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One

9th September
1937

Adelaide Anson-Gravetty
drifted awake with the feeling that today something special was
going to happen. And then she remembered. Today she was twenty-one.
Today she was an adult and could decide things for herself. Today
was the beginning of the rest of her life. Today, though she didn’t
yet know it, her life was going to be turned upside down.

She swung her legs out
of bed and, crossing the room, threw back the curtains. The morning
sun streamed in and her heart lifted with pleasure as she opened
the window and, leaning out, looked down into the gardens of the
square below. There were already plenty of people about, and she
watched them going about their business as she often did, but for
some reason today it was as if she were seeing them all for the
first time. Footmen exercised dogs in the gardens, a newsboy sold
papers from a stand at the end of the square, old Mrs Harriman had
already taken her seat on her favourite bench. All was the same and
yet all was different for now, today, Adelaide looked at it all
through adult eyes.

There was a knock at
her bedroom door and Florrie, the housemaid, came in with her
morning tea.

“Oh, Miss Adelaide,
you’re up already,” she said, setting down the tray and catching up
Adelaide’s dressing gown from a chair. “Here, Miss Adelaide, put
this on. You’ll catch your death there at the open window.”

“Don’t worry, Florrie,”
Adelaide laughed. “It’s not cold, it’s a beautiful morning.”

“So it may be, miss,
but you shouldn’t be leaning out the window with only your
nightdress on. What would the master say?”

“He won’t know,”
Adelaide said, adding conspiratorially, “if you don’t tell
him.”

Florrie sniffed. She
had known Miss Adelaide since she was three years old, and never
once had she given her away to the master. “Come and drink your tea
while it’s hot,” she instructed, “and I’ll draw your bath for
you.”

“Thank you, Florrie,”
Adelaide said meekly, though her eyes still gleamed with
mischief.

“And may I be the first
to wish you many happy returns of the day, miss,” Florrie added as
she turned to leave the room.

“Thank you, Florrie.”
Adelaide smiled at the maid with genuine affection. She took her
cup to a chair by the window and continued to watch the comings and
goings in the square below as she dutifully sipped the tea.

Twenty-one! she
thought. Father can’t stand in my way now!

It wasn’t strictly true
of course. Her father, Richard Anson-Gravetty, could always stand
in her way while he held the purse strings, but now she was of age
she could decide for herself if she wanted to get a job, and if she
did she could, perhaps, support herself. She need no longer rely on
him. It was a heady thought. She gave it further consideration as
she lay in the bath a few moments later. She loved her father, of
course she did, but he liked to make all the decisions, and when he
had there was no going against him. Quick of temper, any opposition
put him in a towering rage, and she and her mother had both learned
that the most comfortable way to live was to keep her father happy;
to do what he required of them and to ask permission before doing
anything that was the least bit out of the ordinary.

Mummy. Darling Mummy.
Adelaide thought of her mother, so pretty, so timid, so…what?
Irresolute? Docile? Weak? Heather Anson-Gravetty had lived all her
married life in her husband’s shadow, biddable, eager to please,
and when she had died when Adelaide was sixteen, Richard had hardly
seemed to miss her. Adelaide missed her dreadfully. She had been
away at school and summoned at the last moment, had come home to
find her mother lying in bed, her once-auburn hair faded and in
disarray about the gaunt parchment of her face. Adelaide knew that
her mother had been ill for a while, but no one had warned her how
quickly Heather was wasting away. When she came into the bedroom
and saw her lying, a frail waif against the white pillow, Adelaide
gave a cry of distress, bitten off as her father gripped her
shoulder with an iron fist. They had been together, the three of
them, for the last time, but it was Adelaide, not Richard who sat
holding her mother’s hand. When her mother’s grasp finally
slackened, it was Adelaide who laid her head on the counterpane and
wept. Richard simply turned and walked out of the room, leaving his
grieving daughter sobbing by the bed.

Still, Adelaide thought
now as she lay back in the warm water of the bath, that’s Father’s
way. He never shows his emotions…except when he’s cross of
course!

In the days that
followed her mother’s death Adelaide had always felt that Richard
wasn’t so much saddened by it as angry that she had dared to die
without his permission. He seldom mentioned her and if he did it
was never, it seemed to his daughter, with affection.

“It’s as if he’s put
her in a cupboard and forgotten about her,” Adelaide confided to
Grand’mère one day.

“That’s how he
copes with the loss,” Adelaide’s grandmother replied gently. “Some
people find it easier to cope by hiding the loved one away, by not
thinking about them, or talking about them. Some people find that
too painful.” She had smiled at her granddaughter. “ I miss her,
too, you know, so we can talk about her together, you and I,
hein?”

Life from then on had
not been easy for Adelaide. Although her mother had never made a
stand or taken her side against her father, Adelaide had known that
on occasion she had sympathised with her and had done what she
could to make up for Richard’s rigid rule. After the funeral
Adelaide had been sent back to school, and during the holidays she
had spent most of her time staying with Grand’mère, Heather’s
French mother. Richard’s parents were both still alive, but
Adelaide found them less sympathetic. She had always been closer to
her mother’s mother and it was she who helped Adelaide through the
difficult days after Heather died. It was Grand’mère who championed
Adelaide’s cause, who stood out against her son-in-law when she
thought he was too harsh, who gave her the warmth and love her
father seemed unable to express.

When Adelaide had
wanted to go university, Richard had been adamant that it was a
waste of time and money, even though there was a place for her at
King’s College, London. Adelaide had never discovered what
Grand’mère had said to make him change his mind, but eventually her
father had simply shrugged. “Do what you like, though why a woman
would want a degree is beyond me.”

Adelaide had read
French, a subject she found easy as she was already almost
bilingual. Grand’mère had always insisted on speaking to her in
French, even when she was quite a little girl, and Adelaide had
responded with enthusiasm. She had spoken French to her mother,
too, but never when Richard was there. He had forbidden them to
speak it in front of him as he spoke none and refused to be
excluded from the conversation in that way.

No more college,
thought Adelaide as she finally emerged from her bath and set about
getting dressed. She had taken her degree earlier in the year and
was now, unwillingly, a lady of leisure again. She had no mother to
“bring her out”, and anyway she despised the debutante scene.
Adelaide was a girl of action. She wanted to be up and doing. She
wanted to get out into the world and earn her own bread, to be
responsible for herself.

Richard Anson-Gravetty
was not at home on the morning of the day that his daughter
attained her majority; he was away on business and wouldn’t be back
until the evening. So, when she finally made it down to the dining
room, it was to breakfast alone, to open the cards from her
grandparents and her cousin Andrew, in solitary state; to open the
unexpected letter that waited beside her plate with no one there to
see her do it.

The envelope,
typewritten, was addressed to her and had a Belcaster postmark, but
she had no idea from whom it came. Leaving it till last, she
finally slit open the envelope and drew out the contents. It was
from a firm of solicitors, Brewer, Harben and Brewer, with an
office in Cathedral Road, Belcaster. She skimmed through it, but,
as its significance penetrated her mind, she started to read again
from the beginning.

 


Dear Miss
Anson-Gravetty,

Allow me to
congratulate you on attaining the age of majority. I write in
pursuance of the wishes expressed in the will of your late
grandfather, Sir George Hurst. As you know he died in 1920 and left
you a substantial legacy to become yours on your twenty-first
birthday. As Sir George’s only grandchild, you were named as the
residual legatee, the money to be invested and held in trust until
you came of age.

This happy day is now
upon us and I respectfully suggest that you make an appointment
with me to go through the terms of the will. I am sure your
stepfather has a financial advisor who will take over from me now
that I am no longer your trustee, but I should certainly like to
meet with you and explain my stewardship to date. I hope you will
be satisfied with it.

If you would write to
my secretary and arrange a time convenient to yourself I shall look
forward to meeting you at last.

I remain, madam, yours
very sincerely,

Arthur Brewer

 


Adelaide stared at the
letter and then looked at the envelope again to make sure it was
really addressed to her. It was. She read it through yet again. Her
grandfather, Sir George Hurst? She hadn’t got a grandfather called
George Hurst. Her grandfathers were called Gilbert Anson-Gravetty
and Norman Driver. Norman Driver, Grand’mère’s husband, had been
dead now for ten years or more, but her other grandfather, Father’s
father, was alive and well and living in Winchester. So who was
this George Hurst? And why did the letter refer to her father as
her stepfather? None of it made any sense. Had she been adopted?
Were Mummy and Daddy—she seldom called him Daddy anymore but when
thinking of them together it sometimes still slipped out—were Mummy
and Daddy not her real parents then?

Adelaide left the last
of her breakfast and went out into the hall to telephone
Grand’mère.

“Adelaide, my darling,”
Grand’mère cried when she came onto the line, “many happy returns
of the day!”

“Thanks, Grand’mère,”
Adelaide said. She paused and then asked, “Can I come and see you?
We need to talk.”

“Of course. But we
shall see each other this evening at your birthday dinner.”

“I know, but I need to
speak to you before that. Before Father gets home. I’ve had a
letter.”

“Ah, I see.” Antoinette
Driver sounded suddenly serious. “Yes, well in that case I think
you’d better come round this morning and we can have a nice chat in
private. I have a luncheon engagement, but that is not until
12.30.”

“Can I come now?”
Adelaide asked.

“Of course. Just ask
Davies to show you up as soon as you arrive.”

Within half an hour,
Adelaide was knocking on the front door of her grandmother’s house
just off Eaton Square.

“Good morning, Miss
Adelaide.” Davies greeted her with a smile. “May I wish you many
happy returns of the day.”

“Thank you, Davies,”
Adelaide replied, returning his smile. “Indeed you may. Is my
grandmother still upstairs?”

“Yes, miss, she is, but
she said to tell you to go on up as soon as you arrived.”

Adelaide thanked him
and hurried up the wide oak stairs to the old lady’s bedroom. She
knocked loudly and in answer to a call to come in she opened the
door. Her grandmother was sitting up in bed, a breakfast tray on a
table beside her, the post opened and strewn across the bed
covers.

“Adelaide, my darling,
happy birthday!” Antoinette Driver held out her arms and, as
always, addressed her granddaughter in French.

Adelaide crossed the
room for a birthday hug and a kiss and then drew up a chair beside
the bed. Grand’mère removed her pince-nez and smiled. “So, now you
are quite grown up. Feel any different?”

Adelaide shook her
head. “No, not really.”

“Nor I,” the old lady
said equably. “I haven’t felt any different since the day I left
the schoolroom.”

“I got your birthday
card,” Adelaide said, not quite knowing where to begin, “and one
from Granny and Grandpa. Andrew remembered, too.”

“Well done, Andrew,”
said her grandmother, “but I think you had some other post, yes?
Another letter?”

