the school, if only he would not jeopardize it with his behavior. I must learn to close my eyes to it, for he will not hear my advice. If it came to it, he would surely help his sister. Pierre’s drinking has increased. Berthe keeps nothing in the house, nor does she trust him with the funds generated by the shop. Still, he has his old friends, all partial drunks, who steer him in the direction of the nearest bottle again and again. He is an amusing friend to them, always had our mother laughing when he was little, always a charmer. I have little doubt people will buy him a drink in return for his company. Even so, he has grown less sparkling as the years have passed. I worry about them all. They are my only family remaining. I have even forgiven Pierre for his dislike of Hugo. They never truly knew each other.
“’Back to Eva. I wonder whether her low spirits are connected to Denis’ illness, her father’s troubles, the shop, or something else entirely. I have often hoped she would remarry. She is such a lovely, intelligent woman. While I have my own views, traditional no doubt, I believe intelligence in a woman is a great virtue. I do not like her wasted in that sinking ship of a store, bound by duty. She should build a life for herself and her sweet boy. I have often hinted at my views, but she has made little effort to change the situation. I never met Denis’ father. We do not speak of him. He was a soldier, that much I was told. And he is dead. The boy does not look like his mother, and I imagine he has inherited his father’s fair complexion and blond hair. He will be a handsome young man, I am sure. He will draw the eye of many a girl. Of course, that is what I thought of our beautiful Luc as well. And it was true. He received much attention from the women and girls of Amiens. All in vain. I will try to sleep soon. It is best not to dwell on things one cannot change. I pray for him, but my prayers have so often gone unanswered. I tell myself, it is all part of the divine plan. Sometimes convincing myself is very difficult indeed.’”
“So she is having doubts!” Adela looks triumphant.
“I would not call them doubts. She is accepting the reality that omnipotent power does not necessarily alter every situation. Who can know, if everyone joined in prayer, maybe the world would be a different place? More peaceful, or possibly utter mayhem.”
“This is getting too philosophical for me. I have not had a cocktail in twenty-four hours. It is high time.”
“Oh, stop teasing. There are only two more entries.” This quiets her and darkens the atmosphere in the room. Only two more means after writing them, she ceased to exist. “’Something worrying has happened. How can I think, without a swell of confusion—or is it anger?—burning inside me? I must write it down. Yes, write it down to find some peace. I met Eva again today. Denis is better and back in school, but she was not her usual self. When I asked her what was troubling her, she did not want to explain. Then her need to unburden herself was stronger than the desire to keep her problems close to her chest, as she is accustomed to. We came here to have some coffee, and I had bought the loveliest pink, strawberry macarons to give her for Denis. I did not have to coax her much. It quickly came out that Denis is asking questions about his father. I asked her why this troubles her. It was inevitable the boy would grow interested in his father someday. Eva began to cry. It frightened me, for she is usually a strong, reserved woman, rarely prone to showing much distress. I got out the cognac and poured her a finger or two. Her hands were shaking, when she took the glass. I asked again what was really troubling her? Could she not simply satisfy the boy’s curiosity and tell him a little about his father? Eva said she could not. She could never tell him the truth. It would shame and disappoint him. She did not want to take the risk. Eva and Luc are almost like my own children, and her tears troubled me. Why not, I asked. After some more back and forth, she finally told me the truth. Denis’ father, that lovely boy’s father, was German. An occupier! An enemy! I was too stunned to speak, so she went on, explained, talked more than she has in as long as we have known one another.
“’His name was Andreas, a melodious name for a German. Nothing like the sharply hissed Hans, Siegfried, Heinrich. They met in the city when it was occupied by the Germans. Our allies took residence here at some point or another during the war as well. Amiens was like a hot brick of coal, tossed about between the two sides. Eva was working as a secretary, fresh from the Sorbonne. It was the only work she could find at the time. She was happy with the position, it paid her a good wage, much needed with the price of food and other necessities on the rise. She met him, Andreas, by chance one day. She was determined to hate him, to hate them all for coming here, for hurting, and destroying, but Eva claims he was different. Kind and soft-spoken. He hated the war, hated fighting, hated seeing the violence all around. He came from a small village in the west of Germany and had not wanted to join the fighting. He was forced into military service, as were all eligible men. I should try to be charitable, for what were these men, if not human just as we are. The mothers and fathers of those lost boys wept and mourned like us. Still, I have such a deeply embedded image of the Germans as the ominous other, to avoid at all costs. The ones we should hate. I never wanted to hate. My kind and clever niece did not hate this man, but love him. She loved this German boy and had his son, whom he never knew. Only three months after Denis was conceived, Andreas was moved, never to be seen or heard from again. Eva later learned that he was killed in an offensive, which freed Amiens from German control. She lost her love and gained her freedom. I did not ask whether she would have preferred the reverse. I know the answer. Eva told her parents, no one else. They swore to keep it secret, to raise the boy as the son of a fallen French soldier, and to claim that Eva had married him in secret, shortly before the boy’s conception. This was the story everyone was told; the story I never questioned, even thought to be romantic. My pride is wounded, having been excluded from the inner circle of my family. I wonder how I would have reacted when I was younger, when my husband was alive. Would I have been harder on the girl or more accepting, aware what love can make us do? As I write these words, I am not angry anymore. I am sad for my niece and her boy, who will grow up fatherless. To my surprise, I am even sad for the German, for Andreas, who was loved by Eva and surely by his family, and who died in a place far from home.
“’I am restless with this knowledge. Did I let Eva down? My reaction was not one of immediate understanding. I must speak to her soon. I cannot share this with anyone else. No one can be entrusted with this secret which is not my own. Simone would listen, but she would talk, too. And Mireille? No. How I yearn for Hugo at times like these, for our home and Miraumont. I have not been back in many years. I never could face returning. Still, Amiens, even after all this time, is shielded by barrier I cannot breach, preventing this town from truly being home. I have many acquaintances, but who amongst them is a genuine friend? It is lonely to be me tonight. I fear it is even lonelier for my dear niece.’”
“That’s it?”
“Yes, here it ends. Shall I read the next one?”
“Go on! I will bite my tongue for the time being.”
“It is from the following day. ‘I slept badly last night, Eva’s words coursing through my mind. My disquiet was compounded when my thoughts turned to my own transgression. It has been many years, still it is never far from my mind. I have no one to tell my secret either. Pierre and Berthe know, but I do not like to mention it with my brother now, not in his state, with the troubles of his business burdening him. Berthe and I have never been friends, speaking to her is not an option. Mireille would listen and offer advice, Simone would be kind, I am certain, but this confidence does not outweigh my shame. How would they look at me, if they knew? Perhaps I underestimate their compassion. Clovis is often home nowadays, and he always scowls when I knock at my neighbor’s door, especially when Mireille is not home. He despises me for my faith, and I pity him for his lack of it. Before, I could have turned to Eva, she is a kind, patient woman. Can I do so now? I must speak to her, of course I must. When I called round earlier, Berthe told me she was out. I do not believe she was being honest. Still, what could I do? Demand to come upstairs and look for myself? Of course not. Perhaps Berthe blames me for Eva’s state. If only she would let me apologize. I wish only to see her and Denis happy. Whoever the boy’s father was, something good came out of their union, and I would not have it undone for anything in this world.
“’I am alone again with my thoughts. Perhaps I will speak to Mireille, if she is home. The children are at school today, and I have not seen Clovis. Perhaps she has time for a chat. I will not unburden myself, but her company would be a nice distraction. I will take her a jar of my apricot marmalade as an excuse for the visit.’” I close the book and set it gently on the table.
“Is that how she left it?” Adela leans forward and picks up the book, flicking pages to verify I have not cheated her.
“She could not have known she would not be able to write again.” My voice is hoarse as I speak, my throat dry. I feel as though I have nothing left to say, yet there is much to be discussed and questioned.
Adela frowns, finishing her examination of the slim volume. “How very frustrating! How are we to discover her great secret?”
I sigh tiredly, and close my dry eyes a moment. “I do not know, Adela.”
“Well, that won’t do. Perk up, my dear, at least we have a few names!”
“People Daniel and I already spoke to, who are either lying to us or have nothing to add.”
“We must try again. Or do you plan on giving this,” she gestures at the diary, “to the invisible Inspector Moreau?” Adela raises a brow in irritation.
“How could I? How would I explain our discovery? Likely it would get us both arrested.”
“Possibly. We shall keep it close at hand. There is always time to use it later, when we can offer more to placate the policeman.”
“What a cunning mind you have,” I say. Adela smiles broadly. I am not certain I intend it as a compliment.
“Thank you, John often says much the same.”
“Speaking of John,” I glance at the clock, ticking away on the wall above the table, “they will be back soon.”
“Yes,” Adela drags out the word, betraying her reluctance to face her husband. I wonder whether their relationship is as seamless as I have thus far suspected. How can it be that she never confided in him such an undoubtedly significant element of her past? Seeing them together, I observed innate compatibility. How will he react when he discovers his wife has concealed something so important as a child? He may not be angry, but he must be disappointed. Despite her secrecy, I believe she trusts John more than anyone. She did not want to disturb the new life she built by bringing any piece of her past into it. Nonetheless, a daughter is not a piece to be neatly tucked into a far recess of one’s mind. I must try not to let my judgment burden her additionally. If anything is to be learned from Cecile’s letters, it may be that compassion is a most appreciated gift, and its absence can destroy a friendship.
With all the help Adela has offered me during the past few days in mind, I smile and say the only thing I can. “It will be all right.”



CHAPTER 37
We have time to freshen up and hide the diary safely in the folds of a coat at the bottom of one of my trunks before the men arrive. They are dusty, but in good spirits, which dim slightly when we tell them of our exploits and summarize the contents of the diary, seated in a deserted corner of the hotel’s café.
John leans back in his chair, a faintly amused look on his face. “My wife has few boundaries, but Evelyn, you surprise me.”
“We did not take it lightly, I will have you know,” Adela adds in clipped tones. “Moreau did not find what was in plain sight. Imagine, if we had not gone back, the diary may never have been discovered.”
“Perhaps we should give it to the Benoits or Eva Germaine. They did not look for it, so we felt—” I explain, when I am interrupted by Adela’s husband.
“It’s all right. You need not justify yourself to me. What you have found could lead to other clues to help identify the murderer, or at least to shed light on the motive.”
“You are certain she did not mention Henry again,” Daniel asks, his eyes intent.
“I am sorry, no. She saw him only once. I believe had it occurred repeatedly, she would have recorded it. It seemed the occasion was a great surprised for her.”
“Maybe we can help matters along with our own information. While you were detecting, we were not idle.”
“John’s friend at the military records office in London provided us with the names of the men in Henry’s company over the telephone. What a marvel of modern technology! Him miles away, across the water and us in an office in Paris.” Daniel shakes his head.
“Marvelous indeed,” agrees Adela.
“What have you learnt?” I ask.
“It is difficult to say. Many of the men are no longer alive. Even people Henry mentioned in his letters. Lewis and Rawlins died in battle. In fact, very few survived. This was the reason my parents had no hope.” He swallows. “The bodies were often terribly damaged and unidentifiable. It was highly likely that Henry’s was one of them. Especially when he was declared dead.”
“Is there anyone else? McCragh or Lawrence, perhaps? There must be survivors?”
“Very few. McCragh is living in Scotland. I have sent a telegram to ask, whether he can make his way to a telephone and give us a ring. We found nothing regarding Lawrence after the final shelling that took out most of the trench. I daresay he was one of the unrecorded deaths. He had little family, no one may have demanded answers.”
“How sad to think he was not missed.” I rest my chin in my clasped hands, leaning my elbows on the table in a manner of which Aunt Agnes would not have approved. My mind feels heavy with all I have learnt today.
“Maybe he was missed. It is hard to imagine there is a soul on this earth who has not managed touched the heart of another.”
“Lawrence aside,” Adela interjects, “you two are in relatively good spirits. There must be something you discovered.”
“You read us well, my love,” John smiles.
“There is another a survivor.”
“And?” Expectantly I wait for Daniel to elaborate.
“He was a runner, a man who carried messages around the trench, commands and the like.”
“Were you able to contact him?” asks Adela.
“Not yet. With any luck, we will soon be able to speak to him face to face. He lives in Amiens.” We are silent for a moment after Daniel’s statement, stunned at our strange, good fortune.
John picks up the thread of conversation. “He married a local woman, a nurse he met during the war, and did not return home.”
“My goodness! We must talk to him! If he lives here and Henry is alive, they may have maintained contact!” I am tripping over my words, excitement bubbling up inside me, hopeful of a happy ending in sight. “Do you have his name? What does he do? Where can we find him?”
Daniel smiles in the face of my reaction. “His name is Thomas Browning. He is the owner of a small bed and breakfast. He lives on the northern edge of town.”
“Such good news,” Adela smiles warmly, but I sense tension in her since the men returned.
“Yes, very good, I hope.” John leans back in his chair, raising a hand to cover a yawn. “Excuse me, it’s been a long day.”
“Of course, you must both be worn out,” I say and glance at my wristwatch. The hour is indeed late.
It is quickly agreed to call an end to our conference. We push back our chairs and bid one another good night. I catch Adela’s eye and notice her unease at being alone with her husband tonight; alone with something unavoidable to tell him. I have sympathy for her. It will undoubtedly come as a shock to John. She has kept this secret from him all these years, even coming to France without speaking of her past. With a quick nod, holding her gaze, I try to wish her fortitude.
Ascending the stairs to the third floor, I realize how weary I am from the exertions of the day. In contrast, I observe new energy in Daniel, a flicker of something making him stand straighter, more purposeful. Hope can have such profound effects on the human psyche. Lack of it bends our backs and curves our shoulders, as though we are carrying an invisible weight; its presence, however, can give us veritable wings.
“Would you like to read the diary?” I ask, when we near the door to my rooms.
“Yes, though it is a strange to read such a private document.” I open my mouth in defense of the action. He prevents me. “I didn’t mean to sound critical. It had to be read. I can imagine how difficult it must have been.”
“It was shamefully easy in practice,” I confess, letting us into the room. “In principle, though, it was entirely wrong.”
“I cannot help feeling a thrill at your finding it.”
“Nor can I. If it leads us to justice for Cecile or to finding Henry, I cannot feel bad about it.” I do not add that, even if it serves neither cause, I shall not regret having learnt more about the dead woman. She has taken shape in my mind and has become a real person with fears and joys and flaws. Perhaps we would not have been compatible, but I would like to have known her. Something else I dare not say as I press the book gently into Daniel’s hands: Would she still be alive if she had never glimpsed Henry Harper? How can there be peace before we know the truth?
My body is tired, eyes stinging from the long read and my throat, despite water and wine, is rough and dry. My fingers, nevertheless, are itching to write. There is much to be told, and only one person I want to tell it to. If I cannot have the person in the flesh, I must contend with pen and paper.
Sliding out of my shoes and removing the pins from my hair, I sit down at the table, pull out a page of paper and a fountain pen and begin my letter.
Dearest Briony,
It will not have been long since you received my last letter, and yet I am afraid I must burden you once more with my thoughts and, dare I say, my adventures. Do not be not alarmed! I am well, as is Daniel. My news is in regards to the woman, Cecile Beaufort, whose life ended so abruptly before we arrived at her door. I wrote earlier of suicide, now we know it was murder. The police have spoken to us. I find myself thinking of our friend, Inspector Dymas. He would have shown far greater competence than his French counterpart. Inspector Moreau has seemingly disappeared after our initial interview and does not receive endorsements of his character or capability anywhere we have gone. You can imagine what this means. I will be honest with you. Daniel, myself, and a new acquaintance, Adela Lewis, are attempting to learn the truth behind this tragic affair. Daniel remains deeply devoted to finding his brother, and we are searching for new clues related to his disappearance and possible reappearance. It is a worrisome task; one I fear has the potential for crushing disappointment. I am being maudlin, I know. There is a growing chance that we will find him and he will be, after all this time, reunited with his brother.
I hope for this, but I am afraid, Briony. If we find Henry, he will not be the man Daniel remembers him to be, he may reject his brother outright! What to do in such a situation?
I am sorry to burden you with our troubles. You must trust me when I reassure you that I will try to be sensible. Well, for posterity’s sake: I will do nothing foolish. There, that should do it!
I miss you all. Whenever I see children playing in the street, I think of yours so far away. How is everybody? Do they miss me? I shall send them something lovely (nothing lovely for Timon, of course, I shall find something decidedly masculine for him!) as soon as I am able. The days fly by quickly. I miss the sound of the sea, the swishing of the olive trees below my window, Eleni’s cooking, yes, even Jeffrey’s lectures at the dinner table! And you, my dear Briony. Do not worry about me. I promise, I am well. It has been a long day, and I am tired and rambling. I will go to bed.
Say hello to everyone for me. Tell them I miss them!
With love,
Evelyn
I place my pen on the table and run my eyes once more, across the hastily written page. Satisfied that I have been quite honest in describing the goings-on here in Amiens, I amble over to the bed.



CHAPTER 38
The wind is high, clouds sweeping across the sky, and trees shaking their leafy branches above our heads the following day, when Daniel and I walk north toward the home and business of Thomas Browning, our errant runner.
One hand is clamped on my hat and the other at my side, holding down my skirt, for I should like to preserve both hat and dignity. Enviously I eye Daniel in his trousers, hat tucked under his arm, short dark hair nicely in place.
He is aware of my discomfort and offers, “Why don’t you take off your hat?”
I am not a particularly vain creature, yet abandoning my carefully set hair to the whims and wiles of the elements is taking it a step too far. “I can manage,” is all I tersely reply. Fortunately, we do not travel the full distance to chez Browning on foot. We take a tram and must walk only to the nearest station, ‘near’ being the operative word.
“I see the sign for the tram-stop ahead.” Daniel smiles encouragement, and I squint into the distance to make out the symbol marking our destination.
Almost as soon as we arrive, one of the loud and ominously shaky cars arrives. We embark and grip the metal rails to avoid being jolted forward, when the tram begins its journey. The small compartment is full, but our trek should not take very long.
We arrive less than thirty minutes later in a quiet, residential area of old homes and grooved roads, reminiscent of the heavy horse and carriage traffic of yesteryear. The street housing the Bed and Breakfast is lively and wide. Children too young for school play in the sun. Occasionally a mother’s face will peek out of an open window. The houses are built close together, similar to other parts of town we have thus far explored. However, here they are larger, belonging to more affluent citizens, who prefer to live at a distance from the hustle and bustle, and still in close enough proximity to be a part of it.
On second glance, I suspect many of these once grand homes have been neglected for some time and probably converted into flats or businesses at lower cost. It has become fashionable again to live in the center of cities, or quite far out of them—the life of a country squire. Now, it appears, these homes are occupied by families of the middle classes. The children appear well fed and looked after in fine, clean clothing, their hair gleaming in the late morning sun. Some shutters or doors have been freshly painted, while others flake and peel with lack of attention. It is a pleasant neighborhood, neither bursting with noise, nor stiflingly silent.
“I like it here,” Daniel says, kicking an errant ball back to one of the children. He glances at a scrap of paper with Browning’s address. “It should be nearby somewhere. Number seventy-two.”
We are silent for a few minutes, walking slowly past numbers sixty-four, sixty-six, sixty-eight … seventy-two. It is a well-appointed house of bright red brick, with the door painted a welcoming shade of periwinkle blue. The only indication that it is not purely another family home is the painted sign above the door, marking it an auberge.
Daniel steps up to the door and, using a polished brass knocker, raps it twice. Almost instantly, it is opened to reveal a small woman with a flushed face and blonde ringlets tied carelessly back.
“Bonjour!” She smiles broadly, revealing a set of cheerful dimples in her plump cheeks.
“Bonjour, Madame. We are looking for Thomas Browning. Is this his house?” Daniel mirrors her smile. She turns a deeper shade of pink, charmed perhaps by the fellow at her door.
“It is. May I ask your name?”
“I am Daniel Harper, and this is Evelyn Carlisle. Would it be possible to speak to Mr. Browning?”
The woman takes in our names, assessing us a moment with her blue-eyed gaze before giving an answer. “Thomas is my husband. My name is Lisette Browning. Come in.” Lisette ushers us inside and leads the way down a wide hallway painted a welcoming shade of sunflower yellow toward the back garden.
“Thomas!” she calls out as we approach the open back door, allowing us a glimpse of lush green grass and a flowering cherry tree.
She half turns and informs us with a smile, “He likes to paint in the garden.”
A moment later, we meet the man himself, wearing a paint-spattered chemise and a wide straw hat. A nearly completed canvas is propped up on an easel in front of him, beside it, a low stool with various tubes and jugs of oil and water. He turns around at the interruption.
“Oh, salut,” he tilts his head to the side, friendly but curious as we approach, dewdrops sparkling in the grass beneath out feet.
“Mr. Browning,” Daniel begins in English. Immediately a line creases the space between Browning’s pale brows.
“Who are you?” he asks, also in English. His wife appears vaguely confused, but able to follow along, for she is the one who answers.
“This is Evelyn Carlisle and Daniel Harper, Thomas. Don’t be rude, come—” She cannot finish her statement, for her husband takes a quick, step towards us, regarding Daniel with wide eyes.
“Harper? Your name is Harper?” He scratches is chin and boldly runs his eyes over Daniel’s face.
“You remember the name?”
Browning blinks a few times in rapid succession, then takes off his hat, tucking it under his arm, and offers a hand. “Not so much the name as the eyes, the face. You look so like him. Older … a ghost.” The last word is a whisper. Daniel flinches almost imperceptibly. A ghost. Is that what Henry has become? Will we finally learn the truth? Swallowing my nerves, I step forward and take the hand Daniel has left dangling in the air.
“Nice to make your acquaintance, Mr. Browning.”
He notices me only now and grants Daniel a moment’s reprieve from his assessing gaze to offer greetings.
“Enchanté.” Browning looks to his wife, who has moved to his side, sensing a change in him, and showing her allegiance by proximity. “Ma chérie, would you be so good and bring us some lemonade and some of those delicious sables you baked this morning?” It is a question, not a command, and I find myself warming to this man already. Flecks of paint stain his hands, his clothes, even his beard. Lisette looks relieved and disappears inside the house.
“Thank you for speaking to us,” Daniel has found his voice again.
“Don’t thank me yet,” says Browning with a cheerful grin, setting us at ease. “Let us not be formal. I rarely speak to fellow Englishman—and Englishwoman. In my eyes, we are friends by default of our shared nationality.”
Daniel returns his grin, shoulders relaxing. “I would like that very much.”
“Come, let us sit under the tree. Lisette does not much like speaking English. Despite that, she will hear all that transpires between us in minute detail the moment you are gone.”
I laugh, and we follow him to a round table and chairs in the shade of a tree. Once seated, I am fully able to take in the charming beauty of this little garden, a small slice of Eden, away from the rattle of trams, motorcars and city noise. A wall runs along the border of the enclave, old and covered in climbing ivy and growing blooms. Both sides are lined with lovingly planted flowerbeds, a riot of color. I can easily understand Browning’s choice to enjoy his pastime of painting here. I would be hard pressed to think of a lovelier place.
“You are admiring our garden.” Browning sounds proud, gesturing at the small expanse of grass and blossom.
“It is so beautiful. One cannot help but be inspired.”
“Do you paint, Mademoiselle?”
I shake my head, amused that French has intruded the natural rhythm of this Englishman’s speech. “Alas, I do not—cannot—but I admire anyone with the skill.”
“I do not lay claim to much skill. Painting need not be based on that. Are you familiar with the German Expressionists? Even our own Impressionists were not schooled and polished in the ways of Caravaggio or Rubens, still their works have such life in them, such vibrancy. That is all I aim for.”
“I should very much like to see some of your work,” I say sincerely. At the same moment Lisette reappears, carefully carrying a wooden tray.
“Here we are.” She does not look up from her task while she sets three cups, saucers, a plate of biscuits and a clay jug of fragrant coffee on the table.
“Merci.” Browning smiles at his wife. “You will not join us?” There is a hint of something—is it relief?—in his expression when she confirms his assumption.
“No, I have things to do. New guests are arriving this evening.” She turns to Daniel and me. “It was very nice to meet you.”
We echo the sentiment and she bustles off, not looking back, leaving us in this tranquil garden to dig up the past.
Browning pours coffee, and we wait silently as the dark liquid runs into our cups. Only the birds, crouching in the branches of the tree interrupt the quiet, chirping and rustling in the leafy canopy.
“So, my friends, you have not come to sample my wife’s baking and view my attempts at art. I told you I remember your brother, that is who Henry was, wasn’t he, your brother?” His use of the past tense disconcerts me. Daniel ignores it, too excited by the man’s recognition of his lost brother.
“Yes. My brother. As I understand it, you served with him. I was able to gain access to service records. That is how I found your name. I hope you are not angered by my intrusion. We had to find someone who might remember.” Daniel hesitates, nerves catching up to him. He has a lot of hope pinned on Thomas Browning.
Browning eyes us curiously for a moment, takes a sip of coffee, winces from the heat, and finally speaks. “I served in the same company as your brother, I can tell you that much. I would like to understand, however, what brings you here, asking questions nearly a decade later?” His voice has retained the easy affability of moments before. All the same, there is a new hardness in his face. His smile is frozen and confined to his mouth, never brightening his eyes.
Daniel also notices the tension and straightens in his small, wrought-iron chair. “I understand your apprehension. We have come because I recently received information which allows me to believe—to hope—that my brother survived.” He does not add any more, for the desired effect is achieved. Browning’s face loses its strain and his jaw sags in an expression of profound disbelief. If he is aware of Henry’s survival, he is a remarkably good actor.
“He is alive? How … how can it be?” He frowns and covers his mouth with his hand. “It is impossible.” His words send my stomach plummeting. Impossible. What does Thomas Browning know to utterly reject to very notion of Henry’s survival? Now is the time for me to enter the conversation. I am the only one who never met Henry, though reading his letters has brought him much closer.
“Why should it be impossible, Mr. Browning? I daresay you base your observation on the same information the Harper family received after Pozières?”
His eyes meet mine, and for a moment I detect a challenge. It is gone almost as quickly as it appeared, and I cannot be sure whether it existed at all. “I was there, Miss Carlisle. It is true, I never saw his body, but I saw the others, many others. The blast took an ungodly number of lives. I cannot doubt the army’s report that Henry was among them. It pains me, and I do not like to cause hurt or rob you of optimism. Still, I can see no reason for hope. Henry has been dead many years. After a long time, I have finally been able to relegate the past into a drawer in my mind, which I never venture to open. It is best for you to do the same.”
“He was seen!” Daniel bursts out, anger and frustration breaking the barrier of social etiquette. “He was seen in Amiens! How do you explain that?”
Again Browning frowns. He does not—and for this I credit him—dismiss the allegation outright. “Seen? By whom? When? How do you know?” The sunlight filtering through the tree branches casts shadows across his face.
“By a woman who met him during the war.”
“A woman? He never mentioned a woman here. He had some girl at home. I cannot remember her name—”
“Maggie,” I supply, remembering from the letters.
“Yes, Maggie, that was it.” Browning nods, pleased. “He didn’t talk much about himself, but he mentioned her sometimes. Once he traded leave with a mate, because the fellow was meeting his French girl in a village nearby. Henry said, while he could not meet Maggie it did not mean his friend should not see his girl either. He was a good man, your brother, and heavens you do look like him. The eyes mostly, those green eyes.” He shakes his head, regarding Daniel in an almost fatherly way, though they are only a few years apart in age. Browning, living up to his name, has aged more rapidly. His skin has the color of one who spends much of his time outdoors, soaking up the sun. The sunhat must be a recent acquisition, for his face is too dark to have benefitted from its protection for long. All of this I notice silently, an observer of this conversation, rather than an active participant.
“He was a good man and a good brother.”
“Wasn’t there another brother? I remember Henry mentioning his youngest brother at home and another in France.”
“William. They were closer in age.”
“Yes! Will, he would call him sometimes. He worried about him. Whatever happened to Will?”
Daniel stares at his hands before answering in a low voice. “He died. I enlisted after we were told of their deaths.”
“I am sorry.” Browning lowers his eyes for a moment, as though in observance, before signaling for Daniel to continue.
Daniel does not elaborate on his own involvement in the war, instead returning to Henry. “A woman who met Henry near a village called Miraumont wrote to me, claiming to have seen him weeks ago in Amiens.”
“A lover?”
“No, an older woman. She had a bakery. Her name was Cecile Beaufort.”
“I do not remember her name, and I am good at names. Then again, it was ten years ago, and even I am not immune to forgetfulness.” He smiles in self-deprecation.
“Were you close to him?”
“Not very, I am sorry to say. I met him on occasion and never spoke to him alone. He was friendly with most everyone, but never revealed much about himself. He was a good listener. Seemed older than he could have been, almost fatherly to some, I would say.” Browning’s eyes get a faraway look as his thoughts carry him back in time. Memories are more bearable here in this peaceful place, far removed from the violence of the battlefield. Neither Daniel nor I interrupt when he continues, a faint trace of a Midlands accent slipping into his speech.
“One evening we heard news from Verdun. Everyone was in bad spirits, frightened, tired, angry. It was hell. The waiting, the imagining, God, it was hell. We tried to distract ourselves, told stories, some tried singing. In the end we always returned to the question: How long do we have left? Maybe I am too romantic about the innocence of youth. When I was young, before the reality of war hit, I never contemplated death as an option. It was so far in the future, some strange, foreign thing, almost like India or Australia or the moon. It undeniably exists, but too far away to concern me much. How naive I was. Coming to France broke that barrier of blind innocence. I was forced to see. I sometimes think that the recognition of my own mortality was the greatest shock I experienced. I do not like to dwell on those times. Back to Henry.
“That night, when we were trying to distract ourselves, I remember it was the first time I heard him speak. Even at his age he had a way of speaking that commanded attention. That being said, he was not loud or aggressive. He told us we were brothers, whatever happened, none of us would be alone. It was all the comfort he could give, but it did us good to hear it, to be reminded of it. There was a brotherhood, a sense of togetherness to provide a semblance of hope. Henry was at the core of that. He was a good man,” Browning repeats, looking up, back in the present. “Henry died shortly after. The battle was gruesome. Survivors were few, and his trench was destroyed. While I did not see a body, I saw enough to firmly believe he could not have survived. In fact, it never crossed my mind that he had possibly lived.”
We absorb his words in silence, the message clear and utterly wretched. Finally, Daniel speaks.
“When was the last time you saw him?”
“It must have been a day before the attack.”
Daniel ponders this, his mind searching for options that offer his brother survival. “Perhaps he was moved,” he proposes weakly. Browning shrugs, his expression not disguising the pity he feels for the man before him. Both are aware of the nature of battle and war. Daniel is grasping for something to hold on to and coming up with nothing but handfuls of air.
“It is useless then, to ask you whether he has been in contact?” I ask despite myself.
“I am afraid it is. I have not maintained contact with more than a handful of men from that time. It is not a part of my history I am keen to revisit.”
I turn to Daniel. He shrugs a wordless assent. One last thought comes to me at this moment, and I speak before it is fully formed in my mind. “Of the few men you are in touch with, would any of them remember Henry?”
Browning frowns and strokes his beard in contemplation. “I could not say. It is possible. We were in the area in 1916.”
“Do the names, Lawrence, Lewis, McCragh, and Rawlins mean anything to you?”
“McCragh! That old bear. Yes, of course I remember him. Good man. Proud and loyal. Yes, loyal certainly. I met him only a few times. He is the sort to leave an imprint.”
“He is mentioned in Henry’s letters,” Daniel notes, leaning forward in his chair with unconcealed curiosity.
“McCragh.” Browning smiles and again scratches the wisps of pale hair on his chin. “I met him and Henry and a few others the last day I saw your brother. Did he survive?”
“He did.” Daniel’s answer brings a look of gentle elation to Thomas Browning’s eyes.
“It is always good to hear of men who survived. He spoke of his daughters the last time I saw him. How much he missed them. We were all in low spirits, desperate to be anywhere else. I had been sent to tell them of a retreat. It was not to last long. Yes, the more I think on it, the clearer the image becomes. I was only with them for a short while and had to move on.” He closes his eyes, not ceasing his narrative. “There was McCragh, looking a hundred years old, yet strong as an ox, and Henry, quiet as ever. Who were the others? I see their faces, but their names … there may have been a Rawlins, a Lawrence, and a Lewis, or there may not have been. One of them was Cornish. I recognized the accent. Part of his ear was gone. Another, one with thin lips and a long face, was smoking like a chimney. Their names I do not recall, if I ever knew them at all. As I said, we only spoke for a short while.
“A day later everything went to hell. Fire and noise, good God, the noise was agony. The earth rattled. You will remember, of course,” he says, gesturing at Daniel, who stares transfixed at Browning, waiting for him to go on. “It was chaos. The days after, too. If Henry was lost and his body unidentifiable, his case is not unique. At some point, you lose track of time. You know when it is day and when night, not how long the battle has been raging around you. Your head is vibrating with the echo of shells, the screams. There was no sense in any of it. In such times there rarely is. I would be taunted as a conchie now—conscientious objector. I could not do it again. Would not do it again. For crown and country, that was how they drew us in. I went for the prospect of adventure. No noble motives for me.” He grins without pleasure.
“For me it was youthful rebellion. Desperation maybe.”
“With McCragh it was the real thing, I could tell. That man was a patriot, if ever I met one. He complained, but he would not have survived staying at home, when a war was raging, other men doing the fighting for him.”
“You all played your parts.” I speak more to myself than to them.
“Our parts.” Browning sighs. “I wonder.”
“We tell ourselves it is over, but it always comes back.” Daniel remarks, sadness in his voice.
“I claim a superlative aptitude in suppressing such thoughts, most of the time at least.”
“Thank you for returning to them on our account.”
“I cannot say it was a pleasure, but it was a privilege. While I do not believe that your brother lives, I hope to be proven wrong. I saw him among the others, then was moved farther along the battle lines. That is all. I could give you names of men I remember. Perhaps they can help you along. If you find him, I would very much like to meet him. And if you do not,” he pauses, the gravity of this possibility heavy in his voice, “I wish you peace.”
We part with thanks and compliments to his wife for the biscuits we barely nibbled and the coffee that sits cold and forgotten in our cups.
On the street, the children are still playing, their world remaining a whole and sheltered place. I smile at them as we pass. They ignore us, two adults not important to their fun.
“How are you?” I ask on our way to the tram stop. Daniel looks thoughtful rather than dejected, which I take as a positive sign.
“I think meeting Browning was worthwhile, even if he could offer little hope.” He conjures up a soft smile from the recent memory.
“Hearing from a man who met Henry helped?”
“Yes, I think it did. Despite the letters and despite having served myself, it is a time in his life I know too little about. And it is a time people are eager to forget.”
“It did Thomas Browning good to speak of it as well. He has his beautiful retreat, his kind wife, painting. He has moved on, yet the memories live on inside of him. Oh!” I shake my head in frustration as a thought comes to me.
“What is it?”
“We never did see any more of his paintings. The one on the easel looked lovely. I would have liked to buy one.”
Daniel tucks my hand into the crook of his elbow. “One day, we will go back, and I will buy you whatever your heart desires.”
I widen my eyes in mock surprise. “If that is the case, I should quite like a Monet.” This elicits a laugh, and I join in, relieved to find that the disappointment of our meeting has not diminished Daniel further. For the first time in some time, I feel he will be all right. Whatever the outcome of our search, we will be all right.



