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​DEDICATION

In memory of Ralph Hutching, my great-grandfather. 

He was born in 1845 and worked as a wheelwright until his death in 1916. Most of what I have been told about him is not complimentary and I have always wanted to believe that he was a better person than has been thought.

AUTHOR’S NOTES

The year 2016 contained the following events mentioned in this story:

3rd March 2016 

Pope Francis announces approval of the canonisation of Élisabeth de la Trinité.

20th June 2016  

Her canonisation date was set as 16 October 2016.

23rd June 2016 

UK Referendum date.

14th July 2016 

Nice terrorist attack - Bastille Day.
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“My apologies for playing somewhat fast and loose with the geography of Dijon.”
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The detritus remained for weeks after the French pulled out. The entire campaign both ill-conceived and badly managed resulted in the worst military defeat suffered by French arms outside of the two huge twentieth century global wars. Useful items of discarded equipment had been greedily scavenged and incorporated into the weaponry of the victors. Shattered tanks, broken guns, furniture, and stores no longer deemed essential during a retreat, littered the abandoned area that had formed the last focal point of resistance to the Viet Minh forces. The odour of death hung like an invisible cloud - Dien Bien Phu was not only the graveyard of French colonial rule in Indo-China but also the unwanted final resting place for many of its young men. 

One such was Lieutenant Philippe Allard-Leroy destined once he arrived in the colony to be the last in a distinguished line of servants of empire and republic. The anticipation and delight of his first overseas posting as a member of the 3e Régiment Étranger d’Infanterie was summarily ended in May 1954 when French forces holding Dien Bien Phu surrendered after suffering catastrophic casualties during a battle lasting for many weeks. In the aftermath of the defeat it was not only military hardware that served as a grim reminder of the drawn out battle that had taken place - human remains also lay unburied, many in obscure places. Lieutenant Allard-Leroy died as a result of the blast generated by a 105mm howitzer shell and his body lay undiscovered for almost two months. A young Viet Minh soldier came upon his remains and felt no revulsion in examining the enemy corpse for anything of possible value. To his delight he was able to obtain a gold signet ring, a wristwatch and a leather cigar box containing banknotes denominated in French colonial piastres. 

Sixteen years later that same former Viet Minh soldier was again in the midst of another war distinguished by his countrymen as the American War. The initial decision by President Kennedy in 1963 to provide U.S. military 'advisers' to support the South Vietnam army was influenced by the Domino Theory that had long been an integral part of U.S. foreign policy. Enabling South Vietnam to resist a Communist takeover by North Vietnam would, it was thought, prevent it's adjoining neighbours of Laos and Cambodia from also falling under Communist control. During the following nine years American involvement escalated to an alarming degree as increasing forces were sucked into the conflict. By 1970 it was clear that this was a war that could not be won by conventional means and the painful, slow, U.S withdrawal commenced. 
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​Chapter 1 – Chivers
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In March 1970 Lieutenant Pete Traynor in the company of Sergeant Will Chivers was slowly progressing through one of the larger Saigon markets. The ever-present threat of the Viet Cong had not diminished the clamourous street trading regardless of political sympathies. Money was still a necessity and the completely unregulated sale of all manner of goods continued unabated. The markets were an enduring tradition but their customers and many of the objects offered for sale had changed over the years. French soldiers had been replaced by Americans who with plentiful dollars were welcome customers.

News of the withdrawal of their unit had come as a relief to Traynor and Chivers with the visit to the market earmarked as a final excursion to acquire something to remind them of their time in Southeast Asia. Traynor was the product of a middle-America farming family whose hard work had provided him with a good education. Chivers was a New Yorker whose upbringing reflected a less affluent background provided by his cab-driving father and shop-assistant mother. The two men had formed a rough easy-going friendship, with Traynor in awe of the fact that the Sergeant's basic education had been copiously enhanced by life in the tough area of the big city. Compared to his own somewhat sheltered upbringing on the farm in Iowa, Chivers’ knowledge of what went on in the world at large was akin to encyclopaedic. They split up a half hour after their arrival in the market when Chivers hastened off to a backstreet address with the intention of a final encounter with his regular Vietnamese prostitute. 

