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Chapter One

Close to Lille, Northern France: Monday, 12 October, 1914

The man halted to cough as rain, borne on the wind, settled onto the shoulders of his greatcoat and ran in trickles down the knapsack he wore on his back. He peered through the fading twilight along the path half hidden by the encroaching bracken on either side of him.

‘Damn,’ he said quietly to himself as he considered the sound of the guns. They were growing ever closer. He glanced back over his shoulder past the horse he led, to the indistinct lights of the little village where the noise of frantic activity reached him through the rain: people were hurling all they could carry onto drays and carts, children wailed and despair paraded on the closing darkness. He had no time to consider anything except the quest he was upon, and he strode swiftly on along the path towards the single thatched cottage lying separated from the other buildings by a short oak bridge spanning a water-filled depression.

Above him a branch quivered in the rising wind and discharged a shaft of water upon the sleeve of his coat. He shook it off, muttering something under his breath, and trudged forward.

As he hurried across the bridge the horse’s hooves thudded behind him and he sighed, the sound now lost in the falsetto shriekings of wind, human cries and the advancing war. Now his eyes remained fixed on the glow through the window of the cottage ahead. This was his last hope.

Crossing the stones of the minute yard he rapped urgently on the door and above the wind he heard a child’s cry from within followed by a female voice. ‘Attendez un moment, s’il vous plait. J’arrive.’

Half a minute later the door opened and a woman, fragile and pale, stood clutching in her fine arms an infant dressed in a travelling coat and hat.

He instantly noted the weariness, the tautness of her mouth. He recognised her aloneness, substantiated profoundly in the glow of the interior lantern; the isolation from family and friends appearing almost tangibly in her face.

He watched her as she raised her eyes to his.

She froze and a cry of recognition escaped her mouth. ‘O mon Dieu. John Baron! Tu es revenu!’

She staggered as if she had been struck. He could see she was losing consciousness and he leapt forward and took the child from her as she sank to the floor.

The boom of a shell landing less than a mile away sent shudders through the decrepit cottage as he placed the little boy on the stone floor and took up the woman’s wrist. Her pulse was normal though she looked ill-fed; she had fainted with the shock. The infant began to wail as the stranger stepped over his mother and swept his eyes around the room: open suitcase on a table, clothes and boxes strewn everywhere, broken toy on the drab sofa, worn carpet on the floor, faded framed pictures upon the walls.

Within minutes he had put as many clothes as he could force into the small case, picked up the black leather handbag that appeared to contain her valuables, taken some fruit from a bowl and bread from the table and pushed them into the pockets of his jacket.

He moved with haste, strapping the suitcase and the handbag to the back of the stallion’s saddle to the accompaniment of the pathetic weeping of the infant beside his mother on the floor. Taking down the coat and scarf that hung on a peg near the front door he wrapped the woman in them by lifting her prone form into a sitting position against his own body.

The child continued his lament as the man drew the horse forward on its reins until its head was right inside the cottage door. He lifted the little boy up into the saddle and took the woman in his arms, hefting her over his shoulder as he climbed upon the animal’s back and eased her down into a sitting position in front of him with the child. He guided the horse as swiftly as was feasible back over the stones of the yard, and turned him to cross the footbridge onto the dirt road that led back through the village.

The mortar blasts were getting closer all the time. He was sure the city of Lille would fall to the Germans within hours. He must head south-west, away from the danger.

As a shell destroyed a clump of trees and began a fire somewhere in his vision to the left he attempted to take the horse into a trot, but the road was slippery with mud and he soon pulled the stallion back to a walk.

The war was very close and adrenalin forced his pulse to quicken, but there was great elation too, for he had found her: after all the searching, after almost giving up, he had found Antoinette Desaix and her little boy. Now he had to get them out of here.

Her head was tilted to view the turquoise sky through the boughs of the beeches where the summer clouds above, pursued by a loving breeze, collided with each other to bunch upon the horizon. The joyous call of robins and the trill of wrens drifted over the silken sound of oars from other canoes caressing the limpid waters of the river. She felt cushioned in the magic of the languid afternoon and everything around her compounded her happiness. Until these last months she could not have conceived of such perfection.

When she lowered her eyes they rested on the one who had brought the contentment into her soul. He sat at the other end of the boat, the oars resting at his side as they floated along under the overhanging branches. His straw boater had fallen forwards at a jaunty angle. He held an unlit cigar between his white teeth and now the face that had insinuated itself into the reaches of her soul broke into a grin as he asked, ‘Is the Queen of Amiens enjoying her afternoon on the carefree waters of the Somme?’

She laughed. ‘Was there ever one?’

‘One what?’

‘A queen of Amiens?’

‘Well, possibly. You French had kingdoms all over the place, you know – Aquitaine and Lorraine and Brittany et cetera … all fighting one another, of course.’

She laughed again, a blissful sound that echoed its glee along the water. ‘I think you’ll find that they were duchies, my love, and what do you mean by you French. What about you English? You were all fighting one another too.’

‘Yes, my darling, whatever you say.’

She trailed her fingers in the cool water over the side of the boat. ‘I could sail along like this for ever.’

The boat slid by a fisherman on the bank removing his catch from the line; the fish wriggled as he dropped it into an open cane basket and lifted his sun-darkened hand to wave to them.

‘I feel complete,’ she said. ‘You have completed me.’

‘Ah, my sweet darling, and you have visited upon me such love as I did not know existed.’

She gave a tiny smile. Now was the time to tell him. The perfect time. ‘John Baron?’

‘Yes?’

‘I am going to have our child.’

Antoinette was slipping in and out of consciousness, aware of the uneven movement of a horse beneath her, and somewhere the splintering sound of gun blasts; at times she thought she was sleeping but felt light rain upon her face. In the moments she was semi-conscious she recognised the soft vulnerability of her son clinging to her and then her mind acknowledged another larger, harder body which held her in firm arms. She felt unreal, suspended between living and dying. John Baron’s arms were around her. A miracle had happened. Was she dreaming? She knew she had been ill, had been packing to leave ahead of the Germans. She tried to force herself into wakefulness but everything went black again.