CHAPTER 39
Forgoing the first tram, we decide to walk around this part of town a while longer. The wind has ceased its endless tug at my hat and skirt and the clouds have stopped chasing each other across the pale blue sky. It is midday and schoolchildren are out, lounging around with their mates, eating lunch of crisp baguettes or cheese rolls, leaning against walls or kicking shabby balls across the cobbles. There must be a school nearby.
The thought instantly brings to mind another such institution, and the image of Luc and his evening tryst near the Lycée two nights ago. I had told Daniel of the scene I observed, for over breakfast he was full of questions regarding the contents of Cecile’s diary. Her mention of Luc’s sin rang alarm bells in his mind, and he was well on his way to accuse the man had I not told him what I witnessed. To his credit, he was not disapproving, but rather pleased by the development instead. Perhaps the notion of this handsome young man in our midst having no interest in my gender gave him satisfaction, for all he said was, “Aha. I guessed it!” (I cannot imagine how, but men are ever such proud creatures and must be treated with a degree of tolerance). So I discreetly rolled my eyes and went on to say that I doubted Luc’s guilt, for his aunt in a later entry professed to have, more or less, accepted or ignored her nephew’s fault, as she saw it. He therefore had little reason to quarrel with Cecile. At least I hope this was the case. The very thought of a member of her family being the perpetrator of cruel and calculating evil is particularly awful. They were all she had left and she loved them, even if she did not altogether approve of their lifestyles. I also discouraged the notion of her own brother being behind the crime. What reason would he have had to harm her? I cannot credit it, and was relieved to find Daniel could either.
Now we are settled on a bench overlooking the river, polishing off our crêpes filled with all manner of messy delights. The scene is one of utter tranquility, it is difficult to believe that we spent the morning dwelling on sorrows of the past. The sun beams down, and I have removed my hat, the sensation of the warming rays on the crown of my head a luxury harking back to my days on Crete. The water glints and glitters, rising and dipping, sloshing against its barrier every time a family of ducks paddles by. Lazily I watch the people around us, chatting, laughing, working, when my eye catches sight of a familiar face. Father Giles Bernard. He is shaking the hand of another priest and coming our way.
I nudge Daniel with my elbow and whisper the man’s name as he approaches. He would have walked past without recognition, perhaps a result of seeing so many faces all the time, had I not jumped to my feet and into his path.
“Father Bernard! What a surprise to meet you again.” If he is surprised at my outburst, he does not show it, smiling benignly and returning my greeting. I introduce Daniel, and the two men take quick account of one another, much in the way, I find, we women are apt to.
“You are well, I see.” Bernard comments in a friendly manner. “Will you be attending Madame Beaufort’s funeral on Friday? The police have finally given permission to proceed. The poor family.” He shakes his head with feeling. “It is disgraceful to have made them wait so long. It is typical of Moreau.” Having caught himself in the unflattering remark, he blushes faintly and adds, “Do forgive me. I cared very much for Madame Beaufort, and to think a man with such limited competence is leading the investigation into her death is unsettling. But what can be done? Amiens is generally peaceful.” Bernard shrugs. “I am afraid we are not well equipped for such tragedy. You see us at a most unflattering time, I fear.”
I smile at him, glad that he is so willing to speak. Perhaps Adela’s presence during our previous conversation was a source of intimidation, making him hold his tongue with greater persistence. “The town is very charming, however, we cannot deny the circumstances of our visit are less so.”
“Alas, that is true. I hope Cecile’s death is resolved soon. For her family’s sake and yours. I was a little short with you and your friend when you sought me out this past Sunday, Mademoiselle. I apologize.”
“I understand, Father. We asked you to break your vow. That was badly done.”
Bernard rocks slightly back and forth on the balls and heels of his feet. “It is forgotten.”
“I am relieved. And, we will certainly attend Madame Beaufort’s funeral.” I glance at Daniel, who has passively watched our exchange.
“Very good. I do not doubt attendance will be high. It is comforting to see that the person being laid to rest was loved and left a mark on the world.” His face falls when he adds, “Too many go unmourned and are fast forgotten.” Bernard pauses, lost in memory or thought, before a soft smile returns to his face. “That shall not be Cecile’s fate.”
“Indeed not.” Daniel agrees and shortly after we take our leave, the priest hurrying in one direction and we into the other.
“So,” begins Daniel, taking my arm as we cross the street toward the tram stop, “that was Father Bernard.”
“It was.”
“He seemed a genial fellow. Younger than I imagined. My image of a priest is someone with perpetually white hair and a rotund figure modeled very much on the man who manned the Catholic church in my home village. I was not, being C of E, part of his flock, but I felt a strange envy of those who were. He seemed much more pleasant than the vicar of my own parish, who was not above smacking us with his prayer book, should we misbehave.”
Amused by the image of a child-Daniel, I ask, “You never did misbehave though, did you?”
“No, not at all. I was the picture of genteel benevolence. I am only speaking as an innocent witness to such behavior.” He grins at me, and it is in moments such as these I am strongly reminded of Daniel as he was on Crete. The Daniel who laughed at silly things and was not afraid of being laughed at himself. I must be staring, for he shakes his head and looks at me in a bemused manner. “What is it?”
I smile and tighten my grip on his arm. “Nothing at all.”
We arrive on our side of town in less than half an hour. The transport system is certainly more advanced than the one on Crete. Having spent much of the tram ride and ensuing walk reflecting on what we have learned during these past days, time flies by, and I am almost surprised to find us standing in front of the imposing façade of the Grand Palais.
We both agree that the Benoit-Germaine-Beaufort family keeps an abundance of secrets. I wonder whether this is the case in every family. Neither Daniel nor I have ‘normal’ families or childhoods for reference. Nonetheless, we decide we are dealing with a particularly mysterious clan.
Eva Germaine lives with the secret of her son’s parentage, a truth best kept hidden, for the war and occupation live too fresh in local memory. Luc’s romantic desires are far from being socially accepted, especially in a town such as Amiens. It is not a village, I grant, but neither does it present the anonymity of a large city. The financial and alcoholic troubles plaguing their parents are more common, but likely a source of shame for the family. Now we are left with Cecile’s secret. What sin did she commit for which she carried guilt to the present day? Is her family aware of it? Is anyone? Or did she leave it behind in Miraumont? I wonder aloud whether a visit is in order, and Daniel agrees, for it is linked to Henry, too. Perhaps we can inquire with Pierre Benoit whether the bakery or a familial home remain. If this is not the case, people’s memories are prone to outlast brick and mortar. Further, we have the list of men with whom Thomas Browning has maintained contact. Daniel will attempt to reach them and determine whether there is anything to discover.
Contemplating our tasks ahead, I barely register the man storming out of the front door of the hotel, almost colliding with us on the pavement. Daniel is faster.
“John? John! What is it? Has something happened?” He grabs hold of the flustered man by the elbow, effectively steadying him. Oh dear! I realize what must be the reason for his flight. John Lewis regards us with narrowed eyes, then falters, his confusion gaining hold over his initial anger. Nevertheless, he will not consider me the ideal witness to his unburdening. Besides, what he has to say is no surprise to me.
“Daniel, John, why don’t I leave you to talk. You are distressed, John, I do not like to intrude. I will write some letters. We will meet later.” This last is added for Daniel’s benefit. He appears at a loss how to handle the situation. If ever there was a sensible man, it is he, so I have little concern about his ability to offer sound advice.
I do not stay true to my word and attend to the ailing state of my correspondence. Once inside the hotel, I immediately rush to the lift. Adela will be distressed, if John’s reaction is anything to go by. Even a strong-minded woman as she undoubtedly is will be unsettled by the vehemence of his response.
The lift is moving at a decidedly leisurely speed, chugging up inch by inch, until we finally arrive at Adela’s floor. Heavens, I would have been ages faster on foot! Never mind. I am here now. Locating Adela’s room, I knock against the thick door. It flies open and from my friend’s expression, I deduce that mine is not the face she hoped to encounter. It appears I come in a strong second, though, for she quickly recovers and pulls me inside. She has her back to me when she begins to speak.
“I told him, Evelyn. I told John about Fleur, about everything.” She turns around. Her eyes are dry, still her face betrays her emotion. A worry line runs deep between her brows and her jaw is rigid, a stubborn measure to prevent an outburst of tears. I step forward, arms outstretched, taking both her hands in mine to offer what comfort I can.
“Come, sit down and tell me what happened.” Leading her to a sofa beneath a vivid painting of the French countryside, she obeys, joining me and wringing her hands in an altogether un-Adela-like gesture of anxiety.
“Well,” she begins, meeting my eye, “he noticed I was not myself upon his return. I confess, I was toying with the notion of keeping it secret, but at that moment, aware of how well he knows me, how much—” she swallows a sob, “how much he cares for me, I had to tell him the truth.”
“He was angry?”
“Oh, yes.” A sad smile forms on her lips. “He was shocked at first. Then, he turned on me. He accused me of lying to him all these years. I could see the hurt, the disappointment written across his face. I reached out to him, to explain or appease him.” A tear finally slides down her cheek. “He shook me off.” Her voice is incredulous, and from her far away gaze I imagine she is reliving the moment, seated here beside me. “He just shook me off. Didn’t want me to touch him. Then he left. I was going to go after him, but what good would it have done? He thinks I betrayed him, and in a way I did. But we all have a past, don’t we, Evelyn? We all have a part of ourselves we cannot bear to bring to light. It would forever change how people saw us. We would forever be defined by that one flaw, that one mistake, damn all the other qualities we possess. I know it. I have done it myself. It is not intentionally cruel, but the results are the same.” She is exhausted by this revelation and leans against the back of the cushions, closing her eyes.
Waiting a moment before answering, I measure my words with care.
“Daniel is with John. We ran into him as he was leaving the hotel.” Adela opens her eyes, and I observe they contain a flicker of relief. She does not speak. “I do not think he will define you by your mistake, Adela. We have seen how deeply he cares for you. He will forgive you.” Speaking the words, I sincerely believe them to be true.
“Do you really think so? John loves me, but he is proud, too.”
I smile and say, “As are you, my friend. I do not think pride, on a balance with your marriage, has a great chance of victory. John is, perhaps rightfully, distressed. All the same, I do not think his outburst was in anger, rather in disappointment and hurt that you did not trust him with your past. He needs time to calm down, then he will surely be more open to hearing your side of the story. In your mind, what you did was done to preserve your relationship, not to endanger it.”
She sniffles. Her tears have ceased. “I told him of the violence. I thought it would make him understand better why I did what I did.” There is disappointment in her face, too. John was hurt by betrayal. Yet Adela appears to feel similar distress. She needed him to show understanding, compassion. What she got was far from it. I fear it will take some time to mend this fracture. It can be done, still it will take time, the proverbial balm for all ills.
“Maybe, when he has had some time to consider, he will also understand the pain he caused you with his reaction. For now, you must try not to upset yourself further. You did what needed to be done, and hopefully you can soon approach the possibility of connecting with Fleur.”
“What if he resents the thought of a child of mine who is not his? We won’t have children of our own. It has never been a cause for argument, but now … I fear some buried resentment may rear its ugly head.” Her hands have formed fists, clutching white-knuckled at a handkerchief.
We talk a while longer, I make my best effort to quell the fire and Adela does her anxious best to stoke the flames. It is a difficult exercise, and I am relieved when she announces that she needs some rest. It is almost evening, and I have been talking and listening all the waking hours, or so it feels. Now I, too, yearn for little more respite and privacy.
Leaving her in the shaded room, the curtains drawn tightly, I go to my own rooms. With some satisfaction, I close the door behind me and luxuriate in a weary sigh of relief.
Stepping further inside, I slip off my shoes, rewarded instantly with an almost euphoric sensation as my feet sink gratefully into the plush carpet. It is nice to be on my own for a moment. I need to reflect on the events of the day and forbid myself from feeling even an ounce of guilt for desiring peace and privacy.
Since leaving Crete, I have been at the disposal of others’ needs. I do not resent this, as listening has always been a pleasure rather than a chore for me; yet it can be exhausting to take on the emotional turmoil of those around me and worse, to feel quite helpless in providing solutions.
With an air of restrained melodrama, I sink into my preferred armchair by the window. It is open a crack, and a welcome wave of cool evening air brushes against my hot cheeks. The sky is already taking on the glorious westerly glow preceding the setting sun, which bathes the world in a gentle light, before leaving us for other shores.
Grabbing the pad of paper and my pen on the desk at my side, I decide to write down my observations. There are a great many players in this game. We are collecting the names of people connected to Henry as well as Cecile, discovering new ones nearly every day. Best to start with Cecile’s family. I tap the end of my pen against my lower lip in contemplation.
I write down their names, scribbling down what we have learned. Could Berthe or Pierre have anything to do with Cecile’s murder? I cannot believe it, but I have been far from the mark before. Perhaps I am biased toward my own sex, in a warped sense of the word, but I cannot truly consider a woman acting alone a likely suspect. The sheer physical demand would be beyond any of the women connected to the case so far.
Eva appears perpetually exhausted, and furthermore, she was fond of her aunt. Fond enough, at least, to have trusted her with her deepest secret. Berthe, though of more solid a build than her daughter, is not as tall as the victim. It would be quite challenging, if not impossible, for her to have done the deed. Her husband is the dead woman’s brother. It would be remiss, or downright naïve, to dismiss him as a possible suspect because of his relationship with Cecile alone. I draw a large question mark beside his name. He is tall and probably strong enough to have succeeded in the grisly undertaking. I wonder whether his bouts of drinking have increased since the time of Cecile’s death. Then again, such behavior could as easily be ascribed to grief as guilt.
Luc Benoit was in conflict with his aunt, but in her final diary entries she had resolved to ignore their disagreement. He is a well-built man, strong, too—I think of the muscled forearms he displayed during our first encounter. Yes, he could have done it. My mind conjures up ghastly visions of Furies chasing the young man for a familial crime. I could probably do with some sleep. Casting my glance to the bedside table, perhaps The Oresteia is not suitable nighttime reading in this situation. I should visit the Benoit’s shop to find something of a lighter variety.
Who else? Who else? Before I can turn my mind to the others embroiled in this eerie tale, there is a knock at my door. Oh, blast! I frown, my shoulders slumping. Can it be time to step among people already? Can I not beg off with a conveniently harmless ailment? Another knock. No, I suppose it will not do. Dragging myself from my perch of comfort, I pad across the room to answer the summons.
To my surprise and pleasure, it is not an acquaintance, but rather the welcome face of my maid, Elise, presenting me with a thick envelope upon a silver salver.
I thank her with more relief than is warranted and take my letter back into the room. In the light I recognize a most welcome hand. Briony has written at last!
Forgetting about my list, I push aside the writing implements and sink back into my chair, hurrying to slit open the envelope with the back end of my pen. I pull out two sheaves of lavender-scented paper, covered in Briony’s loopy scrawl, testament to her rebellion against the neat and tiny cursive we were taught at school.
25th April, 1926
Dear Evie,
I have received your telegram of safe arrival and write now assuming you have not yet departed from Amiens. You would have sent another telegram informing me, wouldn’t you?
I hope you are both well. Daniel wrote a short, mannish missive to my dear husband, which by definition informed us of very little indeed. The man is not a born writer, my dear.
How is Amiens? I imagine it as a small Paris. Is there a miniature Eiffel Tower? A dainty Arc de Triomphe? I wish I could pop round for an afternoon to visit the place for myself. We had such fun in Paris. Do you remember? We ate sweet crêpes with lemon and sugar and drank champagne at the Ritz! I remember it so fondly. It is strange to think that I am a mother and cannot, should the mood strike, simply up and go to France. My little people depend on me. It is quite thrilling, I confess. Quite what I hoped it would be, exhaustion and all. Last weekend, we drove to Heraklion with the children. Jeffrey had the day off work and we piled into the motorcar and enjoyed a day in town. Timon was very taken with the fortress and declared he should like to live there one day, when he is king of Crete. I venture to say he may have his wish, for everyone is quite charmed by my son. Young ladies in a few years’ time, beware! He already has Eleni well and truly wrapped around his plump little finger, for whatever Master Timon wants to eat, she duly makes. Yesterday it was roast chicken, and truth be told, so it was the day before and the day before that. Perhaps I ought to keep the tyrant in him better in check, now that I think of it.
Areta has taken to playing with dolls! A proper little girl, Evie! Though I must say, whatever she chooses to play with, it can hardly be worse than the slimy frogs and reptiles her brother prefers.
Iona is as quiet as ever, until in some unexpected moment she manages to astound us with something quite profound coming out of her mouth. Jeffery is not pleased with the school in the village. She is already far ahead of the others in her class, reading all the time. I think her father is terribly proud to have another burgeoning intellectual in his household. He has mentioned sending her to a better school in England, which I cannot contemplate. I was rather cross with him for mentioning it. We have only just become a family. I will not have it disbanded in such short order. I have already begun to dread the idea of my sweet, silent Iona going off to university (for I am certain she will) in a few years’ time! No. Whatever shortcomings the village school presents, Iona will remain at home, where she belongs. I cannot imagine she would prosper in a boarding school, of all the ghastly places to put such a sensitive child. Girls can be cruel, especially when confronted with a new student who is different from them. I fear she would be bullied, and I would not be on hand to defend her! It is unthinkable. I am working myself into a bother just writing about it. I am convinced you agree with me. I have said as much to my dear husband. Hopefully that settles the matter, for we have achieved a pleasant balance in our marriage and our family. You will recall only a year ago, that was far from true.
Well, there I go, on and on about our domestic situation. The truth is, you are both missed and though my days are full, I walk past your room—for that is what it always shall be—thinking of you and wondering what you may be doing. I hope you are progressing in your search for Henry and that the woman, Cecile, is of help.
Do not think it presumptuous of me to add that I hope you and Daniel are enjoying the same relationship you did when on Crete. You left here worried, and I wish for your anxieties to have vanished. It is probably unnecessary to tell you, you are so very sensible a creature, my dear, but if Daniel is acting differently in France, do not think it is your fault. The situation is extraordinary, after all.
I must sign off now. Jeffrey is leaving for town and has promised to post this letter today. He sends his regards and affection as do the little ones. I have neglected to include recent gossip from our circle of friends, but I shall write again soon with a full report on what you are missing. That ought to lure you back soon!
All my love!
Yours,
Briony
 
I catch myself smiling as I lower the letter onto my lap. My cousin’s words echo in the air, as though I can hear her voice. It has been over a month since we left the island. Time passes so quickly! I am relieved to read of her domestic happiness and do not doubt she will have her way where Iona is concerned. The child is undoubtedly bright, but sending her away may have the reverse effect of dimming her light. No, I agree with Briony to keep her at home, at least until she is older. Jeffrey will understand when a battle has been well and truly lost.
Her comments at the end of the letter have given me pause. She is, of course, concerned about Daniel and me. When in each other’s company, we are comfortable. Still, the effortless ease we shared on Crete, once we knew each other better, has become diluted in the drama of the current situation. Sometimes I feel as though we are an old married couple, with comfort in silence and a spark in conversation; at other times we are almost strangers. Is it always like this where relationships are concerned? I have little experience on which to base my ideas of being in love, I hardly know what to expect. Then again, everyone experiences such things differently, has a different conception of the intangible concept that is love. It can come easily, instantly sometimes, and at other times it is hard won or hard kept. Into which category do Daniel and I fall? Am I vastly over-thinking the situation? Should I set myself adrift and wait for the outcome? I wish Briony were here! She would set me straight, probably reprimand me in her motherly tone for being too critical. My habit of sitting around and brooding stems from childhood. I do not mean to condemn my aunt’s way of parenting, for over the course of many letters this past year we have been able to find peace, which I want to preserve. I simply mean that I was often alone and felt alone, too, which is worse. When I could not sleep and did not like to wake Nanny, I spent endless hours in contemplation of everything or everyone around. No great philosophical endeavors to be sure, just my observations. Nuances intrigued me, as they do now, and I am burdened with a mind associating all manner of meaning from the subtlest hints, often wrongfully! So, as it goes, I probably am over-thinking my romance with my lovely Mr. Harper. If ours turns into a true love story, this is a flaw he will have to accept.



CHAPTER 40
“Thank heaven that is over!” I close the door to my room with some gusto.
Daniel grins and holds a hand to his face, unable to stifle a yawn.
“I can’t say I disagree.”
“I should think not.” I toss my tiny handbag onto the sofa and slip inelegantly out of my shoes, vowing to remain barefoot for the next ten hours. Granted, this is not a particularly bold resolution, as I intend on spending a large portion of that time gratefully in bed.
Our current state of exhaustion is due to our trying evening program. At Adela and John’s insistence, we have spent the better part of two, seemingly endless hours attempting to make light dinner table conversation when the two of them did little but scowl at one another across the table! Their less than cheerful demeanor is entirely understandable, but why force us to partake in their misery? Would the hours not have been more wisely spent speaking about the matter in private? We are, after all, only acquaintances of a week or so. Then again, friendships emerge in times of trouble. I would like a friend nearby to dissect my relationship with Daniel down to its minutiae. Probably the Lewis couple feels similarly. Oh, but it was terribly uncomfortable!
“I think both were afraid to be left alone with the other,” Daniel observes, sinking into an overstuffed armchair, tugging to loosen the collar of his shirt.
Restless from hours of sitting, trapped in awkward attempts at conversation, I cannot join him at the table, instead preferring to pace slowly on the soft carpet. I have always enjoyed the sensation of being barefoot, despite the risk of rather frequently treading upon mysteriously appearing rocks and sharp objects.
“You are right, all the same, it is inevitable for them to speak. Their troubles will not resolve themselves on their own, nor can they make what has been spoken unsaid.”
“Adela certainly managed to keep her secret. Twenty-one years not to see your child!” He shakes his head incredulously.
Without intending to, I leap to her defense. “Her husband was a brute. She was afraid. And not much older than a child herself.”
“I am not blaming her. Her former husband sounds despicable. Which is why I cannot wrap my mind around her leaving a defenseless child with him.” He frowns and adds, “I suppose I am blaming her a little.”
I give up my pacing to crouch down on the arm of the sofa. “I know what you mean. She says Damien, her husband, never touched the child, but there is no certainty he did not later. If it was in his nature to be violent and one outlet for his temper disappeared, one can imagine him quick to find a replacement.”
“Precisely my point.” Daniel agrees, appearing troubled. “I hope he changed his ways, so the girl had a fairly happy childhood after her mother abandoned her. Ah, I see you protesting, but Evie, she did. She abandoned a four-year-old in the hands of a man who regularly beat her. Adela knew she could not rely on her family to take an interest in the child’s welfare, so she abandoned her to her fate. You cannot deny this. I have sympathy for her situation. It is a terrible thing to be condemned for something as innocent as succumbing to romance. Yet my mind goes to the child, to the helplessness that must, inevitably, have followed her mother’s departure. I understand John’s reaction. Adela must grant him his anger and a feeling of betrayal. That being so, I spoke to him at length, and I do not believe that he will leave her.”
I listen to his arguments in silence and cannot dismiss them as cruel or unwarranted. “Hopefully so. They strike me as a compatible pair.”
Daniel sinks deeper into the sofa and absentmindedly tugs at a loose thread from one of the cushions. “Speaking of compatible pairs, I received a letter from Jeffrey today.”
I sit up. “As did I! Not from Jeffrey, of course, from Briony!”
“I daresay you will have harvested a greater store of information than I have.” He fishes around in his jacket pocket and produces a folded piece of plain white paper. “It reads something like, ‘Daniel. Weather here still good. Children and wife are well. Hope things are moving along in FR. Send regards.’”
“Touching.” I smile at the thought of Briony’s description of Daniel’s similarly concise letter to her husband.
“Isn’t it? To think a man who enjoys regaling people with every particular is so thrifty with his written word.”
“Briony did write a lot more. The children are well. Jeffrey wants to send Iona to a boarding school and thinks she will be better educated there than on the island.”
“He may be right, nothing against the school in Miklos, but Iona is a remarkably bright girl—”
“Who could easily be diminished among cruel adolescents, who label her the exotic other. I fully agree with my cousin. Iona is far too young to leave home.”
Daniel nods agreeably. “And the little ones?”
“Mischievous and darling as ever, I can report.” I smile, thinking of their latest schemes.
“You miss them.”
I shrug pointlessly. “Of course.”
“Do you … will you go back? After this, I mean?” He is trying hard to sound neutral, but he is a worse actor than Jeffrey a poet.
I hesitate, forming an answer in my mind. Since arriving in France, an idea of how I want to proceed has been developing in my mind. An idea which only fully came to life after I read my cousin’s letter. “I think it is time to go home. To England.” There is a glimmer in his eyes, but he simply nods and waits for me to continue. “Briony’s talk of education has cemented a plan in my mind, which I have been mulling over for a while.” Another pause as I take in his curious expression. “I may have told you when we met that I went to Oxford and interrupted my studies a year short of completion due to my Aunt Iris’ illness.”
“I remember.”
“I would like to do so now. Complete my studies and build a life in England. It is time to go back.”
“Time for both of us?” How am I to read his question. Does it disguise a deeper meaning I am not ready to acknowledge?
In an attempt at levity, I smile vaguely and answer, “I would like it to be.”
Daniel appears pleased and ceases his fidgeting to look me in the eye with a smile of his own. “As would I. Home is not only a place of refuge and comfort, but of duty and memory. I feared the latter and ignored the former for far too long.”
“Memory is not always a cruel tie to the past, Daniel, it can be a most cherished part of our present, too.” And so we have returned to this matter, a constant in our relationship. Home is such for the people who make it one.
Daniel opens his mouth to reply, before he can speak we are interrupted by a knock at the door. He frowns and gets to his feet. “Who can it be at this hour?” Striding across the room, he opens the door, steps outside and turns his head left and right. “No one here—” he calls out. Then I see him stiffen. A second later he bends down to pick up something from the floor.
“What is it?” I ask, as he reenters the room.
“A letter, I think.” He hands the light envelope to me.
“Strange. A member of staff usually delivers letters.”
“Open it, would you, I have a suspicion the courier was not the type to hand his missive to a maid for delivery. When I looked down the hallway there was no one. Whoever delivered it obviously ran off immediately.”
Carefully, I tear open the envelope and pull out a plain card. Turning it over, two lines of simple text in block letters are revealed.
 
STOP LOOKING. LEAVE AMIENS. HENRY IS DEAD.
 
 
Suppressing a shudder, I silently hand it to Daniel.
“Damn! I should have run after him,” he curses himself. “It is no use now. He will be gone.”
“Who do you think it was?”
Daniel taps his finger against the stiff paper in agitation. “It must have been the same person who sent the last threatening note. It’s the same writing.”
“That much I have surmised myself. Who do you think delivered it? We have come across a good deal more people connected to Henry and Cecile than we did at the time we received the first note.”
“True enough.” He scratches his chin in thought. “The person coming to mind, the one aware of Henry and our search, is Thomas Browning.”
“We were not acquainted at the time of the first note.”
“Not formally, no. What if he got wind of our asking around after a man named Henry Harper, a soldier believed dead all these years? It may have spurred him to action before we met him.”
“I am not convinced.” The thought that Browning could have done this after his kind words and friendly welcome is disturbing on several fronts. One being that I felt an affinity with him, felt he was open and trustworthy. Did my instincts betray me once again? I hope not. I want to continue thinking of him as a kind and gentle soul who wants nothing to do with war or violence.
“In your expression I read that you dislike this notion as much as I. Still, he seems the most likely candidate.”
“Not necessarily. If he found out about our quest, others could have, too. Who is to say what betrayed us? A careless mention by any of the Benoit family members to their friends or neighbors? Thus the story could have spread. I told Amelie Munier, the beggar woman outside the cathedral, that we were looking for him recently, though not in time for the first letter.”
“You told her? Well, no matter, it is unlikely that the letters have anything to do with her. It might have been the stable hand, Claude Besson, spreading word. You are right,” he concedes with resignation. “We can only guess. And I agree, I do not like to believe it was Browning.”
“What shall we do? Alert the police? This is, after all, the second letter. Someone is keeping a close eye on us.”
Daniel sits down beside me and, draping an arm around me, pulls me close. “Are you afraid?”
I drop my head tiredly to rest upon his shoulder. “No. Not afraid. Just confused. Is it a threat? A warning? An attempt to help us?”
I feel him breathing, his chest rising and falling. “It may be any one of those things. Fact is, someone knows more than we do about Henry and this whole wretched affair, Cecile’s death included. Tell me truthfully, if you are frightened or want to tell the police, or,” he speaks softly into my hair, “if you want to leave. I will hold nothing against you, I promise.” His voice has grown ever more quiet, almost a whisper. I have heard every word and will not abandon him.