Traynor continued his leisurely meandering through the many stalls, savouring the cooking smells of prawns, pork, noodle soup and fresh fruit. He immersed himself in the atmosphere created by the shouts of street vendors and the constant murmur of half-heard conversations as the crowds rippled and swayed as if performing a sinuous and complex choreography. All of this would mercifully soon become a thing of the past along with bombs, bullets and the dead bodies wearing faintly surprised expressions. Unlike Chivers, he was a man of limited imagination and ambition who was content to return to Iowa and regard his Vietnam sojourn as little more than an involuntary rather dangerous tourist experience. In recent weeks he had acquired a number of souvenirs to show family and neighbours - this final visit was in the hope of finding a keepsake for himself. 

Quan Van Hien was now in his mid-thirties and also fully aware of the imminent changes about to occur for those living in South Vietnam. Born in Saigon, he had joined the Viet Minh insurgency against the French in a moment of idealistic enthusiasm. Two years later he was present at Dien Bien Phu and shortly afterwards, sick of war and hardship, he deserted and returned to his parents' home in Saigon. Now, his parents were dead and with the impending American withdrawal he knew that it would only be a matter of time before the corrupt South Vietnamese regime and it's under-motivated army capitulated. There would be a Viet Cong takeover and when his desertion in 1954 was discovered, as it inevitably would be, life would become very unpleasant. Accumulating as many dollars as possible before the Americans left for good was the only way in which he could secure his future. He became a regular presence in the market, focusing his appealing personality and excellent command of English on the young soldiers who passed through with dollars to spend on other things than girls. His instinct told him when he spotted the tall fair-haired American officer leisurely shouldering his way through the throng, that here was a possible customer. 

"Good morning, Lieutenant," his polite address and recognition of the soldier's rank attracted the man's attention. Traynor took in the smiling slightly built figure with the shock of jet black hair and eased his way to the small trestle table on which were scattered a disparate collection of items. "You want something to take home, Lieutenant?" A nod was the response as the soldier examined a seated figure of The Buddha. "Five dollars, Lieutenant. Very old - it belonged to my mother." 

Traynor had been in Vietnam long enough to know that very few of the stories accompanying supposed 'old' family artefacts were true and that many of the items in question were known as 'knock-offs', in all likelihood manufactured in the same year they were offered for sale. On the other hand, he wasn't short of cash and the little figure was attractive. He couldn't be bothered haggling and answered "OK, my friend. Here's the money." 

Quan beamed and as his customer turned to leave he said. "I have plenty other things, Lieutenant," and he reached out and patted the soldier's arm to attract his attention. 

Traynor, who had glimpsed a returning Sergeant Chivers above the heads of the crowd, paused, glanced down at the man's hand and said, "That's an interesting watch, it looks old-fashioned." His own cheap Bulova watch with its scratched face was by some miracle still functioning. He had bought it only to last for the duration of his time in Vietnam rather than risk the watch his parents had bought him. Now, it's time was almost up, he thought, and chuckled at the unintended pun. 

Quan hesitated, made his decision, took off his watch and held it out for inspection. "Genuine French soldier's watch - look, says Rolex. Good watch, very reliable. I will sell it for," he hesitated before boldly announcing "thirty dollars." 

“Twenty-five and you can have mine as well," countered Traynor. 

"Ok, Lieutenant, you got a deal," answered Quan as he handed over the timepiece. He knew that once the Americans left, the value of their dollars in the hands of a Vietnamese would be many times greater when used on the black market. There was no doubt that when the time came for him to flee, his store of US currency would be worth far more than mere possessions. It was not as if he had bought the watch in the first place. 

Chivers finally arrived and cast a cursory glance at the items on Quan's table "How much?" He pointed to a leather cigar case. "Genuine French soldier's cigar case, Sergeant, only eight dollars." 

Traynor smiled and wondered how many more 'genuine French soldiers' watches and cigar cases the little man had sold that day. 

"Five and that's it", Chivers replied. 

"Six to you, Sergeant, because I know you," answered Quan. The deal was struck and the two men made their way back to their nearby base. 

