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    Chapter 1


    May 1914


    Barely a hint of dusk lingered beyond the treetops when Helene heard the library door open. Though she had been attempting to read, the room overlooking the Bois de Boulogne was a perfect place for daydreaming, and that evening, as the sun scattered golden light across Paris, she had succumbed to thoughts of summer. Marking her spot in Les Misérables with a slender finger, Helene was about to call out when she heard the voice of her father’s close friend, Charles Ribot, saying that he was very fearful of Germany’s intentions.


    Hidden behind the tall back of her chair, Helene waited, silent and still. Adults did not usually admit to fear, and she thought Monsieur Ribot, with his scraggy frame and rasping voice, was a man who instilled fear in others rather than one who would be afraid of anything.


    Germany’s intentions.


    The words spread like a dark cloud preceding a storm, and the pit of her stomach quivered.


    Newspaper headlines concerning European tensions alternated from alarming to soothing depending on the day. She knew France and Germany were deeply distrustful of one another, and France longed for the return of Alsace-Lorraine, but articles about Britain’s naval superiority and antagonism between Austria and Serbia confused her. When she had asked her father to explain, Henri Noisette had replied that young women should not worry about politics.


    “Germany will not rest until France is on her knees along with Britain and Russia,” Monsieur Sembat said.


    Curiosity surged. Perhaps I will learn something, she thought, continuing to eavesdrop as the three men moved farther into the room.


    Helene had known her father’s two closest friends all her life and pictured them standing together, Charles Ribot, wearing gold-rimmed glasses that dominated his narrow face and bald head, and Maurice Sembat, punctuating each sentence with large, fleshy hands. Monsieur Sembat had the build of a stocky French peasant, although his family claimed to be descendants of the Bourbon dynasty. He and his wife, Adrienne, had six children, all boys. Occasionally, her father referred to him as “the bull”.


    “Cigars, gentlemen?”


    Her father, with his wavy black hair and thick eyebrows, would be offering a selection of cigars kept in a glossy wooden box bearing the family coat of arms—four fleurs-de-lis surrounding a lion and the words faith and duty across the bottom. Moments later, the lid closed with a snap.


    “Lucille hates having these in the house,” said Monsieur Ribot. “Wonderful aroma. Cuban?”


    “Mm hmm. A gift from the German attaché.”


    “I hope that doesn’t make you beholden to the Germans, Henri,” said Monsieur Sembat.


    “Nothing would make me beholden to them.”


    Helene tilted her head. She knew that tone. It was the one her father used when attempting to control his anger, like the time Guy failed his history exam or the time Maman disclosed the purchase of diamond earrings at Sunday dinner. Clearly Papa was upset by Monsieur Sembat’s implication.


    The rasp of a match being struck and the sizzle of flame broke the silence.


    “Brandy?” Papa’s voice again.


    Footsteps were followed by the gurgling sound of liquid then glass clinking glass and the rustle of clothing as the men settled into the library’s leather chairs.


    Helene imagined the men with their brandies and cigars amongst the dark wood and heavy furniture of the library. Electric lamps gave a warm glow to the otherwise austere décor while plush Persian carpets added a hint of sensuality. Mounted behind her father’s ornately carved desk was a painting of a ship in full sail, angry waves butting against the starboard side, and on the horizon, the setting sun, all but obliterated by thunder clouds.


    “Excellent dinner, Henri. Your chef is superb,” said Monsieur Ribot.


    “Thank you, Charles. Lise and I are pleased that he came to us after my father died. Lamb is his specialty.”


    Helene could tell her father was preoccupied by his clipped tone and lack of elaboration. Normally, he would launch into a story about the famous people Chef had served.


    “I wonder if the Balkans will be the trigger. It’s such a powder keg, full of nationalist sentiments and resentments.” Monsieur Sembat returned to the earlier conversation.


    “And if it blows, you can be certain Germany and Austria-Hungary will quickly take advantage.” Helene’s father spoke with his usual authority. “Our army isn’t strong enough to intimidate them. Last week, Minister Noulens received a confidential report that Moltke believes France can be crushed within six weeks.”


    “Six weeks? Surely not,” Monsieur Sembat said.


    “You have access to what the German chief of staff says?” Monsieur Ribot’s voice rose in astonishment.


    Helene listened for Papa’s acknowledgement and concluded that he must have nodded at his friends, for he continued talking about Germany as though Charles Ribot had said nothing.


    “Our source reports that Moltke has referred to the need to think very carefully when starting a war.”


    “Starting a general European war?” Monsieur Sembat sounded agitated. “We must have a source very close to senior German officials if he can provide such information.”


    A general European war. Papa and his friends sounded so serious that Helene knew their concerns were real. Fear swirled with the looming possibility of danger.


    “Sorry, Maurice, I can’t disclose . . .”


    “Of course, Henri, I wasn’t hinting for that at all. In Public Works, we are privy to some information but not as much as you must be in the War Ministry.”


    Helene’s eyes widened at Monsieur Sembat’s statement. While she knew her father worked in the government, she had no idea he was in the War Ministry. Indeed, she was not even aware such a ministry existed. War. Her stomach quivered once more.


    The last war involving France took place in 1870. In history class, she had studied the Prussian siege of Paris, including horrifying statistics on military and civilian fatalities, details of food and water shortages and the ultimate surrender of Alsace-Lorraine in exchange for peace. While Sister Louise read from their textbook, Helene had imagined the crashing sounds of artillery and filthy conditions of a three-month siege.


    Will that happen again? If Papa is in the War Ministry, would he have to fight?


    “Our alliance with Russia is strong, and we can count on Britain’s navy,” Papa said.


    “But how will that help? We all know the Kaiser will head straight for Paris,” Monsieur Sembat replied.


    Helene resisted the urge to move. If the German army were to attack Paris, the whole family would be at risk. And all her friends. How would they live? How would they survive? She thought of the book resting on her lap, its story of the struggle for freedom and of sacrifice for the greater good. So many innocent lives struck down. Helene wondered whether she should ask Guy to explain the situation in more detail and lost track of the men’s conversation for several minutes until Monsieur Sembat’s angry voice broke through.


    “. . . behaving like a cornered dog because she feels squeezed between Russia and France.”


    “Yes, Germany’s fangs are out, but I think it’s Austria we have to worry about,” said Monsieur Ribot. “Serbia has ambitions for expansion, and I would bet money that Austria has plans to attack Serbia.”


    “If Austria attacks, Germany is bound by treaty to join the conflict,” her father said.


    “German foreign policy has been dominated by military issues for years,” said Monsieur Sembat. “I do not understand why that country has always been so belligerent.” Helene heard liquid spilling into a glass. “Anyone else?” he asked.


    “I wonder if Poincaré has the guts for war,” said Papa. “He has certainly become more assertive. At any rate, the general feeling is that our Entente is now much stronger, although Britain resists signing an official treaty.”


    If Austria and Serbia went to war, Germany was bound to support Austria. Helene knew that much. She also knew that the Entente was a similar agreement between France and Russia in the event of war. This can’t be happening. A sudden thought made her skin crawl with anxiety. Guy is old enough to enlist. Helene did not want to imagine what might happen to her older brother, so she focused once again on the conversation taking place in the library. Though she found their discussion confusing, the men’s quiet tones and lack of laughter were foreboding.


    After awhile, her father suggested they join the ladies, and she heard them stand and walk towards the door.


    “There’s no doubt in my mind,” her father said. “We’re heading for war. The only question is when.”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 2


    May 1914


    Henri knew Lise was angry. More angry than usual. He could tell by the way she flicked her skirt back and forth as she left the table and by the tight circle of her mouth. He sighed and made for the library, where a reflective cigar would prepare him for the verbal swordplay to follow. She would be even angrier when he told her his plans.


    The last time he was in the library had been with Charles and Maurice. That discussion had unsettled him more than he cared to admit as it became clear that each government department was separately and actively planning for war. Surely to God it won’t come to that. But the analytical voice in his head said otherwise.


    He was increasingly worried for his family’s safety. A German attack would inevitably focus on Paris, just as Maurice had said. The way matters stood, the French army would not be strong enough to repel a larger German force. Henri believed in his country’s values and took pride in her contributions to the world; nevertheless, he felt that the French army would not prevail unless Britain helped. Discussions were underway between France and Britain, but nothing had been formalized and he worried that time was running out.


    Cigar smoke drifted like fading ribbons as he crossed the room to stare out the window. The weather was warmer than usual, and colourfully garbed women strolled along the streets below, some with their children, others with husbands or lovers. Henri could always distinguish the lovers from those who were married by the closeness of their interlinked arms and intimate glances of anticipation. It made him sad that he and Lise no longer exhibited those signs of deep affection.


    How has love slipped away? he wondered. When did we stop shouldering each other’s sorrows, sharing stories over morning coffee, trading knowing glances when friends or family acted true to form? When did we start fencing like adversaries?


    He looked at his watch and took a deep breath. Unless he went to see Lise now, she would begin preparations for bed, and he preferred to have this particular conversation while she was still fully clothed. A few minutes later, he rapped on the door to her bedroom, waited two or three heartbeats and entered without permission.


    Lise stood by the window of a room they once shared wearing a long-waisted blouse and a skirt, the fabric white with pale green stripes. Around her neck was a double strand of pearls. When they had first occupied their home, she had chosen blue and taupe décor, telling him that it was neither feminine nor masculine and so would suit them both. With age and workload had come insomnia, and a year ago Henri had begun sleeping in a room across the hall. Whether from annoyance or merely a desire for a fresh look, Lise had replaced the décor with rose and ruffles.


    For a moment, Henri admired the curves of his wife’s silhouette and the loose waves of her light brown hair. Normally, her hair was pinned up or encased in a close-fitting hat, but when he had first met Lise, it was the way her hair fell softly along her face and neck that had caught his attention, each curl seemingly designed to accent a particular feature.


    He closed the door. Lise turned, but there was no smile on her lips or warmth in her deep brown eyes.


    “Yes?” she said.


    “Lise, please stop this. We need to talk.”


    “Stop what?”


    “You know very well what.” Henri pulled the corners of his mouth down. She’s being deliberately obtuse, he thought, and she knows how irritating that is.


    Lise fingered her pearls, twisting the largest one around and around. “It seems that you tell others your concerns before you tell me.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “Lucille Ribot told me all about your conversation with Charles and Maurice. To avoid embarrassment, I had to pretend I was in your confidence. Which clearly, I’m not.”


    Henri cursed himself for not anticipating that Charles would tell his wife, one of Lise’s best friends. “I’m sorry. You’re right, I should have told you. I suppose you wouldn’t believe me if I said I was trying not to worry you.”


    “Really.” It was a statement not a question.


    “It’s complicated, Lise. Stop posturing and listen.”


    Henri had considered various alternatives for describing the political and military situation. Should he err on the side of alarm, which might make his decision more acceptable, or calm logic in order to avoid an irrational outburst? He used to be able to tell her anything.


    Lise folded her arms and tipped her head in a slightly mocking way. “I’m listening.”


    As Henri summarized the conversation he had had with Charles and Maurice, her brow furrowed. She rubbed her chin several times but to his surprise did not interrupt once.


    “So you think war is inevitable? Just yesterday Papa said that he’s certain Germany and Austria-Hungary are just being provocative and have no malicious intent.”


    “With great respect to your father, his diplomatic contacts are mostly retired and out of touch with what is really going on.”


    As Lise turned away from him, he could hear the slow release of her breath. Henri put one hand on her shoulder.


    “What will this mean? Our children . . .” Her voice wavered and she did not move away.


    “I’ve been making plans. I think it will be safest to leave Paris for a while. The next few months could be a turning point. If for any reason conditions worsen, Paris will not be safe. Madame Lalonde says she can have Tante Camille’s house ready for you and the children with a week’s notice.” Henri paused. “I think Maman should go with you.”


    “Beaufort? You want us to go to Beaufort?”


    Henri nodded.


    “And you?”


    “My duty is here.”


    “And your mistress?” Lise whirled away from him like a cat from a hot spark.


    “My what?”


    “Will she be in Paris? Very convenient, Henri, to send your wife out of town for an extended period. No doubt you thought I was too stupid to notice the way Madame D’Aubigne flirts with you and the way your tongue hangs out whenever she’s around. And if I was too stupid, others made sure that I knew.” Lise raised her shoulders and gestured with one hand. “Don’t look so shocked. You should know that’s the way it works. Gossips love an embarrassed wife just as much as they love a cuckold.”


    A woman of his wife’s upbringing would consider the word cuckold too crude for polite conversation, so Henri knew she had chosen it to emphasize her contempt for his behaviour.


    It was true, though he was not ready to admit it. Vivienne D’Aubigne had flirted with him since the night they were introduced at the opera. Bold and provocative, she wore dresses promising barely hidden delights while beguiling him with red lips and curving hips. Everything about her was different from Lise, and he had allowed himself to be enticed into an arrangement that had only recently lost its appeal.


    No wonder Lise has been so remote and sharp-tongued, he thought. During his weekly visits to her bedroom, she had submitted to his love making which, he now realized, was merely a charade to avoid confrontation. And she had withdrawn from him, offering a cheek to be kissed rather than her lips when he returned each evening, failing to smile when he teased the children, conversing without engaging, her countenance subdued rather than animated.


    Henri’s back stiffened as he went on the offensive. “Are you suggesting that I don’t have the welfare of my family uppermost in my mind?”


    “It’s only your children you care about. You stopped caring about me years ago. And don’t think I’m fooled when you say you’re working late. I can smell her on you. Such cheap perfume.” She pressed a handkerchief against her nose.


    “You’re hysterical and don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    Lise raised a hand to slap his face, but he grabbed her wrist before she could reach him and held it in the air.


    “Enough. You and the children will do whatever I decide.”


    Henri dropped his wife’s arm. Never in twenty years of marriage had Lise attempted to strike him. She glared at him but remained silent, blotches marking her face, breath unsteady. Now would be the time to apologize, he thought. Admit the affair and face the consequences. He wondered where such a conversation would lead and whether it would be best to ask her forgiveness when emotions were calmer.


    God she looks beautiful when she’s angry. Whatever possessed me to start up with another woman?


    Henri stepped closer. His wife stepped back and turned away.


    

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 3


    May 1914


    Helene and her family lived in a spacious apartment in the sixteenth arrondissement, a section of the city that encompassed the ancient village of Chaillot but was now filled with wide boulevards, prestigious schools and numerous parks, including the Bois de Boulogne. Less than a hundred years ago, the private mansions of Parisian nobility and high society graced the area housing well known figures such as Victor Hugo, Prince Bonaparte and Baron de Rothschild. Slowly these mansions had been turned into highly desirable apartments.


    By the second week of May, the green canopy of Paris shimmered in humid, lazy air as the family assembled in the morning room, a room with none of the formality of the salon, where heavy drapes and richly coloured fabrics made visitors aware of the family’s position in society, or the dining room, where mahogany and silver spoke of deep ancestral roots. Instead, the morning room spread like a country canvas of tranquil colours and soft contours to create an aura of calm.


    Papa had summoned the family for ten o’clock on a Saturday morning. Curious and a bit worried at the unusual nature of her father’s request, Helene arrived a few minutes early. No one was speaking when she entered the room, and she had the odd feeling that her parents and grandmother were posing for a portrait and the painter had told them not to move.


    Maman, her back rigid, sat with a saucer in one hand and a coffee cup halfway to her lips as though uncertain whether to take a sip. Her face was blotchy, and Helene thought her mother might have been crying. She glanced immediately at Papa for reassurance, expecting his usual warm smile, but instead he frowned at her, shaking his head ever so slightly. Grandmere was over by the window fingering her rosary and dressed in black since the year of mourning for her husband was not quite over. Grandmere did not smile either.


    Deciding that conversation would not be welcome, Helene walked silently to the sofa where she waited, with correct posture and carefully arranged skirt, for her brothers to appear. At five minutes after ten, Guy arrived with Jean trailing behind.


    Guy’s jacket was more formal than a Saturday morning called for, Helene thought, admiring the set of his tie. At the age of fourteen, her older brother had learned many intricate ways to knot his tie and she had watched him practice for hours in front of the mirror in his bedroom. That was several years ago, a time when she was still allowed into his bedroom. Last year, Guy declared his room off limits to her. Maman had tried to explain, but Helene still felt rejected.


    For many years, she and Guy had been very close, sharing secrets, banding together when their parents were overly strict, spending hours outdoors in the days when Helene wished she were a boy with the freedom that went along with being a member of that sex. When their little brother, Marc, had died of scarlet fever, they had comforted one another, longing for the time when Maman would no longer spend her days in tears. After Guy turned fifteen, their easy relationship had changed.


    “Sorry, Father. Jean was out with Tout Tout. It took me awhile to find him.”


    “Jean, you’re thirteen, old enough to dress properly and arrive on time. I’m not pleased with you.”


    “I’m sorry, Papa.” Jean took a seat on the padded bench in front of the fireplace, his light brown hair tousled, freckles marking the bridge of his nose. He was much shorter than Helene, with a thin, wiry frame, and had yet to experience any growth spurts.


    Guy stood a few steps away from Papa, emulating his upright bearing, and Helene thought again of the portrait painter as the family tableau arranged itself to accommodate more people. She almost chuckled but caught herself in time; clearly no one was in the mood for frivolity.


    “Maman and I have something important to discuss with you.”


    Papa’s gruff, measured voice reminded Helene of the eulogy he had given at his father’s funeral. Her mother’s mouth tightened as if she had just swallowed some nasty medicine.


    “France is facing a troubling situation right now,” Papa continued. “Germany has become very aggressive and the Balkans are still festering. Many feel that we may soon be at war.”


    As her father spoke, Helene realized he was describing the same concerns she had overheard in the library, omitting some of the more alarming aspects. She glanced at Guy, who was nodding at his father’s words. Papa has already told him, she thought, anger pinching her cheeks.


    “Why does Germany hate us?” asked Jean.


    “It’s more complicated than that, Jean. Countries like Germany seek advantages by forming alliances with other countries. Those excluded from such alliances often counter with their own arrangements. Sometimes these relationships are based on trade. Sometimes they are for military purposes. When arrangements become unbalanced, disagreements can follow.” Helene found her father’s calm tone reassuring.


    “Oh,” said Jean. “So Germany is in a different alliance than France.”


    “That’s right,” her father said.


    “What will we do, Papa?” Helene spoke for the first time.


    “As I said, Maman and I are very concerned. We think you’ll be safer away from Paris, so I’ve arranged for Tante Camille’s house in Beaufort to be prepared. In a few months, the situation will no doubt calm down and you will return home.”


    Helene wondered whether her mother really agreed with her father. Maman seemed to dislike their holidays in Beaufort, and they had not been for many years. She looked at the three adults in the room. Since her father was the only one speaking and Grandmere never interfered, she appealed to her mother.


    “Maman, we can’t leave Paris for a tiny village in the country with no fashion houses, museums or art galleries.” Helene listed activities she thought were of great interest to her mother. “What about my friends?” Her mother did not respond, so Helene looked at her father. “And my schooling. They won’t teach English there, Papa. Guy, tell Papa we have to stay in Paris.”


    “Umm . . . I’m going to remain in Paris with Papa. It’s already decided. I’ve secured a spot at the Ecole Militaire in Fontainebleau for a special training program. And if war is declared, I will enlist and defend my country.” Guy puffed out his chest.


    Helene’s mother set her coffee cup down with a clatter as colour drained from her face. “Guy, you can’t enlist. You’re far too young.”


    “But Maman, in two months I’ll be nineteen. If France needs me, I will heed the call. It’s my duty.”


    “I could not persuade him otherwise, Lise. I tried. You must believe me.” Papa looked apologetic, although he made no move to comfort Maman.


    Helene’s grandmother rose from her chair. “Henri, I do not like to interfere, however, I’m the only one in this room who has lived through war. It’s a despicable venture. Nothing grand or glorious about it. Yes, you’ve served in the military, but France was at peace during that time. So what do you really know of war?” She wagged her finger in his direction. “Think carefully before you put your son at risk.” Without another word, she proceeded towards the door.


    “Maman, please understand . . .”


    Grandmere did not even pause to acknowledge her son. She left the room with deliberate steps and a stiff mouth. Words slipped from Helene’s lips before she could stop them.


    “Will Monsieur Ribot’s and Monsieur Sembat’s families leave Paris?”


    Papa tipped his head to one side. “What do they have to do with this?”


    “I . . . I heard your conversation with them in the library.”


    “What? You were in the library? Listening to our private conversation? You deliberately hid from us?” Her father’s face changed from incredulous to furious, his eyebrows drawn into a solid line.


    Helene braced her shoulders and kept her head high. “Tell me, Papa, will they be leaving Paris? Because if they’re not, why should we?”


    “You were not meant to hear that conversation. Disgraceful behaviour. Leave the room, Helene. At once.”


    “No, Papa. I’m very sorry that I listened, but I’m sixteen and deserve to be treated as an adult. You exclude me from serious matters, but you tell Guy. It’s your own fault that I wanted to listen when Monsieur Ribot started talking about Germany. You said a lot more then than what you’ve said this morning.”


    “I can’t believe this.”


    “Papa, perhaps Helene deserves to know more,” said Guy.


    “And now you’re supporting her?”


    “You’ve brought this on yourself, Henri, with your autocratic approach. They aren’t little children anymore.” Maman’s eyes flashed.


    “Well, I want to go to Beaufort,” Jean said. “And perhaps we can stay long enough for me to go to school there. I hate my school, and at Tante Camille’s I can go fishing and learn to hunt.”


    The dog began to bark. Helene and her mother spoke at the same time. Guy told Tout Tout to be quiet. The conversation tumbled into disorder.


    “Jean, please take Tout Tout out to the kitchen,” Papa said. “We’ll talk about fishing and hunting later. This conversation is giving me a headache. I believe Beaufort is the best course of action. I hope you will all trust that I’m trying to do what’s right for my family.”


    “But . . .” Helene tried again.


    “No more, Helene. I’ll revisit my decision in a few months time.”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 4


    May 1914


    Henri swirled his glass, sniffed appreciatively and took another sip of brandy, its fiery heat and smooth aftertaste eliciting a brief moment of relaxation. On his desk were three piles of papers: one contained an analysis of the Balkan situation, a second detailed ongoing discussions between France and Great Britain and the third pile, a smaller pile, included a report of actions by various German military leaders. Despite their ominous topics, Henri was not reviewing any of these papers.


    Instead, he had General Bernhardi’s book Germany and the Next War open to chapter two, chillingly titled “The Duty to Make War”, where Henri had bookmarked a particular sentence: “The lessons of history thus confirm the view that wars which have been deliberately provoked by far-seeing statesmen have had the happiest results”.


    The words war and happy should never be in the same sentence, he thought.


    Given Bernhardi’s vast political and military influence, there was only one conclusion: Germany would soon provoke war and reap the benefit of picking the most advantageous timing. Then her alliances with Austria-Hungary and Italy would bring those countries into the conflict.


    He flipped forward to chapter seven, where he had also marked passages calling for universal service to augment the total fighting strength of Germany and describing the factors necessary for German success. Bernhardi concluded that offensive warfare combined with tactical striking power and efficiency would outweigh the combined numbers of France, Britain and Russia.


    Henri was seriously alarmed. As he tried to imagine what options were left for France, he leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers.


    A discreet cough drew his attention away from his papers to the library door where Helene waited for permission to enter. Still caught in grim ruminations, Henri beckoned absently. Under other circumstances, he might have told her that he was busy, but their estrangement pained him.


    He knew she did not want to go to Beaufort and had observed her moping about the house, snapping at her younger brother or at little Tout Tout, both actions out of character for his sweet-natured daughter. He had also noted whispered conversations between Helene and Guy that ceased as soon as he appeared. Henri wished he could pull her onto his lap as he used to when she was little and, with easy promises, bring a smile back to her face.


    “Helene—”


    “Papa, please let me speak. I know you’re very concerned about Germany and Austria-Hungary. Guy has explained more of the situation, and I have been reading the newspapers every day. I can see that it’s a great worry. However, you have always said that education is important for both girls and boys, and you must see that I cannot be properly educated in such a small village. I will help Maman and Grandmere get settled, but I would ask you to agree that I can return in September when school begins. I can be useful here in Paris, Papa. You and Guy will need a woman in the house.”


    Henri was amused at Helene’s calm logic. He kept his face solemn.


    “You’re right to say that education is important. I have always wanted that for you and the boys. But your safety is much more important. No, no. Wait.” He held up his hand as she began to protest. “Guy and the newspapers don’t know the full story. Sadly, I am privy to much more.”


    Henri’s eyes went black as he imagined a Paris overrun with soldiers and the havoc they would create.


    “Your duty is with Maman.” Henri leaned forward and took his daughter’s hand. “She will need your strength and determination, and your company. We may be facing difficult times. Very difficult times.” Henri nodded more to himself than to Helene.


    “But Papa . . .”


    “No buts, Helene. Please do as I ask.”


    Helene’s eyes filled and her cheeks took on a blotchy pink stain. She disengaged her hand from his but otherwise did not move.


    “Yes, Papa.”


    “I need you to act like an adult. Can you do that for me? Maman is very unhappy about this; Grandmere is getting older and will need your help; Jean is still young. I’m sorry, sweetheart. Beaufort is a happy place, you’ll see.”


    Henri remembered the curve in the road from which the first glimpse of Beaufort appeared, a small traditional village set amongst fields of wheat, potatoes and beets. When he was young, they had usually travelled by train for their summer visit, excitement building as August approached and they prepared to leave Paris. Tante Camille always sent last-minute shopping requests to Henri’s mother: special jams from Hediard, linens from Noel, fabric from Poiret or Worth, medicines and creams from the pharmacist. One year he remembered bringing a woman’s dress form so his aunt could create her own styles, having declared in a letter to his mother that the village seamstress was hopeless.


    When they finally left Paris, their carriage would be overflowing with suitcases, boxes, presents, food and other paraphernalia that his mother deemed necessary for summer in Beaufort. Henri’s father never protested, knowing the wisdom of allowing his wife to have her way in such matters. And each year they would leave items for the following summer—rubber boots, a large pot for making soup, a soccer ball, swimming trunks, a lace shawl that his mother only ever wore on holiday. Tante Camille would protest that her house was already full but took secret pleasure in the implication of next year’s visit.


    “Beaufort is where I learned to swim and fish,” he said to Helene. “Grandpere would take us to the river with a small tub of worms and our fishing rods. My brothers and I would stand on the riverbanks with him for hours. He was a different man in Beaufort.” Henri chewed his lower lip. “We had few restrictions at Tante Camille’s, free to do as we pleased most days. So different from Paris.”


    “When did you stop going?”


    “When you were little. Life took a new direction, I suppose.” He paused. “Your mother didn’t like it. Said I was different there.” He shrugged. “You’ll be fine.”


    “I will do my best, Papa.”


    “I promise I’ll revisit the decision in a few months. Guy and I will write many letters, and the days will pass quickly.”


    “Yes, Papa.” Helene ran a finger back and forth along the polished surface of Henri’s desk. “Papa?”


    “Mm hmm,” he said, already beginning to think about Bernhardi again.


    “Can we at least attend Gabrielle’s wedding before we go to Beaufort? Marie wants me there, and I know Cousin Yvette has spoken to Maman. Please, Papa. I’ve never been to a wedding before.”


    Henri placed the cap back onto his pen and twisted it closed then tapped the pen against his chin. “Perhaps. But I’ll talk to your mother first.”


    A flicker of hope flitted across Helene’s face.


    “Thank you, Papa,” she said, offering her cheek for a quick kiss before leaving the room.


    Henri watched his daughter, noting, not for the first time, how much her figure reminded him of Lise. Soon she would have young men clamouring for her attention. He sighed then turned back to the mounds of paper on his desk and was quickly immersed again in worry.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 5


    June 1914


    “I’m glad you’re here,” Francois said as Helene stepped into the Delancey home. “Maman, Gabrielle and Marie are so preoccupied with wedding preparations that Papa and I are starved for sensible conversation. Shall I take your hat? If men were in charge of organizing weddings, they would be much simpler affairs. I’ll tell you a secret.” Francois leaned close enough for Helene to smell the residue of shaving cream. “Papa said he’s refraining from commenting on any aspect of the arrangements to avoid further expense.”


    “Francois! You shouldn’t talk about money in front of Helene,” Marie said as she entered the front hall.


    “Why not? She’s family. Tell me, Helene, are we second cousins or third cousins? I can never remember.”


    “We’re second cousins,” said Marie. “We have the same great-grandparents.” Marie grinned at her brother and then at Helene. “I’m so glad you’re here, Helene. I have so much to show you. Gabrielle is having a fit of tears, and Maman says we should leave her alone for a little while.”


    “Tears?” said Francois. “You women are impossible to understand. She loves Raymond. He loves her. Soon they’ll be married and live together. It’s simple.” He snapped his fingers and winked at Helene.


    Francois’s voice was deeper than Helene remembered, his demeanour more authoritative, as though he had shed the uncertainty of youth. Although his hair was still the colour of roasted chestnuts, his face was more defined, round contours chipped away by maturity, and his shoulders had broadened. He’s handsome, she thought, surprised to find herself considering him that way.


    “You understand nothing, Francois. You men think everything is so easy and it’s not.”


    “But you love us anyway, don’t you? Helene, I hope you aren’t as obsessed with fashion as the women in this house are. I swear they would take over my bedroom just like they’ve taken over the rest of the house if I didn’t keep my door closed. I’ll be so glad when things return to normal.”


    Francois said all this in such a lighthearted voice that Helene and Marie both smiled at him.


    “Come with me, Helene, I’ll show you Gabrielle’s trousseau. Her clothes are so beautiful.” Marie’s blue eyes sparkled. “I’m sure Francois has other things to do.”


    Gabrielle’s trousseau was kept in a wooden armoire, its edges carved with orange blossoms, birds and laurel leaves to signify prosperity and fertility. The armoire was divided in half, one side containing a rod for hanging dresses, blouses and skirts, the other side arranged with shelves for household linens and two drawers for lingerie, silk stockings, gloves, handkerchiefs, hatpins and collars.


    “Maman said Gabrielle should have six of everything,” Marie explained, showing Helene nightgowns in soft pastel colours with tiny buttons and delicate ribbons, blouses, a travelling suit, day dresses and skirts, and six camisoles, one so sheer Helene thought it might as well not be worn at all.


    “Look at this petticoat,” Helene said, draping a length of silk edged with lace against her arm.


    “Gabrielle made that herself. The lace took ages to complete. See how tiny the threads are.” Two heads bent over the slip to examine it in more detail. “And the top shelves are full of sheets, tablecloths, pillow cases, napkins. All in white.” Marie touched several items, her hand lingering on a pillowcase edge with silk ribbon.


    The contents of the armoire enchanted Helene with the promise of romance and the allure of unknown pleasures. Lying in bed that night, she wondered what her own future would be like. Would some man look at her like Raymond looked at Gabrielle, as if he wanted to devour her and protect her at the same time? Would she marry but then be angry with her husband like Maman was with Papa? Would someone stir her heart with passion as books and poems promised? What would it be like to live with a man and share his bed, his moods, his days and nights?


    No wonder Gabrielle is emotional, she thought.


    * * *


    Murky clouds that threatened rain all morning were chased away by billowing puffs of white by midafternoon. Helene’s mood danced as the sun spread its wings.


    Everyone in her family was attending the wedding, and the house bubbled with activity, releasing some of the gloom caused by her father’s decision to send them away. Even Maman was smiling as she helped Helene dress.


    Her mother had agreed that the occasion required a new gown. At a shop on Rue la Fayette they had chosen fabric in cornflower blue, a shade that complimented Helene’s grey eyes and light complexion, and a design composed of a sleeveless underdress with ribbon straps and a lace overskirt and blouse stitched in intricate swirls. When Helene went for her second fitting, Maman had exclaimed that the dress made her look much older than sixteen.


    Helene drew a stocking smoothly up her leg and fastened it to her garter belt. She reached for the other stocking.


    “Will you let me put my hair up, Maman?”


    Tradition held that as part of coming out, a young woman wore her hair up for the first time to signify she was ready to consider marriage. Helene hoped her mother would be flexible; the idea of looking more mature was irresistible. Perhaps Francois would ask her to dance.


    Maman tilted her head back and forth as if considering an extremely important decision. “All right, chérie, it is a special occasion. I remember the first time I put my hair up. Of course, I was two years older than you and had finished school. Be prepared for your grandmother’s disapproval. I’ll get my pins and sculpting brush.”


    Helene hugged her mother. “Thank you, Maman.”


    “We all need a little cheer right now, don’t we? We won’t have grand occasions like this in Beaufort. In fact, we might not have any occasions at all.” Maman sighed.


    When she reappeared five minutes later, she set out her brushes on Helene’s dresser and placed a small felt bag nearby.


    “What’s in the bag?”


    “You’ll see.”


    Maman brushed Helene’s hair and gathered several thick strands in one hand. Deft movements quickly secured Helene’s curls with two pearled combs. “And now a little extra.” Her mother extracted two small jars from the felt bag, a small stick with one end blackened, some cotton wool and a round silver case.


    Helene smiled, for these were the items Maman used to add colour to her face. Her mother wrapped some cotton wool around one end of the stick and dipped it first in one jar and then the other. “Widen your mouth like this,” she said as she demonstrated.


    Helene did as her mother requested. Maman held her chin and applied the mixture to her lips. She then opened the silver case and smoothed a little pink powder on Helene’s cheekbones, and finally she took the black end of the stick and, after telling Helene to hold still, brushed it against Helene’s eyebrows.


    “What do you think?” she said.


    Helene stood in front of the full-length mirror and stared. “Oh, Maman,” she said. “It hardly looks like me.”


    * * *


    Incense mingled with orange blossoms as Helene and her family entered the church. Soaring columns and high Gothic arches dominated the central aisle leading to the sanctuary while light flooded in from every angle. Feathered hats and flashing jewels, crisp bow ties and starched white collars adorned the assembled guests. Greetings and gossip mixed with the rustle of silk, organza, satin and crepe in a kaleidoscope of colour.


    Maman led the way to a pew on the bride’s side of the church. When the music softened and the guests grew quiet, Helene turned to see Raymond, the groom, walking slowly down the aisle with his mother, followed by Cousin Yvette and Francois, then Marie carrying a basket of white roses and wearing a gown fashioned in layers, a golden mesh tunic over ivory satin, the neck, hemline and sleeves trimmed with sparkling beads. A few moments later, Gabrielle appeared on her father’s arm.


    The couple stood beneath a white canopy while the priest conducted the ceremony in smooth flowing Latin. During the final blessing, Raymond’s brothers held a square of silk over the bride and groom to symbolize protection from future harm. According to custom, the couple would save the silk to swaddle their firstborn.


    Outside the church, a long line of carriages waited to take them to the reception. Drivers in top hats and polished boots kept their freshly groomed horses calm as guests climbed aboard. Alongside their route, the Seine rippled with golden shadows, and as they approached the museum, where they would dine and dance amidst Egyptian and Roman antiquities, jets of water rose from a fountain lit by submerged lights.


    Everything looks magical, Helene thought. Like a fairy tale.


    Holding the hand of the driver, she stepped down from the carriage. Inside the building, crisp-collared waiters offered champagne from silver trays, and music swirled from somewhere beyond the grand two-storeyed lobby. Rubies, sapphires, diamonds and gold sparkled from bosoms large and small. While her parents and grandmother chatted with others, Helene stood to one side, listening to a swelling babble of voices.


    “You’re supposed to go through the receiving line,” Francois whispered.


    “Aren’t you supposed to be part of the receiving line?”


    “I know. Maman is waiting for me. I’m sure it will be tedious.”


    Helene smiled as Francois hurried off. She wanted to savour every moment and was content to watch as others took their places in a long snaking line, gowns dazzling against a backdrop of black tie and tails and a smattering of dress uniforms. Papa beckoned and she joined her family. Beyond the receiving line, the dining room glittered with candles and chandeliers, white damask linen set with crystal and fine china, tall pedestal vases cascading with tiny white blooms and green ivy.


    Dinner unfolded with a bewildering array of courses. Helene turned left and right to engage in conversation and kept her back straight and a smile on her face. A string quartet located in a small balcony struggled to be heard over the din of conversation and bustling waiters. Aromas of consommé, roasted salmon and duck confit mingled with perfume and the scent of fresh flowers. Guy, the only other member of her family at the table, was seated at the far end between a woman, who looked to be older than Grandmere and wore a lorgnette dangling from a string of pearls, and Sarah Brouillard, whom the Noisette family had known since birth. Sarah had always been awkward as a child. Now she was a beauty and, as far as Helene could tell, Guy was hanging on her every word.


    “Mademoiselle Noisette, what do you think of our crime of passion?” said the man sitting on Helene’s left.


    “Madame Caillaux, Monsieur? It’s a tragic situation, n’est-ce pas? A woman who felt she was forced to protect her husband’s reputation by sacrificing herself.”


    “But she didn’t need to kill Calmette. She could have allowed fate to rule.”


    “Yes, Monsieur, she could have, but what if, under the circumstances, her husband felt duty bound to challenge Calmette to a duel? Monsieur Caillaux might have died.”


    “Perhaps. But he might have been the victor instead. I prefer men to protect their women. This is more natural and more . . . chivalrous. The way French men should behave.”


    “I’m sure Madame Caillaux kept her intentions secret from her husband.”


    “I’m sure she did. A true crime of passion. Would you care to speculate on the outcome of her trial?”


    “I know almost nothing of the law, Monsieur. Best that I leave speculation to others.”


    “Wise indeed, Mademoiselle. Wise indeed.”


    When the meal was over, Helene looked for Marie and found her with her mother in the salon.


    “The food was delicious, Cousin Yvette” she said, sitting next to Marie on a black and gold striped sofa.


    “Thank you, dear. My goodness, you girls look beautiful.” Yvette rose from her chair with a smile. “I must return to our guests and find my husband before the dancing begins. Don’t gossip for too long; the music will start any minute.”


    After her mother hurried off, Marie leaned close to Helene. “Did you see Madame Brunet? She is wearing so many jewels it’s a wonder she doesn’t fall over. And Madame Laberge could not possibly show more of her bosom. I have no idea how her dress stays up.”


    Helene laughed at the thought of the woman’s dress falling down. “Guy seems smitten with Sarah Brouillard. He spoke with her almost exclusively during dinner.”


    “I thought he might enjoy sitting with her. I convinced my mother that if she insisted on placing Madame Lachasse next to your brother, she had to place someone much nicer on his other side. What do you think of Gabrielle’s gown?”


    “She looks like a princess.” Helene sighed, recalling Gabrielle’s gown of rich ivory satin, its long, sweeping train and deep neckline trimmed with pearls and frothy lace. At the back, tiny buttons cascaded like drops of spun sugar.


    “Here you are.” Francois appeared at the entrance to the salon. “Jean-Paul is hoping you will dance with him, Marie. Come with me, ladies. I’ll escort you.”


    He offered both arms and led the way to the ballroom, where two enormous chandeliers hung from giant rosettes at either end. Rose trees in full bloom lined one wall, and clusters of bamboo palms, their stems wound in alternating white and gold ribbons, marked the corners. The orchestra played from a raised dais while white-coated waiters passed trays bearing crystal flutes of champagne, and the dance floor whirled with colour.


    Marie’s face shone with anticipation. “Excuse me, Helene, while I find Jean-Paul.”


    Standing next to Francois, Helene was mesmerized by the sights and sounds of celebration. The music paused. A few couples drifted off the dance floor while others held their places and the conductor raised his baton.


    “Will you dance with me?”


    Helene straightened her shoulders and smiled. “I would love to.”


    During their second dance, she relaxed, confident in Francois’s ability to negotiate the room and her ability to follow. Looking around as other couples dipped and swayed, gliding with the music, skirts billowing with every turn, she saw her mother partnered with a man in uniform.


    “Is the man dancing with my mother a German officer?” she asked Francois.


    After their next turn, he answered, “Yes. Definitely German. I wonder who he is. I don’t recall Maman inviting anyone German except the ambassador, and they had to ask him because of my father’s duties. I remember a fierce discussion one morning at breakfast when Maman said she could not abide the thought of having Germans at Gabrielle’s wedding. Perhaps the ambassador brought him along. Odd though, you’d think he would have brought his wife.”


    “And why is my mother dancing with him? She even looks like she’s enjoying herself. You know Papa is sending us away because he thinks Germany might attack Paris.” Francois nodded. “What do you think? Is your father worried?”


    “He is. He frequently talks about what might happen, but as a diplomat, he’s always searching for solutions involving compromise. I think he hopes compromise will prevail.”


    “You’re lucky he’s not sending your family away.” Helene’s frown was quickly replaced with a smile. “Papa said he would reconsider in a few months.”


    “An extended holiday, then. That’s the way to think of it.”


    * * *


    Standing with Paul Delancey and German Ambassador Wilhelm von Schoen, Henri observed Captain Heldbrigg escorting Lise off the dance floor with his hand beneath her elbow. As soon as his wife reached him, Henri tucked her arm into his and glowered at the German, who had been arrogantly boasting to Paul and Henri about his country’s military strength prior to dancing with Lise. He could tell Lise would prefer to extract her arm from his but knew that she would not embarrass their hosts with a display of marital discord, especially not at Gabrielle’s wedding, so they remained standing together like a devoted married couple.


    “Captain,” said Henri, “you haven’t told us what brings you to Paris. We don’t see very many German officers these days.”


    “An officer always obeys orders, Monsieur. I’m here at the request of General Moltke. Ambassador von Schoen has kindly put me up in his home.”


    “Are you gathering information, Captain? Details that would offer some advantage to your country?”


    “Of course not, Monsieur Noisette. Our countries are at peace. Germany doesn’t spy on its neighbours.”


    Henri knew the man was lying. Heldbrigg and others like him regularly stayed with the German ambassador, spending their days in innocuous activities and their nights pumping a network of individuals with information to sell. France did the same, as did Austria, Russia and Great Britain. Probably the United States too, although he had yet to hear any specifics. Under the guise of diplomacy, all countries gathered information.


    Lise tugged on his arm to indicate that such conversation was inappropriate, but Henri ignored her.


    “On the contrary, Captain, just last week one of your compatriots was caught with highly classified information. We have him in custody as we speak. But I’m sure you are already aware of the circumstances. Must have been careless, your man.”


    Paul Delancey stepped into the conversation. His look was pleasant, but Henri could see the warning in his eyes. “Henri, perhaps we should allow Captain Heldbrigg the courtesy of enjoying Gabrielle’s wedding. Ambassador von Schoen, are you taking a holiday this summer? If I recall, you travelled to the south of France last year.”


    The ambassador was about to reply when Captain Heldbrigg interrupted, his cheeks flushed, his back and shoulders stiff with anger. “Just as we have one of yours, Monsieur Noisette.” The captain’s mouth twisted in a sneer. “Witless fellow.”


    “So you admit to spying, Captain Heldbrigg. And you think it fitting to enjoy Monsieur Delancey’s hospitality at the same time? With apologies to Ambassador von Schoen, I call that reprehensible. Paul, you deserve my apologies as well. Under the circumstances, Lise and I will excuse ourselves and circulate amongst the other guests.”


    As Henri began to step away, the captain took hold of his shoulder and pulled him back. “You should be more careful, Noisette. When France is controlled by Germany, I will remember your insult.” The man’s voice was harsh and threatening, his eyes black and hard.


    Paul Delancey stepped between Henri and the captain. “Heldbrigg!” he said. “You were invited here as my guest. This is my daughter’s wedding, not a time for such behaviour. Under the circumstances, I must ask you to leave.”


    Captain Heldbrigg clicked his heels together and offered a mocking salute to his host. “As you wish, Monsieur. I hope our next meeting is more cordial. Please convey my regrets to your lovely wife.”


    With the captain’s departure, Ambassador von Schoen also excused himself, mumbling something vague about needing to speak with a friend. Henri, Lise and Paul watched him disappear into the crowd.


    “I’m sorry, Paul. I shouldn’t have provoked him. Heldbrigg epitomizes all the German characteristics I dislike. Insufferable man.”


    “I know he was obnoxious, Henri, but you embarrassed us, and made Paul uncomfortable,” said Lise.


    “Don’t worry, Lise. No one else overheard, and I was actually enjoying the way Henri got under his skin. Diplomats can’t normally do that sort of thing. Not in public anyway.”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 6


    June 1914


    On a hot June day, humid air pregnant with rain, their train drew into Beaufort. The screech of metal brakes, hiss of steam and loud cry of a lone conductor marked their entrance. No grand hallway bustling with porters and echoing with footsteps greeted them. No marble arches, no vendors selling croissants, no shoeshine men, no newsboys yelling the latest headlines. In fact, no one at all except a dishevelled driver waiting next to an automobile, the likes of which Helene had never seen.


    “How will the six of us fit into that?” Helene’s mother said with a dismissive wave of her hand.


    “I’m sure we’ll manage.” Helene’s father approached the driver. “Gaston?”


    “Oui, Monsieur.” The man chuckled. “I’m sure I look much older than the last time you saw me. Madame Lalonde asked me to meet the train.”


    Papa had inherited the Beaufort property when his maiden aunt died six years ago, and Madame Lalonde, who oversaw Tante Camille’s house, had prepared it for their arrival. But who was this man? Whiskered, angular, bow-legged, an Adam’s apple that bobbed every time he spoke, the man looked nothing like the drivers they used in Paris. Helene knew it was rude to stare, so she shifted her gaze to the pile of suitcases and boxes they had brought with them and began to count.


    “If Monsieur will agree, I think it best for me to take passengers first and return for your baggage.”


    “Hmmm. You’re right. We haven’t a hope of fitting everything in. What sort of automobile is this?”


    “Tonneau, Monsieur. Built in 1903. Your aunt was very proud of it. God bless her soul.”


    Papa walked all around the vehicle. The Tonneau was red, the colour of ripe cherries. And it had no roof. Instead, it looked like a fancy horse-drawn carriage without the horse. On the driver’s side, a large bulbous horn sat ready to clear the way with a purposeful squeeze, and the polished wooden handle of a steering stick protruded where the driver would sit. Brass-encased lanterns were mounted near the front wheels, and large wicker baskets were strapped to either side. Crude metal springs positioned above the rear wheels promised passengers a modicum of comfort.


    “Was it always red?”


    “Always, Monsieur.” Gaston held out his hand first to Helene’s grandmother and then to her mother, assisting them into the backseat. Helene scrambled in after the two women while her father and Jean sat next to Gaston. “We had best go before it rains,” he said.


    “Thank heavens,” Helene’s mother muttered through pursed lips.


    Since their train had been scheduled to depart at 8:03 that morning, they had been up at six, attending to last minute preparations and eating a light breakfast before saying farewell to Tout Tout and Guy. Despite her father’s worries, they had boarded the train a full twenty minutes before departure, but the long, hot trip had been tiring, leaving tempers frayed and no one willing to accommodate further inconvenience. Only Jean seemed excited.


    “We’ll pass through the main square then head south.” Gaston turned to glance at the women in the backseat. “Beaufort isn’t large, but it’s a pretty town.”


    Helene thought the dirt road crowded with unkempt houses and ragged gardens anything but pretty, however, she held her tongue. Maman might seize on any complaint as a reason to escalate her feud with Papa. The tension between them had been growing for weeks, and Helene feared it might soon reach a breaking point.


    The Tonneau continued on past a slaughterhouse smelling so horrid she held her breath until they were well past, a farm equipment shop, its front yard crowded with broken parts, and a long, low building with narrow windows and black smoke billowing from each of four chimneys. The only pleasing sight was a windmill, perched on a rise not far from the road, its wide white sails turning in the breeze.


    Soon they turned onto Rue Principale, where cobbled streets lined with squat, red-roofed houses ran perpendicular to the road. Down one lane, Helene saw a group of children playing skittles and an old woman in a black dress sweeping her front step. Faded coveralls, rough linen shirts and long aprons hung from clotheslines strung across the lane from second storey windows. As they neared the centre of Beaufort, the houses were larger, with wide front doors and lace-curtained windows, and the shops looked more prosperous.


    Gaston talked as he drove, pointing out the doctor’s clinic, a brasserie known for local beers, the school Helene and Jean would likely attend and roads leading south to Amiens and north to Lille. He slowed the car to a crawl as a horse-drawn wagon drew in front of them.


    “This is the main square,” Gaston said.


    The circular space was dominated by a fountain with a central plume of water shooting high into the air, ringed by six smaller plumes, the entire structure enclosed by a stone wall no more than a metre high. A church and its tall belfry anchored the far side, and five streets fanned out in all directions, one marked by the statue of a rearing horse.


    “Rather quiet today, but on Saturdays the shops are bustling. Farmers set up stalls over there well before seven.”


    “I remember that,” Helene’s father replied. “We used to come into town every Saturday and always went home with something special: an ice cream, a jar of honey, a pack of sweets. Once a travelling circus came to town. That was the first time I saw a lion.” Papa chuckled as if lost in long ago memory.


    Gaston turned down the road next to a florist. “The road will get a little bumpier now.”


    Since no one except her father and Gaston had spoken, Helene felt she should say something, if only to be polite.


    “How long will it take, Papa?”


    “Not too long now. Perhaps another ten minutes.”


    Birds scattered as they passed, and brown cows lifted their sleepy heads. Rounding one corner, a boy, no more than six or seven, waved at the car. Helene listened to the jounce of springs and the clash of gears as Gaston shifted for each change of speed. Pungent scents of summer barnyards and freshly mown hay permeated the air, each one new to her, their newness enticing despite her reluctance to be away from Paris.


    “There it is.”


    Her father pointed to their left where a cluster of low buildings and a winding driveway flanked by tall oak trees and a hodgepodge of stone fences came into view. Swans floated on a small pond.


    “Who lives on the farm next door?”


    Helene pointed at a farmhouse with a tangle of bushes on one side and two sturdy outbuildings on the other, wondering if their neighbours might have a daughter close to her age. Tante Camille’s house turned out to be a good distance from Beaufort, and she could not imagine living without people nearby.


    “Used to be the Doucet family. When I was little, they raised cows and chickens. And rabbits. We loved seeing the newborn rabbits, as tiny as your little finger. We’ll ask Madame Lalonde who lives there now.”


    As they drew closer, Helene saw that Tante Camille’s house was larger than she had imagined, made of faded limestone and accented with green shutters. Its overgrown gardens were bursting with white hydrangeas, deep purple dahlias and random clusters of yellow lilies.


    No one spoke and again she felt the need to fill the void. “It looks charming, Papa.”


    “Different than I remember,” he said. “Looks like it needs a few repairs.”


    The front door opened and a tall woman with grey hair and large hands emerged from the house. She wore a loose-fitting dress and smiled without opening her lips.


    “I’m so glad you’re here, Henri. Mariele, it has been a long time since we’ve seen one another.”


    Helene’s grandmother inclined her head. “A long time indeed, Blanche.”


    “Madame Lalonde, how wonderful to see you after all these years. May I present my family?”


    After introducing Lise, Helene and Jean, he explained that Guy remained in Paris.


    “Camille would be happy that you have brought your family.” Another brief smile. “Come in. Come in.”


    Smells of fresh bread, cloves and cedar greeted Helene as she looked around the salon, the first room encountered upon entering the house. Ground floor windows brought sunshine into the house. Sofas and chairs decked with stuffed pillows offered calm comfort. Two armoires flanked the front window, each one painted with simple designs in primary colours. Piles of books and framed photos occupied almost every available surface.


    “This is the salon,” said Madame Lalonde. “The kitchen is at the back of the house and the dining room through that door.”


    She gestured with her left hand and led the way into the dining room, where ten wooden chairs surrounded a rectangular table, and several ceramic bowls were stacked on top of an ornate buffet. Helene’s attention was drawn to three paintings set along one wall, each painting a vibrant mass of unstructured colour.


    “Tante Camille enjoyed unusual art,” Papa said.


    “And their artists,” Grandmere said.


    “Maman! The children,” her father said.


    Helene’s grandmother arched her eyebrows. “Many artists did their painting here,” she explained, “and became friends with Tante Camille.”


    Helene did not understand this exchange but was intrigued that her grandmother, normally so reserved, was instead speaking with a light, teasing tone as if unexpectedly released from a gloomy character she had been playing.


    Madame Lalonde gestured towards the hall. “Let’s go upstairs. You’ll want to see your bedrooms.”


    The stairs creaked and groaned from years of solitude, but here, as in the main rooms, everything was immaculate: crisp white linens and lavender sachets on each bed, freshly pleated curtains drawn back to let in the light. In the spacious master bedroom, a lounge chair was arranged by the window, inviting hours of comfortable reading with a view of the garden, grassy fields dotted with poppies and the tall steeple of a distant church.


    Helene thought the rooms on the second floor charming in their simplicity but noticed that her mother had only criticisms to offer—that bed looks lumpy, this window doesn’t shut properly, the floor creaks—while her father attempted to cajole his wife with little anecdotes from the past.


    He’s trying so hard, what is wrong with Maman?


    “Would you like to see the attic?” Papa said. “We always thought it was a special place. My aunt kept all sorts of treasures up there.”


    “I think I’ll go downstairs,” said her mother. “I doubt that a dusty attic will be of interest.”


    Papa’s smile stretched tighter.


    “I’ll come with you,” Helene said.


    “Me too,” said Jean.


    The attic was a large room divided roughly down the middle by a wall that doubled as bookshelves. On one side was a single bed, covered by a blue and white quilt, a pillow encased in crisp white cotton and a calico cat that raised her head and swished her tail either to acknowledge or protest those who disturbed her sleep. The window next to the bed looked out towards the pond and a ridge in the far distance.


    “Humph. It doesn’t look at all like I remember it. There used to be trunks stuffed with old clothes, large hatboxes and piles of books. And a leather case with duelling swords.” He turned around. “We spent hours up here playing, especially when it rained.”


    “Papa, may I have this room?” Helene imagined creating a refuge for herself away from Maman, who looked so distressed, and Jean, who always got in the way, and her grandmother, who was locked in the past.


    “Of course.”


    * * *


    “Thank you, Madame Lalonde. Everything looks charming,” Papa said after they returned to the main floor.


    “Gaston and I will stop in tomorrow to see if you need anything. We can drive you to the station, Henri, and Gaston can return at another time to take the family into Beaufort. The town is buzzing with news of your arrival.”


    Helene’s grandmother chuckled. “I’d forgotten what it’s like to live in a small place. Does Doctor Valdane still run the pharmacy?” Madame Lalonde nodded. “Good. He will understand what I need.”


    Outside Gaston helped Madame Lalonde into the Tonneau and they drove off with a wave and three short blasts on the horn, while Helene and her family looked on.


    “Helene, will you help me prepare lunch?” Grandmere said turning towards the front door.


    The kitchen was a large, rambling space that looked as though it had once been two separate rooms. One end housed a stove, a long, narrow counter, a deep sink, an ice box and a pantry while plain wooden cupboards lined three walls at the other end. In the middle, a wooden table was set for five.


    Madame Lalonde had already assembled vegetables, cold meat, cheeses and rolls, a well-used cutting board and two sharp knives. Her grandmother pulled an apron off a hook near the sink, smiled and began to hum.


    “You sound content, Grandmere.” Helene could not recall the last time her grandmother looked anything but sad.


    “I used to love being in Beaufort. Such wonderful times we had. I was younger then. You might not see it now, but Madame Lalonde was a real beauty. And Tante Camille was always so lively. Your grandfather would shake his head at some of our escapades.”


    Madame Lalonde a beauty? Grandmere indulging in escapades? Helene could not imagine.


    * * *


    After lunch, Henri took Lise out to the garden, which occupied the south and east sides of the house. His aunt had designed it with pleasure in mind: a short walk, a time of contemplation on the swing hanging from a spreading chestnut tree, a game of croquet or badminton at the bottom of the garden, where shouts and laughter could be indulged. Discreet spaces behind hedges and trailing vines offered opportunities for an afternoon rest or brief flirtation. His wife was far too angry for flirtation.


    “Shall we go this way?”


    He pointed towards a wooden arch covered in wild roses and Lise tilted her head to one side in response. They walked along a rough stone path bordered by alyssum and bluebells until finding a wooden bench near a tangle of raspberry bushes and a birdbath decorated with leaping fish. Henri gestured for Lise to sit.


    “Talk to me, Lise. You know I’m trying to do what I think is best. I’ve told you as much as I can.”


    “You’ve said all that before, Henri. But you’re acting like a dictator. I feel like chattel, not your wife. We used to make decisions together.”


    “But I can’t tell you all the facts. You have to trust me.”


    “Trust? Why should I trust you? And what will I do in this tiny backwater? I have no friends, no family. It feels like exile, not safety.”


    “Maman is with you.”


    “She’s your mother, Henri, not mine. I respect her, but we are hardly friends.”


    They were silent, each waiting for the other to speak. Summer sounds of buzzing insects and chirping birds did nothing to ease their estrangement. Finally, Lise raised her head, revealing bright splotches on her cheeks.


    “You’ve sent me away so you can be with that woman.”


    It was time for the truth. He could not avoid it any longer. Forcing her to leave Paris was difficult enough; leaving Guy behind was even more difficult. He could not have her wondering every day whether he was with another woman. Vivienne’s charms had been fleeting; lust had ensnared him as well as a desire to prove his skills in the bedroom to another woman. Moments of release, but nothing compared to what he had with Lise. Nothing at all. Had he damaged his marriage beyond repair? Henri could only hope this was not the case. He was miserable without her love.


    “The affair is over. It’s been over for months. I’m sorry, so very sorry I hurt you. I love you, Lise. Please don’t let us part this way. I can’t be alone in Paris without knowing that you love me.”


    Lise did not move; every part of her appeared frozen by what he had disclosed. Her complexion was almost ghostly, lips as pale as mist. Hands hanging at her side as if drained of all energy. She said nothing, her silence an unspoken rejection. He waited. Slowly, very slowly, she turned her back to him, yet still he waited. Birds chirped, insects hummed, petals fell to the ground, clouds drifted past. Eventually, Henri rose from the bench, squared his shoulders and retreated like a weary soldier along the path towards the house.


    * * *


    The following morning, while Gaston cleaned the windows of the Tonneau with a damp cloth, Henri stood on the front step with a small black valise, waiting for Lise to appear. Although only a few minutes after nine, hot humid air was already making the day uncomfortable.


    Henri’s mother had prepared breakfast, which he ate quickly, grateful for strong coffee, crusty bread and thick slices of cheese from an amply stocked pantry. These tastes reminded him of simple country pleasures, and he wished that the world was not turning upside down and he could stay to put things right with Lise.


    The previous night, she had refused him for the first time in twenty years of marriage. At dinner, she had spoken little, but he had retained a shred of hope that her attitude might soften and had followed her upstairs to bed, her swaying hips bringing heat to his body. When he had closed the door, she told him he was not welcome in her room, and when he had attempted to kiss her, she stiffened, allowing no part of her mouth to respond.


    Even then he had persisted, touching her breast in a way that had always caused her nipples to harden in the past, but she had pushed his hand away and told him to leave. He spent a restless night on the sofa, cursing himself for allowing a flirtatious woman to tempt him and wondering what he could do to recapture his wife’s love.


    At least Jean is content, he thought, observing his son chattering to his grandmother, who nodded and smiled at a constant stream of questions. Helene will get used to it, he told himself, although he knew her unhappiness had returned, the blush of exploring a new home fading overnight. She had responded to his cheerful questions that morning with yes or no or a shrug of her shoulders.


    Gaston looked once more at his watch. “Don’t want to miss the train, Monsieur.”


    “A moment, Gaston.”


    Surely Lise would not let him leave without saying good-bye. He was about to go searching for her when she emerged from the front door and stood beside Helene.


    “I’ll write soon and so will Guy,” he said.


    “When will you visit us, Papa?” Helene made no pretence of smiling.


    “In a few weeks time. I’ll send word.”


    Henri kissed his wife, ignoring her rigid body, then Helene and finally his mother. He admonished Jean one more time to be helpful to his mother and grandmother, placed his valise inside the wicker basket and climbed into the front seat. Waving good-bye, he wondered whether Lise would ever forgive him and if life would ever be normal again.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 7


    June 1914


    Distress and anxiety took over Tante Camille’s house. Mariele felt it in her daughter-in-law’s unfinished sentences and the blank way she stared off into the distance. She felt it when the light in Helene’s eyes vanished into bewilderment or when her granddaughter picked an argument with Jean over something as small as who had forgotten to close a window or whose turn it was to sweep the steps. Even Jean was testy, resisting his mother’s suggestions and glowering whenever she scolded him. Mariele kneaded and stirred and bustled about the kitchen to keep her worries in check. In the evenings, she read the newspaper fetched by one of the family from Beaufort, and just the other day, she had purchased some wool and had begun to knit a sweater, her fingers fumbling with almost forgotten movements.


    Accustomed to the pace of Paris—the busy streets, the comings and goings of friends and family, the shops and bookstores and galleries designed for browsing—Beaufort was more than quiet. It was strange to think of the unexpected twists a life could take. Bertrand was dead, yet here she was back in the place where they had discovered such contentment in the early years of marriage. The place where Henri was conceived. How well she remembered those idyllic summer days and nights, first as a young bride and later as a mother of several children. Would some of the contentment she had found so long ago creep into their lives?


    Within the confines of their Beaufort home, the moods of her daughter-in-law became familiar. She knew when Lise was thinking about Guy by the way she paused and pressed a handkerchief to her eyes. When thoughts of Helene preoccupied her, she tapped a finger against her mouth and seemed about to speak but rarely did. When Lise thought of Henri, her face tightened. Only Jean made her smile.


    Mariele wondered how to help. Days were long and nights even longer without the bustle and glamour of Paris. She and her daughter-in-law were accustomed to coexisting, but their lives had previously been parallel, rarely intersecting. In reality, they knew little about one another.


    “Lise! Can you help?”


    Mariele was in the dank, dark dressing room attached to her bedroom when she called out. Since their arrival, she had been slowly transforming her bedroom, adding personal touches to remind her of Paris and a photograph of her husband taken on a holiday trip to Greece. She replaced gloomy canvasses with two pictures discovered in the cellar: one a beach scene with colourful umbrellas and small children splashing in the waves, the other a landscape of golden fields pierced by poppies. She removed heavy drapes in favour of light gauze panels that moved gently as if breathing in and out when the wind stirred. Cleaning the dressing room attached to the bedroom was her last task.