CHAPTER 41
The night passes quickly and day is upon us again. I am well rested, though the sensation of something threatening nearby, just out of my grasp is ever present, lurking at the back of my mind.
We do not meet Adela or John at breakfast. I cannot help but think of her, and wonder how her evening commenced once we parted last night. I will try to speak to her later, to gauge her state of mind. I share my intention with Daniel, and he agrees, stating that he owes the same to John, who unburdened himself to Daniel after Adela’s shocking confession.
I feel a small stab of guilt about the relief to have someone else’s troubles to think about as distraction from our own. Managing to push the sentiment aside, I remind myself that Adela needs a friend as much as I need distraction—if not more—it is a fair bargain.
Before we go off to locate the troubled pair, Daniel revisits the matter of the mysterious note we received last night.
“I have been thinking,” he begins, setting down his empty teacup. He has remained steadfast in his devotion to a cup of morning tea, more British than he likes to admit. “There is another person who knew of our desire to locate Henry.”
“Apart from the Benoits, Eva, Besson, and Browning, and of course Adela and John? Who is it?”
“Lemarque. We have almost forgotten about him, though he should have left a resounding impression.”
“Lemarque? Why would he do such a thing? Think of the impracticality. He lives miles away! No, it was not him, surely.” I liked Lemarque and cannot, much as with Browning, imagine him secretly trying to warn us off in this manner.
“I agree. I do not believe he would do such a thing. No. But for all his value of privacy, he may have told someone about it. He was in the army, too. He surely has military connections. What if, intending to be helpful, he decided to ask around? What if by some chance, he asked the one person who actually knows more about the situation?”
“It is possible. Even if he did not directly tell the author of our two letters, this person could have heard somehow. A family searching for a long lost soldier is a tale to draw attention.”
“I think so, too. I plan to telephone him later to ask whether he may have, with good intent, done a bit of investigating of his own. What do you say?”
“A good plan. Perhaps he can even give you a name, if he told someone. You will have to tell him about the anonymous notes, tug at his conscience a bit.”
Daniel smiles. “Tug at his conscience, indeed! You are tougher than your English rose exterior presents to the world.”
“I am not an English rose, I am something much hardier, I should think. A geranium, perhaps.” This provokes a burst of laughter, and for a moment we sit across from each other chuckling, as though all is well with the world.
After the meal is cleared away, Daniel, spying John coming into the breakfast room on his own, decides he needs another cup of tea. John looks dreadful, to be brutally frank. He is unshaven, sporting rough stubble, his eyes bloodshot and dark-rimmed. It appears his night did not pass restfully. Excusing myself, I leave the men to talk and seek out the other half of the couple, walking the stairs to Adela’s room.
A little breathless after my climb, I knock on the door. Merely a moment passes before it swings open. Obviously I am not the expected visitor, for Adela’s eyes move over my shoulder. Finding the space empty, she quickly recovers herself and invites me inside.
The room is dark, curtains drawn and only a shaft of sunlight passing through a slit, allowing dust motes to dance and giving the space an air of solemnity. This will not do.
I march straight across the room to pull open the curtains in a sweeping motion, letting sunlight pour in, its brightness momentarily blinding.
“Evelyn!” Adela cries, shielding her eyes. When I turn around, I see that she has fared not much better than her husband. Her face is pale, shadows under her eyes tell of a restless night.
I step forward and, grasping both her hands in mine, maneuver her into an armchair and take a seat opposite. “Tell me how you are?” The answer is as obvious as the question. We must begin somewhere, after all. Adela face falls, her misery is as obvious as day. A woman who is rarely ruffled, she straightens in her chair before answering.
“John and I talked some more last night after you left. God, I am sorry you had to sit through that farce. We were both too cowardly to be alone with each other, isn’t that mad? Both of us preferred your company to our own. I hope I don’t offend you.”
“Nonsense. I completely understand.” This is of course relative, but she accepts it and continues.
“When we got back to the room he said, all calm and serious, he wasn’t angry,” she sniffles, “he was disappointed in my lack of respect for him.” Her shoulders sag. “Lack of respect? Disappointed? He got himself a different room, Evelyn.” Adela exhales noisily and blows her nose into a rumpled hankie.
“Perhaps that is good. You both needed space to think. Besides, I saw John at breakfast—Daniel is with him—he did not look as though he slept any better than you.”
“No?” There is a flicker of hope in her expression, it extinguishes the next moment. “I will have to do it alone, Evelyn. I am determined to see her, to meet Fleur. I had hoped … no matter.” She squares her shoulders, and I am granted a glimpse of the woman determined enough to leave her home at the age of twenty-one, searching for a better life. I would have deemed her quest a glowing success, were it not for the void created by the loss of her child which she has been unable to fill.
“Perhaps he will come around. Daniel said—”
“No.” Adela gives a sharp shake of the head, and despite her coiffure being more disarray than her usual elegant curls, she possesses an aura of dignity that will not easily be broken. “If he does not understand, I do not need him with me.”
I reach across the small expanse between us and take her hand. “If you like, I can go with you. What do you say?” Adela’s face betrays her relief, so does the gentle pressure of her hand on mine.
“That is kind of you, Evelyn. I had hoped John would understand and come with me, not send me alone to a family who very likely despises me. I cannot truly blame him for his reaction. He feels betrayed. Although men like to put up a front of stoic detachment, they can be as emotional as any women I ever knew.”
“Truer words were never spoken,” I say and my friend’s mouth pulls into a tiny smile.
We agree that Sunday will be the day to take the proverbial bull by the horns and make the journey to find Fleur. Friday is the funeral, and I will not miss it. Further, waiting until Sunday gives Adela’s husband some more time to come around. We will pinch John’s motor for the journey, “It is as much mine as his,” Adela said with some vigor. The we will make our way to the village on the outskirts of town, where her daughter now resides.
I inform Daniel of our plan. He believes it unlikely that John will be persuaded in the next few days.
“He was worse this morning than yesterday, quite morose. Apparently he had been jilted once, it left him scarred where betrayal by the women in his life is concerned.”
“Betrayal is such a hard word. For heaven’s sake. She has suffered enough. I will go with her and her husband can sit here and sulk, if he is so inclined.” Daniel grins at the force of my sentiment. I am serious. We have other problems to consider, and the space in my mind for this one is limited. We have a vanished soldier, a murdered woman, a mysterious letter writer, and around every corner another secret is exposed. It is all quite confusing.
“Perhaps it is best this way,” Daniel offers, seeing my reaction.
“I cannot see how that can be the case. Still, it is as it is and we will have to make the best of it.”
“To another topic. I tried telephoning Lemarque at the hospital, but could only leave a message asking him to call back at his nearest convenience. I do not anticipate much to be gained from the conversation, still it is best to investigate in every direction.”
“What are our plans for today?”
“I wonder whether we should speak to the Benoits again,” Daniel suggests.
“Especially to Pierre.” I understand the intention behind his proposal. “We must find out whether he is aware of Cecile’s great secret.”
“Precisely,” Daniel nods with satisfaction. “We have to consider how to gain his confidence. I fear some explaining has to precede any clarification on his part.”
“You mean we have to show him the diary?”
“Indeed. And it gets worse. We probably have to tell him how it came to be in our possession.”
“Oh, dear,” I sigh, realizing he is right. “Best to do it soon, before my nerves falter.”
So I wait for him to fetch the dubiously acquired text, and we set off in the direction of the Benoit home.



CHAPTER 42
The sky is clear, but the air is cool, and I tie a silk scarf around my neck to keep away the chill.
We arrive at the Benoit’s shop far sooner than I would have wished. Daniel opens the shop door, and we hear the familiar jangle of a bell above our heads to announce our presence. Eva Germaine peaks around the corner, ceasing in her task of lining a bare shelf with leather-bound volumes.
“Oh, it’s you.” Her tone is neither dismissive nor entirely pleased. She admits us with indifference or at most, acceptance.
“Hello,” I begin, suddenly uncertain how to broach the topic of the diary. Daniel comes to my rescue.
“Madame Germaine, there is something concerning your aunt which we would like to discuss with you and your parents. Is this a good time, or shall we return later?” He doesn’t give her much of a chance to send us away, for the mention of Cecile’s name draws an unmistakably curious expression upon her face.
“Concerning Cecile? What is it? Did the police—”
“No,” I interrupt, hoping to quell her anxiety, “the police have not contacted us since our initial meeting with Monsieur Moreau.”
She sighs knowingly. “He has spoken with us on only one occasion since he informed us of Cecile’s murder.” There is an unambiguously derisive edge to her voice. She turns the sign on the door to inform other, I dare to guess, much needed customers, that the shop is temporarily fermé.
“How have you been?” I ask, as Eva leads us up the narrow stairs to the family’s apartment.
She shrugs. “Coping. It has been hard to explain everything to Denis. He was very fond of Cecile. And none of us can rest easy with her—” she swallows before continuing, “her killer roaming the city free. If he has not disappeared already, which he would, if he had any sense.”
“Let us hope the intelligence of this murderer is weak, and he will soon be brought to justice,” Daniel offers, and Eva smiles thinly at his attempt to comfort.
“Come into the sitting room. My father is in there. Maman is out with Luc. They will return at any moment.” She opens the door to the room we visited on the prior occasion.
Pierre Benoit is sitting where we left him, and I do not exaggerate when I say he looks the worse for it. His face is sallow, thin skin stretching over bones, drooping jowls sagging below his chin. He has aged years in a week’s time. This is in part surely due to grief, but undeniably also from the consumption of not insignificant quantities of alcohol, if the odor emanating from his pores is any indication. Was he plagued by demons even before the murder of his poor sister? Her death almost certainly exacerbated his descent into this miserable state. I look at his daughter, concern on her face mingling with shame.
“Papa,” she says in a voice too loud for this room, but necessary to stir him from his dreamy stupor.
“”Oui? With lazy eyes he takes in Daniel and me, standing behind his daughter.
“Papa, do you remember Miss Carlisle and Mr. Harper? They were the people who discovered Cecile.” She turns to us. “Please, sit down.” She does not, unlike her mother, offer refreshments. Not that I have much of a stomach for them at the moment.
“Yes,” he focuses his bleary eyes on us, “I remember. What do you want?” His tone is not unfriendly, merely dulled by overindulgence. At the moment, he appears reasonably sober, blinking a few times, he manages to rearrange his features and sit up a little straighter in his armchair.
“There is no easy way to say this, Monsieur,” Daniel takes the reigns of our conversation. “We have received some information we need to share with you.”
Benoit narrows his eyes. “What do you mean?” Eva, too, is curious, leaning forward in her seat.
Daniel pulls Cecile’s diary from his jacket and places it gently on the table. “This belonged to your sister,” he addresses Pierre Benoit. “We wanted to learn more about her and stumbled upon it in our search. Perhaps we should have given it to the police, but since you expressed little faith in them, and we had little reason to bestow our trust in them either, we decided to return it to your family.”
“Yes,” I add nervously. “We hope you will accept our sincerest apologies for any upset this may have caused.”
Eva’s hand inches forward to pick up the unassuming book. Pierre Benoit is surprisingly faster and snatches it into his arms. Eva flinches but says nothing, drawing back her hand and looking at her father.
“You know what this is?” Daniel asks.
“Poor Ceci.” Benoit shakes his head. “Yes. She kept a diary since she was a child. This one was a gift from me for her last birthday.”
“Oh, Papa!” Eva frowns and reaches out to pat her father’s arm. The man lets out a mournful sound, clutching the book to his chest.
“Thank you for returning it. I will not ask whether you read it or how you came by it, for it is a disgrace that Moreau did not make a thorough enough search to locate it himself.”
“We thank you for your generosity and your understanding.” Daniel hesitates, approaching the difficult part of our conversation. We have come on a mission stretching beyond our duty to return something not belonging to us. “I will not insult you by pretending, Monsieur Benoit. We read it, and we discovered that your sister was a kind and compassionate woman, whom we would have been happy to know.”
“So she was. Our poor Ceci.”
“And yet we cannot disregard something very significant she repeatedly mentioned.”
Benoit looks up, and Eva’s grip on his arm tightens as both allow the implications to run through their minds. Eva will be considering what she told her aunt of her son’s paternity, and Pierre Benoit will wonder whether she wrote of his drinking and ill management of his finances. To put them both at ease, I begin to explain.
“In this text, your sister—your aunt—” I add with a nod at Eva, “repeatedly mentioned a sin she committed many years ago, a burden which haunted her still. During the days nearing her death, this seemed very much at the forefront of her mind. Whatever secret she held so close could have been the reason why someone decided to end her life.” I swallow, the words heavy in my mouth. Daniel, noticing my discomfort, picks up the speech.
“So we have come to return the diary to you, and to ask whether you are aware of her meaning. We realize, of course, that it appears as if we are meddling and prying where we have no business to pry. However, our reasons outweigh blatant curiosity. Cecile is the one who called us to Amiens. She is the one who claimed to have seen my long-lost brother. And shortly after this she was killed. I hope to be wrong, but if there is a connection between my family and her death, I cannot ignore it. I must learn the truth.” He falls silent, regarding the two people seated across from us with pleading eyes. It takes a moment before the silence is broken.
“Since you now know many of our family’s troubles,” Benoit casts a swift glance at his pale-faced daughter, “there is little harm in providing you with the full picture. In part I am confiding in you to rid your mind of the horrible possibilities you have been conjuring up, to explain to yourselves what my sister could have done. I also tell you, because I want the truth. I will ask that you respect our privacy and practice discretion. We have lived here almost all our lives, and scandal in a town such as this spreads like the plague and is not quickly forgotten.”
“You have my word, Monsieur. As long as your disclosure is not the confession for a crime, it will not leave these four walls,” Daniel assures father and daughter, and I add my agreement.
Benoit takes a deep breath, his chest below the ill-fitting shirt rising in preparation of what is to come. Then, releasing his hold on the diary and placing it gently on his lap, he begins.
“Cecile wasn’t always as devout as she became the years since Hugo died. After what she experienced in Miraumont during the war, after losing Hugo, and the disappointment of remaining childless she could have lost all tendencies towards a deeper faith. The opposite was true. She was lonely, though we cared for her very much. So she turned to the church. I tell you all of this because you mention her sin. And yes, she did perceive it as such, a terrible sin.” Benoit hesitates and heaves a sigh, then continues, his voice low and even. “Ceci and Hugo’s union was at the root of it.”
Daniel is straining for more, and I place a warning hand on his arm. No. We must allow the man his own time. Talking to us so openly is, in his mind, surely a breach of trust. Interrupting him will only make it harder. Benoit does not make us wait long. He lowers his eyes to rest on the narrow book.
“Hugo was some years older than Cecile. He was not from Miraumont, but from the next village. He worked in his father’s shop, selling food and household wares. He was also married with a small child. I will never believe Ceci—who was always such a good child and kind woman—had any intention of meddling with his family or him. But fate intervened and they fell in love. Hugo later told me his first marriage was far from happy. Despite that, divorce was not something to consider easily, not with a small child involved. You must remember, it all happened some time ago, and was thought nearly unspeakable, especially in a village. There would be no end of gossip. But Hugo adored Cecile, and finally he sought a divorce. Hugo’s wife was furious, and Cecile often came to me to cry about the cruel words being hurled her way by the scorned woman. How could I comfort her? We were all unhappy about the situation. She had broken up a marriage. It was shameful for our whole family. It went against the Catholic church.
“Hugo decided he could no longer subject his new wife to the insults and snubs from her former neighbors and friends, yet he lacked the finances to move far. So they settled in Miraumont. After some years, Hugo bought the bakery. He and Cecile were quite happy. Until the war, of course. That is another story. Hugo’s first wife, Veronique, completely poisoned their child against Hugo. He was not allowed to visit; she went so far as to hide the child from him. His letters remained unanswered. He suffered, but felt he could not take the little one from his mother. Veronique, I understand, was very temperamental, very highly-strung. Then again, I have only Hugo’s side of the story on which to base my opinions. She may have been entirely ordinary. She died four years after Hugo went to Miraumont. Sadly, Hugo did not hear of it until several months later, by which time the child could not be found. He scoured local orphanages, to no avail. Veronique had no family in the area, and he had no one to ask for help. It was a hard time for him and a trial for Ceci, for she still was not pregnant, four years after they had been married, and she felt such guilt over depriving Hugo of the only child he might ever have.
“Now you have her secret. Losing Hugo, she believed, was her punishment for what they had done. Her childlessness, too, she saw as penance for having robbed an innocent child of its father. It weighed heavily upon her, as you can imagine.” Benoit’s fingers trace the faint pattern embossed on the leather cover of the diary. Eva, who silently sits beside her father, has grown waxy pale. I wonder whether she did not know Cecile’s story, or whether she worries about what the diary discloses about her own secrets.
“Thank you for your candor, Monsieur,” Daniel says. “I am sorry you had to relive this difficult memory. I believe you are right in thinking this is the secret your sister refers to, for she mentions the past and a burden shaping that time of her life.”
“She becomes ever more familiar to me,” I am almost surprised to hear myself speaking aloud. I clear my throat. “We did not know much about her before we came. Despite her past, she was a person I would like to have known.”
Benoit’s pale lips tug into a faint smile. “She was. And regardless of what I have told you today, she had a happy life, a hard life, but happy. At least until Hugo passed.”
“It is a comfort to hear,” I add. As I speak, another thought sidles into my mind, a thought I must lend voice. “Monsieur Benoit, forgive my curiosity, I could not help but notice you referred to Hugo’s offspring as ‘the child’. Do you not know whether it was a boy or a girl?”
“I do not. Hugo and Cecile did not speak of it to me again. Hugo explained only one time, and even then, he was so disturbed by the situation, he only mentioned his child once or twice. He was ashamed and admitting to me—his new brother-in-law—that his marriage to my sister had meant the abandonment of a wife and child, was quite humiliating for him. We were hard on Hugo at first. Nonetheless, he treated Ceci well and she adored him, so in time we forgave him his past.”
“I see.” In fact, I am not certain that I do. Still, there is no reason I can think of for Benoit to lie. The man looks tired, rubbing his eyes and stifling a yawn. I suppose he is suffering the ill effects of the previous night, which even his sobering account could not cure.
Daniel gets to his feet and, motioning for Benoit to remain seated, holds out his hand. “Thank you again. We have tired you and will not intrude any longer.”
Benoit takes the hand and shakes it weakly. “Will we see you at the funeral?”
“If you do not mind. We would like to attend. We did not know her in life, but it would seem wrong to stay away.”
“I understand. Yes. Come.”
“Thank you,” I add, and an ashen-faced Eva leads us back downstairs.
In the bookshop, a world away from the sad revelations we heard upstairs, she stops us as we turn to leave.
“Wait a moment, please.” She swallows nervously and tugs at the sleeve of her blouse. “What you read in the diary concerning me, I—”
“It’s quite all right,” I meet her eyes. “Your secret is safe with us.”
Her features relax with visible relief, still she bites her bottom lip, something else is bothering her. “Thank you. I hope you do not think less of me for what you have learned. I imagine Ceci wrote of Denis’ parentage?”
“She did,” says Daniel in a quiet tone.
“I trusted her and should not have waited so long to tell her the truth. It is that, I think, which upset her most, more than what the truth entailed.”
“She thought very highly of you and of Denis.”
Eva’s face brightens at the mention of her son’s name. This change only lasts a moment, for there remains another burden on her mind. “I told her a few days before she died. I thought my secret may have upset her so much … But it was not suicide. I still wonder whether what I told her somehow provoked her to do something to bring about this horrible tragedy.”
“Oh, Eva!” I step forward as her eyes fill with tears, and drape an arm around her shoulder. “I doubt it very much. Read what she has written. She loved you, and she was not in an irrational state of mind to have done anything reckless, judging by the tone of her words. You must not blame yourself.”
“I agree entirely, Madame Germaine. This is in no way your fault.”
She sniffles, pulls herself together and nods. “I have been wondering all the time. I did not like to tell Maman and Papa, and Luc, well, he is Luc. I love him very much, but he is not a serious person and would have laughed off my concerns.”
“In this case, you must take his words to heart. Think of your family and of your son, and most certainly of yourself. The next few days will no doubt be difficult, but you have done nothing warranting reproach.” My words are met with a smile. With little else left to say, Daniel and I take our leave.
“Do you think she calls herself Germaine because of the German husband she almost had? She could hardly choose his real name; it would have given her away?” Daniel asks, once we are out of the bookshop and back in the refreshing springtime air. We saunter around the bend and back onto the street leading to the center of town.
“Perhaps. We only know the man’s given name was Andreas.”
“She was not romantic enough to give her son the same name,” Daniel comments.
“She will probably tell him one day. Sometime in the future, when enough distance has come between the past and present.”
“They were less resentful about the fact that we had discovered the family’s deepest secrets than I had feared. I expected to be met with anger and outrage.”
“Instead, we were granted candor.”
“Do you think they are hiding something else, something even more serious?”
I shrug. “You are too suspicious, my friend. No, I believe there was relief in unburdening. We do not intend to stay in Amiens. We will not be constant reminders of their moment of frankness. We have given our word to keep what we learned to ourselves. I hope that is why they agreed to speak.” Passing a small square with a tinkling fountain in the middle, we pause and regard the tranquil tableau. Children chase each other around the water, startled pigeons launch into the air to land again only steps away, a few of them venturing to flutter onto the low eaves of the old terraced houses. Uneven, worn cobbles glow blindingly in the bright light of the sun. Everywhere is vibrancy and life amid reminders of the past. We build and tear down and build again. Mistakes are made, mended and repeated. The world turns on its axis and we turn with it. I shift my gaze, and see that we are standing at the other side of Giles Bernard’s church. I had not recognized the square, for when I came with Adela, we arrived from the front.
“This was Cecile’s church,” I gesture at the building, shielding my eyes to look up.
“It is very close to her house.”
“Yes. I think the priest has rather a large flock. Even Cecile’s neighbor and her husband with their children were at mass, when Adela and I attended. Ah, look!” I wave my hand. “There is Bernard now.”
Daniel frowns. The priest has his back to us and is speaking to another person with some animation, I note. A very familiar figure …
“And that is Clovis Vernet!” If there is a hint of surprise, Daniel does not question me. He has his eyes trained on Cecile’s former neighbor. After another moment, Bernard pats Vernet on the shoulder and enters the church by a small door at the back. Vernet walks in our direction, his brow furrowed and jaw tight. Taking advantage of the moment, surprise on our side, I call out, “Bonjour, Monsieur Vernet!”
The man’s eyes turn in our direction and an expression of dismay appears on his face. He quickly collects himself and smiles vaguely.
“Bonjour. You found your bracelet?” His tone is polite, his eyes dart from me to Daniel in a tense, almost frantic manner.
“Yes, the bracelet, I found it. Thank you again for loaning us the key. This is my good friend, Mr. Harper. Daniel, Monsieur Vernet, who lived next door to Cecile.”
They shake hands. There is an unmistakable reluctance in the older man to partake in the gesture. Perspiration dots his upper lip, and he tugs a handkerchief from his shirt pocket to dab at his forehead.
“I must be on my way,” he says quickly, and without another word walks on, as if our encounter never happened at all.
Daniel raises an eyebrow, and I shrug, unable to explain Vernet’s decidedly cold reaction to meeting again. I don’t suppose he liked Adela and me interrupting his morning, but this … Well, he is an odd fox, that much is undeniable.
“Charming,” Daniel says finally as we move on.
“I cannot explain it. How very odd. Perhaps he was discussing something unpleasant with Bernard and was so flustered he forgot all manner of etiquette.”
Daniel laughs. “Yes. That will have been it. Come, my good friend,” another raised brow and he tucks my hand into the crook of his arm in a mock show of possessiveness. “Time for lunch. And as Monsieur Vernet snubbed you so rudely, I believe it is fair that it should be my treat.”
How very gallant,” I roll my eyes and let him pull me along toward town.
Daniel’s finances face only minor damage, as my appetite is for a picnic of cheese and bread rather than a gourmet meal in one of the restaurants. Having looted the boulangerie et fromagerie for baguettes, camembert and bottles of fizzy orange drink, we find a quiet bench in a park, and unpack our little feast.
It is pleasant, after the revelations of today and tedium of the days before, to sit here together, peacefully watching the world go by. The small park is not busy, just a few people strolling along. A woman wearing a startlingly bright yellow scarf walks past, tugging behind her a small poodle on a pale blue lead. An elderly man and woman sit down on a bench a few steps across from us, laughing and chatting happily. The woman takes a small paper parcel from her pocket and reveals some bread, which she begins crumbling and tossing to eager sparrows. A married couple, no doubt. Both nearing eighty, I suspect. Perhaps they have been married sixty years. Perhaps they walk this way every day, sit on the same bench, feed the birds. There is a vibrancy in their interactions; a natural ease with which they lean towards one another. An end of the woman’s scarf has fallen forward, and the man leans over to gently tuck it around her shoulder. She smiles at him and says something. What it must be like to have lived so long, experienced so much? There should be a part of us, yes, especially the young, that envies the old. They have, after all, achieved something we can as yet only dream of … long lives.
Daniel, munching silently on a hunk of bread, has followed my gaze. “Are you giving them a story?” he asks, half-joking and half-knowing.
“They have been married sixty years. They have three children and seven grandchildren.”
“They have lived in the same house since the day they were married,” continues Daniel.
“She is an excellent cook.”
“But he, the better baker.”
“They have family suppers every Sunday.”
“Where he bounces the grandchildren on his knees—”
“And she dispenses advice,” I finish. We grin at each other.
“A charming tale,” he says.
“That will be Jeffrey and Briony one day,” I surmise, speaking without much thought, already seeing the small figure of my cousin, blond head gone gray, her husband, tall and kindly beside her.
“Not you?”
I look away from him at the couple, who are climbing slowly to their feet, walking down the path and out of our lives. “Maybe. Maybe not.” I turn my eyes back on him and winking add, “I never was very fond of feeding birds.”