The steam surged high in the air and rolled in a great swell along the platform as she held the infant John Baron up to his father at the carriage window. The man leant out and kissed the boy. ‘I’ll be back in a few weeks, a month or two at the most.’

‘I’m happy the way we are. It’s not important to me. You still can stay. Don’t go.’

He laughed gently and lifted her hand to his lips as the train whistle blew. ‘No, my precious Antoinette. You must be my wife, legal and proper as befits you. Our son’s parents must be married to each other. I will manage a divorce somehow.’

‘But we’re happy. I don’t care what people say …’ Her fingers clung to his as she tried to keep up with the shunting train gathering speed. She kept pace for ten yards and then their hands broke apart.

His palm remained high out of the window. ‘I love you,’ he shouted across the fierce clickety-clacking of the accelerating train, and her answer was lost on the rising evening breeze.

Long after the train had disappeared and the platform emptied, she stood like a finely moulded porcelain figure, rigid in the descending dusk, hugging her son and looking along the track.

She opened her eyes to the black of night. She was no longer held firmly upon a horse, but was lying on something hard. A blanket covered her. As her eyes accustomed themselves to the darkness she made out a crude wooden madonna gazing harmlessly down upon her and realised she was in one of the tiny wayside chapels that the peasants built from gathered stones. Through the arch on the road’s edge she could see a milky moon riding moodily upon the treetops. It had stopped raining.

Abruptly she remembered, and she sat up eyes replete with hope as she looked round for the man and her son. She crawled a few feet upon her knees and heard the snorting of the horse. She was about to call her son’s name when a black figure appeared in front of her.

She rose up before him, her body taut with expectation. ‘O mon Dieu! Ce n’était pas un rêve! John Baron, c’est bien toi!’ He had returned to her. She moved forward to cast herself into his arms but he raised his hands to stop her.

‘I am not John Baron.’

She halted, her face twisted in confusion and fright as the figure lit a match and held it to the wick of a candle standing in a tin cup under the Virgin. Meagre though it was, the light from the single candle was enough to reveal his image.

She saw what he had said was true. Though he was the same height and shape as the man she had loved and there was a strong similarity in the bone structure of his face, he was not the same. She shuddered, knowing that the night had played a trick upon her; she felt vague and light-headed but she forced herself to control her feelings enough to ask in English, ‘Who are you? Where is my son?’

He turned his head towards her. ‘Your son is sleeping and we must move on soon. I’m John Baron’s cousin. His father and my father were brothers.’

‘His cousin? I am not understanding.’

‘We were always alike; even from being small children. It made us very close, like brothers, though we were not.’

He could see the woman was bewildered. Her hand rose to her head as if she would faint again.

He gestured to the blanket. ‘Perhaps you should sit down a little longer. I have water and bread, and some fruit I found in your cottage.’

A remote blast, menacing and portentous, rumbled across the hills and suddenly the infant woke and cried out. Antoinette hurried past the man into the darkness. The boy had been asleep on a coat taken from the man’s knapsack and placed on a dry rock near the side of the chapel wall.

‘Maman, Maman …’

‘Oui, mon chéri, mon petit oiseau.’

Behind her the man picked up the blanket, blew out the candle and came to the stallion near the mother and child. As he took water and bread from his knapsack the first timid radiation of the dawn disturbed the dark horizon.

Antoinette accepted the sustenance and shared it in silence with the child upon her knee. Finally she asked the question that had been pounding inside her head. ‘John Baron? He is all right?’

The man regarded her. ‘No, he’s not all right. I’m very sorry, he died in July. It was for him that I came here to find you. But the war …’

A sigh shivered from Antoinette. ‘I knew. Even with this horrible war, he would have come back. He would have.’ The bleakness had returned to her gaze. ‘So you came to tell me?’

‘Yes. I promised John Baron I would watch over the boy as my own.’

Her back stiffened and she put down the water-bag. ‘What is this you say?’ She stood and placed the child on the ground behind her.

‘I’m a wealthy man. I can take care of your child, can give him everything. And I can take care o—’

‘Non!’ Antoinette broke over his words. ‘I am his mother. You cannot have him. Go away. Please go now. We will make our own way from here.’

‘You don’t understand.’

A spark of defiance waxed alongside the entreaty in her eyes as she vehemently shook her head. ‘It was kind of you to get us out of the village. But please, please do not do this. Go away now. Allez-vous.’

He stepped closer to her and in turn she stepped away from him, taking the child with her, fear making her bold. ‘No, I say! Jamais!’ Her fist rose in the air.

He smiled and held up his hands towards her. ‘Antoinette, listen to me. I mean to take you both – you and your son – back to England. That’s what John Baron wanted.’

Antoinette did not speak. Her mouth opened and closed. Her face looked as if it would crumple as her fist fell impotently to her side and the words finally broke from her lips. ‘You mean to take us to England?’

‘Yes, of course, that’s why I’m here. Why else would I have brought the two of you away from the cottage?’

She stood there in disbelief with the toddler at her knee and then the man smiled again. ‘Antoinette, we must keep moving. The war follows us. I have passage out of Dunkirk in three days’ time.’

Her face lost the weary look; a spark of life rekindled within her. She met Benjamin Chard’s eyes and held his gaze for some seconds before she bowed her head in gratitude to him, her hands palms upward in supplication towards him. ‘And yet … You, my saviour, I don’t even know your name.’

The band of three continued on their way with as much haste as possible, mostly with the woman and child riding the stallion and Benjamin Chard leading them through the French countryside. The roads were choked with regiments of soldiers and refugees, their possessions piled high on horses, donkeys, motor bikes and bicycles, in dog carts and wheelbarrows – in vehicles of every kind. Benjamin soon realised that the Germans were advancing faster than he had been led to believe. He knew they had cut a sward south through eastern France and the rumour in the villages was that they were every day closing in on Paris. He began to be concerned that perhaps they had pushed across the Belgian border ahead of him just as they had done in 1870 and he became worried about getting through to Dunkirk.