    After a few moments, she heard Lise climb the stairs.


    “What is it, Maman Noisette?”


    “I found a chest underneath all these boxes. Can you help me move it out so we can see what’s inside? It seems to me that Camille kept the oddest things. Did I tell you I found a matching pair of duelling pistols the other day?”


    “Really? Why don’t I grab the handle at this end while you push?” Lise said.


    Mariele had been hopeful that Lise might comment on the duelling pistols or ask to see them. They were truly extraordinary and from such a different era. She wondered what it would take for Lise to allow even a small degree of intimacy to flourish between them. Does she think I’m too old to understand her feelings? Or that I will judge her?


    The two women struggled until they had the wooden chest in the middle of Mariele’s bedroom.


    “It’s a pretty piece,” Lise said. “Are these Tante Camille’s initials?”


    “Yes. Camille Elise Noisette.”


    “I’m sure the moths have destroyed whatever’s in there.” Lise brushed the dirt and cobwebs off her skirt.


    “Let’s open it anyway,” Mariele said, anxious to keep Lise talking for a little while. She pinched each clasp and smiled when she heard them snap and click. After lifting the lid, she peeled away several layers of tissue.


    “Oh, look,” she said, draping a heavy damask tablecloth against her body.


    Mariele set it aside and extracted three more, each of exquisite design, followed by fine cotton sheets and a long, lacy nightgown and matching peignoir.


    “This must have been Camille’s trousseau.”


    “But Henri . . . but I thought she never married,” Lise said.


    “She was engaged.” Mariele’s smile dropped away.


    Lise touched the nightgown. “It feels like silk. No one ever mentioned an engagement. What happened?”


    “His name was Andre. He drowned in a boating accident. Camille didn’t know he couldn’t swim. We tried to rescue him but . . .” Her words trailed off.


    “How did—”


    “She blamed herself,” Mariele continued as though Lise had not spoken. “After Andre’s death, she became more and more unconventional.”


    Years ago, Mariele had been amused by her husband’s annoyance when Camille did something scandalous—a frequent occurrence. His sister’s antics made him rage about her effect on the family reputation.


    “I remember an incident when Camille drove a horse-drawn carriage at full speed through the Bois, racing with a rather rakish but very handsome man at least ten years her junior. Your father-in-law often said she needed a husband to tame her.”


    “Henri speaks of her with great affection. But I met her only a few times before she died.”


    Mariele nodded. “She had many lovers. Men admired her wit and beauty. She did as she pleased. Women envied her for that. Your sister-in-law, Chantal, is rather like her.”


    Lise removed another layer of tissue and held up a pile of hand-smocked baby clothes extracted from the bottom of the trunk. “Who were these for?”


    Mariele placed a hand over her lips. “Oh, dear. That’s a long story.”


    “Time is one thing we have a lot of.” There was no sharpness to Lise’s voice, merely a tone of weary despondency.


    “Why don’t I tell you the story over a pot of tea?”


    When the kettle whistled, Mariele poured boiling water into a white teapot decorated with tiny green shamrocks while Lise set four cookies on a matching plate. Once outside, they pulled two chairs into the shade and sat for a while in companionable silence, cups in hand. June was slipping away, the vivid greens of spring darkening, the sky turning a hazy blue as humidity gathered and the sun’s angle changed. Something banged inside the house.


    “Must be Helene,” Lise said with a sigh.


    Mariele shifted in her chair and set her teacup down. “Shall I tell you about the baby clothes?” Pleased to see a spark of interest in her daughter-in-law’s face, Mariele began the story. “Camille was my favourite sister-in-law. When I married Bertrand, she was the only one I could talk to. My mother-in-law and father-in-law were austere, private people who remained aloof from Paris society. So very different from my own family. They made me feel foolish and inadequate no matter what I did.


    “Before our wedding, Bertrand told me we would live with his parents. Their house was so large he said it made sense for us to have two bedrooms and a small sitting room on the second floor. We took our meals with his parents and five siblings.


    “Bertrand’s mother criticized everything I did, everything I wore. Nothing pleased her. One day, Camille found me crying in my bedroom. When I confessed the reasons for my tears, she told me Bertrand was their mother’s favourite and that Madame Noisette was jealous of me. Camille showed me how to get the upper hand.”


    “How did you do that?”


    Mariele laughed, remembering the first time she mentioned plans to move out of the family home. The look on her mother-in-law’s face had been worth Bertrand’s displeasure.


    “I had a few strategies. I adopted the habit of holding Bertrand’s hand or touching his arm or cheek whenever his mother was looking. And I talked all the time about plans for a house of our own. Camille helped me realise that her mother was a bully, and if I stood my ground, she would back down.”


    “Did your strategy work?”


    “Eventually. We moved out after eighteen months when Bertrand had had enough of living in between his two women.” Mariele smiled at the memory.


    “I can certainly imagine you standing your ground, Maman Noisette. What about the baby clothes?”


    “Ah, the baby clothes. That’s where we started, wasn’t it?” Mariele twisted her necklace around one finger. “The summer after we married, Bertrand and I had a holiday in Beaufort, and Camille and her fiancé came to visit. I think her parents were so relieved she was finally engaged that they were prepared to overlook the impropriety. No one thought to ask Andre if he could swim when Camille proposed we go boating. That was the day he drowned. Our boat was on the other side of the river, and by the time we reached them, it was too late.”


    Mariele could still remember Camille’s frantic screams, Bertrand’s desperate effort to row as fast as possible and Andre splashing helplessly as the current swept him downstream.


    “Four months later, she came to me with news of her pregnancy. Bertrand never knew that I took her to Beaufort for her confinement. The baby died when he was two days old.”


    Mariele retrieved a rumpled handkerchief tucked inside the sleeve of her blouse and wiped her eyes. She smiled apologetically.


    “And she never married.”


    “No. She had another engagement, but she never loved anyone like that again.”


    Lise pushed a few strands of hair behind her ear. “Sad story,” she said in between sips of tea.


    “Very sad. But for the most part, she was a contented woman. I loved her dearly.”


    “Perhaps being unmarried is a good thing.”


    “Perhaps.” Careful, she thought. Let silence work its magic.


    Mariele watched a butterfly flutter and swoop, rarely stopping for more than an instant. To her left, a yellow-breasted finch perched on the birdbath, dipping his beak into the water then twisting his neck back and forth as if checking for danger. A cowbell clanged, but otherwise all was still.


    Mariele stole a gaze at her daughter-in-law just in time to see a tear roll down Lise’s cheek. “Are you all right, dear?”


    Lise twisted her wedding ring back and forth. “I’m fine. It’s just . . .”


    “You’ve been so unlike yourself ever since we came to Beaufort. Is it Guy?” Lise shook her head. “Henri?” Lise said nothing. “I’m a good listener, you know. Sometimes it helps to share your worries.”


    Lise extracted a handkerchief from her pocket and wiped her eyes. “Thank you, Maman Noisette. But I don’t want to complain about my husband to his mother.”


    “You’re assuming that I will take his side.” Mariele laid one hand on her daughter-in-law’s arm. “I know my son, Lise. He can be selfish and act without regard to consequences. I’ve watched you avoid him for months.”


    “For months?” Lise said.


    “Yes, for months. What has he done that makes you so unhappy?”


    “I don’t know if I can tell you. Or anyone, for that matter.”


    Mariele allowed silence to gather once again as she rocked back and forth on the white wicker chair. After a few minutes, Lise brushed a mosquito off her arm then crossed one knee over the other and smoothed her skirt.


    “Henri has had an affair. It doesn’t matter with whom. One of my friends—an acquaintance, really—told me about it several months ago. At first, I didn’t believe her, but as the weeks passed, whenever we were in this woman’s company—the woman Henri had supposedly taken for a lover—he behaved differently. He stood straighter, gestured more, smiled at her. Occasionally, he rested a hand on her arm or shoulder. Once I saw him brush past her in the hall and squeeze her hand. That’s when I knew.


    “After Henri announced that he wanted us to go to Beaufort, I accused him of sending us away so her could be with her. I called him names and tried to slap his face.” Lise paused to clear her throat. “Is there any more tea?” she asked.


    “Of course. But I don’t think it’s very hot.”


    “Doesn’t matter.” She held out her cup and continued to talk while Mariele poured. “The day we arrived in Beaufort, he admitted to the affair and said it was over. I didn’t believe him. I don’t know what to believe anymore.” Lise swallowed a mouthful of tea then attempted to smile, but it was more like a grimace.


    “Beyond that, I’m worried about Guy, of course. If Henri is right, Guy could soon be in danger. And we’re stuck in this little town away from everyone and everything we know. I’m lonely and angry. Nothing in my life is stable or dependable. Nothing.” Lise’s voice, which at first had been soft and mournful, was now biting and brittle.


    Mariele took Lise’s hands. “My dear, you’ve been carrying such a large burden. I’d like to help, if you’ll let me.”


    Lise dropped her head. Mariele continued to hold her hands, and in a soft voice that was little more than a whisper, spoke of her own marriage: troubling times as she adjusted to living with Bertrand, a man she barely knew, their early life together, the frantic times with young children when it seemed she was always pregnant. “Even my toes were fat,” she said. Mariele told Lise about living through war and her brother’s death, about two miscarriages and the loss of her mother and father within weeks of one another.


    “Bertrand was at my side, helping me through all those tragedies.”


    Should I disclose the rest? she wondered. If I do, Henri might find out. Mariele considered whether loyalty to her husband should outweigh the needs of her daughter-in-law. She took a deep breath.


    “My husband had two affairs that I know of. Both hurt me very much. At the time, I told myself he would always come back to me. You see, I was convinced he needed me. And he always did. He told me once—I suppose he was about fifty at the time—that the other women were never serious, more of a diversion. I don’t know if he thought that would make me feel better, but that’s what he said. Despite our trials, I loved Henri’s father. And not a day goes by without missing him, wanting to tell him something, wanting the reassurance of his love.”


    Mariele turned to face her daughter-in-law. The look of astonishment on Lise’s face almost made her laugh.


    “Maman Noisette, you have surprised me more than I can say, and I’m very grateful for these confidences. But I still don’t know what to do, and I’m so angry with Henri.”


    “Anger is like a prison, Lise, and you are the prisoner. I know you’re strong enough to forgive him. He will know you love him, if you do.”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 8


    June 1914


    Lise felt like a trapped animal in a shrinking cage. Each important aspect of her life—love, marriage, family, security—was threatened by circumstances beyond her control, and she alternated between anger and despair. It was well past midnight and she had yet to begin her nightly ritual. Instead, she sat on her reading chair as if confined by invisible shackles, picking at the edges of her handkerchief and occasionally staring blankly at a seascape on the far wall. Clear thinking was impossible.


    Maman Noisette’s advice was forgiveness, but Lise did not know if she had the strength to forgive Henri. And what would be the cost of that forgiveness? Would she live every day in anticipation of another transgression? Would she look at every woman he spoke to with jealousy? Before his return to Paris, he had said he loved her, and she wondered whether she could believe him. And if I can’t believe him, what’s the point of being married to him?


    Would her course of action become clearer in a week or two? A month or two? Lise shook her head. Nothing was clear. Nothing at all.


    After her mother-in-law’s astonishing revelations, Lise had spoken further about her fears for Guy and, in contrast to the compassionate discussion about marriage, had been treated to a thin-lipped pronouncement that war was madness and that the men involved were outside the grip of rational thought.


    She twisted her handkerchief. Why is Guy so impulsive? He’s barely more than a child. Does he not fear for his life? How can it be that he wants this path? Does he desire the glory of battle as if that somehow proves his manhood? Does he not remember that I have already borne the inexpressible pain of losing a son? The spectre of Guy’s death would haunt her every day.


    Lise rose and went to the window. From some distant perch, an owl hooted. A rabbit scampered across the lawn. A cat shrieked. She had a sudden urge to shout her frustrations into the night’s darkness.


    The following morning, eyes stinging from tears and sleeplessness, she drank strong, scalding espresso while standing at the sink.


    “Did you sleep, my dear?” Mariele said, tying the belt of her long blue housecoat into a knot.


    “Un peu,” she said. “But only in snatches.”


    “I’ll make breakfast for Helene and Jean. Why don’t you have a hot bath?”


    Lise ignored her mother-in-law’s suggestion. “I’m going into Beaufort this morning with some letters to post and a few errands to do. Is there anything you need?”


    “A baguette for dinner. Some sugar. I’ll make a list. Do you want company?”


    Lise forced a smile to her lips. “I’ll be fine. A brisk walk will do me good.”


    She was grateful that neither Helene nor Jean wanted to come along. Her daughter was pouting again, and Jean said he had plans to go swimming with Gaston’s great-nephew. Dressing in a simple white blouse and a practical navy skirt wide enough for taking long strides, she was ready to go by nine.


    There were two roads into Beaufort, and Lise decided on the longer route, which swung past the lake and the ruins of an ancient Cistercian abbey, so at the end of the drive she turned left instead of right, passing the Doucet farm, where cows clustered around a saltlick not far from the road. To her right, a gentle arc of fields rose and fell with the shape of the land, and Lise tried to clear her mind of tangled thoughts. Walking briskly, she concentrated on her immediate surroundings: a flock of birds flying overhead, the heat of the sun, wildflowers bobbing blue and pink and yellow, a squawking crow, the distant rumble of a tractor. A dense patch of bushes dotted with orange berries marked the next turn, and in the distance, a crumbling red brick wall formed the southern boundary of what had once been the abbey. She kept a punishing pace, legs striding, arms swinging, and was breathing so heavily by the time she approached Beaufort that she was forced to sit on a large rock to catch her breath.


    In the three weeks since arriving at Tante Camille’s, Lise had been in Beaufort on several occasions, and once she had idly wandered up and down the side streets merely to explore. When she was alone or with Mariele, she stopped in to visit Madame Lalonde, who shared bits of news and was a source of information about those who held positions of authority or wealth. It was Madame Lalonde who told her about the large estate owned by the Galliard family that anchored the north end of town. They made their money from coal, Madame Lalonde had explained. Filthy money, she had said with a snort. Lise was beginning to enjoy the older woman’s company, her unequivocal positions and wry sense of humour.


    After stopping in at the grocer, the bakery and the charcuterie, Lise bought a newspaper and collected the mail, tucking the bundle of letters into her basket for the return trip. She would read them later, perhaps in the garden with a glass of fresh cider.


    * * *


    “Did you see the news about Archduke Franz Ferdinand? He’s going to Bosnia to conduct a review of their army. It says that the Serbs are inflamed over his visit. There’s some secret society spreading anti-Austrian propaganda, and according to the paper, there are even hints of a planned assassination.”


    Because the temperature was so warm, Lise and Mariele were sitting outside after dinner. With the summer solstice having just passed, plenty of light remained and Lise was passing the time with a novel she had discovered on Tante Camille’s bookshelves while her mother-in-law read the paper. Unexpected shouts of laughter could be heard from the bottom of the garden where Helene and Jean were playing badminton.


    “Then why would the archduke go?” Lise said.


    “Not only that, but why would he take his wife? Apparently, they’re on a wedding anniversary trip. Let me read you what it says. ‘As Inspector General of the Army, Franz Ferdinand accepted the invitation of Bosnia’s governor—some impossible name to pronounce—to inspect army manoeuvres being held outside Sarajevo.’ I suppose because Austria-Hungary annexed Bosnia, the Bosnian army is part of the Austrian army.”


    “It’s a complicated part of the world. They’ve already had two Balkan Wars.” Lise picked up her book but paused before returning to her reading. “Henri will know what’s happening. We can ask him. He said that he and Guy will visit at the end of the month.”


    * * *


    Dear Papa,


    Each day I hear the rooster crowing very early in the morning. On most occasions, I can return to sleep now that I am used to the sound. The cat sleeps on my bed every night. Her name is Babette, but we have no idea how old she is.


    Grandmere is enjoying cooking. Often she concocts something new, and she seems particularly fond of baking. To think that I did not even know she could cook! She also tells us stories about coming here when you were young. Do you remember the time you tried to build a fire in the attic? Grandmere says that you almost burned down the house.


    Maman spends much of her time in the garden. She has discovered many books in the house that she takes out to the bench near the birdbath. I think she is a little sad about missing her friends and worried about Guy. She is now working on a large piece of embroidery. So with Grandmere’s cooking and Maman’s embroidery, we are becoming quite domestic. I have a small sampler of my own to embroider, which I can hang in the attic when completed. I suspect it will take me a long time!


    As you suggested in your last letter, Marie and I are now corresponding in English. Could you please bring my dictionary when you visit? She tells me that Gabrielle has returned from her wedding trip and settled into an apartment with her husband.


    Yesterday, Gaston took us into Beaufort for provisions. Everyone seems to know who we are. So different from Paris.


    Your affectionate Helene.


    * * *


    My dear Henri,


    Our little family is beginning to adjust. You would be amused to see me amongst the pots and baking pans, making dinners, pies and breakfast rolls as I used to when you were little. I had forgotten how much I enjoyed being creative, and I am pleased that being in Beaufort is easing the sadness of losing your dear Papa.


    Helene alternates between sulking and mild interest in our new circumstances. I am trying to encourage her to cook, so whenever she expresses a desire for a particular dish, we make it straightaway. For the moment, baking seems to be our most successful venture. She writes regularly to Marie and in turn receives weekly letters with news about Marie’s activities and stories about their classmates. At times Marie’s letters cheer her and at other times they leave her feeling quite grumpy. I’m sure her mood will improve.


    Jean has made friends with Gaston’s great-nephew. His family is called Picardie, and they live about a kilometre away. They spend hours exploring the fields and hills near the house and laugh together over the silliest things. I believe it is good for him to have male companionship. His three housemates are much too sedate for his liking. I chuckle when he returns home dirty or with bumps and scrapes from being outside. Such a change from Paris life.


    Lise keeps to herself, and my attempts to engage her in conversation have yet to be fruitful. I believe she needs time to reconcile herself to our circumstances.


    We are all looking forward to seeing you.


    With great affection,


    Maman

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 9


    June 1914


    “When will Helene realize she isn’t the only person who is missing Paris? She’s acting like the world revolves around her,” Lise said, pursing her lips into a tight line.


    “It’s probably best to let her come to that conclusion on her own.” Mariele was repairing some of the linens they discovered with tiny stitches that demanded concentration. She stuck the needle into a pincushion and stopped to rub her eyes. “If you press, she might become emotional, which will only make it worse.”


    “You may be right.” Lise sighed and picked up her crochet needle once again. Although she disliked needlework, the nights were proving long with no entertainment at hand and only her mother-in-law for adult company.


    Their world was quiet, a quiet that Lise was only now beginning to accept. At first, she had found the lack of noise deafening, as though Paris with its crunch of carriage wheels, screech of trams, church bells and chattering citizens was somehow calm and serene, a feeling born of long familiarity. At Tante Camille’s, she wandered through the house and around the garden, her ears straining for sounds to remind her of home. Instead, only birds and insects filled the air, although water dripped from the leaky pump by the back door, and from time to time a cow mooed or a train whistled in the distance.


    Nothing happened in their little corner of the world unless Gaston came or Adrien Doucet, the son of the man Henri knew when he was little, paid a neighbourly visit. The first time the farmer dropped in, he brought a dozen eggs, and the second time, a rabbit skinned earlier that week and hung in their barn to age. Lise found the small, lifeless body repugnant, and were it not for Mariele’s good manners, she would have offended their neighbour by refusing his gift. Since then, Lise was growing accustomed to visits from Adrien and his wife, Suzanne. Their neighbours were kind, if not sophisticated, hard-working souls who took pride in rural traditions and their thriving farm.


    To return their kindness, Mariele had recently taken two pots of raspberry jam and a bottle of red wine and gone next door for a visit. Lise had declined to accompany her; she was not ready to socialize.


    * * *


    Helene’s gloom persisted despite tantalizing smells of baking, night skies inscribed with stars, Babette’s soft tail and the gentle lull of country living. She missed her friends, Marie in particular; she missed the streets of Paris, always so lively at this time of year, the shops full of tantalizing goods; Monsieur Labelle’s tarte tatin that Maman purchased every Sunday; she even missed school.


    “Would you like to come shopping for dress fabric?” her grandmother asked after breakfast on Saturday.


    “I suppose so.” Helene shrugged her shoulders. “But there’s so little choice at Madame Larouche’s. Nothing like the fabrics we can buy in Paris.”


    As she got ready, Helene grumbled to herself, a list of life’s inequities that had lengthened as the days passed. When she clumped down the stairs and into the front hall, her grandmother was waiting with a warm smile. How can Grandmere be so content? Doesn’t she miss her friends and the theatre and the beautiful shops of Paris? Here we are, stuck in a tiny backwater because Papa is worried about something that may never happen.


    She put on her shoes, grabbed a cloth bag from the kitchen hook and pushed the front door open. Leaves sparkled from overnight rain, and the cobbled path looked slick.


    “Be careful, Grandmere. It’s slippery.”


    The gate squeaked in protest as Helene opened it for her grandmother. On the far side of the road, she noticed a farmer’s wagon filled with grass and pink hollyhocks waving in the breeze. Marigolds with bright copper faces bordered the stone fence, and clumps of damp, rotting leaves lined the ditches. The two women, one slightly stooped, the other blossoming, turned right to begin their journey into town.


    “Grandmere, why did Tante Camille own this house in Beaufort?” Helene asked to pass the time rather than out of interest; she was impatient with their deliberate pace, but walking faster made her grandmother wheeze.


    “She suffered a disappointment.”


    “A disappointment?”


    “Ah, perhaps you don’t know that term. It means a love affair that went badly.”


    “Was she married?”


    “No. She was engaged. Twice, in fact. Her first fiancé drowned in a boating accident. So tragic. The second man disappointed her.”


    “Was she in love?” Losing one fiancé must have been very sad; losing two sounded unbearable.


    “Tante Camille was always falling in love. But not everyone who is in love gets married. And sometimes people marry who aren’t in love.”


    “Why would they do that? I would never marry someone I didn’t love.”


    Mariele smiled. “You can grow to love someone, you know.”


    Helene raised her eyebrows. “Really?”


    “I didn’t love your grandfather when we married. But our families thought we would suit.”


    “Grandmere!” Helene was appalled. “But you had children together.”


    What she really wanted to ask was how her grandmother could have been intimate with her grandfather if they didn’t love one another. The thought was shocking.


    “Yes, we did. At first, things were difficult. But I would give anything to have your grandfather back.”


    They walked in silence for a while, the road occasionally cresting so they could see farther away. Beside their path, spindly stocks of bluebells stood near a crumbling stone wall covered in vines; beyond were fields separated by low bushes. Neat rows of potatoes, turnips and carrots created a patchwork of colour and texture. In the distance, Helene could see a small, rough building with narrow slits for windows and pigs grazing nearby.


    “What village is that?” Helene asked, pointing at a faraway spire flanked by clouds.


    “Perhaps Villers-Au-Bois or Carency. But I’m not really certain.”


    Over the next rise, they encountered a green gate bordered by white lilies. Beyond the gate, a sheltering plane tree, its trunk larger than the combined arm span of two men, presided over the dirt courtyard, and a curving path led to a spacious two-storey farmhouse. Along one wall of the house, thick vines reached the roof, and in the front, matching second-storey windows were enhanced with iron balconies too narrow for anyone to use. Beside the front door were hydrangeas, bursting with blue and white blossoms.


    “This home belongs to Monsieur Garnier and his wife,” said Mariele. “I met them last week when I was out walking. He’s a very jolly man, apparently famous for his pigs. He insisted on showing me Emmeline, who won a prize this spring. Such an enormous animal, looking at me with beady little eyes and snorting through her wet snout. Makes me shiver thinking about it.” Her grandmother chuckled. “Monsieur seemed very enamoured with Emmeline.”


    Helene feared Grandmere would stop to visit and thought she would rather wash the kitchen floor than listen politely while a pig farmer and his wife entertained her grandmother. She held her breath as they passed the farmhouse, hoping no one would emerge.


    “About twenty more minutes. Perhaps we can have cider when we get there.”


    “That would be lovely, Grandmere.”


    Helene lapsed into silence again, thinking of her parents in light of her grandmother’s earlier revelation. Did they love one another, or was theirs a marriage of convenience? She recalled incidents of affection between them: her father squeezing her mother’s shoulders as he passed by her chair, her mother’s smile when Papa came home at night, occasional strolls arm in arm through the park. Were these evidence of love or mere courtesy? And why was her mother still angry with her father?


    “A frown on such a beautiful day?” said Mariele.


    “Just thinking about something.”


    “Hmmm. Can you tell me?”


    Helene’s discontent and her grandmother’s earlier candour prompted impertinence. “Will you answer truthfully?”


    “I’ll try.”


    They were closer to Beaufort now, the parish church steeple just visible to the right of the next rise in the road.


    “Why is Maman angry with Papa?” she asked without looking up.


    “Oh. That’s a difficult question. I’m not sure . . .” Her grandmother took a moment to clear her throat. “Perhaps I should begin at the beginning. When your father met your mother, he talked about nothing except how wonderful she was. I remember one evening not long after they met, he told me that she was the woman he wanted to marry, and within a few months, he insisted that your grandfather speak to your mother’s father—that’s the way it was done then—to make his intentions known. They had a whirlwind courtship and married six months later when your Maman was eighteen. Such a beautiful girl. Your Papa is a very forceful person and was so much in love with her; I think he swept her off her feet.”


    Helene listened carefully as her grandmother spoke of her parents’ early years of marriage, the babies that ensued, her father’s career ambitions. She did not interrupt for fear that her grandmother would stop talking.


    “After your brother Marc died, your mother changed. She became withdrawn at first, then brittle. She lost the spark that attracted your father. Even when Jean was born, that spark did not fully return. I don’t know why, and I’m ashamed to say that I never spoke to her about it. It’s difficult to have that kind of conversation with a daughter-in-law.”


    Helene contemplated the word brittle, a harsh word for her grandmother to use. Grandmere’s right, Maman is brittle. The thought made her sad. A moment or two passed, their feet crunching on the small stones at the side of the road.


    “Living with the family, I see things I didn’t see before. I see that your Papa is distant from your Maman. I see your mother watching him when he doesn’t realize it, as though she’s trying to fathom where they went wrong. They’re both brittle now. I think your Maman is very unhappy, Helene. And she needs us to help her.”


    Helene had never heard her parents described with such candour. They always seemed a little removed from normal people, as though they fit in a special category. Marie had expressed the same opinion. “They’re parents, not people,” Marie had said one day. “We’re supposed to love them because we belong to them.”


    But what if Maman and Papa remain at odds? How will that affect our family life?


    “What should we do?” Helene said.


    “Talk to her. Not about these personal matters but about your thoughts and day-to-day activities. Be kind and helpful. Spend time with Maman so she knows she can rely on you.”


    “I can do that.” Even as she agreed, Helene wondered if these actions would be sufficient to change her mother’s mood.


    “We both will.” Her grandmother squeezed Helene’s hand as if sealing a bargain.


    They crossed the bridge into Beaufort, following its winding main street crowded with flat-fronted shops, painted shutters protecting second-floor rooms from both heat and cold. Wooden crates were piled beside the green grocer, and a bicycle leaned against the wall under its window. Next to the green grocer was an unoccupied store, its stuccoed walls marked with a large crack. Above the lintel, a gnarled vine clung to life, snaking around a wrought iron lamp full of cobwebs. Beyond the vacant store was La Fontaine Fleurie, the local florist, its door open to welcome shoppers. Stacked on either side of the door were buckets of fresh-cut flowers as well as pots in all manner of colours and shapes overflowing with houseplants.


    “I need to stop at the pharmacy before we go to the dress shop,” Grandmere said.


    When they opened the pharmacy door, a bell jangled and a thin, moustached man with steely grey hair soon emerged from behind striped curtains.


    “Good morning, Dr. Valdane.”


    “Madame Noisette, a pleasure to see you. Is this your granddaughter? A real beauty, just like you.”


    While her grandmother spoke to the pharmacist, Helene looked around. One wall contained a picture of a beautiful, full bosomed woman holding a mirror while contemplating a selection of powders and perfumes. It was an advertisement for Savon Blanche Leigh, a miracle soap, or so the sign said. On the opposite wall was a desk topped with five concentric rows of narrow shelves, each shelf jammed with carefully labelled glass bottles, and in the middle of the desk, a set of scales and weights ready for Dr. Valdane to prepare his prescriptions. While Grandmere and the pharmacist continued their conversation, Helene occupied herself reading the labels on each glass bottle until her grandmother was ready to leave.


    Chez Larouche, the dressmaker, was situated on the corner opposite the pharmacy. A brass bell attached to the door clanged as they entered, and a woman with curly hair and a pointed chin bustled forth to greet them.


    “Bonjour, Madame Noisette. Such a lovely day. Mademoiselle Helene, how are you settling in? Beaufort is quiet compared to Paris, n’est-ce pas?”


    “Merci, Madame Larouche. We are enjoying the peace and quiet of Beaufort, aren’t we Helene?”


    Although nothing could be further from the truth, Helene smiled and nodded.


    “We are on a mission, Madame Larouche. We need at least four different fabrics. I am rediscovering my dressmaking skills, and Helene deserves something new for the summer. What can you show us?”


    Madame Larouche swept her arms left and right at the shelves lining each wall, stuffed with bolts of fabric. “Soft wools and stiff cottons, a colour for everyone. Chenille, linen. Nothing but the finest Belgian linen. Over there, I have ribbons and lace and a selection of buttons and patterns.”


    Grandmere selected bolt after bolt, which Madame Larouche spread across a wide counter, and gradually she and Helene accumulated a pile of favourites. While they were engrossed over different shades of blue linen, the bell clanged again, and two women entered the small shop.


    “Bonjour Madame Dubois, Germaine. I will be with you in a few minutes. Have you met our new citizens, Madame Noisette and her granddaughter, Helene? They are living in the large house next to the Doucet farm.”


    Although her mother was big boned and somewhat stout, Germaine was the exact opposite. Her petite frame was accented with dark brown hair that had been gathered into a bun and secured with a black ribbon, and she had such a pale complexion that Helene wondered if the girl ever went outside. Germaine’s full lips smiled.


    “I’m sixteen,” she said. “And you?”


    “Moi aussi,” said Helene.


    “Wonderful. We’ll be friends then. Are you sewing a dress for the dance? You must come. There are more boys than girls, so you’ll meet everyone, and they will all want to dance with you. You do dance, don’t you?” Germaine did not wait for a reply. “I live just a few streets away. Maman, Papa, five brothers and me. Will you attend school this fall? Madame Rosnet teaches the older students. You will like her. Sister Evangeline used to be our teacher but she left Beaufort to be near her mother, who is very ill.” Germaine took a breath and was about to continue when her mother cut in.


    “I’m sure that’s enough, Germaine. You don’t want Madame Noisette thinking you are a chatterbox. Helene, we will look forward to seeing you soon. Madame Larouche, don’t rush. Germaine and I will visit the charcuterie and return shortly.”


    As they walked towards the door, Germaine turned around and waved. “Remember to visit me, Helene.”


    Finally, Helene thought, someone my age.


    When Helene and her grandmother left, Helene carried a cloth bag full of their purchases as well as three different dress patterns. After stopping for apple cider and collecting Grandmere’s prescription, they returned home.


    “Maman, you must see the wonderful fabrics Grandmere bought for us,” Helene said as they entered the house. “We will be very stylish once we make up some of these patterns. Grandmere has promised to help me with them. Germaine—she’s a girl I met at Madame Larouche’s—Germaine said there’s to be a dance in a few weeks’ time. It won’t be like Paris, but I think this colour would make a lovely new dress. What do you think, Maman?”


    Helene draped each fabric across her body, offering opinions about which was most suitable for what style and who would look best in each colour, and soon the salon was littered with fabrics, ribbons, lace, bits of trim and stylish buttons.


    Her mother touched a piece of soft wool the colour of rich red wine. “These are lovely, Maman Noisette, and you’ve made Helene smile again. Now, tell me more about Germaine, chérie. Do you think you might become friends?”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 10


    July 1914


    As soon as Henri and Guy arrived, Lise knew something was wrong. She sensed it in her son’s careful glances and her husband’s forced heartiness. It loomed in Guy’s erect bearing and braced shoulders just as much as it did in the bags under Henri’s eyes. Anxiety took hold of her body, stretching her already frayed nerves.


    Wait, she thought. Arm yourself with calm.


    Exclamations over Henri’s new camera and pictures he had taken of Notre Dame and Sainte-Chapelle were followed by the unwrapping of Marie’s gift to Helene, a leather-bound diary secured by a heart-shaped key. Then Henri produced Helene’s English dictionary, a fishing rod for Jean, a selection of candied fruit for his mother to use when baking and two bottles of perfume for Lise.


    “I could not decide which you would prefer,” he said after Lise acknowledged the gift with a brief touch of her cool cheek to his.


    “Tell us about the parties you’ve been to, Guy.” Helene tapped her brother on the shoulder.


    “Where shall I start?” Guy thrust his hands in his pockets and paced back and forth as if deliberating over a very difficult problem.


    “Don’t tease, Guy. Did you really take Marie to a picnic?” Guy nodded. “Tell us about the Belvoir party. You mentioned it in your letter. I’m sure it was wonderful.”


    Guy described a dining room decorated with white and purple orchids, gold-rimmed plates, sparkling crystal stemware and shimmering candles, an opera singer who entertained between courses and the ballroom where a twenty-piece band played dance music until two in the morning.


    “Tell me who you danced with,” Helene said, a dreamy smile playing on her lips.


    “Well . . . several young ladies.” Helene crossed her arms, waiting for her brother to continue. “Andrea Lamothe was one of my partners. She dances very well.”


    “What about her dress?”


    “Pale grey taffeta, I think, with lace bits at the neckline, matching gloves . . . hmm, pearl earrings. You know I’m not good at this sort of detail.”


    “What other parties did you attend?” Helene asked, a flush of pink suffusing her cheeks as she leaned forward.


    “Your brother was much in demand this month,” said Henri. “Every week brought another invitation or two. Edouard and Emanuelle Montigny even rented a barge for an evening of cruising the Seine.”


    “A barge?” Lise had intended to remain silent, but the thought of her fashionable friends agreeing to set foot on a vessel that normally carried items like coal or building materials or live animals was too much.


    “The barge was a surprise, and it wasn’t the slightest bit dirty, Maman,” Guy said. “Vincent told me his mother planned the event for weeks, and none of the guests knew where they were going until they were collected by hired cars. Madame Montigny went so far as to have the entire barge cleaned and painted. The hull was shiny black, but the decks were white, and there were thick carpets everywhere except the dance floor.”


    “I’m sure it was wonderful,” Mariele said. “July will no doubt be quieter.”


    Lise looked up when her mother-in-law spoke. They had been in Beaufort only a few weeks, but Maman Noisette was turning into a different person. Instead of issuing sighs and disapproving glances, she had become someone who smiled and chatted, engaging both Helene and Jean in conversation, and she had taken charge of the kitchen.


    “Indeed it has, Grandmere.” Guy seemed pleased at his grandmother’s interruption.


    “And you, Henri. Have you been to many parties?” Lise fanned herself and arched her eyebrows.


    “You know I don’t like going to parties without you. But Maurice and Adrienne had me to dinner last week, and the English ambassador was there.”


    Lise lowered her fan. “Did he have any good news for France?”


    When Henri was distressed, he twitched his nose, and Lise noticed that he did so now. “No. Britain keeps waffling. The worst course of action in my mind. Neither making it clear to Germany that she will side with France nor making a decision to remain neutral. But the worst news is the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand. Diplomatic circles are rife with speculation. And my ministry is working day and night.”


    “We’ve been reading all about it. Will diplomacy work?”


    Henri stretched a smile across his lips. “I’m sure it will. We’ll talk about it later.”


    After hearing about the events of June 28, Lise and Mariele had spent hours talking about the assassination. Five days had passed, and still Austria had not retaliated. Henri would know more. The mention of Germany and the archduke brought Lise back to her primary concern. “Guy, I want to speak with you before dinner. Please come to my bedroom after you put your clothes away.”


    A look passed between father and son. Henri shrugged his shoulders.


    * * *


    Despite keeping the shutters closed all day, her bedroom was stifling, and Lise opened the windows wide to catch an evening breeze. In the distance, a horse-drawn plow plodded back and forth across Monsieur Doucet’s fields, generating a small cloud of dust that lingered like early morning mist, blurring the tranquil scene. Beyond the plow, a flock of birds rose and fell as air currents shifted from day to night.


    When a church bell sounded, she stepped back from the window and fanned her face once more. Henri’s letters avoided worrying topics, and in her depressed state, she had allowed herself not to dwell on the looming threats facing France. The seclusion of Beaufort meant infrequent access to Paris papers; nonetheless, the papers from Amiens offered many articles covering foreign affairs, and recent headlines had been ominous.


    “Tell me why,” Lise said as soon as Guy entered her room.


    “Why? Why what?”


    Lise snapped her fan against her palm and took a certain grim satisfaction when her son visibly startled at the sharp, explosive sound.


    “Do you think you can fool me? It’s written all over your face. And your father’s. You’ve enlisted. And I want to know why.” Lise kept her voice under tight control.


    “I know what you’re thinking, Maman.”


    “You do?”


    “You think I’m too young to defend my country.” Lise tilted her head but remained silent. “And you want me to go to university in the fall.”


    “Why would I think these things?”


    Her question seemed to catch Guy off guard, for he was slow to answer. “Because... because you’re afraid. You’re afraid I might be hurt.”


    “Do you think you might be hurt?” Lise forced herself to breathe evenly, in and out, in and out. “Or killed?”


    Guy sat a little straighter. “I’m sure I’ll be fine.”


    “I see.” She smoothed her skirt. “Have you investigated the statistics? The casualty rates expected from war? I’m sure your Papa can provide them. The War Ministry must be considering that sort of thing.”


    The startled look on her son’s face suggested that she had surprised him and that he had not thought to ask his father such questions.


    “But if I enlist now, I’ll have better opportunities.”


    “Better opportunities!” She threw the words back at him. “What possible opportunity could come from your enlistment? An earlier opportunity to die or to kill men from another country? A better opportunity to watch the horror unfold? A chance to see your friends disfigured, their lives forever altered? Tell me. What opportunity, Guy?”


    Lise sank onto her chair as her fury collapsed and tears began.


    “Don’t cry, Maman. I can’t bear to see you cry. I promise I’ll be careful.” Guy knelt beside his mother and laid his cheek against hers.


    Her heart crumbled at his glib little-boy promise. Careful. There was nothing careful about war.


    * * *


    During dinner, Helene, Jean and Mariele kept up a steady stream of questions and relayed stories about Beaufort. Concerned for his wife and son, Henri responded with only half his mind; from Guy’s subdued behaviour and Lise’s puffy face, he knew their conversation had been difficult. After dinner, he found her in the garden, where vivid orange pierced the clouds shrouding the horizon and stars began to claim the night sky one by one.


    “You must have had a difficult conversation with our son,” he said, noting her pale skin and drawn face.


    “You promised, Henri. You promised that Guy would return to school this year.”


    “I know. But he’s so determined. I told him he had to talk to you before I would sign his enlistment papers.”


    “And what can I do to stop him now? He knows he has your support.”


    “How would you have preferred me to handle it? Do you want him thinking that his father doesn’t support him? Would that have been better? At nineteen he can enlist with or without our blessing.” Fear tipped his voice into frustration.


    “Blessing! There’s no such thing as a mother giving her blessing to a son who might soon go off to war. I may not be in Paris, but we hear plenty of rumours even in Beaufort. You’ve made it too easy for him.”


    “I know you’re afraid. Don’t you think I’m afraid too?” Henri dropped his cigarette and crushed it with his heel. “I know too much to be anything but afraid for our son. It’s no longer a case of whether war will occur. Only a case of when.”


    Lise grabbed his arm. “Why are you so certain? Austria hasn’t retaliated. And Serbia has no treaty with us. When the Balkans erupted before, France was not affected.”


    “This time, it’s different.” Henri patiently explained the complex and delicate balance of relationships. “I shouldn’t be telling you this, but the War Ministry is exploring many scenarios and none of them assume peace.”


    Tears spilled down his wife’s cheeks. He put his arms around her, and for the first time in months, she did not withdraw from his touch but instead laid her face on his shoulder, shaking with sobs.


    “I will do whatever I can to keep him safe, Lise. You know that, don’t you?” She nodded, her head still buried against his chest.


    “I was furious with him. I said things . . .”


    He stroked her hair, twisting a curl around his finger. “I told him he would have to face your tears. Regardless of what you said, he knows you love him, but he also needs to know that you believe in him. Doubt is the enemy of good soldiering and effective officers. You and I must not be the source of his doubt.” She nodded again. “Shall we go and talk to him?” he said.


    “Give me a few minutes. I don’t want him to see me in tears again.”


    When Lise drew out of Henri’s embrace, she touched his cheek with the tips of her fingers before dabbing her eyes with a small blue handkerchief. She looked haggard and thin, like someone suffering a grave illness, and he wanted to hold her until the look of fear disappeared. Henri wondered if Guy’s enlistment would be her undoing or whether she would find strength for what was to come.


    * * *


    Helene was puzzled, for surely Maman had been crying, and Guy, normally so lively, had been silent throughout dinner. Now that she thought about it, Papa was also acting strange. Seeing her grandmother on the porch knitting, Helene emerged from the house and chose a wicker stool a few steps away. The slow beat of a croaking frog and brisk rustle of an animal darting through the bushes were the only sounds.


    “Grandmere, what do you think Maman and Papa are talking to Guy about?”


    “I’m not sure your parents would want me to tell you. They might think you aren’t old enough to know.”


    Helene frowned at her grandmother’s serious tone. Old enough to know what? she wondered. “I’m sixteen, Grandmere. I don’t need to be treated like a child.”


    Her grandmother rolled her knitting into a small bundle. “I’m sure it has something to do with war,” she said. “I suspect Guy has enlisted.”


    “Enlisted?” Helene covered her mouth with one hand. “But he promised Maman he would return to school in the fall.”


    “Yes, he did. My brother, Robert, made a similar promise. But he enlisted anyway. He was twenty-one. A tall man with a burly chest and the heartiest laugh in the world. He could charm just about anyone. I remember how gallant he looked in his dark blue uniform and red sash when we watched him march proudly out of Paris. I can still hear the boots stomping in unison as thousands swept by our apartment.” Her grandmother touched the bundle on her lap, winding and unwinding a long strand of wool. “He survived Sedan, Villeneuve and Chevilly, where Prussian forces defeated us. But he did not survive the bombing of Paris. My mother cried for weeks when they brought his body home.”


    Suddenly the presence of war was very real. Guy might suffer the same fate as her great-uncle. A shiver ran down Helene’s back.


    “How terrible, Grandmere. I’m sorry, I didn’t know about your brother.”


    Her grandmother took a deep breath. “You and I will need to be strong for your Maman. Our tears will not help her. Can you do that?”


    Helene pressed her hands to her face then sat up straight. “Yes, Grandmere.”


    * * *


    “Time we went to bed,” said Henri yawning. “Are you coming?”


    Lise put her book aside and followed Henri up the stairs. Her husband opened the bedroom door and stepped aside for her to enter. Lise wondered whether he would say anything about the décor, which she had altered from plumply ornate to simple white cottons and lace and serene country scenes. On a pedestal table beside the bed was Henri’s picture, taken while on holiday several years ago, and a small stack of books.


    Lise took a position near the window while Henri roamed the room. She was acutely aware of how comforting his arms had felt in the garden, and even in the confusion of her fears for Guy, the smell of him and the touch of his cheek had prompted thoughts of happier times.


    “You’ve changed it,” he said.


    “What?”


    “The room.”


    “Oh. Yes. The days here are long.”


    He closed the door. “I like it. It suits you.”


    Lise leaned against the window ledge. Night was black in Beaufort, unlike the faint glow permeating Paris even when dark was deepest. On occasions when sleep evaporated, she would stand by the window waiting for signs of living creatures. If it was open, she might hear leaves rustling or the mewing of baby pigs, and as her eyes adjusted to the dark, she might see a nighthawk floating against the moon or watch the trees bend in the wind. Tonight, only a train of stars was visible. An owl broke the silence.


    “When we first came here, I felt isolated, as though we’d traded an ocean liner for a rowboat adrift at sea. But now I’m a little more content.”


    “What changed?”


    “I suppose I’ve changed.” She glanced at her husband, but he said nothing. “I’ve read a lot, and books make me think. Your mother also made me think.” A tiny laugh escaped her. “I realize I’ve never been introspective, just allowed myself to be carried along with events and friends and household things. Everyday life, I suppose. Here, I had to learn how to occupy myself. And there was plenty of time to think.”


    “What did you think about?”


    “Our children. You. Me. What makes life so difficult. Why I was unhappy. Our marriage.” Lise was still by the window, her back to her husband.


    Henri spoke as if to himself. “We esteem that which we have most desired as of no value the moment it is possessed.”


    “Who said that?” she asked, turning to face him.


    “Salignac. He was an archbishop and tutor to Louis XIV’s grandson. I’ve thought about that statement a lot lately.”


    “Why?” she said.


    “Because I’ve lost you. Through my own fault, not yours.”


    Lise did not contradict him. “Perhaps we both succumbed to the superficial. Seeking attention and admiration.” A little shrug. “Vanity, really.”


    “That’s harsh.”


    “As I said, I’ve had a lot of time to think.”


    Henri squared his shoulders. “I’m not involved with Vivienne D’Aubigne. I ended it well before you told me you knew. You have to believe that. She meant nothing to me. And there haven’t been any others. I swear that to you, Lise. No one else. I love you, only you.”


    “I used to wonder about men who betrayed their wives. And how I would feel if it were me. And now I know. First, anger, then bewilderment, then shame. I thought everyone was whispering behind my back.” Lise enumerated her feelings as though ticking items off a list. “Then doubt. I wondered if you had ever loved me, and if our marriage was a lie. I doubted my worth. Moliere says doubts are crueller than the worst truths. So you see what you’ve done to me.”


    Henri closed his eyes and bent his head. He did not speak.


    Her voice softened. “Your mother helped me. I had to talk to someone, and it was surprisingly easy to tell her once I started. I thought your mother would assume it was my fault. But she didn’t.”


    Henri broke his silence. “My mother is more than observant. She’s intuitive. I could never hide things from her.”


    “We talked for a long time. She told me many things about you, about her own marriage.” Lise stopped and again Henri waited. “Then she told me that if I forgive you, you will belong to me and I to you.”


    “She told you to forgive me?” Lise nodded. “And will you?”


    “Will you belong to me again?”


    “I would give anything for that.” Henri crossed the room and gently put his arms around her. “I love you, and I won’t fail you again.”


    * * *


    Afterwards, tangled in bedclothes, Lise curled into Henri, her scent filling his nostrils. The feel of her made his senses soar. His days had been empty without her sustaining warmth. Driving to Beaufort, he had dared to hope for his wife’s forgiveness, and now he felt complete once more; never again would he risk their relationship.


    Instead of sleeping, they talked.


    “Tell me what you think is going to happen. I was too upset earlier to listen carefully.” Lise held his hand, rubbing each finger in a slow rhythm, touching the tips of his carefully manicured fingernails as though she needed to reacquaint herself with every inch of his body.


    He sighed. “It’s impossible to be certain. Our world is churning with ancient grievances and political intrigue. Austria seeks to restore her fading prestige; Serbia is looking for national unity for Serbs; Russia wants control of Constantinople and the Bosphorus Strait; Germany desires more influence in Europe; France longs for the return of Alsace-Lorraine. It’s so complicated. England is afraid that Germany’s navy is too strong. Some of my colleagues think we’re in danger of succumbing to ignorance, hatred and propaganda, and there’s so little we can do to stop it.”


    “Having you here makes me feel less fearful,” said Lise.


    “You still have to prepare yourself for war, my darling. I wish I could tell you otherwise. At the War Ministry, we’re considering three scenarios. One involves containing the conflict to the Balkans. Very little chance of that, though. A second scenario assumes Germany will come to the assistance of Austria, using the Balkans as a diversion before attacking France.”


    “And the third?”


    “The third scenario is a European-wide conflict, although many feel this third option is highly unlikely.” Henri held the opposite opinion but did not want to alarm her any more than he already had.


    “And if Germany attacks us?”


    “She’ll head straight for Paris.” Henri tensed at this thought. “That’s why I want you here. Safe.”


    “And what about Guy?” she said.


    “I’ll try to get him assigned to General Staff where he would be behind the lines.”


    “But you’ll be in Paris.”


    He didn’t answer, and she drew his arms tight around her.


    * * *


    Three days later, sunshine streamed into the house, reflecting through chandelier drops to make rainbows across one wall of the dining room. The smell of coffee lingered.


    Three generations of women stood by the front door waiting to say good-bye. Lise noticed her mother-in-law’s face etched with sadness and the nervous way Helene looked from her father to her older brother. She watched her son lift suitcases into the automobile as Gaston checked beneath the hood and Henri disappeared into the house to fetch his satchel of papers. Throughout, she presented a mask of calm acceptance, as if it was normal for a mother to bid farewell to a son enlisting in the army, and for a wife to have a husband living in another city.


    Though her stomach churned, no one except Henri would have guessed her true feelings as she tucked a fresh handkerchief into her son’s jacket pocket and shooed away a squawking chicken that had strayed from their neighbour’s farm. Her cloak of fortitude remained firmly in place, as long as she did not think.


    Guy hugged his mother and grandmother. With forced gaiety, he swung Helene and then Jean off the ground.


    “I’ll write every week and come to Beaufort on my first leave,” he promised.


    Henri embraced his family, saving Lise for last. “I love you,” he whispered so only she could hear.


    “I love you too,” Lise responded, her eyes glistening.


    Moments later, the red Tonneau roared off.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 11


    July 1914


    Le Petit Rodin, an intimate restaurant near the Paris Opera House, was bustling by eight o’clock on Wednesday. Henri opened the door, grateful to leave the rain behind, and passed by two couples waiting in the lobby. Jerome, the maître d’hôtel, was looking at the couples through narrow spectacles perched on the end of his nose, but he waved Henri through with a courteous nod of his head.


    Charles and Maurice were waiting for him at a circular table with a splendid view of grand arches and illuminated statues of the Palais Garnier, which housed the opera. With Lise in Beaufort, Henri rarely entertained at home and instead had invited his friends to dinner at one of his favourite restaurants. In their company, he could let down his guard rather than play the confident senior bureaucrat.


    As they consulted the menu and extensive wine list, Henri and his friends chatted about inconsequential matters and the latest news of French society. While Maurice told a lengthy story about hunting at a country estate owned by a descendant of the Duc d’Orleans, Henri tapped his fingers on the table. What he most wanted to discuss were the latest political developments, but he waited until a bottle of Bordeaux had been poured and properly savoured.


    “Delcassé and Viviani are worried,” he said after the three men had raised their glasses in silent salute. “In fact, everyone at the Foreign Ministry is worried about the demands Austria will make of Serbia. I’ve heard talk of them wanting judicial standing in Serbian court proceedings against those responsible for the assassination. There are even rumours of artillery and ammunition being sent to the frontier between Austria-Hungary and Serbia, which suggests that Austria is using this time to prepare for conflict.”


    “What about Germany? Will they support Austria?” Maurice inclined his head to acknowledge a bulky man with a florid complexion being seated near their table. “Alain Rivest,” he said in response to Henri’s questioning look. “Adrienne’s cousin.”


    “Right. He looked familiar.” Henri cleared his throat. “Apparently, the Kaiser has reassured Berchtold that they will support Austria whenever necessary.” Henri swirled his wineglass and inhaled then looked off to one side trying to discern a particular scent. “Blackberries,” he said.


    The men stopped talking while the waiter served their meals and topped off their wineglasses.


    “I understand Russia is backing Serbia,” said Charles.


    “Russia has been after a share of the Balkans ever since the Turks withdrew, but Austria keeps them out. I guess the Russians think their best bet is an arrangement with Serbia,” said Henri.


    “The Balkans has always been messy. So many tribes and ancient feuds. I need a history book to keep it straight.” As he spoke, Maurice waved his fork in the air.


    Charles and Maurice both looked at Henri, waiting for his response.


    “It’s a powder keg waiting to blow,” he said. “I’ve seen a consular report on Austria’s economic and political outlook. The report says the demands on Serbia will be severe. Things like dissolution of propagandist societies, repression of nationalism, cooperation with Austrian officials to guard the borders, revision of school curriculum to be more favourable to Austria. Our Foreign Ministry believes Austria wants Serbia to decline so they can instigate military operations.” Henri picked at his food, not the least bit hungry.


    As they sipped wine in silence, Henri knew his friends were thinking about their sons. Maurice had three old enough to enlist, and although he had persuaded them to wait, he had recently mentioned that he feared his eldest would soon change his mind. With only one son, Charles had told Henri privately that he was prepared to send Denis to America in order to keep him safe.


    “What about Guy? How is his training going?”


    “He has just enlisted. I signed his papers last week. I tried to persuade him to wait, but I think he’s heard me speak about the possibilities of war so often that he feels a duty to be involved.”


    “And how has Lise taken that news?”


    “How do you think?” Henri did not elaborate. He put down his knife and fork and drained his glass of wine.


    * * *


    “Taxi, Monsieur?”


    Henri nodded. The rain had stopped, leaving intense humidity in the air. Puddles lined either side of the road, and although many establishments remained open, their lights were dimmed by the foggy gloom. Having lingered with his friends over a second bottle of wine, his head felt thick and sluggish, a combination of alcohol and fatigue. He did not think of himself as a fearful man, but with Guy’s enlistment, a cold blade of fear hung over every hour of the day and night.


    Henri dismissed the taxi several blocks from home and stood beneath a lamppost to relight the cigar he had been chewing. The match flickered as wind whipped around the corner, and he cupped his hands to protect the flame, inhaling the cigar’s spicy aroma. He held the smoke in his mouth a moment or two before exhaling then returned the matchbox to his pocket and continued walking beside the Seine, which was spreading through the night like a black silk ribbon. Lights twinkled from houseboats moored along the banks. At this time of night, people were still about, though most walked briskly. Henri turned away from the water.


    He frequently regretted sending his family to Beaufort. Each evening, he returned to a lonely house where he used only his bedroom and the library. He felt his family’s absence most keenly at night: the absence of conversation, of sound, of clutter, the knowledge that no one was there. Even Tout Tout, curled up on Jean’s bed, was silent. From time to time he fell asleep in one of the library chairs then woke in the middle of the night confused as to his whereabouts.


    On Friday, Guy would be home for the weekend. His son’s initial weeks of training had concentrated on basic soldiering: drills, marching and rifle practice. He told his father that while learning to give orders was essential to officer training, learning to obey orders without question was the first requirement. Already stronger and fitter, Guy was proud of how he looked in uniform. Though they rarely spoke of it, both knew what he was learning signalled grave personal risk. Now that Guy had enlisted, Henri knew his son’s training would intensify, and he doubted he would see him for several months.


    Could he bear the loss of another son? Losing Marc as a small child had been difficult enough. Losing Guy just as he was becoming a man, as their relationship was evolving into one of deep devotion and mutual respect, would be an agonizing blow. He wondered if such a wound could ever heal.


    * * *


    “Maman, we have lots of letters today,” Helene said as she entered the kitchen. “For you, there’s one from Guy and one from Papa. One from Marie for me, and two for Grandmere. Is Grandmere in her room?” Lise nodded. “Then I’ll take them up to her. Do you need help with dinner?” Helene did not wait for her mother’s reply but continued talking. “I’ll be down in a while.”


    Lise smiled, happy to see Helene in better spirits. She went to the salon, where she sat on a large chair next to the front window. Letters from Guy were to be savoured, read over and over whenever she needed the comfort of his words. With their bold script and occasional flourish, these letters brought him close.


    


    Dear Maman,


    Thank you for your recent letter and the gift you sent. I am so pleased to have a first edition copy of Rousseau and have started to read it already. Where on earth did you find it?


    My training is proceeding. Laurent Laporte has joined the same unit, as has Robert Santerre. Perhaps you will remember them from the riding club? We are becoming closer friends.


    Our instructors are demanding, and the days are long. Much time is spent on the tactics of artillery placement. For each piece of equipment we must understand the physics affecting the range our guns can reach, the speed at which men can load ammunition, the heat thrown off, the dangers to those who man these big guns.


    We spent the past two weeks exploring troop deployment as our instructors conjured various disastrous scenarios. I am beginning to understand the enormity of our work, and I can honestly say that it frightens me at times to imagine where we might be a year or more from now. I feel that I can express these worries to you–others might judge me lacking in courage or strength of character.


    I dined with Papa last weekend. He is well but very preoccupied with the situation between Austria and Serbia. When I was home, I attended a coming-out party for Simone Choisy, which was very enjoyable. She is rather shy but beautiful. You can be assured that I requested the appropriate number of dances on her card. Simone’s Maman sends her best wishes to you and Grandmere. Too much champagne left me with a terrible headache on Sunday, although I went to Mass with Papa, as you would want me to.


    I will write again soon.


    Your loving son,


    Guy


    


    As Lise folded the letter, a few tears trickled down her cheeks. She had considered her son half-boy and half-man, but this letter showed how quickly he was growing up. He should be happily carefree, not weighed down with the woes of our world. During his visit to Beaufort, she had made him promise to tell her the truth about his activities, and his letter indicated he was taking her seriously. Artillery placement. Troop deployment. The words made her cringe.


    If she let herself, she could imagine a bullet hurtling towards an unsuspecting target, the rush of air compressed by an object travelling fast enough to pierce a man’s body. She could hear the pounding of an artillery explosion followed by an upward thrust of dirt, stone and body parts. If she let herself, she could see her son with bayonet poised to strike, sharp steel glinting in the sunlight, a bellowing cry on his lips.


    Lise looked out the window. The light was already fading, and only one swan was visible on the pond. A gust of wind scattered leaves along the walkway and rattled a rose bush against the dining room window. She picked up Henri’s letter, hoping that his words would be more soothing.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 12


    July 1914


    Frowning, Helene walked into the salon. She was dressed in a floral-patterned skirt and soft white blouse tied at the neck with a flopping bow and held two sheets of paper in her hand.


    “Maman, guess what? Marie is moving to England.”


    “Why are they doing that?” Her mother laid a wide green ribbon along the binding and closed her book. “Cousin Yvette did not mention moving to England in her last letter.”


    “She says her father is taking a post there. That’s strange, don’t you think? Why would they go to England now with so much trouble in Europe? There’s been no hint in her earlier letters. Here, you read it,” she said, thrusting the pages at her mother.


    Maman quickly scanned Marie’s looping scrawl and smudges of ink. “Marie’s father is a diplomat, you know. With so much trouble going on, perhaps our government wants some very experienced men in Britain.”


    “Oh, Maman. Marie’s my best friend. I’ll never see her.”


    “It might only be for a short while. You can still write to her, just like you do now.”


    “But it won’t be the same.” Helene’s voice rose in complaint. “She tells me all the gossip.”


    “Let’s see what Papa has to say. I’ll ask him in my next letter. Or maybe Cousin Yvette will write.”


    Helene slumped onto the sofa and stared out the window. Life isn’t fair. I hate being confined to Beaufort with nothing to do.


    “We’ve been here almost two months, Maman. War hasn’t occurred. In fact, the papers say neither Germany nor England want war. Why is Papa so protective?”


    “He wants the best for us. Our safety.” Her mother’s calm tone did nothing to soothe Helene.


    “How can this be the best? You aren’t happy either. You pretend to be, but I know you’re not.”


    Her mother did not react to Helene’s blunt statements. “Nonsense,” she said. “I’m just a bit lonely and worried about Guy.” She put her book aside. “You and I spend more time together. That’s a blessing.”


    * * *


    From the kitchen, Mariele heard Lise and Helene talking in low murmurs mixed with occasional laughter. She mused on the gradual contentment enfolding the house as time soothed the sting of separation. Three generations are learning to appreciate one another. We’re pulling together to manage the household, living without the direction of men. Her candid conversation with Lise had been a turning point and the beginning of friendship.


    Mariele was surprised how much she enjoyed the freedom of Beaufort, making decisions on what foods to buy and wines to drink, what vegetables to plant, who to befriend, what clothes to wear, how often to attend church. She chose books to read that Parisian friends might find scandalous and expressed opinions over dinner that she would otherwise have kept to herself.


    Her main responsibility now was the kitchen, a domain where Lise had little interest, and Mariele’s experience from her early years of marriage was all they had to draw on. She discovered a love for the simple pleasures of food—tasting to ensure the right blend of flavours, enjoying the bubble and puff of rising dough and fragrant smells of fresh cookies or herbed casseroles.


    She thought of food as communion—not the communion of priests but the communion of thoughts and emotions while savouring the fresh tastes of country living. Freed from the twilight of widowhood and restrictions of Parisian society, her little family in Beaufort gave Mariele purpose.


    * * *


    “With the world waiting for something to happen, time seems to have slowed to a turtle’s pace,” said Lise, folding the newspaper back to its original order. They were in the kitchen, where Mariele was cooking a batch of jam.


    “You’re right, dear,” Mariele said. “And just like a turtle, many are drawing in their heads to avoid reality. When I went into town to get the paper today, Café Pitou was filled with people talking about war, exchanging opinions, regardless of factual foundation. Somebody always knows somebody else with information.”


    “Perhaps exchanging opinions, even without the facts, eases anxieties, Maman Noisette. No one I’ve spoken to appears to understand the intricacies of European treaties, let alone remembers the names of all the Balkan states and other parties involved.”


    Mariele nodded, a little smile playing on her lips. “Yet various individuals espouse their views to all and sundry as though they are inviolate truths. Today, for example, Monsieur Dalian said Germany would definitely ally with England. Apparently, his brother is an aide to the butcher who serves the German ambassador, and he has heard it directly. What nonsense. And from another corner of the room, Madame de la Roche, who sews for Poincaré’s second cousin, said that President Poincaré will prevent war at all cost.”


    “It feels like our world is poised on the edge of a precipice, and at any moment, a small incident could tip us over,” Lise said.


    As rumours became increasingly wild and ominous, Lise and Mariele had held many whispered conversations while digging in the garden or preparing food or folding sweet-smelling sheets dried to a crisp snap.