CHAPTER 43
Daniel and I spend the next few hours exploring the town. Neither, in unspoken accord, is eager to return to the hotel and face the troubled couple awaiting us there.
We walk alongside the river. The sun is high, the water glimmers and glistens like liquid diamonds. Families of ducks paddle past, squawking and dipping below the surface, their shiny dark tails peeking into the air.
Narrow wooden boats painted blue and green bob, anchored to masts, on the gentle swell of the river Somme. This place is an idyll of town living, and yet … since arriving, we have encountered murder, lies, and secrecy to rival ancient Rome. Something is underfoot, something we cannot yet grasp, and cannot ignore either. Whether this mystery revolves around the war, I am unable to determine. However, it seems more and more likely that the birth of this menace is rooted in the past. Cecile’s secret cannot be ignored.
Daniel and I veer back onto that topic of conversation, having exhausted ourselves skirting around the matter with idle talk of lovely houses and trees and flowers. Henry and Cecile are on the forefront of our minds and cannot simply be pushed aside by the desire to evade them.
“I wonder whether Hugo’s child was a boy or girl. Also, how old he or she would now be.”
“If Cecile was in her mid-sixties, and she married Hugo in her early twenties, the child can be anywhere between forty and fifty.”
“I would very much like to know what became of him or her. Are they still in this area? And what happened to Veronique? I did not like to disrupt Monsieur Benoit’s narrative, but he said she died four years after Hugo left her, not how this came to be. She must have been quite young. Maybe a bit older than Cecile at the time, for Benoit mentioned Hugo was a few years older than her. I doubt he would have married a woman much older than he was.”
“Probably not. It is still not acceptable. Forty or so years ago in a small village, it would have bordered on scandalous.”
“So how does a young woman die so suddenly?” Daniel frowns and pauses, leaning on the balustrade separating us from the waterway.
“There could be many explanations,” I speculate, stopping beside him. “An accident. Disease. Maybe there was no adequate doctor in the village. Anything could have happened.”
“We should have asked Benoit for the name of their village,” Daniel berates himself.
“He said it was the next village over from Miraumont. I cannot imagine Cecile was very happy with the arrangement, truth be told. Whatever flaws in her conduct, it was Hugo who deserted his wife and child, and Cecile had to live with the knowledge hanging over her head.”
“Probably Hugo hoped the situation would eventually become more tolerable. He might have thought Veronique would remarry and the resentment would die away.”
I raise a questioning eyebrow. “That is absurd. The poor woman! Her husband took off with a young, malleable creature—nothing against Cecile. There was bound to be a lasting impression of bitterness in her against him. And who could blame her? It is typical of the man to think he will be forgiven for such a betrayal.” I shake my head with vehemence, and find, to my dismay, that Daniel is barely stifling a laugh. “What is so amusing?” I ask, hands on hips.
“Nothing, nothing,” he chuckles. “Forgive me.”
“Out with it!”
He gathers himself. “You feel so strongly that Adela should be forgiven for the abandonment of her child, but Hugo must not be granted the same kindness for much the same betrayal.”
“The situations were entirely different!” I protest. “Adela was suffering abuse at the hands of that brute of a husband.”
“Benoit said Veronique had quite a temper, and it is not unheard of that wives beat their husbands.”
“You are mocking me,” I frown.
“Not at all. I am simply suggesting all cannot have been rosy between the couple, if Cecile’s presence caused him to abandon his family and former life. It can hardly be denied, can it?”
“Humph.”
“Do not be so stubborn, Evie. It stands to reason there was a problem in the marriage otherwise Hugo would not have taken much notice of Cecile at all. She might have been some pretty girl his eyes strayed to, but he would have done nothing about it.”
“Oh, all right. I concede you have a valid argument.”
“I’m afraid I do.”
We begin to walk again, the sun now in our backs. “In any case, the mystery of Veronique’s death and her child’s whereabouts remains frustratingly perplexing.”
“You believe it is relevant to her death?” I shudder at the thought.
“Can we ignore the possibility?” he asks me in turn.
I fall silent for a moment, pondering his words. Where do we go from here? Should we attempt to alert Moreau? We have heard nothing from him since the day he told us Cecile was murdered, and everyone we encounter seems to believe him somewhere beyond incompetence.
“Discovering the name of the village should be simple enough, but finding a child who was untraceable mere months after the mother’s death should prove far more challenging.”
“If Dr. Lemarque called while we were out, I will ask him whether he is aware of a place for orphaned children in this area during the late 1880s. He must have a better understanding of such matters than we do, and he may be able to put us in touch with someone who can help.”
“He may.” I glance at my wrist, surprised to note the time—as is its habit—has again flown by. “Let us go to the hotel and find out whether he has been in contact. Otherwise, it is still early enough to reach him at his office.”
This settled we walk the short way to our temporary home. When we reach the building, Daniel immediately makes for the concierge’s desk to make inquiries. As fortune would have it, Lemarque indeed telephoned only minutes ago. The uniformed man hands Daniel a folded card informing him that the doctor will be available today until seven in the evening, should Daniel receive the communication in time.
“You must call him,” I urge. We have an hour remaining.
Daniel enters one of the telephone kiosks and leaves the door open for me to listen at least to his end of the conversation, before dialing and asking to be connected to Doctor Lemarque of L’hôpital Psychiatrique Ste. Christina. Soon Daniel, standing in the stained glass box, is speaking to a man with a similar contraption many miles away.
“Thank you for calling, Doctor Lemarque,” he says into the black mouthpiece. “Yes, we are well. I am calling about my brother.” There is some noise on the other end of the line, and Daniel presses his lips together in a tense line before answering grimly, “No, nothing yet, Doctor. We have received two notes of a threatening nature warning us that Henry is dead, and we should stop looking. They were delivered anonymously to our hotel. It is, as you will imagine, quite distressing.” He pauses to listen, and when he speaks it is with is resignation in his voice. “Thank you. No, no, we did not really think so.” He leans against the frame of the door. “Oh? Well, yes. That would be very good of you. Of course. Good-bye.” Daniel replaces the receiver on the hook and steps out of the kiosk.
“Well?” I ask, unable to keep a hint of irritation out of my voice.
“Nothing. He knew immediately what I was asking and denied having mentioned Henry’s name to anyone.”
My shoulders slump, though it was to be expected.
“There are some good news. Lemarque will be in Amiens tomorrow. He has a friend living here and will visit him. That is why I did not inquire about the fate of Veronique and Hugo’s child. Lemarque asked whether we would have lunch with him. That way we can discuss it face to face.”
“It does not bring us closer to the identity of the letter writer, but I liked Lemarque. He may be unable to assist in solving one mystery, but there is another to be unraveled as well.”
“When all of this is behind us, I look forward to doing nothing but sitting quietly in my study and reading a harmless, boring, little book.” While I smile at his attempt at humor, a voice in the back of my mind is already asking: Will it ever be behind us?
The next day is spent chasing the long arm of the clock with our eyes in eager anticipation of Doctor Lemarque’s arrival. Finally, it is time, and Daniel and I ask the concierge for the way to the improbably named Le Prince de Poulet—the prince of chicken? Lemarque told Daniel to meet him there and so, barely disguising his distaste, the concierge sends us on our way, after a futile attempt to persuade us to patronize one of the finer establishments the town has to offer.
It is a cool and windy day, the faded green canopy above Le Prince de Poulet flaps in the breeze. The building is narrow, squeezed between two grander structures recently having undergone obvious renovation, from which restaurant remained blatantly exempt. The stone is crumbling and the paint peels in curls from open shutters. An orange rust stain runs the length of the building, from the rattling drainage under the eaves, to the lowest stones of the facade. With mild trepidation we open the door, the succulent smell of roasting meat and rich sauce greeting us in an aromatic wave. The small dining room is bustling and lively, white-aproned waiters weave their way through the maze of clustering tables. It is clearly a local favorite. I search the room for the rangy figure of Lemarque, well recognizable despite the lack of a white coat today. He rises from a corner table to beckon us forward.
“Bonjour,” he greets us, and pulls out my chair.
“Thank you for meeting us, Doctor,” Daniel says, getting into his seat. Immediately one of the waiters, a slim, gray-haired man, balancing a bottle and three glasses with practiced ease, approaches our table.
“Merci, Jean. I hope you do not mind,” Lemarque comments, “I took the liberty of ordering the house wine. It is very good. Very dry, as it should be, non?” He smiles approvingly as the pale golden liquid is decanted into heavy glass goblets, swallowing with obvious pleasure. “Have you brought the notes?”
Daniel pulls the folded papers from his pocket and slides them across the table. Lemarque reads with concentration and frowns once he has finished.
“What do you think?”
The doctor scratches his chin with one of his fingers. “It is difficult to say. The notes are not overtly threatening. They seem almost intended as a kindness, the way I read them.”
“A kindness?” Daniel is unable to keep the incredulity out of his voice.
“You mean to say,” I venture in a calming tone, “that the sender could be trying to spare us further disappointment or wasted time.”
“He must be very misguided to believe an anonymous note does anything other than push me deeper into searching for the truth. If anything, I am more determined. Not only to discover what happened to my brother, but to learn what this person,” he gestures to the creased notes, “has got to do with it. Is he connected to Henry? Does he know anything he seeks to keep hidden from us? Who is being protected by further obstructions?”
Lemarque steeples his hands below his chin in a gesture which, in anyone else, would appear a studied affectation, but in him is entirely natural. “You have a great many questions, Mr. Harper. It really boils down to whether Henry himself is the author of these notes.”
Daniel winces as though he has been struck. I take a fortifying sip of wine. The theory is not a new one, yet it is one we have been reluctant to acknowledge since the first note arrived.
“I confess the thought that Henry could be behind this had occurred to us.” Daniel shrugs helplessly, and Lemarque bestows a gentle smile of understanding upon us.
“It is the work of the mind, trying to shield you. You obviously do not like this possibility, because you do not want to accept such a reality.” He shakes his head to forestall interruption. “If Henry is alive, if he wrote to you not once, but twice, he does not want to be found. I made a similar suggestion when we first met, if you recall. Henry, should he live, is not the man you remember. It has been nearly ten years since he was part of your life. One third of his life might have been spent creating a new existence. If he wrote these notes to you, protecting his new identity is more important than connecting to his past.”
“Would it not be easier to come forth and tell Daniel that he wishes no contact?” I am overwhelmed by the thought that our search may be so undesired. And at the back of my mind, I wonder whether a man determined to remain hidden, is capable of murdering the person who could attest to him being alive. It is a chilling theory.
“I cannot claim him to be of rational mind.”
“If the notes had been more detailed,” Daniel begins, palms out and almost pleading his case with the doctor, “if the writer had been more open and clear then perhaps … but this?” Again he points at the paper, his expression desperate. “This is nothing. It tells me nothing. ‘Henry is dead’ it says. How and when and where? I want answers!”
“Understandable,” Lemarque’s tone is calm as ever, though there is something unbending in his voice and in the steely focus of his eyes. “But what does he want? You must balance your own desires with those of a ghost, if you cannot, someone will inevitably be the worse off for it.”
“The worse off for it? Henry could have a family again! A brother! How would he be worse off for that?”
“He would lose his current existence. He would lose what he has built with the intent of separating himself from his past.” He sighs and in a low voice adds, “I do not say this to provoke or hurt you, Mr. Harper. You have come to me for advice, and I am offering you what I can.”
Daniel nods soberly, still far from satisfied with Lemarque’s input. “I apologize for my outburst. It has been trying … disturbing.”
I burst in, “What disturbs me even more is that Henry, or whoever this writer is, has been following us.”
Lemarque nods sagely. “If so, he has gone to some length to remain hidden. I do not believe he intends to harm you.”
“Unless he perceives in us a threat. Unless he is responsible for Cecile Beaufort’s murder, who also knew of his existence.” Daniel turns to me. “It is madness. We must do something, tell the police. I will not have a possibly dangerous person trailing us wherever we go. I will not risk you being harmed.”
“You have risked as much by trying to resolve this murder,” Lemarque remarks with dry clarity, draining the last of his wine. Daniel’s shoulders drop ever so slightly, as he realizes the truth behind the doctor’s observation. Before he can add his own comment, I must assert myself. I am no fool led into the den of the lion. Where I have come and what I have done has been done of my own will and volition. I say as much to the men and am met with a faintly indulgent smile from the doctor and a proud one from Daniel.
“And so, you see, I am quite capable of deciding which risks are beyond my level of comfort.” I am pushing too far, really. The notion of a stranger on our trail, even if this man turns out to be Henry Harper, is undeniably disconcerting. Even if he means us no harm, he wishes us no welcome either. How much time do we have before his penchant for communicating solely through paper dissolves into something more tangible?
Something decidedly tangible is placed before us at this moment. Plates of steaming stew, fragrant tomato broth with thick pieces of fish and clams along with a basket of crusty toasted bread. Despite the distasteful turn our conversation has taken, I am not disturbed enough to forgo my appetite.
A lull in our discourse is filled with the rhythmic clank of spoons on china, the tearing of bread, of lively chatter in the background. For a moment, I wish our discussion would end. For so long, every conversation has begun and ended with burdensome elements. Why can we not, for a change, linger on the weather, the town, a good book … No, I suppose it will not do. The desire for normalcy is present, yet my own mind betrays me, for it inevitably steers me back onto a more sinister path. We are here to find Henry and now, to discover the truth behind Cecile’s murder as well. Daniel is invested in this discovery as well, however, for him the fear that Henry may be connected to the awful deed is at odds with a longing for justice.
Our bowls are emptied and cleared away. Lemarque smiles at us, merrily sated.
“Did I promise too much? Jean’s wife is the cook, unusual for a restaurant to have a woman as the cook, but she is a master at her craft.”
“Indeed, I cannot claim I have tasted a better fish soup.” Taking the gingham napkin, I dab at my mouth.
“Do you come here often?” Daniel has recovered from the strain of the conversation, fortified by the excellent meal.
Lemarque shrugs. “I come to Amiens two or three times a month. I could visit more frequently, for I have the use of an excellent motorcar, but I am busy and—to the ire of my friends—married to my work.” Daniel and I chuckle obligingly, and Lemarque continues. “I go to other hospitals and recovery homes, sometimes to consult on a patient’s state and sometimes to evaluate whether someone would benefit from a stay at Ste. Christina.”
“Do you often find new patients?” A question borne of genuine interest.
“More often than you may think. Many times relatives of a patient are overwhelmed with the prospect of caring for someone society has branded a simpleton or an invalid. We doctors try hard to convince families that caring for these people is their duty. I cannot agree with this approach. No one benefits, and more often than I care to consider, such a situation results in neglect, abuse, or even bodily harm—the offender rarely being the patient himself.”
“Are there many hospitals such as yours in France?”
“When we sought you out,” Daniel explains, “we focused our search on this region.”
“Naturally, there are more of them here than in the south of the country, for psychiatric facilities sprang up mostly as a result of the war, which was fought more or less on these very grounds.” Inevitably, three pairs of eyes move to a well-worn parquet.
“Do you ever get children as patients,” I ask, remembering the mysterious child of Hugo and Veronique. I wonder whether he or she kept the name, Beaufort, or reverted to Veronique’s maiden name.
Lemarque, for the first time in our exchange, appears mildly surprised, which in turn is oddly pleasing to me. The doctor is generally altogether too unruffled.
“No. We have no child patients. Most parents with difficult children tend to believe they will mature. It is only in late adolescence or adulthood that people are admitted to the hospital.”
“What would happen to a child whose mother had died and whose father, for all intents and purposes, was unable to care for him?”
The doctor’s brows draw together, and he hesitates a moment before answering. When he does, his voice is lower than before.
“In such a situation the child would likely be sent to an orphanage.”
I think of Benoit’s assertion that Hugo had searched the orphanages for his child and been sadly unsuccessful. “Is there another place an unwanted child could be taken?”
“This is an odd line of questioning, Miss Carlisle.” Lemarque regards me with a curious expression, his dark eyes meeting mine with something akin to a challenge.
I do not blink. “You are right, doctor, do forgive my inquisitiveness. A query besides Henry’s whereabouts is playing on my mind.”
“Concerning missing children?”
“One, to be precise. One child missing a long time ago. It is not relevant to our search for Henry. However, since we have you at our disposal,” I smile, “I thought I must take advantage of a man who knows the social infrastructure of the area so well.”
Lemarque mirrors my smile, though it does not quite reach his eyes. “You flatter me with your regard for my opinion. Therefore, it is with great regret that I can offer nothing of any importance on this subject. My work is not involved with children. My adult patients absorb all the time I have.”
“Of course,” I concede, realizing he will say no more, but with the niggling sensation that there is more to be said. Daniel has watched our exchange in silence, aware that my reference is to the mysterious Beaufort child. We will have to speak to Eva or Pierre Benoit to learn the name of the village where Veronique and Hugo lived as man and wife, before their union was broken. I cannot prevent myself from perceiving Cecile in a faintly different light than I did before her brother’s revelation. Not worse, just different. More human, perhaps. She was presented as so utterly good, almost perfect, I could paint only a vague picture of the real human being, despite feeling a strange kinship with her. Knowing she did not always lead such a blameless life adds another dimension to her personality. She is no longer a caricature of saintliness, instead a more fully formed being, who, even to the end, felt guilt about having been the catalyst for great pain some decades ago. As we sit, now chatting of more everyday topics, I begin to wonder whether I am more invested in finding Cecile’s killer or Daniel’s brother.
We part from Doctor Lemarque after a dessert of poached pears and decide a walk is in order. The wind has ceased and the flag, earlier flapping high on a pole above the town hall, is hanging listlessly from its anchoring. The streets are quiet, many too narrow and curved to allow for the clamor of motor transport. The cozy charm of the old, maze-like architecture stirs in me an affection for this town. Much like my beloved Miklos, Amiens reminds me of a place time forgot. Yet only parts of the town remain as such, and even they may soon fall prey to the inevitable beast that is change. But what use is my lamentation? We complain about the past being better, but what was so good about it, really? When it comes down to it, our world is shaped by the people we encounter, and at their core, were they really much different from the way we are now? Some change can be measured easily—motorcars replacing carriages; telegrams the simple letter—others are much more slippery in one’s grasp. Does the human psyche change to a degree that we can distinguish then and now?
I am puzzling over these questions, when Daniel’s voice rings into my thoughts and draws me back to the present moment.
“I’m sorry, what were you saying?”
“Off somewhere, where we?” He replies with a smile. “I was asking whether you noticed Lemarque’s reaction to your questions about abandoned children?”
“Oh, that. Yes, I did. He stiffened a bit, didn’t he? He claims to have no experience when it comes to children, but I cannot help myself from doubting his honesty.”
“I agree. He is a strange fellow. Still, despite the fact that he has brought me nothing of much use, I rather like the man.” His expression is one of faint surprise, as though this realization has only this moment come to him.
Laughing, I say, “I confess I do, too. He has a way about him which makes me believe he is a good doctor, a good person.”
“Like Cecile?”
Instantly the cheer dies from my voice. “Why do you say that?”
“”It was your choice of words for him which led me to think of Cecile. Everyone always refers to her as a ‘good woman’.”
“And we just learned it was not entirely so.”
Daniel shrugs. “Do you question Lemarque’s character?”
“No, but it makes me question the general misconceptions we so easily form of people.” We walk in silence for a few moments. There is a weariness in me, a yearning for an end to all of this, one way or another. The seams may not fit tidily, but they must be sewn nonetheless.
Cecile Beaufort will be buried tomorrow, and while this rite offers some closure, it cannot grant a true reprieve. The reason for her death remains unclear. Despite this, we may be drawing closer to the truth with every clue we take from the conversations held with her closest kin and acquaintances. I believe, with some faint strain of optimism, that her death is not directly connected to Henry. To relieve the silence, I say as much to Daniel.
Observing his profile, I notice my words have found their intended mark. “You think it is connected to her past before the war?” he asks.
“It seems too coincidental that she focused on her secret shame days before her death. Even if she told us in person she had seen Henry, we still would not have been any closer to locating him than we are without her direct assistance. What harm could she have done him thereby? No, I feel her death is linked to something else.”
“If Henry hid himself away for a decade, he could be capable of all sorts of things. I cannot dismiss the possibility out of hand, much as I would like to.” Daniel looks ahead and continues. “However, logic tells me you are right, and I admit, I want it to be true. Cecile’s murder was a terrible crime and the perpetrator must pay. That being said, if Henry were that person, I cannot say whether my morals would not be swayed in his favor. It alarms me, but it is the truth.” The troubled lines across his brow betray his confusion at this revelation.
“Time robs us of many things, but the love for a sibling survives most anything.”
Daniel’s expression remains somber in spite of the small smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “The things that truly challenge us morally are love or hatred. Whoever took Cecile’s life must have hated her. During the war years so much violence and catastrophe was brought about because we were told to hate the enemy. I didn’t actually know a German. I didn’t know a single one. Still, believing they hated us and that we had to hate them back made us do what we had to do. I don’t even know who killed my brothers. They died, if they died, because a shell exploded and they were in the way. It wasn’t a vicious person who came and rammed a knife into their chest. All those lives lost because of an abstract notion of terrible hatred for people we never even knew.”
“It is the way things have often been,” I observe sadly.
“Maybe. Hatred goes along with madness, blind alacrity and ignorant loathing.”
“History books are full of tyrants and madmen disguised as heroes. Caesar, Alexander, the list goes on and on. We have to remember the millions and millions of decent people whose names have been lost, who lived and existed and shaped the world in all the good ways we enjoy. We focus too much on the grand scheme of things, and forget about small wonders and kindnesses common to every day. Cecile was murdered and it is tragic and awful, still it is one act. Moreau is likely inept because such acts of villainy are uncommon here, a good thing. Let us dwell on that. Whatever comes, there are still flowers and sunshine and, if all else fails, I am here, too.”
Daniel’s smile broadens and he takes my hand, swinging it like a child. “You are right and ever wise, my dear Lady Carlisle.”
“Don’t forget it!”
The evening is spent in the company of John and Adela, who talk around each other in cautious circles, avoiding the other’s gaze and making it altogether uncomfortable for all involved in the charade.
Earlier today I wished for similar idle chatter to relieve the pressure building around us. Now I notice that I cannot appreciate it at all. My mind isn’t able to block out troubling reality and replace it with fanciful rumblings about the latest designs by Madame Chanel, or the nuisance of late trains, or the like.
With the impending arrival of the funeral at the forefront of my mind, I have little patience for anything else tonight. So it is that I decline suggestions for after dinner drinks and withdraw to the privacy of my room, where I open the wardrobe and sadly finger the soft silk sleeve of the only black dress in my possession.



CHAPTER 44
The church is bustling with mourners, when Daniel and I enter through wide open doors. Bouquets of pale yellow hyacinths have been tied to the ends of each pew, adding a hint of color to an otherwise somber affair. Looking around, I see the familiar faces of the Vernet household, Madame Raval, who waves shyly in my direction, whilst dabbing at her dark-rimmed eyes. The Benoit family is at the front, speaking to Father Bernard. Eva and Luc have their heads bent together. Little Denis sits on a bench in the first row, chatting animatedly with another boy his age.
We take our seats, and the service begins. I am touched to see how many have come, how many care that Cecile Beaufort has gone from this world. They knew her better than I, but from what I have learnt of her during this short time, it feels as though we have been acquainted many years. She was more tolerant than she led people to believe, and more forgiving than she expected others to be.
Bernard’s voice rings out clear and strong, as the sermon begins. I stand and sit with the others, letting his words wash over me. They sound smooth and unfamiliar in this low French voice. I wish for the first time I could not understand the language, then his words would just be a melody, pleasant and meaningless, instead of an elaborate farewell.
“… a time be born, and a time to die; a time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance; a time to live, and a time to hate, a time for war, and a time for peace.” Bernard ends his prayer and looks up from the open Bible at the pulpit. “Cecile was a friend to us. She was generous and kind, and I read on your faces looking up at me, that she was loved and will be terribly missed. We have gathered here today to say farewell to a woman who, in one way or another, touched our lives.” He lowers his head in a somber show of respect. “You will not be forgotten, Cecile Beaufort. May you be at peace in the kingdom of Heaven.”
When his sermon concludes, an almighty shuffling ensues. Everyone makes their way down the narrow aisle and follows the dark wooden casket, as it is placed onto a cart. The graveyard is a short walk away. We can easily match the pace of the cart to its final destination.
Some older people and families with small children leave our group, turning away from the slow procession. However, once we are moving, I notice with satisfaction, that most have elected to complete this final rite for Cecile. Bernard’s words ring in my ears, may you be at peace in the kingdom of Heaven. Whatever my own beliefs, I hope Cecile’s faith in a glorious afterlife was real, and she truly is at peace, even if she has left such a puzzling scene for others to unravel behind.
The graveyard is smaller than expected. Every gravestone stands in a well-tended lot, many adorned with a vibrant splash of fresh flowers. Cecile will not be buried beside Hugo, but in a plot of her own at the far end of the fenced expanse. The pit has been dug and the air smells of moist earth and wet grass.
Bernard speaks the necessary words, and the casket is lowered into the ground. Pierre Benoit is leaning heavily against his wife and Luc stands with Eva, who is dabbing her eyes. I hear Denis saying in his sweet child’s voice, “Don’t cry, Maman.”
Then it is over. One moment I was standing in my hotel room, sliding into my mourning dress, and now …
“Are you all right?” Daniel asks, taking my arm, as we turn away.
“Yes. No. Oh, I don’t know. It is so sad.” I clutch his arm tightly.
“Let us go. There is nothing more—” Daniel breaks off, his eyes focused on something in the distance.
“Daniel? Daniel what is it?” His muscles slacken and his mouth twitches, while his eyes remain fixed. I follow his gaze, curious and more than a little concerned to learn what has distressed him. Across several older graves, toward a small copse some twenty meters away, stands a man badly concealed in the insufficient shadow of a sapling. The sun is behind him, darkening his shape into a black outline. I notice that he is looking directly our way. “Daniel?” I repeat
“Henry?” His voice is a whisper, a raspy sound carried away in an instant by a gust of wind, and I could have misheard. Before I can respond, he is off, taking long, forceful strides towards the stranger.
I remain standing, confused for a moment. The possibility of Daniel’s “Henry” is just beginning to sink in. Henry? Did he say Henry?
The stranger has started to move in the opposite direction, quick steps along the gravel path leading away from us. Daniel is running now, faster, the man in turn increases his pace. I hear the crunch of their footsteps, but my heart is beating so rapidly it drowns out much else. It takes me a few seconds to gather myself, to push forward after them, hardly noticing the heels of my shoes digging into the ground.
“Henry!” I hear Daniel shout ahead and detect a hesitation in our quarry. “Stop! Wait, please!”
The man does not heed his request and turns left, running past an elderly couple holding a bouquet of tulips, through the open graveyard gate into the street. Daniel dashes after him, his footfall on the cobbles echoing down the lane. I follow as quickly as I can, my footwear proving something of a hurdle, unable to match their pace.
The lane is wide and mostly empty, lagging behind does little to impede my observation of events as they unfold. Daniel gains on the other man, forcing his legs to propel his body forward with great force. With an inelegant leap, he throws himself forward at the man’s back, both clattering painfully to the ground. With them in this prone position, I stumble belatedly onto the scene. The stranger struggles, but Daniel is determined and holds his arms firmly, shock plastered onto his flushed face. Even after the man ceases his attempts to break free, Daniel, still behind the man, is frozen in his position. I kneel down, and carefully loosen his white-knuckled grip. When he finally lets go, his hands are trembling, a quiver runs through his body. For the first time in this surreal encounter, I direct my eyes to the man crouching on the ground.
He is bearded. Somewhere between thirty and thirty-five, I guess at first glance. He is thin, and his clothes, though fine enough, hang from his wiry frame. A pale scar splits his left brow and runs along the side of his face all the way to the strong line of his stubbled jaw. He looks up at me, and it is only now that I consider Daniel’s stammered identification. His eyes are vivid green, much like those of the man standing above him. Much like those of the three Harper boys. I swallow. Could he truly be …?
He reads my mind, for as he begins to turn, trying to right himself, he says in clear English, “I am not Henry. Daniel, I am not Henry. I am not your brother. I’m sorry.”
Daniel recoils, taking a step backward, his eyes glued to the man’s face. What is he saying? Who is he? I shake my head in confusion.
“Who are you?”
The man closes his eyes for a moment and sighs deeply, his shoulders slumping, whether in defeat or relief I cannot tell. “I am not Henry Harper, Daniel. I knew him, but I am not him.”
“You look—” Daniel shakes his head in puzzlement, a hand flying up to his face.
“It’s the eyes,” says the stranger. “Henry and I had almost the same color. Much like you, I see.”
“You knew Henry?”
Another sigh, this one infinitely sadder than the last. “I knew him well. He was my friend.”
“Was?”
“So Cecile recognized me? That is why you are here? I had quite a shock when I saw her after all these years.”
“I don’t understand. You say you are not Henry. Why then did she think you were?”
The man looks around and with resignation says, “Let us talk somewhere else. People are staring.” In fact, a group has assembled to observe our strange little scene playing out in the middle of the residential lane. It would truly be wiser to speak in private somewhere else.
Daniel nods, and with wary hesitation adds, “You will not try to run again?”
“No. I will not run. Come, let us sit in a café somewhere. The truth is far overdue. I owe you that much.”
Without another word, he gets to his feet, shaking street dust from his trousers and begins to walk. Daniel and I are immediately at his side. We do not speak as we go, confusion and adrenaline pulsing inside of us. Soon we reach the small square in front of Bernard’s church and sit down at a table under the orange and blue shade of a wide umbrella. I almost want to laugh! This situation is in a realm all its own. We have left a funeral to meet a dead man? I stay quiet, hoping he will be the first to speak, to explain, for explanation is, indeed, the order of the day.



CHAPTER 45
“My name is Hugh Lawrence. I served in the same company as you brother. He was my friend.” Hugh Lawrence—the man Henry mentions in his letters as ‘Lawrence’ regards us with mournful eyes as he speaks. His English is clear, though it is obvious he had little use for it in recent years. Any trace of a regional accent has faded with disuse.
Daniel echoes my thoughts, for he says, “Henry mentioned you in his letters. Lawrence and McCragh, Rawlins, Lewis … “
A flicker of something unreadable flashes across the other man’s features. Anxiety? Fear? Before I can begin to interpret it, he continues his narrative.
“I am Hugh to my friends. I knew them all. We spent almost every day together. You get to know people in such close proximity, better than you want to in some cases.” He grins weakly. “Henry was the best of us. Everyone liked him and trusted him. There was something almost fatherly about him, despite his youth.” Another pause. He is nervous.
“Is Henry alive?” Daniel’s expression betrays the truth that he knows the answer already.
In response, Hugh’s shoulder’s sag. “No. He is not. He died ten years ago. I am truly sorry. So very sorry.”
Daniel closes his eyes for a moment, his face frozen. I imagine the certainty of Hugh’s words seeping into his entire being like ink clouding a glass of water, taking residence, erasing the glimmer of hope that lived there for a few weeks. I do not touch him, though I long to; to show him he is not alone. In truth, this moment is his alone, miserable though it is. His eyes open again, dry and dull.
“Why did Cecile think you were him?”
Hugh frowns, rubs his beard. “She knew me as Henry Harper. She never met your brother. We switched places a few times. He traded his free day with me. I had a girl in the village, in Miraumont, where Cecile lived. Henry and I looked alike then. No one really cared or noticed the exchange. Cecile was kind. I would take Lily there for a treat and Cecile took to us, the soldiers who came to save her country. She had no children, but I think she would have been a good mother.”
“Why did she have Henry’s address?” Short and to the point, that is all Daniel is capable of at present.
Hugh frowns until, with a raising of his brows, the puzzle fits. “Ah, yes, the address. It was one of the last times I met her. I was very fond of her cooking and in my excitement became carried away with my assumed identity. I was raised by a bitter father, resentful that my birth had cost my mother’s life. Henry adored his parents. He often spoke of them, of you, as well, and I thought there could be no harm in letting a kind Frenchwoman send her recipe to your mother. I thought she may even be pleased. Henry had made me write down his address. If we were separated this would be a way to resume contact. I gave it to Cecile.”
“She wrote to Daniel only recently,” I explain, for Daniel is unable to speak. “She mentioned her husband passing away, and she forgot to write to Henry’s mother. Later she learned that Henry had been killed in action. Then she saw you in Amiens—or the man she thought was Henry Harper—and still had his old address. That is why we are here,” I conclude with a helpless shrug.
“I am sorry you have wasted your journey.” The sorrow is genuine, but does little to ease the sadness of the situation.
Silence ensues among us. The café is not busy, yet the few voices in the background sound intrusive and loud. It is up to me to break the impasse, if for no other reason than to ease my own discomfort.
“Why did you stay in Amiens?”
Hugh stiffens, then leans forward, elbows resting on the table, shoulders curved. He looks at us, weighing his next words carefully. “I could say I stayed because my father was the only family I had, and he cared not whether I lived or died.” He exhales slowly and gives a small shake of his head. “That is only the half-truth, and you deserve to know it all. Be warned, you may not thank me for my honesty.”
“It concerns Henry, doesn’t it?” Daniel asks.
“Henry, McCragh, Rawlins, the lot. Yes, them and another man. Let me begin at the beginning. I have not spoken of this in ten years, still I remember everything as if it had happened days ago.” A tired sigh. “It began that spring, the early spring of 1916. We had been in France for a while and hadn’t seen much in the way of frontline action. Not for want of it, sadly. We were foolish and filled to the brim with misplaced bravado, wanting to fuel our youth and energy into this noble effort.” A snort of derision, followed by a slow intake of breath. “Well, when it finally arrived, when you sit in your trenches and contend with death, bravery is first to desert you, and its cruel cousin, fear takes its place. We waited and then came the infernal banging, the earth shook and we waited some more. People were dying, and we knew it. We heard the numbers trickling in from Verdun. We understood how dire the situation could get. Henry and I were in the same company and had been together for a while. William, your other brother, was working as a sniper, though it was a shell that killed him in the end, him and … I still see their faces sometimes. I try not to. It has taken a great effort to suppress any such memories. The mind does what it does, and sometimes, well, you know what I mean. You were there, weren’t you?” He acknowledges Daniel’s nod with one of his own. “I thought so. Conscription started around then, ‘16 it was, I think. Better dead and maimed than a conchie, eh? Well, while we were waiting like the proverbial lambs to the slaughter, Henry and I forged a close friendship. In times like those, you feel so intensely. Courage is a fire in your belly, and hatred an inferno in your heart. Many of us would have died for the man we stood beside, hardly grasping what such devotion meant. That was Henry for me. He was a brother I never had.
“The day it all went to hell was a hot one. The place reeked of unwashed humans, rot, gore, smoke, it was so bad we almost wanted it to be over simply to escape the misery of the moment in which we were trapped. It happened surprisingly fast, I remember it almost like a dream. One moment we were moaning about the conditions, the next we were moaning from the gashes in our gut. Henry was all right. Many were. I was not. I was shuttled away in one of the ambulances to a tent the doctors and nurses had set up at a distance, to treat the wounded. I tell you, the ambulance ride over that pitted and blown out terrain nearly did it for me. The driver was a brave woman, she managed to keep me talking. What I said I cannot recall. Afterwards I hoped she spoke no English, for I must have sworn like a sailor.” Hugh bites down on his bottom lip and shakes his head with a mixture of remorse and bemusement, then takes a sip of water. “The next few days were bad. My wound wasn’t life-threatening, however, the conditions were such, with the heat and chaos, that everyone feared infection. To this day the sound of buzzing flies sends me into a state, the way they flew around me incessantly. I couldn’t swat at them, my arm was bandaged and tied tight to my torso. Any movement was agony. The nurses were kind, but entirely overwhelmed by the situation. They were so young, some of them. The doctors, too. So young. Nothing could have prepared them for what they had to cope with, just as nothing could have prepared us soldiers.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I watch Daniel nodding in solemn agreement. He never speaks of his time in France, and I do not ask. What Hugh is telling us should hardly shock me after what I have read and heard these past years. Still, my arms are covered in goose bumps, the horror painted anew in vivid detail.
“About a week later, I was improving enough for visitors, and Henry came. He couldn’t disguise his anxiety. When I tried to reassure him that I was on my way to recovery, he appeared only partly relieved. Something else was weighing heavily on his mind. I asked after the others, our friends, hoping none of them had fallen during my stay in the infirmary unit. He said things had been quieter the last few days. No, it was not the battle, rather something he had discovered, something he could not ignore. I pressed him for an answer, but he was reluctant to speak. When finally I got to the truth, I understood that he was right to be alarmed. Before I tell you what he said, I must explain the next part of our tale.
“Three days after Henry visited me, McCragh arrived. He looked dreadful. He was a big man, but now he looked as though he was wearing his own shadow. There had been an ambush the day before. Many died. Many we knew. I see him now, his big, broad face, as he sat beside my cot. There was a gash of ripped open stitches at the side of his eye, blood crusting into his brows, but he did not seem to notice. It was then he told me of Henry. I think part of me knew the moment he entered the tent, the moment I saw his tired, broken expression. Henry would never come to visit me again. He confirmed my fears. McCragh placed a hand on my arm, and I remember tears stinging the tiny cuts on my face. He wasn’t finished. Once I had exhausted myself, his face took on a stony expression, and he asked whether I wanted the truth. I did, of course.” Hugh swallows drily and takes another sip of water. Daniel sits paralyzed in the seat beside me. “And so he told me. Henry had not died during the attack, but two hours earlier, just before dawn. They had been in a half-asleep, half-alert stage, and were wrenched out of it by a cry for help. Henry’s cry. They were too late. Too late to be save him.” Hugh looks up at us. Three pairs of eyes are brimming with tears.
“How?” Daniel chokes out hoarsely.
“A knife. A stab wound to the heart. He died very quickly. He was murdered, Daniel. Henry was murdered not by a German bullet or shell or gas, but by an English blade thrust into his heart.” The raw, bitter anger still fresh even after all this time is evident in his voice. He grimaces as the words leave his mouth.
Daniel stares at Hugh, horror written upon his features. I am shocked, too, yet my head instantly begins to fill with questions. Who did it? Why wasn’t it reported? Where was his body taken? Those are Daniel’s questions to ask. I wait in silence, watching him as he tries to shake free of the stunning news and regain his senses.
“Who killed him?”
Hugh regards Daniel with an expression of resignation and sadness. He finally replies, “The man who did the actual deed was called Rawlins, John Rawlins.”
I cannot hold my tongue. “Rawlins? He was mentioned in Henry’s letters? He was his friend, I thought.”
Hugh emits a mirthless chuckle. “Friend? Yes, well, Henry thought so, we all did. The man was an actor, not a friend. A traitor, a thief, a piece of murderous, greedy filth, anything but a friend.”
“Why would he do it? What could Henry have done to make someone on his own side hate him so much?” Daniel’s eyes are wide and unblinking, his hands splayed, flat on the table.
Hugh licks his lips and drinks again. “He didn’t do anything. It was what he might have done, had he lived, that painted a target on his back.”
“And what was that?” My frustration is hard to conceal. Must we beg for answers? So much for remaining silent.
“Henry had learned something disturbing. He told me the last time we met at the infirmary. He had discovered that Rawlins together with a French commanding officer, whose regiment was fighting alongside ours, had been looting and thieving, not just from abandoned homes. They had apparently—though I cannot doubt it is true given what happened—demanded payment for protection from the people living in the villages nearby. Henry did not know for how long it had been happening, but the Frenchman was there nearly a year already. Why he chose Rawlins as his mercenary, or partner, I do not know. Maybe he needed someone who had no allegiance to local people. In any case, Rawlins must have been as corruptible as they come. Henry wanted to go to our CO—” commanding officer, “I asked him to wait until I was back. I had a nasty feeling even then. So he waited. Then he was dead.”
“What happened to those men? Were they punished?”
“Punished?” A strange smile creeps across Hugh’s lips. A chilling smile. His green eyes sparkle with something akin to madness. “Oh yes, they were punished. But those useless, vile creatures could never equal the one they killed.”
“They are … dead?” Daniel’s voice is flat, almost devoid of emotion.
“Rawlins is dead. Dead as death itself, I daresay.”
“And the other, the Frenchman?”
“Not so dead. His punishment has been, shall we say, a project of mine.”
A disturbing thought comes to mind. “Is he here? In Amiens?”
“He is.” Hugh’s smile widens, as if I am a child having given the right answer, deserving a pat on the shoulder.
“He lives here?” Daniel asks, no doubt thinking of the countless men we have passed on these very streets, wondering whether one of them is his brother’s killer.
“You have met him. I was sorry to witness that meeting. You should have slit his throat … I was not ready to give away his identity. I have been exacting my own revenge for some time. Eight years to be exact. Eight years he has been punished.”
“Is it Benoit? Pierre Benoit?” Daniel is rubbing his left temple, trying to remember, his mind undoubtedly overloaded at the moment. As I allow Hugh’s admission to settle, I begin to recall some of the faces of men we have met since entering Amiens.
“Not that sot. No, it is—”
“Vernet,” I say, my voice a whisper interrupting Hugh.
Hugh thumps his hand on the table, making his empty glass jump. “Yes! Vernet! Clovis Vernet, the bastard. How did you guess? She is clever, that one,” he says cheerily to Daniel, who stares in shocked puzzlement at the man transforming before our eyes. At first sensible, coherent, and now … Perspiration dots his brow and his face is pulled into a manic grimace of excitable energy.
“Clovis Vernet.” The name sounds so innocent when it passes Daniel’s lips.
“The bastard,” Hugh repeats with emphasis.
“You had your revenge? What—” my throat is dry and I swallow, “what do you mean?”
“I send him threats. Before you chastise me for being too mild, think about it. I have been wearing away at him for eight years! What is a better revenge than a slow, torturous one? He has suffered, as he must, for he was the one who ordered Rawlins to kill Henry. If Henry had reported him, it would have been his neck in the noose. He was a commanding officer—decorated—would you believe it? He had the most to lose.”
“You threaten him? How?”
“Letters, notes, occasionally I smash a window, steal things, place them somewhere else. Last week,” he chuckles, a sound that makes my spine tingle, “I took his kiddies boots from the front stoop and hung them over the washing line in the back garden. A little reminder that I am real, in case he should become complacent by my absence for any amount of time.”
“Has he never tried to catch you? Eight years is a long time to live in fear. Surely he has attempted to trap you?”
“Of course he has! He is a bastard, not a fool. But I am no fool either. There is no pattern to my revenge. I let weeks, even months pass and then—” another slap on the tabletop sending disapproving glares from the waiter in our direction.
“You plan to continue this way … indefinitely?”
“Naturally I will kill him eventually. I am no monster. I will wait until his children are out of the house. That gives him another ten years. He has had decades more than Henry had to live.”
“How did he lose his arm?” I ask, hoping the answer is not what I am beginning to fear.
“Not me, unfortunately. No, it happened at the end of the war. I kept an eye on him. Volunteered to stay on as long as I could in the area. I had no one who would miss me in England. Why not start over in France? Amiens is nice enough. Big enough to hide when necessary.”
“You are quite proficient when it comes to threatening notes, are you not?” I ask, acerbity creeping into my voice, for I have made the connection. “It was you who sent those letters to us at the hotel.”
Hugh shrugs, his expression offering nothing of apology. “It was. Not threats, though. I did not want you to waste your time, to see your hopes rising.”
“Ruining your own scheme,” I finish.
“Ah, well, maybe,” he concedes without shame.
“How did you find out about us?” Daniel asks.
“The stable hand, Besson. We drink at the same bar, and I overheard him asking around. You can imagine my surprise when I heard him using Henry’s name. I might have blamed it on the drink, but it was early, and I was sober.”
“So you decided to warn us?”
“Don’t hold it against me. I wasn’t trying to frighten, only to discourage.”
Daniel rubs his eyes with the tips of his fingers, then drops his hands back on the table. “So, what now? What do you intend to do? What do you believe we should do, knowing the truth? And what in heaven’s name did you do to Rawlins? You killed him, didn’t you?” He leans forward, whispering the last sentence, to keep the other café patrons from overhearing.
“Easy, easy, my friend. I did not kill Rawlins.” Hugh raises his eyebrows, as though the suggestion is utterly ludicrous, having forgotten that he has just told us he will do much the same to Clovis Vernet. “I did not kill him. Someone else did. Someone I trust. That is how I know with certainty he is dead. He did not survive a week after his evil deed. Not a week.”
“Who did it?”
“It was McCragh,” I answer Daniel, certain this is the truth. No one else was connected to Hugh and Henry in the way this Scot was. No one was trusted with the important task of vengeance.
Instead of confirming my suspicion, Hugh narrows his eyes. His voice is low and faintly menacing. “I will never disclose who did it. Never. Rawlins was nothing, worthless. He does not matter.”
There is little I can think to say, cowed by the ferocity of his expression.
Daniel appears unaffected and picks up my probing with newfound vehemence. “You think you can go around doling out your manner of justice? You think this is what Henry would have wanted? You and McCragh becoming murderers on his part? You did not know him as well as you believe.” He is glowering at Hugh, two pairs of deep green eyes held in locked suspense. I watch for a moment, the silence becoming too much.
“Hugh,” I say, my voice calmer, “what do you plan to do? We know the truth now. Clovis should be brought to court to face his crime.”
“You will not do that.”
“Why? Will you prevent us? Will you kill us? Kill Henry’s only surviving brother? He would not thank you!” Daniel’s cheeks are flushed, his jaw tight. Later he will be exhausted. Later the shock and sadness will overwhelm his frustration. Now it fuels him in the face of this man, whose eerie resemblance to his murdered brother is unquestionably a misery to behold.
Hugh leans forward, shadows in the hollows below his cheekbones. “I am doing this for Henry! It has been for him all along!” He shakes his head, almost child-like, despite the beard and whiskered lines around his eyes.
I am filled with pity for this man. There is so little left of a whole person, a complete life. He cannot be much older than Daniel. His whole adult life has been one madness replaced by another. The war took his innocence; revenge will take his soul.
“Hugh,” I say quietly, seeking his attention. “What Vernet and Rawlins did is unforgivable. You have done what you believe was right for your friend. I never knew Henry, but I have heard the very best of him. Do you think he would want you to waste your life in an endless quest for vengeance?” I reach out a hand. He looks down, almost flinches as I place it on his. “Hugh,” I repeat, “are you not tired? I see exhaustion in your eyes, your clothes hanging from you because you have neglected yourself in your attempt to change something unchangeable. Torturing Vernet will bring you no peace … and no Henry either.” I fall silent, looking across the table. He has not moved his hand. There is a slight twitch to his upper lip and he swallows.
“I am tired.” He shudders suddenly, as though shedding a skin, pulling his hand from mine and crossing his arms. Words, what power they can have. If I had told him Vernet deserved to die, I do not doubt the man would soon have breathed his last. Hugh Lawrence needs someone to guide him back to safety. He has been adrift and alone for too long. Even as a child, his father unloving, he felt neglected. For a short time, the army may have given him what he craved, brotherhood, figures of authority to lead the way. He must have gone mad when Henry—his brother in arms—was taken from him, and many others whom he loved as well. The Germans were too vague an enemy for personal vengeance, but Rawlins and Vernet were tangible, they were real. Even if they deserved what has come to them, and part of me feels that they did, Hugh has lost himself so completely in this quest that he is paying a steep price as well, though he may never realize it.
“Hugh,” I continue, thinking it best to use his name, to establish a connection, “will you let us help you?”
He hesitates, looking from me to Daniel and back. Something has happened in a matter of moments. Once the unraveling began, it could not be stopped and now he is left bewildered by himself.
“What will you do?” Quickly he adds, “Vernet cannot—”
“Vernet will not go unpunished,” Daniel says in a voice so resolute I look his way with unveiled surprise.
Hugh exhales. Despite his confusion, he seems to have accepted Daniel and me as messengers of Henry. It helps that Daniel bears a strong resemblance to his long lost brother.
“We will take care of everything,” I say. “It is time for you to rest. You have done your work, no more could possibly be asked of you. Now you must think of your own life. Do you understand?”
“My own life? This is my life!” Another confused shake of the head. “I am not mad. I know what I am doing. I have lived this way for years, nearly a decade.” There is desperation in his voice. He is pleading with us not to take away the only existence he considers worthwhile. However, beyond his plea is a faint note of relief. He is not alone with his burden anymore. It frightens him, but he is not lost enough to be blind to the possibility of an after.
“Do you really want your life to go on this way?” I ask. “You are young. You can start afresh somewhere else. Even have a family.”
“I am sure it is what Henry would have wanted for you,” Daniel adds in an attempt to show support.
Hugh rubs his temples. “Going to the police, even the military police to prosecute Vernet for war crimes will not work. My letters are not about that anymore. I want him to perceive me as a physical threat. The notion that he can be punished officially, with no remaining witnesses to his deed, is highly improbable. He did not stick the knife into Henry’s heart, but he gave the order, I am certain. The task was left to another, and he is long dead.”
He is probably right. I know little to nothing of French military regulations, and my insight into the British army is vague. What I do know is even if Vernet cannot be punished by law, Hugh must still be absolved from the duty of vengeance.
Before I can articulate my views, Daniel speaks. “Evie, do you remember when we ran into Vernet? His expression? At the time we thought he was odd, but what if—” Daniel’s eyes are suddenly bright, and Hugh leans further across the table, “what if he thought I was Henry? We looked alike when we were younger. Did Vernet ever see the body?” He falters at mentioning his brother’s earthly remains, but is careful not to show distress.
“He saw you?” Hugh runs his gaze over Daniel’s face in careful assessment. “You look alike, certainly you do. To answer your other question, I do not believe he had any desire to see Henry’s body. The murder was pushed under the carpet—easily done with battles raging, one dead body looks much the same as the next. The death certificate would have been enough for Vernet.”
“In your letters, did you ever claim to be Henry?”
“Never. I only borrowed his identity to meet the girl in Miraumont, and she knew my real name. It was only to skirt around the officials.”
“Then, as far as you know, Henry told only you about Vernet and Rawlins’ criminal activities?”
Hugh nods.
“If that is true,” says Daniel, his brows knitted together in concentration, “I may have an idea.”