Two weeks later their unit was withdrawn from Vietnam and they both knew that whatever invitations and good intentions were exchanged, their paths were unlikely to cross once back on American soil. They were travelling home on different flights, Traynor's leaving an hour earlier, and were shaking hands and offering the standard promises when Chivers spotted the recently acquired watch on the other man's wrist. "Hey, that's different, isn't it?" 

Traynor laughed, "Yeah, unusual but it will do until I get back to using my nice Seiko that I got for my twenty-first. It's only a Rolex knock-off but along with a few other souvenirs, it will remind me of my time here. According to the little guy in the market it once belonged to a 'genuine French soldier.' Oh, that's my flight number - take care of yourself 'Chivs'. If you ever visit Iowa, come and see me." 

Chivers watched as his friend joined the other men hurrying for the next flight out and noted that they all showed signs of unusually high spirits. He knew that he would also be absorbed into a similar wave of mass euphoria when his flight number was called later that day. The feeling of relief triggered by the certain knowledge that war-torn Vietnam was about to be left behind for good was immense - normal 1970 life lay just hours away. Even so, his face wore a thoughtful expression as he sat in the waiting area. Pulling out his recently acquired cigar case he noted with more interest than before the embossed pattern in the lower left corner on one side. He rubbed at the grimy workmanship and realised that rather than just a fanciful ornamentation the initials 'P A-L' could now be made out. It was of exceptionally fine quality and he wondered who the original owner may have been - obviously not Quan Van Hien, who he had become familiar with through his many visits to the market. 

Quan, with his open and friendly character had always sold an impressive variety of goods but only recently what were clearly more individualistic items had begun to make an appearance. Although the market had continued to be a hive of activity the knowledge of the American withdrawal had spurred the sale of hitherto personal possessions. Many others such as Quan sought to obtain for themselves the means to avoid the inevitable Viet Cong takeover and all manner of unusual goods were now appearing for sale alongside the usual wares manufactured for American acquisition. 

"Belonged to a genuine French soldier," Traynor had said. The words suddenly echoed inside Chivers' head as he awoke from the sleep that had crept up on him an hour after take-off. The exact words used by Quan when he was selling him the cigar case. The words of a Saigon market trader could not in most cases be relied upon as being the absolute truth, but Quan's honesty in his dealings had always impressed him. 

Unlike Traynor, Chivers future once he returned to civilian life was uncertain and he recalled overhearing a conversation between his father and Uncle Brian some years before. It had been one Sunday after dinner and the two men were discussing their personal finances. Uncle Brian ran a small second-hand goods shop and he remembered his comment, "Always plenty of items available for possible resale - usually the owner has died and the family are getting rid of his personal effects. Mostly junk but once in a while, something decent turns up. I've never been lucky enough to get my hands on anything really valuable, though - those windfalls are really few and far between." He made up his mind to have a word with Uncle Brian when he had the chance. 
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Two weeks after his return he walked into the premises of B. K. Chivers & Co and in response to the enthusiastic greetings from his uncle replied. "Still settling back in, to be honest. I'm surprised at the level of hostility still being shown. We are pulling out for Chrissakes but the other day some guy still referred to us as warmongers." He shook his head in disbelief and added. "On another subject, I need to tap your knowledge of the second-hand market for some information, if that's OK?" 

Brian laughed and said, "Yes, I've spent most of my life selling other people's unwanted items. What do you need to know? Are you thinking of competing with me?" 

"Oh, most of us bought all sorts of things back from 'Nam and I thought I would check out a friend’s wristwatch that he bought in Saigon market," Chivers replied. 

Uncle Brian nodded, "Values vary enormously and it very much depends on the particular model but I can lend you a trade catalogue showing hundreds of clocks and watches. You can see if you recognise it although I very much doubt if it was one of the rare models." 

"Why is that?" 

"Think about it, Will. How likely is it that a valuable watch would be sold in Saigon market to a member of a foreign combat unit?" Chivers nodded, thanked his uncle, and promised to return the catalogue when he was finished with it. The dog-eared nature of the book bore evidence of the many occasions on which it had been referred to. It was thick, resembled a telephone directory, and its many pages contained photographs and short descriptions of a bewildering number of clocks and watches. Fortunately, there was a well-thumbed index at the back and he soon found the section relating to Rolex watches. Less helpful was the fact that the photographs were all monochrome, some being very grainy and of poor quality. Having only seen Traynor's watch for a very short while he had to concentrate carefully to avoid his mental picture becoming distorted as he viewed the various portrayals on the grubby pages. When he, at last, saw what he thought was an image closely resembling Traynor's watch he carefully copied the model details and the short description. It was a Rolex Antimagnetique Reference 4113 (whatever that meant) produced in 1942 and noted as being 'extremely rare'. 