By ten in the morning there was blessed sunshine and Benjamin was heading them towards the village of Armentières. The echo of the guns could still be clearly heard, but in a tiny settlement they entered, a semblance of normality reigned for they found a café still serving food. Though the line of waiting men and women was long Ben finally obtained some tea and cheese to go with the bread and fruit.

They sat on a tiny hillock at the side of the road while the endless stream of refugees passed. Antoinette shared her food with a peasant woman, large with child, who sat nearby on a flat rock.

‘I’m afraid we cannot rest long,’ Ben explained. ‘The Germans are advancing all the time.’

She handed him a sandwich she had made from the bread and cheese. ‘I understand. We’ll get ready to go on.’

‘Your English is excellent.’

‘I went to school in England for six years; my father was in the Diplomatic Service, Monsieur Chard.’

‘Benjamin, please. If we are to travel together, it would be better if we used Christian names.’

She nodded. ‘Benjamin …’ She said it in a musical way; he liked it.

Antoinette looked across at the tiny John Baron who had wandered a few yards away and was talking to himself. When she called him the child ran back to her and she hugged him close as he fell into her lap. She was really quite thin and small, but a little less frail today in the robust light than she had seemed in the dark of the night before.

The peasant woman and her companions lifted themselves from where they sat and moved on.

Benjamin stood and opened a saddlebag to place the water and uneaten food inside. He turned his head to Antoinette. ‘I went to your parents’ home to find you but no one would see me.’

She answered as she picked up the blanket upon which they had sat. ‘My father rules everyone there.’

He thought she was about to cry and he went quickly on, ‘I’d given up on finding you and had decided to leave France; then I heard someone mention your name and where you lived.’

She gave him an odd look. ‘Who?’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

A knowing expression crossed her face. ‘Ah, I see … a soldier told you.’ She handed Ben the blanket and looked away above the rough farm buildings to the blue hills beyond before she picked up the child and mounted the stallion, her gaze focused as if she spoke to the hills and not to him. ‘Since the war began I have taken care of my son any way I could.’

Benjamin was not judging her. He knew very little about her, but he sensed that she was intrinsically good. He stepped to the side of the horse and wrapped the blanket around them and as he did so the little boy leant out from his mother’s arms, the sun glinting in his baby’s eyes – the washed blue colour of the sky on a cool autumn day – and he touched the back of Benjamin’s hand.

Benjamin stared at the infant. This was John Baron’s son, the son of the man he had loved as a brother. It was a fateful thing to have found him at last. Affectionately he ruffled the little boy’s hair and the infant laughed, the innocent sound cheerful and pleasant in the adult’s ears.

Ben smiled up at the woman, picked up the reins and took the horse forward at a quick walk. Marching towards them was a company of British soldiers and Benjamin called to a Lieutenant, ‘Do you know if the road to Dunkirk is open?’

The Lieutenant blinked wearily. ‘Shouldn’t think so, friend. The enemy have moved to our flank and I think they’re already only about five miles over there.’ He lifted his hand to point and then swept it round across a line of verdant hills. ‘Your best chance is to break from the road and cross that row of hills. You might be lucky enough to get round that way.’

‘Do you know if Dunkirk itself is in danger?’

The officer threw his words back over his shoulder as he passed on. ‘Last I heard, all the Channel ports were still open and free. It’s around here that’s dangerous. Regiments of reinforcements are coming up all the time but the Germans are in Lille now, we’re told.’

Ben heard Antoinette’s sigh even with his back to her.

They left the road and headed in the direction the Lieutenant had indicated. The small John Baron looked at the passing countryside with wide eyes. Up to now he had only vaguely been aware of his world and what occurred in it. He did not understand anything of his life or what happened around him, but every day his mother spoke of ‘Papa’ and pointed to a man in a silver frame. And while he was still only an infant and he could not comprehend or reason, he simply accepted what to him was the reality: that this man who now walked beside them and led their horse was Papa.

He had never been on a horse before and he delighted in the bumpy, jiggling movement, and enjoyed the breeze in his curls and the comfort and security of his mother’s warm body against his back.

Benjamin led them along, his left hand on the reins. His shoulders were wide and strong like John Baron’s had been, and as Antoinette observed the movements of Benjamin’s body beneath his clothes she could almost believe it was her beloved who led the horse. As they passed by a copse of dark sycamores, he turned and looked back at her. She was recalling things John Baron had told her: there had been a cousin whom he loved and admired; they had grown up together and attended university together; they had travelled on the continent and to the ruins in Greece to witness the Acropolis and to stand at sunset on the golden shores of the wide Aegean Sea. Of course she realised now that Benjamin was this man.

Antoinette half-closed her eyes, lulled by the rocking vibration of the animal swaying her along. She knew they were travelling in haste and that the enemy were not far away, but the rustle of the fallen autumn leaves beneath the horse’s hooves was soothing and she took solace in the sun warming her head and dancing across her shoulders. She had not felt a moment’s contentment since her beloved had left her, and yet here, now, she was calm. It was all surreal: the passage of time did not seem like seconds and minutes, it was something else. She was only aware of the feel of her child’s body against her stomach and the knowledge that John Baron’s emissary led them to sanctuary. She was not sure how much time had passed when he spoke and sharply brought her from her reverie to open her eyes fully upon the world.

‘There’s a stream down there. I’ll fill the water-bottle.’

She became aware again of the noise of guns in the nearby hills, and that men died and women and children fled. As they descended a long grassy slope to the running water, half a mile away to their right hundreds of soldiers moved in columns across the rise. Ben looked through his telescope. ‘They’re British and French.’

‘Thank heaven.’