CHAPTER 46
We end the evening agreeing to meet the following day and do what must be done. I am abuzz with a mixture of exhaustion and a persistent tingle of excited energy, which has me sitting in bed at half past one, looking at the sliver of light filtering through an opening in the curtain. My mind cannot find rest, though my body is eager to. Thoughts collide at ever-overlapping intersections, a muddle and at the same time utterly clear.
Henry is dead. On Monday we will have to send a telegram to Briony and Jeffrey, informing them that our search is over and it has borne tainted fruit. Cecile is dead, and I do not suspect Hugh any longer. He had not followed us that day, but gone to the murdered woman’s funeral of his own accord, paying his respects. Despite the deviousness of his behavior towards Vernet, there is something about him which leads me to believe he would be a terrible liar in person. Yet people do surprise. I will not paint him innocent just yet.
On our way back to the hotel, Daniel and I walked beside one another almost in a trance, in our rumbled funeral clothes. I told him of an idea which came to me during our long conversation with Hugh. The man should not be abandoned to rebuild a normal existence after more than a third of his life has been spent in an entirely unnatural rhythm. He is not mad, but it would not take much for him to become completely unhinged. I am not convinced whether he would kill Vernet. To have murder on his conscience for the rest of his life would lead to his own destruction.
As I told Daniel, our acquaintance with Doctor Lemarque may not be futile after all. If we can get him, a man with experience on the battlefield, to help Hugh, he might learn to save himself. To my surprise, Daniel seemed pleased, if not relieved at my suggestion. However, we could not, last night, concoct a sensible plan for presenting our proposal to Hugh. Perhaps, when—if—we can see through Clovis Vernet’s penalty he will be more trusting.
Daniel is in his own room now. He needed time away from everyone to digest the news. He allowed himself to believe in Henry’s survival, and I wish it had never come to this. I wish Cecile had never written. What good has our search brought? Cecile was murdered, and we still do not know whether there is a connection to Henry. Further, Henry was murdered by a fellow soldier. We have been drawn into human drama all around. Still, that is the way of the world, is it not? Tragedy resides alongside comedy and everything that falls in between the two extremes.
I would like to delude myself and claim that life in Crete would be perfect. Alas, I cannot, for even in that idyll by the green-blue sea I encountered the villainy of which man is capable. We build and destroy and rebuild again. That is the circle of life. Does it have to be so? Can it not be conceivable that at some point in the future peace, love and understanding will be prized more highly than greed and power? Good may triumph sometimes, but I am not so green as to believe such adages apply as a generality. Even in fairy tales we have the evil witch, the bad wolf, the angry ogre lurking in the shadows. How often, in truth, do they conquer the light? How often does the virtuous prince arrive too late, the kindly fairy forget her magic spells?
I sink deeper into the pillow, closing my eyes. Too much has happened in these few weeks. Too much and too little, and I am tired of it all.
Though neither of us is remotely keen on any manner of socializing, we cannot help but run into John and Adela at breakfast. The atmosphere around them has settled somewhat, all the same, they make no eye contact and speak only in quick monosyllabic bursts to one another. When we tell them of yesterday’s events, their faces soften and lose their tense focus, a consequence of their own misery. Adela dabs at her eyes and John looks helpless as he stammers stilted condolences. Daniel has lived so long believing Henry dead, now he must revisit mourning again, as if Henry has only recently passed away. To his credit, he takes the kind words as they are meant and nods quietly.
Adela tries to speak to me as we leave the dining room, leaning in and whispering, “I am so sorry for both of you. Is there anything I can do?” She looks at me almost with motherly concern, and I wonder whether I am serving as practice for Fleur tomorrow.
I shake my head, both at my own uncharitable musings and her inquiry.
“I would not even mention this at such a time, but tomorrow—”
“It is all right, Adela. If all goes accordingly today, I will stay true to my word and go with you tomorrow. Unless John has changed his mind,” I add quickly.
“No. He has not.” Adela presses her painted lips together, as though a tear of physical pain was running through her.
I touch her arm gently. “I am sorry. You won’t have to do it alone. I promise.”
Adela turns towards me as the men are catching up to us at the stairway and whispers, “I wish I had a daughter like you, Evelyn. You have done me such good.” There are tears at the corners of her eyes, and I remember how we first met. I thought her a brash American who would not mince her words and who had her younger husband firmly, if benignly wrapped around her finger. Below her polished surface is a tender vulnerability that, once exposed, heals only slowly and with great care.
“As have you, Adela. For what it is worth, you have my friendship.” She smiles, crinkling the corners of her eyes and ignoring the tear that drips onto the polished marble floor.
Daniel and I agreed to meet Hugh at the cathedral. The wind is high and it whips at the budding branches, making the leaves rustle it its wake. I voice my relief at having worn trousers this time. I really could not do with the distracting effort of holding on to hat and hem while quelling my anxiety of facing a would-be murderer. For some reason, my comment eases the tension between us a little and Daniel manages a laugh. There is something unsettling about him today. He is altogether too calm. If I were him, I would be a sobbing heap or a raging mess, not this tranquil creature ambling along, avoiding collision with food trolleys and errant dogs. It worries me.
We arrive at the cathedral before Hugh and decide to wait on an empty bench. Few people are about, though it is not so early in the day. Perhaps, it being Saturday, the Amienois are making the most of a warm bed and leisurely breakfast.
When first I saw this grand cathedral Cecile was still alive, or at least I did not know she was dead; we still had hope for Henry, and Clovis Vernet was just a name. How much can change in such a short time? And yet, before us stands a testament of something that remains largely the same, solid and reliable. Whether the people whose voices fill its cavernous hall live or die, the structure remains, unaffected by the ups and downs of human life.
To me it is a building, a beautiful, impressive building. I do not see an aura of hope or even goodness drawing me in. It is something to focus my gaze on when the ground below begins to quiver. Could the same be achieved with Big Ben? The Eiffel Tower? The great Pyramids? Perhaps. The feeling of steadiness comes from what we make of these places, not necessarily the structure itself. Here I am, blathering on, trying to push aside the seriousness of the situation, to drown my nerves in speculation instead of fear.
Hugh arrives just then, and I am released from musing any further on the subject. He is twitchy and tense, shifting his weight from one leg to the other and tugging, every so often, at the collar of his rumpled shirt.
“How are you holding up?” he asks Daniel, his eyes intent.
Daniel smiles to put the man at ease, hard as it must be for him to calm another while he himself is swimming in a mire of turmoil.
“I am, which is all that matters right now. And you? Had a few cups of coffee this morning, have you?” He tries for a flip tone, but his attempt falls notably flat.
“Coffee? Oh, yes,” Hugh grins. “I am a bit nervous, you know.”
Daniel stands and I follow suit. “Let us do it now, before our nerves fail us.” In a quick motion, he claps a hand on Hugh’s shoulder. I sense instinctively that this is something Henry would have done. Hugh stops fidgeting. “Good, come on then. We all know the way.” Daniel casts me a fleeting look, and I take his hand. And so, like a mismatched little family, we make our way across the square to the home of Clovis Vernet.
The street is deserted. I feel almost like an intruder, as it seems to say: Enter at your own risk. Our plan is simple enough, but will it work? My gaze turns to Hugh, who keeps twitching as though a current runs through his veins.
None of us speak as we step up to the house. Flowers in the window boxes are blossoming and spilling their vivid colors over the edges. Will Mireille Vernet keep tending them after we leave here today? Or will they fall into disarray? Is it right to step into this family’s home and shatter it on the word of a man we do not know if we can trust? I want to draw back. As I take the tentative retreating step I stumble into Daniel’s chest.
Before I can say anything, Hugh has raised his closed fist and raps against the door. Silence. A flicker of hope that no one is at home stirs inside me. It dies down a moment later when footsteps are heard descending a flight of stairs. The door swings open to reveal a boy of about eight glancing at us with huge blue eyes and undisguised curiosity. His expression increases my unease at what is about to happen. He is a child, unafraid and innocent. I cannot be a part of this.
Turning to Daniel, I shake my head. He is not paying attention to me. His eyes are fixed on the child.
“Messieurs, Mademoiselle?”
Daniel’s expression softens. Before he can speak, Hugh has opened his mouth.
“Is your papa at home? Clovis Vernet?”
The boy frowns, and I will him to shake his little head and send us on our way. As chance would have it, there is no opportunity for him to do so. Out of the shadows of the hall steps the hulking figure of the very man. He moves into the light, standing beside his son, placing his hand on the boy’s narrow shoulder. He has recognized us instantly, at least Daniel and me, and his face has clouded with something akin to trepidation.
“Go inside, Manu, go play with your brothers.” The boy wavers, his curiosity balancing the desire to let these adults get to their adult business while he is having his fun. Finally, he concedes, ducking under his father’s arm and disappearing up the creaking stairs.
Vernet steps forward out of the frame, and closes the door behind him. He is barring us from his home. This softens him in my eyes. His face betrays little, his eyes leap from one face to the next, lingering on Daniel’s.
“Who are you?”
“You recognized me the first time we met, didn’t you, Vernet?”
The man narrows his eyes and takes a small step closer. Instinctively, Daniel straightens, squaring his shoulders. He will not be intimidated, that much is certain. I still wish we could avoid this situation altogether. The more I allow myself to consider, the more I wonder whether the man has not been punished enough. Hugh’s years of threats and warnings, the loss of his limb … the endless circle of retribution will result in nothing but more and more pain, until no one remains innocent and nothing unspoiled. But it is not my verdict to reach, not my void to fill, but Daniel’s and maybe Hugh’s. I stand to the side of the two men, wanting little part in the events unfolding.
“What do you want from me? W-why now?” It is the first time Vernet has stumbled over his words. Daniel has unnerved him. I wonder how a man such as he is, copes with unease.
“What do you imagine I could want? Did you believe you would never be punished, you and Rawlins?”
Vernet, remarkably, does not flinch at the mention of his accomplice’s name and says nothing to answer Daniel’s vague allegations.
“Those were some very serious criminal offenses, Vernet. You remember the punishment, do you not? The punishment for plundering and looting?” Daniel’s tone is hard, though he is trying to control his anger. “The punishment is death, Vernet. You do remember.”
“And,” says Hugh, who has remained silent thus far, “the punishment for murder happens to be death, too.” He gives Vernet a smile so maniacal, I have to hope it is merely an act, for even I must quell the tide of dread from rising.
“Murder? I do not—” Vernet’s brows knit together tightly, lines crease his forehead, betraying his discomfort.
“You deny it?” Hugh barks out a laugh.
“I did not murder anyone! You are alive—” he stops himself from going on. You are alive. He believes our game. Henry is alive, when he ordered him dead. He has given himself away.
Daniel manages not to let his expression betray his emotions. I can tell what a struggle it must be. He stands in front of the man who conspired with another to take his brother’s life. I marvel at his self-control.
“I am alive. You and Rawlins didn’t kill me. Is that what you mean?” He does not allow the older man a chance to respond. “I know it is. Hugh Lawrence and McCragh stand witness to that. Criminal courts are still prosecuting war crimes, Vernet? Men still hang for what they did. Imagine, a cripple of the war, a commander being exposed as a common thief and accessory to murder,” Daniel speaks the words slowly. “You would be spat on by your countrymen and mine. Stealing from your own people in a time of war, then deciding to do away with a soldier in your ranks because he can expose you.”
“Was it you? All this time, the letters, the threats? Was it you? I don’t understand—” Vernet is rambling, words pour out of him in a torrent of bewilderment and disbelief.
“It hardly matters,” Hugh remarks lazily. “Your punishment would be the same for looting and stealing from your own people as it is for plotting to murder a fellow soldier. A strange state of affairs, non?”
There is something almost farcical about the scene. We are standing in the sunshine on the doorstep of a man who conspired to murder Daniel’s brother. Daniel is pretending to be the brother, alive and aware, and Vernet is trying to puzzle out what all of this means. What does it mean, really? Our plan was hashed up quickly, there are so many flaws and possible consequences, what can be the outcome of such a confrontation?
Vernet has gathered himself enough to straighten up and ask the decisive question. “What do you want from me?”
“What do I want?” Daniel wavers for a split second, letting me wonder whether he is certain of the answer himself. “For a start, I want you to tell me the truth. I want you to admit to what you and Rawlins did.”
The older man inhales deeply, as though readying himself to shout. When his chest falls, his voice is calm and resigned. He is tired, too. If Hugh has been tormenting him with his threats for eight years, he must be hoping for an end, for an escape. I wonder whether Daniel realizes what he is offering this man. Confession is not absolution, but perhaps the next best thing.
“There is a park around the corner. I do not want to do this here. My children—”
“All right.” Daniel agrees and moments later we are sitting in a little park on two benches below a pair of hulking beech trees.
The setting is entirely too pretty, too peaceful for such an absurd situation. Absurdity seems the fitting word of the moment. Here it is admittedly more comfortable than standing on the cobbles in the heat of the midmorning sun, though the situation as a whole has not improved with its surroundings.
“We are away from your home, as you wished. Now speak.”
Clovis Vernet rests a hand in his lap. In the shadows of the thickly canopied trees, his face looks older, wearier. Grooves run from the corners of his mouth to his jaw line and creases crinkle his brow. Part of me feels pity. Is he a monster? Does the fact that he did not wield the deadly dagger make him any more of a gentle soul? Or is he a coward for having foisted an ugly deed on another? What can one believe when human nature has shown itself time and time again to be as unpredictable as April weather?
“I liked you, Harper. You were good for the others. You had something calming about you that I admired even though you were young.”
“Not enough to let him live,” Hugh spits the words out with venom in his voice.
“No.” For a moment, I wonder whether this is all Vernet has to say, but he only needs a moment before continuing. “I grew up here, in Amiens. My family was poor. My father left when I was a small child, and my mother had me and three younger sisters to feed. I began to steal. I stole bread or cheese or fruit from the market stalls. I did it for us to survive. My mother accepted it, for there was no choice. And then, one day, when I was about sixteen, I got caught. The policeman was a kind man and he pitied us, I think. I was proud, too proud for a boy who had nothing to back up his arrogance, still I had no choice but to be grateful. I began running errands for him, carrying messages, cleaning the halls in the police station. It was good for me, and I trusted him. When I was eighteen and he told me the army would be a chance for me to better my lot in life, I listened.
“I worked hard. Army life, when you are not in war, is good for a man to learn discipline, responsibility, loyalty. When the war came, I was willing to do what had to be done. By that time, I was married. My wife was pregnant with our eldest child. I had something to fight for. By 1916 the situation had become very bad, very bad.” He shakes his head at the memory, and I notice Daniel and Hugh nodding mechanically in somber agreement. “The shelling, gas, the barbed wire … I cared for my boys. I was old enough to feel almost fatherly toward these poor eighteen-year-olds with little training sent to die. I saw you English and the Australians and I began to hate it all. I resented the army, I resented the Germans, and I resented our own people. For it was for them we were fighting, for them we were dying, and so,” he sighs, “I did what you know I did. I demanded compensation.”
“You try to make your theft sound noble. You were frightening people who were already living in terror.” Daniel’s anger is transparent.
“You say they had to pay for the military lives lost in the effort to protect them, yet you forget that is what the army does. We are there to protect civilians.”
“Whatever you make of it now, that is how I felt then. I am not trying to justify, only to explain,” There is irritation in Vernet’s voice, but a tendril of contrition as well.
“Go on.”
“Rawlins was with me from the beginning. It wasn’t planned the first time, not really. The farmer we went to ask for use of his well and barn made a big fuss, complaining that we were trampling his land. I became angry. I must have shouted, for Rawlins was soon at my side, having heard my raised voice. That is how it began. Rawlins was a precarious fellow. Shaky morals with a steady hand. A dangerous combination. I should not have allowed him to threaten the man, he was agitated and afraid, I should have stopped it, but I didn’t. I was angry. People are different in a time of war. We did things …” A fleeting expression of sadness crosses the man’s worn features, then it is gone like the moving shadows of the rustling trees. “One day you saw me. Rawlins was not with me then, that one time, and when I told him, he decided it would be up to him to …” Vernet swallows and looks at his hand, lying limply in his lap.
“It would be up to him to do away with me,” finishes Daniel, for once not having to disguise his pain.
“Yes.”
“What did you say to this rather extreme proposal,” he asks through gritted teeth.
“I told him as much. It was extreme. I was sure you could be persuaded not to tell.” Vernet lets out a heavy breath and rubs his eye. I cannot tell whether this is an affectation of distress or genuine.
“But Rawlins was filled with murderous energy and you said, ‘Oh, why not. They’re all dying anyway!’” Daniel throws back.
“No! I swear, I didn’t even know he planned it for that day. I would have stopped him. I am no murderer. You were so young, I was sure you could be influenced to keep quiet, or at worst sent off somewhere else. I didn’t want you dead.”
“Are you glad to see me alive now, Vernet? My heart still beating in my chest.”
I feel a chill thinking of the falsehood of his words, for Henry, poor Henry, is gone.
“Did you write those letters?” Vernet asks, instead of answering Daniel’s question. “Was it you who threatened me, my family, all this time?”
“No, Vernet, it was not.”
The other man runs his hand across his face, attempting to wipe away some indelible stain. “Whatever it means for my future, I am glad you are alive.” His last words are almost a whisper.
Turning to Daniel, I wonder what he will do. What will be his demand, the price for redemption? If Vernet has been honest then, just possibly, he deserves some sliver of deliverance.
Daniel stands, his arms at his sides and for a moment I entertain the notion that he is planning to strike the older man, still seated with a confused expression upon his face. He does not. Instead, he steps closer and looks down on him, his eyes hidden in shadow.
“Look up, Vernet. Can you see my face?”
Puzzled, the other man raises his gaze. Daniel pushes back his dark hair, revealing a thin white line behind his ear.
“Can you see this?” Another nod. “I was wounded by a flying piece of shrapnel at Arras.”
Vernet’s forehead creases, considering Daniel’s words. “Arras? Arras was in 1917. You stayed on after Rawlins attacked you?”
“No. I joined after Henry was murdered.”
The color drains from Clovis Vernet’s face. Even in the shadow of the trees, he is white as a ghost. He moves his lips as if to speak, not a sound escapes him.
“My name is Daniel Harper. Henry was my brother.”
“Henry … he was killed? Rawlins killed him?”
“Yes!” Daniel’s jaw tightens. “He killed him!”
Vernet looks up. There is something desperate in his expression. A desperation borne of guilt? Or of sadness? Of fear?
“Surely you want to know what this means for you?” chimes in Hugh. He has sat, all but forgotten, in uncharacteristic silence throughout the whole exchange.
A sad smile forms on Vernet’s lips before he answers and when he does, his voice carries more than a hint of resignation. “No. I do not. I only ask that you give me time to settle matters for my family. They should not suffer for what I did. For what I allowed to happen.”
“Trying for sympathy,” snarls Hugh. “Mentioning your family won’t work, Vernet. I have seen them. I know—”
“Be quiet,” I hiss, but too late. Vernet has understood. He sighs and says nothing, his eyes still on Daniel.
“You want revenge. I understand, believe me, I understand.”
“You would let me have it? Whatever I demand?”
A flicker of fear dances across Vernet’s face, but it disappears again in an instant. He is tired, too. “Yes.”
Daniel regards him with a mixture of curiosity, and—surprisingly—pity. “What would you do in my place?” he asks quietly.
Vernet does not hesitate. “I would make the person suffer.”
“Even if he claimed not to have planned the murder?” I realize Daniel is asking because he wants to end this encounter without further tragedy. He wants to walk away.
“Can you trust his claim?” Vernet counters fatalistically.
“No. But would making myself a criminal change the past? A life for a life is not a solution. Then there would be no one left. We fought a war because we wanted to preserve life, save lives. What you and Rawlins did disgusts me, and you would deserve punishment. Rawlins is dead. I imagine you are aware of what happened to him? I even imagine you were relieved. You have lost your arm and you have lost your peace of mind, if Hugh’s efforts are to be trusted. You have suffered. Tell me that.”
“I have,” Vernet whispers and presses his lips together.
“Then there is nothing more for me to do. You won’t see me again, Vernet. You won’t receive threats—” Hugh begins to protest, Daniel silences him with a raised hand. “No more threats. You will see your children grow. That is all. This is done.” Without another word, he turns away, takes my hand and walks in brisk strides down the shaded path, into the light.