Working for his father's wholesale greengrocery business before being drafted had brought Will Chivers into contact with a great many undesirable elements of the district in which he lived. He had quickly learnt to look after himself in a fight and it was his toughness combined with his untutored but high intelligence that soon saw his promotion to the rank of sergeant. Now once again being part of civilian life, at the first opportunity he made his way to the local library. 

The description he had found of the watch sounded French and Quan had said it had been owned by a French soldier. He learned that Rolex was a Swiss company and that the year of manufacture, being 1942, was well before the disaster of Dien Bien Phu in 1954. He thought carefully - if Quan was telling the truth and the Rolex came from a member of the French colonial forces then the chances of it being genuine dramatically increased. There was no industry producing knock-offs at that time and if the watch came from the same source as the monogrammed cigar holder then the likelihood was that the soldier in question was an officer. He left the library wondering if there was any way in which he could find the identity behind the initials P A-L. 

It was a fine day and although he had become used to the heat of Vietnam he was back in New York now and felt the need for a cool beer. He was still in the bar and on his third beer when he became aware of unusual activity taking place in the street. Walking to the doorway he saw that a protest march was in progress under the watchful eye of the police. Swiftly losing interest he returned to his seat at the bar as two men entered and stood beside him to order their drinks. Both were bearded and wore their hair in pony-tails. The heat of the day had caused Chivers to roll his shirtsleeves up to his elbows which was how one of the men saw the tattooed unit emblem on his right forearm. "Just back from 'Nam?" The enquiry seemed harmless and he nodded. "You won't be going back now will you?" 

"No." He didn't want to chat while he was trying to think through his next move regarding the watch. 

"Never mind, there are plenty of women and children you can murder here, instead." 

Coming as it did, completely unexpectedly, the remark touched him on a raw spot. Ever since his return, he had suffered from the atmosphere of shame and in some instances, outright hostility, that attended any admission that he was a Vietnam returnee. What he had done wrong in many people's eyes was to actually survive the experience, he thought bitterly. His right-handed punch caught the man full on the side of his head and without uttering a sound he crashed to the floor and lay still. His friend dropped to one knee and began to pat him gently on the cheek but as the seconds ticked by it became apparent that the lack of any response signified more than just a mild concussion. It was later diagnosed that the man possessed an unusually thin skull - the punch had created a depressed fracture which in its turn caused bleeding to the brain. He never regained consciousness. 

Within six months Chivers was convicted of 'Manslaughter in the First Degree' and transferred to Woodbourne Correctional Facility where he served fifteen years. His upbringing in a tough neighbourhood followed by his time in Vietnam enabled him to withstand the rigours of life in the medium-security prison assisted by his acceptance into a group of prisoners who were also Vietnam veterans. 

His release in 1985 saw him given work as a driver thanks to his prison contacts. With both his parents and Uncle Brian dead he had only himself to consider and any ambition once harboured for a better life had also died in Woodbourne. His life settled into a nondescript humdrum pattern and by 1997 he was still working as a deliveryman for a printing company in the Queens district and living alone. When he wasn't working, his most frequent companion was the bottle although he was careful to restrict his intake during the week. Although often a solitary occupation, his drinking also took him to a nearby bar where his quiet demeanour marked him as a welcome regular customer. Together with other frequent patrons of 'Brad's' he would while away his time as part of a select anonymous informal drinking club. 

He was walking the familiar two blocks to the bar in October 1997 when a cab pulled over several yards ahead outside a small hotel and its passenger alighted and thanked the driver. Something about the man's build and the way he bobbed his head up and down as he spoke jogged an old memory and he hurried to catch up with the figure. "Is that you, Quan?" His voice caused the man to turn around and Chivers was momentarily transported back to Saigon. "It's me, Chivs," he said and saw a smile of pleasure cross Quan's face as the light of recognition sprang into his eyes. 