    “If the Germans head straight for Paris as Henri has predicted, then Beaufort will be safe from harm. But what if Henri is wrong?”


    “Surely the War Ministry has the best intelligence,” Mariele said as she used tongs to extract a glass jar from the sterilizing pot.


    “I’m sure you’re right. But what if the Germans head north from Paris and come through Beaufort? Our coastline would be very attractive. They could attack England across the Channel.”


    “The French army will stop them. Didn’t the newspaper say we have four million enlisted troops ready? Of course, they aren’t all in Paris.” Mariele extracted another jar. “Is the jam thick enough now?”


    Lise nodded. She stirred the berry mixture with a large ladle and began to spoon jam into each jar. “If I commanded the German troops, I would want to do something unexpected.”


    Her mother-in-law chuckled. “I’m sure we’ll be fine. Let’s wait awhile longer before we decide what to do. Nothing has happened yet.”


    Lise was reluctant to wait, but her mother-in-law’s calm certainty eased her fears a fraction. “Nothing except the archduke’s assassination. After we finish with this jam, I’m going to walk into town for the newspaper.”


    * * *


    Lise was gasping when she burst through the door, the news so dreadful she had run most of the way home. Her hair had tumbled from its usual tidy chignon and matted curls littered her neck and face.


    “Austria has declared war on Serbia,” she said to Mariele. “The mayor said that Serbia refused to accept all of Austria’s demands, and so Austria attacked. Poincaré is expecting Russia to mobilize any day and Germany and France to follow almost immediately. I can’t believe it, Maman Noisette. What will happen to Henri and Guy? The Germans will head for Paris.” Lise’s voice edged higher. “Our beautiful Paris. Henri. Henri. Why aren’t we with you? Guy, my darling son. I can’t bear the thought of losing another son. I can’t bear it.”


    “Shhh. Shhh. My dear Lise. Steady yourself. Take a deep breath.”


    Mariele wrapped her arms around Lise and murmured more soothing phrases, words that meant nothing really but offered momentary comfort. Lise felt protected, pillowed by warmth and certainty, just as she had always imagined a mother’s embrace to be. She wondered how her mother-in-law could find the strength to be so calm.


    “I hear the children coming,” Mariele said, loosening her embrace. “Will you be all right?”


    Lise nodded. “Thank you, Maman Noisette. I don’t know what came over me.”


    “We’ll need each other even more now. I will always be here to help. We will face whatever is coming together.”


    Lise squeezed Mariele’s hand.


    “What has happened, Maman?” said Jean. “Were you crying?”


    Lise took a deep breath and repeated the news as calmly as possible.


    “But what about Papa and Guy?” Helene said, her voice quivering.


    Lise embraced Helene with one arm and Jean with the other. “I’ll write to your father tonight asking for advice, but a reply will likely take some time. Grandmere and I have been discussing our situation. We feel the best course of action is to wait here in Beaufort until we know more. We’ll be fine. I’m sure we will. And so will Papa and Guy.”


    Mariele interlaced her fingers, a calm expression on her face. “Your Maman is right,” she said. “I’m sure we’ll all be fine.”


    * * *


    By the second of August, Lise’s worst fears came to pass. “France has mobilized,” she said on her return from Beaufort.


    Ever since the Austrian declaration of war, Lise had insisted that she be the one to walk into town for the news, as if being the first to know might somehow protect her little family, and now she laid the paper out on the kitchen table for everyone to see. Helene and Mariele had been waiting for her, and Jean had come into the house as soon as he had seen his mother walk through the gate.


    “And what about Germany?” Mariele said.


    Afraid that her legs might fail her, Lise sank into a kitchen chair. “They’ve invaded Belgium.”


    “Belgium?” Mariele said. “But Belgium’s neutral. Germany is violating international convention.”


    “I don’t think Germany cares about international convention,” Lise said.


    “Can you explain it to me, Maman? How does an assassination in Serbia cause all-out war? I’ve listened but I can’t piece it together,” Helene said, peering at headlines more than two inches high.


    Grateful that her daughter had not realized the potential consequences of Germany’s invasion of Belgium—the border of that country less than fifty kilometres from Beaufort—Lise kept her eyes and voice steady. “I know it’s confusing,” she said. “It seems that Austria-Hungary has been trying to dominate Serbia and extend its influence in the Balkans. After the assassination, Austria made all sorts of demands on Serbia. Of course, Serbia wants to protect its sovereignty and therefore used its alliance with Russia to stand up to Austria on a few of their demands. So we have Serbia and Russia united against Austria. Then Austria calls on Germany’s help. They have an alliance too.”


    “But what about France?”


    “I’m getting to that. Because Russia and France, who are on the eastern and western borders of Germany, have a treaty to support one another, Germany feels threatened. I don’t think Austria expected Russia to come to Serbia’s defence. But when Serbia refused some of Austria’s demands and Austria declared war on Serbia, Russia mobilized against Austria. Then Germany mobilized against Russia. And France had to declare war too.”


    As Lise’s explanation unfolded, Helene’s eyes widened and her face paled. “What does Papa think we should do?”


    “I don’t know. I’m sure we’ll hear from him soon.”


    Lise had no idea when Henri would write. She imagined that his work would be both frantic and chaotic given the rapidly unfolding events and the enormous danger for their country. He would contact them as soon as he could. In the meantime, they would have to make their own decisions.


    “Tomorrow, we’ll all go into Beaufort to discover as much as we can and seek the best advice,” Lise said.


    At midnight, she and Mariele were still in the salon. Lise held a pen and note pad on which she had written a series of suggestions: check all provisions; ensure an adequate supply of pickling jars; purchase extra blankets and fabric; withdraw emergency money; hide silver and other valuable items; stock up on kerosene, candles, matches, first aid supplies; determine whether Jean’s winter clothes will still fit; ask M. Garnier to deliver extra wood and kindling; ask Gaston to check the roof. The list went on for more than three pages.


    From time to time an owl hooted, but otherwise the house was quiet, the air thick with lingering heat. Lise had slipped off her shoes and curled her feet up on the chair. Although tired to the point of exhaustion, her nerves clamoured and she had recently begun to feel nauseous. An empty bottle of wine and two wine glasses were on the side table.


    “What if the Germans head in our direction, Maman Noisette? What will we do then? Extra candles and kindling won’t protect us from German soldiers.”


    Several moments passed before her mother-in-law replied. “I’m sure we’ll have a few days’ warning. But perhaps it would make sense for each of us to have a small bag packed and ready.”


    Lise added another item to their list: pack clothing and emergency supplies (one small bag each).


    “I think we should go to bed,” Mariele said. “I can see how tired you are, and we have much to do tomorrow.”


    “I doubt I’ll sleep,” Lise replied, putting the cap on her pen. “Maman Noisette, do you think we’re doing the right thing? Perhaps we should each pack a small suitcase and find our way back to Paris.”


    “I’m sure the roads will be impossible with French troops on the move,” Mariele replied. “Let’s wait for a letter from Henri. In the meantime, we have a sensible list of precautions to work on.”


    * * *


    A few days later, Helene accompanied her mother into Beaufort, where they found the town harried with activity. The tricolour decked windows and doorways, and newly enlisted men could be seen on the streets, many carrying heavy rucksacks and heading east on Rue Principale towards the train station. A weeping boy stood on a doorstep shouting “Papa! Papa! Come back, Papa!” In every shop they visited, women were snatching food and clothing and other necessities to maintain their households during what was to come.


    “Maman, the shelves will soon be bare. How will we manage?” Helene said, as they left the bakery.


    “Grandmere and I have already organized extra provisions. Your grandmother was clever enough to insist that we take precautions two weeks ago. We’ll continue to bottle more vegetables, and we’ll store as many apples, onions and potatoes as possible. I’ve spoken to Monsieur Doucet, and he is giving us two laying hens, and we can buy our milk from him. Monsieur Garnier will be our source for meat. There may be shortages, but I think we can manage.”


    “For how long, Maman? What if we are at war for a long time?”


    Helene tried to imagine what conditions would be like after a year of war. Would they be able to buy bread and sugar and coffee? Would all the men disappear? And if so, who would work the farms and slaughter the animals? Who would repair the water pump or fix the roof when it leaked? What else would happen?


    “I don’t know how long it will last. Yesterday, when I was at Café Pitou, someone mentioned five or six months. We can manage that long, can’t we? Let’s go into the café and have something to drink before we walk home. I’m going to need another pair of sturdy shoes if I have to walk into town every day for news.”


    Café Pitou was almost full, and it was only by luck that they found two chairs near the back stairs.


    “Why is it so crowded today?” Maman asked when Madame Suras came over to take their order.


    “The mayor is coming at noon with some announcements. I have no idea what he’s going to tell us. People have been gathering since eleven o’clock. I’ll be back in a few minutes with your drinks.” The woman wiped down their table and hurried off.


    When the mayor arrived accompanied by the deputy mayor, the café quieted except for small shuffling sounds as citizens settled in to listen. Helene looked anxiously at her mother. “The mayor looks worried, Maman. The news can’t be good.”


    Helene’s mother squeezed her hand. “I’m sure he’ll have some advice for us, and I’m glad we came so we’ll know what’s happening.”


    “Ladies and gentlemen. Attention, ladies and gentlemen.” The deputy mayor thumped the counter with his cane. “The mayor is about to speak.”


    “Bonjour, everyone. As your mayor, I thought it proper for me to read President Poincaré’s war message, which he gave in an address to our parliament on Tuesday. Afterwards, the deputy mayor and I will endeavour to answer your questions. I also wish to advise you that I have heeded the call of our beloved country and will soon rejoin my old regiment. Monsieur Seguin will take charge in my absence. Now let me begin the president’s message.”


    He cleared his throat and threw back his shoulders. “France has just been the object of a violent and premeditated attack, which is an insolent defiance of the law of nations. Before any declaration of war has been sent to us, even before the German Ambassador had asked for his passports, our territory has been violated.” The mayor paused to look around at his silent, respectful audience. “The German Empire waited till yesterday evening to give at this late stage the true name to a state of things which it had already created.”


    The mayor’s deep, sombre voice continued. As Helene listened intently to every word, the reality of what was happening permeated her mind and body. Fear gathered—fear and bewilderment. Fear for Guy, who would fight. Fear for Papa, who had such ominous duties. Fear for herself and her family in Beaufort. War was not happening in some distant time and place. It was happening here and now. A wave of nausea rushed through her.


    “. . . In the war which is beginning, France will have Right on her side, the eternal power of which cannot with impunity be disregarded by nations any more than by individuals. She will be heroically defended by all her sons . . .”


    At the mentions of sons, Maman squeezed Helene’s hand so hard Helene almost whimpered in pain.


    “She is faithfully helped by Russia, her ally; she is supported by the loyal friendship of Great Britain. And already from every part of the civilised world, sympathy and good wishes are coming to her. For today once again she stands before the universe for Liberty, Justice, and Reason. Haut les cœurs et vive la France!”


    Repeated cries of “Vive la France” broke out and the café dissolved into frenzied chatter. Tears ran down Maman’s cheeks. Helene remained still, as if frozen in time. Life was about to change in ways she could not imagine yet knew would be grim and horrifying.


    * * *


    My darling Lise,


    Forgive my absence. I have been at work day and night for a week with only an hour or two to rest in my office and no chance to go home. I had to send for Lucy to bring me clean clothes and my shaving equipment, for otherwise I would smell like one of the pigs at Monsieur Garnier’s farm.


    War has been declared, as you know. France will now feel its inhumanity. For weeks we have lived with uncertainty. You will realize that I am privy to more information than most, and yet the Ministry’s communication paths were badly flawed, or perhaps it was merely the unwillingness of our government to accept the inevitability of war. Paris, focused on its usual summer pursuits, was unable to conceive of invaders descending on our daily living!


    The streets of the city, absent our young men, are full of women, children and shuffling old men. They are also occupied with the oddest collection of vehicles: carts, two-wheeled lorries, bicycle drawn wagons–some stocked with rifles and led by soldiers. Our citizens go about with such confidence and determination that Germany will find the heart of France is set on freedom.


    Guy is working very hard for Colonel Nivelle’s staff. I am not privy to details; however, I imagine that his time is taken up with training recruits and the logistics of artillery deployments. I trust you have had a letter from him, as he made a most firm commitment that he would be regular in his communication to you.


    I have closed off much of the house since Felicien and Jules have been conscripted, and Lucy and Didi, whose men are now in the army, have increased family responsibilities. Only Lucy is able to come and for just one day each week. Do not worry about me. I am finding creative methods to keep well fed and properly dressed.


    Each day I consider coming to fetch you back to Paris, however I am advised to wait, as the roads are clogged with our army on the move and, in truth, my duties here are overwhelming. In the meantime, I ask that you organize the household supplies so that you have plenty of food, wood and coal. Keep emergency cash hidden in a safe place. I am certain that there is no immediate danger for you in Beaufort; however, these are sensible precautions just the same. I will write again very soon, my dearest, and hope to visit in a few weeks’ time.


    All my love,


    Henri


    * * *


    Dear Maman, Grandmere, Helene and Jean,


    Thank you for your letters. I am grateful for regular news; Papa also writes as do a few friends. There is always much crowding and jostling when we receive letters. And then the men find a quiet spot to read and treasure a moment from home.


    We are on the move–I cannot disclose our exact location, but we are north and east of Paris. Germany is pushing hard from the north, our divisions are pushing equally hard to resist their advances and recapture lost ground. Captain Faucoux updates us daily, although he concentrates on news in our more immediate vicinity. The French and British are working well together, and we can see the effect of our combined strength resulting in successes along various fronts.


    


    Lise stopped reading. “Pushing hard from the north,” she muttered to herself. Beaufort was almost directly north of Paris. Was Guy close? How close? Rumours bombarded their little town, and already some families were talking of leaving. Every moment of every day she debated what to do. She prayed for guidance and for the safety of all her loved ones.


    


    The weather has been beautiful and the birds are singing; it is hard to realize there’s a war going on. The wives of the men who come from nearby villages bring us baked bread, hearty stews and local wine, so we enjoy modest feasts from time to time.


    I am well and will write again soon,


    With much love,


    Guy

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 13


    September 1914


    As August unfolded, Helene’s mother and grandmother held quiet conversations that stopped as soon as she approached, worried frowns giving way to false smiles. Every day the papers told of fresh disasters, and Helene had taken to reading the news thoroughly from front to back. Headlines screamed for attention: DESPITE FIERCE RESISTANCE, LIEGE FALLS; 600 TAXI CABS MOVE FRENCH TROOPS TO FRONT; FRENCH RETREAT AFTER SURPRISE ATTACK IN CERNAY; RUSSIAN SECOND ARMY DEFEATED; JAPAN DECLARES WAR ON GERMANY. Smaller articles reported local news: the departure of twelve young men to serve with the French Third Army; the death of the mayor’s nephew; the closure of Chez Pantoux; the anticipated shortage of coal.


    “Maman,” Helene said. “Did you see this article? It says twenty-seven thousand soldiers were killed in a single day. How could that possibly be? Why didn’t the generals do something? I know soldiers risk their lives, but twenty-seven thousand in one day.” Helene shook her head in tiny back and forth movements, her mouth open, the newspaper clutched in one hand.


    “Oh, sweetheart. I don’t know what to tell you. These numbers are unfathomable. It makes my heart bleed to read about them. I’m sure the generals are doing their best. And soon we will have some good news. Perhaps you shouldn’t read these articles.”


    “I have to, Maman. I’m not a child anymore. And you and Grandmere don’t need to pretend that everything is going to be all right. Keep Jean out of it if you wish, but not me. I have to know. Guy is in the midst of it all. I have to know.” Helene turned back to the newspaper for a moment then lifted her head again to look at her mother. “Papa was wrong, you know. Paris is safe. We are the ones in danger.”


    Maman did not reply, but Helene saw the fear in her eyes and in the way her hands gripped the edge of the kitchen table. Later that week came a report of German troops entering Brussels moving precisely and endlessly hour after hour through the streets of that city. The journalist described the troops as moving under a cloak of invisibility, their uniforms the “grey of the hour just before daybreak, of mist among green trees”, flowing like a river of steel. For twenty-six hours, that grey army rumbled with “the mystery of fog and the pertinacity of a steamroller”. When she finished reading, Helene was chilled to the bone.


    By mid-September, two trench lines had taken root, snaking from the northern reaches of Belgium heading south through France. A map reproduced in the Amiens newspaper showed bulges in the trench line around Ypres and Arras, which remained under Allied control, and it was clear that Beaufort was less than twenty kilometres from the front.


    On a Saturday morning, Helene and her mother were picking plump green beans from vines attached to thin poles with twine. Helene, who had been stooping to pick the beans hanging close to the ground, closed one eye and cocked her head.


    “Can you hear that noise, Maman? It sounds a bit like thunder, but there’s not a cloud in the sky.”


    Setting aside her basket, Lise shaded her eyes against the noon sun. Rumbles echoed in the distance one after the other. “Do you think that’s the sound of artillery?” she said, her voice like an out-of-tune piano, the notes familiar but vaguely discordant. Helene straightened up so quickly her basket of beans spilled.


    “Artillery?”


    Her mother nodded. “Sound can travel long distances, particularly if they’re very loud.”


    Helene listened again, a hand cupped behind one ear. Seconds passed and then another low rumble, louder than before. Hearing it again, she knew her mother was right; in fields not far away, soldiers aimed their weapons and men would die. No, she thought, war is for history books, not for us to experience firsthand. It’s for faraway places known only on maps.


    “Let’s not worry. The closest lines are still far away.”


    How could Maman tell her not to worry? If they could hear the artillery, Germany might soon be close enough to shell Beaufort. Helene resisted an urge to panic; she could hide behind her mother’s desire to protect or she could stand beside her. Fear would not help. Fear was the enemy.


    “I think you should tell me everything you and Grandmere know, Maman.”


    * * *


    Dear Marie,


    You will be hearing our news from London, which must be so strange. I am afraid for all of us—but especially Guy and Papa. Maman and Grandmere are also very worried. Only Jean smiles these days.


    Our life has not changed much so far except that all the men have disappeared into the army, and vehicles and horses have been requisitioned. Fortunately, our Tonneau is much too old to be useful. Maman is expecting food restrictions, and we have already made apricot and apple preserves and pickled many jars of beets, beans and cucumbers.


    Some of our friends feel that war will only last a short while, but Papa refuses to predict one way or another. And he is in the War Ministry! His letters take forever to reach us, and he is unable to visit. Our little corner of the world is somewhat cut off from the rest of France ever since the Germans invaded through Belgium. We hope and pray that they will soon be pushed back. Right now, I feel like we are on the edge of disaster.


    I heard the sounds of artillery one day last week. Maman guessed what it was, and when night fell and we could see flashes of light and smoke rising in the distance, Maman, Grandmere and I were certain. The following day, all was quiet and I had the strangest sensation of living in a dream.


    I wonder if this letter will reach you? Will your father return to France? Will Francois enlist? Tell your brother to stay safe in England. Write to me soon. A letter from you will give me comfort.


    Your dearest friend,


    Helene


    * * *


    From Henri’s letters that did reach them, Lise knew he was frantic, worrying whether the lines closest to Beaufort would hold. For the first two weeks of September, German forces occupied the city of Amiens, blocking access to Paris from Beaufort, and so near Tante Camille’s house they heard artillery crashing and booming almost every day.


    Living through the seesaw of German movements—edging closer then halting then forced to retreat—left her gaunt and anxious, her fingers twitching at sudden noises. Lise knew she had to conquer her fears, or at least push them aside and take charge. If Henri were with them, he would soothe her and tell her what to do. But Henri was in Bordeaux, where the government had relocated when Germany threatened to overrun Paris. Decisions remained in her hands.


    In early October, she gathered her family together. They ate in the kitchen now, choosing warmth over elegance except on Sundays when Lise or her mother-in-law created a hint of their Paris life with late-blooming flowers and Tante Camille’s crystal wine goblets. While eating dinner, Lise had been grateful to Mariele, who had entertained them with a story of Monsieur Doucet chasing a squawking chicken around the yard. Fragrant smells of garlic and tarragon lingered in the house. As Mariele and Helene finished the dishes, Lise called up the stairs for Jean to join them, and when everyone was assembled, she folded her hands in front of her on the table and cleared her throat.


    “Papa cannot come to Beaufort. Although the government will soon return to Paris, we cannot join him there. The journey south is much too dangerous. So we must be resilient and support one another. I’ve spoken to Monsieur Doucet, who has lost his farm workers to the army. He has agreed that you two can help with his cows and chickens. In return, we will have milk and eggs and more vegetables. Next spring, we will plant a larger garden.”


    “Do we have money, Maman?” Helene said.


    Her daughter’s face looked calm, although Lise imagined she was frightened. “Yes, chérie. We’ll be fine.”


    When they had spoken that day picking beans in the garden, Lise had explained many of her precautions to Helene but had said nothing about burying a chest of money beneath a loose floorboard in the grange. She and Mariele had also buried several ornate pieces of silver and most of their jewellery.


    “You can have what I’ve saved, Maman.” Jean wore a solemn expression.


    Lise squeezed his hand. “Papa says there are many restrictions and a general curfew for those living in Paris. Milk is rationed and breakfast rolls have disappeared, so we are lucky to be here where we certainly have plenty of milk and bread. He also wrote that telephone conversations must now be conducted only in French, although that makes no sense to me at all. We must prepare ourselves for similar difficulties.”


    “Will we go to school?”


    “Papa wants you to continue at school. But we will find ways to support the war effort. I received a letter from Madame Ribot; she is making uniforms and bandages and says that Parisian women are doing the jobs that men used to do. I’ll talk to Madame Lalonde and see how we can help.”


    * * *


    My dearest Henri,


    I trust that this letter will find you safe and well. I hope that Lucy is managing to keep the house in some semblance of order. Are you eating properly?


    Beaufort is surprisingly unaffected by the war. We can purchase most items as before, although Chez Pantoux has closed its doors, so finding housewares is more difficult. Occasionally, one of the young men appears in uniform for a home visit, and Gilles Degas, the butcher’s son, was badly wounded on the eastern front and is still unable to get out of bed. They say he may never walk again. Sadly, the eldest son of Dr. Valdane, the pharmacist, died in battle at the Marne. The entire village attended the funeral, and when it ended, we sang the Marseillaise, which made me weep.


    Our arrangement with Adrien Doucet is working well–both Jean and Helene have been very diligent with their farm chores, for which I am grateful. Now that it is much cooler, they work mainly in the barns rather than outdoors. We have adequate food with only occasional shortages, and your Maman can do wonders even with the tougher cuts of meat available at the Saturday market.


    I have continued with my needlework and now have an agreement with Madame Larouche to sell some of it. Do not worry about this, Henri. I am pleased to earn a few extra francs from time to time, and it is not difficult work.


    Our village is debating how long the war will last. Of course, I am optimistic now that France has strong support from Britain and Russia. Perhaps we will soon be able to return to Paris.


    With all my love,


    Lise

  


  


  


  
    Part II


    

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 14


    August 1916


    After close to two years, Helene was used to the presence of war. Casualties in the thousands had become so routine she barely flinched any more. Hardly a week went by without the sound of explosions and news of some further hardship. Hardly a week went by without anxieties bubbling over into brusque words or hidden tears. Each day they hoped for letters from her father and Guy; anticipation rewarded or dashed by a trip to the post office. Each day they lived with uncertainty.


    Although the French government had returned to Paris after less than two months in Bordeaux and her father along with it, Helene remained in Beaufort with her mother, grandmother and younger brother. When Papa had visited for Christmas 1914, she had overheard her mother and father arguing as she climbed the stairs for bed and had paused on the landing outside their bedroom door to listen, an action she would never have taken in the past but one that seemed excusable under the circumstances. Maman’s voice had been anxious, bordering on shrill.


    “Why can’t we return to Paris? You’re there. Germany did not overrun the city. Many of our friends have returned. Tell me, Henri. Why?”


    “Not yet, Lise . . . Germany still threatens . . . Verdun might not . . . stay in Beaufort a little longer.”


    Helene had been unable to hear every word of her father’s reply, but the message had been clear. He still believed Germany threatened Paris. Expecting further protest from Maman, she had waited without moving, her head tilted towards the door.


    “Don’t cry, darling . . . just a little longer.”


    A little longer had become two years, and at every juncture her father had a reason for them to wait: food shortages, deserted and dangerous streets, battles in northern France which made it unsafe for them to travel, battles east of Paris which increased the threat to the capital, impossible road conditions, restrictions on civilian train travel. Papa was working furiously at the War Ministry, sometimes in Paris but often in places where the fighting was fiercest and where he sought intelligence on German troop dispositions and other matters that might inform war strategy. He said little about these matters, but gradually Helene had concluded that her father’s efforts were of great importance.


    Grandmere’s hair had turned completely white, the corners of her mouth now etched with deep wrinkles. Although she retained command of the kitchen, her shoulders were stooped and her movements slow. She still tended her herb garden and pruned her roses and gathered plums and apricots to put up pots of jam. In the evening, Grandmere read the communiqués, sighing over disasters, smiling over successes and, if there was no news to read, she knitted endless pairs of socks. But Grandmere no longer dug in the garden or did any heavy work.


    Helene’s mother bore the marks of worry in her gaunt physique and wary eyes, in forced smiles and endless hours of letter writing. To conquer their isolation, Helene or her mother made the journey into Beaufort most days except when winter snows and fierce winds made the walk impossible. Beyond those trips, Maman volunteered twice a week in the hospital’s administrative office, handling correspondence with military units responsible for supplies and with other groups like the Red Cross. According to Madame Lalonde, Helene’s mother had a way with words.


    They lived simply, for food was restricted and other goods often unavailable. Monsieur Doucet and Monsieur Garnier brought gifts from time to time, extra eggs or a scrawny chicken, a slab of bacon or jug of cider. Her mother and grandmother could do wonders with a needle and thread, refashioning old clothes left from Tante Camille’s time into a new skirt or warm jacket. Sheets and towels were threadbare from use, but no one complained or thought to waste precious funds on something new.


    Jean had continued to attend school during the week unless the shelling sounded too close for their mother’s comfort, and when he returned home, he went next door to help on the Doucet farm, heavy work that broadened his shoulders and strengthened his arms and legs. Helene thought he looked more and more like Papa.


    When it became clear that Maman and Grandmere needed more of her help, Helene stopped going to school so the family could be self-sufficient. Papa had been upset, but Helene had written to him that she had only a few months left and at eighteen was old enough to know her own mind. She missed the challenge of learning and the camaraderie of friends, especially Germaine, but in truth, Madame Rosnet had taught her all she could. Instead, Helene practiced her English through letters to Marie and read everything she could find, all the classics which had occupied her mother when they first came to Beaufort, books she borrowed and books she implored her father to send. Most recently she had obtained a copy of Madame Bovary and was both shocked and intrigued at Flaubert’s tale of a woman who lived beyond her means and committed adultery in order to escape the emptiness of provincial life.


    All vestiges of girlhood were gone. She no longer dawdled along the road or sighed over fashion magazines or complained about her lot in life. She read the newspaper with care and wrote articulate letters to her father and brother. She learned the difference between German, French and British planes so she could recognize any that flew near the house, knew how to bottle and pickle, when to prune their vegetables and how to repair the outside pump. At the end of July, she had advised her mother that Gaston would teach her how to drive as soon as he could secure some gasoline.


    Every Thursday, Helene rode her bicycle into Beaufort for an afternoon visit with Germaine. Two years together at school had brought them close, and she thought of these visits as her moment of indulgence in a week of chores and responsibilities. Beyond those somewhat carefree Thursday afternoons, Helene was busy all day and wore a look of quiet authority and purpose. A look her father would not have recognized.


    War cultivated a flame of dedication which Helene noticed each time she went into Beaufort—Madame Larouche measured with more accuracy and carried sensible fabrics in dull colours; Dr. Valdane questioned the villagers more carefully before dispensing dwindling supplies and no longer sold goods smacking of luxury; Father Marcel, the priest in charge of St. Jerome’s, grasped each parishioner’s hand with a kindly eye while offering warm words of encouragement; the butcher sold tougher cuts of meat, and the florist was now a shop full of second hand clothes. Front steps were swept each day, fires lit only sparingly, meat reserved for special occasions, leftovers carefully saved. She knew at least three families who had taken in Belgian refugees fleeing the Germans, feeding and clothing them, helping them deal with French bureaucracy and find temporary homes. Those men who remained—mainly old men and a few with physical limitations—walked with upright posture and braced shoulders and participated in the Beaufort Brigade, which the deputy mayor had organized for local defence.


    At the post office, rules governing everyday life were pinned conspicuously to a large billboard so the citizens of Beaufort would have no reason to ignore restrictions their government felt necessary for victory. Everyone strived to do their part, and Helene accepted her responsibilities with a sense of duty and sacrifice.


    From time to time soldiers came and went. The first time a group of soldiers passed by the house, she had been weeding in the front garden when a thump-thump-thump sounded in the distance. A few minutes later, the noise became much more insistent, and fear had taken hold—a fear that eased a fraction as men dressed in French blue rounded the curve in the road. Leaning on the garden hoe, she had watched them pass by in silence. Where were these men going? Did their presence signify battles moving closer to Beaufort? Would German troops soon follow? Although her questions were never answered, soldiers marching past the house no longer prompted more than vague apprehension.


    In 1915, her mother had closed many rooms in Tante Camille’s house to conserve heat in the winter and to devote their time and energy to more important matters than cleaning unused rooms. Reluctantly, Helene had moved from her attic oasis to a small room on the main floor, where she could easily light the morning fire and put on the kettle before anyone else got out of bed.


    On a Saturday in early August, Jean agreed to fetch the mail while Helene and her mother were occupied with the dirty, time-consuming task of cleaning both stove and hearth. As he rambled out of the house, he muttered something unintelligible.


    “He’s so restless.” Helene’s mother dipped a blackened cloth into a bucket of sudsy water.


    Sitting at the kitchen table, Grandmere shook her head. “I remember Henri at that age. Always getting into trouble. I think he picked fights just to prove he was strong.”


    “That doesn’t sound like Henri.”


    “Well, he wouldn’t let you see that side when he was courting you. But you didn’t know him when he was fifteen or sixteen. Even seventeen. I remember he came home with a broken nose one night after boxing against some ruffian. There were bets on the outcome.”


    “Who won?” Helene said, kneeling on the floor so she could reach into the oven and scrub its interior. Though her knees and back ached, she had refused her mother’s offer to change places.


    “Your Papa, of course.”


    Listening to her grandmother chuckle, Helene mused at the friendship that had evolved amongst three generations brought together by war. After so many months at Tante Camille’s, they mixed easily over shared concerns, ignoring the traditional hierarchy and social courtesies of grandmother, mother and daughter. Though every day brought further worries, at least they had one another.


    Helene watched her grandmother rise from her chair, rubbing her back to ease a pain that worsened as the months passed. Nothing Doctor Valdane suggested made a difference. With a bad back and summer heat, her grandmother rarely went into Beaufort anymore. Even on Sundays, she remained at home, declaring that the walk exhausted her and she had heard enough sermons to last a lifetime. It occurred to Helene that her grandmother secretly relished a quiet time without the clatter and bang of household chores or Jean’s muted mutterings.


    While changing out of dirty clothes, Helene watched the wind blow, fierce gusts that rattled the loose window in her bedroom and made the trees sway. Perhaps a storm was brewing. She saw a rabbit poised on hind legs twitch his nose and scamper into a thick hedge near the vegetable garden. Somewhere in the house, a door banged and Jean shouted, “Letter from Papa.”


    Helene hurried into fresh clothes. Letters from her father kept them informed and often contained news of Guy. Though they rarely knew Guy’s exact whereabouts, Papa’s hints allowed them to speculate. Concern for her brother hung over each day like a brooding bank of clouds, and each night she prayed for his safety.


    “What’s the matter, Maman?”


    Her mother held the letter against her lips, a look of confused shock on her face.


    “Maman!” Helene raised her voice, but still her mother said nothing. Gently she extracted the letter from her hand and began to read.


    


    My dearest Lise,


    I am writing in all haste with difficult news. Guy has been wounded. His leg, I believe. He’s in a field hospital not far from Verdun, in a small village called Clermont-en-Argonne. He and his men helped repulse a German attack but were caught by intense shelling when the Germans retaliated the following day.


    I urge you to go to the hospital. I would go, but my responsibilities are overwhelming right now and I am soon to leave on a lengthy journey. Although our doctors and nurses do their best, men whose families help have the best chance of quick recovery. Take the travel pass I’ve included with you, otherwise it will be impossible to book tickets and pass the sentries. Even so, travel will be difficult. Make your way to Clermont-en-Argonne and ask for Captain St. Laurent. He will know where they’ve taken Guy. Send me news as soon as you see him.


    Maman will look after Helene and Jean.


    My love to you all,


    Henri


    


    “Jean, stop thumping about,” said Helene. “Please get a glass of water for Maman. And find Grandmere.”


    Being forced to take charge dampened Helene’s shock at the news they had feared for so long. For once, Jean did as she asked without question. Helene held her mother’s cold, lifeless hands.


    “Maman, look at me. We only know that he’s wounded. Nothing else. Speed and calm are important if you’re going to help him. Not hysterics. You can do this. Papa is counting on you.”


    Jean returned from the kitchen and offered a glass to his mother, who took it without speaking, her hand trembling so much that water spilled onto her skirt.


    “What is it, Helene?” he asked.


    “Guy has been wounded. Papa is asking Maman to go to the hospital.” Helene kept her voice even.


    Jean stilled, like a deer hearing a sudden rustle. “Is it serious?”


    “We shall pray to God that it’s not.”


    While Helene helped her mother pack and Grandmere prepared dinner, Jean took a message to Gaston, returning with a promise to arrive early next morning for the trip to Amiens. From there, a train would take their mother close to Verdun.


    Verdun. Every French citizen knew it was the last fortress to fall in the Franco-Prussian war and hence symbolized the strength of France. But now it was an ominous place. Since April, news had been dominated by German bombardment of the city and French resistance—a David-and-Goliath battle with almost a million German troops arrayed against a few hundred thousand French. Helene pushed away the thought of both her mother and brother so close to danger and continued to fold the blouses Maman had laid out on her bed. Her mother did not need to be reminded of the difficulties facing their soldiers at Verdun.


    * * *


    The Tonneau bounced along narrow country roads, lurching from side to side whenever its wheels found a deep rut.


    “General Pétain won’t let those Boches succeed,” said Gaston. “General Joffre handpicked him for the job. A very good man.”


    Lise had no idea whether Pétain’s efforts could help Guy in any way, but she appreciated Gaston’s kindness and calm exterior, for her anxiety was dreadful, hanging over every moment like a thick black shroud. She tried to smile.


    “What do you know of Nivelle, Gaston? I believe Guy used to be under his command.”


    “Yes, and now he’s taking over at Verdun.” Gaston stopped talking as he steered the vehicle around a large boulder. “I wonder how they do it?”


    “Do what?”


    “They fire without being able to see their targets. Did you know they rely on frontline officers to tell them if their guns are reaching the right spot? And airplanes, I think.”


    Knowing that Guy was in charge of large artillery guns, Lise preferred not to think about such things and remained silent. Thankfully, Gaston said nothing further.


    The countryside was marked with signs of summer: trees heavy with ripening fruit, wheat turning to gold. In fields that were not left fallow, stalks thickened and plants grew tall. The sun was so warm Lise removed her jacket. They were travelling mainly south to avoid congested routes serving the front. Since Gaston preferred quiet back roads to the main roads, from time to time they encountered deeply rutted sections, which made Lise cringe, fearing that the Tonneau would become stuck. Only once did they have to seek help, and they found a group of willing young boys who pushed and pushed until the Tonneau rushed forward with a slurry of splashing mud.


    Along the way, they passed a series of small villages—Barlin, Servins, Capelle-Fermont, Avesnes-le-Comte—each curiously quiet, with only the occasional old woman or young child on the streets, each marked by churches and the fresh graves of their cemeteries. Some reduced to rubble by German bombardment. When they reached Lucheux at midday, they stopped to rest in the town square and eat the lunch Mariele had prepared.


    “Everything looks so old here,” Lise said, taking in the grey stone buildings with elaborate, scalloped rooflines and the tall belfry that dominated the square.


    “It’s a medieval village. Used to have a surrounding fortress wall and a large chateau, but most of that’s in ruins now.”


    Lise had not realized how hungry she was, and they ate in companionable silence for several minutes.


    “How is Monsieur?” Gaston asked.


    “He’s working very hard. I haven’t seen him since New Year’s.” She pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “How long have you known him, Gaston?”


    “Since he was un petit garçon. They came to visit Mademoiselle Camille every summer, and I was her hired man. He was full of mischief then.” Gaston chuckled then popped a large piece of cheese into his mouth. “Rather like Jean, I think.”


    Lise smiled. Jean’s antics were almost the only thing that still made her laugh, but he had been growing moodier as each month passed. The inevitable shift from boyhood into the ungainly limbo of neither child nor man, she thought, just like Guy. Her smile disappeared.


    “We should be on our way again. Who knows how long it will take for me to get a train.”


    “Oui, Madame. Just let me refill the gas before we leave. I have four tins in the backseat. And don’t ask me how I got it.” Gaston chuckled as he crossed the road.


    * * *


    Cresting a hill south of Lucheux, the scenery changed. Damaged orchards, pockmarked fields, remnants of trenches and crumpled bridges spread before them. A sentry stationed at one end of a bridge demanded their feuille bleu, examining the blue paper Lise handed over as if his life depended on it before wordlessly waving them through. Beyond the bridge was a small town full of roofless, three-walled houses covered with tarpaulins or gaping boards to provide some shelter for those who remained. Old bricks, twisted stove pipes, fallen gables and broken furniture lay in heaps along the road, and little children, their faces thin and solemn, stared as the Tonneau drove by.


    Closer to Amiens, they joined the main road, jostling for position amongst army trucks, marching soldiers and horse-drawn carts piled high with scraps of wood and metal or bales of straw. Those on foot kept to the grassy verge. Gaston slowed the Tonneau to a crawl, and as the minutes ticked by, Lise gripped her hands tighter and tighter.


    “Not far now,” said Gaston as they crossed a wide bridge that would take them closer to the town centre.


    Beneath the bridge, Lise saw a row of narrow skiffs waiting to pole passengers up and down the river. Wide sidewalks flanked the river, and flower sellers were packing up for the day, hauling large wicker baskets onto wooden carts or into one of the skiffs and tossing remnants of brightly coloured flowers into large metal cans. They were mainly women in jobs previously done by men, and they talked constantly to one another, occasionally calling out to passing friends, smiling wide, raw-boned smiles as if momentarily released from the day’s burdens.


    “Selling flowers in wartime?” With so much death and destruction, Lise felt the profusion of colour almost obscene.


    “Life goes on, Madame Lise. Weddings, funerals. There is much need for flowers with so many dying. And young men going off to war want to leave something for their sweethearts.”


    “You’re right, Gaston. I suppose I’m just worried about Guy.”


    Farther on, the Tonneau crossed several canals where water drifted quietly and narrow houses leaned one against the other, shutters closed to retain what limited cool remained inside. Pathways barely wide enough for a single person separated these houses from the canals.


    “I wonder how often someone falls in?” Lise pointed at the canals.


    Gaston snorted. “No doubt frequently, especially when they’re drunk.”


    Throughout their journey, the rumble of far-off explosions made Lise shudder. But now the artillery was silent, and instead she listened to the sounds of a city attempting to live so close to major action: the tramping of a regiment, the roar of passing motorcycles bearing goggle-clad officers, the clop-clop of weary horses, the clang of a streetcar, the cries and laughs of children at play.


    “The station is at the end of this street,” said Gaston as they turned left following a Red Cross ambulance.


    Lise let out a deep sigh. “Do you think I will get a train quickly?”


    Gaston shrugged. “Who knows, Madame Lise?”


    At the station, Lise was disappointed to discover that she would have to travel to Paris first before heading towards Verdun, as rail lines going east from Amiens went through German-held territory. Once in Paris, the ticket seller explained she would find a train to Vitry-le-Francois or perhaps Chalons-en-Champagne. From there, she would have to find other transport. Lise stiffened her back.


    “Paris, please. On the first possible train.” She thrust a pile of francs through the wicket.


    An hour later, Gaston swung her bag onto an overhead rack while Lise took a seat next to a thin, grey-haired woman. The car was crowded, blue-coated soldiers jamming one end, jostling and joking with crude gestures and loud voices. Lise wiped a layer of soot from her window and noticed a group of soldiers patrolling the tracks, bayonets glittering. Stale smells of sweat and urine made her wrinkle her nose. Signs pasted on the windows admonished travellers to beware—the enemy might be listening.


    “Thank you, Gaston. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”


    “Tell Guy to get better fast. I’ll stop in to see Madame Mariele each week while you’re away.”


    “Monsieur and I are forever in your debt.”


    He squeezed her shoulder briefly. “De rien, Madame Lise. Bonne chance.”


    Back on the platform, Gaston waved his cap in farewell and then disappeared into the crowd.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 15


    August 1916


    Lise could hardly hear herself think. After another full day of waiting and travelling, she was finally nearing Clermont-en-Argonne, less than ten kilometres from Verdun. Explosions came from all directions, booming barrages, louder than anything they had heard in Beaufort. A squadron of airplanes buzzed overhead, banking sharply west to head for safety. Smoke filled the horizon, and from time to time the rapid burst of rifle fire let her know how close the enemy was.


    She had been lucky when disembarking the train at Chalons-en-Champagne to attract the attention of Captain Ferrand. When she showed him Henri’s letter, he insisted that his driver take her to her destination.


    “We will go to the reserve sector first, where I must debrief with my officers. Lieutenant Valois will take you from there.”


    Ferrand was short with a thick neck and narrow moustache that curled at each end. He spoke in a clipped but kind voice, giving instructions to the lieutenant, who stood with his hand raised in salute until the captain had finished, then opened the rear door and waited while Lise and Ferrand climbed into the vehicle.


    At every crossroad and railway bridge, they encountered a sentry box, and although Lise had imagined such boxes to be small wooden structures, on the route to Verdun they were made of mud and straw and pine branches and leaned against the bank beside the road. While one guard peered into the motorcar, another checked the lieutenant’s papers then lifted his rifle to motion them forward. Lise held her breath each time they passed the sentries.


    Along the road French citizens were fleeing in the opposite direction, herding flocks of sheep and cattle, pushing wheelbarrows with squealing, pink-nosed pigs, carrying bundles and sleepy children and small cats or dogs. A part of Lise wanted to flee with them, and she was grateful to the lieutenant, whose occasional smiles and encouraging words gave her hope.


    “You should find Captain St. Laurent here,” Lieutenant Valois said as they drew up in front of a three-storey house, a cluster of flags by the front door announcing its importance.


    Lise thanked him profusely and entered the house, feeling acutely alone once again. Inside, soldiers hurried from room to room, their boots clumping amidst the jangle of telephones and the clatter of typewriters. Intense voices rumbled from behind a closed door. Cigarette smoke and sweat permeated the air.


    When he finally arrived, Captain St. Laurent checked three separate lists before telling her that Guy was in Evacuation Hospital Four.


    “Is he all right?”


    “I don’t know his exact condition, Madame Noisette. It’s impossible to keep our records up-to-date.” His smile was more of a grimace. “I will take you. This way.”


    The hospital was in a converted factory, each of two storeys partitioned into wards, large stoves keeping the drafty building as warm as possible. As Lise entered, she saw three nurses in peaked caps and long white dresses huddled together on the far wall while two others rushed down the middle aisle in response to loud moaning that seemed to come from an area surrounded by curtains. Except for the moaning, the lower floor was quiet, full of bandaged men on narrow cots, many sleeping while a few whispered to one another or hummed a vacant tune.


    Captain St. Laurent pointed to the far end, where bright lights shone behind a wooden enclosure.


    “The operating theatre,” he said. “Many operations are done in clearing stations closer to our lines, but some can wait until the men are evacuated to hospitals like this. Guy is on the second floor.”


    After two long days of travel and worry, Lise felt almost faint with relief and steadied herself briefly on the Captain’s arm as they climbed the stairs. To hear his name and know that he was still alive pushed away her fear. She blinked to control her tears.


    “Guy?” The captain touched Guy’s shoulder. “Lieutenant Noisette? Your mother is here.”


    Groggy eyes opened and closed. “Maman. It’s wonderful to see you.”


    Guy’s voice was so thick and slurred Lise could hardly hear him. His left leg was swathed in bandages and suspended from a pulley, and his right arm was in a cast. Only one eye was open, the other wrapped in white gauze. Drained of colour, he looked like a ghost. It took all her self-control to keep smiling.


    She knelt beside her son and touched his face. “I’m here to look after you, Guy. Papa told me where to find you, and I came immediately.” Although Guy blinked his one uncovered eye, he did not answer. Lise smoothed the hair from his brow and laid her other hand on his shoulder. Seeing him and being able to touch him eased her anxieties a fraction.


    “The chart says he’s been in and out of consciousness,” said the Captain peering at a rough piece of cardboard attached to the bedrail with string. “Probably a blessing given his wounds. Can I leave you here?” Lise nodded. “The nurses will help get you settled.”


    After securing a wooden chair for her, the Captain was about to depart.


    “Would you be kind enough to come by this evening, Captain, and collect a letter for my husband? He is very worried about our son.”


    “I’ll send it in the evening pouch. God willing, it will be in Monsieur’s hands within a few days.”


    Lise removed her hat and sank onto the chair to watch over her son. His chest rose and fell with shallow breaths. She whispered to him, told him stories about Jean and Helene, held his hand. She brought a cup of water and coaxed him to take small, frequent sips. Each time his body twitched or he moaned in pain, Lise wondered whether she should seek a nurse. She remained at his side all night.


    In the morning, a young nurse with pale blue eyes checked Guy’s condition.


    “Madame, you must get some rest. You will be no help to your son if you get sick.”


    Lise gave a weary smile. “Can you recommend a hotel?”


    “No, Madame, the hotels are used for our military. But let me talk to a family I know. They might have an extra bedroom. I will be back later, Madame. Impossible to say exactly when.”


    In the early evening, Nurse Marcoux returned wearing a brown woollen cape over her uniform. Lise was relieved to see the woman, whose kind eyes and slender figure reminded her of Helene.


    “The family has a room for you. They’re very kind, but you should know that one of their sons died last year, and the other is a German prisoner.”


    Lise nodded, picked up her small suitcase and followed the nurse downstairs. Outside, she pulled her jacket tight against the thick night fog. Nurse Marcoux led the way along a mud-caked boardwalk. Shops beside the road were shut, their windows curtained such that only thin dribbles of light illuminated the way. Narrow streets perpendicular to the main road disappeared into darkness, and she jumped when a dog growled from an open doorway and footsteps slapped the ground in reply.


    “Are you all right?” the nurse said.


    “Yes. The sudden sounds scared me. It’s so foggy I can hardly see anything.”


    “Few people are out this late because of curfew, only military men or hospital staff. No vehicles are permitted after nightfall. But I have a pass code if we’re challenged.”


    The thought of needing a pass code made Lise even more nervous. “I’ve not experienced such conditions.”


    “You get used to it. This close to the front, there’s danger of spies. Our soldiers caught one two months ago, and I heard he was persuaded to provide information. I didn’t want to ask for details.”


    “Why is it so quiet?”


    “Shelling often stops at night. I suppose the artillery needs to rest. I try not to think about it. Here we are.”


    The nurse stopped in front of a house with a steep roof and gabled windows, one of which was boarded up. She lifted the brass knocker and rapped twice. A curtain drew back, and a round, plump face peered out. When the door cracked open, Lise and Nurse Marcoux stepped quickly inside.


    * * *


    Guy opened his eyes and spoke clearly for the first time five days later. During those anxious days when she feared he would never wake, Lise observed the rhythm of the hospital, times for bathing, for meals, for light exercise, times for napping, for doctors’ rounds, for the parish priest. When the priest hurried by with candles and a small bottle of oil to perform last rites, she made the sign of the cross as a mark of respect.


    She was pleased when Guy’s pasty grey pallor was replaced by hints of pink, and he conversed more easily. The doctor, a thin, long-boned man with bushy black hair, was cautiously optimistic.


    “Guy will soon start to mend. He had shrapnel in his leg,” he told her, “and a bullet through his arm. The eye was infected, likely from lying on wet ground for hours until stretcher bearers found him and then waiting more than a day for treatment.”


    “Why did it take so long?”


    The doctor turned at the sound of a shout from the ground floor. “Ask one of the nurses to explain,” he said as he hurried off down the stairs.


    Lise sought out Nurse Marcoux. Sitting together near one of the warming stoves with a cup of hot tea, the nurse explained that wounded soldiers were sorted into groups depending on their condition. Those in severe shock were sent to a resuscitation tent, others were operated on at the clearing station and still others went by train to the hospital for treatment. She said the doctors must have thought Guy could wait. The nurse reached over to pat Lise on the knee as if she were the mother and Lise the child.


    “I’m sure he will heal. He’s in much better physical shape than many of our wounded.”


    The hours ebbed and flowed with almost no definition. Lise sat with Guy when he was awake, often saying little, merely offering the comfort of her presence, a soft touch on his brow, a straightening of his blankets, a spoonful of broth. She read to him when he seemed more alert and told him stories about Beaufort. Once a fever took hold of him, and he thrashed about on his bed so much she thought he might tumble out. Finally, the doctor said Guy’s leg could be released from the pulley, and he would be able to try sitting up once a day.


    “Maman, will you do something for me?” After being so ill, Guy sounded like a croaking frog.


    “Anything I can.”


    “Will you write a letter for me?”


    Guy’s blush alerted her that this was no ordinary letter. “Let me get my writing paper out,” she said.


    “It’s a young woman I correspond with. She will be worried that I haven’t written. Her name is Renee Derain.”


    “Is her father Paul Derain?” Guy nodded. “I think Papa knows the family. When did you meet?”


    “I met her in 1914. Not long after you went to Beaufort. I should have told you about her,” he said with a sheepish look.


    “These aren’t normal times, Guy. I’m sure that in other circumstances you would have told us. Is she special to you?” Guy nodded again. “What would you like me to write?”


    When she went to bed, Lise lay awake thinking about her family. Guy was in love with a woman she had never heard of while Helene handled fears and responsibilities beyond her years, Henri worked day and night, and her mother-in-law was increasingly frail. It made her sad to realize that Jean was growing up without his father’s guidance, and Helene had neither young men courting her nor any expectation that she soon would. It had been eight months since Henri’s last visit, and she longed for the reassurance of his arms, his lips, his body. Nothing about their life was normal. Nothing at all. But at least Guy had survived.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 16


    September 1916


    Early September was hotter than usual. In the morning, Mariele picked a few slugs out of the garden while Helene loosened the earth around their vegetables. When Monsieur Doucet stopped by with a basket of eggs, he grumbled that the warmth would make the harvest more difficult. Mariele nodded and offered him six freshly baked buns to take home.


    She was proud of her little Beaufort family, for that was how she thought of the four of them. Each had risen to the challenge of living under difficult conditions made worse by the ever-looming question of whether the front lines would hold. Helene was a woman now, capable of looking after the house and at ease with her maturity. She thought nothing of working all day and sewing or knitting all evening. Her granddaughter displayed a quiet beauty with her rich auburn hair and wide grey eyes and a face sculpted by hardship. Like many young women, Helene was sacrificing her youth to support the family, and with Lise away, she was in charge. Of all of them, Helene had changed the most.


    Lise was different too. Nothing had prepared her daughter-in-law for life in a small town under conditions of war. Hers had been a spoiled upbringing as the daughter of a wealthy Parisian family with a mother who spent more on perfume and face powders than most families earned in a year. When Lise had first married Henri, Mariele had worried that her young daughter-in-law would follow that example, but motherhood had changed her, and now that Lise was assured of Henri’s love, she had become decisive and willing to speak her mind.


    Lise and Helene were more than family: they were Mariele’s dearest friends.


    Jean shouldered many tasks that the man of the house would normally undertake, but he was still too young for Mariele to predict his character. He outgrew his clothes every few months, and she imagined he would be much taller than his father. Fuzzy whiskers had begun to sprout, and she knew he was embarrassed by his gangly body and the emerging evidence of manhood. Every night, Mariele prayed the war would end before her grandson could enlist.


    She prayed for them all: Henri, who struggled with government burdens; Guy, who would soon return to duty; Lise, who was so close to the front an errant shell could find her; Helene, who looked far too weary for her age. She worried about her other children too, and three more grandsons who had enlisted in 1915. Dr. Valdane told her that so much worry was a strain on her heart, but she kept that to herself.


    “Grandmere! A letter from Maman,” Jean shouted as he entered the kitchen.


    Mariele insisted that her grandson use the side door and leave his boots on the steps since she was tired of cleaning up after him. Now that he was older, he made even more mess, and she often shook her head in dismay at his filthy clothes. She had him scrub his fingernails before every meal, but they still looked dreadful. Mariele wondered what he did to get so dirty.


    Jean thumped upstairs to change while Mariele opened the letter.


    


    My dear family,


    Guy is walking by himself, although his leg is still rather stiff. His arm is fully healed, and the doctors say that his left eye may yet improve further. This is my good news. The bad news, which I knew was inevitable, is that Captain St. Laurent has given Guy his orders. He will leave Verdun and be deployed to a new location. I have another few days with him before he returns to duty, and, as you can imagine, I am making the most of it.


    Monsieur and Madame Lerouxel have been so wonderful, treating me as they would their own daughter. Every evening they have a hot drink waiting and we often sit talking by the fire now that I can leave Guy at night. I am very fortunate for their kindness and will have to think of a gift to send them.


    I miss everyone very much and hope you will have many stories to tell me when I return.


    My love to you all,


    Maman


    * * *


    “Maman will be home soon,” Mariele said, passing the letter to Helene.


    After reading her mother’s news, Helene folded the letter and slipped it back inside the envelope. Since the war had begun, they saved every letter inside an old chest that previously held silver cutlery. One day, Maman had brought the chest from the dining room and announced its purpose. Helene imagined her mother’s decision to keep each letter as tangible proof of the love she bore her husband and son and her thankfulness for others who kept in touch. She dreaded the thought of her mother reading them over and over should either her father or Guy be killed.


    For five weeks, she had acted in her mother’s place, taking charge of shopping, speaking to Gaston about repairs to a broken window, arranging for Monsieur Doucet to cut down a tree struck by lightning. Grandmere did the cooking, but Helene organized everything else. Her fatigue showed in thin cheeks and eyes that were red from worry and lack of sleep.


    She almost wished Guy’s wounds were severe enough for him to permanently leave the army. Instead, he would return to his duties, and they would return to the daily strain of waiting and hoping. As she lay in bed, pipes groaned, stairs creaked and the stove sputtered with uneven heat; a house in sympathy with the family’s unsettled mood.


    * * *


    In mid-September, after her mother had returned, a long line of troops approached Tante Camille’s. Helene saw them from a second-floor window and called to her mother. Together, they watched in silence as the soldiers came closer and closer, each man holding a rifle in one arm, the other arm swinging as they marched. The drumming of their hob-nailed boots made the hairs on Helene’s arm prickle.


    “Who are they?” she whispered.


    “Not French,” her mother replied. “Not German either. But I can’t tell from this distance.”


    Through the trees, they saw them rounding a bend in the road. Two heavily loaded wagons followed the column of men.


    “Must be well over a hundred of them.”


    “I’ll see what I can discover when I go into town this afternoon,” Helene said. She saw the look of fear on her mother’s face. “Don’t worry. I’ll be careful.”


    Maman gripped her arm. “I’ll come with you.”


    When they arrived, Café Pitou’s narrow wooden chairs were occupied, round tables cluttered with an assortment of beverages. A group of older men clustered by the bar listening to Father Marcel, who seemed more animated than usual. Conversation centred on news of the troops who were billeted on the far side of town. Canadian troops—part of the British army. From Madame Suras, the owner of Café Pitou, they learned that Monsieur Galliard had offered his home as a command centre.


    “Do we know why the soldiers are here?” Helene’s mother asked.


    “Not yet,” said Madame Suras.


    “Bound to mean trouble of some sort,” said Raoul Seguin, Beaufort’s deputy mayor. “I wonder if they’re going to establish a training base or perhaps a new headquarters. Whatever the reason, a large group of soldiers brings attention to Beaufort. Possibly German attention. We certainly don’t want that.”


    “It could mean some sort of action is being planned,” said an older man who wore a thick knitted sweater despite the day’s warmth.


    “Well, as I said, they’re bound to mean trouble,” said Monsieur Seguin.


    After checking for mail at the post office, Helene and her mother purchased flour and cheese along with a small piece of fish for dinner. With their large garden, her grandmother’s baking and provisions from Andre Doucet and Monsieur Garnier, Helene’s family had become largely self-sufficient; however, on rare occasions her mother bought fish as a change from pork and chicken. Their diet was simple but adequate. No one complained.


    “Monsieur Seguin has me worried,” Lise said as they walked back to Tante Camille’s.


    “I agree, Maman. That man in the sweater said there might be an action planned. What if it’s something big? Don’t you think we should return to Paris?”


    “Papa would tell us to return if he thought it wise.”


    “I suppose,” Helene said. “But Papa wasn’t right about Paris and Beaufort when the war began, and if we’d stayed in Paris, we wouldn’t be so close to the fighting here.”


    “Helene, that’s your father you’re talking about. We’ve never been in danger. Paris is threatened even now. Paris is our capital. It will always be under threat.”


    Helene saw worry in her mother’s tight face and fatigue in her drooping shoulders and decided to say no more. “You’re right, Maman. I’m sure we’ll be fine here.”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 17


    September 1916


    Hoisting a basket of wet laundry onto her hip, Helene grabbed the bag of clothespins as she went outside. She set the basket down on a small wooden bench and began the task of methodically pinning each item and spinning out the line until their shirts, underclothes, sheets and towels stretched across the yard, colours dancing in the breeze. She looked at her chapped hands and broken fingernails; there were days when she felt as haggard and worn as a woman twice her age.


    She had little time for beauty, though an imaginative man would see beyond the tightly bound hair and simple clothing to the curve of full breasts, slender figure and high cheekbones. But few men visited their house outside Beaufort, and she knew her mother thought this was just as well, fearing that some vagabond soldier would pass by and capture her daughter. Three women and a teenage boy would be easy prey for the wrong kind of stranger.


    As she hung the last few pieces of clothing, Helene thought of how different life would be without war. Opera, ballet, dances, expensive clothing from Maman’s favourite shops. For a moment, images of elegance and privilege transported her away from backyard chores into their earlier life and a memory of her mother and father, dressed in evening clothes, greeting guests for a spring soiree. She paused with her arms in the air and a clothespin clutched between her lips and wondered whether she would ever have a chance to fall in love.


    “Helene, we’re going now.”


    Maman’s voice came from the front of the house, interrupting her musings, and she hurried around to see her mother and brother off.


    “Grandmere and I will make dinner. Don’t rush.”


    “I hope we can find some new clothes for Jean. He’s outgrown everything.”


    Helene watched her brother, his arms and legs out of proportion. His voice cracked when he spoke, and she knew it would soon deepen. Jean steadied the bicycle for his mother, who would ride on the back.


    “Maman, stop wiggling,” he said as they set off.


    “Bye-bye. Have fun.”


    Helene stood until they were out of sight then returned to the backyard to collect her basket. Hot sun and bulging white clouds made the day seem idyllic, chasing away thoughts of war, and she sat for a moment, watching a bee hover around the mouths of Russian sage blossoms, dipping again and again for sustenance. Tall grasses waved at the edge of their garden, which looked ragged despite the hours of care Helene and her mother devoted to trimming and weeding. The breeze died and their clothes hung limply.


    Faint puffs of smoke marked the eastern horizon followed by the crackle and echoing booms of artillery. After a brief pause came a rush of answering guns. They often heard the sounds of artillery, but Helene thought these blasts were closer. She shivered despite the warmth and ran inside.


    “Grandmere, I can hear artillery again.” She found her grandmother in the salon, knitting another in the endless stream of socks for soldiers. “I think they’re closer than usual.”


    Her grandmother lifted her head. “I’m sorry, dear. I was counting stitches. What’s closer?”


    “Guns. The sound of guns is louder than usual.”


    Artillery sounds always made Helene think of Guy. Maman thought he was near Albert, but they were never really sure, and Albert was in the Somme, where heavy fighting was underway.


    “Oh, dear. When you were in town, did anyone say that our troops are nearby?”


    “Only the Canadians.”


    Helene sat down opposite her grandmother. “What do you think we should do?”


    “Let’s wait a bit. Sound travels very far you know.”


    Helene listened to the rhythmic click-click-click of her grandmother’s knitting needles. How can Grandmere just wait? What if we are in danger? Helene’s eyes scanned the room for something that would distract her from the muffled rumble outside.


    “Why don’t we make a cassoulet for dinner? I’ve already soaked the beans,” her grandmother said.


    Grandmere always knew when she needed a diversion. In fact, they had all perfected the art of distraction. Otherwise the listening, the waiting and the wondering became too much.


    Grateful for something to do, Helene followed her into the kitchen and began to chop vegetables while her grandmother prepared pork shoulder and a small piece of bacon, both supplied by Monsieur Garnier. Soon the sizzling smell of bacon, onions, garlic and fresh herbs filled the kitchen, and her tension eased.


    “I find cooking very soothing,” said her grandmother as if reading Helene’s mind.


    “Three years ago, I would never have imagined doing this together. Our lives are so different now, aren’t they, Grandmere?”


    “In a good way?”


    “Good and bad. The war is bad, of course, but being together is good.”


    “I never expected to be so close to my granddaughter,” Grandmere said.


    “Oh. Was I so terrible?”


    “No,” Grandmere laughed, “just our circumstances were so different.”


    “If we were still in Paris, I would probably be going to dances and soirees. All dressed up, likely with Marie.” Helene sighed.


    “Perhaps you would have a young man?”


    “Perhaps.” Helene could not imagine that life. “But I would not have learned how to make cassoulet.” Turning to smile at her grandmother, she saw with horror that Grandmere held one hand to her chest and was beginning to gasp for breath, her eyes frantic.


    “Grandmere! What is it?”


    Helene put her arms under her grandmother’s shoulders and lowered her to a kitchen chair then rushed to get a wet cloth and a glass of water. She bathed her grandmother’s face and held the glass to her lips, but the water merely trickled out from the sides of her mouth.