CHAPTER 47
“What did you do?” moans Hugh, trying to meet Daniel’s eye while we walk. The cathedral is already a shadow up ahead, and I feel lighter with every step between us and the scene we left behind.
“Hugh, it is over. It is over. You must stop! Vernet has been punished. You did what you thought was right by Henry, but it must stop. Do you understand?” The last is more command than question.
“You will let him get away? You told me you would get justice for Henry!”
Daniel stops and faces Hugh. “Is there justice in taking a husband from his wife, a father from his three children? Is that justice, Hugh? Is that what you would have me do? Will it bring back Henry? Yes? Well then, let’s go back and finish the job!” He waits, staring intently at the silenced man scowling back at him. In a softer voice he continues. “No. It won’t. It won’t bring back Henry, and it won’t make you or me or anyone any happier.” He places a hand on Hugh’s shoulder. “Let us move forward. Let us get you help to move on. We will always remember Henry and love him, of course we will. Yet none of us is served by living in the past and living for a vendetta that cannot—must not—come to pass.”
Hugh relaxes under Daniel’s hold, the tension melting slowly out of him. He, too, is weary. “Tell me this, Daniel, if it had been Rawlins here today, what would you have done? Would you have let him walk away?”
Daniel shakes his head. “I will never know, Hugh. Rawlins is long gone and so is Henry. We are still here.”
“Where will you go from here? What will become of me?”
I step forward. “We will not abandon you, Hugh. There is someone who may be able to help.”
“A doctor?” A trace of fear can be detected in his voice.
“Yes. A doctor. If you do not like him, we will find someone else. You must be so very tired, Hugh. I know I am, and we have only been here a short while. You have lived this life for years. Don’t you want to start somewhere fresh? Somewhere without ghosts at every turn?”
“Would you like to go back to England?” asks Daniel.
“England? I do not know. I am untethered.” His words make him sound helpless and lost, and I want to reach out and drape an arm around his shoulders, but I refrain. We have progressed past acquaintance, into a realm of murky familiarity. However, there is a chasm between us that may never be bridged.
“Where are you staying?” Daniel has released his hold on the other man and is watching him intently.
“I have a room on Rue Jules Barni.” A long street, I know it. He is being deliberately vague.
“I will meet you there tomorrow. We will discuss what you want to do next, whether you want to meet the doctor. You must promise, Hugh, you will not go near Vernet. We all need some time to consider. And frankly,” Daniel says with a hint of a smile, “I am quite exhausted.”
None of us argues with that. I am wary of letting Hugh out of our sight, but we can hardly watch him forever. Besides, he cannot be keen on truly harming Vernet, or else he would have done so years ago.
We watch his lithe form as he ambles down the street, a nondescript figure, as soon forgotten as he has passed. Did he cling so fervently to Henry’s memory because it was easier than building up something new after the war? I understand, so does Daniel, what it is like to allow the past to barricade the present from our view. I wish Hugh will allow us to help him. I hope, with a sudden sinking heart, that we will see him again.
Daniel echoes my thoughts. “Do you think we will meet again?”
“I hope so. Being Henry’s brother, you may be one of the very few people he can permit himself to trust.”
“Even though I betrayed him by letting Vernet go?”
“I think, there was relief in it for him as well. You took the decision from him, and thereby gave him permission to abandon his obsession.”
“What can I do for him now, besides hopefully, introducing him to Lemarque?”
“Sometimes we can do nothing,” I observe sadly. “Still, I like to think he will accept your help.” Wandering slowly down the sunlit lane, we remain silent for a few moments. Sounds fill our ears. Birds chirping, children laughing as they play in their rumpled school uniforms on the street; vendors calling out. Life moves and shifts all around. It is difficult, sometimes, to stay apace with the world, when our dramas encompass worlds of their own.
“How are you now?” I finally ask, looking at the man beside me. His shoulders are broad and his body strong. Yet what is physical strength in the face of the unfathomable force of memory and grief?
He shakes his head, “I don’t know. I am … relieved, I think. Does that sound mad?” He turns to look at me.
“No. I understand.”
“Not relieved that Henry is dead, God, of course I would have given anything … But he is dead, and I have lived with that fact for nearly ten years. Still, it is strange what tricks a few weeks of hope can play on the mind. I am relieved I was able to let Vernet go. To leave him untouched. The thought of passing a sentence kept me up last night as much the knowledge that Cecile never saw Henry at all. I hope never to meet Vernet again, that has to be enough.”
“I am relieved, too.”
“You would have stopped me from doing something mad, I know you would. You would not have allowed me to harm anyone.” A genuine smile warms his face and it is so odd and wonderful, I cannot help but return it.
“I think you may be right.”
“I know I am. You have been at my side, propping me up. Don’t think I haven’t noticed. Don’t think I’m not grateful. There is no way I can show you how grateful I am. The company of a true friend is not to be underestimated. And you are much more than a friend.”
Heat creeps up my neck, turning my cheeks rosy.
“You will think this an absurd time for such proclamations, but why waste a moment with necessary words unspoken?” There is an urgency and a lightness to him I have missed since we first received Cecile’s letter. The pain is still there, but he is there, too. He is clearly exhausted, yet at once brimming with some strange current of newfound energy.
I take his hand and lean my head against his shoulder. The world is not righted, still a path has been cleared. Undoubtedly, in a few hours we will feel the full blow of what happened today. For now though, we allow ourselves the small luxury of believing the heavy veil of worry has lifted.
The day is long and stretches before us. Our encounter with Vernet took remarkably little time, whereas it feels as if we sat in the shaded park for hours and hours, listening to his confession.
Daniel and I wander aimlessly into a bistro near the hotel, order and pick at our food. The waiter inquires with affected concern whether our meal disappoints. We shake our heads and leave a generous gratuity for his trouble.
The Grand Palais is busy today, porters shuffling about, carrying parcels and packages, well-heeled men and women bustling around the entry hall. It is Saturday. People are enjoying their day off. The world is completely unaffected by the events in our lives. I find something soothing in this truth. Much like the steady and reliable solidity of the cathedral, this ordinariness evokes a sensation of equilibrium, of balance restored.
Daniel, by now, looks almost gray from tiredness, and I wonder whether he has slept much during these past weeks. With motherly briskness Briony would have admired, I send him to his room. I doubt he will sleep, but maybe the body’s needs will overcome the mind’s fretfulness. He tries to argue, still I insist, telling him I will take a book and read in the hotel’s Atrium Café. I have little faith that I shall be able to conjure up anything resembling patience for reading, all the same, I will endeavor. Distraction would certainly be welcome.
With those thoughts in mind and clutching The Moonstone, I weave through a group of boisterous arrivals, and slip into the quiet sanctuary of the Atrium Café. Before I have the chance to sit, a voice from the other side of the all but empty hall calls out my name. I turn to see Adela, waving a gloved hand my way.
If ever distraction had a name …
With some relief, I thread my way around empty tables towards her own. She rises and meets me in a quick embrace, concern drawn upon her features.
“And? Is it over?”
I sink into the chair. “I think it is.” Giving her a much abbreviated version of events proves surprisingly remedial. Her well-timed reactions make me feel heard and, more importantly, understood.
“Oh, dear, what a mess.”
I let out a helpless giggle. “Yes, well, there you have it. It was resolved by the only reasonable means without further misery being the imminent result.”
Adela chews her bottom lip. “I would not have been able to act as sensibly as you two.”
“Sensibly? I do not know how we acted. When we leave Amiens, Vernet will not be part of our lives. Had Daniel turned him over to the military police or done something worse and thus taken him away from people relying on him, our part in his fate would accompany us forever.”
“You won’t forget, though.”
“No. But there is a difference between remembering and regretting.”
“Yes,” she nods, “there is indeed.”
I want to think of something else. Adela senses my upset and with a typical flourish which is hers alone, directs the conversation seamlessly onto safer shores, safer for my peace of mind at least.
“John will not go with me tomorrow,” she says carefully, regarding me with an expression of guilt.
“I told you I would, and I will,” I answer her unspoken question.
“You don’t have to. I would understand completely—” she begins to protest half-heartedly. I smile. For a woman so keen on painting a very particular picture of herself in public, in private she is quite a dreadful actress.
“I am coming, and I’ll hear nothing more about it. Besides, Daniel is meeting Hugh tomorrow. I would only be in the way.”
“If you insist.”
“I do.” Abandoning the notion of a quiet read, I add, “And further I insist on something a little stronger than a cup of tea. Today has been … Well, it’s been the sort of day that warrants a proper drink, even before five o’clock.”



CHAPTER 48
John does not appear the next morning as Adela and I pile into their car and wave off Daniel, who has marked the route for us on a map. Looking tired, he holds himself straight with unfulfilled purpose. I hope Hugh will come to the agreed meeting. I hope, as I turn on the engine and it roars into life, that Vernet is still breathing. I would like to return tonight with the happy reconciliation of mother and daughter to speak of and the settlement of Hugh’s immediate future of which to hear. Dreams are always the last to die.
When I lived with Briony, I often drove the family motorcar, an ostentatious Delage, which really had no business traversing the narrow roads winding around the Cretan mountains. I have missed the sensation of my hands on the wheel, the heavy solidity of a vehicle under my control. It is daunting and terrifying, but tremendously exhilarating as well. I could push my foot down harder, testing the resistance of the pedal, and drive off wherever my heart desires. Well, not quite … However, the excursion does serve to provide a feeling of release. Not so for Adela, who sits pale faced in the seat beside me, fidgeting with the lace edging of her skirt and staring vacantly at the map. I wish I could say something to ease her nerves. What is there to be said? The lie that all will be well is too transparent to provide real comfort. All manner of scenarios have undoubtedly been circling around her mind for days or weeks or years.
The countryside opens before us as we leave town. Fields of deep green and golden yellow take the place of narrow terraced homes and stone structures. The windows are open and I smell spring in the air, reminding me of the days of my youth spent running around in the English countryside. Patches of poppy speckle the harmonious color palette like hasty dabs of a brushstroke, and cawing crows leap into the sky as the rumble of our car draws near. The road is mostly empty, and I enjoy the sensation of openness, of a clear view ahead, even if it is only in the most physical sense of the word. What awaits us today or tomorrow or ever remains a mystery.
“We will reach soon,” Adela observes, tracing the road’s path on the open map. Her voice is small, and if I did not know better, I would think her a girl of eighteen again, afraid and vaguely ashamed. Not for the first time, I experience a wave of anger towards John. Whatever she did was not done out of malice. Much as I am glad of escaping Amiens for the day, it should be him sitting behind this wheel, not a woman his wife has known barely two weeks. Of course, it will do no good to express such thoughts to her. Annoyance toward her husband may revive some of her old spirit, however, it may also reopen the barely healing wound of their rift.
“Have you thought of what you will say?”
Adela takes so long to answer, I fear she has not heard me and am on the verge of repeating myself when she speaks. “I have thought of little else lately. I have endless hypothetical conversations in my mind, ranging from blissfully unrealistic, to utterly catastrophic. I keep thinking of what I would like to say, how I would like to explain, but my mind instantly throws back her likely rejection in response. I do not want her to hate me, Evelyn. Oh, she probably already does. How can I tell her why I did what I did, if she hates me?”
Unable to think of a fitting response, I only shake my head.
“Even you do not believe I will succeed.”
“If I did not think it worth trying, I would not be sitting here, Adela. Imagine today in stages, if that helps. First, we must find her house. Then, if she is home, you must be brave and introduce yourself. If she allows it, you will explain, if not, you will write her a letter and tell your friend Caro to deliver it. By the time we reach Amiens tonight, you will have some weight lifted off your shoulders, for you will know that, if nothing else, you tried, that you had the courage to do this.”
Adela sighs deeply, her penchant for drama trickling through. “Oh, I suppose you are right. If I could just see her and know she is well, that would be enough.”
Both of us know this to be untrue, but I say nothing to contradict her. In her heart of hearts, she is already planning the great friendship she and Fleur will enjoy, just as Daniel planned the life he would have with the return of his brother. Adela has a chance, faint as it is, for her hopes to be realized. Daniel never will.
The next few minutes are spent in silence. Adela looks out at the wide landscape. We have passed several small villages, if Daniel marked the map correctly, the next one should be Fleur’s home. There are already signs showing the distance to Abbeville, and the village is half-way between that town and Amiens. It will be difficult for Adela to visit the village riddled with bad memories and finding her daughter, the child she abandoned. I have made it clear I will occupy myself otherwise while she speaks to Fleur. It would be ludicrous to impose myself on a situation so awkward and painful as it will surely be. Who knows, the conversation may be over in minutes, or last for hours. For my part, I am happy to wait as long as necessary, if it produces a better outcome. A few hours of peaceful waiting will suit me nicely.
When the sign for Gauville appears nearly obscured by a wildly overgrown shrub, I am almost surprised, lulled by the steady motion of the motorcar. As I slow the car and squint ahead, I see tiled rooftops of a cluster of houses in the near distance. We drive slowly up a mild incline into the village proper. To our right a small church appears, its facade unadorned, the steeply slanted roof shabby and in need of urgent repair. The houses cluster together in an unordered way, as though people decided simply to build on random spots without much care or attention for the overall plan. Some of the houses are near ruins, with crumbling walls and broken shutters hanging desperately on the last hinge; others are clearly loved and cared for, large flower boxes adding bright splashes of color to the gray stone, their windows polished to a reflective shine. I hope Fleur lives in one of the nicer homes, both for her sake and Adela’s conscience.
I glance at her. She does not see me anymore. Her eyes are fixed outside the open window. This was her home once, even if it did not feel that way for much of the time she lived here. She will be comparing the image she kept in the confines of her memory and the one now before her. I wonder how much has changed. Did she know the people who lived in the forgotten, crumbling houses? Surely she did. One always does in a village of this size. It is both an advantage and a shortcoming. When does a cozy community become oppressive?
“I will find somewhere to park, Adela? It will be best to walk.”
She does not reply, which I take as assent. Turning around the bend, down a broad, unevenly paved lane, I find parking in a small lay-by, where the car should be in no one’s way. We sit in silence for a moment longer. Adela swallows drily and makes no gesture to move. She is battling her nerves. This woman is a confident, outspoken creature, wavering now will only multiply her anxiety. With a decisive motion, I open the heavy door, pat down my skirt and walk around to Adela’s side. In a merciless approach, I yank open the door.
“Come,” I say, softening my action with a smile. “It is time.”
Taking a slow, fortifying breath, she nods and swings her legs out of the seat. She takes a moment to tug at her skirt, right her hat, strengthen her armor.
“Do you know the way?” I ask, when she turns to face me.
There is a tight set to her jaw, and she replies in the affirmative. “I do. This place,” she gives a tiny shudder, “it has left an imprint, despite my efforts to banish it from my mind.”
“Then let us go. I will walk with you to the house, then you are on your own.”
“Let’s do it then.” With her shoulders back, head tilted slightly upward, she marches on. I fall into step beside her, hoping her show of courage is not having an ill effect. We must not draw more attention to ourselves than we already have. Places such as these tend to be exclusive and from what Adela has told me, more judgmental than a big cities or large towns. Here every nuance, every flaw is noticed and, more importantly, remembered.



CHAPTER 49
The streets are quiet, only a few people hang about near the gates of their front gardens. A woman laughs loudly at something her neighbor has said. A disheveled little girl with a thumb planted firmly in her mouth tugs at her arm. The mother, undaunted, continues her conversation. Sunday service should have ended thirty minutes ago, so Fleur will likely be home. Lunch may be a community affair, but we probably have at least an hour before it is under way.
Walking along, I notice Adela beginning to lag behind. Finally, I clamp her hand into the crook of my elbow and she is forced to match my stride.
We have walked for barely ten minutes through a maze of higgledy-piggledy lanes and alleys, when my friend comes to a stop. The house across is one of the better tended, with a tiny fountain on the front lawn, a small patch of green. The fence is broken in parts, yet not shabby. Only now am I considering the likelihood of Fleur not living alone. Did Caro, Adela’s old friend, mention a husband? A family? I ask and Adela shakes her head.
“She barely mentions her in the letters. She thinks it is a betrayal to Fleur. I could be a grandmother.” To my surprise, the left corner of her mouth creeps upward at this prospect. Hard to imagine this sleek creature a grandmother! My surviving grandmother, the mother of my father, is a small, aged woman with a thick gray bun, who still wears a corset.
“I will wait with you until she opens the door.” I almost wish she could put me into her pocket, so I might be part of the reunion without causing distraction. Oh, well. I shall explore instead.
Adela bites her lip. “Oh dear, I am quite nervous.”
Taking both her hands in mine, I give them a gentle squeeze of encouragement. I cannot bring myself to make false promises of happy outcomes.
She drops her hands at her sides and with a few decisive steps passes through the gate and into the shadow of the doorway. I watch her raise a hand and rap against the wood. Holding my breath, I wait the moment it takes for the door to swing open. Adela steps back, allowing me to see the person in front of her. It can only be Fleur. Her hair gleams in the same color as her mother’s, her figure is strikingly similar to the woman I parted with only moments ago. The familial connection is obvious. Fleur does not seem to notice any resemblance. She steps forward, a curious smile on her face. Would she be smiling if she knew who stood in front of her? I wait a minute longer, wanting to make certain Adela’s courage does not desert her. She does not back away, pretending to have made a mistake in the address, making a retreat. I know her better than that, really, even after our limited acquaintance. She straightens her spine and begins to speak. I cannot hear the words; her voice is too quiet. Fleur’s expression tightens instantly, the welcoming, interested smile turns into a suspicious frown.
Worry undoubtedly etched upon my own features, I tear myself away. Whatever happens between mother and daughter must happen in private. It is what I would want, should the situation be reversed. Feeling a bit lost, though the village is far from overwhelming, I begin to wander toward the church.
I pass a shuttered boulangerie, a closed butcher’s shop and a tiny café—also closed. With little choice, I settle upon the church itself. The building is in worse repair than I had initially believed. The stone is crumbling badly and the doors, once painted a proud dark blue, are flaking and creaky as I pull them open.
Stepping inside the cavernous chamber, I notice that the interior resembles a hall with a broad central nave and aisles running along each side. The altar is raised underneath the illumination of a plain, high window. Below the window hangs an ornately carved crucifix with gilt adornments, probably the most valuable piece in the church’s collection. Despite being alone, I feel the need to be very quiet, a sensation ingrained from childhood, when admonishment for noise in such a place was reliably forthcoming. My eyes wander, searching for something to settle on, something to tell me more about this place, the people who come here. To my disappointment, there is nothing to latch on to. I decide to abandon the church in hope of brighter pastures. Brighter being key, for gloom rules here, the windows letting in little light and set too high for it to reach the back pews. I wonder whether the priest is a man who can bring some lightness into the atmosphere. Thinking of Father Giles Bernard and his charismatic appeal, it comes to mind how ill-placed he would be here. If Adela’s narrative can be trusted and not too much has changed, the citizens of Gauville would not welcome a priest whose sermons dared to touch upon controversy, without offering the requisite recrimination as well.
My footsteps echo on the worn floor as I walk towards the doors. Looking back, I try to imagine the space filled with soaring voices, raised in song, or the melodious intonation of a thoughtful speaker. Human presence can make the shabbiest of places sparkle. I hope this is the case. With that thought I open the doors, allowing bright, late morning light to stream in for a moment, before I close them once more and walk away.
Outside, more people seem to be mastering the art of ignoring me, so I decide to take the path leading around the church. The green beyond is not so much a garden as a graveyard. Shielding my eyes, I look down the sloping path that dips to reveal a lawn dotted with grave markers. Graveyards are often separate from the living space of a town. Even in Amiens, we had to walk a distance to lay Cecile to rest. A prminent example is the case of the infamous Pere-Lechaise cemetery in Paris, where the interred remains had to be kept away from the growing population and relocated to the catacombs. This, I believe, is a practice kept in most parts of France to this day. The grave markers or monuments at Pere-Lechaise were maintained, for they—dare I say—boast the names of famous recently deceased such as Apollinaire and Proust, as well as the older remains of Delacroix and Chopin. Nevertheless, here is a real graveyard only a stone’s throw from the breathing world of Gauville.
I follow the worn and rutted path to the gate. It bears a faded inscription: If we do not meet again here, in heaven we shall be separated no more.
Moving on, I notice a few people in my periphery tending graves. Some fresh spring blooms sprout from soft earth beside a stone, others are bare of adornment or crumbling completely. I walk along, considering this to be a categorically morbid way to spend my Sunday. I try to read the names on some of the stones. A few are so old little of the writing remains, their surfaces covered in lichen or abraded by the wind. Many children, I notice with a chill, despite the warmth of the sun. In the center of the yard, there is a larger plaque attached to an ancient oak. It reads, “To the orphans of Saint-Pierre. Safe now, in the hands of God.” Orphans of Saint-Pierre? I lean closer, though nothing more is to be gained from the tablet.
The orphans … The child of Hugo Beaufort was, for all intents and purposes, an orphan. Could he have been taken in by a religious institution? My heart begins to beat faster. The child might have been given over to such an establishment in an effort to keep him or her safe from badly-run local orphanages. At least, that would be a possibility in England, where Oliver Twist has given such places a less than savory reputation. Where can the records of such places be found? Contemplating, I do not hear the footsteps of the woman who startles me by speaking. I whirl around, confused to be back in the present.
“Bonjour,” says the tall lady standing beside me.
“Bonjour.”
“Are you looking for someone?” Her expression is gentle, as though she has encountered in me someone needing careful attendance.
“Oh, I was just wandering. I hope I have not disturbed you.”
A smile appears on the woman’s large mouth, transforming her face into something striking. “No. Here you disturb no one.”
Her friendly gesture emboldens me to say, “I do wonder about this plaque, Madame. Was there an orphanage in the village?”
The woman’s expression remains unchanged, but there is a sudden shift in the atmosphere, as if my question has added a chill to the breeze.
“Yes,” she says slowly,” it is gone now. Closed. The funds dissolved.”
“How sad.”
She shrugs noncommittally. “Ah, perhaps. There were only a few children. They were later sent to work on the farms or to school, if they were bright.”
I nod thoughtfully. “May I ask how long the orphanage has been gone?”
“Not long.” She frowns, considering. “Perhaps five years? I do not recall. I live on a farm outside of Gauville.” A small shrug. She tugs at the shawl draped around her shoulders. “I must go. My husband,” she gestures at an elderly gentleman ambling up the path toward us. “He visits his sister every Sunday. The walk tires him.”
“Of course,” I thank her and when her husband reaches us, they take their leave.
I wish I could convey my new knowledge to Daniel, miles away, but I doubt I would be able even to locate a telephone, especially with everything closed up for the day. It will have to keep.
Glancing at my wristwatch, I notice that nearly an hour has passed since I left Adela. We agreed to meet at the car. I wonder how it is going for her. Did Fleur refuse her entry? Did they reconcile? Is that even possible after so many years? What would I do in the young woman’s position? Strolling up the incline, my heels sinking into the soft earth, I ponder this question. If Fleur had a happy childhood, despite Adela’s abandonment, the resentment may be reparable, even overcome. Conversely, if Damien took his cruel moods out on his child, since the other outlet had disappeared … It hardly bears considering. I am sadly aware of the beatings children take, even if their parents are entirely sober. The thought of striking a helpless child makes my spine stiffen with anger. What happened to Fleur after Adela left? It is surely a deciding factor in the outcome of today’s reunion.
The sun is high in the sky now, a white orb suspended in peerless blue. I remove my jacket, the hike uphill bringing heat to my face. How ironic to feel my heart beating strongly from the effort of the walk, while I am leaving the resting place of the dead.
To my surprise, Adela is leaning against the car as I approach. Picking up my pace, I am worried and eager to know what has happened.
She is biting her lip, her expression not nearly as miserable as it was before. “Let us go. I’ll tell you once we are out of the village. It gives me chills to be here.” Oh my, that does not sound promising. Without speaking, I climb into the driver’s seat.
The motor roars to life, announcing our departure to the entire village. It takes a few moments to navigate the twisting warren of alleys and back onto the road leading out of the village. Once we have passed the gates, I hear Adela exhale, as though she has been holding her breath all the while in anticipation of leaving.
I wait for her to speak, sensing her need to gather herself, whatever happened, good or bad or in between. My silence is rewarded when she finally clears her throat and says, “It was Fleur. It was her.” The realization spoken aloud requires another moment’s pause. “She looks like me, doesn’t she? Did you see her hair? And her eyes, the same color. Not like Damien.” The ghost of her violent husband has not invaded the image of her daughter.
“You spoke?” I prompt gently, keeping my eyes fixed on the road, yet desperate to observe her face for a reaction.
“Yes. She allowed me into her home. She is engaged to be married and lives alone. Her fiancé is an architect living in Abbeville. She will move there once they are married, out of Gauville. Out of that miserable place.” I can hear the tears by the thickening of her voice. “Damien left her the house when he died. She is a seamstress. My girl. I could offer her so much—” she stops herself, takes a steadying breath. “No. She seems happy.” The words are spoken softly, as if to herself.
“Adela,” I begin carefully, “did you tell her who you are?”
“Not at first,” she confesses. “I told her I was a childhood friend of her mother. She seemed more likely to accept me that way, to speak to me without compromising her pride.”
“Was she curious to learn more about her mother?”
“Yes, though she tried to disguise it, how could she not be? But she didn’t ask much, and I did not have to lie much.” Another sigh. “I managed to give myself away. Things were going well, conversation flowing, when I did not think and asked her whether she still has the doll, Arabella, which she adored as a child. She grew silent and asked how I could know about the doll, since I claimed to have been a childhood friend of her mother, not ever having met Fleur before. She is no fool, that girl—my girl.”
“What happened?”
“She grew angry, and who could blame her. She shouted that I lied to her, that I had wormed my way into her home under false pretense, but Evelyn, she must have known. In her heart of hearts, she must have known. We look so alike. She could not have missed that.”
“Maybe she suspected. Thinking of you as someone connected to her mother must have been easier than accepting your true identity and confronting it.”
“Afterwards, things rather fell apart. I became defensive, so stupid and began babbling about my reasons for leaving. She might have been more willing to listen, if I had been honest from the start. Even so, I learned something. She did not believe me, Evelyn,” there is a hint of triumph in Adela’s voice. “She did not believe any slanderous allegations about her father. Do you understand what this means? He did not touch her. He changed. She adored him, he must have been good to her!”
I smile despite myself. Adela did not get what she came for, a reconciliation with her child, but her joy at learning that Fleur is not damaged by her past hints at the depth of her maternal love. John should have been here, I think again.
“How did you leave her?”
“Not well, as you can imagine,” her voice has strengthened, some of the old spirit returning. “She ordered me, quite firmly, to leave in a tone of voice I myself would have used. I told her where she could find me, should she change her mind. In this I hope we are different. My stubborn nature would prevent me from acting on such an offer at the cost of my pride, if I were in her shoes.”
I let out a laugh. Adela is recovering. She has hope. From the tone of her voice I can tell that there is something left for her and her daughter after all. One step forward, two steps back, and so the dance goes on.



CHAPTER 50
Despite the rebuke she suffered, Adela’s spirits rise as we progress toward Amiens. The broad fields give way to clusters of houses, which merge into the outskirts of town. She repeats herself, marveling at Fleur, as a mother might at a newborn. I let her speak without interruption. She needs the words to fall from her lips without censure before meeting John again. I wonder what she will tell him. Will he listen? Their relationship cannot be so badly damaged by her secrecy that he does not care. I cannot believe it. Perhaps Daniel had a moment to speak to him. Then again, if Hugh came to their meeting, it is likely that Daniel had different problems on his hands.
I am suddenly anxious to hear how it went for him. Did Hugh agree to meet Lemarque and allow us to help him however we are able? I wish I knew him well enough to judge, but I do not. Therefore my mind sends wild imaginings spinning about my head, confusing me ever more. It is a relief to finally reach the town’s center, to see the looming structure of the train station and shortly after, the grand facade of our aptly named hotel.
We leave the car and enter through the gleaming doors, held open for us by a friendly doorman. Adela has fallen silent, but the energy the reunion has released in her seems to fill the atmosphere. Whatever John has to say, she is better equipped now to hear it and be heard herself. He had time to skulk and hopefully to reflect, now is the time for both of them to forgive and forget. At the moment though, he is nowhere to be seen. Adela squares her shoulders and faces me.
“Evelyn, you know how grateful I am to you for these last days. You have been a friend to me, and I hope one day to repay you.” She smiles and pauses. “I must leave you now and find that husband of mine to make him see sense.”
“Good luck!”
I watch her as she steps into the open lift, bravely taking the quick route, not stalling for time. Then she is gone, and I am on my own. Where is Daniel? Is he still with Hugh? Has something happened? I worry at the thought. Has something happened?
“Evie!” I spin around, nearly knocking my elbow into a porter’s stomach.
Daniel walks towards me from the direction of the entryway. He must have been right on our heels.
“How did it go?” We both ask at once and laugh. It is nice to laugh, the tension of the day easing.
“Come, let us go somewhere quiet where we can talk,” he suggests, taking my elbow. “I saw you two arriving as I was coming around the corner. Shall we go to that café near the river? We could have a spot to eat, unless—”
“That sounds wonderful.” I have grown quite fond of the café culture, little eateries nestled cozily into narrow buildings, spilling their small tables and chairs onto the pavement. Sliding through the doors, we step into the fresh air. It is already past two, and I am hungry.
Outside, my curiosity overcomes patience and I ask, “Did he come? Hugh?” I add pointlessly.
“He did.” Daniel raises his eyebrows, sounding almost surprised. “I had not expected him to.”
“And he hadn’t done anything …” The thought trails off, leaving the unpleasant possibility unspoken.
“No. He promised he had not. Look, here we are. Shall we sit outside?” He gestures at the sign of the café, painted in faded gold lettering upon a green wooden board.
“Yes, I do enjoy looking at the river.” We take our seats and almost instantly a waiter swoops down on us, regaling us with options of canard and salade and une quiche délicieuse, as he smacks his lips to illustrate his point. We order quickly, eager to continue our conversation. There is so much to say, and an urgency for it to be said.
“Tell me what happened. Will he talk to Lemarque?”
“Well, he came to the meeting, but was not in good spirits. Very restless, fidgeting all the time. His nails were picked raw by the time we ended our conversation.”
“Oh, the poor man.” I lean forward, thinking of the gaunt and jumpy man Cecile knew as Henry Harper.
“He is so helpless,” muses Daniel. “Almost like a child who never grew up to live in the real world. A miserable Peter Pan. There were so many things I would have liked to ask him about his life these last years, but I did not want to provoke him, so I kept my requests for information as simple as possible.”
“How did he survive or make a living?” I have been wondering about this for some time. Before Daniel answers, the waiter reappears, precariously balancing a tray and serving apple cider and quiche d’Amiens.
“He worked odd jobs that enabled him to pay for food and lodgings. He would not show me his room, so I fear it is quite bad. I kept thinking of Henry when we were speaking. What would Henry would do to help his old friend?”
“Did you come to any conclusions?”
Daniel shrugs and studies the gently rippling water. “I imagine he would do what we are trying. He would have realized how low his friend has fallen, and that he needs a helping hand to pull him out of the mire.”
“If he will take that hand.”
“I think he will. Without the obsession of revenge guiding his way, he is unanchored, uncertain. It saddens me that a man my brother must have loved as another brother has been brought so low. Many veterans of this horribly named Great War are similarly broken and in need of a caring friend or a doctor to piece them together again.”
“’All the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t put Humpty together again,’” I mutter.
“Hopefully that will not be true for Hugh.”
“No. Hopefully not.”
“He has agreed to meet Lemarque. I think there was relief in accepting the offer. He can finally hand the reins of a rogue stallion over to someone else, someone abler to bring the situation back under control.”
“Did he mention what he would like to do once he is better?”
“I told him, if he wanted to come back to England, I would help him secure work, possibly in my family’s company. I have been negligently uninvolved in its running, and receive notices from the board once in a while. It is very profitable. I could find a position for Hugh. Something to do with his hands, something he will have a sense of accomplishment in doing.”
“And he would not be so alone. He would know us.”
Daniel smiles. “He is quite charmed by you, I think. Not that I can blame him. He was rather discomfited at having behaved as he did in your presence. I told him he need not worry, you are not the dainty damsel you may appear to be.”
“’Dainty damsel,’” I feign distaste. “I say.”
Daniel chuckles into his napkin. “I will call Lemarque tomorrow. I am not sure whether Hugh should be admitted to the hospital. I don’t like the idea. I would prefer to pay for a room in town nearby, while he met with Lemarque on a regular basis. Being locked up in a psychiatric hospital could worsen his condition.”
“A valid point. Lemarque may have recommendations for a facility better suited to Hugh’s needs. He is not unable to function. He simply needs to be taught how to do so in a less dispirited way.”
“Well, we shall hear what Lemarque has to say. I had my qualms about him, mostly because I had hoped for something more when we went to speak to him about Henry. Still, he seems a decent man and probably a good doctor, too.”
“High praise.”
“I will credit him more, when Hugh comes out of this stronger.” He pauses to sip his cider. “I have been talking and talking and you have not had a chance to tell me what happened with Adela.”
Setting my fork down, I relate our little adventure, if one may call it that, in Gauville. He listens intently without interruption, leaning slightly forward in his seat.
“And that is how she left it. It is now up to Fleur to contact Adela.”
“Do you think she will?” he asks.
“I cannot say. I did not exchange a single word with her. Adela was in much better spirits than before. The relief of finally meeting her daughter, of unburdening herself, gave her enough of a rush of happiness to allow for some optimism, at least for the time being.”
“What of the village orphanage you learned about? It could very well be that the Beaufort child was sent to a church-funded orphanage with the instruction of keeping the child hidden from the sinner Hugo.”
“Do you think we might ask the Benoits about the name of Hugo’s village?”
“I believe we must. It is hard to believe Moreau has not been in touch once in all this time. I do not like to think the whole Amiens police force is quite so … negligent. I doubt Cecile’s murder will be satisfactorily put to rest by the Detective Inspector.”
“You are saying we might as well investigate ourselves?” I ask with a raised brow.
A flicker of understanding is reflected in his eyes. “Certainly not! You want my approval to put yourself at risk, just like last year.” He is referring to an unfortunate event I became involved in, quite by accident, when his friend was killed on Crete.
“I do not intent on putting myself at risk, as you phrase it.” I am aware of the petulance in my voice, yet am unable to mask it.
Daniel crosses his arms over his chest and subjects me to a challenging stare. “My suggestion to look into the placement of Hugo’s child is not to be taken as encouragement to play detective.”
“The real detective has hardly proven himself invested in the task. I want Cecile’s killer behind bars before we leave. I cannot go, aware that he or she is roaming the town, free as a bird, with only Moreau casting a sleepy eye around.”
Daniel frowns, but does not argue the point any further. We found Cecile, after all. There is a connection that cannot be severed as easily as one may wish. We have met her family, seen their grief, heard of her goodness, and yes, even learned her greatest secret. She has taken on a shape. Leaving Amiens before some kind of justice for her has been found is unthinkable. From his pensive expression I judge that Daniel is in agreement.
“I will go to the bookshop tomorrow, perhaps Eva will be around to talk to me. She understands our intentions.”
Daniel’s sigh is heavy with surrender. “Oh, all right. You will not be convinced otherwise, that much I have learned. You certainly have a mind of your own and nothing I say will deter you, once it is set.” Stubborn as a mule, he mutters under his breath.
“Good.” I smile, satisfied. “You are welcome to join me. I will try to seek out Father Bernard afterwards. He should know more about the organization of Catholic orphanages.”
“You may be right. I want to talk to Lemarque in the morning, and we can meet at the church to visit Father Bernard together. It will be better in any case for you to meet Eva on your own.”
“Perhaps you are right.”
“If only you said that more often, my dear.”
“Oh, I would not like to spoil you.”
He unfolds his arms and reaches across the table, placing a hand on mine. His eyes are full of earnest affection. Despite everything, despite the pain and disappointment of finding not Henry but Hugh, Daniel’s old self is returning. Something has changed. He has shed his old skin and emerged the same, but different, as well. The sadness enveloping him at times like a dark aura has retreated. Knowing with certainty that his brother did not choose to live ten years away from him and a family that loved him, has released Daniel from a frozen state that kept him chained to the most painful aspects of his past. He mourns Henry, William and his parents, as I mourn mine. However, I wish good memories and hope for a brighter future will lift him up and carry him forward, his occasions to laugh outnumbering, quite vastly, his occasions to cry.