Adelaide pulled it out
of her bag and handed it over. Mrs Driver replaced the pince-nez on
her nose and pulling the letter from its envelope, read it slowly.
Adelaide watched her face as she did so, but the old lady showed no
signs of surprise or disbelief. When she had finished she handed
the letter back to Adelaide.

“So…” she said and
waited.

“So, what is it all
about?” demanded Adelaide. “Firstly, is this letter really meant
for me, and if so who on earth is George Hurst?”

“It is definitely meant
for you,” confirmed Mrs Driver, “and Sir George Hurst was your
grandfather, your paternal grandfather.”

“But…” began
Adelaide.

“Your mother, my
Heather, was married before. She married a man called Frederick
Hurst at the very end of 1915. He was killed on the Somme in July
1916. You were born posthumously.”

Adelaide stared at her.
“You’re saying my mother was married before…and she never told
me?”

“Richard wouldn’t allow
her to.”

“What do you mean, he
wouldn’t allow her to?” demanded Adelaide.

“Darling, you know your
father. People do what he says. He didn’t want her to tell you, so
she didn’t.”

“But she was married to
this Frederick Hurst for nine months?”

Mrs Driver sighed. “Not
really, no.”

Adelaide looked
shocked. “You mean I’m illegitimate?”

Mrs Driver shook her
head with a laugh. “No, of course not, darling. What I meant was
that they were never together as a married couple. Freddie was a
friend of Uncle Johnny’s. Freddie and Heather met in London and
corresponded while he was away in France.”

“Freddie, is that what
he was called?” Adelaide interrupted. “I think I like that better
than Frederick. So what happened?”

“Freddie came home on
leave and they decided to get married.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that,”
agreed her grandmother. “We tried to persuade them to wait, but it
was no use. They were difficult times, the war years; people
snatched their happiness where and when they could.

“So, he had ten days’
leave over Christmas. They got married by special licence on 29th
December and had a four-day honeymoon in London before he went
back.” Mrs Driver gave a sad sigh. “He never came home. She never
saw him again. He was killed on the first day of the Somme. You
were born two and half months later.”

Silence fell between
them as Adelaide struggled to take it all in. Grand’mère reached
out and took her hand and together they sat thinking about what
Adelaide had just heard.

“When did she marry
Father? Richard, I mean.”

“Two and a half years
later. We gave her all the support we could, but your mother, God
rest her soul, was the sort of woman who needed a man to lean on.
And anyway it would have been wrong for her to turn down another
chance of happiness. Besides, she had you to consider. Richard was
happy to take you on and bring you up as his child. All he asked
was that it be done legally, so, when they got married he also
adopted you legally and gave you his name. He said it would be
better when they had more children that the family should all have
the same name and grow up together with no ghosts lurking in the
background.”

“But Mummy must have
wanted to tell me about Freddie, when I got older I mean. Old
enough to understand.”

“I think she did, but
Richard asked for her promise and she gave it.”

Adelaide shook her head
in confusion. “It is most peculiar,” she remarked, “to grow up
thinking you are one person and suddenly discovering you are
someone quite different!”

“You are you,”
Grand’mère pointed out gently. “You are the same you as before.
Your father was Freddie Hurst, but to all intents and purposes your
father is Richard Anson-Gravetty. He is the one who’s brought you
up as his own, loved you as a daughter, given you everything. It is
no mean task to take on another man’s child and he has done his
best. All he asked was that you should think of him as your real
father…and you do, don’t you?”

“Of course, it’s
just…well, just such a shock to find out that he isn’t. Especially
when everyone else knew it all along.”

“Not everyone at all,”
said her grandmother. “Only Norman and I, Richard’s parents and
Johnny. Others may have known, but in the chaos that surrounded the
end of the war everyone was too concerned with their own affairs to
remember other people’s.”

Adelaide was still
holding the letter and now she looked at it again. “This solicitor,
this Arthur Brewer, says I’ve been left money by my real
grandfather, Sir George. He must have known about me.”

“Yes, of course he did,
but when he died there was no one left on that side of the family
to have any claim to you.”

“Was Freddie an only
child then? Didn’t he have any brothers or sisters?”

“There was a sister,
Sarah I think she was called. She went to France to nurse the
wounded. Took her maid and upped and went to nurse in a convent or
some such. Anyway, the maid later came home in disgrace, but the
sister stayed on and became a nun, of all things.”

“A nun?” Adelaide was
startled.

“Well, we are a good
Catholic family, remember,” said Mrs Driver, her face entirely
serious.

That made Adelaide
burst out laughing. “Oh, Grand’mère, how can you say such a thing?
When was the last time you went to Mass?”

“Be that as it may,”
her grandmother answered serenely, “Freddie was brought up a
Catholic and so was your mother. So were you, come to that. At
least Heather won that battle!”

“So this Sarah is my
aunt. Where is she now?”

“Still in her convent,
I imagine,” replied Mrs Driver, pushing aside the bedclothes and
preparing to get up. “They don’t let them out, you know.”

“Grand’mère, why didn’t
you tell me before?” Adelaide asked softly.

Her grandmother gave
her a rueful smile. “It wasn’t my secret, my darling. Heather asked
us to keep the promise she had made and so, with many misgivings,
we have.”

“Does Andrew know?”
Adelaide was very close to her cousin, and the idea that he should
have known something of this importance when she had not, would
hurt.

Mrs Driver shook her
head. “I don’t know for sure, but I doubt it. I imagine Johnny was
sworn to secrecy too. Now shoo, I have to get up.”

“Grand’mère, what shall
I do about this letter?” Adelaide asked.

“I should do what it
asks you to,” was the reply. “Go and see the man and find out about
your legacy. I should imagine you have become quite a wealthy
woman.”

“What about Father?
What do I tell him?”

“You don’t need
to tell him anything. He already knows. He’s always known that it
would all come out the day you were twenty-one. He’s simply been
putting it off.” She looked speculatively at her granddaughter.
“Why do you think he was away for your birthday morning,
hein?
He didn’t want to be there when
you found out. Never forget, darling, that he loves you in his own
way. He’s afraid of losing you to some ghostly father from the war.
You must reassure him that he is truly your father and you are
truly his daughter.” The old lady reached for her robe and went on,
“And now, my darling, I really do have to get up. You may go
downstairs and wait for me there if you like. Ask Davies for
coffee. We can talk some more once I am ready to go
out.”

The rest of her
birthday passed in something of a blur. Adelaide had arranged to
meet her friend Sophie for lunch, and it was all she could do not
to tell her of the amazing discoveries she had made that morning.
However, she knew she owed it to her father, her adoptive father
that was, to talk things through with him first. The lunch was thus
somewhat difficult, as Adelaide could think of very little
else.

“Addie, you’re miles
away,” laughed Sophie when she had made the same remark twice and
received no answer.

Adelaide smiled
apologetically. “Sorry,” she said, “I was thinking about this
dinner party Father is giving for me this evening. What did you
say?”

“I said, shall we go
shopping this afternoon? I want to buy some shoes.”

“Oh Sophie, do you mind
if we don’t?” she said. “I really ought to go home. My grandparents
are driving up from Winchester for this evening and I really should
be at home to greet them when they arrive.” She smiled across at
Sophie and added, “Andrew’s coming too. He’s going to stay the
night. Do you want to come round tomorrow morning for a cup of
coffee?” Adelaide was well aware how Sophie felt about her cousin
and she tried to bring them together whenever she could.

Sophie looked at her
affectionately. “Thanks,” she said. “I might.” And they both
laughed, knowing wild horses would not keep Sophie away.

Richard Anson-Gravetty
arrived home only an hour before the dinner guests were due to
assemble. Adelaide knocked on his dressing-room door and when he
called her in, she crossed the room and put her arms round him in
an unusual gesture of affection.

“Welcome home, Daddy,”
she said. “Granny and Grandpa are here and getting changed.
Everything’s ready for the dinner.”

He returned her hug and
then held her away from him and looked into her face. “Happy
birthday, Adelaide. And congratulations!”

She looked at him
quizzically. “Congratulations on what?”

“On coming of age, of
course.”

“The years of
discretion…when I can be told everything.”

“I imagine you have
already been told, if I know anything about your grandmother.” He
raised his eyebrows questioningly.

Adelaide laughed.
“You’re right, of course. Today I discovered that I am lucky enough
to have two fathers. But you do Grand’mère an injustice, Daddy. She
kept the secret until I had learned of it from another source.”

Her father grunted.
“You heard from old Brewer, I suppose.”

“I did, so of course I
went to Grand’mère to find out what it was all about.”

“You didn’t think of
waiting until this evening and asking me?”

Adelaide hadn’t thought
of doing so, but now she prevaricated. “I didn’t think you wanted
to tell me, or you’d have done it before…or let Mummy tell me,” she
said. “Wasn’t that why you were away this morning?” It was after
all what Grand’mère had suggested.

Richard shrugged.
“Perhaps,” he said. His hands dropped from her shoulders and he
turned to the mirror to knot his evening tie.

Adelaide moved towards
the door where she turned and said softly, “Thank you, Daddy, for
all you’ve done for me.”

“It was my duty,” he
replied without turning round. “I’m your father.”

On this rather
unsatisfactory note Adelaide left the room to put the finishing
touches to her own evening dress.

Later that night, as
she lay in bed, her birthday dinner over, she thought about the
extraordinary revelations of the day. She had left her curtains
open so that the light from the street lamp below gave an eerie
green glow to the room. The familiar shapes of her room were
comforting as she confronted her world turned upside down. Her
father wasn’t her father and her mother had never told her. All of
a sudden she was somebody different. It was all very well for
Grand’mère to say that she was still the same person herself, but
she didn’t feel it. She wasn’t the same person who had woken up
that morning, sure of who she was and where she came from. Now she
felt that part of her was made up of someone else. Parts of her,
physical and mental, had been bequeathed to her by someone whom she
didn’t know anything about. And she wanted to know; who he was,
what he was like, where he came from.

Dinner had passed off
quite well. Her favourite foods had been served, a birthday cake
ablaze with twenty-one candles had been brought in and the
assembled family had sung “Happy Birthday” and “Twenty-One Today”.
Not by the slightest glance did Grand’mère, elegantly attired in a
black chiffon evening dress with a corsage of tiny white roses,
indicate that she and Adelaide had anything else on their minds but
the birthday celebrations. No sign came from Richard that anything
untoward had happened between them and to all intents and purposes
the family party was a great success. He had presented her with her
birthday gift in the drawing room where they had all gathered for
drinks before dinner. Inside the parcel was a beautiful gold elbow
bracelet, broad and heavy, chased with swirling patterns. There
were gasps of admiration as she held it up to be admired before she
slid it over her elbow where it nestled comfortably, fitting
perfectly and drawing attention to the slender shape of her
arm.