    “My heart tablets,” Grandmere whispered.


    “In your bedroom?”


    She nodded. Helene raced out of the kitchen, threw herself up the stairs and quickly found the tablets on the bedside table. Back in the kitchen, she squeezed one tablet into her grandmother’s mouth and tipped up the glass of water. “You have to swallow, Grandmere. Can you do that?” Her grandmother nodded.


    Seconds and then minutes passed as Mariele continued to gasp, clutching her chest. Helene knelt by the chair until her grandmother breathed more easily.


    “Does it feel better?”


    “A little.”


    “Let’s rest here for a bit and then move you to the sofa so you can lie down. Don’t talk, just breathe slowly.” Helene tried to remember something useful from a first aid course she took when the war began, but the instructor had focused mainly on how to make a splint and clean a wound. “You scared me. Are these the pills you get from the pharmacy each month?” Grandmere nodded. “Are they for heart problems?” Another nod.


    Helene thought it would have been useful to know that her grandmother had heart problems before now, but it was too late for recriminations. She held Grandmere’s cool hands in her warm ones and was relieved to see her lips were now faintly pink rather than tinged with blue.


    The house was quiet; only the ticking of the mantel clock and an occasional far-off rumble marked the passage of time. Helene thought she should wait a little longer before attempting to move her grandmother; she could not lift her on her own. She smiled to reassure them both.


    Thirty minutes later, Helene tucked a light blanket around her grandmother and sat on the leather hassock pulled close to the sofa. Grandmere reached out to touch Helene’s cheek.


    “I’m sorry to be such a nuisance,” she said.


    “Don’t be silly. We’ll just sit and relax. Shall I tell you about the letter I received from Marie?” Her grandmother nodded. “Her family is still in London since her father’s posting has been extended, and she has attended several debutante balls, which she says are more modest than usual because of the war. Apparently, her mother refashioned two of her own dresses so Marie would have something to wear, although neither of them is white. Why is white the colour of choice? Perhaps it’s thought to be virginal?”


    “I think so.” A brief twinkle lit Grandmere’s eyes, and Helene found that encouraging.


    “She says that Englishmen are not at all like Frenchmen, much more pompous in her opinion. Oh, and one of the dances was a masquerade held outside beneath a striped marquee lit with red, white and blue lights in honour of both the English and French national flags. Too much extravagance in the midst of wartime, don’t you think, Grandmere? Marie says she prefers to go to the theatre or the ballet than suffer through these balls. I think she’s just trying to make me feel better. I shall write to her again and tell her that I want to hear all the details.”


    Helene noticed Grandmere’s eyes were drooping. “I’m going to go next door to see if the Doucets are at home. Perhaps they can fetch the doctor. I’ll be back in a minute. You continue to rest, Grandmere.” She squeezed her grandmother’s hand.


    Helene slipped away and ran past the pond and across the field that separated the two properties, but there was no answer at the farmhouse or in the barns, and she did not want to leave her grandmother alone for long. When she returned, Grandmere was sleeping, so Helene went into the kitchen to finish the cassoulet, first testing the pork for tenderness then sautéing chopped celery and carrot in the bacon drippings. When the vegetables were softened, it was time to add broth, wine, tomatoes, bay leaves and white beans, each ingredient measured carefully as her grandmother would do. Every few minutes as she cooked, she checked on Grandmere. Finally, Helene put the heavy pot full of cassoulet in the oven and returned to the salon.


    Her grandmother slept, occasionally twitching but otherwise hardly moving, her face calm—almost serene, her chest rising and falling, its regular rhythm restoring Helene’s confidence. Deep rumbles and cracks drew her outside to listen to the far-off sounds of war, and she stood there, silent, still, watching, waiting. A hawk circled overhead, wings spread wide and majestic. He must have found something, she thought as the hawk plunged towards the ground and rose a few moments later, clutching its wriggling prey.


    I should check on Grandmere.


    Helene returned to the salon and stopped short at the sight of her grandmother’s slack mouth and dangling arm. She knew in an instant that Grandmere was gone.


    * * *


    Grandmere, how could you leave me?


    Helene asked this question repeatedly during the days that followed. Every moment, she expected to catch a glimpse of Grandmere’s fine white hair or hear her working in the kitchen or her slow footsteps on the stairs. As Helene drifted about the house, she carried on a silent conversation with her grandmother. What will we do without your cheerfulness and calm good sense? How will Maman cope without you to lean on? Who will indulge Jean’s moods?


    When her mother and Jean had returned from Beaufort that afternoon, they found Helene sitting on the floor, head nestled against her grandmother’s lifeless body. Maman knelt beside her and listened as the story emerged between bouts of tears and then cradled Helene as though she were a child, rocking back and forth, humming soothing phrases while Jean slumped in a nearby chair. Only the smell of burning cassoulet claimed their attention.


    Despite having a mug of warm milk, Helene never slept that night. Instead, she relived the years in Beaufort, gathering memories of her grandmother as if quilting a blanket of comfort from favourite scraps of fabric. Each memory came with some wisdom her grandmother wished to pass along. After awhile, Helene pulled out her diary to capture these bits of wisdom, worried that they too might disappear. The purpose of individual growth is to share with others; put communal needs before personal desires; human relationships are by their nature incomplete; the way to hold on to those you love is to let them go; love can be at the centre only if we keep it there. Some she understood better than others, and Helene wondered if, eventually, when the pain of Grandmere’s death eased, she might discuss their significance with her mother.


    As dawn lightened the room, she realized that her mother and brother would also be in pain. And Papa will soon know, she thought, getting out of bed to draw back the curtain and peak through the window. She tried to imagine losing her mother, a possibility even more dreadful than her grandmother’s death.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 18


    September 1916


    Henri embarked for Beaufort as soon as he received Lise’s telegram. He took an official vehicle to expedite his journey, but conditions along the roads caused endless delays. His sister, Chantal, joined him at a small village near Versailles.


    Chantal hugged him tighter than usual. “I can’t believe Maman’s gone. I wish . . .” Her lower lip trembled, but she kept her emotions in check.


    “I know. I haven’t seen her since January.”


    “Maman’s heart has always plagued her. And the stress of these past few years . . .” Chantal did not complete her sentence. Instead, she took a handkerchief from her handbag and wiped her tears.


    “But it was too soon to lose her. Far too soon.”


    Henri concentrated on driving to avoid his sister’s eyes. Ahead, he could see army transport vehicles followed by the dark mass of a tramping regiment turning onto the road. As he wondered how long they would be delayed, a dispatch rider, wearing goggles and mounted on a lurching motorcycle, roared past. He and Chantal settled into silence until the road cleared once again.


    “Beaufort was good for her,” Chantal said.


    They had just crossed a bridge where two soldiers demanded papers of passage at rifle point.


    “I think so. She and Lise became very close. They shared the worries of Beaufort. As Helene matured, she helped too. She was with Maman when it happened.”


    “How difficult for her.”


    Henri nodded. He knew both Lise and Helene would be very upset and continued delays were frustrating him.


    “Do you remember the time we went shooting with Papa? Maman was so angry that he let me handle a rifle.” Chantal chuckled softly at the memory, and for a time they shared stories about their parents.


    While they travelled north, ambulances full of half-dead soldiers bullied their way through, and a bedraggled line of wounded limped by. Henri knew they would be seeking the solace of a Red Cross hospital located in some abandoned church or factory. Others shuffled along the route: refugees from villages that existed only in memory, carrying precious possessions and little children stunned into silence, prisoners prodded at gun point wearing uniforms weeping with blood and battle filth, worn-out horses. Pitiful remnants of war.


    Some villages swarmed with troops and supplies, their command centres bristling with action while citizens huddled in doorways or peered through windows, uncertain what havoc the next days would hold. Other villages gave evidence of battles won or lost, heaps of rubble that used to house people in comfort, scorched walls, streets wiped out as if a cyclone had tossed everything in its path.


    They took a circuitous route to avoid areas of conflict and occasionally stopped at an intersection uncertain how to proceed, for all signposts and mile markers had been removed to confuse the enemy. But finally, in the afternoon of the second day, they arrived at Tante Camille’s.


    Henri stepped out and opened his arms to Lise, Jean and Helene. No one spoke. After several minutes, Lise broke away to welcome Chantal.


    “The others?” she asked.


    “Odette is nursing her father-in-law. Etienne and Pascal were unable to get permission to travel. No one knows where Luc is.” Chantal made a face at the mention of Luc, the youngest of their siblings, who had been estranged from the family for years.


    Lise turned to Henri. “And Guy?”


    “He’s stationed near the Somme.”


    Henri hugged his wife again and did not mention the extent of French and British action in that area. Fortunately, their troops were having success against German positions, but the costs were high.


    “Come into the house,” Lise said. “We have a light supper ready.”


    The following day was grey and cool as a small group clustered around an open grave: Madame Suras, the proprietor of Café Pitou, who had gossiped with Mariele whenever she came in for coffee; Doctor Valdane, who had looked after her medicines; Monsieur and Madame Garnier, who provided special cuts of pork from time to time and whose famous pig, Emmeline, had died only a few weeks earlier. Helene’s friend Germaine, Monsieur and Madame Doucet, Madame Lalonde and Gaston were also there. Father Marcel, whose belly was no longer round and whose cheekbones were now marked with spidery veins, said the mass, and then Henri sprinkled the first shovelful of dirt on his mother’s casket.


    He hated the thought of his mother lying in dirt. She had always been a fastidious woman, known for her style, grand parties and lively stories. Since coming to Beaufort, his mother had shed the black mantle of widowhood and regained her sense of humour, making a few friends in the village and creating comfort for his family. He knew that she had favoured him—although only in private—and that she had admired his intellect and applauded his career advancement. They rarely disagreed.


    Light rain began to fall, hastening the departure of those who had gathered to bid farewell with simple words of comfort, shaking hands one by one with the Noisette family. Tears mingled with the rain as they made their way back to the house.


    “Is Helene going to be all right?” Henri asked as he and Lise undressed for bed. “She’s so thin and pale.” The hollow look on his daughter’s face had startled him. Her eyes were dull rather than bright, her sentences delivered in brief monotone. She looked like a shadow of herself.


    “She was there when your mother died. I think she feels responsible,” Lise said.


    “There was nothing she could do.”


    “No, but that’s an analytical response. Not emotional.” Lise removed her earrings and reached for a jar of hand cream.


    Henri went over to the window and raised the sash. A dog barked, disturbing the peacefulness of country fields sleeping in moonlight.


    “Will you be able to cope?”


    “We’ll have to, won’t we? I hope being busy again will be good for all of us. Your mother held us together.”


    “I wish I could stay.”


    “I know.”


    Henri lay down and took her in his arms. She put her head on his shoulder as he pulled her close, and for a while, they submerged their grief in the quiver of skin touching skin, mingling their bodies in familiar rhythms until Lise cried out and Henri shuddered in response.


    * * *


    The previous day’s chill vanished in bright sunshine that settled into the land, releasing smells of late growth, freeing rabbits, birds and squirrels to leap and swoop. Tufted grasses swished like paintbrushes on canvas.


    “It wasn’t your fault,” Henri said to Helene as they walked across the fields.


    “I know,” she said, dropping her head.


    “She’s had this condition for years.” Helene nodded without looking at her father. “I should have told you.”


    A stone stile marked the end of their path through the fields. Henri crossed the stile first and held out his hand to Helene as she descended the steps, his gallantry rewarded with a brief smile. She led the way as they began to climb, the path narrow in some spots, wide in others, sun filtering through treetops to expose gnarled roots and wildflowers next to patches of moss. A bird beat its wings in sudden flight, and Helene drew her breath in sharply.


    “That startled me,” she said.


    Henri nodded, wondering where they were going, though it seemed clear his daughter had a destination in mind. The path continued uphill with occasional flat sections where they stepped across a trickle of water or clambered over decaying tree trunks. Eventually, they emerged from the trees onto a grassy crest of land with a view of three small villages and a wide plain criss-crossed with the ancient lines of farm fields.


    “I haven’t been up here before,” said Henri. “It’s beautiful.”


    “It’s a good place for thinking,” Helene said as she swept her hand in a wide arc like an artist revealing a precious new work.


    He sat down on a flat grey boulder, the sun shining on his lined face and thinning hair, and rolled up his sleeves, exposing forearms strengthened by two years of military service. Despite his government responsibilities, he trained regularly, just in case.


    “Come, sit beside me,” he said, and for a while, they were silent, looking east, where in the far-off distance, barely visible against a bank of clouds, a ridge of land thrust above the plain.


    “Many days, I can hear artillery up here,” she said, “even when we can’t hear it at the house.”


    Henri closed his eyes. How can it be that my daughter knows the sound of artillery, and I’m not here to protect her? He wanted to gather her on his knee as he did years ago, but this woman—for she was no longer a child—was too old for that, and he knew he would disturb the gentle space between them if he made an overt move. He was unaccustomed to his daughter as an adult. Perhaps silence would facilitate disclosure.


    “Jean brought me up here the first time. He has more time to explore than I do.”


    “He’s grown so tall.”


    “Maman was buying clothes for him when . . .” She looked away.


    “When Grandmere died?”


    Helene nodded and her shoulders drooped once again.


    “She loved you.”


    “I know. I loved her. So did Maman. We’d grown so close. And we were happy, despite the war and the things that were hard. We were content.”


    “A good memory to have.” He paused. “You’re lucky, you know. I hadn’t seen her for months. ..” Henri’s voice trailed off.


    Helene slipped her hand into his. “She told me many stories about you and the family. She told me about Grandpere. You know what I liked best?” Henri smiled to encourage her. “She treated me like an adult. Asked my opinion. Told me things a woman should know. Most grandmothers wouldn’t do that.”


    “She was like that when I was growing up,” he said, recalling his mother’s candid advice about pleasing a woman the night before he married Lise. “For a woman born in 1849, she was surprisingly modern in her attitudes.” Such a contrast to my father, he thought.


    “I was afraid, Papa, when she . . . I couldn’t think what to do. Monsieur Doucet wasn’t home. I couldn’t leave her. I thought . . .”


    Henri squeezed her hand. “You did your very best. And she knew you were there. That would have been a great comfort.”


    He consoled himself that his mother knew his duties were all consuming and that he would have visited more often if matters of war were not so pressing. He could not remember the last time he told her what a wonderful mother she was or that he loved her. Regret swirled in his belly.


    “The house feels so empty. I still think I’m going to see her or tell her something. Maman is sad too. And Jean is angry.”


    “It takes time.”


    They looked again across the vast, wide plain. Hawks circled on warm updrafts, and smoke traced a path near the river as a train whistled far below.


    “Will you and Maman be all right? Returning to Paris is a possibility.” After two years of war, he had concluded that Paris would probably be safer than Beaufort, but his family was fragile and needed to heal.


    “What does Maman think?”


    “She thinks a little more time here would be good.”


    Helene did not respond; instead, she shifted on the rock to lean her back against another boulder and hugged her knees. A few moments later, when he saw her wistful smile, he asked what she was thinking about.


    “Grandmere liked my trousers. The first time I wore them she chuckled and said she wished she were younger. I’m not sure Maman approves.”


    “I’m not sure I approve either, but I imagine they’re easier to walk in than a skirt.”


    Helene nodded. “I think Maman’s right about Beaufort. I don’t want to leave Grandmere all alone. Not yet. Maman’s needed at the hospital, and Jean likes the life he has here. We’ll be fine for now.”


    “Good.” Henri patted her knee.


    With that decision made he allowed himself to think about what awaited him back in Paris. Just before his mother’s death, they had learned of German leadership changes along the western front. Falkenhayn had resigned, replaced by Hindenburg and Ludendorff. Henri and his colleagues knew that the battle of Verdun and more recent action at the Somme were damaging German offensive capabilities, and they debated what these two men would do. With France close to economic collapse, unless the Allies secured a major win or the United States entered the war, they were certain to lose.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 19


    October 1916


    Dear Helene,


    I am dreadfully sorry to hear about your grandmother. I’m sure it was very difficult to be the one who was with her when she died. Please accept my deepest sympathies. Your letters these past two years showed that you and your grandmother became very close. I hope this gives you comfort.


    No day goes past without anxiety about our loved ones, particularly Francois, although he is very good about writing regularly. Last week, we heard that my mother’s cousin has been gravely wounded, and two weeks ago, Papa’s dear friend died in the fighting around Fleury. What will be left when it is all over?


    This month, London has suffered bombing raids from German aircraft. At night, the city is dark since regulations prohibit outside lights, and I close our heavy curtains well before dusk. When we hear the drone of a zeppelin or the buzz of airplanes, an air raid siren sounds and searchlights illuminate the sky to expose them to counterattack. Maman and I have often heard explosions as we hurry to an underground shelter. We are afraid, but I’m sure your circumstances are more difficult.


    As for the soldier I mentioned, we have seen each other several times; however, his training is almost over and he will soon leave for France. Strange that I’m here in London while an English soldier is preparing to defend France.


    I will write again soon.


    Fondly,


    Marie


    * * *


    Helene had been pleased to hear from Marie and astonished when Marie’s brother, Francois, also sent condolences. Beyond that, Francois wrote about being in the Engineer Corps, occupied with building bridges, reinforcing tunnels and constructing roads and railways. According to the letter, he had seen some action but generally worked behind the scenes preparing for major offensives.


    “Maman, I received a letter of condolence today from Francois Delancey. He says that his location is surprisingly close to us. Perhaps we’ll see him sometime.”


    “I’m so glad to know he’s safe. Wouldn’t that be nice to see him? I wonder how much longer his parents will remain in London. Did Marie say anything about that?”


    “No. But she did mention an English soldier she’s been seeing.” Helene tucked Francois’s letter back into its envelope. “I miss her very much, Maman. If Marie and I were still in Paris, I would know everything about this man. Germaine is a good friend, but she’s nothing like Marie.”


    Helene sat in her grandmother’s chair. Her mother had suggested doing so one evening after dinner, and at first, Helene had refused, the chair symbolic of happier times. But she had tried it one afternoon when no one else was home and immediately felt Grandmere’s presence. Ever since that day, she sat beside her mother just as her grandmother had for two long years.


    “Did I ever tell you about dancing with Francois at Gabrielle’s wedding?” Helene glanced at her mother, noting an encouraging smile. “He asked me for five dances. Imagine, Maman. Five dances. For a brief time, I thought he was interested in me.” She laughed. “Silly of me. He’s at least four years older.”


    “Will you write to him?”


    “He’s asked me to, so perhaps I will.”


    Maman smoothed the back of a sweater she was knitting then held it against her chest. “Almost long enough,” she said. “You should write to him. Every soldier needs a woman to correspond with.”


    * * *


    Helene, Lise and Jean adjusted to loss as fall plumage faded. Mariele’s presence lingered in a half-finished sock, flowing script on a scrap of paper, the spicy scent of Fleur d’Orient, red rubber boots waiting at the back door. Gradually, they spoke her name again, and though they talked of returning to Paris, nostalgia held them in place.


    Two or three times a week, Helene walked into Beaufort. She was restless and the confines of Tante Camille’s house grew smaller and smaller as cold kept them inside while war permeated the pores of daily living. No conversation occurred without some thread leading to battles fought and lives lost, landmarks destroyed and hardship endured. No chore was accomplished without thoughts of Guy’s absence or Papa’s responsibilities. No clothes put on or food prepared without reference to their relative good fortune or government regulations or farm shortages. Escaping the house kept her sane.


    In town, she sought out Germaine or some other school friend for a smudge of normal life and a chance for gossip away from her mother’s eye. Though the Canadian troops had disappeared from Beaufort, from time to time Germaine brought a soldier along, a friend of her fiancé or of one of her brothers, and their conversation turned to lighthearted chatter as uniforms became irrelevant and young men shed the postures of war. On her journeys home, occasionally accompanied by one of Germaine’s soldiers, her cheerfulness ebbed like a sagging balloon.


    * * *


    Dear Maman,


    Every day I remember your strength and calm when I was in hospital and your encouragement when I faltered. I think of you, Helene and Jean safely tucked away in Tante Camille’s house, although I know you are missing Grandmere. I hope to have leave in December, and if I do, I will come immediately to Beaufort.


    Our battalion is at rest for the moment. We have mopped up after a major offensive, and while our generals plan the next move—hopefully to strike a crushing blow against Germany—we are able to work at a more moderate pace. I have sent my two junior officers home to their families for a few days, so all the paperwork and decisions are mine. You would not believe, Maman, how much paperwork we have to do. The French army has forms for everything!


    Sadly, five of my men were wounded recently though fortunately they all survived. I think of them lying in hospital and hope that their mothers or wives are with them, for I know firsthand what a difference that makes.


    Papa wrote with encouraging news about America’s potential entry into the war. Apparently, their president’s speeches are increasingly supportive of France and the Allies. Additional troops will tip the balance in our favour. But in the meantime, we must carry on. I am never more proud of France than when I see our determination in battle.


    Your letters and Renee’s sustain me with hope for the future.


    Your loving son,


    Guy


    * * *


    Dear Helene,


    Your letter cheered me greatly. You have no idea how we all long to hear from family and friends. I am interested in your news about Canadian soldiers having been in Beaufort. I can understand why your Maman wanted you to stay home at night. My Maman would be scandalized if Marie met foreign soldiers on her own.


    I thought you might be willing to hear more details about my activities. In early November, we received unexpected orders to leave one night, and after a gruelling march, we reached a small village around daybreak. We were all very hot, weighed down with so much gear. Not long after we settled in, several German planes passed overhead, but we were obviously not their target, as they flew on by. We joined a regiment already well situated, so my duties were initially light, but a week later we were poised to attack. Action began before dawn as every manner of shells flew towards the Germans, making a noise that would rouse the dead. For some time, all I could see was a thick cloud of smoke and flashes of light flying in all directions.


    Our infantry awaited their signal, bayonets fixed, grenades at the ready, helmets tightly strapped. No one shrank from duty. One cry set them off—“en avant, vive la France”—and they leapt out of the trenches towards our enemy. It was a terrible and moving sight to see. Although I am not in the trenches, my unit had plenty to do, working very hard to repair bridges and roads damaged by the Boche. Action lasted until dawn the following day, taking close to five hundred metres from the enemy, and we will soon try to push farther forward.


    If you would prefer that I not mention such details, I won’t do so again; however, it does help me to tell someone. As you might imagine, I do not write of this to my family.


    Francois


    * * *


    Some days, Helene felt paralyzed by the indiscriminate fortunes of war. She reflected on Francois’s need to confide in someone and society’s expectations for men to be stoic. They must fear for themselves and their fellow soldiers. She wondered why Francois chose to write to her of these matters. Surely he has a sweetheart. She thought of dancing with him at Gabrielle’s wedding when his gallant behaviour and handsome face made her blush with excitement. Helene sighed. All that was so long ago.


    She put Francois’s letter into a hatbox where she kept personal letters from Marie and a few Paris friends who still wrote. In the kitchen, she had dough rising, while outside she had hung Jean’s wool pants on the clothesline. Maman had gone to the pharmacy and Jean was at school. Helene wished she had time to curl up on the sofa, now bathed in midday sun. Instead, she stood for a moment debating her next task.


    Following Grandmere’s wisdom had been difficult at first, but now she considered herself part of the glue holding the family together, and she was grateful to see her mother’s sadness beginning to ease. As for Jean, Helene was increasingly worried about his restlessness. Beyond meals and sleep, he was rarely home. She prayed he would not get into some kind of trouble.


    

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 20


    January 1917


    Early January was harsher than usual, biting cold and drifting snow often preventing them from leaving the house except for essentials like shovelling snow from the roof and chopping wood. Laundry was difficult as their clothes would not dry outside, and they could spare no wood to heat the drying hut, so once a week, Helene and her mother strung the salon like a gypsy caravan with wet shirts, socks and underclothes.


    Late one Saturday afternoon, damp snow fell and scowling clouds hung like a friar’s hood across the horizon; the salon was dark, a single lamp casting shadows as her mother wrote a letter. Helene got up to stir the fire, sending a burst of flame towards the chimney, then stood by the window, barely able to see the old oak that marked the turn of their driveway.


    “Don’t poke the flame, Helene. It makes the wood burn too quickly. You aren’t the one who had to chop it.” Her brother stood near the door to the kitchen.


    “Humph. I did it yesterday,” she said.


    Maman lifted her head with a frown, pen poised above her letter. “Jean, where were you all day?”


    “Oh, just out with friends. Then I walked into Beaufort.”


    “You’ve been out a lot lately.” Maman dipped her pen in the inkwell and held it aloft, waiting for Jean’s response.


    “Hmm.”


    “Maman is worried about you, Jean. You should be more considerate. She might have needed you to do something.” Helene was annoyed with her brother’s new technique of answering a question with no answer at all.


    “I don’t need another mother, Helene.” Jean elongated her name into three syllables. “You can’t tell me what to do.”


    “That’s not what—”


    Jean ignored her. “Maman, I’ll be in my room if you need me.”


    He hunched his shoulders like a young bull ready to charge and left the salon. They heard him thump up the stairs and slam his door.


    “Helene, you really shouldn’t scold him. Your brother’s at an age where he’s maturing and restless, he’s with women too much of the time. I remember Guy at the same age, always on edge.” Her mother lifted her head again. “Your father would know how to handle him.”


    “But Papa’s not here, and I can tell you’re upset when he doesn’t come home.”


    Helene continued to worry about Jean the rest of the evening. On Thursday, Germaine had mentioned that more troops were gathering but when pressed for details would only say that she had spoken to one of the officers. Despite being engaged to Jacques, Germaine enjoyed flirting with some of the soldiers who came to Beaufort, but Helene had not teased her friend; instead, she worried that Jean’s absences were somehow connected to the presence of these soldiers. Jean was obsessed with soldiers.


    The following day after church, Helene and her mother remained for tea at Café Pitou, enjoying the chance for conversation as a succession of people, including Madame Suras, stopped at their table. News was plentiful.


    Sylvie, the daughter of Doctor Valdane, had moved to Aire, just north of Rheims, for work at a factory manufacturing items like covers to hide guns, camouflage netting and observation posts that looked like trees or parts of trenches. The doctor was amazed at the ingenuity of such items and mentioned proudly that Sylvie had taken an oath of secrecy and could not reveal any details. His wife confessed that their home felt deserted without Sylvie and their two sons, who were in the army. No one mentioned the son who had died.


    Madame Lalonde told them at length about Beaufort’s new hospital, soon to open in the town hall.


    “It’s really a branch of the military hospital at Amiens,” she said. “The Villeneuve family made a large donation to honour their son who fell at Verdun. We’ve collected money for linens as well as used beds and blankets, and now we have two hundred beds. Much more to offer than the existing facility where you and I volunteer, Lise.” Madame was particularly animated as she related the details. “The wife of our mayor is the directress. Sister Marie and Sister Noelle and four nurses from the Red Cross will care for the soldiers.”


    “Do you think this new hospital has anything to do with the Canadian troops who’ve been in the area?” Helene’s mother said.


    Madame Lalonde nodded. “Yes, but we’re not to gossip about it. I know I can trust you, Lise.” Madame Lalonde’s distressed look turned into a smile. “We will need more volunteers.”


    “I can take on more hours. I’m only doing two afternoons a week right now, and Helene manages the house so well,” Lise added.


    While Helene nodded at her mother’s comment, she worried that the advent of a hospital combined with Germaine’s tale of further troop buildup implied future military action. As they sipped a second cup of tea, they heard about a dogfight over Lille involving a German Taube attacked by a British plane, the Taube spiralling out of control in a cloud of smoke while citizens cheered from below. When the storyteller finished, Maman checked her watch.


    “Heavens, we should go, Helene. It’s already past one o’clock.”


    As they said their good-byes to Madame Suras, Helene put on her long wool coat and snug scarf then pulled a red tam over her ears. Sunshine softened the sting of cold air, but still they walked quickly to keep warm, talking about the people they had seen and stories they had heard.


    Helene became quiet.


    “What are you thinking about?” her mother said.


    “The story about the German plane. Are acts of war so commonplace that we calmly recount them like any other gossip? Shouldn’t we stop to consider that German pilots are people too, with families who will mourn their passing?”


    “You’re right, sweetheart. I hadn’t thought of it like that. We shouldn’t cheer any death, should we? Although I can’t help thinking that German losses will be to our advantage.”


    “I agree, Maman. We can wish for them to lose and hope that our efforts are superior to theirs, but cheering a falling plane makes me ashamed of my countrymen.”


    “When did my daughter become so wise?”


    They linked arms and walked in silence. The wind had died, and melting snow beside the road produced a slick of brown mud that dribbled into narrow rivulets before accumulating in rutted tracks. A flock of geese travelled across the horizon, maintaining a v-shaped pattern as they swooped low, banking to turn west.


    “Will you be all right if I take on more hours at this new hospital?” her mother said.


    “But what else could you do, Maman? You’re not a nurse.”


    “There are many tasks that don’t involve nursing. I saw that when I was with Guy.”


    “Wouldn’t it make you sad?”


    “It might. But it might make me feel like I was contributing more. At Tante Camille’s, I often feel so helpless.”


    “Hmmm. I feel restless.”


    “I’ve noticed. That’s why you go into Beaufort so often, isn’t it?”


    “Is it that obvious?” Her mother nodded. “You know there are troops in the area. Germaine’s told me. She met one of them. More Canadians, she said.”


    “Germaine seems to have a lot of freedom to come and go.”


    “Maman, we’re almost nineteen. Not children anymore, however you might wish otherwise.” Helene saw sadness creep into her mother’s expression. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”


    Her mother hugged her arm. “It’s all right, chérie. We’re all tense with worry these days. What are you hearing from Francois?”


    “He mentioned having leave to see his family for a few days. And he always has a story or two about the men he leads. It’s strange that he writes to me, isn’t it? When he started, he was stationed not far from here, but I don’t know where he is now. He sounds cheerful enough.” Helene said nothing about Francois’s descriptions of the battles he experienced. Her mother would be horrified.


    As they approached Tante Camille’s, a wave of smoke drifted from the chimney, making the house look snug and inviting. They knocked the snow from their boots and entered by the back door. Helene hung her coat from a wooden peg and piled her scarf and hat on top.


    “Jean’s boots aren’t here,” Maman said. “I wish I knew where he went. Half the time I don’t believe what he tells me, but when I question him, he becomes so surly.”


    “I’m sure he’ll be home soon.”


    Helene had not disclosed her theories about Jean’s absences; her mother had enough to worry about. Instead, she planned to confront her brother. Before dinner, as Helene and Jean cleared the paths around the house of accumulated snow, she demanded an answer.


    “Someone needs to know where you are, even if you don’t want to tell Maman. Madame Lalonde has told us of the new hospital, and I know there are troops in the area. There must be an action planned. Is that what you’re doing? Watching them?”


    “Watching who?”


    “The soldiers. Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. It might be dangerous.”


    “All right, all right. I’ll tell you tonight, but you have to promise not to say anything to Maman.”


    Helene’s mother went to bed early, taking two hot water bottles with her, grumbling that she would be warmer in bed than in the salon. “Don’t stay up too late,” she said.


    While Helene waited for Jean to return from checking the chicken coop, the house settled into nighttime sounds, and she watched the dying fire glow, its dancing flames long since diminished. They were lucky to have firewood; coal had not been available for ages, and many families scavenged for every stick of wood they could find. A week ago, she and her mother counted logs. They estimated that their supply would last until the end of winter only if used sparingly, so Helene added no more wood and continued to read sitting next to the only lamp they allowed themselves to light at night. She lit a candle as well to ease the strain on her eyes. The mantel clock chimed nine times, each chime resonating with gloom, and when Jean finally returned to the salon, Helene set her book down, interlaced her fingers and stared at him.


    “You don’t need to look at me like that; I said I would tell you.” Jean sat on the footstool with his back to the fire. “I’ve been watching the Canadians for weeks,” he said. “You won’t believe what I’ve seen.”


    His eyes were so intense. Helene leaned forward to listen.


    Jean told her he had been climbing the hills in December, following the same path Helene often took to her thinking stone. When he had reached the summit, he sat on that very same stone, sheltered from the wind and warmed somewhat by the sun. Instead of green fields, a blanket of white had stretched across the plain, ribbons of smoke marking farmhouses in the distance, and a river cutting across one corner of his view. Idly, he had made a snowball and tossed it down the hill, watching it disappear. After he had bent over to scoop up more snow and was preparing to throw again, something odd had appeared.


    “That’s when I saw them,” he said.


    Jean told her of watching the long line of soldiers emerge from behind a stand of trees and progress slowly along the road far below. At first, they moved like one connected body, but as the line drew nearer, he could distinguish steel-helmeted men, packhorses and black wagons winding through the white winter landscape, moving in a silent, almost colourless world. He tried to estimate how many soldiers marched across the plain, but the line seemed endless, and he soon lost track.


    “There could have been a hundred thousand, Helene. It was incredible.”


    “Where did they go?”


    “I couldn’t tell where they went that day; they just kept moving.”


    “And . . .”


    Jean grinned. “I found them eventually. Near Mont-Saint-Éloi. You won’t believe what they’re doing.”


    “What?”


    Helene leaned forward again. By now, the fire merely pulsed a dull red, giving off little heat, and her candle flickered as wax trickled down the candlestick.


    “They’re building. Railway tracks, roads, tunnels, an ammunition dump. I can’t figure out everything, but the scale is enormous. Supply trains arrive every day, and the goods are sent on by large trucks or small trams; sometimes mules are loaded with heavy packs on both sides. There are pipes and wood planks and large spools of wire. I’ve seen them lift huge artillery shells off the trains. There are horses and cattle and tents set up. And they’re digging, using the rails to haul away carts full of dirt. It’s amazing, Helene.”


    “Have you told anyone?”


    “No.” Jean shook his head several times; his eyes widened as if recounting the experience suddenly made him appreciate the gravity.


    “That’s good. I’m sure it’s supposed to be a secret.”


    “But with so many of them, how can they possibly keep it quiet?”


    “I don’t know. Germaine met one of the soldiers.”


    “She did?” Jean’s eyes grew wider.


    “You can’t keep going to watch, Jean. Someone might see you.”


    “But I—”


    “I won’t tell Maman if you promise not to go again.”


    “But—”


    “Promise me. It’s too dangerous.”


    Jean’s face look mutinous, but he finally muttered his assent.


    Helene was not the least convinced that Jean would keep his word. In fact, she was almost positive he would sneak away again, but as the next two weeks progressed, he dutifully came home after school and remained near the house on both Saturday and Sunday, so she relaxed her vigilance a fraction.


    Late one Friday night, a soft thump woke her from the early drift of sleep. Unable to imagine what it might be, she got out of bed, opened her door and walked towards the kitchen, where she could hear the swish of cloth against cloth, and where she found Jean tiptoeing across the floor wearing his heavy coat and carrying his winter boots.


    “Where are you going?” Helene said.


    “Shhh. Don’t wake Maman.”


    “You promised not to go there.”


    “I’m old enough to take care of myself; you don’t need to worry about me.”


    “This is crazy. You know that, don’t you?”


    “I’m tired of spending all my time with you and Maman. Doing nothing for France. I’m just watching. There’s no harm in that.”


    “Then I’m coming with you.”


    Helene had blurted these words without thinking, and she paused. Did she really want to go with him? What if something happened?


    “You’re a girl,” Jean said dismissively, and in an instant, Helene made her decision. “Wait five minutes,” she said.


    In an old pair of Jean’s pants, a dark wool coat and rough work boots, and her hair pulled under her cap, she looked like another teenage boy. Without speaking, they tiptoed from the house, Jean leading the way across fields, scrambling over fences, walking along narrow paths, their only light a dying moon that cast little shadow and the pinprick of stars sprayed on a night sky. Helene concentrated on maintaining the pace set by her brother.


    After what seemed like most of an hour, they reached the crest of a long hill. Jean raised his hand to signal silence, crouched down and worked his way forward on his belly through a thicket of small shrubs until he could peer over the edge. He motioned for Helene to join him.


    Her eyes had become accustomed to the dark, and when she looked down on the plain below, where the occasional oil lamp reflected against the snow augmenting the light of the moon, she sucked in her breath with a loud hiss. Beyond the sloping hillside marked by stout stone fences and leafless trees, hundreds—possibly even thousands—of men swarmed like ants around a yawning opening in the earth, hauling carts, stacking sandbags, unravelling wire. Some men shouldered pickaxes and disappeared into the entrance. Nearby, a long line of packhorses waited, frozen breath snorting as they tossed their heads. A few soldiers walked up and down to keep them calm with a smoothing pat or whispered word.


    In the other direction, she saw a group of men manoeuvring an artillery piece into one of several wooden structures dug into the hillside and camouflaged with earth and branches. Dark shapes working in precision, a ballet of ominous proportions.


    Jean and Helene exchanged glances. “Mon Dieu,” she whispered.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 21


    February 1917


    Henri sat at his desk, the scratch of his pen on paper and the soft ticking of the grandfather clock pricking the night silence. Hearing a swoosh, swoosh outside, which gradually built to the clumping sounds of marching footsteps, he lifted his head. Soldiers. I wonder where they’re going at this time of night.


    Wartime Paris was like an impressionist painting daubed in muted grey. Sombre clothing and black armbands blended with sandbags stacked against precious monuments and buildings draped in soot. Limited lighting and the absence of any sort of street music added to a picture of bleak fortitude.


    What Henri noticed, as he walked the streets beneath pale winter skies, was the shining glow of dedication from each face—young or old, man or woman, soldier or civilian. His fellow citizens would resist destruction regardless of sacrifice. Greed and self-interest disappeared despite restrictions and shortages that in other times would have caused bellowing rumbles of dissatisfaction. France was not afraid—Paris was theirs, Verdun had prevailed, the army withstood German assault all along the trenches. A halo of tenacity encircled the city.


    In his encounters at hospitals, shops, restaurants, barracks and factories, it became clear to him that two indomitable traits had emerged: the physical courage of men and the moral courage of women. Inspired, he held his head high and resisted faltering under the weight of daily worries, knowing that Guy was in the midst of preparations for battle at Aisne, and Beaufort was less than fifteen kilometres from a major offensive planned for April.


    When he had last seen his son, Guy had a two-day pass following action around the village of Clery near Guillement. Now he was with Nivelle again in what Henri feared would be a disastrous encounter with Germany. Hubert Lyautey, the war minister, had resigned to protest Nivelle’s strategy, leaving the ministry in disarray.


    In the face of these concerns, Henri was frustrated by his own paper-pushing efforts as he continued to woo the Americans. He was to meet with the US ambassador for the second time in as many months; France needed money and munitions. They also needed America to join the Allies.


    Fortified by a sip of brandy, he returned to his letter to Lise.


    


    ...and I visited one of our divisions last week, travelling first by automobile and eventually by mule–you must think with amusement of your husband on a mule, my long legs dangling as our path took us over open ledges then through kilometres of forest interspersed with tiny villages. Such beautiful scenery, especially in brilliant sunshine, that I almost forgot we are at war. Officers there are housed in log cabins, and the entire site bustled with life: men cleaning rifles, hauling wood, washing and mending clothes, smoking and gossiping, writing letters.


    


    Henri did not mention that one of the officers took him higher up, where they dismounted and scrambled into a dense thicket that he soon realized was a thatch of branches woven to screen the muzzles of a dozen big guns. Peeking through, he saw French positions down the mountainside just a short distance from the German border.


    In quiet tones, the officer told him that caravans descended the hill at night to distribute supplies to the fighting lines below. Henri’s reply had been cut off by the deafening sound of an explosion from one of their batteries followed by the roar of German response. This exchange lasted almost twenty minutes, each howling crash of artillery fire followed by another explosion and its echoing reverberation from cliff to cliff. He had been forced to wait three days before leaving the area.


    


    Guy has written that he is safely behind the lines again. He remains with Nivelle’s staff, and I have heard through other channels that he has distinguished himself in many ways.


    Your letters indicate that you and the children are content in Beaufort. I am pleased that Helene helps you so readily and that she has overcome her sadness. Do not tire yourself out working at the hospital. I want you to return to Paris in the spring so that we can be together again. I miss you terribly.


    Your loving husband,


    Henri


    


    As Henri sealed the letter and set it aside for the morning’s post, he imagined arriving unexpectedly in Beaufort to take his family back to Paris. His mother had died almost six months ago, and surely that was time enough for them to grieve her passing. Gentle persuasion had had no effect. Saying that she was needed at the hospital, Lise had resisted his argument that Paris was now safer, and for his part, Henri was bound by secrecy to say nothing about the battles planned not far from Beaufort.


    * * *


    Moonlight allowed them to see more precisely, and the late-March night was not so cold. Helene watched Jean scan the scene below with his new binoculars. They were co-conspirators now, neither willing to forego these midnight outings.


    “Do you think Papa would be so pleased with his gift if he knew how you use it?” she asked.


    Jean ignored her question. “They seem to have finished their tunnels. I don’t see any more signs of digging.”


    “I wonder how close the tunnels go toward the front?”


    They had speculated before on the purpose of these tunnels, imagining different scenarios. It seemed most likely they were designed to take men and supplies toward the front lines given the equipment and troops being assembled in the valley below.


    “The front is kilometres away. Tunnels can’t reach that far.”


    The pace of night activities had changed over the weeks, and now more practice drills took place than construction. Again and again, they watched soldiers laden with full gear form into groups, execute mock charges and disperse in what appeared to be random patterns. Occasionally, artillerymen would roll out the big guns from beneath their camouflage huts and practice loading and unloading. Helene thought the shells must be very heavy as most of the gunners worked in shirtsleeves. She wondered how they controlled their fear in the midst of battle and how they kept their wits about them. An image of Guy working amongst these huge beasts of war made the hairs rise on the back of her neck.


    “I never imagined that war required so much preparation.” Jean handed her the binoculars. “Almost three months since I first saw them. What do you think is next?”


    “Fighting. They can’t do all this work and not launch an attack.”


    Helene’s words were matter-of-fact, but her insides churned. She was certain that all hell would soon erupt and began each day with the same question: Will this be the day?


    “I wish we knew when and where.”


    “I wish we knew how it will affect us. Papa has been pressing Maman to return to Paris.” She often wondered whether to tell her mother what they saw each night. If her mother knew, she would be angry, but the knowledge might hasten their return to safety.


    “But I don’t want to go home. I don’t want to miss this.”


    Helene thought he sounded like a spoiled little boy. “What if we’re in danger?”


    “I know how to use a rifle.”


    Though they were whispering, Jean made this statement with indignation, pulling his brows together into a frown that made him look remarkably like his father.


    “Don’t be silly, Jean. You’re barely sixteen.”


    An image of her brother running away flashed through her mind. Despite his age, his height and broad shoulders made him look older, and she had heard of boys enlisting by forging their fathers’ signatures.


    “And Maman has too much to worry about with Guy in the army. Remember what she was like when his leg was wounded? It wouldn’t be fair to her if you did something foolish.”


    Jean flopped from his front onto his back but said nothing. Helene continued to watch the action below as groups of men set up three tents, much larger than usual. I wonder why they’re white, she thought. Once erected, they brought in planking, and she heard a faint tat-tat-tat repeating again and again, then more planks and more tat-tat-tat.


    “Do you think those are hospital tents?” Helene said.


    Jean rolled back onto his stomach and grabbed the binoculars, scanning carefully. “Those trucks down there have red crosses on them. Definitely field hospital tents.”


    “We have to go, Jean. It’s two o’clock.” Helene tugged on her brother’s coat until he put away the binoculars and crept back from their hidden perch.


    * * *


    An early spring cold forced Helene to stay away from the hill three nights in a row. During the day, she had little energy for anything but reading, curled up on the sofa as she listened to the rain drizzling outside. On the third night, a persistent knocking jarred her awake.


    “Maman?” she said.


    “No, it’s me.”


    “Jean,” she whispered, “what are you doing waking me up? It must be well past midnight.”


    Jean crept across the room and sat on the edge of Helene’s bed. “Something’s going on. Two nights ago, the pace changed. The shelling stopped, and instead of rehearsals, all I could see were supplies moving in. Boxes and boxes of supplies. There was no way to tell what was in them, but I’ll bet it was ammunition.”


    Pellets of snow peppered the window, and the oak trees that bordered the garden creaked as the wind gathered force. Now fully awake, Helene brushed tendrils of hair away from her face and stared at Jean in the gloom.


    “Do you think battle will commence tonight?” he said.


    Helene and Jean had had endless debates about what would happen and when, bandying about theories as though they were generals making strategic decisions.


    She bit her lip for a moment, considering Jean’s question. “I don’t know. Germaine came to visit today and told me that her Canadian friend would be away for a while. She didn’t suspect anything, but perhaps he’s in the tunnels with his troops.”


    “If it’s not tonight, I bet it will be tomorrow,” Jean said.


    “I’m feeling better. Tomorrow night, I’ll come with you.”


    She always dreamed at night, vivid scenes of inexplicable events mixed with familiar and unfamiliar people, rushing towards something that never became clear. Since she began watching the soldiers, her dreams were even more urgent, and when she woke, she would recall snatches of chaos that faded almost immediately. That night was no different except as she ran, she was surrounded by loud booming that terrified her so much she forced herself to wake up. Uncertainty hovered like a fat black crow.


    Since it was Easter Sunday, they went to church, braving the wind and snapping cold that caused eyes to water and cheeks to turn pink, avoiding ruts filled with ice on either side of the road. Helene was on edge, on edge and distracted. Maman’s voice seemed far away, and on several occasions, she had to ask her mother to repeat a question.


    “Perhaps you should have stayed in bed another day,” Maman said as they passed the pharmacy, where a black cat sat on the window ledge licking one paw. “You don’t seem to be with us at all this morning.”


    “I’m sorry, Maman. I’m still a little tired.” Helene forced a light note into her voice.


    “Well, you can nap during Father Marcel’s sermon,” Jean said.


    “Jean Noisette!” Maman said. “That’s terribly disrespectful. Really, Jean, what’s come over you? I think you should add that to your confession.”


    “I’m sorry, Maman.”


    Though she yawned all evening, Helene could not sleep, and at four in the morning, she stood by the window, staring at a night sky streaked with heavy clouds. Rain mingled with sleet, causing thick drops to slither down the glass and pool on the outside ledge. Will this be the night? Are the Canadians waiting in this rain? She strained to hear something, anything that might suggest an answer.


    Her door opened a crack.


    “I’m going to the hill,” Jean said. “I’m sure it’s tonight, so I’m going.”


    He spoke with unaccustomed belligerence and she wondered if her brother was scared. “Give me a few minutes. I’ll come with you.”


    She moved quickly around her bedroom, extracting clothing from a tall oak dresser, stepping over a hatbox full of letters dog-eared from frequent reading, then hanging her dressing gown from a large hook on the back of the door. She put on woollen pants, pulled a thick sweater over her head and pinned her hair into a knot with an urgent twist.


    Dressed in heavy coats and knitted hats, they left the house without a sound and ran, fear pounding with every step, following familiar paths, leaping across melting streams, scrabbling through ferns and bushes and as they approached the hill, she heard the opening roar, a deafening sound that shook her body. In an instant, a second crash followed, splitting the sky directly overhead, penetrating her world like a never-ending drumroll.


    Helene and Jean clawed their way up the hill. The guns grew even louder, and a sharp, acrid smell filled the air. Her legs had almost given out when they reached their perch and stood with no need to crouch down and hide, for no one could possibly notice them given the furor of action rippling across the battlefield. Never in her wildest dreams could she have imagined such a scene.


    Instead of orderly drills or the calm stacking of sandbags and trucks waiting to load or unload, below them was a sea of churning mud; grey dawn streaked the sky; there were sharp flashes of red, the rumble of airplanes overhead. In the far distance near the ridge, an orange glow hovered like a bulging midnight sun. Shells burst from all directions, illuminating soldiers advancing, bayonets flashing with deadly purpose.


    Helene looked at Jean, a mix of fear and awe on his face. She said nothing, for what possible words could make sense of the destruction carried out below? In the preceding weeks, what they had heard and seen—the bright snap of flares and answering clouds of smoke, the stuttering back and forth of machine guns, the sharp whine as planes breached the horizon, the gentle drift of observation balloons—were only the barest hints of reality. They were silent, standing vigil over an unfolding battle, honouring those who fought for their freedom, men they would never know.


    Wherever she looked, troops moved forward, less than thirty metres behind exploding bombs launched by their own artillery. This barrage was their shield, a curtain of steel protecting them from German counterattacks. Step by step they advanced, scrambling across uneven ground, thick clumps of earth flying through the air around them.


    Gradually, the sky lightened, bringing the battle into sharper focus then a sudden flurry of snow obscured her view, and she wondered how the soldiers could possibly find their way. The snow left as quickly as it had appeared, and in the far, far distance, she saw white and black puffs of smoke; then a plane, trailing black streamers, emerged from the far left and flew low over the scene, its klaxon sounding like an ancient battle cry.


    While they watched, Helene thought of Guy. Had he grown accustomed to these mind-numbing sounds mixed with exploding bursts of earth and shrapnel? Was this what it had been like when he was wounded? Was he brave, or did he fear for his life? Did he lead his men with care? Did he shout at death as it whirled around him? How could he face battle again and again, her wonderful brother who laughed and teased, enjoyed the give and take of argument, took pride in his studies, loved his family? How could any of them?


    Overwhelmed, she tugged at her brother’s arm. “We should go home.”


    She thought at first Jean might refuse, but then she saw the fear in his eyes. He swallowed before agreeing in a trembling voice.


    No one could sleep through such deafening noise, and Helene knew her mother would be awake when they returned. They found her weeping by the kitchen window, hysteria not far from the surface. She embraced them both and then slapped them each across the face.


    “Don’t you ever disappear like that again! How could you, Helene? You’re an adult now. How could you?”


    “Maman, I’m sorry. So sorry. Forgive me, please.” She clutched her mother’s arm and began to sob.


    “Where did you go? The guns woke me and I couldn’t find you. I could only imagine something dreadful had happened to you.”


    “If anyone is to blame, it’s me,” said Jean. “I’m the one who started watching them.”


    The story tumbled out as Jean and Helene told their mother of the months of preparation, the tunnels, artillery huts, the vastness of it all. Eventually, they told her what they saw that morning.


    “Thousands and thousands of soldiers, Maman. You wouldn’t believe it,” Jean said, shaking his head.


    “We think they’re trying to take the ridge,” Helene added.


    “How could you possibly think that what you did was acceptable? Do you have no sense? What if the Germans had gained the upper hand and stormed the hill where you were?” Her mother’s voice was raspy; her lips and cheeks drained of colour.


    Later that morning, with the sound of artillery booming in rolling cascades, Helene went about everyday tasks, turning the hay in their small barn, bringing in a supply of firewood, grinding pork for sausages, cleaning the hearth. She spoke only when spoken to. Fear pulsed with every echoing crash, with the faint drone of faraway planes, with the coils of black blotting the sky, with the smells of smoke and with each moment of silence. One looming question filled every crevice of her being: Who would prevail?


    * * *


    That night, Helene dozed but did not sleep. Though the massive barrage diminished, occasional explosions sounded until the dark, still hours before dawn. She imagined hundreds of dead soldiers lying in craters carved out by heavy artillery fire, the wounded moaning for help that might never arrive. She imagined the glutinous mass of mud and bleak cold air facing those who survived. What would their tunnels be like now that thousands of men had tramped each passageway? Who would deliver food to those carrying the burden of war all day? Where would they sleep? Would they sleep?


    In the morning, sleet whirled outside Tante Camille’s, obscuring the road beyond the house, but by midmorning, sun poked through the clouds. Jean sat by the fire pretending to read, lunging from his chair at the slightest noise to look out the window. Maman wrote letters while Helene turned up the hem on a skirt her grandmother used to wear. Each quarter hour the clock chimed.


    Around three in the afternoon, a new barrage began.


    “Sounds farther away,” said Jean.


    “Perhaps the Allies have pushed the Germans back.”


    “If I took my binoculars up the hill, I might be able to see what’s going on.”


    “You will do no such thing, Jean Noisette. Is that clear?” Maman’s voice cracked with anxiety.


    Jean tossed his book aside and stomped upstairs.


    When Wednesday passed without the death rattle of machine guns or the raging boom of artillery, Helene’s mother agreed they could walk into Beaufort the following morning. Three days of waiting was almost more than Helene could bear, and that night, she stood by her window for hours straining to hear something, anything, to indicate what had occurred. Only a few muffled thuds echoed in the distance.


    After breakfast, she set out with her mother and brother, bright sun and sharp blue sky promising a new beginning. Early crocuses bravely poked above ground, providing relief from the grey gloom that had blanketed their world, and here and there trees sprouted hard bits of green. Thick mud and wide puddles along the road forced them to pick their way with care.


    “We must have won, otherwise German soldiers would have passed the house,” said Jean, poking a sharp stick in the ground as he voiced his opinion.


    “Not necessarily,” said Helene. “Perhaps our soldiers merely held their own lines.”


    “One thing is certain, there will be casualties,” her mother said. “I’m going to ask Madame Lalonde what help is needed most at the hospital. Regardless of who won or lost, the hospital will be full.”


    Around the next corner, a ribbon of smoke billowed from the Garniers’ chimney. When they drew closer, Madame Garnier ran out of the house, her long white apron flapping and her voice warbling with excitement, and they listened for several minutes as she chattered about the past three days, barely pausing to take a breath.


    “Perhaps you’ll see my husband when you’re in Beaufort. He’s planning to speak to the mayor about how we can help.”


    They left Madame Garnier and continued towards Beaufort, the winter land looking harsh and unyielding, giving no hint of the rich, dark soil brewing spring nutrients and the lush vegetation that would sprout in a few months. A thin covering of snow flattened the rolling countryside, shadows pale and indistinct.


    “I wonder if Papa knows what’s happened,” Helene said.


    “Probably. I’ve written a letter telling him we’re safe.”


    “Did you—”


    “No,” her mother interrupted, “I did not mention your shocking behaviour. Time for that later when Papa has less to worry about. And when we’re in Beaufort, you’re to say nothing about watching from the hill.”


    Helene exchanged a look with her brother; Papa would be furious.


    As they neared Beaufort, a wagon full of silent soldiers, some barely able to sit, merged onto the road ahead, pulled by a speckled grey horse whose emaciated haunches suggested meagre rations and endless work. Following the wagon was a snaking line of wounded, limping men, many with arms around those too weak to walk by themselves, battle worn and weary, making their way into Beaufort for treatment and rest. Despite their injuries, this group of men did not appear downcast but instead laughed and jostled one another. Helene heard bits of singing as they walked a discreet distance behind.


    She was stunned when they entered Beaufort. In just a few days, their sleepy little town had been transformed into one bustling with purpose as messengers came and went and soldiers strode the streets. Distinguished-looking officers arrived in black motorcars while Red Cross ambulances waited to deposit their wounded at the newly equipped hospital. Everywhere they turned, men saluted smartly to one another.


    Moving with brisk importance, the citizens of Beaufort wore expressions of determination and hope. Finally, they were able to serve their country. A battle that had raged in their environs gave purpose to those otherwise occupied by routine and the hardships of living in a country at war. Posted in the town square was a large notice with information about the battle. Helene read it from top to bottom.


    “Maman, just like we thought, it was the Canadians who were fighting,” Helene said.


    “Dear God, look at the casualty figures.” Maman made the sign of the cross. “And I’m sure there’ll be more.”


    “But they took the ridge,” said Jean, looking back and forth between his mother and the public notice.


    “The Germans have held that ridge since the beginning,” Monsieur Garnier observed, peering over their shoulders. “What will these soldiers do now?”


    “We’ve been asking the same question,” Helene’s mother said. “How are you, Monsieur? We stopped to talk with your wife this morning.”


    “Such an awful three days we’ve had. My pigs are very distraught. Are you going to Café Pitou? I’m heading there now.”


    The café was standing room only. It clamoured with conversation, warms smells of coffee mingling with cigarette smoke. After three fearful days, Helene felt relieved to be with others. Her mother nodded to several acquaintances and took a stool Madame Suras fetched from behind the counter. The deputy mayor, who stood with his back to the fire, tapped his umbrella against the table.


    “Mesdames et messieurs! Just a few words, ladies and gentlemen. We’ve had a fearsome time these past few days. A fearsome time. But nothing as fearsome as the brave soldiers who took the ridge.” A rumble of approval greeted this statement. “The mayor has spoken with a senior Canadian officer. A Colonel Balfour, I think that was the name. Oui, oui, Balfour. The military appreciates everything we can do for them. Many of their men will be resting here for a while. Others are being cared for in the hospital. I know you will do your very best to make them feel welcome in our little village. Monsieur Garnier has already offered to hold a party for the soldiers at his farm. It won’t be for a few weeks, but everyone is invited.”


    Shouts of approval greeted this statement, and Monsieur Garnier offered a little bow of acknowledgement. The deputy mayor raised his arms to quiet the crowd.


    “The Germans are withdrawing on several fronts, destroying everything as they go. No counterattack yet, which is surprising, though the Colonel said the Germans are digging in south of us. I’m sure there will soon be more information.”


    Helene listened as Monsieur Seguin’s comments led to an outburst of noisy speculation based on the assumption that success from such a major offensive would ripple north and south along the front.


    “Apparently, the Canadians can’t move their guns forward because of the weather,” one man said.


    “Not surprising. I could hardly get my wagon into town. Got stuck several times in the muck,” said Monsieur Garnier.


    “Something else is brewing. I’ve heard that our soldiers have gathered from Saint- Quentin to Rheims. Could be big.”


    “Is our hospital full?” Helene looked up at her mother’s question.


    “To the brim. Should’ve seen them coming in the last few days. Terrible wounds.”


    All this time, Helene had been standing next to the wooden counter where, before the war, Madame Suras displayed baked goods and pastries. Now the only item on the counter was a large glass jar covered with a red cross and half-full of coins. She dug into her pocket and found a few centimes to contribute.


    Jean was standing near a group of men who continued talking about the war. Helene could tell he was hanging on every word, and she wondered whether he would be able to resist telling them about their hilltop vigil. Doubtful, she thought. Maman had finished her coffee and was putting on her gloves.


    Her mother stood. “Helene, I’m going to speak to Madame Lalonde at the hospital and ask her what more I can do to help.”


    “I think I’ll see if I can find Germaine. You go ahead, Maman. I’ll tell Jean that we’ll meet here in an hour.”


    * * *


    “I’ve agreed to continue four days a week but for longer hours,” Maman said on the way back to Tante Camille’s. “I have to do something more. What if it were Guy who needed help?”


    “What will you do?” Helene asked.


    “I’m to write letters for the soldiers who can’t write their own. I told Madame that my English is good enough for that. It’s a small way to contribute. How is Germaine?”


    Since Jean had already returned home, Helene felt she could speak freely. “I’m worried about her. She’s engaged to Jacques, and yet she continues to flirt with other men. The latest is this Canadian soldier she’s met. Why do you think she does that?”


    “I’m not sure, chérie. Some women like the power that comes with flirting. Or maybe her feelings for Jacques have changed.”


    “She says she loves him. Jacques would be devastated if he knew.”


    “Perhaps she agreed to the engagement because he was going off to war. That has happened often enough.”


    “I don’t know, Maman, but I wish she would think about his feelings instead of just her own. Today, she talked on and on about the men we might meet at Monsieur Garnier’s party.”


    Her mother laughed. “Well, maybe you will meet someone. It wouldn’t hurt for you to do a little flirting.”


    “Maman!”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 22


    April 1917


    Dear Henri,


    We went into the village several days ago, a long, muddy walk after three dreadful days. I can’t imagine how the soldiers were able to endure it. Such a relief to get out after listening to the rumble of artillery so close by. You can imagine the conversation at Café Pitou, everyone talking at once, everyone with an opinion, of course. We have some details from a notice posted in the main square, and there is good news of Canadian success taking the ridge. Many think further action will now proceed to the south, but I’m sure you have far more information.


    I want you to know that I have increased my volunteering at the hospital, where there are hundreds of wounded soldiers, some without arms or legs, some with terrible head wounds, many who will not survive. Madame Lalonde has given me the task of writing letters for these men since my English is adequate enough. They are grateful for my help, and many have told me that I remind them of their own mothers. Most of them are so very young; it makes me want to weep at the gravity of their faces, so calm and strangely mature.


    I am doing this for Guy but also for myself, as I can’t bear the thought of so much tragedy in our little town. Helene and Jean are managing the household tasks on the days that I’m away.


    My darling, do not worry about us. We are coping well under the circumstances.


    All my love,


    Lise


    


    Henri did not receive his wife’s letter until long after the French frontal assault began along the Chemin des Dames, a landscape dominated by masses of rock whose steep flanks had sheltered the Germans in underground quarries since 1914. This action, intended to follow Canadian success taking the ridge near Vimy with another resounding blow to the enemy, was countered everywhere by intense German machine gun fire and mortar attacks, which halted the limited French advance on its second day. Alarming dispatches arrived on his desk every hour. Fear for his son gathered like a vicious storm.


    The number of casualties was staggering—forty thousand on the first day alone—and during the following twelve days of battle, losses mounted to one hundred and twenty thousand men. A total disaster.


    Henri hardly slept during those twelve days and later, when the final count of two hundred and seventy-one thousand casualties was reported, he wept, alone at his desk with still no news of Guy. When he arrived home late that night, a telegram was waiting.


    The envelope was plain and small, his name and address written in heavy black ink. “No. No. No!” he murmured. “Christ, no. Not Guy.”


    Henri picked up the envelope, examining the front and back as if he could somehow discern the message from without. Tout Tout trotted down the stairs and stood with his tail wagging and small pink tongue hanging out.


    “What do you think it says, Tout Tout?” Fatigued to the point of exhaustion, Henri slumped on the stairs. “Come here, little fellow. We’ll open it together, won’t we? No one should read bad news alone.”


    With a sigh, Henri slid his finger along the flap and extracted a thin piece of paper. LIEUTENANT GUY NOISETTE MISSING IN ACTION STOP YOUR SON VERY MUCH ADMIRED STOP EFFORTS CONTINUE TO FIND HIM STOP WILL SEND WORD SOONEST STOP CAPTAIN E. L. BRUNETTE


    Henri read the telegram a second and third time, wondering whether he could squeeze a shred of hope out of the captain’s promise to continue looking. With casualties so staggeringly high, the chances of Guy being found were next to zero. Panic filled his head, preventing clear thinking, his heart pounded with dread. Every day he feared for the lives of his family, a fear that wiped the spit from his mouth and induced late night glasses of wine or cognac. He was convinced that someone very close would die. It was only a matter of time.