CHAPTER 51
We spend the remainder of the day on our own, aimlessly wandering around town. Daniel tells me he has not seen John. I hope he has not absconded and left his wife behind as punishment. Daniel does not think him the type for such dramatics, but I wonder how well we know him or even Adela. Since coming to Amiens, we have witnessed human behavior ranging from disappointing to seriously criminal.
Evening looms, while the sun is still bright, the specter of the waning moon faintly visible in the sky. My feet have grown tired and Daniel has stifled more than one yawn. We decide to return to the Grand Palais for a rest before dinner.
Privately, I wonder whether I should visit Adela’s room. If John has not reappeared, the elation of meeting Fleur may have worn off. I do not like to think of her alone at such a time. My mind is made up, once we cross the hotel’s threshold and Daniel collects our keys at the front desk. While he walks to his room, telling me to knock whenever I am ready for dinner, I take the lift to the Adela’s floor. The hallway is silent, the thick, luxurious carpet muffling my every step. Tentatively, I rap against Adela’s door. It swings open almost instantly. I take a startled step backward, for the one opening the door is not Adela, but her husband.
“John!” I am unable to disguise my surprise.” Where is Adela?”
“Evelyn? Here I am.” She appears behind John, who has opened the door wide enough for me to enter, an invitation I do not follow. If they are talking, I do not want to intrude. Getting them together again seemed an almost futile endeavor. And yet, here they are!
“I do not want to disturb,” I begin uncertainly, “I just wanted to see how you are.” I speak over John’s shoulder as Adela approaches.
“You are a dear girl,” she smiles. However, the tension in her brow and the rigid set of her shoulders do not evade my notice.
Stepping back, I say with feigned brightness, “Well then, I shall leave you two alone, plenty to talk about, I am sure. Good night!” Turning on my heel, I retrace my steps and descend the staircase in unnecessary haste, glad to enter the blessed privacy of my own room.
This privacy lasts not five minutes, for as soon as the door is closed and my shoes are off, I hear a faint knocking. Stifling a groan, I pad across the room to discover who is there.
“Bonsoir, Mademoiselle. Une lettre pour vous.” The dark-haired maid, Elise, stands before me, holding out a plain envelope on a silver salver.
“Ah, merci. Bonsoir, Elise.” I take the letter and press a few coins into the girl’s hand, vaguely remembering that I saw her already in uniform, on my way to breakfast this morning. The poor girl has been on her feet for nearly twelve hours! A pang of guilt tugs at me, thinking how little I understand her world of work and servitude. Even though I have always tried to befriend my maids, and to be generous to the others, I have never much thought of the strain they are placed under each day to eke out a living.
The thought lingers with me as I sit on the edge of the settee and slit open the envelope. It fades, I must say, as I see whom the letter is from. Briony! She must have written only days apart, for two letters to arrive in such short order. Unfolding it, I begin to read.
Dearest Evie,
 
 
You will be wondering what has led me to write so soon after I sent my last letter. Well, prepare yourself, I have quite the most wonderful news! I hardly dare put it on paper, yet to see it written and know it is true is such a pleasure in itself.
I am pregnant! A baby, Evie, can you believe it? After all the misery and hoping, a baby! We will be six in a matter of six months, if the doctor is to be believed. Jeffrey is mad with excitement, and fusses around me as though I am made of porcelain. It is bliss! The children have been told and they are pleased at the prospect of a tiny sibling to play with. Areta was concerned she would have to give the baby her dolls, however, once assured such a sacrifice will not be required, she has taken to the idea of being a big sister. She hopes for a little girl, while Timon wants a brother. I am not bothered either way. I was worried how Iona would take the news, she is so quiet and I think she still feels vulnerable in her new family position, but she has surprised me. She has become even more helpful with the little ones, perhaps sensing Jeffrey’s concern for my well-being, and she has become even more mature than you already know her to be. I did not want to encourage her having to take on a mothering-role, yet she seems not to mind. The little ones listen to her better than to anyone else.
I am so very happy, Evie. You are all that is missing to complete my bliss, but a reunion may not be far off.
You remember the money the museum was granted for new excavations near Chania? Jeffrey went on and on about it, you could hardly have missed it. Well, the sponsor has backed out! He apparently had some trouble with his business, and now cannot give the money. Jeffrey is terribly frustrated, and if the news of the baby had not come almost at the same time, I do not doubt he would have grown rather depressed. As it is, he rants and complains about bureaucracy. Two days ago he exclaimed in an entirely un-Jeffrey-like dramatic manner that he is more likely to find another Stonehenge in Britain than a shard of Mycenaean pottery here! I asked him what this meant, and he said we may be
forced
to return to England!
I have grown fond of Crete and would never sell the villa, for this is the home of our three children, but coming back to England is such a tempting notion. I wired Mother about the baby. She would hate to miss it coming into the world. I will broach the matter with Jeffrey and get a clearer answer as soon as I deem him malleable. Is it devious to use our unborn child as a tool for bargaining? I shall most certainly use the matter of Iona’s education, which, as I wrote, he has been harping on about. I will write as soon as I know more. Perhaps you will meet us in Plymouth, full brood in tow!
I hope you and Daniel are well. Has Henry been found? Is he alive? Wire or write if you have news. Jeffrey asks, too. He has mentioned Henry and William often of late, and has even mused about naming our little one after one of them. I cannot say I am entirely swayed by the idea. If the child is a girl, it will not matter in any case. There I go again, talking of myself. You see how the little one consumes my mind. He or she already has me wrapped around its unformed finger. I must be careful to show the others that the baby will not be more loved than they are, for below their sprightliness, memories of the orphanage and lack of a real family are real and present. What a challenge motherhood can be, my dear!
Wishing you all the best, give Danny-boy a kiss from us!
Yours ever,
Briony
With a broad grin plastered across my lips, I set the letter down. A baby! Another child for the growing Farnham family. I wish I could speak to her now, to observe the giddiness in her and in Jeffrey and the excitement in the children. Alas, for now I am here and they are there. If I dare to put credence to Briony’s speculation, we may be united sooner than expected. What news to tell Daniel!
Glancing at the clock, I realize with renewed energy that dinner may have to be pushed forward. He will understand my urgency. This decided, I quickly change into a lilac dress with a matching jacket, give my hair a hurried brush, and saunter over to the door, remembering at the last moment that I have neglected to slip on my shoes. Grudgingly I do so, the sting of a blister rubbing against kidskin leather. Only the unbending will-power of women endures the ever-chafing, biting, tight and tender pleasure of a beautiful shoe. That or sheer stupidity.
Slightly hobbled, I limp along to Daniel’s room. After a moment he opens the door, surprised, no doubt, to encounter me dressed and ready when so little time has passed.
“Is everything all right?”
“Splendid, if I do say so.” I cannot prevent my joy from bubbling into the present moment.
“You look very nice. Are you ready for dinner?”
“I am. However, there is occasion for a little tipple, a toast if you will, beforehand.”
“A toast?” He raises his brows. “Now I am intrigued. All right, off we go.”
As we enter the softly-lit lounge area, all crystal chandeliers and plush Persian carpets, for the first time in a while, I feel a spark of pure happiness. Ordering champagne, we sit in the luxurious, green velvet settee, listening to the melodious hum of a harp being played on a small stage at the other end of the room. Unable to hold it in any longer, I tell Daniel of Briony’s news. He is almost as pleased as I am, and we toast the happy family, clinking our glasses together. I mention my cousin’s impression that a return to old England may be in the cards and Daniel, to my astonishment, is less surprised than I was to learn of this.
“He would hardly admit it, but Jeffrey misses home. He wants the children to grow up where he did, close to their family, developing sturdy English roots.”
“It would be lovely to have them around. I miss them and Crete as well.”
“Though the circumstances of our meeting were rather sad, I remember our time on the island with great fondness.”
I lean deeper into the cushions, the champagne making me slightly light-headed. “We will go back one day.”
He smiles at me.
“You have visited much of the world, while I have stayed in such a small corner of it for most of my life. One day I would like to go far and wide and see as much as my eyes can take in.”
“I do not doubt you will.” His reply is earnest, and I am encouraged. Will I really? Once I return home, will it take me another twenty years to leave again? No, I do not think it will. I am still me, but also not the same woman I was when I left the first time. Going back does not frighten me anymore. Going back is going home, and while home holds memories of my darkest days, there is light and laughter to be found as well. Daniel watches in silence, as these thoughts course through my mind.
“John was in Adela’s room.” I suddenly break the mood, not quite knowing why.
Daniel straightens in his seat. “Really? That is good news, is it not? Good news abounds tonight.”
“I hope so.”
“A toast to them, too.” He raises his half-empty glass.
Giggling a little, not used to alcohol on an empty stomach, I add, “And to us. A little toast to our efforts, whatever comes of them.



CHAPTER 52
Daniel is awake by the time I open my eyes. He stands in pale sunlight by the open window, looking out. He turns at the rustle of sheets.
“Good morning,” he says, smiling.
“Good morning to you.” I stifle a yawn as I stretch my arms toward the canopy of emerald brocade.
“I have ordered breakfast. Then I will speak to Lemarque and contact Hugh.”
“If you intend on being quite so virtuous, I must adhere to my plans of speaking to the Benoits and Father Bernard.”
“Say,” begins Daniel, scratching his smoothly shaved chin, “do you recall Lemarque mentioning that he had no family to help him when he was injured in ‘16? Or did I dream that up?”
I try to force my sleep-addled mind into remembering.
“It was during our first meeting, I believe. He said he had no family and was therefore devoted solely to his work.”
The memory is foggy, and I sit up curious. “Why do you ask?”
“Oh, nothing and everything, I suppose.”
“You wonder whether he was hiding something, acting as though he knew nothing of the system in place for orphaned children? By saying he had no family, perhaps he meant no wife and children, or that he had broken with them, or any such thing. He may have felt no desire to delve into his personal life with two strangers.”
Daniel shrugs sheepishly. “I am looking for implications and clues where none may be found.”
“We can’t be sure, but he seems to be a good man. A dedicated doctor, who has proven himself willing to help thus far.”
“To help and not to help. You realize he has said a lot, yet given us very little.”
“Perhaps he had little of consequence to offer. In any case, call him about Hugh’s case. War related troubles are his specialty, after all.”
After a lovely breakfast of warm croissants, strawberry jam, and milky coffee, Daniel kisses the top of my head and leaves to make the necessary call and to find Hugh. We have agreed to meet around midday at the church of Father Bernard and speak to the priest about helping us to locate the missing child—now a grown man or woman, if alive.
Once Daniel has left, I take my time getting dressed, not wanting to intrude on the Benoits too early. When I finally leave the Grand Palais, the sky is thickly clouded and a misty fog has collected, hovering wraith-like above the street. The porter presses an umbrella upon me and I thank him, hoping there will be no need for it. A few minutes into my walk to the bookshop, the first fat raindrops begin spattering onto the pavement, and I unfurl the umbrella gratefully, shielding myself as I quicken my pace.
People hurry past, looking down, holding their umbrellas or tightening the grip on their collars, eager to escape the unseasonal chill. The walk feels longer than on other occasions, and I am relieved as I finally spy the narrow shop front ahead.
Closing the umbrella before pushing through the door, I find myself confronted not with the elder Benoits’, nor Eva, but by the elusive son, Luc Benoit, whose secret I am privy to.
“Miss Carlisle,” he says in accented English, putting down a book with a spine so worn I cannot read the title.
“Monsieur Benoit. I would like to talk to your parents,” I say. This is not strictly true, but I am unnerved by the steady gaze of the young man.
“They are out. That is why I am here today. School is closed, and Eva has taken Denis to the dentist. You will have to contend with me.”
“If you can spare a moment,” I reply uncertainly.
Luc laughs, “A moment? I can spare hours. Customers are far and few between. This place is a sinking ship and everyone should make for the life-boats. For some reason my parents refuse to sell up. They could get a decent price and move to the country. It would do them good, but this is their family business.” He makes a derisive sound. “So, to answer your question: Yes, I can spare some time. What is on your mind? Will you come through and have a cup of coffee, or tea? You English like your tea, do you not?” Without waiting for a reply, he turns on his heel and leads the way to the backroom where we sat when we visited the first time.
The room is dim, facing a backstreet. Luc turns on an electric lamp and pours a cup of already brewed coffee into a pair of mismatched cups.
“Please,” he indicates a chair. Once I am seated he continues, “What can I do for you?”
“Have you spoken to your family recently?”
“If you mean to ask whether I know that you found Aunt Ceci’s diary and discovered our dirty secrets, then the answer is yes.” Luc finishes the sentence in a far less delicate a manner than I would have, but with the same intent. As I regard him, I detect no animosity or dislike, if anything a sort of playfulness I would not have expected given the situation. For the first time I wonder whether coming alone was entirely wise.
Careful with my words, I begin, “Yes, I am afraid we did, and before I go on, please be assured your secrets are safe with us. I intend to leave Amiens in the very near future and have no reason to cause trouble.”
“No? I have found trouble follows some people like rats the Pied Piper of Hamelin. You are familiar with the tale? First the rats, then the little ones. Ghastly, really.” He looks far from shocked. I am aware of his ploy to cause discomfort, punishing my curiosity. If he believes me so easily cowed, he shall be disappointed. I sit up straighter, a neutral smile on my lips.
“I would not have taken you for a reader of fairy tales,” I meet his eyes.
“No? What do you imagine a man such as myself enjoys? The tale of poor, doomed Achilles and his dear friend Patroclus? Would that be more to my liking?” The reference to the two men, taken to be lovers, is plain. I have to laugh. He is toying with me, testing me.
“Not the Iliad, no.” I try to appear thoughtful, then add, “I had thought more of Oscar Wilde.”
Luc Benoit grins broadly and nods a little bow. “Touché.”
We are at an impasse, or a truce. “Monsieur Benoit, my reason for intruding upon you is far removed from any aspects of your personal life. It pertains to that of your aunt. I would be most grateful, if you could assist me. Or has Inspector Moreau returned to speak to you of new developments in the investigation? Mr. Harper and I have not sought him out to report finding the diary, nor do we intend to. There is a bond between your aunt and myself through sad circumstances, and I wish to learn more about her life, to paint a broader picture in my mind. I hope you understand.” I neglect to say outright that I feel unable to leave town unless Cecile’s murderer is brought to justice. I do not entirely trust Luc Benoit, but he is my only link to Cecile Beaufort at the moment.
Luc waits before answering, his eyes on my face, measuring my sincerity. “What do you want to hear?” His voice has lost some of its acerbity.
“How aware are you of Cecile’s past?” I ask, not wanting to give away more than necessary.
Luc smiles thinly. “If you refer to her dalliance with a married man, old Uncle Hugo, I know it all. I presume you do also.”
“Certainly not everything. No, nor should I. However, there is the question of the child—”
“Ah, yes, the missing Beaufort. It was a boy, didn’t you know?”
“A boy?” My eyes grow wider as I take in this new information. A boy who would now be a man; a man, perhaps able to strangle a woman and make her death appear like a hanging. My heartbeat quickens. I take a sip of coffee to gather myself before continuing. “How do you know this?”
“Ceci told me once, ages ago. We were close for a while. After Hugo died, I moved in with her to help. Eva was busy with Denis, and Maman was with them. Of course,” he adds with a sharp look, “you will know all about Denis’ parentage by now.”
“As I said, I do not judge you or your sister or any member of your family. I am not interested in scandal or critique.”
“Fine,” he waves away my words with a careless gesture. “So, where were we? Oh, yes, he was a boy. Cecile spoke of it only once, when I found her crying and asked what was troubling her. It all flowed out of her in a guilty torrent. Frankly, I was in the throes of my own dilemma and felt her transgression, if it can be called such, to be minor. Hugo was to blame. He couldn’t keep his eyes off Ceci. Papa never liked him.”
“No?”
“No. He thought Cecile could have found someone more suitable without a family to abandon first.”
“And you agree?”
Luc shrugs. “It happened in the past. What does it concern me now?”
“The past has a tendency of catching up with us, don’t you agree?”
“You need not lecture me in clichés. The past is part of us, yes, but do we need to punish ourselves for it all the time? We live only once! Why make yourself miserable about something you cannot change?”
“I will not argue with you.” All the same, I am already questioning his argument in my mind. “The reason I came here today was to ask whether you have heard the name of the village Hugo and his first wife lived in? And whether she kept the name Beaufort?”
A smug grin. “Do you need this information to feel closer to my aunt?”
I shrug. “You have caught me. I am curious. But certainly intend no harm.”
“I do not doubt your intentions are honorable.”
“Then you can tell me.”
He shakes his head. “I cannot. Cecile might have mentioned it, but it happened many years ago. If you like, you may return tomorrow and prod my father for the answer.”
“I may just do that.” I get to my feet. “Thank you for your candor, Monsieur Benoit.”
He remains seated, allowing me the advantage of height. I am no threat to him. “Good-bye.”
As I leave the shop, the rain has ceased its pounding rhythm. The streets are slick, and I tread carefully on uneven, worn stones. It is early and I have time to while away before meeting Daniel at the church. Swinging my umbrella like a cane, I wander down the lane, considering what I have learnt.
While the name of the village is unknown, the fact that the Beaufort child is a boy narrows the search. It also increases the possibility of a connection to Cecile’s death. If alive, he must be in his forties by now. Then again, the war tore a line through generations of French men, he may have been one of them.
I glance at my watch. Only eleven. An hour’s time until our meeting. Would it be better to speak to the priest alone? He has met me more than once, and may be open to answering my questions.
The church is not far, though I avoid the street Cecile lived on. I do not want to lay eyes on Clovis Vernet ever again. I approach the church from the east, the entry facing west. Walking briskly, I almost collide with a woman hurrying around the corner.
“Oh, pardon!” I cry.
“De rien.” She regards me curiously, as I pass and enter the church. “Cherchez-vous Pere Bernard?”
“Oui,” I answer, wondering how she knows I am looking for the priest.
She smiles. “I saw you and another lady speaking to him last week. You are not a local parishioner.”
“No, I am only visiting. Is Father Bernard inside?”
She shakes her head. “He has gone to the cathedral. He visits the poor every Monday, and afterwards he goes to the cathedral. You will find him there, Mademoiselle.”
“Thank you. I will go at once.” We part company, and I retrace my steps toward the river and along a narrow lane. Clouds are scudding across the sky, as if chasing one another through the endless expanse, and glimpses of blue peak out of a previously densely gray canvas.
My eyes veer upward as the large building comes into view, towers reaching into the sky, arches and flying buttresses compounding a sensation of verticality of which I have yet to grow bored. I imagine the people who had a hand in its construction, their names wiped away from the records of history. All the people who have entered here and found comfort or hope. I wish it were so simple to believe. I look around freeing myself from the thought. In the distance I spy Amelie and give her a wave. I will seek her out later.
Approaching the broad doors, I push them open. The hinges squeal, as the old mechanism is called into play, and I try to close them as quietly as I can not to disturb. The cathedral is empty. I am acutely aware of the click-clack of my heels on the stone floor.
I walk down the south aisle, flanked by high-reaching vaults. The familiar figure of Father Bernard is slipping through an archway leading up the western tower, which Daniel and I climbed earlier during our stay in Amiens. I do not want to call out and disrupt the silence, so I quicken my step to catch up with him. He has quite a start on me and when I reach the entrance to the tower stairs, I hear footsteps high above, growing fainter.
I begin to climb. I do not like to startle Father Bernard, but it would be senseless to neglect the opportunity to talk to the man. Besides, people must be climbing up here all the time, keen to peek from the lofty elevation.
The climb takes longer than I remember, the winding stairs are dizzying, the walls tight and close around me. Just when I am growing a little faint, light floods the gloomy passage. I enter onto the platform at the top of the tower. Bernard turns when he hears my heels making contact with the wet stone. Though the platform is covered by an arched roof, the rain must have run diagonal, and dampened even this space.
Bernard takes a moment before recognition dawns. “Oh, bonjour Mademoiselle.” He smiles and steps back, allowing me more space.
Catching my breath, I return the greeting.
“What has brought you here on such a day? This weather is not best suited for taking in the sights, I am afraid.” He smiles as he speaks, the corners of his eyes crinkling.
“I hope I am not disturbing you. I have come for conversation, not views.”
“With me?” A raised brow.
“Yes, I went to your own church and was told you would be here. Again, I apologize for the intrusion. When I saw you I thought it was as good a time as any to talk to a busy man such as yourself.”
“You flatter me. Of what do you wish to speak?”
“It concerns a missing child.”
His brow creases and I feel the need to reassure him. “Not recently missing, gone nearly forty years.”
The tension in his expression does not dissipate, yet he nods his comprehension. “And why do you seek this child now? Is it English?”
“No, not English. A French boy from a village outside Amiens. His mother died, and his father was … He had left the family. After the mother died, the father tried to find the child and could not.”
“Did he visit local orphanages?”
“Apparently so. I had the idea that the boy may have gone to a Catholic orphanage. However, because the father had acted improperly, he was not told where the child could be found.”
“Does he still want to find the boy? Much time has passed.”
I hesitate before answering in the negative. “Not exactly, no. He has since died.”
Bernard regards me for a moment, then nods and says, “Well, what you suspect could be true. The church often provides safe haven for orphans in France.”
“I wonder how one might trace this child?”
“Do you know his name?”
I pause. Telling him the only name we associate with the boy has not been in my plans. Now, however, I realize it must be told.
“It was Beaufort, in all likelihood.”
Bernard frowns and rubs his chin. “Beaufort. Can I assume it has to do with Cecile Beaufort?”
“I am afraid it does.”
“Come, let us sit down.” He points to a small bench leaning against the wall. It is cold and wet, but I do not want to risk losing his attention, should I suggest moving to drier, lower ground and so comply.
“I do not know whether Cecile told you of her past, and I do not like speaking about it. I hope you will treat my information as a confession of sorts, and keep it private. For her sake, not mine.”
“You may speak openly.”
“The child was her husband’s.” Bernard takes a sharp breath. His expression does not change. “The family would like to find him.”
“He is not Cecile’s. Why should they concern themselves with him?”
“He was Hugo’s son, and they would like to know what became of him.” I am lying to a priest, I realize. It is only a small lie, however, and one I deem necessary, for I doubt openly giving word to my suspicions will lend them much credence. Also, I admit, I do not want to appear a gossip.
“He could be dead.”
“True, but if he is not, he may be happy to learn of family living here.”
Bernard frowns, drawing his brows together. “Or he may be angry, resentful. If he loved his mother and learned of his father’s betrayal. How did the mother die?” The question is abrupt and I draw back slightly.
“I do not know.”
Bernard gives me a curious look. “You do not know?”
“An illness, probably. Or an infection. I only know her name was Veronique.”
“Veronique Beaufort.”
“Yes.”
“Hugo Beaufort abandoned her and their young child to marry another woman? Breaking with Catholic tradition and divorcing—or was he a bigamist?”
I am vaguely confused by his line of questioning. “They divorced. He tried to see his son, but was not allowed, everyone apparently sided strongly with Veronique.”
“As seems natural, do you not agree?”
“I suppose so, yes. Her situation must have been very difficult, though she had the support of the whole village.”
“That is the way of these villages. They are supportive for a week or so, then move on to something else. A land dispute, stolen cattle, something like that.”
“The poor woman.”
Bernard sighs. “And the poor boy.”
“Do you think he can be found?”
He takes a moment to reply, gazing out at the gray clouds. “I liked Cecile,” he finally says, not answering my question. “I met her by chance, she was the kind of parishioner we dream of. Always helpful, always offering this or that.” He gestures vaguely with his right hand. “And now she is gone.” A single tear drips down the left side of his face. He does not wipe it away, letting it run down his neck to soak into the starched white collar.
“You cared for her very much,” I say for lack of anything better in light of the situation.
“I did. She was like a mother to me.”
“She probably would have liked to hear you say so.”
In a sudden movement he gets to his feet, stepping over to the balustrade, gripping onto it with pale hands, turning his back to me as he speaks. “I told her just that. It must be strange to hear a forty-three-year-old man say such a thing, to say I looked at her like a mother, but she took it kindly. Said all the right things.” He turns around, an anguished expression on his face. “And then … it was over. It was a betrayal.”
Frowning at his odd use of the word, I ask, “A betrayal? Her dying, you mean?”
“Mothers die all the time.” He wipes his eyes. Mothers die all the time. I shiver, whether from the chill breeze or his words I cannot decide.
“Mothers,” I say slowly, feeling a torrent of emotion rushing through me. “Your mother,” I look up at him, “she died also, didn’t she?”
Bernard turns his face to the side, his profile shadowed like an old fashioned silhouette. “Yes. She died.” His voice is so quiet, I can almost not hear him over the howl of the wind as it whips around the tower in an unexpected burst. Suddenly I feel very high up and very far away from human life.
“How?” My voice is louder than I had intended, and it startles me, as the wind quietens down again.
He turns to look over the balustrade. “She hung herself.”
A coldness creeping up my spine intensifies, and I stiffen with sudden awareness. What has he done? Good God, what has he done! I shrink back, though there is nowhere to go, my spine is ramrod straight against the cold stone wall. I cannot speak. It was him. This realization crashes into my mind with such force, it astounds me that I did not think of it before. It was him.
“I am so sorry,” I stammer, trying to keep my voice calm, not to betray my awful suspicion—no, my certainty. This man, Giles Bernard, must be the son of Hugo Beaufort. It is too much of a coincidence to come across an orphan, who lost his mother to suicide. His mother’s death is too eerily similar to Cecile’s.
I take a slow breath to ward off the swell of panic rising in me. It is only a matter of time before he realizes I have come to this conclusion. I look up at him almost expecting a demonic change to have taken over his even, handsome features. He is unchanged. He looks sad, not angry, not violent. Yet still waters can hide all manner of evil.
“Why did she have to die?” I ask quietly, awaiting his reaction, holding my breath.
“She was depressed,” he answers, speaking, as I thought he would, of his mother. Maybe I am wrong? Unable to leave it at that, I prod further.
“Why?”
Bernard looks away again, out at the gray-white mass beyond the tower’s arches, resembling marbled patterns of Venetian paper.
“We were alone. Father had left. She was—” he breaks off.
“She was what?”
The reply takes a long while. “Broken. She was broken. Father destroyed her.” The pain in his voice carries in the wind, and the silence between us lengthens as the implications of his words take root.
“And Cecile?” I whisper. I cannot leave the question unasked, his confession unspoken. For Cecile and for myself, I need the truth.
Though his back is turned to me his voice is clear, the words ringing with emotion. “Cecile? She was unhappy, too. Just like my mother.” I wait for him to explain, to say the words. I want to scream with fear and frustration. Tell me the truth! Tell me now!
“She did not commit suicide. She was killed, Father Bernard.”
“Yes,” he pauses, then turns around. His face is wet with tears, and there is something more … something almost feral in eyes.
“Tell me.” The only words I manage to mutter.
Bernard runs a hand over his face, wiping away the tears. His eyes are bloodshot and his skin pale. “How long have you known? Did Vernet tell you?”
I frown and shake my head in confusion. “No.”
My words are interrupted by the sound of footsteps on the stairs below. All of a sudden, Daniel appears in the doorway. He looks first at me, then at the priest, steadying himself and catching his breath while he leans against the stone frame.
“Daniel, how did you know where to find us?”
“I asked the caretaker whether he had seen you,” he sucks in a breath, “and he said you had gone up and the priest was here as well.”
I swallow nervously. Stop talking, stop talking. He was about to confess; he was about to tell me the truth. Daniel mustn’t agitate him, or force anything drastic. My eyes flit over to the priest, standing with his back against the balustrade.
“Daniel, please—”
Daniel holds up a hand, halting my speech and looks at Bernard who has taken in the new arrival with little more than a faint upturn of his lips.
“Why did you not tell the police you were at Cecile’s house on the day of her murder, Father Bernard?” There is anger in his voice, and I read in his expression that he is beginning to suspect what I concluded moments ago. With a flicker of irritation, I wish he had arrived later. While his presence reassures me, it unnerves the priest.
“I wasn’t,” the man counters with more defiance than conviction.
“You were,” Daniel insists. Turning to me, he explains, “After I called Lemarque, I wanted to find Hugh. Then, in front of the hotel, who should I run into, but that snake, Vernet. Long story short, he was on his way to the police, to tell them that he saw Father Bernard leaving Cecile’s house on the day of her murder. He had neglected to do so, because he had confessed his own crime to you.” He points an angry finger at Bernard. “And you were threatening to tell the authorities, should he go to the police. That is why we saw you two arguing that day.”
Bernard is silent, his eyes unblinking as they take us in.
“Daniel,” I say quietly. “Father Bernard’s mother committed suicide by hanging … after his father left them.”
Daniel stares at me before flashing a look at the priest. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, he inches forward, trying to move between me and Father Bernard. In one swift movement, entirely unforeseen, Bernard launches himself forward and grasps my arm in a firm grip, dragging me back. Daniel stumbles into the empty space I just occupied.
“Stay back!” cries the priest, his left arm snaking across my chest, holding me so tightly I feel the frantic beating of his heart against my back.
Daniel takes a step back, alarm written across his face. He raises his hands in a placatory gesture that misses its mark. Bernard tightens his hold.
“I did not want to hurt her. I didn’t want to hurt anyone. Oh, God!” I as much feel as hear the sudden, heavy sob, the sharp intake of breath.
“Yes, yes, of course not,” stammers Daniel, his hands raised in front of him.
“It was a mistake, an accident!”
“What happened?” I try not to move, my voice as calm as I can make it. If he has regrets, if he has a conscience, he will not be quick to do me harm. Then again, he is frantic…
“I didn’t want to do it,” he repeats, his voice thick with tears. “She came to me, she came to confession and told me! I didn’t know. I did not know it was her. She was the woman who stole my father, my family, who killed my mother! I never knew the name, Beaufort. I never knew it. Mother used her maiden name, and even if I had known, Beaufort is not uncommon. Then she told me.” He shudders and his grip loosens slightly. I do not attempt to escape for fear of what he may be capable of, if faced with two opponents.
“She told you of Hugo,” Daniel asks gently, staying back, his eyes meeting mine.
“Her senseless niece had told her some secret, and it had made her want to tell her own. She said my father loved her, that my mother was mad and he only married her out of obligation. How could she say such spiteful things?” His voice is desperate, pleading.
Careful not to push him any further, I raise my arm and place a hand on the forearm he is using to restrain me. “It was wrong of her to say such things. She did not know the truth.”
Bernard sobs. “Mother was a good woman. They destroyed her. I see her every day, I have not forgotten! Every day I see her hanging there, dead. They killed her!”
“They acted badly,” I say quietly, his growing agitation unnerving.
“Yes! They were evil, evil sinners! Cecile tricked me into loving her, but she was a Jezebel. She took my father and destroyed my mother, and now she is gone.” Another stifled wail. I feel a hot tear splash onto my scalp. “The priest took me to an orphanage. He allowed Maman to be buried in the churchyard. I will never forget. He treated her with dignity.” His voice has calmed, losing the edge of hysteria. Is he exhausting himself?
“That is why you became a priest.”
“I was a good person. I helped people. I listened.”
“You heard Cecile’s confession,” prompts Daniel.
“Her words pulled the ground from beneath my feet. Not a day has gone by that I have not grieved my mother. Not a day. And there stood the woman, a woman I had come to care for as a true friend, and it was by her action I had lost my only family.”
“Your anger is understandable.”
Bernard lets out a startling laugh. “Understandable? Do you understand me, Mademoiselle? Truly?” He seems to want a genuine answer and in my current predicament, I have little bargaining power.
“I do. I lost my parents, too, Father Bernard.”
“I was a child!”
“I was the same age. Four years old. It was a fire.” The words come almost unbidden, familiar and bitter in my mouth. In an instant I am no longer in this tower, but on a field, the acrid smell of smoke drifting in thick plumes toward me. I was frozen, confused and afraid, and somehow with that innocent sixth sense a child has, aware that something very bad was happening.
The present catches up with me, as in a sudden movement Bernard loosens his grip and spins me around to face him. I am aware of tears staining my cheeks as well as his. His eyes are wide and sad and he stares at me with desperate attention.
“I am sorry.” His words are almost a whisper carried away in the soft whistle of the wind. Before I can respond, he pushes me roughly away from him, and I feel Daniel’s hands breaking my fall. When I look up, the priest is standing on the edge of the balustrade, his dark jacket flapping like a raven’s wings below his waist.
“No! Come down!” I shout.
“Bernard, come now, we can talk. Let us talk,” Daniel tries to reason.
The priest lowers his head.
“I have killed another person, there is no way back. I did not mean to. I went to see her on that day and told her who I was. She began to talk, asking my forgiveness. She would not be quiet, just went on and on, and
I …” As though time has slowed, he raises both hands, throttling the air, and in doing so releases his hold on the banister. A look of surprise flashes across his face. Then he falls.
I cry out as Daniel and I plunge forward, arms outstretched. Where a moment ago stood a living, breathing man, now there is nothing but empty space. From below we hear a scream.