“It’s really beautiful,
Daddy,” she said and kissed his cheek. “Thank you so much. I love
it. And you’ve put my initials inside and the date. That makes it
really special.” But she wondered as she spoke if the “A A-G 9th
September 1937” was some sort of statement, a declaration that
whoever had been born on 9th September 1916, she was Adelaide
Anson-Gravetty now.

As she caught
Grand’mère’s eye, she saw a look of approval and shot her a
smile.

When her father had
stood and raised his glass to propose her health, he had said, “We
wish you every happiness, Adelaide. I only wish your mother were
here with us tonight to see what a beautiful daughter we have. We
wish you health, and happiness for the rest of your days.”

Everyone had stood up
and dutifully repeated, “Health and happiness!” as they clinked
their glasses, but Adelaide had been touched by Richard’s words,
not only was it the first time he had mentioned her mother in
months, but also the nearest he had ever come to saying he was
proud of her. Perhaps Grand’mère was right; perhaps he had been
afraid he might lose the battle against a ghostly, heroic father
about whom she might fantasise.

Everyone had stayed
overnight, so there was no rush to leave as the hour got late. They
sat around in the drawing room talking companionably, at ease as
they always had been. No one mentioned the subject that was
churning round Adelaide’s brain, though they all must have known
that she knew by now.

It was strange,
Adelaide thought. Was she the only one whom the revelation
affected?

She had looked across
at Andrew, who was chatting to Grand’mère, but there had been no
chance to have a private word with him.

If he really doesn’t
know I’m not Richard’s daughter, what will he say when he finds
out, she wondered? I wish I could talk to him.

At last she fell asleep
and didn’t wake again until Florrie was tapping on the door with
her early tea.

By the time she got
down to breakfast, her father was about to leave the table.

“I’ve got something for
you,” he said. “Come and find me in the study when you’ve had your
breakfast.”

“Yes, of course, I
won’t be long,” Adelaide replied. As she ate her toast she wondered
what on earth it could be. After all, she’d had her present last
night.

When she knocked on the
study door twenty minutes later, she found her father at his
desk.

He looked up as she
came in. “Ah, there you are. I’ve looked this out for you. Your
mother wanted you to have these things when you reached
twenty-one.”

He pointed to an
envelope on the desk, but Adelaide did not pick it up. She said
softly, “I know I’m not your real daughter, by blood I mean. But
I am
your daughter, you know.
You
are my father, not the man who
died in 1916.”

Richard looked up from
what he was writing as she spoke but said nothing. Adelaide went
on, “You’re the one who’s looked after me all these years. It was
you sitting with Mummy by my bed when I came round from having my
appendix out. It was you who ran in the fathers’ race at my first
school sports.” She paused and when he continued to say nothing she
added, “I just wish you’d told me, that’s all.”

Richard shrugged. “I
thought it better not to. Your mother agreed. However, we both knew
you’d learn in the end, when you came into Sir George’s money.”

“I still wish you’d
told me yourself, not left me to discover from a complete
stranger,” Adelaide said. She sighed. “I suppose I must get in
touch with this Mr Brewer, now.”

“You must do what you
think fit,” Richard replied calmly. “You’re of age now.” He turned
back to what he had been writing when she’d come in, saying as he
did so, “Don’t forget to take your envelope.”

It was her dismissal
and Adelaide picked the envelope up. “Thank you, Father.” Quietly
she turned and went out of the room; clearly he wanted no displays
of affection. He felt he had done his duty by her and now she was
on her own.

Adelaide took the
envelope to her room, locked the door and sat down in the chair by
the window. For a moment she looked down on the square. Only
twenty-four hours since she had looked down on it in such hope
yesterday morning, the first day of her adult life and yet it
seemed a lifetime away.

She slipped her finger
under the flap of the envelope and tore it open. Inside there were
two documents and another, smaller, sealed envelope. The first of
the documents was her birth certificate, naming her Adelaide Sarah,
daughter of Heather Hurst and Captain Frederick Charles Hurst
(deceased). Born 9th September 1916 at Greyling House, Chalfont St
Giles. The second was the certificate of adoption in which she,
Adelaide Sarah Hurst, became the legal daughter of Richard David
Anson-Gravetty, and her surname was changed to his. It was dated
12th June 1919. She had never asked which year her parents got
married. Although she knew that their anniversary fell on 21st
April it was never celebrated in any style and it had never dawned
on her that they might not have been married until she was nearly
three.

Adelaide set the two
certificates aside and opened the other envelope. Inside was a
letter, written in her mother’s handwriting. The sight of her
mother’s neat hand made tears spring to Adelaide’s eyes. She dashed
them away and started to read.

 


My darling
Adelaide,

I know I haven’t very
long to live. This awful disease has got the better of me, and my
time is nearly over. My only real regret is that I shan’t see you
grow up into the beautiful young woman I know you will be. You’ll
know by now that Richard is my second husband and not your natural
father, though he has been as real a father to you as is in his
nature. He made me promise not to tell you about Freddie. I know
that he was always jealous of the place Freddie might hold in my
heart, though he had no need to be, and he was afraid that Freddie
might usurp his place with you as well. He also hoped to have
children of his own and he thought it would be easier, for you and
them, if it were assumed that he was your natural father.

When Freddie was
killed, I was on my own. Even with the help of my parents, life was
a struggle. I was still very young, with you to consider, and when
Richard finally asked me to marry him it was a chance of security
for us both and I took it. He is a kind man and even though he
doesn’t show his emotions, he loves us both. We’ve both learned to
love him too, haven’t we, and thanks to him we’ve had happy and
contented lives.

Freddie was a wonderful
man; honourable and courageous. He had a wonderful smile, which
I’ve seen on your face on many an occasion, and a really infectious
laugh, just like yours. You are like him in so many ways, not just
in looks, which indeed you are, but mannerisms and character,
too.

However, when I look
back now I realise I hardly knew him as a husband. We had a
whirlwind romance and then three days of married life and that was
all. To me he was a figure of great romance, straight from a young
girl’s dreams. Handsome and debonair, he swept me off my feet…a
brave soldier off to do his bit for King and country. I loved him
and he loved me, don’t ever doubt that, but we never had our own
home, never delved deeper into each other than our few days
together allowed. Richard is my true husband and believe me when I
say that despite all the outward signs to the contrary, Richard is
a vulnerable man.

On your twenty-first
birthday you will come into the money put in trust for you by your
grandfather, Freddie’s father, Sir George Hurst. Then you will have
to be told about Freddie, but if you feel the need to find out more
about him, please be gentle about it. Remember, even though Freddie
gave you life, it is Richard who has watched over you as you have
lived it. Look after him for me.

God bless you, my
darling.

With my love, Mummy

The writing blurred in
front of her eyes as Adelaide read. Sitting with the letter in her
lap, Adelaide thought about her mother.

Dearest Mummy. She knew
she was dying and she wrote to me, even though she knew that I
wouldn’t read the letter for another five years.

Adelaide wondered
briefly if Richard had read the letter before giving it to her and
then chided herself for such an uncharitable thought. It was not in
Richard’s nature to do such a dishonourable thing.

Adelaide considered
what to do for several days before she finally put in a call to
trunks and spoke to Mr Arthur Brewer in Belcaster.

“My dear Miss
Anson-Gravetty,” said the voice over the crackling line. “I would
be delighted to meet you on Thursday. Will you catch the 10.30
train from Paddington and perhaps you would take luncheon with me
after we have concluded our business?”

Adelaide took a taxi
from the station to the offices of Brewer, Harben and Brewer and
was greeted by a lady of middle years, smartly dressed in a grey
suit over a pale blue twin set.

“How do you do, Miss
Anson-Gravetty. I am Miss Davenport, Mr Brewer’s secretary. He is
expecting you and asked me to show you straight up.” She led the
way up some narrow stairs to a room on the first floor. With a
brief knock she opened the door and ushered Adelaide in.

“Miss Anson-Gravetty,
Mr Brewer.”

An elderly man rose
from behind the desk at which he had been sitting and came forward
to meet her, his hand outstretched.

“Miss Anson-Gravetty,”
he beamed, “how delightful to meet you at last!”

Adelaide shook his hand
and was shown to a comfortable seat in front of a smouldering fire.
Having asked Miss Davenport to bring coffee, Mr Brewer took a chair
opposite her.

“I like to have a fire,
even though the days aren’t that cold yet,” he said. “When you get
to my age, you know, you feel the cold so much more.” He looked
across at her. “May I ask you something, Miss Anson-Gravetty? Did
you know about your inheritance before I wrote to you?”

“No, Mr Brewer. It came
as a complete shock,” Adelaide replied. “I didn’t know until I
received your letter that my father wasn’t my father, if you see
what I mean. I knew nothing of Freddie Hurst.”

“Ah,” Mr Brewer sucked
his breath in through his teeth. “I was afraid that might be the
case. I had hoped that Mr Anson-Gravetty might have told you
himself before the letter arrived. It certainly must have come as a
shock.”

“That’s putting it
mildly,” Adelaide agreed. “I had no idea that he wasn’t my real
father.”

“It was his wish that
we didn’t communicate directly with you and as he is, was, your
legal guardian, we had to respect his wishes. However, now you are
twenty-one you are responsible for your own affairs.”

“I see,” said Adelaide.
“And what are those affairs?”

“Well, apart from a few
small bequests, your late grandfather, Sir George Hurst, made you
his sole beneficiary. I must tell you, Miss Anson-Gravetty, that
you are an extremely rich young woman. The capital has been
invested in trust for you and all the accruing interest has been
reinvested. It amounts to a tidy sum.”

Adelaide stared at him.
“How much?” she asked him softly.

“Well, let me see now,”
Mr Brewer reached for a file on his desk and opened it. He pulled
out a sheet of figures. “At the last evaluation your portfolio was
worth some £75,000.” He glanced at her face and saw the colour had
drained from her cheeks. “My dear Miss Anson-Gravetty, are you all
right?”

“How much?” whispered
Adelaide.

“As I said,” Mr Brewer
went on, “you are an extremely rich young woman. The money is now
yours to do with as you wish. At present it is invested fairly
conservatively, and I suggest, if I may, that you leave things as
they are until you’ve had the benefit of some professional
advice.”

“Yes, yes, of course.
Sorry, Mr Brewer, but I can’t quite take all this in.” Adelaide
smiled at him weakly. “Sorry.”

“Don’t worry, my dear,
we can sort out all the paperwork and then you can take everything
with you. I expect you want to discuss things with your father,
hmm?”

“Before we do any of
that,” Adelaide said, “may I see the actual will?”

Mr Brewer delved in the
file again and producing a document, passed it over to her.

Adelaide read it
slowly, trying to take in the meaning through all the legal jargon.
There was a small bequest of £200 to his housekeeper, a Mrs Norton,
and another to the head gardener of £100, and £50 to every person
in his employ at the time of his death.