At the stream Antoinette sat on a stone and Benjamin filled the leather pouch water-bottle. The little boy watched in wonder as he made two paper cones from a page he took from a writing pad in his knapsack. He poured water into them and they drank. Afterwards he fed the horse then filled the crown of his hat and let the stallion drink while they ate some of the fruit.

The child was now tired of the hours upon the horse and he ran and rolled with delight in the grass. A little later Ben realised the boy was nursing something and he approached him. It was a tiny mewing kitten no more than a few weeks old for it had no teeth. He looked around for the mother or another cat but there were no other animals anywhere near.

‘We must not delay, little man,’ he said, removing the tiny form from the little boy’s arms and putting it down in the grass. The child began to sob uncontrollably and Ben looked for support to Antoinette but she shrugged. ‘Can we take it with us?’

‘We’ve nothing to feed it on. It needs milk.’

‘We could try it on mashed-up bread.’

With a groan he yielded and so they continued on with the delighted child holding the object of his desire tenderly in his arms. When the little boy slept his mother took the kitten, and when he woke he carried it himself. At times, young John Baron was fretful and complaining for he did not understand the need for the endless ride.

In the quickening twilight they halted at the top of a steep incline near a copse of mighty oaks, where, to the north-west, they could see flashes of flames in piles of smoke on the horizon, and hear the cacophony of the guns repeated across the hills.

The infant was once more asleep in his mother’s arms and Antoinette looked down at him and spoke softly. ‘I am frightened, you know – for him. Will we make the ship in time?’

Ben appeared more confident than he was. ‘Yes, I’m sure we will.’

‘But the guns sound closer to me.’

Benjamin agreed but, not wanting to alarm her, said nothing as he lifted his telescope to his eye. It was too dark to see much except the fires and he pointed down the hill across the railway track to a road where he could just make out a few refugees moving towards a convent. He knew exactly where he was now. ‘That’s where we’ll rest awhile, at the convent, and if the nuns remain we’ll get some food.’

He handed Antoinette the water-bottle and helped her balance the sleeping boy as she drank. The kitten was crying and he gave it a tiny piece of bread mixed with a little water.

As she returned the bottle to him she looked down at her son. ‘He’s still only two, will be three next month, on the eleventh.’

‘He’s a fine boy. Tall for his age.’

‘Oh yes, and I named him after his father. He looks like John Baron, don’t you think?’

Ben appraised the sleeping child. ‘Indeed.’

And Antoinette gave him a gentle smile. ‘Which means he looks a little like you as well.’

He was pleased to see her smile. ‘Why, yes, I suppose so.’

In the brief twenty-four hours of their acquaintance, he thought he could see why his cousin had loved this woman. She was gentle and of a polite and agreeable nature, but strong; the strength that is found in those who don’t give in to the whims of fate, but fight back.

He looked skywards. ‘It’ll soon be dark. Come on.’

In the encroaching night Ben could see there were loose stones all the way down the steep track and he asked Antoinette to dismount. ‘For it’s safer if you walk to the bottom.’ He reached out and took John Baron and the kitten from her as she dismounted, but the child woke and began to prattle in his infant’s way.

Soon the little boy began to wriggle in Benjamin’s arms, insisting on being put down, and Ben placed the child and his tiny charge on the ground beside his mother as a boom of guns echoed in a long, ominous rumble across the row of hills to the north. Antoinette turned towards the noise. ‘I’m positive they’re closer than they were.’

He touched her reassuringly on the arm. ‘I don’t think so, but it’s best if we keep moving along and don’t delay too much. I’ll lead the horse, you take John Baron and the cat.’

They both turned to gather up the boy and what happened next lurked forever in Benjamin’s worst dreams. The child had moved away in play with the bouncing kitten and suddenly the animal bounded to the brink of the incline and sprang over the edge. The toddler ran after it, slipped forward, cried out and pitched face first over the steep incline.

Antoinette screamed as she threw herself after her son. He was some yards down the face, and in her desperation to clamber down to him she misjudged the damp ground and skidded, her weight pitching her forwards. Ben leapt after her as she tried to right herself but she hurtled headlong past the boy with hands outstretched flailing the air, rolling and tumbling over stones and through bracken all the way to the bottom of the hill.

Ben steadied himself and took up the shrieking infant and kitten to stand some seconds in disbelief. The light was receding quickly now and he could just make out Antoinette’s inert body two hundred feet below. He began to descend when he heard the rattling approach of a munitions train, clattering inexorably along towards the woman lying motionless. Holding the weeping child and the wriggling cat in his strong right arm he used his left to help him slide and stumble down towards Antoinette.

As he righted himself at the bottom of the incline, he saw that Antoinette lay completely across the track. Quickly he placed the sobbing boy and the crying kitten down in the centre of a group of small rocks and ran to her as the noise of the train amplified and swelled around him. As the engine exploded by him and a gush of wind struck them he knew he had grabbed the woman and dragged her from the line. The train sped past on its way down the sloping valley floor.

He was lying on the ground, the woman on top of him, and as he eased her away his stomach turned. Antoinette’s right hand was missing and blood was spurting as if from a water-pipe in her arm.

He dragged off his jacket and his shirt, ignoring the enveloping cold of night, and tore his shirt into pieces. He pulled off his singlet and wrapped it round her wrist to stem the blood flow, then he strapped his shirt bandages over it and finally pushed her arm into the sleeve of his coat and tied the remainder of the jacket as tightly as possible around the ghastly wound.

He lifted her in his arms and only then did he hear the boy whimpering. The infant had climbed out of the stone enclosure and the kitten was at his feet. In the gloom beyond him Ben could see that the stallion had picked its way down the track and stood snorting about thirty yards away.

Gingerly he placed Antoinette’s unconscious form on the ground and the child ran sobbing to her. ‘Maman … Maman.’

Calling to the stallion as quietly and calmly as his racing heart would allow, Benjamin gingerly moved to it and took up the reins. He thought to leave the cat there after all the horror it had caused, but he relented and soon he had it and the child up on the animal. Still in shock, but with infinite care, holding Antoinette draped over his shoulder once again, he mounted behind little John Baron and urged the horse along in the blackening night towards the road.