    “He’s missing, Tout Tout. But I’m going to find him. I won’t stop until I find him.”


    * * *


    The following morning, Henri petitioned the Minister of War for permission to travel towards Rheims, which was within a few kilometres of the French army. That night, Charles and Maurice, both tired and grey, met him for dinner.


    “What have you heard of Guy?” Maurice asked as soon as they were seated.


    “He’s missing in action. I have permission to go to Rheims. I’m to report about conditions to the minister, but my main purpose is to find Guy.”


    “My dear friend, I’m so sorry,” said Maurice. “Can Charles and I help in any way?”


    “I don’t think so. I’ve sent a letter to Lise by special post. I just have to get to the front as quickly as I can. I’ll look in every hospital and morgue I can find. Talk to his commanding officer and anyone who knew him. Speed is critical.”


    “If anyone can find him, it’s you, Henri,” Charles gripped Henri’s shoulder.


    Silence descended. Henri sipped his wine and cleared his throat. “The plan was for this action at Chemin des Dames to capitalize on what the Canadians achieved. They say Nivelle didn’t realize most German troops could shelter underground during the bombardment phase.”


    “So our bombs were useless?” Charles said.


    Henri nodded. “Apparently they’re so well dug-in they use the front trench lines only for observation, with massive machine gun nests behind these lines, and well behind those are their reserve divisions, out of range of our artillery.”


    “The rumour is we weren’t prepared for their new machine guns,” said Maurice.


    “You’re right. Faster and deadlier than ours.”


    “And what happened to our tanks?” Charles, who had poked at his food and gulped his wine all evening, slurred his words.


    “Either destroyed or bogged down in the mud. Useless.” Henri closed his bloodshot eyes, imagining the scene, tanks unable to move either forward or backward, sitting ducks for German artillery.


    “Thank God Pétain has taken over,” Maurice said.


    “Nivelle’s career is finished,” Henri added. “He should be put in jail for the men he sent out to die.”


    Henri shook with rage every time he thought of what had occurred. Slaughter was the word for it. Senseless slaughter. He prayed his son had somehow survived.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 23


    May 1917


    Every day after the ridge had been taken, Helene and her family heard news of further military action and the frequent debates that ensued about possible consequences. In their little corner of France, she found it difficult to appreciate the significance of events in Gaza, Istabulat, Shiala or Isonzo, although she diligently located each place on the atlas as if seeing a name in a faraway country outlined in pink or green or blue might help. Of greatest concern was the fighting taking place from Soissons to Rheims under the command of General Nivelle, for Guy was with Nivelle. As casualty numbers were announced, Helene watched her mother age in front of her eyes.


    On Tuesdays, Maman did not volunteer at the hospital, so Helene went into town to check for mail. On the second Tuesday of May, a letter from Papa arrived, and she hurried home, half running, half walking so she and Maman could read it together.


    Without a word, her mother tore open the envelope.


    


    My darling Lise,


    We have terrible news. Guy is missing in action. Although his commanding officer says they continue to look for him, I am going to Rheims to conduct my own search. Do not think to join me. Conditions will be very difficult. Trust me to do all that is possible. I will write as often as possible.


    Don’t lose hope, my love.


    Henri


    


    Her mother seemed frozen in place, one hand clutching the letter, the other held against her mouth, every vestige of colour drained away. Helene gripped her shoulders.


    “Maman, sit down. Come with me and sit down.” She led her mother to a kitchen chair. “You stay here. I’m going to get you a brandy.” Helene continued talking as she went to the dining room, poured a generous measure of brandy into two glasses and placed one into her mother’s hand.


    “Take a sip, Maman. That’s right. And another sip. Papa will be on his way already. Isn’t that good news? And soon we will have another letter. Papa will be able to find Guy. I’m sure of it. We’ll ask Jean what he thinks, but I’m sure he’ll agree too. With so much chaos, it’s no wonder they weren’t able to find Guy. Nothing to worry about. Papa is looking for him. Remember the time when no one could find Tout Tout? He was just a puppy then, wasn’t he, Maman? We all searched for him, and it wasn’t until Papa came home and looked in the coal bin that we found him. Papa is clever like that.”


    As she attempted to ease her mother’s torment, Helene did her best to block the news about Guy from her thoughts. Someone had to be strong, and she steeled herself to remain calm, speaking in quiet, soothing tones while trying to imagine what else to do. Perhaps Father Marcel or Madame Lalonde would be able to help. Helene wished Jean were home so she could send him into town. She talked on and on, holding her mother’s hand, squeezing it gently from time to time. Although Maman parted her lips once and seemed on the verge of speaking, she remained silent, eyes devoid of any spark of life, staring at nothing. Even when Jean came home, she said nothing.


    In the middle of the night, Helene awoke to the sounds of crying, high-pitched, bordering on hysteria. She went to Maman’s room and slipped beneath the sheets and held her mother until the sobs subsided into whimpers.


    * * *


    Lise passed by the sterilizing equipment and the supply room, where reams of bandaging materials were stored. She passed the pharmacy, where a gnome-like man huddled behind glass bottles of every size and shape, measuring ingredients on battered metal scales, then passed the kitchen, where tisanes were brewing. Eventually, she reached Ward Five, where the seriously wounded waited to be transported home, some of whom would die before being reunited with their families.


    The ward was scrupulously clean, warmed by a row of stoves bisecting the middle of the room. Chintz curtains framed each bed, providing a bit of cheer and privacy, and a pile of wool blankets lay neatly folded near one of the stoves, ready to warm a feverish man.


    When she found John Baldwin, she smiled. “How are you today, John?” His head and eyes were heavily bandaged, but he smiled at her.


    “Thought I heard your footsteps,” he said with obvious pleasure. “Doc says I’m finally getting better.”


    “And...”


    “I might be able to go home soon.”


    “How wonderful. Do you want to write to your family?”


    John nodded, and for the next hour, Lise wrote in her careful, round script the news of his potential return to Canada, his hopes of regaining his eyesight and his longing for home. She helped him add his signature, then wrote “as dictated to Lise Noisette, May 16, 1917” on the last page.


    John grabbed her hand and held it tight. “I don’t think I would have made it without you.”


    He looked very much like Guy, which was why she visited him so frequently, desperate that he would defy the odds and live, as if in some way this would help Henri with the seemingly impossible task of finding their son. She laid her hand on his cheek, grateful that he could not see her tears.


    A week had passed since Henri’s letter and now Lise and Helene and Jean spoke of Guy in measured tones, each day waiting for the post to bring news. Emotions were mixed when no letter arrived—did no news mean Guy was soon to be found or did it signify that he was forever lost? Lise grew thinner and thinner until the hollows of her cheeks made her look like a walking corpse.


    * * *


    While their mother was at the hospital, Helene and Jean worked in the garden amidst clusters of newly blooming flowers—lilacs, red hawthorn, roses and lavender. Against one wall, peonies were bursting deep pink froth and bees hummed as they nestled in new growth. Though most of the garden was dedicated to vegetables, each year their mother determined that a small section would provide beauty rather than utility.


    Helene snipped and trimmed, staked those flowers needing support, tore out the weeds and loosened the soil. When she finished, she went to help Jean dig around the bases of sprouting vegetables, tie up the beans and plant three rows of tomato seedlings grown in small pots on the dining room table. They worked more quickly than they had two years ago.


    “The mayor is throwing a party for our Canadians,” she said.


    Jean barely acknowledged his sister; he was in what their mother referred to as his “grunting phase”.


    “There’s going to be dancing.”


    With so few Frenchmen, the thought of dancing, even with soldiers from another country, seemed an exciting proposition. Jean grunted again.


    “Do you think Maman will let me go?”


    Almost three years had passed since they came to Beaufort, and much of that time had been embroiled in deprivation and worry. Beyond worrying about Guy, they worried about Papa, their friends and family and occasionally themselves. Clearly Paris would have been safer than this little town not far from the front, but, as her mother always said, “what’s done is done, no point regretting that decision”. And now they were part of this community with others depending on them. In a way, we’ve grown up here, Helene thought.


    She felt like a woman now, not a teenage girl—thinking like a woman, shouldering responsibilities, willing to make decisions. The realization made her proud, and she was also proud of her mother, who had shed her spoiled life of privilege and acquired strength and opinions independent from her husband.


    They spent many evenings together, reading, writing letters and knitting socks, sweaters and scarves for the troops. Just like Maman and Grandmere, Helene reflected with a wry smile. As the flames crackled or warm breezes wafted, they discussed the latest news and spoke about family and friends. Helene was no longer surprised to find her mother full of ideas and perspective. Often the clock chimed eleven before they went to bed.


    Beaufort offered little in the way of excitement unless one found a contest for the best pig or a truffle hunt or the annual church bazaar exciting, and Helene had grown accustomed to being solitary, often walking alone through hills and fields despite her mother’s cautions. Thoughts of dancing for a whole evening made her eyes sparkle and she wondered if fate had something in store.


    When her mother came home preoccupied by worries about her young soldier and Guy, she agreed to the dance without hesitation.


    “I’ll go too. It’s something to celebrate. Madame Lalonde said just today that they need as many women as possible.”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 24


    May 1917


    As Helene came over the rise on the evening of the dance, the sun lingered just above Monsieur Garnier’s farm, its bright gold tinged with pink, and she heard faint echoes of a fiddle chasing a lively tune. Beside the road, narrow fields stretched into the distance, and the clang of cowbells echoed here and there. A tall woman, her hair wrapped in a bright red scarf, wielded a sickle back and forth. Around the next bend, a stooped, weather-beaten man with red-rimmed eyes nodded as they passed then turned to tug his goat away from the ditch where wildflowers were growing in sweet abundance. Helene knew neither of these people, but given the influx of Belgian refugees and soldiers from different countries, strangers no longer prompted comment.


    Though Helene answered each of her mother’s questions, her thoughts were on the evening’s potential for romance and intriguing conversation, the feel of a stranger’s arms and the irresistible tug of music. She smiled at what Papa called her vivid imagination. After all, a man was not going to sweep her off her feet with her mother hovering nearby. Nevertheless, she had dressed with care in a skirt that gathered into soft folds and a blouse that displayed her long neck and slim figure to advantage.


    Drawing near, they saw Monsieur Garnier standing by the gate, wearing a fine wool suit. He shook hands, clapped shoulders and laughed with gusto, sharing a word with each and every person who came. Chairs and tables filled the yard in front of the house, and flags from France, England and Canada draped the balconies.


    “Roast pig for dinner,” said Monsieur Garnier, his smile full of pride as he shook hands with Lise and kissed Helene on both cheeks. “Four of my best.” He looked a little sad, as though he had sacrificed friends rather than animals raised for this exact purpose. “Helene, there are so many young men waiting—you must dance the whole night.”


    “Go ahead. I know you can’t wait a moment longer.” Her mother chuckled and joined Madame Lalonde and several other women at a long rectangular table.


    Helene continued towards the barn, its open doors spilling music like a waterfall on playful children. Inside, the scent of freshly mown hay and damp wool mingled with sweat and alcohol. Streamers looped from post to post, making each one seem like a giant maypole. Drums, fiddles, a saxophone and an accordion filled the air as nimble feet cavorted in time with a lively tune. For a few moments, she watched the jostling soldiers, their fearless eyes rendered soft for the night, the burden of duty set aside. They shouted in both English and French above the din of music and conversation.


    A tall soldier with burly shoulders and a bold smile grabbed her hand, pulling her onto the dance floor, and when that dance finished, another soldier cut in, leading her effortlessly around the room, the music continuing its frenzy. She had no time to look for friends, passing with gallant courtesy from one man to another until, parched and exhausted, she demanded refreshment from a man whose cheeks were almost as red as his hair.


    “My name is Eric Andrews. Would you like to go outside for a few minutes?” he asked in halting French when he returned with beer and a glass of cider.


    “That would be nice,” she replied in English after taking a sip. “Call me Helene.”


    The dying sun left nothing but a faint red glow, and a twinkling of stars marked the wide sky beyond Monsieur Garnier’s yard. Birds hopped on the plane tree a few metres from the barn, calling their night song, while the older men and women of Beaufort mopped their plates with fresh bread, lips smacking in appreciation of the succulent pork and hearty wine.


    As they sipped their beverages, Eric told her that he came from a city called Toronto. “It’s a Mohawk word,” he said, “that means the place where trees stand in the water.”


    “Mohawk?”


    “One of our native Indian tribes.”


    Their conversation continued amidst fragrant lilacs as night further blackened the sky.


    “Will you dance with me now?” Eric asked eventually.


    Helene smiled her agreement and followed him back inside, her hand a willing captive of his. After two dances, another soldier cut in.


    “You can’t have all the fun, Eric,” he said.


    “I saw her first, Fuzz, so don’t steal her. Helene, this is my friend, Edward Jamieson. He got wounded when we took the ridge, but don’t be too nice to him.”


    Edward looked at Helene with intensity, his wide brow and taut bearing giving an impression of quiet determination, yet she sensed vulnerability beneath the surface. She gave him her hand and they whirled away.


    He was tall with long legs and a slim, fit build, deep-set eyes with dark brows and wavy hair that was only just beginning to recede. His clasp was warm, not at all damp or possessive; slender fingers, which she imagined could stretch more than an octave on the piano, laid against hers.


    “I’ve been watching you,” he said. “You have a beautiful smile.”


    The heat rushed to her face. “Thank you, Monsieur.”


    “Edward,” he said. “Call me Edward.”


    She dipped her head to acknowledge his request. “I’m so sorry to hear that you were wounded. We are all very grateful for what you Canadians have done.”


    Assuming he would not wish to talk about the fighting, she said no more. Flashes of colour spun by, shadows gathered in the corners of the barn, the fiddlers’ fingers danced against the strings, the base player thumped an urgent beat. Helene let herself relax.


    “You seem different from the other young women here,” he said.


    “Different?”


    “Yes. More assured. More sophisticated, I think.”


    “You can tell that already?”


    “I can.”


    The tempo slowed as musicians shifted from one melody to another. Rather than releasing her, he tightened his hold, and she felt the pull of his body. Around and around they spun, dipping, swaying, smiling at one another without the need for words. She followed his lead with ease.


    When Eric approached, Edward waved him away. “She doesn’t want to dance with you, Snowy.”


    It was true. Helene wanted to stay in his arms, sheltered, romanced, enticed, beguiled. She shivered as longing spun its invisible threads between them.


    “May I see you again?” he said as the evening came to an end.


    It was well past midnight, and Maman had been sitting with Madame Lalonde and Madame Suras in a corner of the barn. Helene knew from the looks Maman had been giving her that it was time to go.


    “I would like that.”


    “Where can we meet?”


    “Café Pitou. Do you know where that is?” He nodded. “Tuesday afternoon. That’s my day to come into town. I’ll wait by the fountain.”


    “Tuesday, then. I’ll be there.”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 25


    May 1917


    The shadow of St. Jerome lay across the main square like a guardian governing the comings and goings of Beaufort. A small, sturdy boy whose hair bristled like a hedgehog chased a brown terrier, giggling every time he came close to catching the frisky dog. The church bell had already struck two, but the square was quiet, most citizens of Beaufort resting after a midday meal, some taking a brief nap before resuming the business of living with an army close at hand.


    Helene had been waiting near the fountain for ten minutes. Her mother thought she was visiting Germaine, and, with just the barest element of truth in this statement, Helene could pretend she was not lying. Tucked away in a small crevice was the knowledge that her mother would not approve of this outing.


    Adjusting her straw hat to keep the sun off her face—Grandmere once declared this would prevent wrinkles in later life—she perched on the wall surrounding the fountain and opened her fan. The weather was unseasonably hot, and she regretted her choice of dress that flattered her figure but did nothing for comfort.


    From her vantage point, she watched Dr. Valdane slowly unwind the red and white canopy shading his pharmacy, which made her think of beach umbrellas at Deauville and the ice creams her father bought when she was young. Chocolate was her favorite flavour, and once Maman became very upset when Helene dribbled some on her dress just before Mass.


    “Are you daydreaming?” Edward said, appearing out of nowhere.


    “Oh. You startled me.”


    Helene waved her fan back and forth, wishing that her cheeks would not turn pink at the slightest provocation. She had not for a moment forgotten what he looked like, but today he seemed taller for some reason, and she wondered if that had anything to do with being in uniform. He smelled of shaving cream and peppermint.


    Edward held out his arm. “Shall we go to Café Pitou, or would you prefer to take a walk?”


    “Do you have time for both?” Good heavens, what’s wrong with you Helene Louise Noisette? Young ladies shouldn’t be so forward. Maman would be shocked.


    “I do.”


    The café was almost empty, and they chose a corner table near one of the windows where they could watch the street and be somewhat secluded from other patrons, not that midafternoon was a busy time.


    “Coffee?” he said.


    “Yes, please.”


    Madame Suras’s daughter smiled broadly as Helene translated their order. “Toute suite, Mademoiselle,” she said. Gossip travelled swiftly in a small town, and by tomorrow, her mother would know all about Helene’s visit with Edward.


    “Tell me why you come into Beaufort on Tuesdays.”


    “Maman works in the hospital four days a week. She writes letters for the soldiers who cannot write. Tuesday is her day at home, so I come for groceries and the post. We must always have the post. We wait . . .” Helene paused. Edward lifted his eyebrows and tilted his head.


    “We wait for news of my brother. He is missing.” Helene felt tears gather and blinked rapidly to keep them from falling. “Papa is looking for him.”


    “How is it that your father can look for him? Is he not in the army?”


    “He works at the Ministre de la Guerre. War Ministry. Je pense . . . I think he has a large position. He always travels. Maman says his travels take him near the front. Guy is my older brother. He was with General Nivelle near Soissons.”


    “Soissons,” Edward said with a grimace. “I hope your father finds him. Do you have other brothers or sisters?”


    “Jean is my younger brother. He lives with Maman and I. Tell me of your family.”


    “Five brothers and three sisters.”


    “Oh la la, what a large family.”


    “It’s chaotic,” he replied. “I’m the eldest.”


    The café door opened and Germaine entered. Helene waved, relieved to see the friend who was her alibi for being at Café Pitou.


    “Bonjour,” Germaine said, her eyes twinkling.


    “Germaine, this is Edward Jamieson. Edward, my friend Germaine Dubois.”


    Edward stood and helped Germaine into her seat while Helene asked for another coffee. In a mixture of French and English, Germaine asked Edward a steady stream of questions until finally, when Helene was beginning to think they would never have any more time alone, Germaine said she had some errands to do, winked at them and left the café.


    “I thought she would never leave.”


    Helene laughed. “Me too.”


    “Shall we walk somewhere?”


    “You could walk me home. Maman will worry if I do not arrive home soon.”


    “Have you always lived in Beaufort?” he asked as they strolled past the fountain.


    “We used to live in Paris, but Papa sent us here for safety before the war began. A mistake, I think, but c’est la vie. Papa would like us to return, but last year, when my grandmother died, we agreed to spend a little more time in Beaufort before leaving her. And now Maman has her duties at the hospital, and Jean likes it here.”


    “And what does Helene want?”


    “I don’t know. Sometimes I wish to return to Paris. Other times I am happy here. As for Jean, he wants to be a soldier.”


    “That’s a terrible idea. Do anything you can to keep him out of it. Anything.”


    Edward spoke in a tone Helene had not heard him use, like the sound of tumbling gravel, and she observed a small tick in his right eye.


    “We do our best, and for the moment, he listens. Maman is so afraid for Guy. He was wounded last year, and I know she worries that this will be worse.” Helene frowned. “I should be home with Maman.”


    “Shall we walk faster?”


    “No.”


    Despite worries about her mother, Helene savoured every minute of their time together, the way he looked at her and his wry smile, a fleeting moment when he touched her face and asked if he could see her again.


    “I would like that,” she said.


    “We’ll be here for a while. But there’s little notice of time off. How can I reach you?”


    “Send a note to Germaine. She will make sure I receive it.”


    

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 26


    May 1917


    Henri was frustrated and had been for days. The entire area involved in the second battle of the Aisne was a mess of contradictory orders, failed communications, deliberate obfuscation and, in his opinion, stupidity. If he did not find Guy in the next few days, he would have to return to Paris, having already stalled far too long with a story of investigating artillery problems, which, while believable and partially true, was wearing thin. Where the hell is my son?


    Beginning at Rheims, he had traveled all over the battlefront, visiting harried village hospitals housing broken soldiers. He drove through towns glittering with shattered glass and heard death’s hush in narrow alleys. According to many officers he met, instead of the crushing blow Nivelle had promised, the army gained only a few kilometers at the expense of casualty levels so catastrophic that mutiny erupted and the offensive was abandoned in disarray. Given the chaos, Henri was not surprised that finding Guy was proving difficult, but this did not dispel his frustration.


    In his line of work, they were partially shielded from war’s brutality, soldiers mere numbers on a column or arrows on a map pointing towards the enemy. Often the men of France became elements of cost in an overworked equation. We should be here on the front lines, he thought, watching our chessboard in play. Maybe then we would make better decisions. But he knew battle strategy was driven by the contestant most nefarious and most willing to sacrifice. France had no choice.


    A bizarre normality existed ten kilometres or so from the front in villages undamaged by war, half-timbered houses and high-roofed granaries looking much as they had for centuries. These villages nestled against fields green with crops. In the morning, church bells called the faithful while children played in the streets. When he drove closer to the line, he stopped from time to time where Headquarters staff gathered amidst the clang of telephones and hum of dictation. Officers were courteous but harassed when he asked about Guy or for directions to the nearest hospital.


    Each day, with raw egg, bread and black coffee for nourishment, he set out to investigate more villages and field hospitals. Sounds of battle echoed across the valleys, numbing his senses such that one day seemed much like the next.


    Near Soissons, he met a convoy of horses stomping and snuffling while waiting to cross a bridge under repair. The sergeant in charge, a barrel-chested man with a loud, clipped voice, told him it could be hours before they completed their work. With no patience for waiting, Henri detoured through the village of Soupir, where all that remained were blackened tree stumps and one wall of the church.


    Beyond Soupir, he drove to the top of a hill, passing several German dugouts now occupied by French soldiers. A wooden scaffold used as an observation post lay on the ground by the road. He got out of the car and stood on the hilltop, looking out on a mess of trenches, barbed wire entanglements, shell holes and crudely marked graves. Less than a kilometre away, he could see another completely destroyed village.


    Finally, near the town of Braine, he found someone who knew his son and directed him to the hospital at Vailly-sur-Aisne. “I think that’s where they took him, Monsieur.” A slim lead, but he had nothing else to go on.


    The village consisted of roughly forty houses with a few stores located along the main street and a bridge at the south end crossing the River Aisne. Henri found a Red Cross symbol over the town hall. An old woman opened the door, and at Henri’s request, went to find the doctor, a short, squat man whose fatigue was etched into every crevice of his face. Before greeting Henri, the doctor wiped his hands on a dirty white cloth tucked into the pocket of his coat.


    “I’m Doctor Poitras, how can I help you, Monsieur?”


    After Henri gave his credentials and explained his mission, the doctor shouted for his orderly, and a thin, young man whose smock was stained with blood appeared within seconds.


    “We’re located in many buildings, as you will see. I do not recall the name Guy Noisette, but some of our soldiers are unidentified so it’s best to look for yourself. Philippe will help you find your way.” The doctor dismissed them with a wave of his hand and turned back into the house.


    “Be careful, Monsieur,” Philippe said. “We had a detachment of cavalry quartered here, and their hooves have destroyed our streets. The mud is terrible.”


    As they went from building to building, picking their way through the mud, Henri learned that the orderly had been helping the doctor for six months.


    “I was a terrible soldier. Fortunately my captain agreed and sent me here. It suits me.”


    “Doctor Poitras must have worked hard to assemble all these beds.”


    “Yes, Monsieur. The villagers have been very helpful.”


    Henri went slowly up and down rows of cots jammed into every possible inch of space, looking with special care at any man whose head was bandaged or whose nametag was missing. Occasionally, a patient acknowledged him, but for the most part, they did not move.


    They stopped briefly inside a building dedicated to surgery, where Philippe carefully read the list of patients and shook his head. “No one called Noisette.” Then they visited a building where newly arrived soldiers encrusted with mud lay waiting to be washed and disinfected before treatment. Again, Henri surveyed each soldier, shaking his head as he reached the end of the room.


    “We’ll go to the church now.”


    “The church?”


    The orderly chuckled. “Doctor Poitras even managed to convince Father Georges to keep patients. They removed the pews to make room. Caused a big stir amongst the villagers, mainly the old biddies, but the doctor shamed them into it.”


    Philippe then explained that patients in the church were not typically wounded but were seriously ill with fevers, bronchitis, pleurisy and trench sickness. He pushed open the large wooden doors just as the bells started ringing for vespers and led Henri to the first of four rows of cots.


    The church was dark, only a few dim lights and two candles on the altar, so Henri bent close to each patient lying under dun-coloured blankets, their eyes lifeless and faces ashen, some agitated by fever, others unconscious. Meanwhile, the priest took his place behind the altar as women dressed in black and soldiers in dirty, faded blue gathered for Mass. Odors of incense and sweat mingled with the pungent smell of medicine.


    So many faces, Henri thought, the sons of France decaying in narrow cots without friends or family. Nivelle should be shot for his arrogant incompetence. As Henri finished the first row of patients and began to examine the second, the priest prayed for the safety of France and a woman cried, “Please, God, don’t abandon us!”


    Where will I look next? he wondered, distraction blurring his concentration. He looked at another young face covered by a dark beard, the soldier’s eyes staring vacantly. Henri was about to turn away when a faint, husky voice whispered, “Papa?”.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 27


    May 1917


    My darling Lise,


    I have finally found Guy in a village called Vailly-sur-Aisne. It seems that he lost his identification tag and has been unconscious most of the time. The doctor says he has a severe case of pleurisy, which causes chest pain and shortness of breath. He also has a fever and other complications. His condition is stable.


    I must return to my duties; however, I have arranged for Guy’s transfer to a hospital outside Paris. I will write again soon with more information.


    My love to you and the children,


    Henri


    


    Lise burst into tears, clutching the letter to her lips as if transporting a kiss to her wounded son. The sudden release of tension made her feel faint, so she sat for a while, oblivious to the fresh scent of rain-soaked earth and the stuttering chirps of nesting sparrows. The dread of losing another child drained away. They had been spared.


    “I will travel to Paris as soon as Papa confirms where Guy will be.” Lise wiped her hands then sat down with her children at the kitchen table, plates steaming with sausage, spring asparagus and boiled potatoes.


    “We can look after the house,” said Helene.


    “Perhaps we should go with you,” said Jean at the very same time.


    “Let’s see what Papa thinks. It may be simpler for me to travel on my own, and besides, there’s no telling how long Guy will need me.”


    Several days later, Lise stood at the window of her bedroom watching an early morning mist separate like unravelling ribbons, revealing a soothing roll of landscape that reminded her each day of Henri. She had been up for hours, had barely slept, in fact, and two suitcases lay open on the bed waiting for last minute additions of toiletries and silk lingerie. She turned from the window at a knock on the door.


    “Ready, Maman?” Jean said.


    “Just these few things.” Lise placed two bundles in her cases, closed the lids and snapped the locks shut. “Is Helene ready?” she said, looking in the mirror while she secured a wide-brimmed hat with a long black pin.


    “Yes, and Gaston is here.” Jean shook his head, grinning. “It’s a miracle he can keep the Tonneau running.”


    “Tante Camille would have been proud.”


    On the way to the station, Lise reiterated a series of instructions to her daughter, concluding with a caution to keep her eye on Jean, “You know the kind of trouble he can get up to,” she said.


    “Don’t worry, Maman. We’ll be fine.”


    “I’m also worried about you. Madame Suras told me you met a soldier at the café several days ago. If I recall, that was the day you told me you were seeing Germaine.”


    “I’m sorry, Maman. I did see Germaine, but I also spoke with one of the soldiers I met at the dance. He . . . he asked if he could meet me again.”


    “I see. Madame Suras implied it was a tête à tête.” Lise wondered what else to say. Surely a little romance would not hurt Helene. Stuck as they were in this northern corner of France amidst wartime, her daughter had few friends and little social life. Henri would not approve, of course. Lise loved her husband but was well aware he had fixed ideas about bringing the right families together in marriage. He doesn’t need to know, she thought. I’m sure the Canadians will be gone soon.


    “I don’t want to hear any gossip when I return.”


    “We were just talking, Maman. And he walked me home, just like a proper gentleman would do.”


    * * *


    At the station, Helene hugged her mother, whose thin frame and hollow eyes made her look older than her years. “Give our love to Guy,” she said. “And to Papa.”


    Having agreed to take over Maman’s duties at the hospital, Helene was pleased for the ride into town that morning. According to her mother, Madame Lalonde would instruct her when she got to the hospital. She could not imagine that writing letters for soldiers required much instruction, but she kept this opinion to herself. Having a reason to be in Beaufort several days a week meant more opportunities to see Edward.


    When her mother’s plans had become clear, Helene sent a note to Edward via Germaine and received a response almost immediately that he would look for her at the hospital. The thought that she might see him today flickered in her belly like a hummingbird tasting flowers.


    As she finished the first letter, Helene realized how difficult it must have been for her mother to attend the hospital each week, wondering whether Guy was safe. The soldier’s words were full of love for his family, assurances about his well-being and the good care of the doctors and nurses, pride in his country and fellow soldiers. The letter would ease their worries, though the soldier said nothing of his wounded leg, which the doctor was still hoping to save.


    “I’ll tell them if it happens,” he said with a shrug.


    By the end of the day, her fingers cramped and head pulsing with dull pain, Helene had written seven letters, which she folded, inserted into envelopes then carefully addressed based on a master list maintained by Madame Lalonde, full of strange names like Winnipeg, Couchiching, Kamloops and Oshawa. Thinking of the globe that stood in her father’s study, she tried to recall the outline of Canada and wondered whether any of these cities was close to where Edward lived.


    He was waiting for her just outside the hospital entrance when she emerged, shading her eyes against sudden brightness.


    “You came,” she said.


    “You’re very hard to resist.”


    “Shall we go to the café?”


    “Let’s walk somewhere. Then we can be alone.”


    She thought for a moment. “How much time do you have?”


    “Have to be back before eight.”


    Helene knew where she would take him, but first, she needed different clothes. She led the way from the hospital through the main square and onto the road heading towards Tante Camille’s.


    “You’re moving quickly.” Edward said as they passed the church on the outskirts of Beaufort.


    “There’s something I want you to see, but we’ll need to hurry if you have to be back at eight.” She slowed for a moment and turned in his direction. “We don’t have to do this. Would you prefer to go somewhere else?”


    Edward laughed. “Hard to answer that since I don’t know where you’re taking me.”


    “I think you’ll be very interested.”


    With the heat of midafternoon, they encountered few people on the road as they strode along, Edward matching his steps to her athletic gait. Helene thought nothing of walking quickly, having spent so much time in Jean’s company, scrambling through the woods and fields and climbing the hills.


    As they rounded a bend in the road, Edward pointed to a house in the distance. “Is that where we met?”


    Helene smiled at him and nodded. “That’s Monsieur Garnier’s farm. About fifteen more minutes to our house,” she said.


    Edward raised his eyebrows. “That’s our destination?”


    “No. Just a quick stop. Be patient. It’s a surprise.”


    Helene felt awkward when they arrived at Tante Camille’s, uncertain whether to invite him inside. No one was home, and she was very sure her mother would disapprove, so she was relieved when Edward suggested that he explore the garden while she changed. When she reappeared dressed in wool trousers and a belt cinched at her waist, she saw a smile crinkle the corners of his eyes.


    “Trousers?” he said.


    “These belonged to my brother. He outgrew them last year, so now I wear them. They are useful.” Helene grinned, knowing she had surprised him. “Are you ready?”


    Edward nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”


    Helene shook her head. “I’m not a madame, I’m a mademoiselle. Unless you think I run a brothel.”


    The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them, and Helene clamped her lips together in embarrassment. What would he think of her?


    Edward roared with laughter. “I’ve never met anyone like you.”


    Helene turned her back on him and marched off across the front yard towards the fence on the west side of the house. Edward followed, still chuckling.


    * * *


    “Come and see.”


    Helene beckoned to Edward, who approached and stood by her side, looking down at the vast plain spread out below with the ridge in the distance. She watched in dismay as his face crumpled and drained of colour, his eyes staring straight ahead without seeming to see anything.


    “Edward? Are you all right?”


    He did not reply. She reached out her hand and he grabbed it like a lifeline thrown to a drowning sailor.


    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I wanted to show you what Jean and I discovered last January. It did not occur to me . . .”


    Her voice trailed off as she thought of the young men she wrote letters for amidst rows and rows of bandaged soldiers, harried doctors, nurses huddled by curtained beds and priests hurrying with purpose. How could I be so stupid?


    Edward breathed in slowly through his nose then exhaled through his mouth. Helene remained silent holding his hand. When she thought he had more colour in his cheeks, she drew him away from the edge. His eyes were still lost.


    “I am so sorry,” she said one more time.


    “It was horrible,” he said, more to himself than to her. “Frantic. Men wounded or dead all around me. And I couldn’t stop to help them. I was carrying a message that had to get through or else many more would die. I just kept running along the German trenches, trying to reach the battalion I was looking for, dodging debris, splashing through pools of mud mixed with blood, bullets whizzing overhead.” He clenched his fists and closed his eyes. “I didn’t make it, and they died. Hundreds of them. It was my fault, really. They died because I took a risk.” Pain flooded Edward’s face and his head slumped forward.


    Helene waited, afraid to say the wrong thing.


    “I was running out of time, so I went above ground to go faster.” He looked off into the distance again. “The sun was suddenly bright, and I could hardly see. And so much noise. That’s all I remember.”


    “What happened?”


    “I was hit by a German bullet. Knocked unconscious. Barely escaped death. My helmet saved me. Before I met you, I was in hospital.”


    “Are you better now?”


    “Mm hmm. The doctor said I was. Sometimes I get dizzy.”


    Helene still held Edward’s hand, but when she began to release her grip, he put his other hand on hers.


    “Don’t let go.”


    He pulled her to a large flat rock where they sat, their backs against the trunk of a gnarled oak tree, their shoulders touching.


    “Did you watch?”


    Helene nodded. “It was terrifying. Unbelievable. But we only stayed an hour. We didn’t want Maman to know. Unfortunately, she was up when we got back. And very upset.” She grimaced, recalling the sting of her mother’s slap. “Then we spent the rest of the day in our house, listening to explosions and planes buzzing overhead. I think waiting was more frightening than watching. I haven’t been up here since.”


    “We prepared for months, but you would have seen that.”


    Helene nodded but said nothing. Instinct told her to remain silent.


    “Big subways went from the front lines as far back as Neuville St. Vaast. When we first began, we uncovered dead bodies everywhere we dug. The stench was horrible.” He looked at her, and she nodded for him to continue. “I lead a signals team. It was our job to lay the communications grid for battle conditions. But we also helped with night raids, stringing wire during an advance so we could report back. Dangerous stuff. As the weeks went by, we worked harder and harder. Some days, I didn’t sleep at all. We rotated in and out of the front lines but never really got any rest. I learned to freeze at the burst of a flare in no man’s land. I—”


    “Why did you freeze?”


    “As long as we stayed still until the flare faded, the machine gunners couldn’t tell we were there.”


    Helene tried to imagine standing still knowing that German soldiers were poised to shoot at anything that moved. Even the slightest twitch might be deadly. How could they do it time and time again?


    “What was it like underground?” Helene and Jean had watched men enter the tunnels and speculated on where the tunnels went, but she had not thought of the reality of being in them.


    “Pretty grim. I’m over six feet, so I had to duck going through certain sections. Hit my head a lot. They’re about three feet wide and more than twenty feet underground. We had gasoline generators to provide electricity and telephone communications. Some tunnels even had small railroads to carry supplies. The sounds of war disappeared when we were underground. But you could feel the earth trembling when shells landed. It was surreal. Places to eat and sleep, doctors’ quarters, ammunition stores, everything.”


    “Can I ask another question?” He nodded. “What did you do when it started?”


    “The waiting was terrible.” Edward did not look at her but stared into the distance. “We stood for hours, crammed together like sardines. Each soldier knew his role and the roles of others so they could take over if . . . if necessary. Plans and targets were detailed to the hour, sometimes even to the minute. Signals has seven different ways to communicate—runner, semaphore, pigeon, aircraft, telephone, wireless and buzzer. My unit focused on telephones and used runners as backup. Once it began, we were constantly on the move.”


    Helene asked no more questions, and Edward said nothing more. He closed his eyes and leaned back. With the sun warming their backs and a sharp blue sky stretching in all directions, the day felt innocent as long as they avoided looking down. Silence stretched so long she thought he might be dozing.


    “You didn’t tell me where your mother has gone.”


    “Paris. To look after my brother. He’s in hospital with pleurisy.” Helene turned towards him. “Do you know anything about that?”


    “Nasty and painful. Many of our soldiers have had it. Rarely fatal, though.”


    “We pray for him every day. Jean and I are taking care of the house while Maman is away.”


    Overhead, a swarm of swallows moved in unison, darting and dipping just above the tree line. The sun, now lower on the horizon, cast long shadows as Edward turned towards her, his eyes dark and questioning. Helene held his gaze, and he kissed her, a light brushing of his lips against hers that sent tremors through her body. He pulled her close, close enough that she could feel the thumping of his heart, and kissed her deeply, one hand around her shoulders, the other touching her cheek.


    Helene wrapped her arms around him, allowing the exquisite sensations to go on and on. His mouth on her lips, her eyes, her chin, her throat. His hands in her hair, on her back, stroking her arms. His fingers touching her lips, the tip of one ear, the line of her nose. Absolute bliss.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 28


    June 1917


    Dearest Helene and Jean,


    Guy is finally beginning to improve. I’ve spent the past two weeks soaking him with damp cloths to keep his fever down, changing his linen two or three times a day and feeding him small spoonfuls of broth, which Lucy makes for me to take to the hospital. The doctors have now agreed that he may continue recuperating at home. Last night, Lucy helped me get his room ready, and tomorrow, I will bring him here.


    Papa is with me, and I am so happy to be able to see him almost every day. He sends his love.


    I trust that the house is in order. Madame Lalonde has written to tell me how well you are managing. Jean, I hope you are keeping your studies up and helping Helene as much as you can.


    Guy also sends his love and will write when his strength improves. If all goes well, I will return to Beaufort before the end of June.


    With love to you both,


    Maman


    * * *


    From her position by an ancient stone fence encrusted with lichens, Helene could see a long stretch of the road leading to Beaufort. Folding hills framed her view to the south, and poplars stood on either side of the road like soldiers on guard. The heavy scent of wild roses and quiet stillness of the air made her forget that the world was at war. Instead, she thought of Edward and his soft kisses that had soon become overwhelming in intensity. His kisses were her first, and she blushed at the quiver that ran through her every time she recalled them.


    The sun was hot, and the birds, usually chirping as they fed their young, were silent while the brook that ran parallel to Monsieur Garnier’s farm babbled in tune with the peaceful setting. By Helene’s feet was a wicker basket containing cold chicken, vegetables from their garden, fresh bread and a jar of cider, all covered by a blue cloth. It was one o’clock, and Edward would soon arrive, assuming he could get away as promised.


    Since their outing on the hill, Helene had seen him only once in town, where she knew that many eyes would be watching, so they had spoken briefly, standing an appropriate distance apart instead of embracing and nodding politely instead of whispering with their heads close and hands touching. During that conversation, they had arranged today’s outing.


    Helene smoothed her skirt then touched the knot of her hair to make sure that no tendrils had escaped. Her pink blouse had loose-fitting sleeves and a scooped bodice, which exposed her neck and collarbones while emphasizing her narrow waist. She had tried on many outfits, even some of her mother’s clothes, before settling on this combination, which she thought was both modest and alluring. The only item out of keeping with her dress was the sturdy pair of shoes she wore. Helene had a plan in mind for where they could go to be alone.


    A few minutes later, she saw him, at first just a bobbing speck on the rise in the road, but gradually she could see that he was walking confidently and carrying a small knapsack. Helene smiled, though he was still too far away to see it.


    Edward waved and quickened his pace. When he reached her, he drew her into his arms and kissed her—a slow, lingering kiss.


    “I’ve been waiting three weeks to do that,” he said, holding her so close she felt his heart beating.


    “Moi aussi.” She touched his cheek with two fingertips, not daring to do anything more.


    “Are we having lunch?” Edward gestured towards the basket, one arm still around her waist.


    “Mm hmm. I have a place in mind. Different from last time,” she added when she saw the questioning look on his face.


    Edward picked up the basket. “It must be easier to get to.”


    “Why do you say that?”


    “You aren’t dressed in trousers.” He laughed. “Lead on.”


    From the intersection, they headed south for several minutes until Helene found what she was looking for and opened a wooden gate leading to a dirt path just wide enough for a horse and wagon. The path was deeply rutted from spring rain.


    “I don’t think it’s used much anymore,” she said. “The woman who lived here went to her sister’s after losing both her husband and son. Maman said she was so depressed the doctor feared she might harm herself. Jean showed me this path.”


    “Jean does a lot of exploring.” It was more question than statement.


    “Yes. Maman worries about him. He has promised me that he will stay out of trouble.”


    Edward raised his eyebrows as if implying she was naïve to believe her brother.


    Helene caught his look. “He promised,” she reiterated.


    Now that they were off the road, Edward held her hand. The path passed by a run-down building that looked like it used to house livestock. Half the building had no roof, only a stone wall that peaked on one side into a triangle. Two green doors stood open as though the farmer intended to return any minute, and a group of scruffy sheep grazed nearby.


    Farther on was a white house with two dormer windows on the second floor and a weather vane in the shape of a rooster at one end of the roof. Although it was empty, the house looked comfortable, tall grasses nestling against the surrounding fence and a cascade of bright yellow flowers draping one wall. On the porch, they could see a large metal watering can, and beside the house, a white cloth hung limply on the clothesline.


    “I wonder if she will return,” said Helene.


    “Perhaps when it’s all over.”


    They stood for a moment to commemorate the loss this family had suffered then continued along a footpath across the fields. Before long, they began to climb, not a steep hill but one with a slow, steady rise, trees protecting them from the hot sun like a wide umbrella. The hillside was quiet, with only an occasional flutter of wings and soft rustling of nearby animals. They spoke little, each anticipating a secluded spot where they could spread a blanket and be together.


    Near the top of the hill, trees gave way to low bushes, and the vista opened to a sleepy haze shimmering over the valley, where angular fields full of crops, in shades of green from chartreuse to jade, defined a landscape that had been farmed for centuries.


    “Pretty church over there,” said Edward, pointing to their left where a small steeple and pitched roof nestled amongst yellow gorse.


    “It’s quaint inside. Just a few wooden pews and a narrow altar. Room for ten or twelve people and a tiny stained-glass window of the Madonna. Someone must look after it. It was all so clean the last time I peeked in.”


    “Do you go to church?”


    She nodded. “And you?”


    “I used to. But not lately.”


    They slowed their pace to cross a small stream, Edward going first then offering his hand to Helene as she stepped carefully from one rock to another.


    “Why not?”


    “Hard to say.”


    Deciding not to probe, she tucked the topic of church away for another time. As they went farther, a rocky outcrop appeared on the far right, its narrow top jagged like a giant saw, its sheer sides impossible to climb. The path went steeply down for a short distance.


    “Here we are,” Helene said. “Farmers use this to shelter from the wind and snow.”


    She gestured at a small building built from stone. Its red-tiled roof had no peak but rather sloped straight down from one wall that was higher than the other. Wooden shutters covered each window, thick bolts keeping them in place, and the door, somewhat obscured by the scarlet blossoms of a climbing rose, was low and narrow with an iron ring for a handle.


    Helene grabbed the handle and pulled. Nothing happened. She pulled again, still no movement. When Edward tried, pulling with two hands rather than one, the door opened with a sharp grinding sound.


    “Swollen from the heat, I think,” he said.


    Inside were three stools and a small table, several candlesticks and a fireplace blackened from use. In one corner, a lumpy mattress and broom leaned against the wall; droppings on the floor revealed that animals had been inside at one time.


    “It is very dirty.” Helene wrinkled her nose.


    “Well, there’s a beautiful view outside.” Edward went out the door, bending his head to avoid the low lintel, then fished in his knapsack and extracted a blanket, which he spread on the ground. He made an exaggerated bow. “Your throne, Mademoiselle.”


    Edward leaned back against the wall of the hut, a jacket cushioning his head. “It’s like an oasis,” he said. “A beautiful girl, wonderful food and a peaceful view.” He sighed.


    “What’s wrong?” Helene asked.


    Edward shrugged. “I’m heading out again. To set up communications before another tussle with the Germans. The doctor says I’m fit for duty.” The grimace on his face implied doubt. “Earnshaw’s happy.”


    “Who is Earnshaw?”


    “My captain.”


    “Where are you going?”


    He glanced at her but said nothing.


    “Oh, of course. You must not tell me.”


    Helene’s shoulders drooped as she looked off into the distance, her eyes blind to gently folding hills and bulging forests. This idyllic time with Edward was at an end, and she might never see him again, never kiss him or hold him in her arms. Though he was her first romantic attachment, she had already imagined a future with him, one with marriage and children and intense joy.


    “It’s a bloody mess,” Edward said eventually. Bitterness gave his voice a ragged edge.


    “Can you tell me about it?”


    He hesitated then put his arm around her to pull her close, and she leaned against him.


    “Half the time I’m afraid and the other half I feel like a machine. A robot. Making decisions, responding to chaos. There’s no time to think. Or feel.” Edward snorted. “I suppose that’s why they drill us so often.” He picked up a pebble and threw it down the hill.


    “Soldiers are just numbers. Living like animals in filth. Weeks go by where all I can do is wash my face and hands in water already used by others. And the smells—you wouldn’t believe the stench we live with.” Edward paused. “Can I be blunt?” When she nodded, he continued. “Men soil themselves when they’re afraid, and the odour lingers. Then there’s the mud and vomit and the smell of guns. One day, I took a sprig of rosemary from a farm we passed and put it in my pocket so I could inhale its scent every so often. Had it for weeks.”


    Helene kept the revulsion from her face, knowing instinctively that Edward would stop if he felt his disclosures bothered her. He needed to talk, just like Francois needed to write. Edward held her tighter.


    “The first time... the first time I killed someone, I threw up.” He shuddered as he spoke. “He was only a few feet away when I shot him. Then I shoved my bayonet into his chest. Couldn’t believe how easily it went through him. He was barely a man, maybe eighteen or nineteen. What does that make me?”


    “A soldier fighting for his country and his beliefs.”


    “Humph. I don’t think I believe in anything anymore.”


    “God will—”


    Edward cut her off. “God! I stopped talking to him a long time ago. He isn’t here.”


    In the prickly silence that followed, Helene thought about what to say. Finally, she gestured at their surroundings.


    “He’s here, in this place, with you and me. Believing in God is what gives me hope.”


    “You give me hope,” he said, tilting her chin so he could kiss her.


    The kiss lingered. Helene felt the same intensity, the same liquid spinning of her mind. Edward shifted his position so they could lie side by side. He trailed his fingers up and down her arm then caressed the round slope of her hip. Helene drew herself closer, her breasts rising and falling. He held her against the full length of his body and kissed her again.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 29


    July 1917


    Dear Helene,


    Have I offended you? I’ve written several letters without your reply, and I wonder if anything is wrong.


    We are soon moving south, which will involve many kilometres of travel and huge logistics to organize. However our engineers are needed to help with another offensive. Now that the Americans are fighting, they have relieved some of the pressures near Arras and Rheims, so our battalion will join the French Fourth Army.


    I had hoped for an opportunity to visit you in Beaufort, but I will only have time for a brief stop in Paris to see my grandparents before travelling on.


    Please write. I miss your letters.


    Francois


    * * *


    Dear Helene,


    I wish I were with you rather than writing to you. I cannot tell you my location; however, I am safe, and our work is proceeding with no more than the usual mishaps and delays.


    Two days ago, we had an afternoon off, so I went into the village with my friend Eric, and we were able to bathe and enjoy a decent meal. It wasn’t as good as our picnic but a definite improvement over trench grub. Do you remember Eric? He’s the one with red hair you danced with. He and I met on the ship going over to England, and we’ve been in the same unit ever since. He has a great sense of humour, which we are all grateful for.


    I miss you. Whenever I need cheering I think of our hilltop, our kisses and your beautiful face. I don’t know when I will see you next. It will depend on how things unfold–perhaps you can imagine what that means?


    I promise to keep myself safe. Write to me at this address, and tell me that you think of me at least half as much as I think of you.


    Yours,


    Edward


    


    Helene leaned back against the wicker chair in her room, holding Edward’s letter to her lips, and closed her eyes. She had already read it three times looking for indications of his feelings and state of mind. He sounds fine, she thought, recalling his bitter tone as he spoke about the war. He probably doesn’t want to worry me.


    Many of his disclosures that last afternoon together had shocked her, and she could not imagine a man who was so gentle being capable of killing. Her eyes flew open, widening with a sudden, horrible thought. Guy will have killed people too. I wonder if Maman knows that? What would it be like to be a mother whose son has done such horrible things?


    Helene shook her head and folded Edward’s letter with care before tucking it into her hatbox, which she then slid beneath her bed.


    * * *


    “Is that Canadian soldier writing to you?” Helene’s mother asked as they washed the dishes together.


    “How did . . .”


    “It’s hard to keep a secret in a little town like Beaufort. Madame Lalonde saw him with you outside the hospital. And you’ve been moping about ever since I came home. Jean told me you received a letter.”


    Helene blushed. “His name is Edward Jamieson. He’s in signals and was hurt during the Vimy battle. He’s the one I met at the dance.”


    “And he’s writing you because . . .”


    “We’ve spent some time together.”


    “I see,” Maman said. “He must like you if he’s writing to you.”


    Helene blushed again. “He’s very nice.”


    “You haven’t had a boyfriend. Perhaps we should talk about les choses de la vie.”


    “Maman! Don’t tease.”


    “Sweetheart, I’m not teasing.” Her voice was calm as she looked at Helene. “These soldiers usually want only one thing.”


    “He’s not like that at all.”


    “Have you kissed him?”


    “Maman!”


    “Did you see him while I was away?”


    Helene hesitated. “Yes.”


    Her mother sighed. “I was your age when I married your father. I still remember how it felt being so in love that I would have done anything he asked. When you feel that way, it’s hard . . .” Maman left the rest unsaid but gave Helene another serious look. “The next time he’s here, I want to meet him.”


    Helene was surprised. Taking time to wipe a handful of cutlery, polishing each knife, fork and spoon, she wondered whether Edward would want to meet Maman and Jean, and then she wondered how her mother would conduct herself. She had no wish for Maman to frighten Edward away. “I think . . . I think he would like that.”


    “I still have the first letter your Papa wrote to me. I used to tuck it into my pocket every day just to have it with me.”


    Helene watched a dreamy look take over her mother’s face as her hands dipped into the sudsy water.


    * * *


    Throughout July and early August, letters arrived from Edward with increasing regularity, and Helene rarely let more than two days go by without writing to him. Beyond the written word, she willed him to hear her thoughts and the longing she felt for his presence. Under normal circumstances, she would have met some Frenchman of her own social class, perhaps the son of one of her parents’ friends or a friend of Guy’s from university. With backgrounds similar to hers, these men would have been deemed appropriate suitors. Instead, she had found Edward, a man from a faraway country whose background was so different from hers.


    What will Maman think of him? This question preoccupied Helene in the days preceding Edward’s visit at the end of August. In the moments before he arrived, she watched a soldier having his hair cut in the far corner of the square. The barber snipped and combed until the man’s unruly mop was tamed and then trimmed his moustache into a neat, thin line. As the soldier paid the barber, Edward appeared with a small bouquet of pink flowers.


    He’s thin and weary, she thought, noticing dark circles beneath his eyes as he came closer. With no concern for who might be watching, she embraced him in the middle of the square.


    “My mother has invited you for dinner.” Edward’s eyes widened in response. “She’s making roast pork, so she must think you’re a special guest.”


    “She knows about us?”


    “Mm hmm.”


    “What did you tell her?”


    “Everything.”


    “Everything?”


    Helene glanced up in time to see his furrowed brow. “Not quite, but she’s probably guessed. It’s very hard to fool Maman. I had the most embarrassing conversation with her. But enough of that. If we hurry, we can visit our hilltop and still be in time for dinner.”


    She had been to the shepherd’s hut a few times since Edward left, once to give it a thorough cleaning and on other occasions to stare dreamily into the valley below, speculating about their future. Usually, she took his letters with her and reread them while sitting in the sun, searching for hints of unexpressed emotions and cringing when Edward wrote bluntly of casualties or the conditions he experienced.


    They sat on a blanket beneath a spreading pine where earthy scents mingled with the sun-soaked tang of dried grass and baked stone. Crickets soared and a yellow butterfly danced among nearby brambles. Embracing Edward earlier, Helene had felt his ribs barely covered by flesh, and now, with his sleeves rolled up, she saw that his arms were little but sinew and bone. “Chéri, you are émacié, very thin,” she said.


    “I haven’t had much time to eat.”


    “But soldiers have to eat. You can’t fight without proper food.” She held him close. “Maman has become a wonderful cook. Her dinner will be very good for you. Now, tell me how it was.”


    “We did all right. Regained some ground near Albert. One of my men lost a leg and another suffered a head wound. They’ll both go home soon.”


    “And you?”


    “Much the same.”


    A bird chirped from the treetops, and Helene tilted her head to search for it. Having already learned that silence allowed him to speak his true thoughts, she did not press for details. Edward traced the length of her fingers one by one.


    “Our battalion repulsed several German attacks. Each time my men and I waited for the end of heavy shelling before moving with the front lines. Then we would dig in again. In between the shelling, airplanes flew overhead, but I was usually too busy to see whether they were German or British. You have to ignore them. There’s no point wondering whether they will drop one of their bombs or spray their machine guns in your direction. No point at all. You just have to get on with it. It’s been a gruelling few weeks. Just before I came to see you, we were told the French are gaining ground on the Aisne and that preparations for another push at Ypres are underway. It just goes on and on, Helene. On and on. But let’s not talk anymore about that. I want to hear about you.”


    Helene felt his tension and heard the abject weariness of his voice. She steadied herself with a deep breath and kept her voice light. “Monsieur must give me another kiss if he wants to know what I have done while he was away. Perhaps more than one kiss,” she said as she lifted her lips to his.


    * * *


    From the kitchen window, Lise watched them approach the house arm in arm. The tall, thin man beside her daughter laughed at something Helene said, turning to look at her with such obvious passion that it took her breath away. He loves her, she thought.


    “Maman, this is Edward Jamieson.”


    Edward took her hand and dipped his head with careful courtesy before handing her a bouquet of flowers.


    “Bonsoir, Madame Noisette. I’ve heard so much about you.”


    “And I you.” Lise held his gaze for a moment, trying to get a sense of the man. She noted nothing cocky in his demeanour, and despite the smile, his eyes radiated sorrow. “Helene, can you arrange these in a vase? I need a little time with Monsieur Jamieson on my own.” She smiled at Edward. “Monsieur, please come this way.”


    Even with windows open to catch an evening breeze, the house was hot, so Lise took Edward out to the garden, her long grey skirt swishing as she walked. They sat near the birdbath beneath a pergola draped in ivy.


    “I understand you were at the ridge.”


    “Yes, Madame. I was wounded.”


    “I’m so sorry.” Edward nodded in acknowledgement. “Helene, Jean and I listened to the battle for three days. An experience I have no wish to repeat. It must have been dreadful for soldiers like you.”


    “Yes, it was.”


    Lise waited, but Edward did not elaborate. “We’re grateful to you Canadians.” She paused for a moment of respectful silence. “Tell me about yourself, Monsieur.”


    He looked at her, his brown eyes clear and sharp, his face deeply tanned. “I’m a soldier, Madame, with the Signal Corps, but before I enlisted I worked for the telephone company from the age of fifteen. With eight brothers and sisters, I left school to help my family.” He pursed his lips. “Leaving school was difficult because I love learning, but my duty as the eldest was clear.”


    During the next hour, Lise heard about each of his siblings, discovering that one of his sisters had been left behind with a maiden aunt in England when Edward’s parents immigrated to Canada. She heard stories about fishing on a small lake north of Toronto, about his parents’ staunch Christian faith, about his mother, who dominated family decisions, and about a game called hockey played in the winter on frozen ponds.


    Lise was surprised at Edward’s candour, and finally, she smiled and invited him into the house, where the dining room table was set with white linen and deep blue china. In the middle, the pink flowers Edward brought were mixed with white dahlias.


    “Perhaps you could pour the wine, Monsieur. We haven’t had a male guest in the house for a long time.”


    Edward looked at the bottle already open on the table and hesitated before picking it up.


    “First Papa taste wine,” said Jean, struggling to find the English words.


    Edward nodded and poured a small amount into the glass in front of him. After he sniffed the wine and tasted it, he announced that it was delicious and poured a generous amount in all four glasses.


    During dinner, Lise guided the conversation to talk of Paris, life in Beaufort, stories about their neighbours, times when Helene and Jean were younger. They even spoke of Mariele and Tante Camille.


    “How is your son, Madame?” asked Edward during a lull in the conversation.


    “He has recovered very well. I spent more than a month nursing him, as you know.” Lise raised her eyebrows and smiled with amusement at Edward’s embarrassment. Then her face clouded. “But he has returned to the front.”


    “I hear the French are succeeding at Aisne.”


    “So my husband informs us. We pray for Guy’s safety every night.” The table became silent.


    “Monsieur, can you tell a story about les batailles?” Jean said. “Helene says this is bad topic but peut être you have good story?” Jean ignored his sister’s look of annoyance.


    Lise looked at Edward, hoping he would relate something suitable, and could tell from the way he began that he understood her concerns.


    “My fifteen-year-old brother is interested in science. Are you interested in science?” Jean nodded. “Well, this story is about something called triangulation. A way to pinpoint enemy locations through sound.”


    Jean looked puzzled, and Helene rapidly translated the word triangulation.


    Using simple words, Edward explained that before battle it was important to map enemy positions accurately and that one method involved positioning microphones in a triangle in no man’s land. At the mention of no man’s land, Lise took a sharp inward breath.


    “Twelve of us went out in the pitch-black of night, making our way forward in the tunnels and trenches until we got to the forward lines. We moved slowly because the passageways are narrow and they zigzag. Each of us carried a lot of equipment on our backs.”


    “How much weight?” asked Jean.


    “About fifty pounds.”


    “Mon Dieu! Cinquante livres de pois.”


    “Jean, let Monsieur continue,” said Lise.


    “We had to walk slowly, one step at a time. The trenches can be slippery.” Edward’s careful choice of words reassured Lise. “It took about an hour to reach our destination, where a support team waited with ladders and extra gear. We blackened our faces so the Germans would not see us and checked our packs, working in silence so the enemy would not hear us. Then we climbed the ladders and fanned out in teams of two, creeping through the mud from shell hole to shell hole, counting paces, checking our compasses. Placement of the microphones has to be very accurate.”


    Jean’s mouth was open. Lise knew he was imagining the tension and danger of a dark night near enemy lines.


    “When my partner and I reached our spot, we took off our packs and laid out our equipment then we dug the microphones into position and secured them in the ground. And finally, we hooked a spool of wire to the microphone and unwound it as we returned to the trench.”


    “And then you were safe?”


    “No. Then we got another pack and did it all over again with a second microphone.”


    “Did anyone get hurt?” Jean asked.


    Lise held her breath, wondering what Edward would disclose.


    “Actually, one of our men was shot when he was in no man’s land. We got him back to the medics, though.”


    After dinner, Lise permitted Helene to walk with Edward as far as Monsieur Garnier’s. She knew they would embrace as soon as they were out of sight of the house, but Edward’s conduct had been exemplary, and he would return to the front the following day. It seemed the least she could do for this soldier who was fighting for France.


    She could tell he was damaged by his experiences. At the hospital in Beaufort, and on the two occasions she nursed Guy, she learned that fear lingered in a soldier’s eyes, that souls deaden with what these men lived with every day. Edward’s eyes looked sad and fearfully empty... except when he looked at her daughter.


    

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 30


    October 1917


    My darling wife,


    I was surprised to hear that Helene has a young man. Of course, in normal times she would already have had gentlemen calling on her. However, these are not normal times, and this news has unsettled me. It is particularly worrisome that she has seen him alone and that he is a foreigner. I ask you to remember when we were first courting; your Maman was most diligent about having you chaperoned even when we took a stroll in the public gardens. My own emotions at that time were difficult to keep under control, so I can imagine the feelings of this young man, no doubt a hotheaded soldier. It would be best for you to find some way for Helene to break things off with him.


    Your mention of Jean saddens me, as I know that it is my responsibility to give him the male guidance so necessary at this time in his life. I will renew my efforts to bring you back to Paris and reunite us as a family.


    Give the children my love,


    Henri


    * * *


    


    Dear Helene,


    Forgive me for not writing earlier, but we’ve had a troubling week. Advances followed by retreats as the Germans continue to pound our positions. I alternate between hope and dismay. Brewster was killed yesterday running a message forward. I saw him fall, but German mortars were so intense I could do nothing to save him. We buried him this morning. He was only nineteen but nevertheless very brave.


    I’m sorry to be so gloomy. Captain Earnshaw has said that we will rotate out for a week of rest some time tomorrow. All I want is a bath and hot food. There’s a town about ten miles back, and I know Eric will persuade me to walk there for a night of drinking. I would rather be with you, but we are too far from Beaufort for me to visit.


    I received your package last Wednesday and now carry your picture in my pocket so I can look at your beautiful face whenever I want. The cigarettes are a special treat. Please thank your mother for being so considerate.


    My mother has written with news about the family. My two youngest brothers have been very sick with the measles. She says they are now on the mend, and I suppose since she wrote that letter in late July they are likely running wild again. She enclosed two pairs of socks so I have something clean to wear.