The village green of
Charlton Ambrose, where the Hursts lived, was part of The Manor
estate, and this plus another parcel of land beyond it was left to
the Parish Council to be used for the benefit of the village.

 


The residue of my estate is left to my granddaughter,
Adelaide Sarah Hurst (now Anson-Gravetty) to be held in trust until
she attain the age of twenty-one years, when it shall pass to her
absolutely. My trustees, the partners in Messrs Brewer, Harben and
Brewer, shall administer the trust in any way they see fit during
her minority, including the sale of any property, real or otherwise
that I own at the time of my death.

 


Adelaide looked up at
Mr Brewer. “I don’t see any mention of his daughter, Sarah, I think
she was called. Why didn’t he leave any money to her? Surely she
was entitled to half, even if I had Freddie’s half.”

“I believe Sir George
did have a daughter called Sarah, but as you say there is no
mention of her in the will. It was my father who drew it up. He may
know why. He knew Sir George quite well of course, our firm has
been his family’s lawyers for three generations.”

“I see,” said Adelaide.
But she didn’t. Why would Sir George have neglected to provide for
his only daughter? “It doesn’t sound fair,” she said, shaking her
head. “There’s so much money there, she should have had some of
it.”

“I’m sure there was a
good reason,” Mr Brewer said gently. “Sir George knew what he was
doing.” When Adelaide made no comment, he went on, “I hope you will
find our stewardship satisfactory. We have been in contact with
your stepfather on occasion over the years, but once The Manor at
Charlton Ambrose had been sold, he left us to manage
everything.

“I’m sure you won’t
want to take all these documents back with you on the train,” Mr
Brewer said when he had been through them with her. “I’ll have them
all delivered to you, or your solicitor in London. Our man Dickens
will bring everything up by the end of the week. Would that suit
you?”

“I haven’t got a
solicitor,” Adelaide said. “I think it would be far better if you
continued to handle everything for me. You know exactly what there
is. All I would like at present is a regular income if that’s
possible.”

Mr Brewer looked
delighted and assured her that it was.

On the way home on the
train Adelaide tried to imagine having seventy-five thousand
pounds. The sum was astronomical.

Father knows that I’ve
an inheritance, she thought, but does he know the extent of it, I
wonder?

 


 


Two

Mother
Marie-Pierre sat at the desk in her office and stared at the
letter. Sister Celestine had just brought it in with the other post
that had arrived at the convent. It was addressed to Miss Sarah
Hurst, a name Mother Marie-Pierre had given up twenty years ago.
Seeing it written on the envelope gave her a jolt. She did not
recognise the writing. The stamps were English but she had had no
contact with England in the last eighteen years. Miss Sarah Hurst.
Whoever had written to her clearly did not know her convent name,
maybe did not even know that she had one.

Mother Marie-Pierre
picked up the letter and, holding it between her two forefingers,
spun it gently. There was no name or return address on the back. It
was just a white envelope addressed in a well-formed hand. Miss
Sarah Hurst. Convent of Our Lady of Mercy. St Croix. The postmark
was London and the date many days ago.

Probably because the
address was incomplete, thought Mother Marie-Pierre, as she stared
at the envelope. It’s been so long since I’ve had a personal
letter, I hardly dare open it.

The rest of the post,
all addressed to the reverend mother, was convent business, and
setting aside the intriguing letter to Miss Hurst, she had
concentrated on that business first. Now there was only this one
letter unopened. Mother Marie-Pierre closed her eyes in a moment of
unspoken prayer and then reaching for her paper knife slit the
envelope and drew out the contents.

The single sheet
of paper was headed with an address in London, and signed with a
flourish, Adelaide Anson-Gravetty.

Dear God, Mother
Marie-Pierre thought, it’s from Freddie’s daughter.

She turned back to the
top of the letter.

 


34 Northumberland Square

Kensington

12th October 1937

 


Dear Aunt Sarah

I hope you don’t mind me addressing you as that even
though we have never met. I am your brother Frederick’s daughter
and so you are indeed my aunt. I expect you will be surprised to
hear from me out of the blue like this, but until my birthday in
September, I didn’t know of your existence. On the 9th September I
became twenty-one and discovered that I had an inheritance that I
knew nothing about, from a grandfather I had never even heard of. I
also discovered to my amazement that my father, or rather the man I
have believed to be my father all my life, is not. My mother died
when I was sixteen and had never told me that she had been married
before. I understand from my grandmother that my mother’s second
husband adopted me as a two-year-old, but until I came of age I had
no knowledge of that either. I have questioned Grand’mère at some
length, but she knows little of my father’s family. She simply said
that she thought he had a sister in France who was a nun. Mr Arthur
Brewer, the solicitor who dealt with my legacy, knew nothing about
you but suggested that I speak with his father who used to deal
with the family business. He is now retired, but I went to see him.
He thought he remembered where the convent was and gave me this
address, so I hope he was right and that this finds you.

What I would like to do, Aunt, is to come and see
you. Please do say that I may. Until last month I had never heard
of either you or my natural father, Frederick. I would love to meet
you and hear about him now.

I will await your reply in hope that we shall be able
to meet before very long.

Yours sincerely,

Adelaide Anson-Gravetty

Mother Marie-Pierre
read and reread the letter and tears came to her eyes. Freddie’s
daughter.

She thought back to the
last day she had seen Freddie just before he left for Christmas
leave in England in 1915. He’d been so young and handsome, and
though his face had been drawn and his eyes were weary from his
time at the front, while they had been together it was as it had
always been while they were children. They had lunched together in
the embattled town of Albert and bought each other Christmas
presents. She still had the pendant on the silver chain, which he
had chosen for her as they wandered the town. She had worn it until
the day she took her first vows, the day she ceased to be Sarah
Hurst and became Sister Marie-Pierre. Now the pendant lay in its
box with her only other private possessions, two photographs, one
of her parents on their wedding day and the other of Freddie
himself.

Freddie had returned to
the front from that leave married to the sister of John Driver, a
brother officer. His bride’s name was Heather, but Sarah had never
met her.

“I’ll come and see you,
sis, as soon as I get any local leave,” Freddie had promised. “I
want to show you my wedding photo. I want you to see Heather…I know
you’ll love her, too.”

Freddie had never come.
He was given no leave in the weeks that ran up to “the big push”,
the battle of the Somme, and she never saw him again. Freddie had
led his men into the mayhem of the 1st July 1916 and had not
returned. Sarah had known that Heather was expecting Freddie’s
child and it was with a bitter-sweetness that she heard of the
birth of her niece, Adelaide, in September. “A tiny piece of
Freddie is living on,” she had written to her father.

In the last months of
the war her father had asked Sarah to change her mind about
entering the convent where she had been nursing, and come home to
him.

“I’ve lost my son,” he
wrote, “I’ve lost my granddaughter now that her mother is going to
remarry and that man is planning to adopt her. I need you, Sarah.
You’re all I have left. At least come home for a while.”

When the war had
finally drawn to a close and she could be spared from the convent
hospital Sarah decided that she must go and see her father once
more. She sought out her aunt, Sister St Bruno, and explained the
situation to her. Aunt Anne was sympathetic. She, too, had left
home to take up her vocation in the face of a disapproving and
reproachful family.

“I think you should go
and see him, just once more,” she advised. “He has indeed lost all
those most dear to him, and he will be feeling very lonely. I know
you will be strong enough to withstand his wishes that you come
home, but if you are not, well so be it. Maybe the Lord intends you
to stay with him for a while. Go and see Mother. Talk to her about
it. She is very wise. She will understand and know what is the best
thing for you to do. You are, after all, only a novice. If you
wanted to leave the convent, releasing you would not be
difficult.”

Sarah took her advice
and explained the situation to Reverend Mother.

“I know that God wants
me here with you in the convent,” Sarah said, “but I need to see my
father once more and explain to him, face to face, why I can’t go
home as he wants me to.”

“You must certainly go,
Sister,” Reverend Mother said. “If you are sure of your vocation, a
trip to England will not change that, and if it does, then you were
mistaken in your vocation. You may be absent from the convent for
one week. Then you must come back and if necessary we will review
the situation.”

Sir George had expected
her to return home to Charlton Ambrose, but Sarah had vetoed that.
She knew that despite her vocation to be a nun, it would be more
difficult to refuse her father if she were back in her childhood
home. So it was agreed that they should meet at the home of Sir
George’s sister, Lady Horner, in Carver Square.

The last time Sarah had
been to stay with her aunt was on her way to France in 1915. When
she arrived at the house this time, nothing had changed. She paused
on the windswept doorstep and looked round the rather shabby
square. It all looked the same and yet her last visit seemed an
eternity away. When the door was opened, Roberts, the butler,
greeted her in the hall, addressed her as “Miss Sarah” and showed
her into Lady Horner’s drawing room, without a flicker of surprise
at her unusual dress.

Her father was waiting
for her alone in the room. As she was announced he rose unsteadily
to his feet and looked across at his daughter, his beloved Sarah,
swathed in a floor-length black robe and her face framed by a
starched wimple and headdress.

She paused on the
threshold, smiling uncertainly. “Pop…?” She held out her hands and
then as he still made no move, she crossed the room to him, and
took his hands in hers. For a moment her eyes searched his face. He
looked older, much older. His eyes had sunk into their sockets, his
skin was parchment, his grey hair wispy and thin.

“Pop,” she said again.
“Dearest Pop, aren’t you pleased to see me?”

“Sarah.” His voice was
hoarse and he cleared his throat. “Sarah, I can’t bear to see you
dressed like that.”

“It’s still me inside,
Pop,” she said gently, and reached up to kiss his cheek. Her hood
got in the way and he made an impatient exclamation.

“For God’s sake,
Sarah,” he said, “can’t you take that damned headgear off so I can
get a proper look at you?”

Sarah had known it
would be difficult for him, but she hadn’t realised just how
difficult. With trembling hands she unbuttoned her collar and
removed the starched headdress, revealing her hair cropped short
underneath, a ragged urchin cut, kept short with an unconcerned
slash of the scissors.

“Oh Sarah, what have
they done to your beautiful hair?” he cried.

“It’s more comfortable
to keep it short, Pop,” she said shakily, “and no one can see how
it looks.” It had taken Sarah, herself, some time to come to terms
with the loss of her hair. When she had first gone to the convent
it was long and thick, and had to be bundled up out of the way
under her nurse’s cap.

She had put her arms
round him then, an awkward embrace until he had suddenly returned
it with a crushing hug.

“If you would like me
to change, Father,” Sarah said softly, “ I have permission to wear
my old skirt and blouse within the house.”

“Permission!” Sir
George almost shouted the word, and then as suddenly his shoulders
sagged and he said quietly, “It would please me to see you once
more as you were when you left…except for…” he waved a hand in the
direction of her hair.