Quan was staying at the hotel and although having arranged dinner with a potential customer he had time to settle in the bar with Chivers for a couple of swift drinks. They began to exchange information spanning a period of twenty-seven years. Quan had used his precious dollars to become one of the 'boat people' who made the hazardous and in many cases fatal trip away from their own land. Now, he was earning a good salary doing what he knew best - he was a senior sales representative for a company that was part of the newly flourishing cell phone sector of the telecoms industry. When the talk moved onto the old days in Vietnam, Chivers took the opportunity to ask about the provenance of the cigar case and wristwatch that Quan had sold to Traynor and himself. Quan shrugged apologetically and said he had taken them both from the corpse of a French soldier at Dien Bien Phu. Barely an hour had passed before Quan announced that he needed to go to his room and freshen himself up for dinner - they exchanged phone numbers and Chivers continued on his way to 'Brad's’.

His late arrival was greeted by catcalls and friendly abuse from his usual group of drinking friends. In response, he more than matched them drink for drink until by the end of the evening he had caught up with them. It was an impressive performance although they did notice that he tended to drift in and out of the conversations. 

Since his meeting with Quan, he had been preoccupied with thoughts about Traynor's watch. He had on occasions over the years read of the sales of Rolex watches and his chance meeting with Quan served to reignite his interest. Chivers was very aware of the staggeringly high value, in excess of one hundred thousand dollars was a minimum that could be attracted by a genuinely rare item that was likely to be gathering dust as a forgotten souvenir in an Iowa farmer's loft. The lieutenant had not been the sharpest knife in the drawer. If he could somehow bluff the none-too-bright Traynor into handing it over his life would be transformed. 

Back in his small flat, fortified by further shots of whiskey he sat thinking until the early hours of the morning of a plausible story to regale Traynor with. He was still absorbed in the exciting possibility of obtaining the Rolex when he hauled himself out of bed four hours later and collected his van and delivery schedule from the warehouse. Tiredness and his distracted thoughts of possible riches no doubt accounted for his decision to jump the red light at the junction of Franklin and Main. His vehicle hit the broadside of the silver Ford Taurus driven by Ronald Harrison who died within an hour of his emergency admission to hospital. It was clear to the police officers who attended the scene that not only did Will Chivers' breath still smell heavily of alcohol but his slightly slurred speech made an arrest mandatory. He was subsequently charged and found guilty of 'Vehicular Manslaughter in the Second Degree' due to the aggravating factor of intoxication. In view of his previous crime which, it was noted, had also taken place in a bar, he received a sentence of twelve years.
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​Chapter 2 – Petrakis
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​"Yes, I will get him to call you." Anna Price wondered why Suzie Brightside had made contact. Vestiges of the unreasonable resentment she had felt towards Martin's former comrade in arms still lurked in a dark recess of her mind. The phone trilled again and, irritated, she snatched it up only to hear her mother's voice issue forth. The next thirty minutes were unadulterated purgatory as she was told in great detail all the news of her mother's circle of friends in which she had no interest whatsoever. By the time she regained her freedom, Martin had finished his shower and was already carrying their lunch through to the rear terrace. She gulped down the first mouthful of wine before uttering the words. "My bloody mother is asking if they can visit for a couple of weeks." 

"Ok" Martin agreed, as she knew he would, and she concentrated on loading her plate to avoid contemplating the proposed visit. Martin and her father got on extremely well but being under the same roof as her mother for two weeks was not a prospect she relished. She calmed down as the wine took effect and sought an alternative more pleasant topic of conversation.

"Ready to make plans for the Summer Fair?" She asked. 

He smiled and replied. "It's something I always look forward to and without wishing to sound big-headed I think the village does as well. Having Château Sarony participate in village life is important, it helps provide a sense of identity and that also brings with it a feeling of security. I'm pleased that we resurrected that particular tradition." 

"For an Englishman, you seem very much in tune with the character of our traditional enemies," Anna replied.

He leaned forward and she found herself held by the intensity of his grey eyes as he said, "It wouldn't work the way it does without you. Yes, they would appreciate my efforts, but you have provided something more important. Nationality and looks don't come into it because you have provided what I can only describe as heart. Sarony needed to have a resident owner, but it went deeper than that without anybody, including the villagers themselves, realising it. Hidden deep down was the yearning for a mistress at the château and you are what they love - woe betide anybody who gives you trouble." 