    The captain says there’s hope for a breakthrough since both the British and French are having some success, and I have heard that the Americans are beginning to make a difference. I’ve enclosed a picture of me taken when Eric and I were in the nearby town. I hope you like it.


    I’ll write again in a few days time.


    Yours,


    Edward


    * * *


    “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.”


    Helene began her confession absentmindedly, wondering when she would next see Edward. What shall I confess? Her mind ticked through the usual sins: jealousy, being disrespectful, failing to say her prayers, being unkind to her brother. Of course, the most significant items related to Edward, but she preferred not to tell Father Marcel about him.


    It occurred to her that her secret life would shock her mother, that longing for Edward’s touch might be construed as wanton behaviour, that a desire for intimacy would be considered totally inappropriate for an unmarried woman. But why should I confess to being in love? Helene touched Edward’s picture, which was now almost always in her pocket, and sighed.


    His letters arrived with varying frequency, and though more than a week had passed without one, somehow she knew he was safe and continued to write faithfully twice a week, recounting little stories about her life: a visit with Germaine, an episode about Jean, news of Guy, who had been on leave in Paris for a week, her mother’s continuing hospital duties. Helene noticed that her mother seemed more anxious than ever about Guy, as though expecting his luck would soon run out. The last time Guy wrote, Maman had wept for hours.


    After six Hail Marys for the sin of disobedience, Helene sat back in the pew, idly watching others dip their fingertips in holy water to make the sign of the cross before kneeling in prayer, rosaries clicking. Bits of light sparkled in the sanctuary as sun shone through stained glass. Incense released memories of the cathedral in Paris where her family worshipped each Sunday amidst the splendour of society fashion. Her normally confident, proud father always seemed humbled by church, respectful of his position in God’s world. Helene wondered if her own faith was slipping away. Lately, Father Marcel’s weekly sermons offered no comfort, and as war continued to take its toll, she had begun to feel angry with God.


    After confession, she took the path to the hilltop, walking slowly to savour autumn’s last warmth. She stopped to pick wild primrose and listen to the murmuring forest. When she neared the hut, she noticed the door was open and expected to find a farmer stopping to rest or a young boy exploring.


    A moment later, Edward’s slim frame appeared, pacing up and down outside the hut, and she dropped her small bunch of wildflowers and ran to greet him. He pulled her into his arms, triggering a flush of heat as they kissed. They both spoke at once.


    “Where . . .”


    “How . . .”


    “Earnshaw gave me a twenty-four-hour pass. I hitched a ride to Beaufort, but no one was at your house. I didn’t know where else to go.”


    “I was at confession.” She laughed at the look on his face. “We usually go on Saturday. Maman says it’s good for the soul.”


    He held her tightly again then loosened his embrace as he drew back to look at her, the longing in his eyes clear. Without speaking, she took his hand.


    Months ago, when she had cleaned the hut, she understood that he might want her and had prepared for it, refilling the straw pallet with fresh, sweet-smelling hay, storing a soft flannel sheet and small pillow on a nearby shelf. Thoughts of intimacy made her feel both nervous and excited, but now that the time had come, she felt no hesitation. She spread the sheet and watched as a smile flooded his face.


    “Come here,” he said.


    Button by button, he undid her blouse and, when it was off, removed her brassiere, his breath catching as he ran his hands across her breasts, cupping them to feel their weight. She could feel his hardness straining against his trousers as he bent to suck each nipple, lingering to flick his tongue back and forth. When he lifted his head as if to admire his creation, Helene undid his shirt and pressed her breasts to his naked chest.


    “You’re mine,” she said, shocked at her own boldness. Being naked with him felt like the most natural thing in the world.


    “I want to be,” he whispered against her hair.


    For some reason, it seemed important to take the initiative, so she loosened her arms, stepped out of her skirt and pulled him onto the pallet. Lying beside her, he touched every part of her body, watching her lips part as the heat flooded her face. Helene’s breaths quickened as her body stirred with desire, his touch on her nipples creating a wanting ache in her groin.


    When Edward removed his trousers, she saw how hard he was and shifted her legs to welcome him, crying out as he slid into her moistness. He remained still for a few moments then moved in and out with slow, gentle strokes until she grabbed his buttocks to hold him deep within, and he shuddered inside her.


    They dozed for a while, limbs entangled. When she woke, he was propped on one elbow, looking down at her.


    “I love you,” he said.


    “Je t’aime,” she said, leaning against him, her fingers caressing the hairs on his chest. She wanted him inside her again and the intense pleasure of his hands on her body. Edward turned and pulled her towards him.


    “I want you forever,” he said.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 31


    October 1917


    “More than three years in Beaufort,” Helene said, rolling pastry for an apple pie, a smudge of flour on her left cheek.


    She might as well not have spoken, for no one was in the kitchen. For that matter, no one was in the house since Jean was at school and her mother at the hospital writing endless letters for damaged soldiers. Helene knew this volunteer work was her mother’s way of coping and prayed that Guy would remain safe. She added a prayer for Edward and, as an afterthought, one for Francois.


    During ten months of operation, the hospital had grown in size and reputation, and as a result, Beaufort bustled with Red Cross nurses and doctors while the streets were crowded with arriving and departing ambulances as well as trucks bringing endless rolls of bandages, surgical supplies, linens and food. When Helene went into town, she often saw wounded soldiers in wheelchairs pushed by orderlies or limping by on crutches. Those bearing maple leaves on their epaulets made her think of Edward, who was never far from her thoughts. Since making love, she knew with surprising certainty that she could spend the rest of her life with him.


    Three years in Beaufort, she mused once more. If we had remained in Paris, I would never have met him. Would I have met someone else whose blend of intensity and calm makes me feel so safe? Someone whose thoughts seem so much in tune with mine and whose touch makes me melt?


    The thought of Edward’s touch brought a smile to her thin, drawn face. His latest letter made her blush, and she had hidden it within the pages of an old encyclopaedia at the bottom of a pile of books in the attic; a place her mother would never look. When no one else was home, she went upstairs to read it again and again.


    Helene never imagined making love with someone before marriage. Throughout her upbringing, she had been taught that women should protect their virginity at all costs and that sex outside marriage was a sin. She wondered whether war somehow suspended these values or whether taking on so much responsibility made her see life differently. Being intimate with Edward felt so natural, an act that was meant to be.


    She shook her head and returned to pie making. With Maman so busy at the hospital, the house had become Helene’s domain, and after the pie, she prepared stew with leftover pork and vegetables from their garden. Just about time to turn the garden, she thought, making a mental note to mention it to Jean. Once the stew was simmering, she gather soiled clothes and sheets for their weekly laundry, scrubbing, rinsing and wringing each item by hand before hanging them outside in the pale sunshine. It won’t be long until the weather turns, she thought, noticing birds flying south on their annual pilgrimage and small squirrels darting about searching for fallen nuts.


    As the years passed, Helene had become more accustomed to the rhythms of country life and now noticed the subtle changes marking each season. Instead of resenting cold and rain, she thought of them as renewal, God’s plan for protecting the earth. And she thought of her fellow villagers as the stable foundation on which societies grow and prosper. The older she got, the more worried she became, and now that France was entering its fourth year of war, she wondered if their world would survive and whether Edward would be part of her future.


    A crashing boom echoing long into the distance made her jump.


    Where are you, Edward? How long until I see you again?


    * * *


    Dearest Helene,


    You are always in my thoughts. Every day I picture your sweet lips and imagine your soft touch, and suddenly, the war seems far away. Unfortunately, duties bring me back to reality, or Earnshaw yells for something that he needs “on the double” as he always says. It’s a wonder the army hasn’t invented the phrase “on the triple” to signify even more urgent items.


    I am stationed northeast of Beaufort. (Perhaps you have read the newspapers and can imagine where.) We’ve had a very difficult few weeks, and I’m sorry that my letters have been less frequent, but there have been days when I’ve had no sleep at all. Keeping our equipment working has proven very difficult with so much enemy shelling and deep mud holes to contend with. We are constantly repairing our lines, and now that we are pushing forward, our unit has had to deal with abandoned German communications equipment as well.


    I’m pleased that your mother is looking forward to my next visit, however, I worry that it will be many weeks before I have any leave. I’m too far away for a twenty-four-hour pass. When I do get a chance, you know that nothing will keep me from seeing you.


    All my love,


    Edward


    * * *


    Dear Maman


    We departed two days ago, heading north to join the British for a further push. It was still dark and pelting rain when we left. Spent most of the day on the road. You have no idea how difficult it is to transport our artillery with the roads so damaged and muddy. When we arrived, we were lucky enough to have accommodation in underground cellars, and for once, warm food was ready for us.


    The logistics of moving thousands of men and material around the country are staggering. The other day, I spoke with one of our supply sergeants, who told me of complexities that would take your breath away. He said it’s almost like moving a small town including water, food, stores, ammunition, animals, cooking facilities, petrol, lumber, trucks, ambulances, clearing stations–I could go on and on. Getting everything moved correctly and in a timely fashion is next to impossible.


    But now we are here and I believe we will be for a while. Yesterday, I sent a group out to consult with our engineers and discover what we are up against while I met with some British artillery officers. They proved friendlier than I thought they would be. The condition of the ground is terrible, all churned up and full of craters made by exploding shells, so I expect we will have a lot of hard work to do.


    I was very happy to receive your package before we left and shared your delicious cakes with my men. Fresh socks and underclothes were also very welcome. I’m glad to hear that you are continuing your hospital work. I’m sure that many of the soldiers will think of you as their guardian angel.


    You hinted that one of the Canadian soldiers is fond of Helene. Our allies are fighting very bravely and the Canadians are known as our shock troops–the men who get tough things done. It pleases me to know that she has an admirer. I’m sure her life in Beaufort is not what she expected, so different from Paris. Papa told me of Jean’s escapades. I’m sorry that I’m unable to provide the guidance that an older brother should. Tell him that he owes me a letter.


    I know that you worry about me, but I am well and as careful as I can be under the circumstances. Your letters give me great comfort.


    Your loving son,


    Guy


    * * *


    Dear Helene,


    I was so pleased to receive your letter. I hope I didn’t badger you too much to continue writing to me. Your stories about Beaufort provide a welcome glimpse of normal life, or as normal as it can be. I imagine you knitting socks around the fire and baking bread–such domestic activities for my friend! The man with the pigs must be an amusing character–in my mind, he’s as rotund as a pig, although I doubt he has a wet pink nose.


    I am sad to tell you that three of my men sustained casualties recently. We were on a routine job repairing railway lines when two explosions hit. One of the men died instantly, and we sent the other two to hospital. Their injuries are such that they will not return.


    This war is destroying an entire generation of young men. I often wonder how our leaders allow such destruction. The costs are enormous, not only in casualties but also in damage to our way of life. How will France rebuild itself? Every family will have great sadness to endure after this war is over. We see some glimmers of hope now that the Germans have been pushed back at Aisne and Ypres–but the toll was horrific.


    My engineers continue to dig tunnels, camouflage our defences and build our railways, but we have added more dangerous activities like removing booby traps as we clear German lines, preparing grenades and mortars and handling deadly chemicals. There are days when I feel that my soul is lost, and I wonder if I will ever find it.


    I’m sorry to finish this letter on such a troubled note, but dear cousin, I do appreciate that I can tell you my thoughts. Please write again.


    Francois


    * * *


    Helene sealed a letter to Francois, planning to take it along with one to Edward into town the following day. At times, she found it difficult to write to two such different men, one a dear friend and the other her lover and the man she hoped to marry. Letters to Francois were full of everyday incidents, designed to bring comfort and thoughts of a future without war, and she tried hard to make them amusing. The story of Monsieur Garnier’s pig winning a local competition for pig of the year had been one of them. She and Maman still chuckled at the memory of Monsieur Garnier beaming proudly and sporting a blue and red ribbon while standing next to his pig on a raised platform.


    Letters to Edward consisted of feelings, words of encouragement and serious reflections on the war. Each time she wrote, she reiterated her love for him. Although she could not bear to think of either man being killed, she knew which death would destroy her completely.


    “Helene! Where are you?” Her mother’s voice was sharp, and Helene rushed down the stairs and into the kitchen.


    “What’s happened, Maman?”


    Maman’s face was sombre but not distraught, and there was no sign of tears. Thank God, it’s not Guy, Helene thought.


    “It’s Germaine’s fiancé. He’s been killed near Verdun. I heard it from Doctor Valdane, who had to prescribe a remedy for Jacques’s mother.”


    “Oh, Maman. Germaine will be terribly upset. Do you think I should go into town?”


    “That would be the best kindness you could do for your friend. She will need someone her own age to talk to.”


    * * *


    By the time Helene arrived in Beaufort, it was early afternoon, and the wind had reddened her cheeks and loosened tendrils of hair from the chignon she had quickly fastened before leaving. She had walked briskly, encountering no one except a young boy playing with a stick at the side of the road, and had crossed the square and turned up the narrow street where Germaine lived with her family. She found a piece of black cloth hanging on their door.


    “Germaine will be grateful that you’ve come,” said Madame Dubois as she hung Helene’s coat on a hook beside the door. “She’s in the parlour. She heard the news this morning and has been with Jacques’s family until a short while ago.”


    “How is she?” Helene whispered, feeling that death demanded quiet.


    Madame Dubois shrugged. “It’s been a bad day.”


    Helene went along the corridor and into the parlour, located at the back of the narrow house behind the kitchen, where she found Germaine lying on the sofa with a compress across her brow.


    “How are you, my friend? I’m so terribly sorry to hear about Jacques.”


    Germaine removed the compress and opened her red-rimmed eyes. “Thank you for coming.” She reached out a hand, which Helene enclosed in hers feeling a slight tremor.


    After releasing Germaine’s hand, Helene brought a chair close to the sofa. “Your mother said you’ve been with Jacques’s family.”


    Germaine nodded. “They’ve been so good to me. Ever since . . . ever since Jacques went away, they’ve treated me like one of the family. Almost as though we had married. He . . .” She stopped talking and swallowed then took several deep breaths. “He was supposed to come home in a few weeks for a brief leave. We even talked about getting... getting married instead of waiting any longer. Maman and I were planning to alter her wedding gown. But now . . .” Germaine said nothing more as tears rolled down her cheeks.


    Helene took Germaine’s hand again but remained silent, uncertain what words might offer comfort.


    They sat that way for a while until Germaine started speaking again. “He was shot, but that’s not why he died. He died because he fell into a deep crater as he tried to make it to safety and drowned before anyone could rescue him. They were in the midst of battle so no one could . . .” her voice trailed off again.


    “Oh, chérie, how dreadful.”


    “When they send his body home, we can bury him. You’ll come to the funeral, won’t you, Helene? It would give me great comfort to have you there.”


    “Bien sur. Of course I will be there. And I’ll be there for anything else you need.”


    “Will you come again tomorrow?” Germaine sounded as though she had been turned inside out.


    “You should get some rest now. I’ll come again tomorrow.”


    * * *


    “You have been a good friend, chérie,” her mother said when Helene returned to Tante Camille’s, feeling as though her world had tipped and was spinning out of control. “I’m sure Germaine appreciated your visit.”


    “I promised I will see her again tomorrow.”


    “Then you must. I’ll come with you and pay my respects.”


    Helene wiped away her tears. “Where does all that love go? All Jacques’s love for Germaine and hers for him. I was thinking about that on the way home. It’s such a powerful emotion, and suddenly, it’s gone.”


    “I don’t think love disappears. It stays in the memories you have of that person and in the way that person’s love changed you. Germaine still loves her Jacques. He’s still by her side whenever she thinks of him. That’s what I believe.”


    “Thank you, Maman. I’ll tell her that.”


    Helene wrote to Edward before she went to bed. Writing brought him close, and she needed him close after such dreadful news. She told him about Jacques and said she was desperate to see him and feared for his life every day. Who, she wrote, will tell me if something happens to you?


    * * *


    Dearest,


    I am safe, and you are correct about my current location. I am so sorry to hear about Germaine’s loss. Please send her my deepest condolences. She is a wonderful woman and has been very good to us.


    There is no way for you to travel here to see me. Conditions change so rapidly that what might seem safe one day will not be safe a day or two later. In any event, there are rumours that we’ll be on the move again soon.


    I have given your address to two people–Eric Andrews, since he’s my closest friend, and Captain Earnshaw. They are aware that you are very important to me.


    All my love,


    Edward

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 32


    January 1918


    “Where are my glasses? Helene, have you seen them? I can’t possibly go to Paris without them.”


    Helene’s mother bustled about the kitchen and salon looking in all the usual places. Since she only needed her glasses for distance, when reading or sewing she took them off, which often led to a rather frenzied search until they were found. As she helped her mother search, Helene tried to stifle her own anxieties. The sooner Maman left, the sooner Helene’s plans could commence.


    A few days earlier, her father had written that because he had been unable to come to Beaufort at Christmas, he wanted his wife to come to Paris for a few days. January was bitterly cold, snow lying like a thick crust over the countryside, flurries erupting, dashing here and there like a swarm of angry wasps. Within the hour, Gaston would arrive with his horse and wagon to take Maman to the station. Nothing, not even Gaston’s magic, could make the Tonneau come to life in such weather.


    “Found them,” her mother called out from the kitchen. “Chérie, can you get my black shawl? The train will no doubt be frigid.”


    Maman hurried upstairs humming the same tune she had hummed all morning. Helene wished she would sing something else, but was so pleased to see her mother’s happiness she restrained herself from saying anything. Papa will be glad to see her, she thought. I wonder how he has coped without her for so long?


    Now that she had experienced sexual intimacy, she could imagine the intense longing of her parents’ separation, a desire for skin touching skin, lip to lip, tongue to tongue. The very thought stirred emotions deep within Helene’s body.


    Hurry, hurry, she urged silently, wishing for her mother’s departure.


    “Will you be all right on your own?”


    “Maman, you know Jean and I have managed before. Papa needs your company. We’ll be fine.” She tucked a stray curl behind her ear. “I’m almost twenty, you know, and I look after the house every day.”


    Maman’s smile faded. “Never would I have imagined this life for you. You’re much more capable than I was at that age. More mature than . . . oh, there’s my book.” Her voice drifted away as she gathered her toiletries and tucked several handkerchiefs and a book by Marcel Proust into a small valise.


    As Helene and Jean waved good-bye, another flurry of snow descended, obscuring the wagon from view. Only the clip-clop of the horse and muffled rumble of wheels marked their mother’s departure.


    “When will he get here?” Jean asked.


    “Today or tomorrow. Promise me again that you won’t tell.”


    Helene could think of no other way to spend time with Edward than to tell her brother that he was coming. It was serendipity that Edward had leave at the same time as her mother’s trip and pure luck that Helene had not already disclosed his visit, otherwise her mother would never have gone to Paris. Although Germaine had arranged a place for him to sleep, the cold was too severe for them to meet at their hut in the hills. Edward would have to come to Tante Camille’s.


    “I’ve already promised a hundred times.” Jean looked up towards the ceiling and shook his head.


    “I know. I know. I’m sorry to pester you.”


    After Jean left for school, she climbed the attic stairs to her old bedroom. This would be their refuge, the one place in the house not claimed by her mother’s presence. She surveyed the room, trying to imagine how Edward would see it. It should look more adult, she thought and proceeded to gather reminders of her childhood—a rag doll with one button eye missing, a pillow embroidered with her date of birth, a music box Grandmere had given her when she turned eight, a red ribbon announcing the winner of a spelling contest, a scarf she knitted the first winter in Beaufort, several schoolbooks—and tuck them into the leather trunk that sat beneath one window. This trunk was where she already kept her diary, which now had many entries to hide from her mother.


    Pausing again to check the room, she moved three books from the bedside table and placed them on top of her old dresser, then she went downstairs to retrieve a chair from her grandmother’s bedroom and arranged it so Edward could sit beside her. She dusted every corner, wiped the shelves, swept the floor and set a potpourri by the window. When she was satisfied with her efforts, she took a set of fresh sheets, their smooth whiteness promising intimacy, and made the bed.


    He arrived as dusk was fading and Helene was beginning to think she would have to wait another day. At first, she saw a lantern bobbing in the distance and then a glimpse of him at the end of the lane, his tall figure stomping through the snow as if the drifts held no impediment. As Edward drew closer, he lifted his head, and she saw a brief smile penetrating lines of exhaustion. She left her spot at the kitchen window and opened the front door to greet him, oblivious to the snow that pricked her face.


    As soon as she closed the door, Edward swept her into his arms, the buttons of his coat pressing against her chest. He stroked her hair, saying her name again and again, rocking slowly back and forth.


    Helene thought she might faint from relief. Edward was with her, holding her, safe from the horrors she imagined every day. She touched his face, tracing her fingers along each contour, seeing red-rimmed eyes, deep lines marking the corners of his mouth, pale, almost ghost-like skin and a ripe purple bruise on one cheek. She lifted her lips and submerged all thought in the taste of him.


    At the sound of footsteps descending the stairs, Helene pulled away from Edward’s arms, composed her face and held out her hands for his coat. Without the bulk of winter clothing, she saw how thin he was, thinner than she remembered, as if a sculptor, dissatisfied with his work, had stripped away another layer.


    “Monsieur, good to see you.” Jean grinned at Edward and extended his hand as his father or brother would have done.


    “Hello, Jean. Good grief, you’re even taller than my last visit. My mother would say your body is catching up to your feet.” Edward chuckled, a dry, rasping sound. “And please call me Edward. Monsieur makes me feel like an old man.”


    Helene saw the obvious pleasure Edward’s suggestion gave to Jean, signifying friendship from a man he admired.


    “Why don’t you two sit by the fire while I finish dinner?”


    “Where is your mother?” Edward asked.


    “Maman has gone to Paris, but I didn’t have time to write and tell you.”


    A look of surprise crossed Edward’s face, quickly replaced by a smile, and she smiled in return. Over supper at the kitchen table, Jean asked Edward where he had been, and Helene did not protest, for she wanted to know what he had endured.


    “I was near Ypres. I’m sure you’ve read about it.” They nodded. “The rain was endless, which made the roads impassable, so it was difficult to get supplies. Our communication lines failed, so Earnshaw sent us out on repair missions almost every day. We lost a lot of men that way. A lot of good men.”


    She thought he must have been remembering some of them because he did not resume speaking for a while.


    “Before each assault, we waited for hours in deep craters full of slime and listened to shells screaming overhead, never knowing where they would land. It’s an awful feeling, wondering if one of them is going to explode in the midst of where you are. When we did attack, the Germans sat in their concrete bunkers firing machine guns at us. I really don’t know how we survived. In November, when things finally turned our way, the Germans shot the men we’d taken prisoner. Their own men.” He pushed his plate away and closed his eyes.


    “You have no idea how good it feels to be here. This house is like a warm, snug harbour, like a world I can barely remember. The fire, your basket of knitting, the ivy trailing from that planter by the window, Babette flicking her tail. After months slogging in the trenches wondering whether I will live or die, being with you makes me feel human again.”


    Helene laid her hand on top of his.


    “Thank you for telling us,” she whispered, holding back her tears.


    Her brother looked as though he too might cry. “I’m sorry I asked you so many questions, Edward.” Jean cleared his throat. “I should go upstairs now. Will I see you tomorrow?”


    “If your sister will have me.”


    “There is no doubt about that.” Jean grinned at them and made his way to the stairs.


    “I told him you were coming and swore him to secrecy. He won’t break his word. Maman does not know. She has gone to Paris to see my father. Come, sit beside me.” Helene patted the sofa cushion next to her. “Where did that bruise come from?”


    “Are you sure you want to know?” She nodded. “The butt of a German rifle while we were clearing a trench. From a soldier we thought was dead.


    “Simpson and Duff were with me, mopping up after retreating Germans. We had been cautious climbing down into the trench, which was well fortified and better established than ours. Not comfortable but at least less horrible than what we lived in. After finding the communications office, a little alcove carved out of the limestone trench, I bent over to check their switching equipment without noticing the German soldier lying underneath the table. He hit me with his rifle.”


    “Mon Dieu. He could have killed you.”


    Edward nodded. “Duff fired a round of bullets, and within seconds, the man was dead.”


    “Was anyone else hurt?”


    “Only the German.”


    A part of her rejoiced, but she knew that Edward felt every death. “Do you want to talk about it?”


    He did not reply, and Helene drew his head to her breast, soothing him like a small child.


    * * *


    The following morning, as soon as Edward shed his coat, Helene led him up two flights of stairs to the attic.


    “Hold me,” she said.


    He wrapped his arms around her, caressing the small of her back and the curve of her hip. He pulled her closer and laid his cheek against hers.


    “If only I could hold you every day like this.”


    Helene looked up at him. “I want . . .”


    He put his finger on her lips and undid her buttons one by one. He caressed each breast, circling his thumb over her nipples, now stiff with desire, then lifted Helene’s silk camisole over her head. She parted her lips and closed her eyes, inviting Edward’s touch.


    When he shed his shirt and pressed against her, the feel of his skin sent pulsing waves through her. Edward undid her skirt and let it drop to the floor then stepped away to remove his pants. She pulled back the covers, her breasts hanging like ripe, pink-tipped peaches, her arms taut, her skin creamy. As she straightened, he stood behind her so that her back leaned against his front, his erection rising against her.


    “Oh, God, Helene.”


    Without hesitation, she turned around and took him into her moist body, holding him inside her, wrapping one leg around his calf to press him closer.


    “Wait,” he said, withdrawing from her and reaching inside his trousers for a sheath.


    Amidst fresh, fragrant sheets, touch and tongue mingled until once again he penetrated her and they moved together, at first slowly then faster and deeper as their passion spun out of control.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 33


    March 1918


    In late March, Edward sent word for her to meet him at the hut one afternoon. He was waiting for her, warming himself by a crackling fire, when she arrived.


    “Am I late?”


    “No. I got away early. Managed to scrounge some firewood so we would be more comfortable.”


    “I have a few things to eat,” said Helene, removing a small package of cheese and a few biscuits from the pockets of her coat. “I couldn’t bring the picnic basket. Maman would have asked too many questions. I told her I was going to visit Germaine.” Helene unwrapped her scarf and set her mittens near the fire. “I hate lying to her. Sometimes I get the distinct feeling that she knows exactly what I’m up to.” She put her arms around him, expecting his kiss, and was surprised when he held back.


    “Our division is leaving the area,” he said.


    Helene frowned. “And . . . ?”


    “I won’t be close enough to visit anymore.”


    “Where are you going?” Her arms fell from his shoulders. “Papa says that we are beginning to succeed. Even though Russia has pulled out of the war, he thinks there will soon be a turning point. You won’t be fighting again, will you?”


    “There’s more work to be done,” he said simply. “I can’t tell you where we’re going. I don’t even know myself. I can’t offer you false assurances, but I will be careful. As careful as I can. Will you wait for me? I love you, Helene, and I want to marry you when this is over.”


    “You do?” she said in a low, wistful voice.


    “Did you have any doubts about my intentions?”


    Helene smiled just a little. “No.”


    “I’ll write as often as I can.”


    “Just hold me,” she said.


    For months, she had hoped he would ask her to marry him, and now that he had, he was going away. How could she endure each day without knowing where he was or whether he was safe? How could she wait for his letters and worry each time they failed to arrive?


    The warmth of the fire mingled with the heat of lovemaking and both cried out when they reached their peak. Then, in the quiet of late afternoon, Edward held her close, listening to falling embers and the occasional hiss of wet wood.


    “You didn’t answer me,” he said.


    She knew what he meant. “I’ll wait for you. Of course, I will. But promise you’ll be careful.”


    “I promise.”


    As he left, she stood by the door, offering him a fragile smile. One last kiss, one fierce embrace, and he strode off down the hill. Edward did not look back. She watched his tall profile shrink into the distance before disappearing behind dense brush. Her body collapsed, grief spilling into tears as she rocked back and forth.


    * * *


    “You’ve been crying,” Lise said as soon as her daughter came through the door. “Edward?”


    Helene nodded. “He’s gone south, where there’s more fighting to be done. I won’t see him until it’s over.”


    “Oh, sweetheart. I know how much you like him. Did he send you a letter?”


    “He came to see me.” Lise drew her brows together and Helene quickly added, “We went for a long walk.”


    “So you weren’t with Germaine?” Helene shook her head. “You know what your father would say.” She nodded, her face miserable.


    Her mother gave her a hug. “No harm done.”


    But afterwards, Lise wondered. Something about her daughter’s eyes when they looked off into the distance, the way she carried herself more upright than usual, a sigh followed by a smile of soft pleasure, made her think that Edward was more than an admirer. Every day she prayed Helene would be all right. And she prayed for Edward too.


    * * *


    “Maman! There’s a vehicle coming up our road,” Jean shouted from the second floor. “A soldier is driving.” He shouted more loudly than the first time and clattered down the stairs.


    Menacing in its black bulk, Lise watched the car approach, fearful that a military vehicle appearing without notice signalled bad news. Something must be terribly wrong, she thought, standing behind Jean as if his height and broadening shoulders could somehow shield her. The driver brought the car to a stop, stepped out and saluted as he opened the back door. When Henri emerged, Lise rushed forward, hand over her mouth.


    “Is it Guy,” she said, tears already forming.


    “No, no. Nothing like that.”


    Lise almost sobbed with relief. “You should have told us you were coming.”


    She stepped into his embrace, the cocoon of his arms and brush of his rough cheek making her feel warm and safe. I’ve missed this so much, she thought, clinging to him. Lise was about to lift her lips to Henri’s when she noticed Jean hanging back awkwardly. She eased away but kept her arm around her husband’s waist.


    “I’m sorry, chérie. I didn’t know myself until yesterday when my plans came together.” He looked serious but said nothing more.


    “What plans?”


    “Let’s go inside where we can be warm. Where’s Helene?”


    “She’ll be back soon.”


    In truth Lise had no idea where her daughter was. Helene’s wanderings were frequent and worrisome, but Lise presumed she needed time to accustom herself to Edward’s absence and that a letter from him would restore her spirits. So far, no letters had arrived, though she knew her daughter wrote to him every night.


    Jean went to the storage shed for more firewood while Lise warmed apple cider on the stove. When the fire was crackling, they sat in front of its cheery warmth, and Jean peppered his father with questions. What are the Americans doing? Why did Russia make peace with Germany? Are people in Austria really starving? Is it true that Germany has brought all its men and artillery for one last push? Will the British be able to hold out against them?


    “Enough, Jean. Would you have me disclose all our state secrets?” Henri ruffled his son’s hair.


    “Don’t, Papa, I’m not a little boy anymore. I can enlist soon, you know.”


    Henri’s lighthearted tone vanished. “You will do no such thing. One son in the army is enough for this family.”


    Jean scowled. “Why does everyone still treat me like a child?”


    Lise caught her husband’s eye and made a downward motion with her hand, hoping he would understand the need to mollify their son. Henri wrinkled his brow and tipped his head to one side, indicating he had no idea what she wanted him to do.


    The side door creaked, and grateful for a diversion, Lise called out. “Come into the salon, Helene. Papa is here.”


    Helene did not enter the room; instead, she leaned against the arch separating the salon from the hallway. Her hair was pulled back into a rough knot, puffy red eyes dominating her face. Lise knew her daughter had been crying and wished she could take her somewhere quiet where they would be alone. But Henri had a plan. Instinct warned her it would unsettle them all.


    “Papa? Why are you here? We weren’t expecting you.”


    Henri seemed unaware of his son’s anger and his daughter’s distress. He got up from the sofa and stood with the fire warming his back. Lise watched him tighten his mouth and run a hand through his hair. He looked at her and then at Jean and Helene.


    “I’ve arranged for you to return with me to Paris. The Germans are pushing hard from La Fère to Saint-Quentin. We have intelligence that they will try to break through west of Cambrai. They’ve amassed close to a million men, and there’s no telling how quickly they may move or how close they might come to Beaufort. I want you safe. My driver will take us this afternoon, so there’s little time. Pack one bag each. Gaston can send the rest of your things later.” Henri waited for a moment then looked at his wife again.


    Lise wondered what he expected her to say. Drop everything and leave for Paris; what was he thinking? They had responsibilities, people in Beaufort who depended on them. She had duties at the hospital. How could she abandon her soldiers?


    “I can’t go to Paris, Papa,” Helene said.


    “Why not? You used to plague me about returning to Paris. Marie and her family are back from London. It will be like old times.”


    “I know Marie’s back, but I just can’t leave Beaufort.”


    “Lise?”


    “You’ve sprung this on us, Henri.” Lise understood Helene’s emotional state and wanted to silence her husband before the situation got out of control.


    “But I . . .”


    “We need time to adjust to the idea, Henri.”


    “There is no time. The situation is urgent. And I want my family in Paris.” Henri’s brow furrowed deeply, a sure sign that he was annoyed and would demand his way.


    “I will not be ordered about like a child.” Helene folded her arms in defiance and glared at her father.


    Conflict encouraged Jean. “And I’ll enlist as soon as we get to Paris.”


    Lise held up her hands like a referee signalling a stop in play. “Calmly, everyone. Jean, don’t be rude to your father. Helene, I know you’re upset, but we can sort things out. Henri, you can’t arrive and act like you’re in charge. We’ve been managing without you for a long time.” She stood up. “Papa and I need some time alone.”


    Henri’s thick eyebrows flared, but he acquiesced and followed his wife up the stairs to their bedroom.


    “Darling, I wish you had told me your plans. I could have prepared them.” Lise stood in the circle of Henri’s arms and laid her head on his shoulders.


    “I’m sorry. I thought it would please everyone. But it’s your safety that’s uppermost in my mind. Lise, the Germans will do everything in their power to get to the sea and destroy the British. I had to pull a lot of strings to come here. There’s truly no time to waste.” He twisted a lock of her hair around his finger. “And if you are in Paris, I can be with you almost every day.” He kissed her again. “Why is Helene so upset?”


    “Her soldier has gone south. Perhaps she thinks his letters won’t reach her if she’s in Paris. She’s been moping for days.” Lise saw the pugnacious set of Henri’s mouth. “She’s in love, Henri. I wrote you about it on Tuesday.”


    “And what about Jean?”


    “He’s been talking about enlisting for months. Some of his friends signed up as soon as they turned sixteen. I’m sure he can be persuaded to wait until he finishes school. But you can’t forbid him to do these things. He’ll just become more defiant. You need to treat him like an adult.”


    Henri looked reassured by her calm logic. “I’ve been absent much too long. I’m sure you’re right. If we can hold against this offensive, it won’t last much longer.”


    “Do you really think so?”


    He nodded. “With the Americans, we have the necessary strength to compensate for Russia’s withdrawal.”


    In one way, Lise was relieved at the thought of Paris. She was worn out with the stress of her fears for Guy combined with managing their household and Henri’s absence. Still, her contribution and accomplishments were satisfying, and she knew that in Paris her role would revert to the norms of their social circle. She would miss her freedoms.


    Beaufort had changed them all. Beaufort and the war. She was a different person now. Many things had contributed: the stimulation of ideas leaping from books, the satisfaction of self-sufficiency, the demands of volunteer work, the release from fashion and the need to parade the latest clothes from the best designers. When she stopped to reflect, Lise was amused at the simplicity of her toilette and the clothing she now wore. Occasionally, she thought the change sprang from time on her own and life without the presence of Henri’s decisions.


    “I should speak to Helene,” she said.


    “If it makes a difference, we can leave in the morning.”


    Lise blew him a kiss as she left the room.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 34


    April 1918


    Paris was surreal, vaguely familiar but intensely different from the city she left at sixteen. Different because it was a city enduring war, different because Beaufort was the place where she had become a woman. Helene was amazed to see her home after such a lengthy absence.


    Her first impression was of uniforms absolutely everywhere as soldiers on leave or wounded or on military business occupied the streets, their medals and weapons creating an air of purpose and a reminder of combat. Then she noticed the women of Paris, their bright, fashionable plumage replaced by dark, tailored shapes; the presence of black veils and armbands marking those who mourned. Gone was the lightness and laughter of Paris.


    Almost every automobile they passed contained at least one officer, and almost every well-dressed woman had a soldier beside her while those without looked longingly at each passing couple. Perhaps, she thought, they’re imagining their own husbands, sons or lovers. Edward’s face, never far from her mind, appeared, and she felt his loss deep within, her heart aching with sadness.


    As her father’s driver negotiated the streets, she saw further evidence of war: bombed-out buildings, sandbags surrounding national monuments, Red Cross symbols on former grand shopping halls. Despite the soldiers, an emptiness hung over the city, which puzzled Helene until she realized that playful children and laughing tourists were missing from the parks and pathways, almost as if she were out very early, before anyone else was awake.


    Entering their home brought no comfort. Most rooms were shuttered and dark, evidence of living tucked away in closets and drawers, in boxes and alcoves, making her feel desolate, longing for wide-open spaces and swooping birds and the warmth of kitchen aromas. Tears surfaced and she gulped them down, turning away to hide her emotions.


    “There’s a lot of work to do,” her mother said.


    “Mm hmm. Lucy will be here tomorrow,” Papa said. “She’s delighted to have you back.”


    “It will soon be home again,” Maman said as she touched her husband’s cheek.


    Too much has happened for it to ever feel like home again, Helene thought. Grandmere is gone; Edward doesn’t know where I am. Millions of soldiers are dead. I can never be the carefree girl who lived here.


    For two days, Helene, her mother and Lucy worked to restore each room, scrubbing, polishing, unpacking, rearranging, their sleeves rolled up and aprons streaked with dirt. They tackled the main rooms first and then the kitchen and bedrooms.


    “Maman, I’d like to clean my room by myself,” said Helene towards the end of the second day.


    “Are you sure?”


    “It’ll give me time for nostalgia.”


    “I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me.” She squeezed Helene’s shoulder.


    Helene smiled at the thought of her mother in the kitchen, something she would never have done before. Grandmere was right, she reflected, Beaufort changed us all.


    A short while later, she stood on the threshold of her bedroom. What will I find of myself? she wondered. It looked like her room, and yet it didn’t. Pillows, dolls, books, pictures, all much as she had left them, though her curtains and bedspread were faded, and she could see several spots where Tout Tout must have scampered with dirty feet. Why did I like all those silly ruffles? Helene crossed the threshold and went to work.


    When she was finished, nothing remained of Helene’s sixteen-year-old self except a few books, a family picture and a doll Grandmere had given her on her ninth birthday.


    The following day, Marie came for a visit.


    She looks so sophisticated, Helene thought, taking in Marie’s calf-length linen skirt of dark blue with a matching jacket that gathered tightly at the waist and flared over her hips. Her figure was fuller than Helene’s, and she wore her clothes with style. As they embraced, Helene noticed Marie’s red lips and spicy perfume.


    Sitting in the window seat like they had as schoolgirls, Helene told her almost everything, somewhat amused at Marie’s fascination with nearby battles and her romance with a Canadian soldier.


    “Will you see him again?”


    Helene’s face whitened. “I don’t know.”


    “Oh, no. I didn’t mean to upset you. Of course you’ll see him. I’m sure of it.”


    * * *


    Lise and Henri were in their bedroom less than two weeks after the family’s return to Paris. Henri watched his wife brush her hair.


    “Will it end soon?” she said.


    “Depends.”


    Lise put her brush down and turned to look at him. “On what?”


    “Germany thought they could force either France or Britain to make peace, but we hung on. It surprised them. Thankfully, their offensive in the north seems to be failing. The Americans will make the difference.”


    “Where’s Guy?”


    “Out of harm’s way for the moment,” he said. “I didn’t want to worry you, but the pleurisy took more out of him than the doctors realized. He’s been assigned as an aide to Marshal Foch.” Now that Foch commanded both French and British troops, Henri hoped his son would prove indispensable to Foch and spend the balance of the war behind the scenes.


    Lise began to undress, stepping out of her shoes and unbuttoning her blouse. He enjoyed the pleasure of watching his wife after so long apart; the everyday ritual of bedtime preparations filled him with longing.


    “Helene is anxious about her Canadian.”


    “You know I don’t approve.” Henri bristled, thoughts of making love temporarily interrupted. “He’s not French. He’s not an officer. You told me he left school at the age of fifteen, so what possible life could he offer our daughter? He would take her away to another continent. We would never see her.”


    “Henri, that’s far too harsh. He’s a good man, sweetheart. I met him. He makes her very happy.”


    “We know little about his background or whether he comes from the right kind of family. From what you’ve told me, his parents are amongst the working poor. Our daughter can do much better than that.”


    “You’re being a snob. It’s not becoming.”


    “I won’t have her moving to a place like Canada. It’s still a wild frontier out there.”


    “You’re making that up. And you may have no choice in the matter.”


    “We’ll see. With troops moving rapidly for this next offensive, it will be very difficult to get letters through. Maybe she’ll forget him.”


    “I doubt that. But let’s not argue. Come to bed, my love.”


    * * *


    Dearest Edward,


    My father brought us back to Paris last week. Despite my unhappiness at leaving the place where we have shared so much, I had no choice but to come with my family. I am so afraid that you will not know where I am. Please, please write to me as soon as you can at this address so that I will know you have received my letter.


    Not a minute goes by without you in my thoughts. I have promised to wait for you, and I will.


    Keep safe, my darling.


    Helene

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 35


    May 1918


    During a stroll through the Jardin des Tuileries, Helene confided in Marie. They had already browsed the shops on Rue de Rivoli, where fashion houses, anticipating the end of war, displayed optimistic shades of pink, green and yellow despite the sandbags and barricades adorning the streets. In the gardens, roses, flanked by freshly trimmed boxwood hedges, sprouted hints of magnificence. Long lines of trees with bright green leaves drew the eye, and stone paths with intricate patterns invited time for contemplation.


    “You’re sad,” said Marie.


    “It’s been more than three weeks, and I haven’t heard from Edward. I’m trying not to think the worst.”


    Marie laid her hand on Helene’s arm. “I’m sure he’s all right.” She tilted her head and pursed her lips. “Would anyone let you know . . .” Marie did not finish the sentence.


    “He told me that his best friend and his captain have my address, but that’s for Beaufort. Not Paris. I don’t understand it, Marie. He always wrote two or three times a week. What if he doesn’t love me anymore?”


    “He sounds like such an honourable man. If that were the case, he would find some way to tell you. But I’m sure that’s not it.”


    “He said he wants to marry me. After the war. We made plans.” Helene blushed and turned her face away from her friend. “We . . . we have been intimate. I know that’s not a topic I should talk about, but it made me so happy. I have to tell someone. Are you shocked?”


    “Nothing shocks me anymore. I see so much at the hospital and hear things the soldiers say.” She shook her head. “Sometimes we do things just to prove that life is worth living.”


    “I wasn’t trying to prove anything. I love him. If he still wants to marry me, I will go anywhere to be with him.”


    “To Canada?”


    Helene nodded.


    “Have you written to his friend?”


    “No. I didn’t think of doing that.” Helene’s face brightened. “What a good suggestion.”


    * * *


    After two months, Helene was losing hope of hearing from Edward, although she wrote him faithfully three times a week with stories of her life in Paris. Even the letter to his friend Eric had prompted no response. Eventually, she stopped going out and instead sat by her bedroom window for hours looking at his picture. Without the possibility of Edward, she was disappearing into emptiness.


    Everything has gone wrong.


    Given the stress of resettling into Paris, the first time Helene missed her monthly, she paid little attention. But the second month was disturbing, and now that a third month had passed, she knew. Occasionally, the thought of pregnancy filled her with intense wonder, but the rest of the time she was in a state of panic. When doubts of Edward’s intentions came to mind, she forced herself to think of his words of love and his gentle caresses. Most often, she worried that he was wounded or worse.


    What can I do? The question plagued her over and over. She had no answer.


    * * *


    “Marie is here,” her mother said, standing just outside the bedroom.


    “I don’t want to see her.”


    “But, sweetheart, she’s been here every day this week. You’re being very rude to your best friend.”


    “Tell her I’ll talk to her tomorrow.”


    “That’s what you said yesterday.”


    Helene looked away, not bothering to respond. She couldn’t face Marie’s sunny disposition or her questions. Her mother sighed, and a few minutes later, she heard the murmur of voices followed by the sound of the front door closing. She thought she would be left alone, but instead her mother’s footsteps echoed along the hallway.


    “It’s time to tell me what’s wrong. You look ill and I’m worried.”


    “There’s been no word, Maman. No word from him at all.”


    “But he’s at the front. Sometimes it’s . . .”


    “He always wrote before, even when there was fighting. He said it kept him sane.”


    “Well, perhaps Papa . . .”


    “No, not Papa. He’s the one who took me away. If it weren’t for Papa, I would still be in Beaufort. I would have letters from him. I know I would.” Helene heard her own voice rising shrilly.


    “Give it more time, sweetheart. Edward cares for you. Very much. I know he’ll write.”


    Helene looked away. Maman has to know. Maman’s the only one who can help. She took a deep breath.


    “There’s no more time. I’m going to have a baby, Maman. I don’t know what to do.” Her eyes filled and she wiped them with a handkerchief.


    “Oh, no. How could you, Helene?” Her mother put a hand over her mouth. “Are you sure?” Helene nodded, her faced drained of colour. “Dear God, this is terrible. I trusted you, Helene. Surely you knew the risks.” Her mother paced up and down in front of the window, rubbing her forehead. She turned to look at Helene once more.


    “Damn that man. I brought him into our house. I thought he was kind and decent, and he betrayed my trust.”


    “Don’t blame him, Maman.”


    “What a scandal this will be . . . How will we . . . I need to think. Papa—”


    “You can’t tell him, Maman. He will be so ashamed of me.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll never see Edward again.”


    “It does matter.” Her mother’s voice was low and harsh. “You have a life to live even if he has disappeared.”


    “Oh, Maman, I’m sorry. Perhaps I should just go away.”


    “Hush now, we’ll find a solution. You’re still my little girl,” her mother said pulling her into her arms and hugging her tight.


    * * *


    As she went to bed, Lise looked in on Helene, who had refused all offers of food, accepting only a cup of hot broth. Now she was asleep, her knees drawn close to her body, one hand tucked beneath her chin. How will we get through this?


    She was gentle but firm the next morning. “I’ve written to Tante Chantal,” she said. “I know she will understand, and the sea air will do you good. You can stay with her until the baby is born. I can provide some of my own money for the midwife. Perhaps Papa doesn’t need to know. And then, once the baby is adopted—”


    “Adopted? But I can’t give the baby away, Maman. It’s all I have left of Edward.”


    “Don’t be foolish. You need to be sensible. Unmarried mothers are not welcome in society. You know that. And besides, if you chose to keep the baby, how would you make a living?”


    Helene slumped forward, head in her hand. “I don’t know.”


    “I’m going to tell your father that the doctor has ordered sea air and rest to cure your depression. He’s so busy, and this will give us a few months to figure things out. Only Tante Chantal and I will know the truth.”


    Helene surrendered to her mother’s authority, and within a few days, boarded a train to Honfleur on the northwest coast of France, a place for summer holidays, ice cream and sunbathing on the beach.


    * * *


    Dear Marie,


    Thank you for being such a steadfast friend. I am sorry that I refused to see you, but I was so sad about Edward. I can’t stand the thought of never seeing him again.


    Maman will have told you that I am staying with my aunt for a few months. The doctor thinks the seaside will help cure my depression. For now, Tante Chantal is cooking me all sorts of delicious treats, and each day we walk on the beach for hours. Perhaps the doctor is right.


    Did you ever visit the hat shop called Coco in Deauville? My aunt took me there yesterday, and it seems this designer is introducing women’s trousers as part of her new clothing line. I wore some of Jean’s trousers when we went hiking and found them very comfortable. Perhaps I will be among the first to adopt this new style. Our fathers would be shocked, wouldn’t they? Tante Chantal tells me that some women doing war work are wearing Coco’s loose, comfortable fashions. Much more suitable than all those layers of corsets and petticoats.


    Since it is May, Honfleur is still rather quiet, which suits me and my circumstances. In the evenings, we usually read or write letters, and my aunt is teaching me to crochet. Very domestic.


    I miss you. Please forgive me and write soon.


    Helene


    * * *


    Dear Helene,


    Of course I forgive you. We have been best friends for so long that I knew your retreat was temporary. You are so lucky to be in Honfleur right now as we are experiencing regular air raids, and I am hardly sleeping at all. Maman insists on going to the shelters each time, which is such an inconvenience.


    Did I tell you that I am volunteering on Saturdays with the Red Cross? With so many allied soldiers recuperating in Paris, they need extra women to serve at the canteens. I am becoming very efficient at brewing coffee and tea, folding napkins and cleaning tables. On the positive side, I have met many young men! Combined with my hospital work I have little time to spare.


    Francois is still at the front, and we are quite worried since his regiment is in the thick of it, chasing retreating Germans, according to Papa. We are all hopeful that war will soon end. Perhaps when it does you will find your Edward.


    I have saved my best news for last. Maman has given me a little extra money so I can visit you. I hope to come at the end of June, if your aunt will have me.


    Write back soon and let me know.


    Marie


    


    After reading Marie’s letter, Helene got up from her seat on the front porch and went down to the wide sweep of beach where she and her aunt walked every day. Only a few souls braved the wind-whipped beach, and she stood for a moment watching a brown spaniel nip the heels of a young boy splashing along the water’s edge. Furled umbrellas were anchored in the sand, waiting for warmer weather.


    She gazed along the shore towards the town centre nestled at the mouth of the Seine. Chantal told her of famous painters who captured its setting: Corot, who painted the reds, blues and greens of Honfleur’s fishing boats and its sheltered wharf and narrow streets; Monet, who painted the quaint charm of its shops and the Seine estuary where sailboats skimmed the water against a backdrop of summer clouds and Wedgwood blue skies. A ridge rose sharply behind the town as if framing it for the pleasure of visitors and painters alike.


    Turning away from Honfleur’s charms, Helene walked past a shuttered ice cream shack and crossed the boat ramp, its rails rusty from rain and snow, then made her way to the end of the wooden pier, where ferries jockeyed in and out during the season. Waves crested in white foam against the pier.


    How can I persuade Marie not to come?


    Already her skirts were tight and the little bump of her child plain to see. When she looked in the mirror, her cheeks were plumper and her nipples large and dark. Helene touched her belly as she felt the baby turn, and despite her worries, she smiled. When she had first felt the baby’s flutter she thought it might be indigestion. But the second time it happened she was overwhelmed by the thought that Edward was with her, deep inside like he had been before.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 36


    June 1918


    Helene knew from the brief twitch of Marie’s eyebrows that she guessed her condition immediately. However, it was not until later when they walked along the beach that they were able to talk openly. Until then, Marie carried on a lively conversation with Tante Chantal while Helene looked on in amusement.


    “You aren’t judging me, are you?”


    “Of course not. Your mother did not breathe a word to me, even though she knew I was coming. Remind me when we return to the house: she has sent a gift for you. Paris is full of women in your condition. Who can resist men who are going off to war? It’s almost a patriotic duty. I could have been in the same situation, you know.” Marie gave Helene a saucy look.


    “Marie! Now you’re shocking me.”


    Marie’s voice took on a reflective tone. “I do have someone serious in my life. We’ve known each other a long time as friends, but I see him with different eyes now.”


    “Do I know him?”


    “I don’t think so. His father is a close colleague of Papa’s, and so we met from time to time when we were young. After I returned from London, he sought me out. His name is Victor. Victor Giroux. He’s an infantry officer. I think he will soon ask me to marry him.”


    “And . . .”


    “I will say yes.”


    Helene laughed. “I’m happy for you, my friend. So happy.”


    The women linked arms, strolling away from the centre of town. “I’m glad to hear you laugh. I’ll be able to tell your Maman that you look much better and have colour in your cheeks. She’s very worried about you.” Marie’s voice became serious. “Have you heard from Edward?” Helene shook her head. “What are you going to do?”


    “Can I speak frankly?” Marie nodded. “Maman wants me to put the baby up for adoption. But I can’t do that. It’s Edward’s baby, the only thing I have of him. He wanted to marry me, and I said I would. In some ways, I think of him as my husband.” She laid a hand on Marie’s arm. “My father doesn’t know.”


    “Really? He will have to know if you keep the baby. How will he react?”


    “He’ll be furious. I keep hoping for a miracle.”


    Marie shrugged her shoulders. “You should think carefully. A bastard child is unwelcome is most circles. Do you want to do that to your child?”


    The word bastard made Helene cringe, and she knew her friend had used it deliberately. “I could live in a city where people don’t know me and say that my husband died in the war.”


    “Wouldn’t you be lonely without your family and friends like me?”


    “I could go to Canada and find his family.”


    “But that’s so far away. Besides, his family might be awful to you.”


    “You see; there’s no good solution.” Helene’s shoulders sagged in defeat.


    “If you chose adoption, surely you would eventually accept it and move on. Perhaps find someone else to love.”


    “I don’t know.” Tears welled up. “Grandmere would say that I’ve made my bed and must lie in it.”


    * * *


    Dear Helene,


    While I was away, the family received terrible news. Francois was badly wounded at Amiens. Initially, the doctors thought they would have to amputate, however, ultimately they were able to save his leg, although he will walk with a limp. Maman says he has some large scars. She will stay with him until he can come home to Paris.


    Have you made any decisions? You know that I will support whatever path you choose, but I still think adoption is the best for both you and the baby.


    I knew you would want to know about Francois immediately. I will write again when I know more.


    Marie


    * * *


    Dear Francois,


    I was very upset to hear about your wounds, and I am praying that you recover fully. Based on the thoughts you shared with me in your letters, I can imagine how difficult it has been.


    What a poor friend and correspondent I have been. Please forgive me. You deserved much better as a soldier fighting for our country, and as my cousin. I am ashamed that I neglected your letters.


    Marie will have told you that I am staying with my aunt in Honfleur while I recover from . . .


    


    Helene paused. It would be scandalous to refer to her pregnancy, although she suspected that Francois would not care in the least. In the past, she wrote freely and easily to him, but today she felt the need to choose each word carefully and had already torn up two sheets of paper.


    A slight morning breeze wafted through the window bringing with it the raw scent of seaweed washed up in last night’s tide. Seagulls skimmed the water looking for breakfast while tiny birds scampered to keep ahead of an incoming wave, their spindly legs darting like her aunt’s knitting needles.


    Should she use the word depression? Broken heart? Perhaps she should merely say that the doctor recommended rest. She sighed. That would mean tearing up yet another piece of paper. The baby’s kick poked hard against her ribcage. I know, she thought, you don’t like me to sit for long, do you? Helene picked up her pen once again.


    


    ...a certain malady. Tante Chantal is very good to me, and I find it soothing to be by the sea, although our lives are very quiet.


    I am so pleased to know that you will soon be home in Paris. Your family will take great care of you, and I hope you continue to improve.


    Fondly,


    Helene


    * * *


    As summer unfolded, Helene grew larger. Gradually, none of her clothes fit anymore, and she had to endure the embarrassment of shopping for new outfits. The baby kicked and turned with no regard for her comfort, but comfort was nothing compared to the realization that Edward would never see his child, and she wondered, again and again, how she could possibly give up this human being, the only proof of his love for her.


    “I’ll be as huge as a whale before it’s over,” she grumbled to her aunt. But in truth, she was delighted with her body, round and blossoming, sensitive to touch, ripe and glossy like a soft peach.


    In August, her mother came to Honfleur. For the first few days, Maman did not mention the topic that hovered at the edge of their conversation. Instead, she entertained them with stories about Paris, about Jean and Guy and close family friends, and told them that Helene’s father expected the end to come soon. She brought sad news as well: the death of Maurice Sembat’s eldest son, the son of another close friend missing in action, and the bombing of an orphanage located in a convent just north of the city.


    “Innocent children. How could they?” Helene closed her eyes to obliterate the image of dead children and their tiny, twisted bodies.


    “Absolutely shameful. Nothing these Germans do surprises me anymore.” Her aunt removed her apron and hung it on the hook behind the kitchen door. “Now you two go for a walk while I do a few errands.”


    Helene and her mother walked across the road and followed a narrow, wooden footpath over tufted dunes. The sand sparkled in the sun, radiating heat. Both women removed their shoes and padded down to the water.


    “Francois Delancey continues to recover,” her mother said. “When he first came home, Cousin Yvette transformed the study into a bedroom so he would not need to manage the stairs. He progressed to crutches relatively quickly and now goes out from time to time. His mother tells me that they hope he will soon stop brooding and be his old self again.”


    “Have you seen him?” Helene lifted her skirt to avoid a sudden wave.


    “Not yet. He wasn’t willing to see anyone for weeks.”


    Helene nodded. A boy ran past them clutching the string of a red and yellow kite that soared and dipped in the air. All along the beach brightly coloured umbrellas sheltered summer sunbathers. In the distance, two sailboats seemed to be racing each other, bows rocking up and down on white-tipped waves.


    “You look happy again.”


    “I’m content. Tante Chantal is good company.” As Helene spoke, she cupped her hand beneath her belly. “He’s moving,” she said. “He likes to move when I move.”


    “Guy was the most active of all of you. And I suspected you were a girl even before you were born because your movements were so different from his.” Maman shaded her eyes to look farther up the beach. “Shall we continue?”


    “I usually go as far as the boat you can see in the distance. It’s a good, long walk and the doctor says I need to exercise.” Another wave rushed into shore, curling into white foam.


    “Papa has asked me when you will return,” her mother said.


    “You didn’t tell him, did you?”


    “No. But I can’t hold off much longer. Have you thought about what I said?”


    “I think of little else.” Helene’s voice drifted into silence.


    A seagull dove into the water and emerged with a fish flopping in its beak.


    “Lunch,” Maman said. “Do you remember the picnics we used to have? Jean loved to toss bread crusts to the gulls.”


    “He loved running on the beach, didn’t he, Maman? We’re all so much older now. Those carefree times have disappeared, swallowed by war and tragedy.” Helene stopped and faced her mother. “When you tell Papa, you must also tell him that the baby’s future is my concern, not his.”


    * * *


    Henri was engrossed in maps and papers. News from the front was positive given that Germany’s attack in July had been repulsed by a combination of French and American divisions. The minister now believed they had the enemy on the run. Henri lifted his head as the door opened and Lise entered the room. She never disturbed him in the library unless it was something serious.


    “We need to talk, Henri.”


    “Sweetheart, can it wait until bedtime? I’m preparing for a meeting with the Americans tomorrow.” France needed more loans to buy armaments; America was the country’s banker.


    “It’s important.” Lise did not return his smile.


    Henri put down the sheaf of papers he held. “Is it Jean?”


    “No, it’s Helene.”


    “I thought you said she was getting better.”


    “I said that she’s no longer as depressed as she was. But there’s more, Henri.”


    His smile faded, eyebrows drawn into a frown. “Yes.”


    “You must promise not to be angry.”


    “Don’t be ridiculous, Lise. How can I promise not to be angry when I have no idea what you are going to tell me?”


    His wife took a deep breath. “Helene is pregnant. She’s due in late November.”


    “What?”


    Lise held her ground despite the fierce scowl he directed her way.


    “Helene didn’t want you to know. And I thought I could convince her to give the baby up for adoption.” Lise pursed her lips. “She won’t agree to it.”


    “Merde! How could you let this happen?” A pregnant daughter, he thought. A father’s nightmare.


    “I? You think I let this happen? She’s twenty years old, Henri. I couldn’t watch her every second like I would a small child. Being angry isn’t helpful.”


    “A bastard child. This brings shame to our family. And Helene’s so capable and determined, probably the brightest of our children. I had such hopes for her. An important marriage, a strong social position.”


    “What’s happened has happened, Henri. Our daughter needs our help now, not recriminations.”


    “And Chantal kept this from me too?” Lise said nothing. “A bastard child. I told you that soldier was no good. I should have acted earlier.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Nothing. Nothing.”


    Henri pushed away from his desk and began to pace. “You’ve told her to put the baby up for adoption?”


    Lise nodded. “She says it’s her decision. Not ours. She loves him, Henri. But she hasn’t heard from him in months. That’s why she was so depressed. She doesn’t even know if he’s alive.”


    “Damn this war. I should have protected her. Damn that soldier. He’s ruined her life.” Damn, damn, damn.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 37


    September 1918


    September began with a heat wave. Sitting on the front porch wearing a loose fitting dress, Helene fanned herself constantly but still felt uncomfortable. A trickle of sweat ran between her breasts.


    “They should arrive soon,” said Chantal. “I’ve made iced tea and sandwiches.”


    “That’s lovely. I could have helped, you know.” She looked at her aunt. “Marie said they would hire a car from the station so Francois doesn’t have to walk. Did you know Maman thought they shouldn’t come because of my pregnancy? But he’s family, Tante Chantal. And he fought for France. What does my condition matter in the face of his sacrifice?”


    “Your Maman is only thinking of your reputation.”


    “Papa is furious, isn’t he?”


    “Sometimes my brother is a foolish man.” Chantal’s nostrils flared as she spoke.


    After three months, Helene knew that her aunt loved her older brother but was more than prepared to criticize his behaviour and challenge him. “Sometimes Papa can be a bully. I never imagined that as an adult I would see the flaws in my parents so clearly. But he loves me. I know he does.”


    “You’re right, chérie. Let’s not spoil the day talking about your father. A visit with friends is just what you need. Honfleur is a perfect place for Francois to rest.”


    “I haven’t seen Francois in four years. What will he think of me in this state?”


    “He’ll think you’re a beautiful woman.”


    Helene remembered the attention Francois paid to her at Gabrielle’s wedding. When I was just an innocent, she thought. The war will have changed him. Her aunt went back into the house, and Helene’s thoughts drifted from Francois to Beaufort, and inevitably, to Edward. She closed her eyes, reliving their last time together.


    “Well, well, don’t you look peaceful?”


    Marie’s voice interrupted Helene’s reverie, and she blushed, imagining that somehow Marie and Francois would know what she had been thinking.


    “Francois, how good to see you.”


    She ignored Marie’s teasing and got up from her chair, embarrassed that he could see her bulging figure.


    “It’s kind of you and your aunt to have us,” Francois said, kissing her awkwardly on each cheek while balancing with his cane. As he stepped back, his gaze rested first on her face and then her belly.


    While they settled in, Helene scrutinized Francois, taking care that her eyes did not dwell on the long, jagged scar running across his right cheek. He moved slowly, leaning on a wooden cane, and sank awkwardly into a low-slung canvas chair.


    “Now how will we get you out of that?” said Marie.


    “My sister enjoys bossing me around.” Francois directed his look at Helene and Chantal, ignoring Marie.