Sarah went to her room
and removed the long black habit, replacing it with the white
blouse and grey skirt that she had worn for nursing in the convent
hospital. She stared at herself in the mirror. She hadn’t seen her
face since she had taken the veil of a novice. She looked much the
same, she decided, though her short hair gave her face a different
shape from when it had been crowned with a tumble of dark curls. In
the days before the war she could look very sophisticated with her
hair swept up off her face, emphasising her slender neck. Now she
looked like a scrubbed-up charity child.

Feeling almost
undressed in her plain skirt and blouse, she returned to the
drawing room where her father awaited her and where Roberts had
brought in the tea tray.

They had sat down and
talked then, mostly about Freddie and the wife and child he had
left behind.

“Heather is marrying
again,” Sir George told her. “Some chap in the city. I understand
he’s planning to adopt little Adelaide.”

“Perhaps that’s the
best thing for them both,” Sarah replied. “Freddie wouldn’t have
wanted Heather to spend the rest of her life alone, would he?”

Sir George sighed.
“Maybe not, but it’s hard to see your son replaced so quickly.”

“It’s not that quickly,
Pop,” Sarah answered gently. “It’s almost three years since he
died. Adelaide will be three in September, she needs a father.
Freddie wouldn’t have wanted to deny her that.”

“She needs a
grandfather, too,” said the old man bitterly, “but they never come
down to Charlton Ambrose to see me. The only times I’ve seen my
granddaughter are when I’ve come up to London expressly to do so. I
am allowed to visit her at her maternal grandparents’ home for half
an hour, always in their company. It’s as if they thought I was
going to run off with her.”

“Shall I be able to
meet Heather and Adelaide while I’m here?” asked Sarah eagerly.

Sir George shook his
head. “No, I’m afraid not. They’re visiting friends in
Derbyshire.”

“Didn’t you let them
know I was coming?” asked Sarah in dismay. “Didn’t you tell them I
was coming? You must have known I’d want to see Adelaide.”

“I told them,” Sir
George said heavily. “I said that you’d want to see Adelaide, but
they said they were engaged to join a house party for a week in
Derbyshire and felt it would be rude to cry off.”

“The very week that I
am able to come home?” asked Sarah, incredulous.

“Precisely,” said Sir
George. “This is what I am saying. We are to be cut out of that
child’s life. This Richard Anson-Gravetty is to be her father now.
Freddie is to be forgotten.” His voice cracked as he spoke, and he
looked away. Sarah longed to hug him and comfort him, but she knew
that he might break down and would be ashamed of such weakness, so
she simply waited in silence for him to regain his composure.

Sarah stayed for five
days in Carver Square. She didn’t leave the house as that would
have required her to don her habit once more, and she knew her
father hated to see her in it. They spent their days talking,
talking as they had never talked in all their years. Both of them
realised that this would be the last time they saw each other in
this world, and each of them clung to every minute.

Then, at last, on her
final evening in London Sir George grasped the nettle. “You won’t
be coming home again, will you, Sarah?”

They were sitting on
either side of the fireplace and Sarah looked across at him with
tears in her eyes. “No, Pop darling, I shan’t.”

The endearment, so
unusual between them, was nearly his undoing, but he managed to
maintain his countenance. “Then we must discuss what will happen
when I die.”

Sarah stared at him
uncomprehendingly. This turn of conversation was entirely
unexpected.

“There is no one to
inherit the title. I suspect if Adelaide had been a boy they
wouldn’t have been so quick to change her name. Still, be that as
it may, I intend to make her my heir in everything else. You will
be provided for now. I am going to give you a dowry for your
convent, and that will be now, not in my will. Everything else I
shall leave in trust for young Adelaide, to be hers absolutely on
her twenty-first birthday, but I shall choose the trustees. That
man shall not get his hands on her money at any stage.”

“Is he really as bad as
you make him out to be?” asked Sarah.

“Probably not,”
admitted her father, “but he’s a damned cold fish. I am sure it is
he that prevents Heather bringing the child to see me. He wants
nothing to do with her former husband’s family. He’d probably
prefer Heather without the child, but even she wouldn’t hear of
that, meek little thing though she is. Can’t think what Freddie saw
in her!”

“Pop,” said Sarah, “you
must do whatever you think is right for Adelaide. It is very
generous of you to give me a dowry for the convent. I know you
don’t want me to go back, but it’s where I belong.”

Sir George looked away
again and murmured, “On that we shall have to agree to differ, my
child.”

Wanting to change the
subject, Sarah said, “Do you know how Molly is? Molly Day and her
baby?”

“I have no idea,”
replied Sir George brusquely. “She came home in disgrace, and as
far as I know she lives with her parents. She was very lucky they
didn’t throw her out. Not only was she expecting, it turned out
that the father was a coward and a deserter. Did you know that,
Sarah? The man was shot; shot for running away in the face of the
enemy. What sort of man is that? What sort of father is that for a
child?”

Sarah knew that this
was not an accurate account of events, but realised it would be no
use to explain what had really happened to the father of Molly’s
child. She had been going to ask Sir George if he could see his way
to giving Molly a little cash, but it was clear from his expression
that he would never entertain that idea. It had been an unfortunate
choice of subject and Sarah tried to turn him to another.

“How are things
generally in the village?” she asked. She knew he took his duties
as squire very seriously, and cared about the people of Charlton
Ambrose.

“I’m making a memorial
to Freddie and the other men who went to the war from the village
and didn’t come back,” he told her. “I’m going to plant some trees
on the village green, at the far end. One for each man who died.
That way they’ll never be forgotten. It’ll be a living memorial.
What do you think of that idea?”

Tears sprang to Sarah’s
eyes. “I think it’s a wonderful idea, Pop. A living memorial.”

Sarah had left the next
day, dressed in her nun’s habit. Sir George did not accompany her
to the station, they took their leave in Lady Horner’s drawing
room. Their final embrace was an awkward one, cut off as she was
inside her wimple and headdress, but as she finally pulled away,
Sir George said gruffly, “You’re as darned obstinate as your
mother, but she’d have been proud of you, Sarah, as proud of you as
I am.” With that he strode out of the room, leaving Sarah to carry
her small bag out to the taxi he had called to take her to
Victoria. She knew she would never see him again, and tears
streamed down her face all the way to the station.

She had been right,
within eighteen months Sir George had been dead, and she had made
her final vows. When the news of her father’s death came, Sarah
wrote to Adelaide, but she received no reply. She had heard from no
one in England since that day.

Now she had this letter
from Adelaide herself, asking to meet her, asking about
Freddie.

Sarah drew a sheet of
paper towards her and began to write: “My dear Adelaide…”

 


 


Three

The train chuffed
fussily through the flat French countryside, stopping at small
stations along the way. Adelaide looked out of the window. It was
the first time she had travelled abroad by herself and she felt it
was quite an adventure. She had considered hiring a car and driver
when she got off the boat, after all, she could well afford to do
so now, but she decided it would be more fun to take the local
train and soak up the flavour of the country and its
people.

As the fields and
villages passed by, a living tapestry of French life, she thought
about her aunt, living in her convent at St Croix. She had turned
out to be the reverend mother, for goodness’ sake! Would she be
very religious? Would she understand why Adelaide wanted to see
her, cut off as she had been from the world for more than twenty
years? Adelaide was longing to meet her father’s sister, but it was
a longing touched with a certain amount of trepidation.

At last the train drew
into the station at Albert, and clutching her suitcase, Adelaide
got off and made her way outside. In the station yard, she managed
to find a taxi to take her to St Croix. It was an elderly Citroën
driven by a stout man, his coat stretched across his midriff and a
black beret perched on his bald head. He put her small suitcase
into the boot and then held the door as she climbed into the
car.

“St Croix, you say?” he
asked as he squeezed himself in behind the steering wheel.

“Yes, please,” Adelaide
said, settling herself into the battered seat. “To the
convent.”

The driver eyed her
curiously in the mirror. “You wish to join the sisters?” he
asked.

Adelaide laughed. “No,
Monsieur. I am merely visiting!”

The taxi drove into St
Croix, passing through the square and then along a winding lane to
the convent itself, which stood four storeys high overlooking the
village below.

What a forbidding
place, thought Adelaide as she looked up at the bleak, grey stone
walls towering above her. Almost like a fortress.

The taxi dropped her at
the main entrance and she walked up the steps to the old oak front
door. With its iron hinges and grille, it looked more like a castle
gate than the entrance to a convent. Adelaide paused for a moment,
and then, drawing a deep breath, tugged on the iron bell-pull. She
could hear the bell clanging away in the distance, but almost at
once the grille in the door opened and a face peered out.

“May I help you?” The
question was, of course, posed in French and Adelaide happily
answered in the same.

“Oh, yes please. My
name is Adelaide Anson-Gravetty, I’ve come to see Reverend
Mother.”

There was a scrape of
bolts being drawn, the door swung open and Adelaide was greeted by
a small nun who peered at her anxiously. “Mademoiselle Adelaide? I
am Sister Celestine. Yes, Mother is expecting you. Please come this
way.”

Adelaide followed
Sister Celestine across the stone-flagged hall and along a
corridor. There was no decoration on its stone walls and despite
her warm overcoat, Adelaide felt even colder than she had outside.
The nun led her up a flight of stairs and opened the door to a
small room at one end of a long corridor.

“Here is your room,
Mademoiselle. I have put hot water in the jug so that you may wash
after your journey. There is a lavatory at the other end of the
passage. If you will make yourself comfortable, I will come back in
fifteen minutes and take you to Mother. In the meantime, I will
tell her you have arrived.” So saying Sister Celestine stepped
aside to allow Adelaide into the cell-like bedroom, and then closed
the door behind her.

Adelaide tossed her
case onto the narrow bed, and having shed her hat and coat, crossed
to the window to look out. Below her was a courtyard, circled by a
high stone wall. Outside this was a field with woodland beyond and
over to one side another, walled area, with a tall stone cross at
its gate; a cemetery perhaps. The sky was grey and overcast and the
view rather depressing. Shivering, Adelaide turned back into the
room to find the jug of water Sister Celestine had promised. It
stood on the top of a chest of drawers, steam rising from it, and
folded neatly beside it was a small white towel. Adelaide washed
her hands and face, brushed her hair and paid a quick visit to the
lavatory at the end of the corridor. There was no mirror in the
room, but she squinted into the small mirror on her powder compact
and smiled encouragingly at her reflection.

It’s ridiculous to be
nervous, she told herself firmly. She’s your father’s sister, and
even if she has turned out to be Reverend Mother, she’s your aunt,
Sarah.

She chewed on her lips
to give them a little more colour, not liking to wear lipstick
within the convent, and awaited the return of her guide.