Chapter Two

Antoinette opened her eyes. Pain shot up through her arm; her head throbbed and her whole body ached. She felt she could not breathe – and there were moments when everything was obliterated and she was sliding … sliding: like nothing she had ever experienced before. Then the pain returned. At first her vision was blurred but finally she focused on the face hovering over her and she realised it was her benefactor’s. His brow was wrinkled with concern.

Abruptly she remembered what had gone before and she attempted speech but the sound gurgled in her throat.

‘Don’t try to talk.’ Ben gave a tender smile.

She looked down and saw her arm lying on the bedcover. Her right hand was wrapped in a huge bandage, like a massive boxer’s glove. The bandage extended up her arm beyond her elbow. She realised something very bad had happened to her and the pain and the sliding feeling returned. She wondered where she was and tried to look around.

Ben spoke as if in answer to her. ‘We’re in the convent we saw from the hill. We’ve been here some hours. You tried to save your son and you fell down the hill. Antoinette, you’ve been badly injured, I’m afraid.’

‘Where is …’ Her voice croaked at last from her throat and tears broke from her lids to tremble across her temple to the pillow.

Ben answered quickly. ‘John Baron’s safe. He was not injured at all.’

‘Thank God,’ she whispered as she closed her eyes.

The Sisters gave her no hope: she had a number of broken bones including her left leg and some ribs; there was a deep laceration in her thigh above the break. One of the oldest nuns, Sister Manille, had some medical training and she had attended to the wounds and bandaged them, all the time shaking her head and muttering to herself. She had found it almost impossible to stem the blood from the lost hand and even now a dark stain showed through the masses of bandages on Antoinette’s arm.

John Baron had been comforted by two young novices and then been taken away to be fed. The child was disoriented and confused and Ben had asked that once he had eaten, he be returned to him.

The door squeaked and Ben turned to it as it opened to admit the Mother Superior and Sister Manille. The elderly nun crossed to the bedside and bent down towards Antoinette, who did not open her eyes. Taking up the injured woman’s left wrist she felt the pulse, then placed the hand gently down.

The Mother Superior beckoned Ben to follow them from the room and outside in the corridor she spoke in her stilted English, the pristine white of her collar gleaming in the pale light from a single hurricane lamp. ‘Monsieur, my English mal. Sister Manille speak for me.’ She shook her head and spoke in French to the older nun who in turn shook her head before addressing Ben.

Manille spoke competent English, had studied at the Sorbonne in her youth and worked for a time in an English hospital before returning to France to join the Order. ‘Though it is a long time ago, I have some medical experience. The woman is dying. Her wounds are extensive and blood loss is great … much too great. We have nothing to help her here. We are told the Germans are only miles away and we must abandon the convent before long ourselves.’ Her pale old eyes rotated towards the room where Antoinette lay. ‘We cannot be sure exactly, but she won’t live long – perhaps a few hours. We are sorry.’

‘I understand.’

‘What is your name?’

‘Benjamin Chard.’

Sister Manille spoke again to the Mother Superior before turning back to Ben. ‘The woman is your wife?’

Ben hesitated. So much had happened so quickly since they had arrived here at the convent that no questions had been asked; they had simply attended to the needs of Antoinette and the child. Nothing had been mentioned about why they were travelling together or what relationship they held. For a moment he calculated all the possibilities. Antoinette was dying, that was certain. If he did not claim the child he could find opposition from the nuns.

He had actually opened his mouth to reply when a door a few feet away snapped open and Ben and the two women with him swung towards it. One of the novices entered the hallway holding little John Baron’s hand and when the child saw Ben he pulled out of the woman’s hold and ran to Ben; and the words that issued from his mouth were, ‘Papa! Papa!’

As the man lifted the boy in his arms he turned back to the nuns. The child had unwittingly established their relationship in the women’s minds. Ben’s voice sounded foreign to his own ears as he perpetuated the lie. ‘Yes, she’s my wife. We were on our way to Dunkirk where I have passage on a ship to England.’

Antoinette knew she was dying. She did not want to die but the pain kept coming in a consuming wave and it was too much to bear. When she tried to move it almost numbed her brain. She was sliding again, slipping from this life. She thought of her great love, John Baron Chard, and how she would soon be with him again. That consoled her. She kept having dreams – or were they hallucinations – that John Baron stood at the top of a long flight of steps and beckoned her with open arms. She wanted to climb them and be with him, and yet she did not want to leave their son behind. When she was more conscious she knew that Benjamin Chard sat by her bed and through the haze of pain she addressed him. ‘Take John Baron,’ she whispered. ‘I give him to you. Bring him up as your son.’

From a long way off she heard Ben say, ‘Antoinette, I don’t want to leave you here.’

She succeeded in keeping her gaze upon his face; she remembered the ship and that they had been making their way to it. ‘Please, you must not miss the ship. Go now. I … know I am … dying. You must not stay.’ She could no longer focus properly and Ben’s image wavered in black surreal shapes before her, but she forced herself to continue. ‘Promise me … Promise me …’

‘What? What?’

‘Bring … my son up as your own. Please.’

‘I will.’

‘Do what is best for him. And …’ With all her remaining strength Antoinette raised her good left hand. On her third finger was a wide gold band. ‘Take this for him.’

Ben began to remove the band gently from her finger and as he did so it separated into two. He realised it was really two smaller rings that fitted perfectly together. There were gold ridges running all the way round them, and a small V of metal extended out of one ring and slipped neatly into the opposing vacant shape on the other, making a whole.

Benjamin pulled the first ring away from its partner and sliding it from her finger saw the words John Baron etched in antique script in the interior.

Antoinette’s voice was no more than a whisper now and Ben had to incline his head to hear her. ‘The one remaining on my finger has inside it Antoinette, my love always. I must die with it. John Baron left both with me when he went away. Symbols of our love … fitting perfectly.’ She gestured feebly at the band Benjamin held. ‘Give it to my little boy … when he’s a man.’ Her hand dropped back to the bed and she closed her eyes.