    “How was your trip?” Helene asked.


    “We did very well. Papa took us to the station and helped with our bags. A very nice man offered his seat so we could sit together.”


    “Humph. That fellow only wanted an excuse to talk to you,” Francois said.


    Marie ignored her brother’s mood and laughed. “Well, the time passed quite pleasantly, I thought. And I didn’t have to listen to your grumbling.”


    “Now you’re making me sound unkind.”


    Helene sought a new topic, one that might soften the fierce look on Francois’s face. “We’ll have to make plans. Francois, what do you want to do while you’re here?”


    “The doctor has ordered me to swim every day. Says it will strengthen my leg. I’m in your hands, Helene, but with this bloody leg, I can only walk slowly.”


    “We’ll make a good pair, then.”


    Helene kept her tone light and her face composed while inwardly she wept at Francois’s appearance, not only the scar but the grimace that matched each limping step, the hoarse sound of his voice, the weary look of his face. The Francois she remembered had disappeared, replaced by a hard, emaciated shell.


    In the morning, Marie and Helene left Francois to read the newspaper while they explored a shady, tree-lined path leading away from the beach.


    “Maman has told Papa about my condition,” Helene confessed almost immediately. “He wrote to me of his disappointment and said that I must give up my baby. Do you know he even found a family who will take it? I was furious when I read that.”


    “He wants what’s best for you.”


    “Only what he thinks is best. My feelings aren’t considered. Maman says she can’t change his mind, so I’ve made a list of my skills, but I don’t see how I can turn them into a future for me and my child. No one needs a person who can knit, cook, tend a garden and speak English. Sometimes I want this pregnancy to disappear, but whenever the baby moves, I think of Edward again.”


    On the fifth day, Marie returned to Paris and her hospital work, saying that even though many thought the war would soon be over, the wounded were still coming in.


    “I’ll speak to your mother,” she said before climbing into the taxi.


    Helene waved her handkerchief until the car disappeared from view while Francois watched from the front porch.


    * * *


    “You’re not swimming this morning,” Helene said to Francois, who stood near the kitchen window holding a small cup of espresso.


    “I thought I’d walk with you instead.”


    “Oh. But you never came with us before.”


    “I’m sure you and Marie enjoyed being together. I didn’t want to intrude.”


    Helene noticed an odd tone in his voice and wondered what he wasn’t saying. “I’ll have a quick breakfast. Someone needs food.” She gestured at her belly before realizing how intimate her comment had been then turned away so he would not see her blush.


    “The heat seems to have eased,” she said, matching her pace to his as they proceeded along the path. We must look odd with one of us limping and the other waddling.


    “It’s good to see you smile. You often looked sad after walking with Marie.”


    “She was trying to help.”


    “With what?”


    “A decision I have to make.”


    Expecting Francois to probe further, Helene was relieved when he remained silent. They passed a cluster of beehives and two horses snatching grass near the fence.


    “Is it painful? Your leg, that is.”


    “Quite.”


    “Will it improve?”


    “Not sure. Better than losing it.”


    “Were you afraid? About the leg.” She did not want him to think she was asking about the war itself or reminding him of the letters he wrote.


    “Too delirious to be afraid. My mother pleaded with them to save it. Probably made the difference. It would have been easier for them to amputate.” He narrowed his eyes and looked away.


    Helene winced at the thought. “How awful. A soldier I knew talked about the war. He said it was horrifying, and the only way to survive was to numb yourself.”


    “He was right.”


    “Do you talk to anyone about it?”


    “No. Just the letters I wrote to you. And a bit of a diary that I kept.”


    “Wouldn’t it help to talk to someone?” His sharp look implied she had overstepped. “I’m sorry, Francois. I shouldn’t have asked.”


    An uncomfortable silence descended. I’m such an idiot. I have no right to question him.


    “What about you? Are you afraid?”


    “Yes.” Helene knew she deserved that question.


    “What are you going to do?”


    “That’s what Marie and I discussed. I don’t . . .” Helene thought she might as well be honest. “Papa wants me to give the baby away . . . I don’t think I can. And I don’t know where the baby’s father is. I still hope . . .”


    “Hmm. That’s difficult.”


    “I try not to worry too much. But the closer it gets . . .”


    “It’s due in . . . ?”


    “November.” Helene had expected a casual, lighthearted conversation, not this intense exchange of confidences. “I think we should go back. I’m getting tired.”


    The return trip was subdued with only occasional comments about the scenery and idle chatter about their families until Helene mentioned Jean’s desire to enlist.


    Francois spoke harshly, the scar on his face pulsing. “There’s nothing adventurous or heroic about it. It’s just bloody awful. But I think it will end soon.”


    The morning’s conversation created a chasm between them, as if confessing private thoughts had exposed personal despair, and they could no longer hide behind a façade of hopefulness and longtime friendship. The following day, Helene professed the need to knit clothes for the baby, and Francois returned to his morning swims.


    * * *


    Dear Helene,


    What on earth did you do to Francois? He has returned in a foul mood and keeps to himself most of the time. I’ve tried to engage him in conversation, but he refuses to tell me anything. I am most disappointed, as I wanted to introduce him to a friend. Do you remember Jeanette Grenier? Well she has passed the mourning period for her fiancé, and I think she might suit Francois. However, he is definitely not capable of being charming to any young woman at the moment.


    Enough about my brother. I want to know how you are. Less than two months now, so I imagine that you tire more easily. When Gabrielle was seven months along, she found it difficult to do any housework, and her ankles were so swollen she sat much of the time with her feet elevated. Have you made any decisions about the future? I wish I had lots of money and could give some of it to you!


    Victor has written to me several times, and I love getting his letters. He says that the fighting will be over in a few weeks and that he will then be able to speak to my father about our future. Imagine, I may soon receive a proposal of marriage!


    Write to me soon,


    Marie

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 38


    October 1918


    October bellowed with wind and rain, rattling the shutters of Tante Chantal’s house and forcing the two women to spend much of their time indoors. In the gloom, fall leaves shook with colour before dropping to the ground like faded jewels.


    Helene felt like a waddling duck, moving awkwardly from side to side, flopping into a chair then flailing to extract herself. Her ankles swelled, as did her fingers, and the baby’s kicks kept her awake at night. To make matters worse, she could eat little without experiencing heartburn.


    “Tante Chantal, I don’t think I can stand this much longer. I look like a bloated cow, and I feel uncomfortable all the time.”


    Her aunt chuckled. “That’s why I never had children. I looked at my friends and thought, no, that’s not for me. And I like my freedom too much to be confined by a man’s opinions.”


    “Did you have men who . . .”


    “Wanted to marry me? Bien sur. Several. But I enjoyed them all too much and could never decide which one would suit me best. A bit like Tante Camille, I suppose.” Her eyes sparkled with humour.


    Helene had grown accustomed to her aunt’s candour. “You’re still a very good-looking woman.”


    “Well, there is a man in Paris I see from time to time.”


    “Is there? I hope I can meet him.”


    “That’s not likely, dear. He’s married.”


    Fortunately, a car drew up outside creating a diversion, as Helene had no idea how to respond. Chantal went to the window.


    “Good heavens, it’s Francois Delancey.” She glanced at Helene with a puzzled look. “Did you know he was coming?”


    Helene shook her head. She had heard nothing from Francois, though she had frequently wondered about the personal nature of their conversation and the painful weariness on his face when he thought no one was looking. She had no experience with male friends, only her brothers and Edward, but she doubted that men disclosed their feelings with ease. Men and women certainly are different, she thought, struggling out of her chair so she could greet him at eye level.


    Her aunt opened the door with a welcoming smile.


    “How nice to see you, Francois. Come in out of that nasty weather. Helene and I were just talking about the tedium of being indoors all the time, and here you are. A welcome distraction. I’ll make us some tea.”


    Helene stifled her amusement at Chantal’s fabrication and echoed her aunt’s welcome.


    “How is Marie?”


    “Preparing for a visit from Victor.” Francois lifted his eyebrows to acknowledge the significance of Victor’s visit.


    “Is he the right man for her?”


    “I think they’ll suit.”


    “Well, I hope they’ll do more than suit one another.” Is that how he feels? Helene wondered if passion ever entered into the equation for Francois. Surely he’s loved a woman or two.


    “Are you well?”


    She smiled. “I’m not very comfortable, but the doctor says everything is fine.”


    Helene found his cryptic statements and uncomfortable demeanour puzzling and thought it odd that he had not let them know he was coming. Courtesy demanded otherwise, and Francois had certainly been brought up to be courteous. From the kitchen, she heard the sounds of cups clinking, doors opening and closing, a kettle set with a clunk on the stove. She gestured towards a chair by the window and watched Francois ease into it with care and set his cane against a nearby table.


    After tea, he asked her to take a walk.


    “I think it’s too cold,” she said.


    “Nonsense, a walk will do you good,” said Chantal. “Bundle up and borrow my shawl. Francois, please make sure she doesn’t slip.”


    Helene took Francois’s arm as they walked along the road, avoiding spots that would be slippery from the rain. At the edge of town, they stopped to look at the waves crashing against a rocky point. Francois cleared his throat.


    “Helene, I want to ask you a question.”


    His tone warned her that he had something serious to say, so she turned to look at him, a brief furrow appearing on her forehead.


    “With such close families, we’ve known each other for years. So perhaps you think of me only as Marie’s brother and a distant cousin.” He cleared his throat again. “You may not realize that I have admired you for a long time. That I’m quite . . . fond of you.”


    Helene cleared her face of expression and remained very still.


    “I had always hoped to pursue a different relationship with you, but the war made that impossible. And your condition made me realize that you fell in love with someone else . . .” She could tell he was searching for words. “But now he’s gone.”


    “Francois, what are you saying?” His frankness surprised her. What right did he have to talk about Edward as though he had failed her in some way? Her voice was cool.


    “If you will marry me, I’ll be a father to your child. You won’t have to give it up for adoption.”


    “Marry you?” Helene was overwhelmed by his suggestion and the notion that he had harboured feelings for her for years. Her first reaction was to say no, but she stifled that response. Perhaps this was the miracle she had hoped for. “You would do this for me?”


    Francois nodded.


    “I don’t know what to say,” she said. Angry waves crashed against the pier beneath clouds that had gathered like granite peaks across the horizon.


    “You and I are two lost souls,” he said, almost as though speaking to himself. “I can’t stop thinking of how many deaths I caused defending my country and how many tortured men we left behind who are wounded, blind, legless, unable to care for themselves. Sometimes I think of my own wounds as atonement.” He took her hand. “Perhaps we can comfort each other. Perhaps we can forget together and build something good from all this pain. Please think about it, Helene.” He stopped and studied her face. “I can see that I’ve surprised you. Don’t answer right now. We can talk again tomorrow, if you like.”


    He looked at her with curious, gentle eyes and put one hand on her shoulder. She swallowed hard and nodded.


    “I think I’ll watch the waves for a while. Do you mind walking back alone?”


    “Not at all,” she said. Bright spots of colour in her cheeks betrayed her bewilderment, but otherwise she held her head high.


    * * *


    Despite her aunt’s questioning look, Helene said nothing about her conversation with Francois, instead letting her think that he had returned to Honfleur for further recuperation.


    Lying in bed, she tossed and turned, grunting each time she moved her large belly into a new position. You have to come out soon, little one; it’s impossible to get comfortable. As if in agreement, the baby kicked vigorously, sending shooting pains down her back. What are we going to do? Would you like a father? He’s a nice man, you know. Not the same as your real Papa, but he would look after us.


    She wondered where her duty lay. Was it with Edward or with her child? Should she sacrifice the possibility of finding Edward for the security of having a husband and a child who would not be called a bastard? Is it the things you choose or the things you don’t choose that make your life? She chased these questions around and around; the thought of giving up Edward was so painful she could hardly bear to voice it inside her head.


    Her mind touched every part of him: his long, narrow fingers, taut forearms, wide lower lip, the burn mark above his right eyebrow, soft hair so dark it was almost black, chiselled chest, smooth hips, buttocks tight from endless physical labour, long legs, high cheekbones. She would never forget.


    The baby kicked again, and she pushed a foot down and away from her ribs, hoping it would find another position. But tonight, the baby refused to budge. You want me to make a decision, don’t you? That’s why you’re kicking so much. She knew her reluctance to decide was tied to a shred of hope that Edward would miraculously appear. If she said yes, the baby would no longer be his. She would never be able to speak of the man who filled her with joy and, in some inexplicable way, made her feel complete.


    Helene allowed the tears to gather and spill down her cheeks. Sobs shook her body, and she buried her face in the pillow so her aunt would not hear. “Good-bye, my darling,” she finally whispered as the sky eased from black to grey. “I will always love you.”


    * * *


    Helene was up before dawn, her eyes swollen and red from crying, her face pale from a sleepless night. She dressed with care in a dark blue dress and a long cardigan that partly hid her large belly and put a touch of rouge on her cheeks. Since her aunt was still in bed, Helene made coffee and nibbled on a piece of bread and jam while reading the previous day’s newspaper.


    The hours came and went with no sign of Francois. Helene ignored her aunt’s probing looks and sidestepped her question of whether he would be with them for lunch. Finally, not long after Chantal had left the house to purchase extra food for lunch, she heard footsteps and the unmistakeable tapping of Francois’s cane.


    Helene opened the door. Francois stood on the porch, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, his hair tousled by the wind and his cheeks bright. He looked unexpectedly boyish and awkward.


    “Come in from the cold,” she said. “Let me take your coat.” As Francois removed his bulky black coat and red woollen scarf, her eyes met his for a brief moment before looking away. “Why don’t you sit in the parlour while I make coffee? The fire is warm,” she said, turning towards the kitchen.


    She returned carrying a tray with two coffee cups and a small plate of fruit, the tray resting on the edge of her belly so that she looked like the prow of a boat.


    “We haven’t had sugar for ages,” she said, as if replying to his unspoken question, then set the tray down with care and busied herself pouring coffee and milk before handing one cup to him. She took a spoon and stirred her coffee. The unanswered question hung between them, hers to answer.


    “I . . . I didn’t sleep very well last night,” Helene said. Francois nodded. “Your question surprised me. Very much, in fact.” She raised her eyes for an instant and lowered them to stir her coffee again. “And there was so much to think about. That’s why I didn’t sleep.”


    “I see,” he said in a neutral voice that disclosed nothing.


    “I would be happy to accept your offer,” she said in a rush.


    “You accept my offer?”


    She nodded, finally looking directly at him. He returned her gaze, a smile spreading across his face. The kind of smile she remembered from long ago before the war when a young man had asked her to dance.


    “Helene, you’ve made me very happy. I promise I’ll be a good husband and father, and perhaps we will have children of our own.”


    Children of our own, she thought, imagining the act of intercourse required to achieve that result. Making love with someone I consider a friend. Helene forced a smile to acknowledge his comment.


    “I have to speak to your father,” he said. “I didn’t speak with him before I came. I had no reason to believe you would say yes.”


    “No doubt he’ll be grateful.” Her eyes filled. “Francois, are you sure?”


    “I’m sure,” he said.


    She patted the seat beside her on the sofa and, once he had resettled himself, took his face between her hands and kissed him gently.


    “Thank you,” she said.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 39


    October 1918


    Dear Helene,


    How happy I am to hear that you will be marrying Francois Delancey. You know he has been my friend for years, ever since we were little boys, I suppose. He’ll be a wonderful husband and I suspect will have a successful career, whatever he decides to do. Maman has told me about your soldier and about the baby who will soon arrive, and I imagine the last several months have been very difficult for you. I’m sorry I haven’t been able to give you my support.


    I am sending you and Francois a gift and hope that it will signal happiness in your new life together. I asked Marshal Foch for permission to attend your wedding, but unfortunately, he has said that with the war soon to end, he cannot spare me.


    Tell Francois I wish you both a wonderful marriage.


    Your loving brother,


    Guy


    * * *


    The church was located near the basin where fishing boats sheltered from fierce Atlantic storms. Moss gathered on the steep slate roof, and a small tower housed the brass bell that called parishioners to worship. Blustery winds swept a mix of white and grey clouds across the sky, brief bits of blue poking through from time to time.


    “At least it’s not raining,” Helene said to no one in particular.


    Her mother and father waited with her in a small room to the right of the sanctuary, a room where priests put on their vestments before Mass. Francois’s parents and Marie were already in the church along with Jean and Tante Chantal. Helene wondered where Francois was and whether he too was nervous. I wouldn’t blame him if he has second thoughts. Why would he want to be saddled with a child within weeks of getting married? Another man’s child. She shook her head, alternating between thankfulness and regret.


    After dinner the night before, an event where both families attempted to act as if nothing unusual was occurring, Helene spent several hours talking with Marie. She needed someone to keep her calm, someone who understood her. Marie said she could not think of a better man for her best friend than her brother.


    “I know he’s not your Edward, but he’s so right for you. He’s kind and funny and intelligent and hard working. He’s been fond of you for years, you know.”


    “How will he feel when the baby’s born?”


    “I’m sure he’ll love it. He’ll be a good father, Helene. I know he will.”


    “But I’m so fat.”


    “Wrong. You’re beautiful. Francois knows that. He’s known you since you were little. You have to trust him, Helene.”


    While her mother wound a silk ribbon around a simple bouquet of yellow roses, Helene reconsidered Marie’s words. Would trust be enough for them to build a life together? And if she could trust Francois, could she trust herself?


    Helene’s aunt knocked on the door and entered. “Father Michel is waiting.”


    “Just a few more minutes,” Helene said as her mother set a white hat decorated with rose-shaped flowers on her head and secured it with two pins. Nothing could disguise Helene’s condition, so they had decided on a simple blue dress. Her mother had found the hat in Paris and explained that it would be something special to mark the day.


    “You look beautiful. Doesn’t she, Henri?”


    Now that Helene was being married, her father had set aside his anger. “She certainly does.”


    “Francois is a lucky man,” said Maman.


    “Under the circumstances, I’m the one who’s lucky.”


    Her mother kissed her and whispered, “I know you’ll be a good wife, chérie, and your baby will have a father.”


    Marie smiled her encouragement as the families gathered in a semicircle behind the bride and groom. Standing beside Francois in front of the priest, Helene’s knees were shaking. During the prayers and the words of the marriage ceremony, she counted the candles lit to honour the dead, the stones surrounding the altar, the beads on Father Michel’s rosary, the colours of the stained-glass window, anything she could find to avoid thinking of Edward. When the service ended, Francois lifted the veil of her hat and kissed her cheek, a brief caress that gave no hint of his emotions.


    After dinner at a hotel across the quay from the church, they rode in a horse-drawn carriage to the small cottage Francois had rented a short distance from Tante Chantal. Helene was pleased to see the glow of lights at each window as they approached, and when Francois opened the door, stepping aside so she could enter first, she saw a vase full of flowers and a basket of food on the table. On the mantel were a bottle of wine and two glasses.


    She touched his arm. “You’ve thought of everything.”


    They kept the conversation light while sipping a glass of wine in front of the fire. Though Helene sat on the sofa, Francois prowled around the room, picking up random objects and examining several books on a shelf next to the fireplace. From time to time he looked at her and smiled.


    “I’m tired, Francois. I think I’ll get ready for bed.”


    “I’ll wait in the living room.”


    Looking in the mirror at her large belly and heavy breasts, Helene murmured under her breath. “Don’t be ridiculous, he won’t find you the slightest bit attractive. But if he does want to make love, you know what to do.” She pulled a long cotton nightdress over her head and got into bed.


    A few minutes later, uneven footsteps approached the room, and the door squeaked open.


    “What are you doing?” she asked as Francois took a heavy blanket and pillow from the linen chest.


    “I thought I should sleep on the sofa.”


    Helene debated her response. The sofa meant she could avoid intimacy awhile longer, but how would that decision affect their ultimate survival as a couple? She remembered that her grandparents married without really knowing one another. What would Grandmere do?


    “A husband should be with his wife on their wedding night.”


    “But . . .” He made a curving motion to mimic the bulge in her body.


    “I’m sure the baby will be fine.”


    After a moment of hesitation, Francois put the blanket and pillow back. His tight smile caused her to wonder whether the thought of sharing a bed with her made him uncomfortable. As he removed his clothing, she saw what the war had done to him: the scars along his leg where exploding shrapnel had met living flesh, the burns on his back, a bayonet puncture on his right arm. She wondered about the wounds she could not see, those on his mind and soul.


    “It’s not pretty,” he said.


    “That doesn’t matter. What matters is that you’re alive.”


    Helene lifted the covers and he slid in with his back to her, the weight of his body unsettling her balance so that she shifted towards him on the mattress. Francois did not move, and she felt his tension as he breathed deliberately in and out. When she touched his arm, brushing the hairs on his skin like a feather, he shivered. Then her fingers lingered on the space between his shoulder blades, stroking the burn marks one by one.


    “Will you hold me?” she said.


    Francois turned to face her, putting one arm beneath her shoulders and bringing her close with the other so that her belly nestled against him. He smelled of soap and shaving cream, a hint of wine lingering on his breath. His free hand moved down her back, touching the curve of her hip.


    “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, kissing her lips for the very first time, a kiss that was gentle and hesitant.


    Helene put one hand on his cheek and deepened the kiss, her tongue mingling with his, his arm pulling them closer together, and she could feel his erection stirring. Will he mind that I’m not a virgin? Will the image of another man come between us? These thoughts came and went as their kisses continued and Francois’s breathing grew heavier.


    As his hand slid beneath the edge of her nightgown, caressing the skin along her thigh, she startled and drew away.


    “We can stop,” he said. “If you’re not ready, I can just hold you in my arms or sleep on the sofa.”


    “No,” she said. “I want you here. Really, Francois, I do.”


    She took his hand and placed it on her naked hip and lifted her mouth to his. He was exquisitely gentle, seeking permission without words, touching every part of her, and when he could wait no longer, he entered her.


    She was surprised at how different the act of love was with another man. Although she thought briefly of Edward, she focused on giving pleasure to Francois, and then lost herself in the unexpected pleasure he gave to her.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 40


    November 1918


    Honfleur was quiet in early November, a welcome quiet after the emotional events of October, and as she moved about their small cottage, dusting its few ornaments, putting away the biscuits she had made for breakfast, removing the vase of flowers Francois had arranged for their wedding night, Helene’s feelings were mixed. Relief dominated as the unbearable dilemma of losing her child, or raising what society would deem a bastard, had disappeared. Beyond relief, she felt a sense of calm, contemplating the birth of Edward’s child, and acceptance of life’s unexpected ruptures was also beginning to take hold. But beyond those emotions, a thick layer of sorrow loomed. Every day something reminded her of Edward, and every day she struggled to keep her misery hidden from Francois.


    When her grandmother had spoken about marrying without love, she had said one could grow to love that person, and now Helene clung to that notion even as she worried whether she had made a mistake. And yet her husband had been nothing but kind. He seemed to take pleasure in doing small things for her, from fetching her slippers to placing a shawl around her shoulders when the chill gathered at night. Not that he doted on her every minute, for he followed a daily regimen of exercise and letter writing and had taken up sailing as a diversion, which called for regular lessons with an ill-natured man named Stephan who was missing an arm.


    “We suit one another,” Francois had said when she asked him how he put up with Stephan’s surliness, and Helene wondered whether her husband was referring to their wounds or their moods.


    After the doctor announced that the baby could come any day, every time Helene moved, Francois asked whether she was all right. Had it been Edward, such concern would have been understandable, but for some reason, Francois’s solicitousness was irritating, and she had been happy he had surrendered to her insistence that he go sailing that morning.


    After her chores were finished, Helene planned to write a letter to Marie, a task that gave her much pleasure, even though she now had to take care when writing about Francois for fear of raising any concerns. Helene reached up to place a bowl on the second shelf and felt a sharp twinge of pain in her lower back. Before she had time to contemplate the source of pain, a church bell began ringing and a horn honked, and then shouting erupted outside the cottage. Suddenly, the front door opened and Francois called out.


    “Helene! The war is over. It’s over. Come and look,” he said.


    Hurrying from the kitchen into the front room as quickly as her heavy figure would allow, Helene saw the look of relief mingled with astonishment on her husband’s face. His energetic demeanour reminded her of the Francois of long ago.


    “Is it really over?”


    “Yes, yes. Everyone’s gathering at the square. Can you walk that far? Or should you rest here, and I’ll bring back the news?”


    “I’ll be fine,” she said.


    Mentioning the pain in her back would only make him anxious, and she wanted them both to experience the joy that the end to war would bring. Peace at last, she thought. Rumours had circulated for weeks, and now here it was. Peace would not remove Francois’s limp or his scars nor would it bring Edward back, but it would allow them and the whole country to begin anew.


    Helene and Francois joined the swelling crowd following the road into the centre of town. Everywhere men and women carried the tricolour, hosting it high each time the crowd shouted, “Vive la France!” Holding hands children skipped along in ever-increasing numbers, a horse-drawn cart passed by, the laughing driver holding the reins in one hand and a bottle of wine in the other. Doors opened, families tumbled out, dogs barked, the noise of the crowd rose and rose, interspersed with the sounds of “The Marseillaise”. Helene clung to Francois, tears running freely down her cheeks.


    Four years, she thought. Never would I have imagined this day under these circumstances.


    * * *


    A few days after Germany surrendered, Lise travelled once more to Honfleur, this time for the baby’s birth. She smiled at the euphoria of passengers and those greeting the train, the excitement and energy filling the air, the flags and bunting decorating streets and houses. At each stop, the train’s whistle tooted in short, happy bursts.


    Henri had known for weeks that the end was imminent and had broken his vow of secrecy to let her know their son would soon return. As the train jerked and clattered, she remembered how Paris had looked on that final day of war; the people cheering, crying, laughing. With Jean and Lucy, she had joined the crowds, watching young women kiss the soldiers as they passed by, traffic stalled as impromptu parades begun in different parts of the city came together into one big swell of bobbing heads. She watched their joyful tears and heard the sound of singing. “We are free!” many shouted, waving the flags of France and the Allies, their dark world suddenly light.


    Francois met her at the station, his stiff formality at odds with the fact that she had known him all his life. He doesn’t know how to treat me as a mother-in-law, she thought as she searched his face for evidence of her daughter’s impact. She imagined that his shoulders were less stiff and his face more at ease.


    “I’m so happy to see you, Francois,” she said, hoping that a warm smile and her hand resting lightly on his arm would signal family and friendship. “Your Maman sends her love.”


    “We had a letter from her yesterday. Sounds like Paris is celebrating.”


    “It’s wonderful to see.” Lise’s feelings were so close to the surface that if she said much more she would be in tears. War’s end had released four years of pent-up emotions, and they spilled of their own accord. “Is Helene all right?”


    “She’s very uncomfortable,” he said, his voice tight, “and has regular pains, especially at night.”


    “That’s quite normal.” Lise felt he needed reassuring just like Henri had when Guy was born. “Don’t worry. She’s a strong woman.”


    Francois ran his hand through his hair. “I’ve been so concerned about her I have hardly paid attention to the news. What are Parisians saying?”


    “Everyone talks about the war to end all wars. Henri says Woodrow Wilson has prepared a peace proposal.”


    “Peace. After so long, it’s hard to believe.” Francois held her arm as they crossed the road. “I’m glad you’re here. Helene is worried. She’s heard too many stories about labour pain and babies in difficult positions. I don’t understand why women delight in telling these tales.”


    * * *


    In the early hours of November 18, Helene shook Francois’s shoulder.


    “I think it’s time.”


    Francois propped himself on one arm, squeezing his eyes shut then opening them wide. He touched her cheek and smiled his reassurance.


    “I’ll get your mother.”


    She heard him pad barefoot down the hallway and knock on her mother’s bedroom door.


    “Maman Noisette! Can you come? Helene needs you.” Francois did not wait for her answer before returning to Helene’s side.


    “I’m going to fetch the midwife.”


    He dressed quickly in trousers and sweater, pulled on thick socks and shoved his feet into a pair of old shoes. She heard him thump down the stairs and the front door slam shut.


    When her mother entered the bedroom, Helene’s smile turned into a grimace as a brief thud of pressure signalled the beginning of another contraction. Pain billowed to a peak, holding its intensity for a moment or two before easing. Beads of sweat formed on her brow.


    “Painful?” Helene nodded as her mother wiped her brow with a cool, damp cloth. “How many minutes apart?”


    “About ten, I think.” The pain was intense. She was losing track of time.


    “Just take them one by one,” her mother said, “otherwise it feels overwhelming. Panting helps.” Helene watched her mother demonstrate.


    Helene nodded then felt a warm gush of fluid between her legs. “Maman?”


    “That’s normal. The fluid has to release so the baby can come.”


    She eased Helene into a chair and quickly changed the sheets and helped her into a fresh nightgown. Helene felt another thud of pain as she crawled back in bed and tensed in anticipation.


    “Relax and breathe,” her mother whispered.


    The same pattern of pain spread through her body, a rapid ramp of intensity, holding steady at that pain level then a gradual subsiding. “Where’s Francois?”


    “I’m sure he’ll be back soon.”


    “Thank you, Maman, for coming.” Helene wondered how she would have coped without her mother’s calm certainty. Maman squeezed her hand and wiped her brow again. After several more contractions, they heard Francois’s uneven footsteps on the stairs.


    “Madame Fleury is at another delivery.” He announced in a flat tone as he shrugged off his coat. “She’ll be with us as soon as possible.”


    Feeling another thud of pain, Helene concentrated on a brightly coloured painting of a fishing boat on the wall opposite their bed.


    “Can you hold Helene’s hand while I get some fresh water?”


    Francois sat on a wooden chair next to the bed. “You look a little tired,” he said.


    “You were gone so long I was worried.”


    She squeezed his hand as the next contraction announced its arrival, and he held tight, whispering encouraging words to keep her focused. She was pale when it ended, though she made no sound.


    Time lost significance. Helene was only aware of contractions and brief interludes without pain. Her body became a separate being, operating outside her permission. Francois remained at her side, his warm hand offering strength while his calm eyes steadied her. As daylight emerged in pale shadows outside the window, the midwife arrived. By then, Helene’s labour pains were coming almost one on top of the other, and she was beginning to panic.


    “Please leave the room, Monsieur, so I can examine Madame.”


    “No! My husband stays. I can’t do this without him.” Helene cried out with another contraction.


    Between contractions, Madame Fleury examined her cervix. “It will come very soon,” she said, her nose pinched in disapproval.


    As if waiting for the midwife’s permission, Helene moaned, “I have to push.”


    The midwife crouched into position. Shortly, the baby’s head emerged then, with a slow, determined push, the shoulders and body followed. Madame Fleury wiped the baby gently with a white flannel cloth before placing it in Helene’s arms.


    “It’s a girl,” she said as Helene burst into tears.
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    Chapter 41


    April 1936


    “Everyone working hard?” Francois asked when Helene returned to the kitchen.


    Most nights after dinner, Francois helped clear the table, rinsing and neatly stacking the dishes to the right of the sink while Helene nudged their children towards homework. She thought of managing the house as her job while his was to run the business, so she insisted he relax with the newspaper while she cleaned everything away. Spending long hours at his office entitled him to unwind. But he always read in the kitchen, and somehow this made Helene feel that they were communing, even if conversation was limited to random comments on an editorial or a brief interchange about the day’s events.


    “Well, Claire and Juliette are studying. Daniel seems to be daydreaming.”


    “Just like his father,” said Francois, turning a page of the newspaper.


    “You don’t daydream. You’re one of the most practical men I know.”


    Helene turned to look at her husband fondly. His scars had faded over the years, though the one on his cheek was still puckered and red, a prominent reminder of war. Nevertheless, he was a handsome man, and she enjoyed the envious looks that women often gave them.


    “That makes me sound boring. How have you put up with me for so long?”


    She flapped her dishtowel at him in a playful manner and turned back to the sink. After almost eighteen years of marriage, they lived comfortably in the seventh arrondissement. Contentment had settled into their lives after the wonder of Claire’s birth and a reality that was far too demanding for thoughts of what might have been. Then Juliette and Daniel had come along, each born two years apart, and for many years, Helene was so exhausted she fell asleep most evenings reading the newspaper while Francois worked relentlessly to establish his manufacturing business. Now their children were older, and she had time for a few social activities and twice weekly tennis games.


    “Maman called to ask us for dinner this Sunday.


    “That’s nice.” Francois barely lifted his head from the newspaper.


    “She asked Guy and Jean as well but they aren’t able to join us. Jean’s twins are down with the measles and Guy has to travel to Zurich for a Monday meeting.”


    “Guy is always travelling. Renault must be expanding again. Did you see this article?” Francois said. “Let me read part of it to you.” He folded the paper into quarters and began to read. “While the Rhineland has been a demilitarized zone since the end of the Great War, Germany’s recent reoccupation of that territory gives them full control of the stretch of land that has acted as a buffer between France and Germany. Hitler took a huge gamble in March, a gamble at the expense of France. Had we shown our willingness to take a stand, many of our military leaders believe Hitler would have backed down. We did not. And now over thirty-two thousand soldiers and armed policemen occupy the Rhineland.


    “Have we been sleeping while this restless giant on our eastern front continues to strengthen his hand? Have we forgotten what horror that nation wreaked on the world twenty years ago? With our inaction, Herr Hitler has learned that he can gamble on France doing nothing to stop him. In the opinion of this journalist, Hitler will now turn his attentions to the east of Europe in territories where France and Great Britain are even less likely to involve themselves. This is a sorry turn of events for our country. And a sorry turn of events for the world.”


    “What do you think he means by ‘a sorry turn of events for the world’?” Helene asked, half turning to look at her husband.


    Francois set the paper aside and got up from the table. He stood behind Helene and wrapped his arms around her waist. “I think he means war.”


    “But we won’t let that happen. France and Britain and the United States and others won’t let Hitler do that. Surely you don’t think that’s likely, do you?”


    “I’m beginning to think Herr Hitler has ambitions far beyond Germany. And he seems like a fanatic. I’ll ask your father what he thinks when we see him on Sunday.”


    * * *


    Lise and Helene remained at the dining room table while Francois and Henri adjourned to the male sanctuary of the library. Lise watched her husband put an arm around their son-in-law’s shoulder.


    “He’s very fond of Francois,” she said.


    “I know, Maman. It makes me happy to see them together.” Helene sipped her wine.


    “He admires his business sense, you know. These days he grumbles about being in government. It’s become so political. I think he wishes he could run a business like Francois. And . . .”


    “And what?”


    “He’s worried about Hitler. I can’t bear to think what another war might do to your father, or our country, for that matter.”


    “Surely it won’t come to that.”


    “That’s what people said the last time.”


    After a moment or two of silence, Lise picked up a plate of fruit and offered it to her daughter.


    “You seem distracted,” she said. Helene shrugged her shoulders. “Is it Francois?” Helene shook her head. “The children?” Another shake.


    Lise cut a pear into small slices, schooling herself to be patient. Helene would tell her in her own way. They were close, closer than most mothers and daughters, a closeness brought about by war and maintained by careful nurturing. Helene shared many thoughts with her mother, the ups and downs of marriage, the trials of young children, the financial strain she and Francois had experienced in the early years of getting a business going. Lise knew Francois adored his wife and loved his children, even the child who looked so much like her real father.


    I wonder how Helene feels looking at Claire everyday? Lise had never dared to ask this question. Would he have been the right man for her? She remembered the look of love between Edward and Helene when he came to dinner so many years ago and her daughter’s agonizing despair when his letters stopped coming.


    Helene smoothed the folds of her skirt and set her cup down. “I read an article about a memorial the Canadians have built to honour the battle at Vimy Ridge.” Lise nodded. “There’s a dedication ceremony in July. It made me think.”


    “Think about what?” Lise asked. “About the years we spent there?”


    “No. About Edward. And whatever happened to him.”


    “Oh, I see. You don’t really want to stir up those memories, do you?”


    Helene slumped in her chair and sighed. “I suppose not.”


    “Darling, you and Francois are happy. You have three beautiful children. Old memories can sting, you know. Did you tell him about the memorial?”


    “No. I thought I would wait until I made a decision.”


    “And you don’t think Francois should be part of that decision?”


    “I suppose you’re right. He deserves to know.” Helene took another slice of pear. “I’ve never forgotten, you know.”


    “Of course not.”


    Lise wondered how she could help. An unspoken pact had evolved between mother and daughter; they never mentioned Edward and never acknowledged in any way, publicly or privately, that Francois was not Claire’s father. But Lise knew with great certainty that going to Beaufort would be a mistake.


    * * *


    Helene and Francois walked along Boulevard Saint-Germaine, enjoying the sweet smells of freshly turned earth in nearby gardens, trees sprouting leaves and blossoms, the perfume of sun-drenched flowers. The evening was warm; light lingered as the sun dipped lower and lower.


    “You’re distracted,” Francois said.


    Helene tilted her head and glanced at him then looked away. “I guess I am.”


    “Want to tell me?”


    She had asked herself that very question on several occasions and had almost mentioned her thoughts once or twice. Vimy and Beaufort. Would her husband understand? Surely talk of an old lover would not bother him after so many years. When she had first seen the announcement concerning the dedication ceremony, the word Vimy had leapt off the page, whirling inside her head, stirring memories and deeply hidden emotions.


    That’s all behind me, she thought. I have three children and a husband who loves me. We’re content, pleasantly married, and financially secure. I’ve made him happy. He doesn’t regret his decision, I’m sure he doesn’t. So why can’t I let this go?


    Seeing Edward’s features reflected in Claire’s face every day had always been difficult. When she was little, the resemblance to her father was minimal, but now that she was seventeen, her face had lengthened, her hair darkened and her physique slimmed so that Helene saw him in the set of Claire’s shoulders and the line of her chin and the lift of her eyebrows. In a hundred different ways.


    It was all so long ago. Her parents often stayed in Beaufort, but Helene rarely did. When she was there, buried memories and disciplined thoughts unravelled, threatening to break her composed life into fragments. Eventually, Francois stopped pressing her to go. Instead, her parents took the children to Beaufort for holidays under the pretence that Helene and Francois needed time on their own. Maman understood.


    Helene held Francois’s hand. “There’s a dedication ceremony taking place near Beaufort. A war memorial to commemorate the battle at Vimy Ridge. I’m thinking of going.” The shock on Francois’s face should have warned her to say nothing more, and yet she stumbled on. “It feels like a chance for closure.”


    “Closure? I was unaware that you needed any closure. I thought you were happy.”


    “I am happy.”


    “Then . . .”


    “I think it’s something I just have to do.”


    Francois shook his hand loose. His nostrils flared as he sucked in his breath. “Do you think you’ll see him?”


    She heard the harshness. “I don’t think so. I assume he’s dead. You and I have never talked about him. I always thought I shouldn’t bring up his name unless you did. But I think about him.”


    Memories of Edward were an invisible cloak, warm and soothing when she needed comfort, calming her soul when life was difficult. She had never admitted out loud her assumption that he had died in the war. She shivered.


    “I thought you put it behind you.”


    “That’s not the same as forgetting.”


    “What have I done, Helene? I’ve been a good father to Claire. I love her as much as I love Daniel and Juliette. I’ve loved you. Every day of our marriage. Why are you doing this?”


    “It’s like a wound that hasn’t healed. I need to go.” Her voice tapered to a thin whisper. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. But I need to.” She could no more resist the visit to Vimy than she could stop breathing.


    “A wound that hasn’t healed. You make me feel as though I mean nothing to you. As though I’m merely a convenience. The man who gave your bastard child a name.”


    “Francois, how can you speak of Claire like that?”


    “How can you do this to me? He’s gone, Helene.” Francois’s voice was raised in anger.


    “Shhh. People are staring at us,” Helene said.


    “He’s gone. He’s either dead or living in Canada. He never came back, never once tried to find you. Can’t you be happy loving me? You do love me, don’t you? Or is that something else you need to tell me?”


    “I do love you. You have to believe me.”


    “But you’re going to go even if it makes me unhappy? Even if I can’t bear the idea of you keeping him in your thoughts all these years? Be careful what you set in motion, Helene. Be very careful.”


    For the next while, Francois stayed late at work, giving Helene no chance to soothe his feelings. Every night, he crept home after midnight and slipped into bed without a word. At breakfast, he focused on the newspaper and avoided Helene’s gaze. He spoke to her brusquely, if at all, refusing to hear anything more about an eighteen-year-old ghost.


    “Tell me,” he said one night in bed. “I think I can listen now.”


    Helene spooned against him, grateful that Francois had come home to her. She had missed him, the comfort of him, the way he knew her moods, the way he stroked her body, his knowing glance.


    “I don’t want to hurt you.”


    “You already have. But maybe it’s time for both of us to understand.”


    Helene breathed slowly, in through her nose and out through her mouth, just as she had during childbirth. Telling Francois of her feelings for Edward felt like she was betraying not one but two men.


    “We met after the Canadians took Vimy Ridge. The mayor had given a party at a nearby farm and urged everyone in Beaufort to attend. Edward asked me to dance, and after that, we saw each other whenever he could get away. At first, I was flattered to have a soldier pay attention to me, but it quickly moved on to something more serious. We could talk about anything. He told me about the war and what it did to men, like the letters you wrote to me.


    “We fell in love. He became part of me. I don’t understand it, but I felt like half of me was gone if he wasn’t there. And when he didn’t come back, that part of me vanished with him. He said he wanted to marry me. That’s why I couldn’t give the baby away. I couldn’t imagine telling him if he ever did return. I don’t know what I would have done if you . . .”


    “Didn’t want to marry you?” She drew his arms tighter in response.


    “When you and Marie came to visit, I never for a second imagined that you would ask me. But when you did, it felt like a sign that everything would be all right. I didn’t question you. Or ask you why. I just accepted it.” Helene turned over so she could see his face. “I have to find out whether he lived or died.”


    “What will you do if you find him?”


    “I don’t know,” she whispered so softly he could hardly hear. “I love you. I fell in love with you after we started raising Claire together. You’re a wonderful father. And husband.”


    “But.” He stiffened.


    “But . . . it’s been eating away at me ever since I read about the memorial.”


    They were silent for a while until Francois pulled her close. He made love to her, gentle at first and then less so. She accepted his body, responding to everything he demanded, and held him tight until he climaxed inside her.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 42


    June 1936


    After more than forty years living in the same apartment in the sixteenth arrondissement, Lise felt the need to clear the clutter she and Henri had accumulated and decided to dedicate the first part of June to the task. She began in the dining room, where a set of glassware that had belonged to Henri’s parents was the first item designated for the secondhand shops. The larger of two buffets revealed a crystal decanter missing its stopper, several cracked bowls, broken silver candlesticks, an old carving set Henri no longer used and two boxes full of other items. Feeling pleased, Lise tackled the living room next and then, with Lucy’s help, the kitchen and pantry.


    In the small bedroom Henri had used so many years ago when they had been estranged, she sorted through a dresser full of old clothes, musing over formal wear acquired before the war, her husband’s dress army uniform, a few moth-eaten sweaters, two ridiculous-looking swimsuits, his baby shoes and a long white scarf with a cigarette burn at one end. Underneath his riding gear was a cardboard box tied up with string.


    Lise sucked in her breath, her mouth forming a small round circle, and sat back on her heels. What kind of secrets had to be hidden away in a place she would never think to look? Did the box contain letters from Henri’s long ago lover or some other woman who had been important to him? Did she want to know? Maybe the best course of action was to throw away the box unopened.


    Lise hesitated a long time before lifting the lid. Just as she had expected, the box revealed letters, their edges yellowed with age. But not letters to Henri. Instead, they were letters from Helene to Edward Jamieson and from Edward to Helene, dozens of letters that had never reached their intended destination. Lise placed a hand over her mouth, eyes wide with shock. Slowly she picked up an envelope with narrow, slanting script, and withdrew a folded piece of paper.


    


    My darling Helene,


    It’s been thirteen weeks since I heard from you, and I am going mad with worry. Eric assures me that there must be some mix up with the mail, but I no longer believe him. Please write to me even if it is only to tell me that you do not love me anymore. I have to know that you are still alive. I have to know!


    My battalion has seen a lot of action these past few months. Captain Earnshaw has heard encouraging news that the Germans are on the run. I will come looking for you as soon as I can, but you must write to me, Helene. I can barely discharge my duties because all I do is worry about you.


    I will always love you no matter what your answer is.


    Edward


    


    Mon Dieu, she thought. He intercepted their letters when we returned to Paris. How could her husband, who would have sacrificed anything for his children, have done such a thing? Her head throbbed. The letters belonged to Helene. Henri had no right to take them. He had done something despicable, something she could barely imagine him doing. Had he in some terribly misguided way been attempting to protect their daughter? How different would Helene’s life be if he had not interfered? Would anything good come about by confronting Henri or giving the letters to Helene? No, nothing good at all. Lise folded the letter and replaced it in its envelope. Slowly and with great care she returned the box to its place beneath her husband’s riding clothes.


    * * *


    Four weeks before the dedication ceremony, Helene went to see her mother. Maman will understand, she thought. Perhaps she’ll have some advice, and if not, at least she will listen. Francois had made it clear that the topic of Vimy was taboo.


    Late June was warm and sunny, and since the apartment was hot, Helene and her mother sat on the balcony. A streetcar rumbled along followed by the whoosh of a passing taxi. Helene got up from the table and leaned on the wrought-iron railing, observing the antics of two children walking a dog that was clearly too big for them. She and her mother had been talking for almost an hour.


    “Why do you feel the need to risk your marriage over a man you haven’t seen in eighteen years? You can’t go back, Helene.”


    “I want to know.”


    “Know what?”


    “What happened to him.” Helene lifted her chin. “If he died, his name will be listed. That’s what the papers said. I need to know. It’s been eighteen years, and I need to know. I have to know, Maman. Ever since I read about the memorial, I’ve been overwhelmed by a sense that I should have done something different. Gone looking for him or found a way to write to his family. I don’t know if that would have made any difference, but I didn’t try hard enough. I let you and Papa and my fears dictate my decisions.” Her voice broke and she swallowed to keep from crying. “I didn’t follow my heart.”


    “Circumstances were very difficult then.”


    “But I was old enough to act like an adult, and instead I acted like a child.”


    Her mother’s face softened with sadness. “Don’t be so hard on yourself.”


    Helene turned away. “I’ve already made Francois doubt our marriage. I can’t repair that unless I find some answers.”


    Maman tapped her fingers up and down on the small table where they had been sitting then picked up an empty glass and twisted it so that the light of the sun sparked colours on the tabletop. “What difference would it make if you knew he was alive?”


    “I don’t know. Why would you ask such a question?”


    “Stay here. I’ll be back in a minute.”


    When her mother returned with a small box under her arm, she gestured for Helene to sit and put the box on the table between them. Watching her tap her fingers once more, Helene wondered what was in the box and why her mother seemed so nervous.


    “I’ve been cleaning house, clearing out the clutter your father and I have. Tucked away in an old dresser, I found this box. I haven’t told your father what I found, but I think you deserve to know. Perhaps it will help. Before you open it, remember that your father did what he thought was in your best interest, and remember how much he loves you.”


    Helene’s body tensed at her mother’s sombre tone. There was nothing remarkable on the box, nothing to suggest its contents, nothing except her mother’s obvious anxiety to indicate caution. She pulled the box closer. It was smaller than a shoebox, square, the edges worn. Nothing to indicate its contents but she had a feeling that it contained something ominous. Helene fingered the lid for a moment then slowly lifted it off revealing a thick stack of letters. When she pulled one out and saw the achingly familiar writing, she closed her eyes and shook her head from side to side.


    “No. No. No. Maman, tell me these aren’t what I think they are. Papa would never have done that to me.”


    Lise reached for Helene’s hand. “Darling, remember what I said. Papa loves you.”


    Helene’s fingers shook as she lifted the envelope, its edges brittle with age, to find another behind it, and another, and another. When she found one in her own handwriting, tears slipped down her cheeks, and deep sobs wrenched her body as if it might break apart. Still sobbing, Helene replaced the lid and held the box to her chest.


    “He was writing to me all that time,” she whispered.


    “But now you know he’s alive,” her mother said.


    “I can’t believe this is happening. I have to go.”


    “Sweetheart, don’t go. Talk to me. Please talk to me.”


    Helene stood up. She ignored her mother’s voice calling her to come back and left the apartment without a word.


    The front door banged shut behind her. All she could think of was the need to be alone. Her head spun at the enormity of her father’s deception, lurching forward one moment to consider why he made that decision, leaping back the next moment to block the thoughts hammering in her brain. “Papa,” she moaned, “how could you?” Helene was not aware she had spoken out loud.


    Hurrying along Rue de Grenelle, she passed a bookstore and newspaper stand, small grocery stores, a cart brimming with oranges, an old woman minding buckets full of roses. Every sight and sound receded as she headed towards the Champs de Mars, where she remembered a bench amongst the shrubs and trees that might offer refuge, a place where she and Marie used to share confidences after school.


    The Champs was ripe with greenery and warm in the afternoon sun, narrow paths arcing in various directions. Helene stopped to get her bearings before heading left around a pond bordered by a stone bridge and two weeping willows. It’s still here, she thought, sinking onto the bench, clutching the cardboard box of letters to her chest. Eyes closed, she waited for her heart to stop pounding.


    Eighteen years of not knowing, and all that time, her father knew. Helene was so stunned she could hardly breathe. Her mind tumbled in disorder. Why would her father intercept their letters? Why would he be willing to lose his first grandchild rather than tell her? “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God.” She covered her mouth with her hand and rocked back and forth, the pain of discovery once again overwhelming.


    As the sun eased west, the air freshened, lifting a few tendrils of hair. Helene brushed the tears from her cheeks and opened the box for the second time. Pulling the first letter out of its envelope and unfolding the pages, she began to read.


    


    Dearest Helene,


    I am south of Beaufort now, more than 100 miles away, and all I can think of is your beautiful face and the joy of being with you in our favourite place. I am safe and well behind the lines, so you need not worry about me. Captain Earnshaw has been given a special training assignment and has chosen me and Bill Simpson to accompany him. I don’t know how long we will stay.


    We are billeted with a French family who are very generous to us, offering delicious meals and taking care of our laundry. I share a room in the attic with Bill, where we have proper beds to sleep in. Such a luxury. The countryside is rolling with wide hills in the distance, and although spring is only just beginning, I can see that it will be very lush in a few weeks’ time. Our host maintains a small vineyard and urges us to have a glass of wine with dinner, which makes me think of the wine we had at Tante Camille’s.


    Each day we ride off to camp in a dilapidated car to conduct training sessions. The car we use lurches and sputters so much I am amazed that it still runs.


    Darling, I’m sorry for the delay in writing to you; however, we travelled very quickly to get here and our workload has been enormous. Please give my best wishes to your mother and Jean. Remember your promise to me.


    I love you,


    Edward


    


    A large tear dripped onto the page as Helene lifted her head and looked into the distance. He loved me. He would have honoured his promise. I would have honoured mine. My life would have been completely different.


    Wrapped in a cacophony of thoughts, Helene heard nothing of the people passing along the path or the gardeners trimming nearby bushes, nor did she hear the chestnut vendor calling for customers. She paid no attention to the shifting breezes and changing angle of the sun. Her mind became consumed with when and how to confront her father and the rage building inside her.


    She read no more of Edward’s letters that afternoon. She would save them for her trip to Beaufort.


    * * *


    “Your daughter is here to see you, Monsieur.”


    Henri looked at his secretary with raised eyebrows before consulting his gold-rimmed pocket watch. He had no recollection of arranging to see Helene. Perhaps she intended to take him to lunch.


    “Send her in.”


    He pushed his chair away from the large mahogany desk and stood up. A visit with Helene always gave him great pleasure, but as soon as he saw her rigid posture and barely controlled emotion, the smile on his face dropped away. What on earth is the matter? He crossed the room to close the door before coming to stand beside her.


    “What is it? Aren’t you going to give your father a hug?” Henri reached out his arms.


    Her eyes flashed. “Does this look familiar?” She withdrew a letter from her handbag and threw it on his desk.


    Henri was rarely surprised. His entire career depended on his ability to anticipate circumstances and the reactions of others. That ability had secured many promotions over the years and been instrumental in his wartime dealings with the United States and Britain. He had no idea what his daughter was so angry about.


    He played for time. “Are you going to tell me who the letter is from?”


    Helene said nothing. Henri waited a moment or two longer before picking up the letter. When he saw the slanting scrawl and address on the envelope, the colour drained from his face.


    “Where did you get this?”


    “That’s not the right question, Papa. The question is why didn’t I get this eighteen years ago?”


    “Did your mother give it to you?”


    “Wrong question again, Papa. It doesn’t matter how I have this letter. What matters is your despicable conduct.”


    Henri flinched at her choice of words. “It was a wartime romance. A low-ranking soldier. I thought it best—”


    “You thought it best. I was twenty years old. Old enough to make decisions for myself. I loved him. We promised to wait for each other.”


    “But he wasn’t French.”


    “You. Had. No. Right.” Helene spit each word at him.


    Henri decided to change tactics. He had to find a way to calm his daughter. “You’re happy with Francois.”


    “Yes, I am. He saved the day, didn’t he? It wouldn’t surprise me to hear that you put him up to it.”


    Henri shook his head to deny her accusation. “Please, chérie. It’s a long time ago. I was doing what I thought best for you.”


    “Best for me.” Helene snorted. “And you also thought it best that I give Claire up for adoption. Imagine, Papa, not having Claire in our lives. Imagine it. You would rather do that to me than give me the letters from Edward. I thought he was dead or had deserted me. Don’t you know what that did to me? Didn’t Maman tell you?”


    Henri could tell that sadness was beginning to quell her fury. I’m a fool, he thought. I should have destroyed those letters long ago. He remembered the elaborate mechanisms used to intercept each letter. He had told his family that letters sent from the War Ministry had better delivery success, and every morning had asked Helene if she had anything she wanted taken to his office. When travelling, he had arranged for his driver to drop by the house each morning. Since the family had a post office box, Edward’s letters had been easier to intercept. Henri merely extracted them before bringing the rest of the mail home.


    From time to time he had experienced a twinge of conscience, but for the most part had justified his actions by imagining that Helene would be better off without a poor Canadian soldier and that she was too young to know about love.


    And Francois was an excellent husband. His son-in-law was just the right sort of man for Helene. Dedicated, full of integrity, savvy in business. They had a very good marriage and Helene was happy. My actions might have been a little bit unethical, but things had worked out for the best.


    “Chérie, perhaps I made a mistake. But I remember how chaotic it was, the suffering we experienced, how many soldiers were killed or maimed for life. I wanted to protect you. My family was back in Paris where I could look after you all again. You were still my little girl.”


    He watched her face soften for a moment and hoped she might understand his motives, or at least see them in a different light. Instead, she picked up the letter and made for the door, turning to fling one last comment.


    “And what about Edward? He was fighting for France, risking his life for our country. Imagine what you did to him. You took away the only thing that kept him going. He said that to me one day, that I was the only thing that gave him hope. How do you think he felt when my letters no longer came?”


    “I was thinking of your happiness, Helene. Your long-term happiness. Believe me, sweetheart, I only did what I thought best. I’m very sorry. Won’t you forgive me?”


    “You’re going to have lots of time to regret what you did, Papa. I won’t forgive you. And I don’t want to see you or speak to you.”


    Helene did not wait for his reply. She opened the door, walked out and slammed it behind her.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 43


    July 1936


    For the next few weeks, Helene tried to contain her anger, to find some way to bottle it up so she could cope with her everyday world. Francois was already so upset she decided that burdening him further with letters from long ago might cause irreparable damage. Claire, Juliette and Daniel depended on her calm support to steady their teenage ups and downs. Her mother called frequently; however, Helene deflected any discussion of the letters or her trip to Vimy. She permitted no contact whatsoever with her father despite his telephone calls and a handwritten letter begging for forgiveness.


    On the Friday before the memorial dedication, she slipped out of bed early in order to bathe before Francois got up. Sunlight streamed through the bathroom window while the tub filled with hot water, as hot as she could stand. She added a capful of bath salts that always made her skin feel smooth. Lifting her nightgown over her head, she paused to consider her figure in the mirror, smoothing her hands over the curve of her waist and hips, examining the slope between neck and shoulders, turning this way and that, noting the small bulge of a tummy stretched by childbirth and the slight droop of breasts that used to sit higher. When steam covered the mirror, she stepped into the bath. Heat soothed her muscles and the quiet of a sleeping house allowed her mind to wander.


    “Are you finished in the bath?”


    Francois’s voice pulled her away from memories of Beaufort. “Just about.”


    Dressing quickly in a simple skirt and blouse laid out the night before, Helene made a mental checklist of things to do before her taxi arrived. Packing was the priority. With each item she placed in her suitcase, she wondered what the next few days would hold, imagining glittering uniforms, emotional speeches, stirring music and fluttering flags. She imagined looking for Edward, wondering whether finding him would be more distressing than not finding him. At least I know he was alive when the war ended.


    She told herself the crowds would be too dense to penetrate, that he wouldn’t remember her, or that he would be happily married and she no longer mattered to him. She told herself that he might not be there, that he might not want to stir painful memories of war.


    Eighteen years felt like an eternity, and yet she could still see him, touch him, hear the deep silk of his voice. She could picture them together dancing, laughing, walking the hills, making love. She imagined telling him about Claire, and in the next breath, told herself that she could never divulge that secret. Claire is Francois’s daughter, not Edward’s.


    Helene dismissed any thoughts of guilt; her father’s actions justified this visit to Vimy and the search for Edward. She continued to pack, comfortable shoes next to high heels, casual slacks on top of a clinging black skirt.


    Out on the sidewalk, pedestrians jostled past the Delancey family, some on their way to work, others walking tiny dogs or hurrying home with a baguette and newspaper under one arm. A blanket of clouds made Helene feel confined, impatient to escape to the open skies and countryside around Beaufort.


    “When will you be back, Maman?” Juliette said.


    “A week from today, chérie. Look after Papa for me. All of you. And do as he says.”


    Francois stood back as their three children kissed her good-bye. She knew he resented the tension that had grown between them and that even now he hoped she would change her mind or give him the reassurance he needed.


    Helene laid her cheek against his. “I’ll telephone to let you know when I’ve arrived,” she said and then climbed into the taxi.


    * * *


    Every chug of the train and blast of steam brought her closer to Beaufort. Anticipation grew along with agitation. Her suitcase was on the overhead rack, but the letters were in her handbag on the seat beside her, and every so often she reached in to feel their reassuring presence.


    How would it feel to be in Beaufort after so long? Paris had been home for her entire life except those four years, and yet so much of what happened in Beaufort defined her adult life and relationships. She could see the main square, Doctor Valdane’s striped awning, St. Jerome’s with its wide stone steps and narrow spire, geraniums on window ledges framed by blue or green shutters, red roofs atop simple limestone houses, the town hall with its ornate clock. And Café Pitou where they spent so many hours gathering news, listening to gossip, hearing about tragedies near and far.


    She wondered how this new generation of citizens would look. Would they reflect past traditions or the changes in fashion and outlook she was familiar with in Paris? Regardless of superficial matters, she was sure they would still esteem generosity and dedication to family and God.


    On the ride into town, she saw evidence of growth in new houses built of brick rather than stone, and a furniture factory not far from the station. Rue Principale opened onto the main square, which looked different without uniforms and military vehicles, and smelled different without the sweat of exhausted men caked in mud and the faint whiff of cordite that could drift for kilometres and lingered on a soldier’s clothes.


    The calm of everyday life filled the square: a group of women chatting by the post office, pots of flowers nestled in front of the flower shop, men going in and out of the café, a woman wheeling a large black carriage outside the patisserie, children laughing as they splashed in the fountain. Paris fashion hasn’t come this far north, she thought, smiling a little and stopping to set her suitcase down while she decided how to get to Tante Camille’s. Funny that we still call it Tante Camille’s, even though she’s been dead for ages.


    The square felt the same and yet different, subtle changes like modern signs and paved roads, more colour and less grey, manufactured brooms instead of handmade, small trucks instead of horse-drawn wagons. More men and laughter.


    She stopped at the café and prevailed upon a pert young waitress to call for a taxi, and soon she was whisking down the familiar road past the cemetery, the turnoff towards their hillside hut, Monsieur Garnier’s. Nostalgia crept into her soul with the sweep of hills and scents of summer.


    “Are you here for the dedication, Madame?”


    “Yes. I lived here during the war.”


    “Lost this at Verdun,” he said, thrusting his left arm in the air so she could see he had no hand.


    “I’m sorry.”


    “Don’t be sorry. Happened in ’15, so I missed the rest of it. Lucky really.”


    Lucky, she thought, lapsing into silence. She wanted to be alone, without obligation or the demands of conversation. As soon as she settled in, she would read Edward’s letters and hear his voice once again. She planned to savour every word, cherish them while she was here because once she returned to Paris, she would have to hide them away. But for this week, they would be hers.


    “There it is.”


    Excitement rose with her first glimpse of the house. Helene remembered arriving in 1914 with Gaston driving the red Tonneau, her mother angry and unhappy, her father trying to make conversation, Jean eager to get there, Grandmere dressed in black. From a distance, Tante Camille’s looked peaceful, perched on a small hill, exuding contentment. Tall trees framed either side of the house, and tidy stone fences marked the property’s boundaries. As the taxi rumbled along, she saw the pond and the Doucet farm and a large group of black and white cows. I wonder if they still keep rabbits.


    After the taxi left, Helene drifted through the house touching familiar items. Maman hasn’t changed much, she thought, although the woodstove was gone and different chairs flanked the fireplace. She remembered winter nights, knitting beside her mother, thin wisps of heat vanishing as the fire died, and summer nights on the porch, hoping for a little breeze. She shivered at the thought of exploding shells booming in the distance and the whine of airplanes high in the sky.


    Upstairs, she found new drapes and spreads in vibrant colours—sunny yellow, field green, peony pink—and tasteful decorations and new pictures that made each bedroom feel warm and inviting. On her mother’s dresser were family pictures: Guy with Renee and their four boys, Jean and Yvette with their twin girls and one of her and Francois with their three taken two years ago. She opened the door to what had been her grandmother’s bedroom, where the only colour came from a deep blue washbasin which she remembered filling with warm water so Grandmere could have what she called her “petite toilette” before breakfast. Everything else was white, making the room look like summer clouds. No wonder Maman and Papa still come here.