She did not have long
to wait. There was tap on the door and on her calling “Come in,”
Sister Celestine peered round the door.

“Mother is ready to see
you now,” she said and led the way into the depths of the huge,
grey building.

Eventually the nun
paused outside a door and knocked gently. A bell sounded from
within and she opened the door.

“Mademoiselle Adelaide
is here, Mother,” she said and stood aside for Adelaide to
enter.

“Thank you, Sister.”
The voice was soft, with an interesting lilt. “Would you bring us
some tea, please.”

Adelaide walked into
the room and found herself facing a middle-aged nun, rising from a
desk and smiling across the room at her.

“Adelaide,” she said,
her eyes alight with pleasure. “You’ve really come.”

“Aunt Sarah?” began
Adelaide and then hesitated. “I’m sorry, perhaps I should call you
Reverend Mother?” Her voice rose interrogatively as she paused just
inside the door.

“Just Sarah, I think,”
replied the nun cheerfully. “You’re almost the only one in the
world who can call me by that name. Come in, come in and sit down.
I’ve had them make up the fire so we can be comfortable.” She
indicated two chairs, one on either side of a tiny fireplace in
which smouldered a small log. Despite the fire, the room was
chilly, but Sarah did not seem to notice. “I hope Sister Celestine
has shown you your room and made you comfortable.” She added with a
laugh, “It’s a tiny room I’m afraid, but you’re luckier than I was
when I first arrived, I had to share it!”

“It’s fine, thank you,”
Adelaide replied, still standing a little awkwardly by the
door.

“Come here, my dear.
Let me look at you,” Sarah said. She took Adelaide’s hands in hers
and turned her face to the light of the window. “My dearest girl,”
she said with a break in her voice, “you could be your father.”

They stared at each
other for a moment, Sarah with tears in her eyes, then as if
suddenly recollecting herself she said, “I’m sorry, Adelaide, do
come to the fire and sit down. Sister Celestine will bring us some
tea directly, I’m sure you’d like something warm to drink after
your long journey. Tea is the one thing I have allowed myself as a
treat since I became Reverend Mother. The sisters indulge me, and,
I think, smile at my English ways behind my back.”

Adelaide suddenly
realised that they had, quite naturally, been speaking in French.
She said, “Aunt…Sarah, how do you come to be a nun in a French
convent?”

“That, my child, is a
long story and bound up with the story of your father, too. I will
tell you, of course, but let’s have our tea first. I think I hear
Sister Celestine at the door.” Sure enough there was a light tap on
the door, which swung open, and Sister Celestine struggled in with
a tray, which she set down on the desk. On it were a teapot and two
cups and saucers.

“Thank you, Sister,”
Reverend Mother said, and with a bob of her head the nun left the
room.

“I hope you can drink
tea without milk,” Sarah said as she poured them each a cup of tea.
“If the French ever drink tea it is almost always without
milk!”

When they were sitting
on either side of the fire, Sarah stared across at her niece, her
eyes drinking her in as if she couldn’t get enough of her. Adelaide
sipped her tea, and said nothing, allowing her to look.

“Adelaide, I am so glad
you wrote,” Sarah said at last. “I have had no news from England
since my father died in 1920. That’s a very long time. I did write
to you at the time, but of course you were only a tiny child then
and you wouldn’t remember the letter.”

Adelaide smiled
ruefully. “I doubt if I ever got it, Aunt Sarah,” she said. “I
think my father…my adoptive father…didn’t want me to know that he
wasn’t my natural father. As I explained in my letter, I only found
out about Freddie and you on my twenty-first birthday.”

“I can understand that
he wanted you to think of him as your real father,” Sarah said.
“But I think he was misguided. A person needs to know where she
comes from.”

“I think so too,”
agreed Adelaide, “which is why I am here now. I want to know about
Freddie’s family. I am afraid I’ve come to think of him as Freddie
in the last few weeks. Father still means the father I’ve grown up
with.”

“Of course it does,”
Sarah agreed, “and so it should. He has been your father all your
life. But Freddie is there too.” She smiled across at Adelaide
again, saying, “You really are so like him, especially when you
smile. Did your mother see it, I wonder?”

“She said so,” Adelaide
replied, “in the letter I was given on my birthday. I’ve brought it
with me, in case you wanted to read it.”

Sarah shook her head.
“No, Adelaide, I’m sure it is far too personal, but I am so glad so
much of Freddie lives on in you.”

The late afternoon
light began to fade as they sat and drank their tea and Sarah lit
the lamp that stood on a stand behind her desk. A bell began to
toll in the distance and Sarah got to her feet. “I have to go to
the chapel now for vespers. If you would like to join us, please
do. If not, you can wait here and after vespers I will come and
fetch you for the evening meal. After that, in recreation, we’ll be
able to talk properly for a while.”

“I think I would like
to come to the chapel with you, if that’s all right. My mother was
a Catholic too, and though I don’t go to Mass as often as I should,
I have been brought up in the faith.”

Reverend Mother smiled.
“I’m glad,” she said simply. “Follow me.”

She led the way through
the winding corridors of the convent, joining with a flow of
sisters heading towards the chapel. Adelaide was shown to a seat at
the back, and she watched with interest as the sisters filed into
their stalls. Before the nuns began to sing their office, there was
a scuffling of feet and five children were led into the chapel by a
flustered-looking novice. They sat down on a row of chairs just in
front of Adelaide. Four of them were girls and all dressed the same
in grey skirts, white blouses and pinafores. Each had her hair tied
back off her face and each wore a white cap on her head. The fifth
was a boy, aged about seven, with closely cropped hair that stood
in a tuft at the back of his head.

“They’re our orphans,”
Sarah told her when, after a supper of soup, bread and cheese, they
repaired once more to her office. “After the war there were several
children in the village who were left without fathers. One poor
mother asked if we would accept her nine-year-old daughter as a
novice. She had five other children and nothing to feed them
with.

“Reverend Mother at the
time refused to take the child as a novice, she was far too young,
but she did agree to give her a home until she was old enough to
make up her own mind. That made other families want to do the same.
Three of our children were truly orphans, passed on to us by an
aunt who couldn’t cope. Once the word got round that we accepted
children, several have been deposited on our doorstep…what my
father would have called children of shame!”

“And you took them all
in?”

“Of course. Where else
could the poor mites go? I was asked by Mother to look after them,
to see to their day-to-day care and teach them, so that one day,
should they choose to leave the convent, they would be able to earn
their living in the world.”

“Did you want to do
that?” asked Adelaide with interest. “I thought you were a
nurse.”

Sarah laughed. “I was,
after a fashion, but never a good one. Oh, I could scour bedpans
and make beds, but the real nursing was left to those much more
skilled than I. Anyway, as the wounded soldiers finally went home
there was less call on our little hospital. No, I was delighted to
take on the children. Our mother house in Paris also has an
orphanage, and so it was well within the work of our order.”

“And you’ve had orphans
ever since?” asked Adelaide.

Sarah sighed. “They
still turn up on our doorstep from time to time. We’ve never turned
one away. I don’t have the daily care of them now. That is the work
of Sister Danielle. She, and one of the novices, Sister
Marie-Joseph, take care of them now, and they go to the village
school, so that they are part of the local community.”

“And the hospital? Has
that gone? Are you no longer a nursing order?” asked Adelaide.

“After the war, when
the last of our wounded had been sent home, a new, small hospital
was built just outside the walls. Just two wards, one for men and
the other for women. That is where we still nurse the local people,
and look after the dying. During the war there were huts in the
courtyard outside, dreadful, ramshackle affairs, but we needed the
space then and they were better than nothing. Those, I’m glad to
say, have gone. They were pulled down when the new hospital was
built.” She sighed. “We’re kept busy enough, but nothing like the
flood of wounded that came back from the front.”

“Tell me about my
father,” Adelaide said. “Tell me about Freddie.”

Sarah smiled
reminiscently. “Dear Freddie. He was the best of brothers. Our
mother died when our younger brother, James, was born. He didn’t
survive either, so there was my father and just the two of us. We
were very close. When Freddie joined up in 1914 I missed him
dreadfully, and when he wrote to us telling us of the dreadful
state of affairs in the hospitals behind the lines, I persuaded my
father to let me come, with my maid, Molly, to help nurse the
wounded.”

“But why here?” asked
Adelaide.

“Because nowhere else
would have me! I was too young to join the VAD and anyway they
wouldn’t have let me come to France for years. I wanted to be there
straight away, to help. I’d done some Red Cross training and I
thought I could be of use.” She gave a short laugh. “It turned out
that my maid, Molly, was far more useful than I was. She knew how
to make a bed, to do laundry, to scrub floors. And as it happened,
she turned out to be a natural nurse.”

“But why here?”
persisted Adelaide. “Why this convent?”

“Because my aunt was
already here. My mother’s younger sister had joined the convent
while I was still a child. It was she who persuaded the reverend
mother that I could come and help. Persuading my father was the
hardest part, but I finally managed it. So Molly and I came, and
I’ve been here ever since.”

“What happened to
Molly? Is she a nun too?”

Sarah laughed. “No, not
Molly! She was decidedly Protestant. She didn’t approve of all this
Popery at all. She only came with me because I pressed her to. My
father really wouldn’t have allowed me to come completely alone.”
Sarah sighed. “No, poor Molly fell in love with one of her
patients, and when he…died…she was sent home in disgrace because
she was expecting his child.”

“How sad!” Adelaide
said. “What happened to her?”

“She went home to her
parents and had the baby there. It wasn’t a happy household. When I
took my vows I sent her all the money I had left. It wasn’t much,
but I hoped it would give her a chance to break free and live her
own life.”

“So where is she now?”
asked Adelaide, fascinated by this story.

Sarah shook her head.
“I don’t know. I’ve had no news of her since my father died. I have
written of course, but I’ve never received a reply. I don’t think
she can have received my letters or I am sure she would have
answered.” She gave a shake of the head. “Now, I have something
else to tell you, which I hope will please you. Your great-aunt, my
mother’s sister, is still alive and here in the convent. She is
almost bedridden now, poor dear, but her mind is as sharp as ever.
I’ve told her you’re coming and she asked me to bring you up to see
her before compline.”

Adelaide stared at her
for a moment. “You mean I’ve another aunt alive that I knew nothing
about?”

Sarah nodded and rose
to her feet. “Sister St Bruno. Your Great-Aunt Anne. Come and meet
her.”

Together they went
through the convent, past the common room where Adelaide heard
several of the nuns gathered for their hour of recreation and
upstairs to a small room on the first floor. Sarah tapped on the
door and then opened it, peeping round before going in.

“Are you awake,
Sister?” she asked softly.

“Of course, Mother,
please come in.”

Sarah opened the door
wide and ushered Adelaide into the room. An elderly woman was
sitting up in bed, a shawl over her head and another round her thin
shoulders. Glasses were perched on her nose and she had an open
Bible on the bed beside her.