She blushed and felt her throat tighten at his words. "With you for a husband, I feel perfectly secure - I don't need any other protection, Martin." 

"The point is not so much what you need. It's what the village needs." 

Anna didn't reply but wondered how a middle-class archaeologist living in Grantfield could end up as a focal point for an obscure village in Burgundy. 

She and Martin had met in Grantfield in 2013 and despite an inauspicious beginning were married within six months. Martin had received significant inheritances from his stepfather, Armand Furneaux and more recently his mother. Château Sarony and substantial property in Sarony village were part of his inherited wealth. Having decided to make the château their home they had been followed to France by former Grantfield University receptionist, Nikki Prendergast, who had met and fallen in love with Jean-Paul Ricard of the Duclos Gendarmerie. Martin and Anna had set up Timewarp Ltd as a company to which archaeological fieldwork could be outsourced but through a succession of successful and in two instances very high-profile cases, they acquired an international reputation for unravelling historical mysteries. From the outset, Nikki was part of the Timewarp enterprise - having rapidly blossomed in her new environment, she had become a significant shareholder and was now Communications Director.

***
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Martin had spent ten years as a member of the British Army and try as she might, Anna had achieved only limited success in prising from him details of his service career. Special Forces were almost certainly his background but specific areas of operation and the operations themselves were obscure. "Why don't we take a stroll into the village? It's Monique's quiet time of day and we may actually get to spend an hour with her and Kev before the evening trade starts to trickle in?" She suggested. It was a fine early July afternoon and Monique was not only proprietor, co-owner of Auberge Fleurie, and Martin's oldest village friend, but also married to an Englishman named Kev Johnstone. 

It was a sound suggestion; Anna was tall, and her long legs easily enabled her to match her husband stride for stride when necessary without any great effort. Their walk that afternoon was conducted at a leisurely pace as they enjoyed the open air, made fragrant by the ubiquitous pine trees. The light-hearted mood as they joked and relished each other's company put them both in a relaxed frame of mind. Unlike many French outlets, Auberge Fleurie did serve evening dinner on Sundays between seven and nine. In the late afternoon, however, although open in the summer for business, it was not unusual for there to be a complete absence of customers. 

The warmth of the summer sun was reflected by the faded beige exteriors of the village buildings. To Anna, having emerged from the cooler green protection of the trees, it felt as if she was effortlessly striding through a superheated river causing it to ripple comfortingly over her exposed arms and legs. They turned right, through the arched entrance to the car park and then left, up the few steps, and into the auberge. It possessed a solitary occupant in the shape of Kev Johnstone who was sitting behind the bar improving his understanding of French via a copy of L'Equipe. He smiled and said. "Monique is upstairs, she won't be long, what can I get you?" 

They paused at the bar and Martin replied "A beer for me and a chilled house white for Anna, please, Kev. Nice and quiet, I see." 

Kev, nodded. "There's only one guy out on the patio so you can choose a shady spot if you don't want your usual table. I'll bring the drinks out to you."

Anna led the way and commented, "Kev first arrived in Sarony just over twelve months ago, and it now seems perfectly natural to find him reading a French newspaper behind the bar of a village auberge, it's a strange.........." She suddenly realised that she was talking to herself. Turning she saw that Martin had halted and was looking in the direction of the solitary man who was whistling to himself as, like Kev, he gazed intently at the newspaper spread out on his table. She opened her mouth to remind Martin of her existence but was completely unprepared for the event which shattered the peace and quiet of the auberge patio. 

Without any warning, Martin hurtled across the intervening distance towards the man at the table like a missile locked onto its target. Anna had witnessed in the past the speed at which her usually relaxed husband could move into action when danger threatened but what she was seeing now was entirely without precedent. She stood aghast as the seated man looked up at the sound of Martin's approach. He was dark-haired, stockily built with a sallow complexion. A look of puzzlement appeared on his face but the few seconds in which he had time to half raise himself from the chair were not enough for him to escape the juggernaut bearing down on him. 

The edge of the table hit him
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