CHAPTER 53
My ears ring as I lean over the barrier. I am vaguely aware of Daniel’s arm steadying me while I feel outside myself, floating somewhere beyond this scene looking down on it. Even from this height, I see the unmistakable, splayed body of a man in black lying on the ground below. People are clustering around and a group of men—police?—come running around the corner.
Daniel pulls me away, his face pale, eyes searching mine. He is moving his lips, speaking.
“Evie! Evie, sit down.” He tries to lead me back to the bench. I shake my head, trying to dispel the ringing in my ears and the fog clouding my mind. My throat constricts. It all happened so quickly, one moment he was up here talking, and then … no more.
“I want to go down,” I stammer.
Daniel grimaces. He is as badly shaken by the turn events have taken as I am. With wobbly knees we begin our descent. It must take us longer than it did before, but time is an abstract notion at the moment. I follow Daniel, round and round the winding stairs until a pale shaft of light tells us we have arrived in the nave of the cathedral. The chamber is deserted. Everyone has been drawn to the spectacle of human devastation outside.
We hurry down the aisle to the doors. The light outside is almost painful when Daniel throws open the great portal, and we step into the square. Covered in goose-bumps, I absurdly wonder where I left my umbrella. A small crowd has assembled, among them police, joined by a man I recognize as the elusive Inspector Moreau.
Stepping forward, I push my way through the throng, the buzz of voices raised in excitement and alarm makes me dizzy, and I suddenly reach out for Daniel’s hand. It is warm, and I feel a faint pulse from the closeness of his wrist. Life. Life and death present in this tight circle. A tall policeman tries to bar my view. I twist around him and see. Bernard lies on his back, limbs in a tangled, unnatural mess.
Moreau is barking questions and Daniel answers tersely. I hear, “He confessed. He killed her,” before I am pulled away from the scene.
He killed her. This is the truth. It is ghastly, no doubt, but there was such desperation, such agony in his face when he spoke of his crime. This man was a murderer and yet humanity had not deserted him, his conscience had not deserted him. What to think of such a man? Why am I filled with pity? Is this a natural reaction to the shock and horror of what we just witnessed, what we were a part of? I do not know. It is so unreal, so strange and sad. Tragedy begets tragedy, begets more tragedy. What will remain?
Sometime later, Daniel ushers me through the door of my hotel room. The curtains are wide open, the sky beyond is still suitably gray.
“I’ll run a bath for you,” I hear Daniel say. Closing my eyes, I let out a slow breath, the pressure in my chest easing only slightly. Again and again, Bernard’s expression before his fall flashes into my mind.
“Shall I get a doctor?” Daniel has returned so quietly I did not hear.
Opening my eyes, I turn to face him. “I do not need a doctor.”
“You are very pale.”
“You should look in the mirror. We are walking ghosts, you and I.” The words are out before I can consider them.
Daniel sinks down onto a low settee and rubs his eyes with his fists before letting out a weary sigh. “Hell, Evie, what happened?” Shaking his head, he does not wait for an answer. “I was certain we could talk him out of jumping. Never … I never thought it would come to this. Even when he was standing on the ledge, I didn’t think it would really happen.”
I sit down beside him, resting my head on his shoulder. “Do you think he knew? When he climbed up there earlier, do you think he realized it was over?”
“I don’t know, Evie. Maybe he wanted it to end. Maybe he had some desperate dreamy notion of taking his life, like his mother did. I do not know what he was thinking, if he was thinking at all anymore.”
“Could we have saved him?” My voice is a whisper, my throat tight and dry.
Daniel hesitates. “I don’t think we could. He climbed onto that balustrade a fraught, broken man. What awaited him was prison, execution. He chose his own way, his own punishment.”
“He might have been declared insane.”
“I do not think spending his life in a mental institution would have been a better option in his mind.”
“No, I don’t suppose it would.”
We are silent, the only sound a faint splashing of water into the tub in the other room.
The bath does little to wipe the memory of Bernard’s fall from my mind, but it eases the tension in my muscles and calms my nerves. What happened feels utterly unreal, and yet it did truly happen. A body now lies in the town’s morgue to prove it.
Father Giles Bernard. Giles Beaufort. What a shock for him, after all this time, to be faced with the woman on whom he blamed his life’s misery. Was it true that he went to her home to confront and not to kill her? The precision, the cool ease with which her body was strung up to appear like a suicide makes me believe his motives were, if not entirely black, at least a very dark shade of gray on that day. He hated her. He had channeled all his anger and resentment into that one person, one abstract figure far removed from his reality.
Poor Cecile, if only she had remained silent and kept her secret to herself. She wanted to do penance in confessing, unaware that it would be the means of her final sentence. Now they are gone. All the Beauforts and Bernards. First Veronique, then Hugo, and now Cecile and Giles.
I stay in the bath until the water goes cold, fingers pruned and wrinkled. Wrapping myself in a robe—which seems as odd as taking a bath in the middle of the day—I walk into the bedroom. Daniel left to freshen up in his own room. It is a relief to be on my own for a while, to wrap my spinning head around the fact that everything has come to an end. All we came to Amiens for has been, in some manner, resolved.
Henry is dead, but Hugh lives. Cecile’s murder has been solved, yet her killer will never face a day’s trial. I am suddenly overcome with exhaustion, as though I have not rested for weeks, and a heavy cloak resting on my shoulders has now been removed, just when I was growing used to the burden.
I sit in one of the armchairs and see Briony’s letter where I left it on the table. A ghost of a smile tugs at my lips. Her words contain life, new life and light in a world constantly threatened by darkness. It is what propels us onward. The thought of better times to come, of sunshine creeping through heavy clouds, the bright ring of a child’s laughter, the sweetness of strawberries and cream … small pleasures that grow and grow and become happiness.



CHAPTER 54
An hour passes until the knock on my door summons me back into the realm of the present. I pad across the carpet, soundless in my bare feet. Daniel stands at the door, nearly eclipsing the smaller figure of Inspector Moreau by his side.
“The Inspector would like to talk to us.” Neither of us is much inclined to sit through any manner of interrogation. Reluctantly, I agree, seeing now way out, and we walk to Daniel’s suite.
Seated around a low coffee table, in the mirror image of my own room, Moreau regards us with a curious expression. He appears unfazed by the turn of events. I feel a twinge of resentment that he should come away from all of this without the burden of a troubled conscience or any dirt on his slim, manicured hands for failing to find Cecile’s murderer in time.
“How are you, Lady Carlisle?” His smile seems genuine, and I know not what to make of this man.
“As well as can be at the moment, Inspector. However, I am rather tired, so I would welcome brevity. There is no need to skirt around the issue. We all know why you are here.” I sound harsh, perhaps Aunt Agnes’ upbringing has left a mark, after all. In this case, however, I experience not a twinge of guilt.
Moreau raises an eyebrow and clears his throat. “You are the only witnesses.”
“This is true,” Daniel replies in a tired voice.
“I would ask you to recount the situation as you remember it. You claim Father Bernard killed Madame Beaufort. I must hear exactly what leads you to this conclusion.”
Daniel’s expression tightens, but his voice is calm. “He told us as much, Inspector.”
“Why should he do this? How did it come to such a confession? Were you attempting to investigate the matter yourselves?” Moreau’s tone is steeped in condescension and a burst of anger flares up in me.
“Investigate ourselves?” I echo, unable to stop, weariness overwhelming any sense of tranquil decorum. “If you had done your work, it may never have come to this! If you,” I jab an angry finger in his direction, “if you had been remotely present in the investigation, Bernard could have been locked up awaiting trial. Instead you made yourself invisible and allowed a murderer to run free, and now he is dead, too!”
Moreau raises his hands, as though warding off blows, an action which irks me even more. “Lady Carlisle, please! I understand you are in shock. We worked diligently on the case, I assure you. It is purely coincidental that we did not arrive at the final conclusion before Bernard lost his mind completely.”
“Be that as it may,” Daniel interjects, “we are tired and have had a trying day. I am happy to write down everything we recall. Frankly, there is little to add. The man is dead. You have no trial for which to gather evidence. He confessed, then took his life.”
Moreau frowns and, after a moment’s hesitation, gets to his feet. “I would be obliged, if you sent your account to the police station in due order. I will leave you to rest.” He picks up his hat and moves to go.
“One more thing, Inspector,” I call out. He turns back to face me. “How did you come to be at the cathedral so quickly?”
It may be a trick of the light, but he seems to wince at my question and takes a moment to answer. “We were called to the scene.”
“By whom?” I ask, sure of the answer already.
He confirms my suspicion with a grudging sigh. “A Madame Munier. A beggar woman.”
I cannot prevent a smile from pulling at the corners of my mouth.
“Will that be all, Lady Carlisle?”
I nod, and he moves toward the door to leave.
“What an oaf!”
Daniel sinks into the armchair. “For all he knows, we could have pushed Bernard off that tower! His indifference is truly astounding.” He rubs his temples.
“What now? Shall we book our passage?” I wonder aloud.
Daniel regards me across the expanse of the table. “Tomorrow. Before we go, I want to see Hugh settled and,” another pause, “I would like to visit the place where Henry died, Henry and William. I have never gone there, and it is high time that I do. William had his rightful burial at home, but I will never know what happened to Henry’s body. I need to visit the place where he died and say good-bye.”
“Of course.”
“Will you go with me?” He asks, as though I would deny him such a favor. I nearly laugh with incredulity as I assent.
“I will.”
Despite his weariness, Daniel decides to visit Hugh and tell him about the day’s events. I hope Hugh is able to handle the news, for he was the only one of us who ever met Cecile. Then tomorrow, Daniel will drive him to the hospital, where Lemarque wants to assess his state of mind. Hugh could come to England with us to receive treatment, but he can only manage one step at a time, one major change at a time. I have high hopes he will recover and finally live a better life. When that time comes, Daniel has assured him he will help in any way he can.
This matter settled as satisfactorily as we can hope, I have been given the task of speaking to the Benoits one last time. They need to know what happened and why. So, for the second time today, I set off across town, with the destination of the bookshop in mind.
The whole family is in residence when I knock on the back door. The front of the shop was dark and closed, and so I try my luck here. I am invited inside by Eva, who appears, for once, less gray with pinches of color in her cheeks. Has Moreau been here already? It hardly seems likely, I think.
He has not, as it happens. What a surprise! I am led upstairs to the sitting room, where the elder Benoits and a bemused looking Luc are seated around the table.
“I am sorry to intrude on your evening. There has been a development regarding Cecile.” I tell them what has happened. They are quiet while I speak, though Luc permits himself the odd sound of displeasure or snort of derision as the tale unfolds. Berthe and Pierre stare with growing eyes as I tell them of the priest and his bitterness, his anger for the injustices heaped upon his childhood. After I finish, Berthe rises from her chair and pours us a generous measure of a stinging sharp liquor, which we sip together in somber silence. The story is told. They need time and privacy to take it in. I say good-bye, informing them of our imminent departure from Amiens, and they wish me a safe journey home. Eva accompanies me out of the apartment and down the stairs to the door.
“What will you do now?” I ask, as we stand in the dim hallway.
“Cecile left me her house,” Eva whispers, and I understand why she appears so flushed. “It holds sad memories, but happy ones, too. Denis first walked in that house, and we had many joyous times there. I can make it a home for my son and me.”
“And what of the bookshop?”
Eva sighs. “It cannot last much longer. Luc and I have begged Maman to sell. They could retire comfortably if they did so. She has been fighting us on the matter thus far. Soon I think she will realize it is the right thing to do.”
“It will be hard for her to let go.”
“It will. But it is only a building. I will look for secretarial work. I want to be able to support myself and Denis. Luc will inquire whether work is to be found at the school.”
“These are good news.” Shaking her hand, I step out of the door.
“Miss Carlisle,” Eva says, stopping me.
“Yes?”
“Thank you for what you did. You did not know Ceci.”
“Oh, I did not do much, except get into trouble. I am glad we found the truth, sad as it is.”
“Yes,” Eva frowns, chewing on her bottom lip before continuing. “May I write to you?”
“I would like that very much, Eva. I wish you the best of luck.”
“Thank you.”
And so it is over. I step through the door and hear it close. It has been a long day, much longer than twenty-four hours it seems. As I step onto the main street, lanterns casting pools of pale light onto the damp ground, I am breathing a different air. Cleaner and lighter, and walking back to the Grand Palais is all the more bearable for it.
Daniel feels responsible for arranging Hugh’s treatment and visiting Henry’s grave before we depart; I, in turn, consider Adela, my new friend, and Amelie, that mysterious helper, the people from whom I must take my leave.
After a fitful night of tossing about, tangled in my sheets, Bernard’s face stricken and lost flashing in my mind, waking is a relief. Daniel and I walk into the breakfast room where the usual buffet is set out. Cubes of fruit glistening like jewels and the smell of frying eggs and toasting bread linger thickly in the air. Convinced though I was that my appetite had deserted me, my stomach seems to be of another opinion.
We are seated near a tall window, overlooking the street. People are hurrying past. Their faces obscured by hats pulled low, walking stooped as the wind has not eased since yesterday. I can hear it whistling around the corners of the building over the clatter and chatter of the hall.
“Hugh will arrive in an hour. I’ve asked John for the car once more. Then we will drive to the hospital.”
“It is for the best,” I reply, spearing a segment of orange on my fork. “I am glad for the chance to say good-bye and wish him well.” We eat in silence, allowing our surroundings to fill the void in conversation. My eyes keep darting to the door. After a quarter of an hour, my attention is rewarded. Adela, closely followed by John, enters the room. Before I can rise and call attention to us, Adela tugs at John’s arm and gestures in our direction.
“Evelyn, Daniel, how are you this morning?” John asks.
“We have been better,” answers Daniel, and gives them a summary of the events of the past twenty-four hours.
Adela and John react suitably astonished.
“My God! That’s appalling! I thought he was a charmer.” Adela shakes her head.
“A priest, really, what is this world coming to,” adds John.
“A priest is still a man.”
“You must be so upset, my dear,” Adela places a hand on my forearm.
“It has been a bit much. I regret we could not do anything to change events. It did not have to end this way.”
“He would have been sentenced to hang,” John muses aloud.
“Still, it is hard to accept his method as the best way out.”
We talk for a few moments, but run out of words, none of us eager to contemplate the depths of recent happenings over breakfast. It is a relief when Adela, with a smile and a glance at John, changes the subject.
“I know it is not the right time to say this, but John and I have reconciled.”
“That is wonderful,” Daniel and I reply almost in unison.
“We will stay in Amiens for another month. John’s business is nearly concluded, but I do have such hope that Fleur will contact me. I must stay a while longer and give her the chance.”
“Of course. A good plan. You have not heard anything?”
“Nothing yet. Of course, I understand. She must be shocked and angry. Still I am hopeful that curiosity will overwhelm resentment.” Adela’s expression betrays her anxiety, though she tries to mask it with a half-hearted smile.
“I behaved foolishly.” John shakes his head and looks at his wife. “It was so unexpected, and I did not know what to make of the situation.”
“We have forgiven each other,” Adela sounds a little uncertain, but I hope she is right.
“Daniel and I plan to travel on soon, and I would have hated to leave you alone with your troubles unresolved.”
“You’re leaving?” Her dismay is transparent. “I understand, of course, but we will miss you. Both of you.”
“We will keep in touch.”
“Yes, yes, we must. When do you go?”
“I will book our passage today for the end of the week. There are some things still to be settled.” Daniel does not elaborate.
“If there is anything we can do for you …” John offers.
I will miss them. I will miss Adela. Even in the midst of our predicament, she has become a friend.
“You must come and visit us in the States,” she says with renewed vigor, the image of her showing me around town, her English Lady, probably already forming in her mind.
“We may just do that.”
An hour later, Daniel and I meet a nervous Hugh in the entry hall of the hotel. He keeps shifting his weight from one foot to the other, looking small and ill-placed in these shiny surroundings. When he notices us, an expression of undisguised relief floods his face.
“Hugh,” I take his hand. “How are you today?”
“As well as can be. I should ask you the same. What a story Daniel has told me. The priest! Few things manage to surprise me anymore, but a priest is a most unlikely candidate for a killer.”
There is nothing to do, except agree. Daniel suggests leaving soon, wishing to return before sunset.
I face the tense figure of a man before me and wonder whether we shall ever meet again. “Hugh, I wish you all the best, I truly do.”
“Thank you,” he swallows and lowers his eyes like a bashful boy.
With that they leave. One strong and tall, the other thin and wiry, walking away side by side. They are not brothers, but they share a bond. It exists between all three of us, and I hope it will remain. Soon they are out of sight, through the shiny doors and into the world beyond. A moment later, I set out myself. One more good-bye is in order.
I find Amelie sitting on the bench in front of the cathedral. It sends chills down my spine to come back here. My eyes veer to the tower where I stood and watched a man plunge to his death mere hours ago, then to the spot on the stone slabs where he fell.
Silently, I sit beside Amelie. The bench is cold. I feel it acutely through the thin fabric of my dress. A pair of pigeons picks at a discarded piece of bread on the ground, and I watch them for a minute or so, curious how unaffected they are by the human drama surrounding them.
“I expected you to come back.” Amelie’s voice is gentle, creases of concern etched around her eyes and mouth.
“Yes,” I say, for lack of anything else. “I came back.” After a moment I ask the question itching at the back of my mind for hours. “What made you call the police?”
Amelie is silent, her eyes drifting up the gray stone facade, climbing higher and higher until she has scaled the tower. “I knew something was wrong.”
“How?” I ask, a tinge of irritation bubbling up inside me, needing more logic, more tangible fact than purely a feeling.
“I am not sure, my dear. I knew, so I went.”
I cannot think of anything else to say, for it is clear she will not tell me what I want to hear.
“You will go home now?” she asks, filling the silence.
“Yes, soon.”
“That is good.”
“What will you do, Amelie?” My eyes meet hers.
“I will go on as I have for much of my life. I will always stay here. This is my home.”
“Will you let me help you?” I ask, coming to the heart of my desire to meet her again, hoping she will grant me permission to leave an imprint on her life.
Amelie wrinkles her nose. “I am fine.”
“Where do you live? Forgive me for asking.”
“Here and there. Amiens is my home. I know every corner.”
“Oh, Amelie, let me help you! Let me find you a room, please.”
“Dear girl, I have lived this way for more years than I can count. I do not want another life anymore. I am too old to change, too old to try.”
“Your life could be much easier. Why can’t you accept help?”
“Maybe I am afraid. I have my lot, and you have yours. I do not fear dark corners. I do not fear hard words of homeowners who want me out of their doorsteps. I fear change. I have neither the energy nor the will to contend with it. I will live out my life as I have lived it. I will be all right. Do not worry about me.”
I cannot say that her answer satisfies me, but I have nothing else to offer as an argument for my case. “At least allow me to leave you my address. If you are in need of anything, please ask. You have my word that I will help.”
Amelie smiles and pats my hand. The rough wool of her sleeve scratches my skin. “You are a good girl.” Then, with a wince, she pulls herself to her feet. “Good-bye, my dear. Adieu.”
And so, for the second time today, I watch someone I care for walk away. Amelie’s steps are uneven, and I wonder what ailments she suffers to break the rhythm of her stride. I will never know. For a little while longer I remain seated, alone in the sea of people moving about their lives, innocently untouched by what has happened in mine these past days. Amelie’s small, bent figure recedes farther, and then she is gone. I will never see her again, I am certain.
A large almond croissant from a patisserie in my hand, I sit in the shade of an elm tree, watching life go by. The sky has cleared. The air is crisp for May, with a chill that makes you feel alive rather than miserably cold.
The world has not changed its pace on account of Cecile or Henry or Bernard leaving it, it runs on and on, cogs well-oiled and used to the dramas of us humans running about, making mischief. I see a young girl with dark hair like Areta, wearing an expensive silk dress with ribbons and lace jumping into a deep puddle, a remnant of the deluge. A look of glee and then surprise dances across her flushed pink face as the water soaks her dainty sandals and drenches the lacy hem of her dress. Maman will not be happy. I smile at the girl, but she is too absorbed in her illicit pleasure to take note of the lady on the bench. After a few minutes, I get to my feet, brushing crumbs of buttery pastry from my skirt, and walk back in the direction of the hotel.
Daniel arrives late at my door, wearing a drained though not unhappy expression. Hugh has stayed in Lemarque’s care. The doctor told them that Hugh should remain as a voluntary patient and will receive treatment and care. Hugh was nervous at first, but resigned to accepting help, so one day he will be able to move forward.
“I asked the concierge to book our tickets home,” Daniel says, blinking tiredly in the dim light of the room. “I never thought I would say this, but I am tired of travel, tired to my bones of running from ghosts. It is futile.”
“Not all ghosts are malevolent.”
“No,” he smiles and stifles a yawn.
“Will we go to the fields and the memorial grounds tomorrow?” I ask.
“Are you up to it?”
“I think so. Are you?” He nods carefully.
“Tomorrow it is,” he says. “I will try to get the motorcar from John once more.”
“Should we have asked Hugh to come along?” The thought is just occurring to me.
“It would do him no good. I want him to stop focusing on those times. Lemarque told me they are planning to build a memorial at Pozières. It is to be unveiled in four years, a tremendous undertaking. It will list the names of those killed in 1918, in the Second Battle of the Somme, so Henry will not be included in any case. I do not need a grand monument. What happened is in the land, in the bones of those who fought there. I will never forget. No one will forget.”
“Let us hope so.” My answer is less firm than his conviction. Memory is fickle. It can be bent and twisted and dashed aside. I do not doubt that the horrors of this war, so deeply imprinted on the current generation, will not stop another and another from taking place in later years. All of that I do not say. When I look at Daniel, his eyes are closed.



CHAPTER 54
The road is bumpy and rutted from heavy rains as we drive along. The grey chills of the past days have blown away to reveal a wide expanse of blue, meeting dark green and hay-yellow on the horizon. Daniel has taken the wheel, and I am able to watch the landscape roll by as we speed along. One lush field blurs into another, green streaks in my line of vision. Lazily grazing cows pay us no heed in their tranquil world of chewing, swallowing and tossing their tails in the sun.
Our destination is an hour east of Amiens. We have been driving for nearly forty minutes. Soon signs will appear, telling us we are close. I dread the moment. I do not want to read the names of all those living, breathing human beings who lost their lives in this battle inscribed upon a slab of cold stone. I do not want to see row upon row of grave markers, testament to endless agonies suffered by the victims and by their loved ones, survivors perpetually waiting at home. I have worn a poppy dutifully every Armistice Day, but I never much contemplated the implications. Remembering those fallen was something collective, a mass of unknown anonymous victims. I felt sad for them, what else could I feel? I was too young to have lost a sweetheart in battle, and much of my family was already gone. I would hear of young Johnny or poor Matthew and understand I would never see them again. Beyond that, who were these men to me? I never met Henry either, but I know Daniel and Hugh and recognize the crater wartime loss has left gouged into their lives even a decade later. It is overwhelming to walk among those gravestones, and to think of each and every one of them representing another colossal hole in someone’s life. Yet it is what we are about to do. Daniel said he would never forget. Neither will I, nor thousands of others. When I think of Hugh, and the rage and despair he felt for his losses, I worry that memory, a tool that should be used to prevent, build and preserve, will one day act as fuel to stoke the fire of vengeance instead.
The first sign appears, black letters on white background, stark and unmistakable. Poziéres. Five kilometers ahead. This distance is covered quickly. Daniel pulls the car into an empty spot and turns off the engine. Silence surrounds us like a fog.
“Are you ready?” I finally ask, clutching the small bouquet of daisies.
“I think so.”
We slam the doors shut, both jumping foolishly like startled foals, though we ourselves are the instigators of this disturbance. Signs point at a path toward the cemetery. Already I see the neat white stones, small and tooth-like from this distance. We are not alone, which gives me comfort. Other people, families, older couples stand in stooped groups or wander about the vast expanse of land.
Walking slowly, my mind conjures up images of charred earth, dirt smeared faces, fearful screams and the cannoning shudder of shellings.
Despite the grim atmosphere, bright sunshine and cheerful birdsong make our visit bearable. The light lets the dew in the grassy field glisten and the white stones shine with polished dignity. We have no destination. We do not know the men buried here, unless Henry is one of the many unnamed given a final resting place in these grounds. Perhaps Daniel is allowing himself to believe that in of the unidentified graves lies his brother, and he has found him after all these years.
Moving along, I read the names, Castleton aged 23, Christy aged 31, Smythe aged 19, Johnson, Millen, Ashburn …
Daniel comes to a stop at one of the graves marked unidentified. We are almost in the middle of the cemetery. “Maybe this is it. What do you think?” His hand lightly touches the pale stone.
“Maybe.”
“I’d like to believe so. If he cannot be at home, I want to think he is right in the middle, right among everyone.” Smiling sadly, he looks at me.
I step closer and press the small bundle of flowers into his hand. “I will walk on,” I say. “Take your time.” I leave him standing there, a strong man with a bouquet of drooping daisies in his hand. He needs to do this alone. His words, when he finds them, must be for his brother, not an audience, not even a loving audience. After twenty steps or so, I cast a furtive glance over my shoulder and see him kneeling in the grass, flowers propped neatly against the stone, his face lowered and in shadow.
Sometime later, Daniel finds me standing in the shade of an overgrown tree overlooking the perimeter. The sun is compensating for neglecting us the past few days, and its rays are intense in the open space of the field.
When he approaches, his jacket slung over his shoulder, there is a softness about his features, an ease of movement in his stride, that has been lost for weeks. Has he found some measure of peace, saying one final good-bye to his brother? He reaches me and in a swift movement pulls me into an embrace. I expect tears or a body racked by sobs, but none of that emerges. He is silent and all I feel is the thumping of his heart until, after a moment, we break apart.
Daniel looks the expanse behind us. “Let us go.”
We walk back quietly, nodding occasionally at other visitors standing forlorn in the neatly trimmed grass. I wonder about the people who will visit in years to come, to say good-bye and to remember. Lives connected by the invisible thread of shared grief, suffering, anger, memory. All the stories to be told, of which Daniel’s, Henry’s and Hugh’s are just a few.
As we walk through the gates marking the exit, neither of us looks back, nor pauses. We stride on without a break in our step and leave this place behind.
“We travel in three days,” Daniel tells me, once we are on the road again. He will keep whatever happened at that anonymous grave to himself.
“Oh, so soon,” I reply, quickly adding, “I am surprised to say I am looking forward to our journey home.”
“Yes,” says Daniel, “so am I.”
“Are you ready to put aside compass and map and resign yourself to a life of domesticity,” I ask jokingly.
Daniel laughs. “The more peaceful the better.”
“Not boring, though.”
“Never boring,” he agrees firmly.
“Ah, well, knowing us, we will stumble upon a ring of smugglers or anarchists or pirates in the cozy confines of Belgravia.”
“I shall have to keep a firm eye on you, Lady Carlisle.”
“I should hope so!”
Our last meal in Amiens is eaten in the sparkling dining room of the Grand Palais together with Adela and John. The dinner is a memorable affair, that much I can sense already. The food—chevre chaud, ratatouille and, of course, canard d’Amiens, followed by light-as-air profiteroles—is a triumph, and the reunited couple regale us with stories of wild parties, illicit speak-easies and the glamorous and dubious characters they count as their acquaintances. None of us wishes to disrupt our last evening by mentioning any serious events we have contended with since the day we met. Ours is a strange friendship, one I value and enjoy, but one I cannot be certain will survive the test of time and distance. We all know this, and it is the reason we are sitting here in jolly togetherness, pretending to share the sort of amity built on laughter rather than tears. It is a wonderful night, a perfect ending to a time I can only look back on as difficult and peculiar. Perhaps someday, when time has dulled the edges of memory, I will remember the lovely stooped houses, the elegant tree columns, blossoms filling the air with their heady fragrance and culinary delights we savored. Now though, I am tired of this place and eager to plant my feet once more on the familiar solidity of English soil.



CHAPTER 55
The ferry shakes and lunges as we pull out of Dieppe harbor. Fishermen’s boats moored to the pier bob up and down, growing ever smaller, as the pale yellow and white row of houses facing the sea recedes into the distance. The sky is a vivid blue with not a cloud in sight, and seagulls caw and cry above our heads, circling the vessel as it carries us forward. Water splashes noisily up against the blue and white sides of the ship. I stand at the railing, grasping the metal bars, my eyes fixed on the shore. Good-bye, France! Au revoir!
The sea breeze tugs at my hair, and tendrils dance around my face. In hours we will arrive in Newhaven. From there our journey will take us to London via train. Daniel has arranged to stay with an old friend. Any membership he once held in a club has long been neglected. I have sent a telegram to Aunt Agnes informing her of my arrival, prevailing upon her hospitality. Slightly wary of entering her home again, I see it as a test for myself, too. I have changed during the past months, no longer the directionless girl I was when I left home for stranger shores. I do not intend to stay with Agnes long, but we have made peace, a peace I treasure and do not like to risk by snubbing her upon my return. I have written to Briony as well, telling her of our plans, of my desire to return to Oxford, and my thrilled congratulations regarding the impending addition to her family. It is my greatest hope that her wishes come to fruition, and the Farnham-clan will soon return to a different isle in the sea.
Looking at the frothing water, I think of the people whose lives have intersected with ours. What will become of them? Will Thomas Browning be crowned the next Claude Monet? Will Gabrielle find fame in New York City? Will Eva be happy in her aunt’s old home? I may never know. It is all right that way. We existed for a short time in the same orb, and now, with the turning of the tide, have moved along. Maybe one day I will watch Gabrielle Renaud pouting into the camera in one of the moving pictures. Or I will happen upon the Barnsworths or Connors we met on the ship while strolling through Hyde Park. Maybe not. Life is a series of shifts and turns, some sharp, some gentle, with which every one of us has to contend, if we want to stay upright in our ever moving world.
Dieppe harbor has receded into a haze in the distance. I take a deep breath of salty sea air, cleansing and cool filling my lungs. As I exhale and squint to make out the French coast, it feels as though we are leaving behind something heavy and unwieldy and are moving slowly towards something fresh and light. Whether it is fancy or truth I cannot say, but such hope remains strong within me.
The future that I conjure up is still blurred and foggy, but I imagine laughter and children and, as I do now, feel the familiar comfort of Daniel’s hand resting in the small of my back, steadying and strong and very real.
Months ago I left England in a bid to outrun my past. I departed Crete on a quest of discovery. I leave France now in the hope of finding home.
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