“I’ve brought Adelaide
to see you, Sister. You know, Freddie’s daughter. Adelaide, this is
your Great-Aunt Anne.”

“Freddie’s
daughter…Charlotte’s granddaughter.” The voice was so soft that
Adelaide could hardly hear the words, but she crossed the room to
the old woman’s bedside and reached for her hands. Thin and papery
though they were, they gripped hers fiercely as the old nun peered
up into her face. “You have the look of Charlotte,” she said.

“Sarah…Reverend
Mother…says I look like Freddie,” said Adelaide.

“She may be right,”
agreed her aunt, “but I hardly knew him. No, you have Charlotte’s
eyes, though your colouring is not quite the same.” She patted the
bed and said, “Will you sit with me for a few minutes? Mother, I’m
sure you can spare her.”

“Of course,” Sarah
said. “I’ll come and collect you just before compline.” She smiled
at her aunt. “Now don’t tire yourself, Sister, Adelaide will come
and see you again tomorrow, I promise. She’s staying with us for
three days.”

Adelaide sat on the bed
as directed and smiled at the old lady. “It must be very strange to
call your niece ‘Mother’,” she said.

“Not really,” replied
Sister St Bruno. “There is always a reverend mother, just now it
happens to be my niece. She has only just been elected, but I think
she will make a good job of it. She is well respected by the
sisters, despite the fact that she’s English. Most of them have
forgotten that by now anyway. She is strong and stands up for what
she believes.” The old lady laughed. “She wouldn’t be here at all
if she hadn’t stood up to her father on more than one occasion. No,
I think the convent is in good hands while she is Reverend Mother,
and that is how I address her…in public.”

Adelaide smiled. “And
she calls you Sister.”

“She has done so ever
since she took the veil. It is as it should be.” The old lady gave
a conspiratorial smile. “Except when we’re alone, then we’re Sarah
and Aunt Anne.”

“Will you tell me about
my grandmother, your sister, Charlotte?”

“Ah, Charlotte, she was
another very strong-minded one…”

When Sarah came back to
collect her, Adelaide could hardly believe she had been sitting by
the old nun’s bedside for nearly half an hour.

“She’ll come and see
you again tomorrow, I promise,” Sarah said as she took her aunt’s
hand and tucked it under the covers. “God bless you, Sister.”

That night Adelaide lay
in the narrow bed in the room her aunt had shared with her maid
Molly all those years ago and thought about all she had learned
that day. What a day! Two new relations, both full of stories about
their family…her family. Telling her of Freddie, her father, the
man with dark hair and dark eyes so like her own; whose smile
matched her own.

Sarah had shown her a
faded snapshot of Freddie, not in his uniform, but in comfortable
country clothes in the garden of his own home, petting his dog and
grinning up at the camera. Even Adelaide could see the likeness
between them, and she felt an ache in her heart that she had never
known this laughing man, her father.

She heard of a man with
all his life before him, who had led his men into the trenches and
beyond. Of the war; of the courage of two young women, setting off
to a foreign hospital to “do their bit” for King and country; of
the horrors they had found and the wounded they had nursed.
Adelaide was amazed by their courage, their stamina, their devotion
to duty. She wondered as she drifted off to sleep, could she have
ever done something like that?

The next two days
Adelaide spent exploring the village and surrounding countryside.
Although it was November and the days were short, it was relatively
mild and the wintry sun still probed the drifting clouds. She
walked along the riverbank, and drank coffee in the little café
called Le Chat Noir on the village place. She attended several services in the convent chapel. She
talked to the orphans when they came home from the village school,
playing ludo and snakes and ladders and telling them stories. After
the midday meal she spent some time with Sister St Bruno, her
Great-Aunt Anne, and heard childhood stories of her grandmother.
During recreation she sat with Sarah and listened to tales of her
father, his exploits as a boy, his experiences in the trenches, his
brief courtship of her mother, and wished that she had had the
chance to know them all. It was on such an evening as this that she
brought up the question of the money she had inherited.

“I’ve seen the will,”
she told Sarah, “and it worries me. There’s no mention of you in
it. Surely your father should have left half what he had to
you.”

Sarah took her hand.
“Bless you,” she said, “but there’s no need to worry about that. My
father provided for me when he was still alive.” And she told
Adelaide about her trip to London at the end of the war. “He was
determined that the money should come to you and that no one else
should have any control over it once you were of age. So, my dear,
have it, enjoy it, use it for good. That’s what he really wanted
for you. Remember, he was a charitable man. Follow in his footsteps
and he would be proud of you.”

On the last morning,
when she was due to leave the convent, Adelaide sat with Sarah for
the last time.

Sarah opened a drawer
in her desk and pulled out a box. Inside it was the photo of
Freddie that Adelaide had already seen. Sarah held it out to her
niece.

“You must take this,”
she said. “It is important that you have a picture of your father
to keep.”

Adelaide didn’t take
the snapshot, but shook her head. “No, thank you. You must keep
it,” she insisted. “It’s yours.”

“No,” Sarah said
firmly. “I can remember what he looked like very well. You must
have it…and this, too.” She took something else out of the box and
held it out to Adelaide. It was a silver pendant on a chain. Sarah
placed it in Adelaide’s hand and closed her fingers over it.

“Freddie gave it to me
on the last day that I saw him,” she said. “I would like you to
have it now.” And, as Adelaide began to protest, she went on, “I
can’t wear it, Adelaide, it is a waste for me to keep it in a box.
It gave me great pleasure when he gave it to me, and I wore it all
the time, but since I can’t wear it and enjoy it anymore I would
like you to wear it for me. See, the pendant is a St Christopher…to
keep you safe.”

“Sarah…what can I say?”
Adelaide looked at the photo and the pendant, all she had left of
her father, all Sarah had left of her brother.”

“They’re yours,” Sarah
said firmly. “And don’t worry,” she added with a twinkle, “I’ve
kept the one of my parents…and that’s as it should be.”

As Adelaide went down
the steps to the waiting taxi, she turned back to see her aunt, the
reverend mother of the convent of Our Lady of Mercy, watching her
go. Her final words still rang in Adelaide’s ears. “Remember, my
dearest girl, that though we may see very little of each other, you
are very dear to me and will be in my prayers. Write to me,
Adelaide, and tell me of your life. Let me know when Freddie has
grandchildren.”

Adelaide had laughed at
that. “That’s a long way off, I’m afraid,” she said.

“Even so, keep in touch
so that I have news of you and can pass it on to Sister St
Bruno.”

As the taxi drew away
Adelaide found she had tears in her eyes. She dashed them away. How
stupid to cry, she thought. I’ve found a new family. That’s nothing
to cry about!

 


 


Four

All day long
there had been the distant sound of aeroplanes, the thunder of
artillery and the rattle of machine guns from the advancing armies
of the Reich combined with the last desperate efforts of the allied
armies to hold them at bay.

The sound of gunfire
reverberated across the countryside, and on every road there were
retreating troops, ambulances carrying the wounded, and adding to
the confusion of the retreat were the civilian refugees. These
straggled along the roads, a slow-moving stream of humanity heading
westward, pushing their worldly goods in prams, wheelbarrows and
handcarts. Mothers wheeled small children perched on the saddles
and crossbars of ancient bicycles; older children carried babies or
led their younger brothers and sisters by the hand as they
struggled along the road. The very old and the very young, the most
vulnerable, trudging together in the vain hope of outrunning the
invading Germans. The air was alive with Heinkels, harrying those
in retreat, so that the retreating soldiers and the fleeing
refugees continually had to dive in panic for the scant cover of
hedge or ditch at the roadside. With no opposition, the planes
screamed out of the sky, their machine guns strafing the columns
winding slowly along the roads, tracer ripping through civilians
and military alike.

Dead and wounded
littered the road. The dead left to lie where they had fallen, the
wounded struggling on as best they could, supported by their
comrades or their friends. Few had any doubts as to the outcome of
the German advance; many had already tasted their merciless
brutality as they had torn through towns and villages, the Panzers
advancing, clearing the road in front of them with indiscriminate
shells.

The Leon family was
among the refugees. They were making for Bordeaux where Mathilde
Leon had cousins. Her husband, Marc, was in the army, but she
hadn’t heard from him for weeks and didn’t even know if he were
alive or dead. As the Germans flooded over the border, she had
decided that they must leave their home, taking only what they
could pile into the baby’s pram and try to get to what she hoped
was the safety of her cousin Jacques’ home. She had heard what had
been happening to the Jews in Germany, and she knew that if they
remained where they were, they would be in the most desperate
danger when the Germans arrived. Already their little shop had had
its windows broken and daubed with paint, and that wasn’t even by
Germans but by one of their French neighbours. Mathilde didn’t know
who had done it, none of her neighbours had appeared to care before
that the Leons were Jews, but now? She decided it was a sign of the
times, and the times to come, and for the children’s sake she felt
that they should try and get away to safety. She could only hope
that they would be safer with Jacques, but in any case she couldn’t
think of anywhere else to go.

They had tried to stay
off the main roads. Mathilde didn’t want her little family to
become mixed up with the columns of soldiers who seemed to be in
full retreat before the oncoming German tanks. She would have
preferred to have travelled at night, but it was hard enough to
keep moving in the daylight along roads they didn’t know, through
villages where they were greeted with hostile stares. David, her
eldest, was doing his best to be the man of the family, but he was
only nine and could do little to help except hold his younger
sister, Catherine’s, hand and sing her songs to keep her going.
Mathilde herself had baby Hannah hoisted on her hip in a sling, and
was pushing the pram that contained their scant supply of food and
water and a few clothes for each of them.

When they reached the
town of Albert, they found it seething with refugees like
themselves, and Mathilde decided that they might do better to
travel in a larger group. There were other Jewish families and,
even in the crowd, there was mutual recognition. They huddled
together, aware that they were being eyed suspiciously by those
around them. That night they all slept together in the bus station.
There were no buses, but at least it gave them some shelter from
the drizzle that had been drenching them all day.

Mathilde gave her
children some bread and a sliver of cheese each, and tried to beg
some milk for the baby. The little she had been able to bring with
her had soon run out, for Hannah had a healthy appetite.

One woman, who seemed
to be alone, took pity on her and poured a little milk into a
cup.

“Here you are,” she
said as she handed it over. “It’s all I can spare, but it’ll give
the poor little mite something in her stomach.”

“Thank you, you are so
kind,” said Mathilde. “Let me give you this in return.” And she
passed over the crust of bread that would have been her own
supper.

The other woman took
it, thanking her gravely. “We must hope we can find more food
tomorrow,” she said. “Albert is quite big. There must be some shops
that still have food to sell.”