Ben sighed deeply and leant forward and kissed her. ‘I will do exactly as you ask.’

A single tear fell from her eyes as the door opened behind him and he looked round to see one of the novices. ‘Je suis venue pour vous soulager, et pour veiller sur votre femme. Votre fils dort et nous avons nourri son chat. Soeur Manille vous attend.’ She pointed to the door.

Ben’s French was limited but he realised the novice had come to watch Antoinette, and that the child was sleeping. And he understood that Sister Manille waited outside, so he stood. ‘Merci. Je reviendrai.’ He hesitated a few seconds, looking down at Antoinette’s inert figure before he left the room.

Along the poorly lit corridor he made out the form of Sister Manille. When she saw him she halted by the single lamp and waited, lifting her arthritic fingers and clutching her rosary, the wide sleeve of her habit falling away to expose the back of her hand with its laced pattern of raised blue veins running from her wrist to her fingers. She spoke softly; there was an air of calm around her. ‘What time does your ship leave Dunkirk?’

‘Wednesday at noon.’

She made a sceptical sound. ‘In less than two hours it will be dawn. You will have to travel at great speed to be there.’

‘I do not want to leave my wife.’

The nun fingered the beads as she spoke. ‘Monsieur Chard, forgive me for being blunt but if you remain even another few minutes I fear you will not make your ship. Les Bosches are virtually here. The brutal truth is that the war’s upon us and you should save your son. We are hearing conflicting reports about Lille: it has fallen or is about to fall. We of the Sisterhood have no option but to remain in France, but you can go. It’s pointless for you to stay here and lose your chance.

‘Please understand. You can do nothing for your wife. That she has lived till now is a miracle.’ She gave a forceful nod of her head. ‘We will take care of her.’

‘But I cannot leave knowing she’s …’

The door of Antoinette’s room creaked open and the novice who had been sitting with her stepped into the corridor, and upon seeing the older woman she called out nervously, ‘Soeur Manille. La femme … Je pense qu’elle est morte.’

The older woman held up her wrinkled hand. ‘Restez calme. Je viens.’ She took a deep breath as she met Ben’s eyes. ‘It’s time for plain talk, monsieur. Your wife is gone. She’s with Notre Seigneur. We will do what needs to be done.’ She motioned along the corridor. ‘Now leave immediately or you’ll not make your ship.’ She lifted her eyes to the heavens and raising her rosary beads, pressed the metal image of Christ on the cross to her body. ‘Save your son.’

Ben kept the horse at a steady trot, heading ever north-westwards along the winding road. Little John Baron had asked insistently for his mother but now was at last asleep in his arms. The blasted kitten was asleep too in a leather pouch on the saddle.

Where yesterday the roads had been full of refugees, they were empty of travellers now, a sign, along with the rumble of advancing guns, that the Germans were indeed close.

The boy’s body felt warm and small leaning against him as Ben looked up at the sky. Lavish streaks of light leapt from the horizon and the moon’s possession of the night was being challenged by the sun. And where, only an hour before, the Milky Way had proclaimed itself with an exuberant radiance across the galaxy, now the brilliance of dawn had already banished it from men’s eyes.

The sensation in his chest would not go away. He had felt drawn to Antoinette, had acknowledged a tender regard for the woman his dear cousin had loved so greatly. The little boy in his arms was so vulnerable. In reality, alone in the world. Yet the child believed Ben was his father. What was Ben to do? He thought of his darling wife, Constance, taking her walk along Normandy Lane and by Eight Acre Pond; imagined her sitting at the parlour window tatting lace as was her way in the last hours of late summer evenings, looking out on the ever-changing waters of the Solent inlet. He saw himself opposite her, a glass of sherry in his hand, talking to her about the boatyard and the day’s events.

They had hoped for a child of their own now for ten years without success. Antoinette had given him this boy to bring up as his own and he had promised the dying woman to do exactly that. He must do what was best for the boy. What good would it do for him to know the truth? Nothing would be achieved by that except sadness. To give little John Baron a lifelong sense of the loss of both his parents would be cruel and wrong. It stood to reason that he would not remember this. He was still only a baby; not yet three.

Suddenly Ben brought the horse to a halt. He was at a crossroads and he realised that the gunfire to his right was aimed at something up ahead. Explosions came from over a wooded ridge along the sealed road where he guessed a village must be. He looked up and flinched, for delineated against the dawn sky was a line of soldiers.

In a second he took stock of things. The child and the animal still slept. The road ahead to what he assumed was the village, ran through a wood but the dirt path to his left disappeared into a thicket of oaks about twenty-five yards away. He began steadily to edge the horse down to the left when he caught more movement in the trees back to his right. As a voice called, ‘Halt! Wer geht dort?’ he instantly spurred his horse and made for the cover of the thicket.

The child woke and cried out as a burst of rifle shot rattled from the trees behind him but Ben kept his head down and charged for cover. He heard a bullet sing by his ear and as the stallion reached the safety of the shield of oaks he felt as if an axe thudded down on top of his left arm. He was slammed forward towards the horse’s neck with such force that he dropped the reins and momentarily his grasp loosened on the boy, letting him swing out of his hold. Little John Baron screamed as he slipped sideways, and with searing pain shooting down to his elbow, Benjamin grabbed the falling child, pulling him back in close to his body and keeping his balance with his knees until he could again lift the reins.

Through the sturdy oaks Ben careered, clutching John Baron to his body. The dust rose in swirls under the galloping stallion’s hooves as he charged along the path to cross a stone bridge and to round a hillock. He could see clearly now and the road led to high ground through clumps of trees snaking up a hill into the sun. He did not want to lose his way but he could not afford to remain in this part of the country with the enemy so close. He was in no fear of the soldiers following; they were making for the village he was sure of that, he had just been unlucky to run into them. Even so he did not slacken his pace until he knew he was about a mile from the crossroads.