    Helene stood at the bottom of the attic stairs, wondering what she would find in her old room, the place where she slept when they first came to Beaufort, the place where she read Edward’s letters and hid them from her mother’s eyes. The place where they made love one winter day. The stairs creaked in protest as she ascended.


    At the top, she braced herself for a colour like lavender to conjure up fields in Provence, or azure to recall the Mediterranean, or perhaps red to commemorate the Tonneau that served them so well. When she opened the door, a smile spread across her face. Her mother had left it untouched.


    She imagined her mother making this deliberate decision and wondered at her reasoning. Why didn’t she tell me? Was she trying to protect something I might consider precious? Each item in the room whispered memories. Helene pressed her fingers against her lips. Did she know I would eventually come?


    * * *


    Sweetheart,


    I haven’t had a letter from you yet, but I’m sure there is one on the way. Perhaps our military mail system is having difficulty finding me. I have all your other letters tucked in a waterproof bag inside my satchel, so if I don’t receive one from you soon, I will reread one or two to keep you close.


    My darling, you have made me the happiest man in the world. To know that you are waiting for me and have agreed to marry me is a gift beyond belief. Every day I think about those last hours we spent together. I long for you; every part of you is precious to me. Promise me one more time that you and I will always be together.


    Today is Sunday, and I imagine you sitting in St. Jerome’s waiting for Father Marcel’s sermon to end. I hope you are thinking of me.


    All my love,


    Edward


    


    By the time the sun was slipping away, she had finished reading every letter, including those she wrote, pausing to wipe her tears or stare into some unseen distance, seeking a way to understand. Edward’s last few letters were so desperate she could hardly bear to read them.


    She returned the letters to their box, arranging them by date, hers interleaved with his. Bereft and disoriented, she walked barefoot along a stone path to the pond, where she stood for a long time listening to frogs croaking and the soft mooing of Monsieur Doucet’s cows. A crescent moon, pure and innocent, pierced the sky while fireflies danced near a cluster of lily pads and crickets sang their night song.


    Who am I now that I know?


    She felt as though an earthquake had opened a chasm, and she was on one side separated from everything familiar. Her life no longer made sense. Her father’s deception made the decision to marry Francois a betrayal of immense proportions; not only had she broken her promise to Edward but she had denied him his daughter. Each of his letters made it clear that she was everything to him. When the air cooled, she shivered and returned to the house, exhausted and empty. In the narrow chasteness of her girlhood bed, she thought about the man who loved her now and the one who had loved her long ago.


    * * *


    She woke to the pitter-patter of raindrops on the roof and dragged herself out of bed. A bank of cloud stretched across the horizon like a grey shroud. Suitable for the way I’m feeling, she thought.


    Helene looked into the mirror leaning against the wall above her old dresser. Her face was bruised from sorrow, red-rimmed eyes puffy, hair lank and dishevelled. She grimaced and made her way to the bathroom. Except for the gentle sounds of rain, the house was quiet, and after soaking in the tub, her sadness eased a fraction.


    Downstairs, she rummaged in the kitchen, making breakfast and coffee from provisions her mother’s housekeeper had arranged. Being in the kitchen reminded her of happy times when her grandmother taught her to cook and when she and her mother talked about life and womanhood. This is where we became friends. Despite the war, this house was full of love and a measure of contentment. Helene allowed her mind to wander, images coming and going as she contemplated her circumstances, and an almost dreamlike state gentled her soul.


    By early afternoon, the rain had stopped, puffy white clouds gradually replacing the grey. Restless, Helene walked into Beaufort, and as she sipped an espresso at Café Pitou, the exterior now painted a cheerful blue, she reflected on the durability of small towns, and how so little changes with time. A comforting thought. The pharmacy, flower shop, café and dressmaker were much the same; the fountain still offered its welcome spray of water. Women stopped for lengthy conversations, shopping bags in hand; dogs sniffed and lifted their legs; a bicycle bell rang sharply. She wondered if she would see a familiar face.


    Madame Lalonde had died several years ago, as had Gaston and Father Marcel. Doctor Valdane’s daughter had three children. Monsieur Garnier still raised award-winning pigs, although his son was now running their farm.


    Perhaps Germaine still lives here, she mused. Memories of Germaine crowded her thoughts: whispered conversations at the café, Germaine delivering notes from Edward, the funeral for Germaine’s fiancé. They had written a few letters back and forth after she left Beaufort, but when pregnancy took her to Honfleur, she stopped writing. She’s probably married with lots of children.


    In reality, Helene preferred not to acknowledge anyone. Conversation would bring questions she did not want to answer. Who was I when I lived here? A spoiled girl, a teenager afraid of what war would bring, someone who mourned her grandmother and grew up quickly. A woman in love.


    Leaning her head to the right, she could see the church where Father Marcel had presided over his flock. The bishop would have sent another black-frocked man to perform the rituals, interchangeable cogs in a life of faith and hope. For a moment, Helene considered seeking the comfort of confession. The tiny booth with its dark interior, smells of incense and solemn, faceless voice had been mysterious, almost frightening when she was young, but her faith had retreated following the war and Edward’s disappearance.


    Can prayer absolve me of secret longing and disloyal thoughts? Which sins would I confess? Lust? Envy? Not adultery...unless memories are adulterous. She sipped her coffee to still the sudden surge of sadness rising within her.


    * * *


    “Yes, everything is fine. I have food, and Papa has a lovely wine cellar.”


    Telephoning Paris spoiled her reverie, but she had promised to let Francois know she was safe. Helene hoped her husband would laugh at the mention of the wine cellar. He admired his father-in-law’s choice of wines. Francois did not laugh.


    “What about tomorrow?” her husband said.


    “Tomorrow’s the ceremony.” If he can be brusque, so can I.


    “And then . . .”


    “I don’t know how long I’ll stay. Perhaps a week. We talked about this before.”


    “I know, but I thought . . . oh, never mind what I thought.”


    “Chéri, don’t be angry. I know I’m being difficult, and I’m sorry. Let’s change the topic. How are the children?”


    “They’re fine.”


    “Did Daniel complete his history project? It was due today.”


    “I have no idea. You coddle him too much. He’d be better off experiencing the consequences of his inattention.”


    She knew Francois was being harsh because she had gone away, not because he wanted his son to fail, nevertheless, she held her tongue. No point in making it worse.


    “Give them my love,” she said.


    Francois did not acknowledge her statement.


    “Good-bye,” she said, annoyed at his behaviour.


    The telephone went dead.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 44


    July 26, 1936


    Nerves jangled as Helene put on and discarded different outfits, fingers fumbling to fasten and unfasten buttons and zippers, her usual decisiveness having vanished into the day’s looming uncertainties. Newspaper clippings describing the memorial and the ceremony lay on the kitchen table. Ten o’clock was the departure time for buses from Beaufort taking villagers to the memorial. Hurry, she told herself, making a quick coffee with a slice of bread and Camembert. She had little appetite.


    He won’t recognize me, she thought, pouting into the mirror as she applied lipstick the colour of unripe cherries and twisted her hair into a loose chignon. I wore it down when he knew me. Don’t be an idiot, he won’t be there. She tilted her head left and right to check her appearance one last time, snapped her handbag shut and left the house.


    The bus ride took less than forty minutes, a collective intake of breath marking the moment when the monument came into view dominating the ridge, piercing the sky with honour and tribute, heartache and regret. Clouds billowed on either side like sentinels guarding memories of sacrifice. To the northeast, dark hills loomed over the coalfields of Lens, defended by German soldiers during the battle of Vimy Ridge. The Paris newspapers had described how the ridge enabled Germany to command an area of more than ten kilometres in all directions, and to kill more than one hundred thousand French and British in the first two years of war.


    Helene shuddered as she tried to imagine one hundred thousand dead men. Edward was almost one of them. A few centimeters, possibly less, made the difference. She looked across fields that once churned with mud and men, now serene in their greenness, and remembered the nights when she and Jean watched them prepare. The first hour of battle slammed through her mind like a boxer’s fist and for a moment she covered her face with her hands.


    The bus let them off some distance away amidst the clamour of crowds, and she was glad to be alone and let her mind roam. Large sections of the field in front of the monument were reserved for dignitaries and returning soldiers, and she tried to make sense of the signs marking different battalions. How did I ever think I could find him?


    Helene stopped suddenly, causing the man behind her to stumble and curse. What if his wife is with him? She had not imagined Edward bringing his wife, yet all around her were men and women, arms linked together, exclaiming over the memorial and listening to stories. Many faces were streaked with tears. Many looked confused, gazing at forgotten fields and buried memories.


    Looking west through a gap in the trees, she saw the bombed out tower of Mont-Saint-Éloi, its jagged shell a monument to bravery. Helene swallowed her tears thinking of how often she and Jean had stood near that very hill, watching soldiers prepare for battle. The hill that seemed so high nineteen years ago looked innocent, the land stretching into the distance, dotted with bushes and grazing cows, green grass crisscrossed with golden wheat. Nothing to indicate the punishing punch of war.


    Closer to the memorial, lumpy sections marked by wide craters remained fenced with barbed-wire, large signs in French, English and German warning spectators of unexploded bombs. As she looked, Helene imagined thousands of soldiers swarming these very fields with only one objective in mind: taking the ridge. Once again, she turned, north, east, south and west to honour those who defended her country.


    Eventually, she found a spot amongst French women who volunteered in the hospitals and listened to conversation bubble and sigh. She had the oddest feeling of being alone, as if the crowds were merely scenery bobbing and bending in the breeze, as if the memorial was meant only for her, the central figure of a woman grieving over a fallen soldier symbolizing her own sorrow. Helene bowed her head as she heard the roar of airplanes and the haunting call of bugles.


    When the King of England began to speak, she looked up, surprised at the short, slight figure with a shock of golden hair. Loudspeakers piped his words across the crowd as he spoke in perfect French, thanking them for their sacrifice and the honour of dedicating this land so that Canadian soldiers could rest peacefully on Canadian soil. When he switched to English, she scanned the crowds again.


    Thin faces, long faces, plump faces, lined faces, men who once defended her ravaged country, their sorrow mingled with bewilderment and a whisper of pride, their stature reflecting the soldiers they once were. Helene’s thoughts left her feeling hollow, as though her insides had been sucked out.


    It might have been the stride that she first recognized or perhaps the tight set of the man’s shoulders that caught her attention. Her body tensed as she watched and waited. When the man neared, she could see his broad forehead and straight nose, and she knew. She held his gaze and smiled, overcome by his nearness.


    “You came,” she said, feeling the familiar heat stir between them.


    “So did you.”


    With great difficulty, Helene resisted reaching for him despite the ache that billowed inside. He exuded the same calm strength that had first attracted her, the same penetrating gaze that made her feel as if he could touch her soul. The weight he carried made him look more serious, more successful, though he wasn’t in the least bit heavy. A wisp of grey marked his temples, and she longed to smooth his hair, ruffled by the wind. He looked at her with anguish and love.


    Tears filled her eyes. “I had to know if you survived,” she said, touching his arm with the tips of two fingers. “Will you come to see me?”


    “My wife . . .” The words hit her like a slap and she stepped back. “I don’t . . .” It was clear her question caught him off guard. “I might be able to get away for a few days.”


    “A few days.”


    Would she risk her marriage for a few days? The time to back away was now. No harm would be done to either of them if she changed her mind now. After all, she had her answer; he was alive. A shivering rush filled her body. Stepping away from him now would only leave her aching for more.


    Helene closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, she gave Edward a folded piece of paper. “A telephone number. I’m in Beaufort. Do you remember?”


    “Yes. Almost every day.” He searched her face. “I have to get back.”


    She smiled at him the way she used to, then he turned and walked away. Helene tracked his progress until all she could see was the top of his head next to a woman wearing a red hat. He did not look her way again.


    * * *


    Exhausted by the day’s emotions, she slipped off her shoes and sank onto a large wicker chair on the porch, holding a glass of wine in one hand and her box of letters in the other. Randomly, she selected letters to read, their sting softened now that she had seen him. Ripe pink faded to pearl, and as dark unfolded, stars graced the sky.


    Later, lying in bed, her mind jangled as memories chased memories. Could she resist the lure of being with him? If I could have resisted, I wouldn’t have come in the first place. She banished all thoughts of Francois and her children.


    At six a.m., bathed and dressed, she sat by the telephone with her second cup of coffee. She had been waiting for almost an hour, afraid that if she stepped away for even a second, she would miss his call. A book lay open on her lap at the same page as when she had first sat down.


    Two short rings startled her. Then another two rings made her jump to answer.


    “It’s you, enfin.”


    “When can I see you?” No pleasantries, just raw demand.


    “I’m staying at Tante Camille’s for a week.” Helene had so much to say but knew if she began the dam would overflow.


    “My wife . . . my wife is with me. I’ll have to figure out how to get away.”


    “I have until Saturday.” Her voice steadied. “Edward, are you sure?” She waited, listening to the crackle and sputter of the telephone line.


    “Yes. I’ll let you know when I’ll arrive.”


    “Bon. Adieu, mon chéri.”


    No words could convey the intensity of her desire for him. He would know when they were together. She sat back, amazed at the enormity of what she was about to do. Strangely, instead of guilt, she felt as if embracing the past was meant to be, as if being with Edward, even for a few days, would make her whole again.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 45


    July 27, 1936


    She heard the taxi first, a dim buzzing that could be mistaken for a distant tractor, and went to the kitchen window to catch a glimpse through the trees. When the taxi turned up the driveway, pebbles clinked against its metal frame, and the driver slowed to negotiate the sharp turn. The car door creaked open, and still she stood at the window, frozen at the sight of him, so near her body quivered. She glanced at the mirror one last time to see bright lips and flushed cheeks gazing back and opened the door.


    He was bare headed, wearing a navy jacket and pleated grey pants; his dark eyes gazing at her with longing. Behind him, the taxi spun off, kicking up a small cloud of dust. He did not move, nor did he smile, and for an instant, Helene hesitated. He looks nervous, she thought.


    “Darling,” the word slipped off her tongue as if it were something she said every day, “come in.”


    When he was inside the house, she did not hesitate and put her arms around his neck, his lean frame contouring hers in a forgotten pattern as they swayed together, their kiss like an unexpected wave knocking her off balance. A deep pulse gathered inside her as she tasted him and felt his desire. When his hand ran down her back to the curve of her hips, Helene’s breath caught in her throat. She took his hand and led the way upstairs to her grandmother’s bedroom. Grandmere would understand.


    Words were unnecessary. She loosened his tie and unbuttoned his shirt and ran her hands over his chest. It’s thicker than before. She wound her fingers in his hair and kissed him deeply. He seems unsure. That’s not how I remember him.


    “Dear God. I can’t believe I found you,” he said.


    Helene let go of Edward and unzipped her skirt; it puddled around her feet. She drew her sweater up and over her head then unfastened her bra, standing only inches away from him in nothing but silk underwear. She heard his quick intake of breath and smiled.


    “I thought I’d never see you again.”


    She pulled him onto the bed and pressed against him. His arm encircled her, lifting her close as she opened herself to him, and they lay still, as if that were enough, one intimate penetration to make up for all their time apart. Then they began to move, like dancers who had once perfected an intricate ballet and still remembered the steps. Thrusting, touching, kissing, stroking, waiting for an explosion they knew would come.


    * * *


    “Why didn’t you wait?” Edward’s question disturbed her languorous mood.


    “I did wait. I waited for months and months, but your letters never came.” She struggled to find the right words. “At first, I wasn’t worried because my father took us to Paris, and I thought it would take time for you to receive my letter with our address. But then weeks went by without hearing from you. I became more and more depressed—so ill the doctor sent me to rest and recover by the seaside. I stayed with my father’s sister.” A brief smile touched her lips, and Edward pulled her close again.


    “All that time,” she continued, “I could only imagine you were either dead or you no longer loved me. Both were unbearable. I thought if you were dead, Eric or your captain would have sent word, but no letters ever came.” Helene was overcome with memories. “Last month, I found out what happened. My father intercepted our letters. All of them.” She saw the look of disbelief cross his face and began to cry. “He robbed us of one another. I don’t think I will ever forgive him.”


    “Oh, my God. Our letters? What kind of man would do that? For a while, I thought your letters would eventually catch up to me, but they never came. I couldn’t figure out what had happened, and I had no way to see you. I thought your promise meant nothing and you had lied to me. I thought you no longer wanted me. When it was over, I went to Beaufort to find you, but you weren’t there. I couldn’t find anyone who could tell me where you were. I was frantic and angry.” He gripped her arm so hard she knew it would bruise. “Losing you was like losing myself. It took years before I could wake up in the morning and not think of you. Did you know that? Years.”


    She traced a finger along his lip. “I’ve always wanted you.” His kiss took her breath away, and she shuddered as he caressed the curve of her hips. A tear trickled down her cheek. Sobbing, she wrapped her arms around him again.


    * * *


    In the afternoon, they walked through the garden talking only of their tangible surroundings, a yellow hummingbird hovering by the rose bushes, the sound of a bullfrog, a broken swing. They circled the pond, where two adult swans closely guarded seven fuzzy little ones, hissing when Helene and Edward came too close, then strolled along the driveway that wound out to the road.


    “How’s your mother?” Edward said.


    “Fine. She and Papa spend most of the year in Paris. They come here for August and September.” Helene linked her arm with his. “I don’t want to talk about my father. It makes me furious. Maman knows I’m here.”


    Edward raised his eyebrows.


    “She doesn’t approve.”


    “I thought she liked me.”


    “She did. But that’s not the point. She said stirring up old memories is dangerous. Here’s Monsieur Garnier’s house. Do you remember the party that night we met?”


    “I remember waiting a very long time to dance with you. For some reason, you went off with Eric, and I kept hoping you wouldn’t like him.”


    Helene laughed, remembering a charming man with red hair. “Should we peek into the barn?” she said.


    Unlike wartime when few building materials were available, the farmhouse appeared freshly painted and recently enlarged with a wing extending from the side nearest the barn. A wooden bench had been placed beside the front door and framed by a bed of white hydrangeas.


    “Won’t they mind?”


    Helene shook her head. “I’ll tell them we met here during the war. They’ll think it’s romantic. We French love romance.”


    Edward held her hand as they went through the gate and walked along the drive past the house. Unlike the main house, the barn looked in need of repairs, the main doors hanging askew by rusty hinges, a section of roof sagging low, clumps of moss clinging to its wooden shingles.


    “It looks smaller than I remember,” Edward said. He kissed her hand. “Let’s go back.”


    Their second lovemaking was far more leisurely, passion building slowly as sunlight warmed their naked bodies. Edward brought her to the edge again and again, each time pulling back, allowing the urgency to subside before beginning again.


    * * *


    “Tell me about your family,” Edward said.


    This was the question Helene had feared. She had prepared an answer, one that adjusted the timing of her marriage and the ages of her children. Edward accepted her story without question.


    “What about your husband?” he asked.


    “He’s a good man. Wounded at Amiens. We’re content.”


    “Content,” he said. “I would have imagined something stronger for you than contentment. Does he know you’re here?” She nodded. “You’re more daring than me.”


    “The French have more tolerance for such things.”


    Helene knew this was not true. Francois had no tolerance for what she was doing. None at all. He was waiting in Paris for her to regain her senses and raging at her decision to come to Beaufort.


    “What about your family?” she said.


    Helene watched his face soften as he spoke about a boy called Alex and his ten-year-old daughter, Emily. After telling a few stories, he chuckled as if to himself.


    “She’s stubborn and he’s willful.”


    Helene laughed. “Sounds like they take after you. And your wife?”


    “Ann is the best friend of Eric’s wife.” Edward drew his lips together in a tight line. “I can’t talk to you about her.”


    Helene touched his shoulder. “We should get dressed. I’ll make something for us to eat.”


    After dinner, he told her where his unit went in the final months of war then spoke of the day it all ended and his duties in Germany with the Army of Occupation. She watched the faraway look in his eyes as he relayed these stories and the occasional grimace that crossed his face.


    “We were in Germany for a few months and then went to Belgium. The army had little for us to do; we were in a holding pattern because there weren’t enough ships to take everyone home. I managed to secure a few days leave and hitched a ride to a place not too far from Beaufort with a plan to search for you, or for someone who knew where you were. The house was empty, of course. No one was home at the farm next to you. Germaine had left town. A woman at the café said she thought you had gone to Paris, but there was no time for me to travel there, and I couldn’t risk court martial. So I went back to Belgium.”


    “And when did you return to Canada?”


    “In May. A very sad day in May.”


    * * *


    “Shall we go exploring today?” Helene said.


    They had awakened late and lingered over breakfast and now were standing together looking out the kitchen window. Edward had his arm around her shoulder.


    “You’re in charge,” he said.


    “I’ll make us a little picnic. Remember when I used to sneak food from the house?” He nodded. “I wonder if my mother had any inkling that I was meeting you? Of course, she knows now, but she was so preoccupied in those days. Always worried about Guy and Papa and about what might happen to us in Beaufort.”


    Helene assembled cheese and fruit and wrapped a baguette in a large napkin to keep it from drying out. She added two bottles of beer and a small package of nuts. When they set out, Edward held the basket in one hand and Helene’s hand in the other. Walking the path to the shepherd’s hut, they stopped to gaze across fields golden with wheat and held hands to jump a tumbling stream. From a distance, the hut looked the same, but as they drew near, Helene saw shutters hanging loose, a roof full of holes and the solid wood door left ajar. They peered inside and were startled when a dove flapped its wings and flew away through the roof.


    “Looks like no one uses it anymore,” Edward said.


    “Except maybe teenagers. Look at the broken bottles and garbage.”


    “We can sit outside like we used to.”


    Helene smiled at him. “We used to do more than sit.”


    Edward spread a blanket so they were facing west, where the view was of rolling fields and the red roofs and church spires of small villages. A heavy stillness lay around them, humidity building as the sun peaked.


    “It looks peaceful,” he said, stretching his long legs out.


    “I always felt protected up here. The war seemed far away, and we were in our own little world. Do you remember the first time we came?” He nodded. “I remember hoping you would kiss me again and wondering how to encourage you. I even asked Germaine.” Her laugh faded and she turned towards him. “I remember the last time, watching you go down the hill until you disappeared.”


    “I couldn’t look back,” he said.


    “I know.”


    A bird trilled three notes, two high and one low, then again, two high and one low. In silence, they watched clouds gather like giant cotton bolls while the sun warmed their bodies and soothing stillness surrounded them.


    “We moved a lot after I left.” Edward spoke as if picking up the thread of their earlier conversation. “Earnshaw, Simpson and I trained as many signals units as we could before summer. We knew Germany planned one last big push, and Foch had command, so our efforts were finally coordinated. Sometimes we joined the battlefront, sometimes not. Each time I tried to sleep, I thought of you.” His voice drifted off.


    “You kept writing.”


    “Mm hmm. It was the only thing that gave me hope. You’ve read them all?”


    She nodded. “I didn’t know what else to do.”


    Helene tried to swallow her pain. Why, Papa, why?


    “And when you went back?”


    “I went to England first. Spent four weeks waiting for transport. There were still thousands of troops trying to get home.” He shifted onto his side, and she saw the sadness in his face. “Not good having so many men pent up in a holding camp with nothing to do. I was drunk many nights.”


    By then I was married, she thought, sleeping with Francois—no, be honest, making love with Francois—and Claire was six months old. An image of Claire lying between them on the bed, her tiny hand wrapped around Francois’s finger, flashed in her mind. Fatherhood had suited Francois. He knew exactly how to calm Claire’s late-night fussing and ease her into sleep. He also knew how to stroke Helene’s body so that she pulsed with desire.


    “When I got home, I spent the first week in my bedroom. I wouldn’t talk to anyone. My parents were so happy I was home, but instead of the son they expected, they got this depressed stranger. It was selfish, but I couldn’t pretend.” He took her hand and kissed her fingertips. “Two years later, I met Ann.”


    He stopped talking and looked at her, and Helene knew it was time to tell her story. She wondered how much to tell.


    “When I didn’t hear from you, Marie was the only person I could really talk to. You never met her, but she was my best friend and still is. We wrote to one another throughout the war. I told her all about you, and she was the one who tried to comfort me as the weeks went by without your letters. Being in Honfleur helped. The doctor gave me a tonic, and my aunt was wonderful. We walked together every day, and gradually, I told her everything. She’s an amazing listener . . .”


    Helene remembered those long walks, the tilt of her aunt’s head and her encouraging words; sometimes just her warm brown eyes and intense glance were enough for Helene to tell Chantal how she was feeling or admit her fears for the future. Her aunt never judged, and neither did Marie.


    “At Christmas, when I was back in Paris, I visited Marie, and her brother was there. He was still recovering from his wounds. Do you remember that he used to write to me?” Edward nodded and rubbed his thumb along the top of her hand. “I never realized he was fond of me.” Helene felt her cheeks flush. “Later that year, he proposed. Without you, I didn’t really care who I married, and Francois needed me. I said yes.” She would not betray Francois further by telling Edward about Claire.


    “Why are we here, Helene?”


    “This was our special place. I wanted us—”


    “I don’t mean here at the hut; I mean why did you ask me to Beaufort?”


    What could she tell him? Could she admit the depth of her love? Could she tell him that he made her feel complete? Could she confess that he was the father of her firstborn? What was she prepared to sacrifice for his love?


    “When I learned of the memorial, I knew I had to come. I had to know whether you had died.” She whispered the last word as if fearful that saying it might make it so. “But when Maman gave me your letters, nothing could keep me from coming. There was a chance, however small, that you might be here. And then you found me. The happiness I felt was unimaginable. I had no choice but to ask you here. No choice at all.”


    Helene touched his cheek then kissed him, a soft kiss that gradually built as her tongue reached for his. He pushed her onto her back and, bit by bit, removed her clothing. Once she was naked, he plucked petals from the wildflowers they had collected and dropped them, one by one, on her body. With the sun beating down, he traced his fingers over her breasts, her stomach, her legs, circling closer and closer. She waited. He dipped a finger into her moist centre and touched her, stroking up and down as soft as a feather as her climax built.


    “Wait,” she said. “I want you inside me.”


    Edward stripped off his clothes, and she pulled him into her, wrapping her legs around him as they rocked together in the gathering pulse of release.


    Much later, he roused her from sleep. “Do you think it’s time to go?” he said.


    “I wish we could stay here forever.”


    * * *


    “Are you sure?” she asked, wrapping fruit and cheese the next morning.


    “My doctor would have said this is part of the healing process.”


    “Your doctor? Are you sick?” Panic flashed through her.


    “I used to have nightmares. War stress. That’s what the doctor called it. He helped me. We should go to the hill. Definitely, we should go.” Edward took another gulp of coffee, stood up and reached for her hand. “I’m fine.”


    As they climbed to the hilltop where Helene and Jean had watched soldiers prepare for battle, Edward told her about his return to Canada and the deep depression that caught him like a vice and squeezed him for months. She did not press him with questions, merely offered reassuring little phrases that encouraged him to continue and watched his face as the sun ebbed and flowed amidst forest shade and open hills. They kept a slow, measured pace, as if moving faster would disturb his story and its healing purge. As they reached the summit, he stopped.


    “I’d forgotten how I could talk to you. I’ve told you more than I’ve told anyone. Even the doctor.” He lifted her chin and kissed her, a gentle, almost chaste kiss. “Thank you.”


    For a fleeting moment, Helene wondered what Francois would have told her if she had found a way to encourage him.


    Edward stepped close to the edge and looked out. They could see the memorial, stark and white against the ridge. Below, the valley looked peaceful, as if nothing could disturb its life-giving purpose. Hawks circled, wings wide to catch the winds.


    “It’s beautiful now, isn’t it?”


    “Yes.” He said simply as he put his arm around her waist.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 46


    July 1936


    Night stood in deep silence outside their window, a breeze stirring through wispy pines made soft shushing noises.


    “I want us to be together,” he said.


    The words that had once thrilled her now made her infinitely sad. What have I set in motion? she thought. Maman was right. I never should have come. Never given us a second taste of what might have been. After all these years apart, she still loved him. That much was clear. He completed her. But now she loved her children, and that love surpassed everything else. And she loved Francois, not in the same way as Edward, but her husband had been her steadfast companion and lover for eighteen years. She could not take that away from him.


    “I don’t . . . it’s not possible. Not anymore. It’s all I’ve thought about, but I can’t see anything except pain for those we love. I don’t think I can do that to my family. How could we live with ourselves?”


    “Over time they would—”


    “They depend on you, Edward. They need you. Your wife, your children, your family. I know you can’t abandon them. I can’t ask you to do that.”


    He pulled away from her. “Right. I’m so dependable; that’s why I’m here in France with a woman I fell in love with twenty years ago. Deceiving my wife. Risking everything.”


    Helene reached for him, caressing his back with one hand to soothe him.


    “You can’t leave me again.” He shrugged her hand away.


    “Darling, I wish...” She could not continue.


    “I’m not good enough for you, am I?”


    He’s angry now. Perhaps that’s best. Anger will protect him. She wanted to hold him, to lose herself in him, to stay in this tiny bubble of a world they knew. But her duty was with her children and Francois, who had rescued her so long ago. She wanted to weep an ocean of tears for the man she should have married.


    “You are more than enough. You are everything.” Her voice was so low he could barely hear.


    “You said you love me.”


    “I do. But we can’t—”


    “Stop,” he shouted and gripped her shoulders. “Stop.”


    He rolled away from her and grabbed his pants from the wicker chair, stuffing one leg then the other into them, wrenching the belt tight.


    “Where are you going? Don’t leave, Edward. Please come back to bed.”


    Edward paid no attention; instead, barefoot, he rushed through the door and thundered down the stairs. When she finally found him, he was leaning against a tree near the old chicken coop, pounding the bark with his fists. Sobbing, she wrapped her arms around him and pulled him away.


    * * *


    On Monday, Edward watched as Helene prepared to board the train to Paris. For a moment, he looked away, unable to hold her gaze, and stared into the distance. Then he turned back, and she could see his face once more.


    “We will have memories of this time together.”


    Helene brushed the tears from her face, struggling for composure. She thought of their last night and wondered if it could sustain her or whether it might destroy her. Edward did not reply.


    “Sometimes the heart asks more than life can give,” she said.


    She touched his face fleetingly with her fingertips, recording his tall, slim figure, his hair dark and wavy, his high forehead high marked with a burn from childhood, his shoulders wide and erect even now. The train shook with a low rumble.


    “I’ll never forget you, Edward. You were my first and most precious love.”


    There was nothing left to say. They had had five days together, and now, somehow, they would have to go on with their lives. Helene braved a small smile from the top of the stairs, no longer able to speak, and Edward watched in silence, his body rigid as the train began to roll away.


    * * *


    Memory was her retreat. As the train spun its way to Paris, she closed her eyes, replaying each moment, each caress, every kiss, every touch. She remembered the way he looked at her with joy and ultimately with profound sadness; she heard his deep chuckle and saw the flash of amusement crossing his face. She recalled his words, his questions, his hurt, his passion. How could she let him go? The wheels cranked on and on. Passengers came and went, and still she remembered.


    Every part of her felt bruised, as if she had fallen into a deep hole, tumbling over and over again until reaching the bottom. Not far from Paris, she stumbled into the tiny bathroom to splash water on her face then forced herself to repair her makeup and create some semblance of normalcy. Or else Francois will know.


    How could she face him? And what would she disclose? Could he stand the truth? He loves me, she thought. Would his love turn to dust if he knew? Could she lie to him? If she chose that path, it would mean a lifetime of denial, no turning back. What would Grandmere do? Helene’s thoughts flew to her grandmother’s room, where she and Edward had made love. Stop, she ordered herself. Do. Not. Think. Of. Him.


    There was no doubt. Grandmere would have lifted her chin and gone on with her life. She would have honoured her family and those who loved her and depended on her. Telling Francois about Edward merely placed her sadness on his shoulders, and the weight would be too much. Instead, she would have to seal the memory of Edward and their time together in some deep hidden part of her soul and learn to love Francois more than she already did.


    Learn to love Francois again, she thought. Just like Grandmere and Grandpere.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter 47


    August 1936


    He was waiting for her at Gare du Nord amidst the bustle of baggage, the shouts of vendors, the chaos of crowded platforms and bellowing steam. He looks happy, as if he has much to tell me. Helene looked beyond him and did not see her children, her tall willowy Claire, who was so much like Edward she knew it would hurt to see her, her blond Juliette, bubbling with stories, her gangly Daniel, whose feet were much too large for his body and whose hands were clumsy with unaccustomed size. Only Francois. She had hoped their children would deflect his questions.


    Helene breathed in deeply, straightened her shoulders and slowly exhaled. As she carried her suitcase along the platform, the distance between them shortened, and she could see that what she thought was happiness was only a mask, for his eyes were dark with worry, and the small lines on either side of his mouth were etched with fatigue. He kissed her on both cheeks, took her suitcase and held her arm as they left the station.


    Practical details occupied the next few minutes, and they spoke little, making their way through the crowds, dodging a woman selling roses who clamoured at Francois: “Monsieur, buy your sweetheart a rose. Monsieur. Very fresh flowers. Monsieur, she will love you for it.” In the heat, taxis were scarce, and they waited in a line seven deep until their turn came, and Francois gave curt directions for home. Helene stalled him further by asking about the children, and he recounted reassuring stories about the week’s happenings. After exhausting that topic, she was silent.


    “How was it?” he said.


    “The ceremony?” He nodded. “It was incredibly moving. Francois, you should have seen the crowds. Thousands of people. The King of England, our president, their speeches were wonderful.” Helene described each detail and his impatience grew.


    “And then?”


    She dipped her head as if lost in thought. “I stayed in Beaufort and remembered. I remembered it all. I climbed the hills and explored places from the past. I had coffee and croissants in the café near the fountain. I . . .” Her voice trailed off.


    His voice became sharp. “Was he there?”


    “No.”


    She said it clearly and simply, and it was done. Her denial complete, irrevocable. Helene felt like Judas must have felt denying Christ, though she knew that thought was blasphemous.


    “It must have been difficult.” Helene saw the fear in his eyes fade and his body relax. He reached for her hand and held it to his lips. “I’m so glad you’re back.”


    Helene smiled for her husband’s sake, even though every part of her longed for Edward, every inch of skin ached for his touch. She felt shattered. Body, mind and soul ripped into shreds, dangling on a precipice of numbness and pain. She had lost him twice, and yet somehow, she had to find a way to go on, to live the life she had.


    I have my precious children, my family and friends. Francois loves me. And I have loved him too and will again. But I’m not back, she thought. Not yet. Only time will stitch me back together.

  


  


  


  
    Epilogue


    June 1960


    “I’m here, Papa,” Claire called out, walking into her father’s apartment with her usual confident stride, dark hair swinging loosely, a tight black skirt and fitted blouse accenting her slender figure. She looked at her father with affection.


    “Beautiful as always, my dear. Your husband is a lucky man.” He rose to greet her, a warm embrace followed by a kiss on each cheek.


    “Thank you, Papa. But don’t fathers always think their daughters are beautiful? You would say the same if Juliette were here.” She grinned at her father. At sixty-seven, he still looked young despite the fatigue and lingering sadness of his wife’s death four months earlier. “You seem better than you have been. Not so sad.” Claire looked around at the familiar space decorated in blue and white with sweeping silk drapes and bright pink pillows. “Maman really had an eye for colour, didn’t she, Papa?”


    In the kitchen, they chatted about the family while he made two cups of espresso, and then they returned to the living room. Claire settled into the chair that she thought of as her mother’s and breathed in deeply, catching a hint of her perfume. She blinked furiously to chase away tears.


    When her mother had died, the grief was so great she could barely cope, and for weeks she cried at the slightest memory. Now that her tears were under control, she still walked around most days with a dull ache. Her husband Michel suggested medication, but Claire had refused. Pain was necessary to honour her mother.


    “I’m sorry I didn’t help with Maman’s clothes. Juliette told me you cleared the closet last Saturday.”


    “It’s all right, sweetheart. I knew you wouldn’t be able to cope with your mother’s things. Juliette set aside a few items for you. I’ll get them before you leave.”


    “Was it difficult?”


    Her father nodded then downed his espresso in one gulp. “But what do they say? Life goes on. Your mother would not want me to mourn too long.” A tiny smile formed. He reached for a black lacquered box with a brass clasp and held it on his lap. “I wanted to show you this box Maman left,” he said.


    Claire nodded, wondering why her father would have called her over without including Juliette and Daniel.


    “It’s a box she filled years ago. With letters. And a picture.” He closed his eyes for a moment. “I had never seen it before, but she left it for me. And gave me a decision to make. I want to tell you about it.” A tear trickled down his cheek.


    “Are you sure, Papa? Something seems to be upsetting you.”


    Her father extracted a handkerchief from his pocket and blew his nose, smiling apologetically before continuing in a deeper, rougher voice. “It’s a long story, chérie. I hope you will be patient with me.”


    “Of course.” She wondered for a moment if her father was truly all right. He seemed vaguely confused, nothing like his usual decisive self. Of course, losing your wife after more than forty years of marriage was a heart-wrenching time. Claire broke down in tears at even the slightest provocation, but Papa had been doing better. Juliette had said so. Claire folded her hands and waited.


    Papa cleared his throat. “When I married your mother, she was almost due to give birth.” Claire’s head snapped back at this revelation. She opened her mouth to speak, but her father held up his hand. “Hold your questions for a few minutes, sweetheart. To tell the story properly, I have to go back in time, so please be patient with me.


    “I had had a crush on your mother ever since she was fifteen. During the war, we wrote letters back and forth, and I kept hoping she would sense my fondness for her.” He smiled a vague, wistful smile, more to himself than to Claire. “I came through the fighting relatively unscathed until June 1918, when I was severely wounded. The doctors thought they might have to amputate my leg, but your grandmother prevailed on them to save it. I suspect she badgered them so much they knew the only way to get rid of her was to do what she wanted. I came home with scars on my body and I was unable to walk. And I was angry.


    “Angry at the war. Angry with our government. Angry at myself and everyone else. Your Aunt Marie helped me recover. Every day she made me get up and try to walk. She wouldn’t take no for an answer. Several weeks later, she conceived the idea of taking me to visit your mother, who I thought was recovering from a severe illness. On the trip to Honfleur, Marie told me that your Maman had fallen in love with a soldier who never came back from the war, and she was pregnant. She wanted to make sure I didn’t show my surprise when I saw her.”


    A sharp crease appeared between Claire’s eyebrows. “Pregnant with me, Papa?” The thought was shocking. What he was saying could not possibly be true.


    “Be patient with me a little while longer. Being by the sea was helpful. I swam every morning, and my anger eased a little. After ten days, I returned to Paris, but I could not get your mother’s situation out of my mind. She had no husband, no way to support herself and her parents wanted her to give the baby up for adoption. Finally, I made a decision. In early October, I returned to Honfleur to ask your Maman to marry me. In November, you were born.”


    “You’re not my father?” Claire could not believe what she was hearing.


    “I am your father, just not your biological father. And I will always love you as a father loves a daughter. Nothing will change between us, but I felt you had the right to know. It’s your choice whether you tell Juliette and Daniel, and your choice what to do with this news. Maman’s box is full of letters between her and this soldier. There’s a picture of him and a letter she left for you.”


    “How could you, Papa? Why did you tell me? What am I supposed to do now?” Claire’s cheeks flushed deep red. Her voice cracked. “I don’t want some old box full of love letters. You’re my father, not some ghost in a picture.”


    “I’ll always be your father.” Papa reached out a hand, but Claire drew back into the corner of her chair.


    “Why didn’t Maman say something? Was she too cowardly to tell me herself?” Claire spoke with anger. “I loved her, Papa. I loved her so much.”


    Gulping sobs erased the quiet of the living room. Papa got up and stood behind her, his fingers massaging the back of her neck and shoulders, just like he had when she was a teenager crying over a lost boyfriend or some other tragedy.


    “Shush. Shush. Shush. You know how much she loved you. All of us. But I don’t think she could bear to tell you because of how it might affect me. She was never a coward. Never.” Papa held her hands. “I’ll always remember the night you were born. Such a tiny scrap of humanity and the bond I felt for you was instantaneous. You represented the future, a future with hope. Because of you, I had to set aside the memories of brutality and all the pain the war left me with. Having you to look after allowed me to come to terms with what had happened.


    “In a letter she left for me, Maman said it was my decision whether to tell you. We had always said to one another that the greatest gift we could give to you, Daniel and Juliette was the gift of independence, to be what you wanted and not what we dreamed for you. There was no doubt in my mind she would want you to know and that this knowledge would be part of your independence.” A dazed expression washed over his face. “You look a lot like him. I never knew until I opened the box and saw his photo. It must have been difficult for her to see his face in you every day.”


    Claire squeezed her father’s hand and sat very still.


    “She knows how strong you are, Claire. Maman never would have given me the box otherwise.”


    “But what about you, Papa? How does this make you feel?”


    Her father sighed deeply and returned to his chair. “There was always a part of her I couldn’t reach, a part she left behind when he didn’t return for her.”


    “She loved you, Papa.”


    “I know. She said that in her letter as well. She said she had loved me greatly. And we were so happy, especially these last twenty years after the three of you were grown. We had a few rough patches, but we loved each other very much.”


    Claire slumped back, her mind reeling with shock. “I have no idea what to say or do.”


    “You don’t have to do anything. You can leave this box with me and we’ll never speak about it again. Or you can take it with you. Your mother would have wanted you to have that choice.”


    “But in a way, she’s made that choice for me, hasn’t she? Maman would have known that I could not resist these letters.”


    Claire felt her mother’s presence from beyond the grave, as though Maman were standing beside Papa, her gaze reflective and gently encouraging. More than Juliette or Daniel, Claire had been the one who understood her mother’s moods and motivations, and today she knew without the slightest doubt that Maman wanted her to read the letters and then decipher her true intent.


    * * *


    Walking home with the lacquer box beneath her arm, Claire tried to absorb the blow of her father’s disclosures. Confusion clouded her eyes. This could not be happening to her so soon after her mother’s death. Although Papa said he would always be her father, suddenly a stranger had intruded on their special bond and she wondered whether their relationship would be affected.


    Claire longed to talk to Michel. Where would she be without his calm comfort, the man who knew when she needed to talk and when she needed just to know he was there? His little smile or glance when she reached for a tissue. His warm, undemanding embrace when she attempted to fall sleep. She was lucky with the men in her life. And now there’s another one, she thought, a man I never, ever expected.


    “I’m home,” she called out after entering their apartment.


    Quiet greeted her. On the kitchen table was a note in her husband’s scrawl: “Gone out for some tennis. Back around five.” Good, she thought, I can look at these in peace.


    Claire placed the box on the dining room table and pulled a chair close. Through the open doors of their small balcony, she could hear the blare of a police siren and the hum of traffic. She took a deep breath. Maman would not have saved these for me if she thought they would hurt me. Claire slid the clasp to the right and lifted the lid.


    On the very top was a photo of a young man in uniform. She drew it carefully from the box and held her hand over her mouth as she gazed at someone who looked so much like her there could never be the slightest doubt.


    “Oh, Papa,” she whispered, imagining how this photo must have affected him.


    Claire traced the line of the man’s cheek and chin with her fingernail. He looks so young. Despite her earlier anger, the picture captivated her.


    Beneath the photo, wrapped in tissue, were letters, carefully folded and stacked one behind the other, arranged, as she soon discovered, by date. Many pages had little tears in the corners or at the creases, and she guessed that her mother must have read them over and over again. At the end of the pile was a bulky envelope tied with a ribbon and the words Open Last in her mother’s handwriting. Claire’s hands hovered. If she read them, life would never be the same.


    She left her chair and crossed to the window overlooking rue Louis Boilly. June was her favourite month. Long, bright summer evenings, trees bursting with vivid shades of green. With their sons now older, she and Michel could stroll in the park after dinner on their own. Fête de la Musique and the flower show were in June, events she looked forward to all year. From a young age, she and Juliette had attended the flower show with Maman each year, spending the day wandering the Bois de Boulogne where lush displays beckoned from every corner and lunching amidst fragrant roses of exquisite colour and shape in the Bagatelle Gardens. This was the first year they had missed it.


    Claire turned away from the window, picked out the first letter and unfolded a single sheet of thin paper, slightly brown from age. Narrow, slanted writing with closely packed words filled the page. “It’s in English,” she said out loud in amazement.


    It began with the date, April 23, 1917, and then the words “Dear Helene, I wish I were with you rather than writing to you.” Claire read without stopping, letter after letter, often struggling to decipher a particular word, until she heard a key turn in the lock.


    Michel dropped a kiss on top of her head as he glanced at the table. “What’s all this?”


    “I’ll tell you later,” she said with a vague wave in the boys’ direction.


    Later became bedtime since their sons stayed up until well past ten despite their father’s scolding, and now she and Michel were in bed, propped against a pillowed headboard. Claire held the box as she told him about her father’s disclosures and the letters from a Canadian soldier.


    “Mon Dieu. That’s amazing. All these years and they never told you.”


    “He’s my real father.” Saying the words made her feel bewildered all over again.


    “He’s your biological father. Papa is your real father,” Michel said, giving her shoulder a gentle squeeze.


    “He loved her deeply. The letters made me blush.” Phrases like desire for you, when we touched, long to hold you, remember your caress, the taste of you, played in her mind. “He was planning to marry her.” Claire shook her head.


    “Why do you think your mother kept them for you? She could have thrown them away.”


    “I don’t know.” Claire began to cry. “I wish I could talk to her. I miss her so much.”


    “I know, chérie. I miss her too.”


    Claire wiped her eyes and sniffed. “Papa should have waited longer before telling me.”


    “You know your father would never do anything to hurt you.”


    “He told me my mother’s philosophy, that parents should give their children the gift of independence. We should live our own dreams, not what our parents dream for us.”


    “I’ve never thought about that. It’s a wonderful sentiment.”


    “My life would have been utterly different.” Claire put the box on her bedside table and arranged her pillow for sleep. “I wouldn’t have met you. We wouldn’t have our lovely boys.”


    “But we do.” Michel turned out the light and settled beside her. “Perhaps it will feel less confusing in the morning.”


    “Maybe you’re right.”


    Though Michel fell asleep within minutes, Claire remained awake, Edward’s phrases running through her mind, his picture burning bright. Tomorrow, she would open the larger envelope. The one her mother had tied with a ribbon.


    * * *


    “What are you going to do?” Michel asked the following morning as they dressed.


    “Do?” Claire heard a pot banging in the kitchen and wondered what her sons were up to.


    “Mm hmm. Will you try to find him?”


    “Oh. It’s too soon to think of things like that. I haven’t finished reading them all yet. And there’s an envelope from Maman with instructions to open it last.”


    “How extraordinary.”


    After dinner, while Michel supervised homework, she finished Edward’s letters, the now familiar handwriting easier to decipher. He sounds like a good man, she thought, though earlier she had wanted to feel otherwise. Kind, intelligent, a hint of reserve. Now, only her mother’s envelope remained.


    She untied the blue ribbon wrapped around the envelope and carefully extracted the first folded page.


    


    My darling Claire,


    If you are reading this, your Papa will have told you the story of your birth. I can only hope that he understood my need to tell you. I wanted to speak to you myself, many times, but feared it would be too upsetting for him.


    You must always, always remember how much I love Papa. But before we married, I met a Canadian man named Edward Jamieson, who fought at Vimy Ridge, an important battle of the Great War. He was wounded in that battle and spent time in Beaufort recovering, and that is how we met. Papa is your real father, but Edward is the man who gave you your slender height, your dark hair and your beautiful face. I suspect that he is also the one who gave you your stubbornness, although Papa has his own share of that.


    When Edward left the area of Beaufort in March of 1918, we pledged to marry each other. Your grandfather came to Beaufort not long after Edward left and took us back to Paris. You can imagine how worried I was that he would never find me. And this turned out to be true, but not because of Edward. In 1936, I learned that my father interfered with our letters so that I would eventually give up hope.


    You will, of course, realize that we were intimate, and our precautions failed. Your grandmother and grandfather wanted me to give you up for adoption. And then a miracle happened, and Papa asked me to marry him.


    As I write this, I can see that it sounds almost like a fairy tale. And in some ways it was. Your father was so good to me and loved you the instant he saw you. He treated you as his own from the day you were born.


    Chérie, I know you will be upset by this information, and I am terribly, terribly sorry not to be there to help you understand. Many times I thought I could tell you, but I always held back, and now, with my illness, it is too late. Your father can barely accept that I will soon die. I cannot add to his sadness.


    Edward is a kind, generous man. A man of integrity and strength. He did his duty to his country without question. Ours was a special love, and that love created you. You have given Papa and me such incredible joy. You are a wonderful wife and mother, and you have been my special treasure. The only information I have about Edward is that he lived in Toronto, Canada, with his wife and two children. It is your choice, my darling daughter, whether you try to find him.


    I love you, sweetheart, more than I can say. Take care of Papa.


    Maman


    


    Claire blinked away the tears and wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand. Oh, Maman, she thought. How difficult it must have been for you to write about the past. I wish we could have talked. You’ve told me where he lives. Do you want me to find him? Do you think I really have a choice? Claire twisted her tissue into tiny shreds as she reread her mother’s letter.


    “Are you all right?” Michel poked his head into their bedroom.


    Claire nodded but said nothing. She had to read her mother’s other letters before she talked to him.


    The next letter was from her mother to Edward, telling him about their return to Paris and providing her new address. It implied that she had already written this information and expressed her worries about not hearing from him. And then there were letters from Edward relating the progress of the war, the euphoria when it ended, his duties in the army of occupation. These letters were increasingly desperate, full of pleas for her mother to write. The last letter was written from England, where Edward would soon board a ship to return to Canada. It contained his parents’ address.


    Claire slumped against the pillows. Her grandfather’s behaviour made her furious, and Edward’s distress was overwhelming. She took out his picture again and gently touched his face.


    Maman never gave any hint, she thought. Now that Claire knew, she wondered how it was possible for her mother to see her every day and not think of Edward. Perhaps she no longer loved him, and looking at me filled her with regret. An adolescent mistake. Was I just a mistake?


    It had never occurred to Claire to question why her features were different from Juliette and Daniel, darker hair, more angular build, long fingers. Her mother always said she looked like her grandmother’s side of the family. And I believed her. Claire remembered looking for herself in faded pictures of her grandparents and being delighted with stories about Mariele. She thought it made her special because Maman had loved her grandmother so much.


    Oh! Now I know why Maman stayed away from Beaufort. Too many memories. Claire thought of summer holidays spent with her grandparents. The pond, the hills, the vegetable garden, squeaky stairs, Maman’s third floor bedroom. Grandmere always seemed like another person when she was there. I should have asked them about the war. Did Grandmere know about Edward? She must have. And Grandpere? What gave him the right to withhold Maman’s letters? It wasn’t the dark ages when women were nothing more than chattel.


    When Michel came to bed, Claire showed him the letter from her mother, and he held her while she cried for her mother, her father and a man named Edward.


    * * *


    Claire sat by the telephone, twisting the cord around her finger, waiting for the long distance call to complete. She had searched for weeks to find this particular telephone number then waited another few weeks debating whether to call. Did he have a right to know? Did she need to know him? What would Papa think? She tried to imagine her mother’s advice. They both knew I would look for him, she thought.


    After a soft click she heard the ring at the other end and counted: one, two, three, four. The wait was excruciating.


    “Hello.”


    The rich sound of his voice sent a thrill through her. “Is this Edward Jamieson?”


    “Yes.”


    She took a deep, steadying breath. “My name is Claire Lebrun. I’m Helene Noisette’s daughter.”
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    Chapter 1


    October 1935


    Edward Jamieson tapped the thick, cream-colored envelope against his left palm. He turned away from his wife and glanced out the window where scattered leaves caught fading threads of light. When the letter arrived that afternoon, a hint of disquiet had spread through his body. The opening words—To Those Who Served—had punched hard. Phrases had leapt from the page like sudden bursts of gunfire: Glorious dead . . . great monument . . . lie beneath French soil . . . Vimy Ridge.


    “Do you want to go?” Ann said, eyebrows raised in a way he had come to know as concern edged with caution.


    “It’ll stir up something I’ve tried to forget. Not sure if that’s a good thing.”


    “Maybe seeing some old friends would help.” She touched his cheek.


    Old friends, he thought. They’re all dead. Except for Eric.


    Instead of replying, he opened the envelope and passed her a sheet of paper embossed with a government seal. He watched her scan the page with a small smile, then furrowed brow, and finally, lips pursed thin and tight.


    “Sixty thousand Canadian dead. Was it really that many?”


    He nodded and shuddered at the thought.


    “‘This monument on Vimy Ridge will proclaim to the world of the future that you and your countrymen fought gloriously when the need arose. We ask that you consider attending the dedication to be recognized for your valiant service and to honour your fellow soldiers.’ That’s what the prime minister wrote.” He felt the warmth of her hand on his. “You should go. We should both go.”


    “Well . . . anyway, I’m not sure we can afford it. And what would we do with Emily and Alex?”


    “We have until July to sort that out. My parents would be happy to look after them. Mother said just the other day that she misses having them stay overnight, now that we’re back in the city. And we have some money set aside—you know we do.”


    Ann was only being logical, an approach Edward normally took. He loosened his tie and shrugged off his suit jacket, draping it on the back of a kitchen chair.


    “I’ll think about it.”


    He formed a small smile to take the sting out of his dismissal. Ann did not deserve his anger and he knew he should explain himself. He would do so, only not now when he could barely control his thoughts. How could anyone use the word “glorious” in reference to war? As far as he was concerned, nothing about his experience deserved to be remembered, let alone celebrated.


    After dinner and a lengthy telephone call with his father, Edward sat in the living room with only the ticking hallway clock and clunking of cooling radiators to keep him company. A chunk of wood fell through the grate. Shards of blue quivered amidst the orange glow of embers.


    Ann had gone upstairs over an hour earlier and he wondered whether to stoke the fire or follow her to bed. He knew he would not sleep. Memories would claw, grab, suck and twist, swallowing him once more into that world of death.


    * * *


    A burst of light in the distance. Edward checked his watch. At five fifteen, a still-hidden sun smudged the black of night and after hours of random machine-gun fire, the Germans were quiet. Through stinging sleet, shapes in no man’s land were barely visible. A cart, lopsided in the mud, the carcass of a horse, a lightweight howitzer damaged beyond repair, remnants of a large wooden barrel. The massive ridge loomed four hundred yards away.


    Five twenty-five. Edward scanned his unit.


    “Tell Robertson to keep alert,” he whispered to the soldier on his left.


    The reminder was unnecessary but he could not restrain himself. Time ticked away as hordes of men held their collective breath.


    At five thirty, the ripple of light was strangely beautiful, spreading like an endless wave in that instant of calm before the fury of one thousand guns erupted. Though Lieutenant Burke had described the battle plan in detail, no words could have prepared them for such brutal vibration. Shockwaves compressed Edward’s chest, his ears distinguished nothing but pain, his legs braced to remain upright while he fought for breath. Death crooked its finger.


    In the distance, flames erupted over German trenches followed by a continuous line of red, white and green SOS signals. Edward’s platoon sprang into action as messages poured in.


    Night receded inch by inch, revealing the field of battle. German artillery stuttered, then replied with more conviction, deadly shells flashing against the clouds. Reaching for his earphones, Edward saw a red light mushroom beyond enemy lines, followed by a boom that scattered bits of clay across his makeshift table.


    “Christ, that felt close,” Eric Andrews said.


    “Ammunition dump?”


    “Probably. But theirs, not ours.”


    Edward grunted at the friend who had been with him since the beginning, then cocked his head as another message came through. He hunched forward, a gas mask around his neck, rifle propped against a wall of sandbags. His job was to keep information flowing, whatever the cost.


    By six a.m., sleet had turned to drizzle while thirty thousand infantry advanced in three waves of attack.


    “Snowy,” Edward used Eric’s nickname, “get a runner for this message.”


    “Binny is ready. Just back from the sap.”


    “He’ll do.” Edward tore the message from his pad as the telephone rang. “Wait a minute till I see what this is.” He scribbled a few words. “Yes. Yes. Got it.” He held out the second message. “Tell Binny to take this one too.”


    Another member of Edward’s team staggered in covered in mud. “It’s hell out there but we’re advancing on schedule.”


    Edward twisted around to look at his linesman. “What about casualties?”


    “Hard to say. Germans are getting the worst of it. Their shelling is weak compared to ours.”


    “That’s good news, Arty. I need you to head back out. The line from here to Duffield crater is down. Take Simmons and Tiger with you and get it repaired.” The telephone rang again. Edward turned back to his work without waiting for a reply.


    Hours passed like minutes. Duties swept Edward and his men from forward trenches to command posts stationed up to five miles behind the lines. Twice he was blown off his feet by the concussion of exploding shells. His mind quivered with the unceasing flash and rumble of guns. Falling shrapnel screamed overhead.


    As they worked to install new lines and roll out signal cable behind advancing troops, shells roared liked angry beasts and confused men stumbled to find their way. Silent prisoners filed by. Edward heard bagpipes and sudden shouts and the anguished moans of wounded men. All the while, British planes buzzed overhead, swooping low to assess the damage.


    In the comfort of his Toronto home, the chaotic intensity of battle was with him again. At the time he had felt nothing, thinking only of his next task, his mind focused like a microscope on the minute details of execution. He had known that if he survived, there would be more than enough time for reflection.


    Staring into the neglected fire now giving off mere dribbles of heat, he questioned what they had achieved. Taking the ridge had been followed by failure to exploit success. All those lives, he thought, all that sorrow which my country will commemorate next July.


    Edward wondered if he could bear the pain of being there again.

  


  


  


  
    Afterword for Lies Told in Silence


    


    “A nation which refuse to perish, and which, in order to live, does not flinch either from suffering or sacrifice, is sure of victory.”


    Gallieni, Commandant of the Army of Paris, September 1914


    


    First and foremost, thank you for reading Lies Told in Silence. My greatest joy is to know that others have chosen to read the stories I’ve worked hard to tell.


    Lies Told in Silence is my second novel. Writing a totally fictional story, rather than one confined by elements of truth, turned out to be surprisingly liberating. Writing a novel using a chapter-by-chapter outline—thanks to Elizabeth George and her book Write Away—was a much more productive experience.


    After finishing Unravelled, the idea of exploring the French experience of WWI was compelling as was the notion of having a novel ready prior to the war’s centennial. Naïve of me not to realize how many other authors and publishers would produce novels to commemorate that catastrophic time! Lies Told in Silence and Unravelled are linked through the characters Helene Noisette and Edward Jamieson, the former being primarily Helene’s story, the latter Edward’s story.


    Lies Told in Silence explores different kinds of love—young love, love that grows within marriage, parent/child love, love that sustains, love that damages. It also asks the question who and what individuals will sacrifice for. Of course, war is a dominant theme, particularly the effect it has on civilians, and I chose a setting in northern France so that war would be a daily presence in the lives of Helene, Lise, Mariele and Jean.


    My high school French was not up to the task of reading French websites, novels and non-fiction sources, however in May 2008, while researching WWI Paris, I found three journals that vividly brought the home front experience to life. These were On the Edge of the War Zone by Mildred Aldrich, Fighting France by Edith Wharton and Paris War Days by Charles Inman Barnard. At that time, Aldrich and Barnard were journalists, Wharton already a well-known novelist. They had lived through the war and written about their experiences with great regularity. Excitement bristled as, pen in hand, I read every single word.


    Beyond these journals I found many translated documents, particularly those on the World War I Document Archive, maps showing French army deployments and battles, and a wide range of WWI information on websites like firstworldwar.com and Trenches on the Web. Understanding life on the home front was critical and other sources helped: Women’s War Work, edited by Lady Randolph Churchill; You Who Can Help by Mary Smith Churchill; as well as photos available from various sites, books and museums.


    In 2010, my husband and I travelled to northern France to visit the battlefields, monuments, cemeteries and museums dedicated to WWI. It was a wonderful opportunity to see first hand the area where I imagined Beaufort to be, to hear the sounds of rural life, experience the smells, watch people interact with shrugging shoulders and waving arms, and to appreciate the rhythm of spoken French, all the while absorbing the atmosphere. I took hundreds of pictures, which have fuelled descriptions of meadows, stone fences, doorways, village settings and other aspects of life.


    There is no town called Beaufort in northern France so the train station, Rue Principale, the central square, St. Jerome’s church and Café Pitou are all figments of my imagination stoked by that trip. For purposes of the story, the town had to be close enough to Vimy for the battle to have a profound impact on the local citizenry. Beaufort represents the enduring ways and values of rural life and I tried to place it in stark contrast to Paris, where Helene had been raised and where Lise and Mariele had made their way in society prior to the war.


    On the subject of Vimy Ridge, it is important to note that there were three attempts to take the ridge. The first two—one by the British and one by the French—were unsuccessful and resulted in enormous casualties. The third and successful attempt was assigned to the Canadians. What Jean and Helene see from their hilltop perch (assumed to be near Mont St. Eloi) and what Edward relates to Helene are based on Pierre Berton’s non-fiction account of the battle in his book titled Vimy. To avoid complexity, I chose not to mention those first two attempts.


    While Helene is the main character and voice, some scenes are from the perspectives of Lise, Mariele and Henri. I became very fond of the interaction that occurred amongst three generations of women, which made me appreciate even more the relationships I’ve had with my mother and grandmother. Wisdom passed down the generations takes time to come to fruition; often the impact is felt years after the advice is given.


    Helene’s father Henri Noisette plays the role of experienced civil servant, a man who walks the corridors of power and thus knows more than most citizens. He provides us with a behind the scenes view of war from the very first chapter. In my mind, he is also an archetypical upper-class French father, rather a snob when it comes to those from outside his class. An attitude with devastating effects.


    I love the serendipity of researching. Monsieur Garnier and his pig, Emmeline, came from an early twentieth century photo of a French farmer and his prize-winning pig. The red Tonneau emerged from a Google search for turn of the century cars. I attempted to model the style of letters going back and forth between members of the family on a lengthy article about French letter writing. Many other small details were sacrificed to the cutting room floor.


    I found it refreshing, if one can call any view of war refreshing, to investigate WWI from the French perspective rather than the British, Canadian or American. Battles and campaigns mentioned in Lies Told in Silence are as accurately depicted as I could make them. Any errors are solely my responsibility.


    


    


    M.K. (Mary) Tod


    June 2014
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