The stallion panted noisily as Ben brought him to a standstill. The little boy’s face was stained with tears and his body gave shudders every few seconds. And to Ben’s amazement the blasted cat was still in the pouch mewing loudly.

Gingerly, keeping his left arm still, Ben dismounted and lifted John Baron to the ground. He checked to see the horse had not been grazed then took the kitten and knelt down to the boy. He spoke in his halting French, trying to console the child. ‘Ne pas pleurer … petit camarade.’

‘Maman,’ the boy began to sob and Ben took him in his arms and hugged him close. ‘There, there, little man. We’ll be all right. Nous serons sur un grand bâteau bientôt.’

‘Maman?’ The child whimpered again and when he saw Ben’s blood-soaked sleeve he began to cry more loudly.

Ben put the cat down and assessed his wound. The bullet had opened his arm about four inches above his elbow and had gone clean through. He was bleeding profusely and he eased off his coat and removed his last spare shirt from his saddle-bag and ripped it as best he could, into bandages. He wrapped the wound and stemmed the bloodflow by tying a sort of a knot with his good hand and his teeth.

Putting his coat back on he took his water-bottle and held it for the child to drink before he took long gulps for himself. Finally he removed his felt hat which he had tied to the saddle the previous night, and again, filling the crown with water, gave it to the grateful stallion. Then he and the child and the cat ate some bread.

He looked at his fob watch: twenty-four hours left to reach Dunkirk. If he had to detour again it would be hard to keep up the pace and now he was wounded and his mount was tired. He felt very dizzy. He needed some sleep, just a few minutes – so did the stallion. Then they would be able to make the distance.

The child stood looking at him with huge tearful eyes. Just yesterday, little John Baron had a mother and today she was dead. It was all so bizarre and Ben felt exhausted. He forced himself to take out his compass and his map to calculate their whereabouts. He spoke aloud, as if the child understood him. ‘Well, little fellow, as long as there are no Germans ahead of us, we might just make it.’

And as the guns back along the valley boomed their menacing orchestral accompaniment he took a rope from his saddle-bag and tied one end round the child’s ankle and the other round his own wrist. He knew he was bone weary and had to sleep briefly but he could not risk anything happening to the boy. He would let the kitten take its own chances.

He secured the horse to a low branch and dropped to the ground. He could no longer keep his eyes open and a moment later he slipped into sleep.

He snapped into wakefulness. Instantly he sat up and looked around for the child. With relief he saw the boy’s small form at the end of the rope asleep just a few feet away from where the stallion was cropping the grass. And there was the kitten, like a witch’s familiar, lying not a yard from the child. Ben sighed and looked at his watch. It was after eleven; he had slept for over three hours!

He woke John Baron and fed him the last piece of bread and part of a biscuit he had found in his saddle-bag. What was left he gave to the mewing kitten. When he lifted them both into the saddle, the kitten wriggled as he placed it in its pouch but it soon settled, as if it knew this was all a serious matter of survival.

Once Ben was mounted he moved off at a walking pace. ‘Now little man, we must get away from the war. À l’Angleterre et ma maison, nous allons.’

The child in his infant’s custom repeated Benjamin’s last words. ‘Nous allons.’ Then he looked up at the man with him and said, ‘Maman, Maman?’

Ben could not explain anything to the baby. He bent and kissed John Baron’s curls and murmured softly into them, ‘Don’t worry about Maman. Tout va très bien. Don’t worry about anything at all, mon petit. We’ve got to keep our minds and hearts set on Dunkirk.’


Chapter Three

The early-afternoon sun twinkled spasms of gold through the trees onto Constance Chard’s straw basket brimming with a galaxy of autumn colour: marigolds, Michaelmas daisies and chrysanthemums from the garden and wild roses from amongst the hedgerows along the lane. As she approached her front gate in the stone wall that surrounded their home, she halted to put down her basket and re-tie the blue ribbon that kept her wide-brimmed hat from coming off in the breeze. She smiled, pleased with the number of blooms she had found at this time of the year. Bending to retrieve her flowers she caught a movement along the lane and recognised Miss Brack’s ungainly stride closing the gap between them.

Her husband’s secretary wore her hair pulled back in a bun and she had obviously left the boatyard office in a hurry as she wore no head covering and the lead pencil she used so industriously all day long, still sat threaded in her hair above her ear.

‘Miss Brack, what brings you here?’

‘Telegram for you from Mr Chard.’

Constance shivered as she took the envelope. Benjamin had been away now for three months looking for Antoinette Desaix, John Baron’s Frenchwoman. When the war in Europe had begun two months before, she had received a telegram from him saying for her not to worry herself, that he would stay away from any trouble; another had arrived ten days ago, stating that he had some new clues on the woman and that he would return home if they were not fruitful, or if the Germans advanced far into France. Well, the Germans were advancing daily and Constance was in terrible fear for him.

She was a reasonable woman and she knew that her husband had adored his cousin, John Baron. They had been ‘soulmates’ in the true sense of the word and the fact was that Constance, with her fair-mindedness, had understood when Ben had told her he must keep his promise to his dying relative and go to France. She knew that Ben would never rest if he did not. Cousin John Baron had left the bulk of his estate to her husband with the understanding that he take care of the Frenchwoman and in time pass the inheritance on to the child he had conceived with her. So Constance had seen Ben off to France with a heavy, yet understanding heart. However, when the war had begun and he had remained there, continuing the search for the woman, her feelings had at times been tinged with a little jealousy that his promise to his dead cousin could mean so much.

She tore open the envelope and read the message: AM IN LONDON STOP MUST SEE YOU HERE STOP PLEASE COME RITZ HOTEL PICCADILLY SOONEST STOP ALL MY LOVE BENJAMIN.

She lifted her eyes from the message. ‘Thank God he’s back.’

Ernestine Brack’s severe face melted into kinder lines. She had worked for seventeen years for Benjamin Chard and if she adored anyone on the planet it was her employer. ‘Oh, thank the Lord.’

The two women who were firm friends, even though socially removed, embraced in the lane.

‘Where is he?’

Constance smiled. ‘He’s in London … wants me to go there immediately.’

Ernestine nodded. She did not know why her employer had gone to France. All he had told her was that he would explain it to her when he returned and that was good enough for her. She knew Benjamin Chard well, he was a man of honour and goodness, who treated his workers at the boatyard with equity and dealt honourably with all his acquaintances. She had joined him as an eighteen year old straight from the North London Collegiate School for Girls, and after all her years with him she could read him well. She had suspected that his trip to France might have had something to do with his cousin, for he had departed for France immediately after they had buried John Baron.

‘You might catch the three-fifteen to London if you hurry.’

Constance answered, hastening up the path. ‘I’ll not miss it.’

Twenty-five minutes later a small brocade case had been packed and Constance was dressed to travel and tying her exuberant curls back in a ribbon when she called out, ‘Come in,’ to Ledgie’s firm recognisable knock on the bedroom door.

Millicent Ledger entered, a small wiry Lancashire woman of fifty-eight with mild hazel eyes, a firm chinline and a flat nose – which had begun life slender and straight but had been broken when she was thirteen.

Ledgie had been with Constance all the years of her life. She had joined Constance’s parents as nanny for their two-month-old baby and remained to perform a multiplicity of roles for the growing child and then the woman. Constance had been only twenty years old when her mother had died, and Ledgie, who had always been her major confidante, became her surrogate mother as well. And when in the following year the twenty-one year old had married Benjamin she had brought Ledgie along to live with them. In the nine years since, the strong-minded Lancashire woman had taken on the function of general housekeeper and also along the way, the entire household had come to rely upon her.

‘Miss Constance?’ the older woman began. For all the years before her marriage, Ledgie had called the young woman ‘Miss Constance’ and she had simply continued to use it.

‘What is it, Ledgie?’

‘Trouble.’

‘What’s wrong?’

‘She’s here.’

‘Oh, I see. How inconvenient when I’m leaving for London in a few minutes.’

But Ledgie’s quick North Country mind saw the bonus. ‘Actually that’s luck, m’darlin’. We should be able to get rid of her right smart.’

‘Where is she?’

‘In the front parlour.’

‘Tell her I’ll be down directly.’

When Constance opened the parlour door, Harriet Chard, the estranged wife of John Baron, stood with her ramrod stiff back to the room looking out through the elegant long windows to the miniature croquet lawn beyond. As Constance approached she turned and lifted the black veil from her face and swept it back over the brim of her hat.

‘Well, Harriet, and what brings you here?’ Constance attempted to sound polite but recalled the enmity from Harriet in their last meeting and did not hold out her hand.

‘I’ve just heard that Benjamin’s in France.’

‘And who informed you of that?’

‘Immaterial. Why is he there? Is there something I should know?’

‘Harriet, I’m leaving for London soon. I don’t have long.’

The visitor’s eyes flashed with annoyance. ‘Don’t tell me a lie to get rid of me, Constance. I have a right to know why Ben’s in France.’

‘I don’t really think you do, and in any case Benjamin’s not in France and I’m not lying to you.’

Now Harriet’s flawless skin began to colour with anger and a frown settled between her carefully arched eybrows. She had always been a beauty and when John Baron had married her a decade before, people from all over Hampshire had travelled into Bournemouth just to see her arrive at the church. She held a high opinion of herself and did not like to be corrected. ‘Constance, do not play me for a fool. I know he’s there. My sources are impeccable, if a trifle slow, for I also know he’s been there months! We don’t need to mince words.’

She tapped her gloved forefinger on the back of the nearest chair as she alluded to their last meeting. ‘We know what a farce the reading of the will was and now I find out that Ben’s been in France virtually from that day. I demand to know why, and what’s going on?’

Constance had not suggested that her guest sit down and now as she replied she edged away back towards the door. ‘I keep telling you, Benjamin’s not in France.’

‘Ah, then he’s returned.’

There was a rap on the door and both women looked towards it. Ledgie opened it. ‘Excuse me, Miss Constance, you must leave for Lymington Pier or you’ll be late.’

‘Thank you, Ledgie. I’ll be there in just a minute. I’m sorry Harriet, I really don’t have time for this.’

Harriet gave a scornfully dismissive glance at Ledgie’s back as she closed the door. Swiftly she decided to try a different approach and her mouth drew into a counterfeit smile. ‘Constance, we’re relatives. Once we were something approaching friends. Can’t you be honest with me and tell me? It’s my right to know things concerning my husband. How can you condone such goings-on?’

Constance always found it amusing that Harriet used the words my husband and never John Baron’s name. It had a strangely possessive impact upon the listener as if Harriet needed to convince herself of ownership. ‘I’ve no idea what you mean and I must leave.’ Constance took three firm steps to the door and took the handle.

This semi-dismissal had the effect of infuriating her visitor. ‘Damn London! And don’t you dare walk out on me! I know why Ben’s in France and it’s not right or fair. In fact, it’s an outrage. I’m cruelly used – by all of you.’

Constance had had enough. ‘Harriet, if anyone treated anybody cruelly, it was you. John Baron died in this house with us and yet you attended his funeral as the grieving widow. I’m afraid that did not sit well with me. I see it as no business of yours where Benjamin goes or what he does or whom he sees.’ Constance firmly opened the door. ‘Now I’m off to London soon. You know the way out. Good day.’

As Constance began to ascend the staircase to her bedroom she heard the sharp sound of Harriet’s heels tap into the hall. The strident voice issuing through her lips was in acute contrast to her beautiful, well-proportioned mouth. ‘If she gets anything that’s rightfully mine, or Ben brings that whore anywhere near here, I won’t be answerable for my actions.’

Constance made herself turn on the landing and look down at the woman in the hall. ‘The last time I saw you
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