Very early in the
morning, with hunger gnawing at her insides, Mathilde took the
children away from the others into a small park. Here she told
David to sit with his sister and not to move while she went to try
and find some food.

The little boy nodded
solemnly and sat on the ground with his back against a wall,
Catherine on the grass beside him. Mathilde dare not leave the pram
in the sole charge of a nine-year-old boy, anyone might take it
from him, so with some misgivings she placed Hannah in the pram on
top of their worldly goods, and made ready to push it ahead of her
as she went in search of food.

“Whatever happens,
don’t move,” Mathilde told him. “Stay here until I get back.
Promise me now. I shan’t be long.”

David promised and,
with an anxious glance over her shoulder, Mathilde set off into the
town to find them something to eat.

She was gone the best
part of an hour, but when she returned there was a loaf of bread
tucked into the pram beside Hannah. This she tore into pieces and
gave to the two older children. For Hannah she tore the crumb out
from the crust and soaking it in a little of their precious water,
made it into a soggy pap that Hannah could suck from her mother’s
fingers. The crust she ate herself.

The town was awake now
and people were going about their business. Many of the other
refugees had already moved on, and Mathilde was anxious to leave as
well. While searching for food she had become aware of the sidelong
glances people were giving her, not exactly open hostility, but
obvious mistrust. It was time to get out of this terrified town.
She knew they had to travel westwards, so with the sun at her back
she took the road out of town. The going was slow, the road uneven
and very bumpy for the pram. With Hannah on her hip, she let the
other children take turns riding in the pram, and that way they
moved a little faster than the previous day. Even so, she knew that
they had to keep stopping to rest or the children would never keep
going.

Once they heard planes
high overhead, and Mathilde looked round wildly for some cover, but
there was none. The land stretched away in all directions, flat and
almost featureless except for a line of poplar trees away in the
distance and the occasional straggling farm buildings. However, the
planes were quite high and droned away into the clouds to the north
of them. She could hear intermittent gunfire from that direction
too, and once there was a big boom as if something had blown up,
but it seemed some distance away and she tried not to think about
it.

As the morning
progressed they began to catch up with other refugees who had set
out earlier than they had. Old men and women, young mothers like
her with children at their skirts, all plodding along the same
straight road. Far ahead they could see the roofs of a village,
above which towered a tall, grey stone building with a turret on
one end, a chateau perhaps.

We’ll stop there for a
proper rest, Mathilde thought, and try to get something else to
eat. Maybe there’s a farm that will be able to sell us a little
milk for Hannah. But it would be at a price, she knew that, and her
small supply of cash was dwindling at an alarming speed. Everything
cost so much…and the price tended to rise when the person who was
selling knew you were desperate.

They were travelling in
a much larger group now, about forty or fifty people strung out
along the lane leading into the village. The road was edged with
shallow drainage ditches, and above these were low hedges on either
side to keep the cattle safely in their fields.

Thank God, Mathilde
thought fervently. If there are cattle in the fields there must be
milk to buy.

Suddenly the air seemed
to explode around them and from nowhere two planes screamed out of
the sky, guns blazing as they dived low, skimming the hedgerows and
strafing the meandering line of refugees. With a scream Mathilde
grabbed Catherine from her place in the pram, and, shrieking
David’s name, flung herself to the ground, rolling towards the
illusory shelter of the hedge. Tracer bullets, bouncing, fiery red,
ricocheted off the road, ripping through the panicking people. The
planes roared up and away, spiralling into the sky, only to turn
again and make another murderous pass low over the people scattered
in the road. The rattle of the guns and the howl of the engines
created a terrifying blast of sound, drowning the shrieks and cries
of their victims below. Mathilde had rolled onto Hannah who had
been riding on her hip and the baby, now beneath her in the ditch,
was screaming. Catherine fell from her mother’s arms landing head
first in the hedge, and David, who had been walking a little way
ahead, had turned to stare up at the planes, until his mother’s
agonised scream had made him too dive for cover. The planes came in
low, spraying their helpless victims with gunfire, the shriek of
their engines almost more terrifying than the barrage of bullets.
This time when they were clear, they did not come back, but
thundered off into the sky leaving chaos on the ground behind them.
In less than two minutes they had reduced the line of refugees to a
confused mass of dead, dying and wounded.

People were screaming
and crying as the agonies of the wounded rose in their throats.
David could hear Hannah howling, and whimpering himself, he crawled
to where he could see his mother sheltering in the hedge. Only his
mother made no move to calm or quiet the bellowing baby, she lay on
her side, her body on top of Hannah, and beside her lay Catherine,
one arm flung out as if she were reaching for something.

“Maman, Maman,” he
wailed, pulling at his mother’s arm. She rolled over and looked up
at him, but her eyes didn’t look right. They were staring at him,
but they weren’t smiling at him or even crying with shock or pain.
The crying was coming from Hannah, still crushed under her mother’s
body, the body that had saved her life at the cost of its own.
Still not understanding what had happened, David continued to shake
his mother to make her look at him properly and not in that staring
way. But she didn’t move and her eyes still gazed up into his
face.

“Maman, you must move,
you’re squashing Hannah,” he told her. “You’re making her cry!”
When his mother still didn’t move, he pulled at her and managed to
move her shoulders so that she tipped to one side and he was able
to pull Hannah from the sling on her mother’s hip and drag her
clear. Hannah continued to scream, her little face scarlet and
contorted with fury, her cheeks tear-stained and filthy from the
ditch.

David tried to shush
her, but it was useless, so he laid her carefully on the ground and
bent down to look at Catherine. She lay half in the ditch, half in
the hedge, with blood running down her face. She was moaning
softly, but her eyes were shut and she didn’t look at him. He tried
shaking his mother again but it was no good, she wouldn’t get up.
Her head was turned away now and she wasn’t looking at him anymore.
That was when David saw the blood coming from a hole in her neck.
He stared at it for a moment as he began to take in what it meant.
It meant that Maman wasn’t going to get up again…ever. It meant
that she had been hit by the bullets from the planes and that she
was dead. David let out a wail and gathering up the still screaming
baby in his arms he sat on the ground, rocking backwards and
forwards, backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards.

Gradually the carnage
left by the Heinkels resolved itself into those who, miraculously,
were not hurt, those who were wounded and those who were dead. The
unhurt and the wounded struggled to their feet again, wanting to
move on, away from this place of death. Those with dead companions
knelt beside them and wept, before dragging them clear of the road
to be left behind. All the time swivelling their eyes skywards,
watching for the aircraft, straining their ears for the throb of
the engines that would herald their return. But the sky was empty,
the air was quiet except for the cries of the wounded and the wails
of the children. The hunters, having wreaked their havoc on this
little company of refugees, were searching prey elsewhere.

Slowly, those who could
began to walk again, on towards the village that lay so close
around the corner. Those too badly injured to walk were heaved onto
handcarts, carried or supported by their friends…or simply left
behind.

Some tried to gather up
their scattered possessions, taking them into their arms, or if
their handcarts or barrows had survived the onslaught, piling their
and other peoples’ goods onto those and pushing them away. One old
man edged towards the upturned pram beside the three children, but
David screamed at him.

“Go away! That’s our
pram! Go away! Go away!” Dumping the still screaming Hannah
unceremoniously on the ground beside him, David picked up a stone
and hurled it at the man. It hit him in the midriff and the man
hesitated, squinting at the small boy who was already reaching for
another stone. David continued to yell at him and hurl stones until
the old man turned away and went in search of easier pickings.

David flopped down
panting with fright and having looked once more at his mother,
realised that it was up to him now. Papa had said when he went away
to the war that David must look after Maman for him, that he must
be the man of the house and help Maman with the girls.

“They’re only little
girls, David,” said Papa. “You can help Maman by looking after them
when she’s busy.”

David thought of Papa
now and the tears welled up in his eyes. He didn’t know where Papa
was, and now Maman was dead…he knew that…so he, David, had to do
something.

He crawled over to
where Catherine still lay unmoving. She didn’t seem to be bleeding
now, but she was still moaning in a very frightening way. He knew
he had to get help and that they had to get away from here before
the planes came back to find them again. Unsteadily, he got to his
feet and went to the overturned pram. Most of the things inside had
been flung out and he noticed that there were holes in the bottom
of it, but with a struggle he was able to right it again. He looked
round and found some of their clothes strewn across the road. Under
a jersey he found the photo of his father and mother getting
married. Maman had brought it with her and wrapped it up in a
shirt. Carefully he put it with the other things back in the pram
and then made a sort of nest in the clothes for Hannah. She had
stopped bawling now and was making a sort of whimpering noise, her
fist stuck in her mouth. Carefully he picked her up and lifted her
into the pram. Then he covered her with a towel and turned his
attention to Catherine. He was just wondering how on earth he was
going to move her, when a voice spoke behind him.

“Is she dead?”

David spun round and
grabbed the handle of the pram. A woman was standing at the edge of
the road looking down at him. David thought she looked a bit
familiar, but he didn’t know who she was. He held tight to the
handle of the pram so that she couldn’t take it.

“Is she dead?” the
woman asked again, nodding at Catherine.

“No.” David’s voice
came out in a husky whisper, not sounding like him at all. “Maman,
she doesn’t move and her eyes are staring at me. I think she’s
dead, but Catherine isn’t. She’s got blood coming out, but she’s
making a funny noise, so she isn’t dead.”

“What will you do?”
asked the woman. “Do you want to come with me? I am going on
now.”

“No. I have to bring
Catherine. She’s hurt. She’s bleeding. I have to find a
doctor.”

The woman gave a sharp
laugh that didn’t sound like a real laugh at all, and David took a
step back.

“Don’t think there’s
much chance of that,” the woman said, “but if you want me to help
you get your sister to the village over there, I’ll do that.”

When David didn’t
answer she said, “Well, do you? We can’t just stand here and wait
for those buggers to come back.”

David nodded dumbly. He
didn’t know what to do, but perhaps there was someone in the
village that might help if he could only get there.

“Right, then,” the
woman said, and bending down she scooped Catherine up into her arms
and laid her on top of the pram.

Hannah gave a squawk
and the woman said, “Lift the baby out. You can carry her. I’ll
push the pram with the little girl on top.”

“What about Maman?”
David looked anxiously down at his mother still lying on her side
with her face in the hedge.

“You’ll have to leave
her,” the woman replied brusquely, “like everyone else.” Then she
added, “Did she have any money on her? You ought to look. You’ll
need money whatever happens to you.”

David knew that his
mother had her money in a little leather bag tied round her waist
under her skirt. Should he take it? Suppose this strange woman took
the money away from him. He didn’t want to touch his mother again.
He didn’t want to rummage through her clothes to find the moneybag,
but they did need the money.

Losing patience, the
woman said, “Here, hold onto the pram. I’ll look. Do you know where
she hid it?”

David told her and
within a moment she was handing him the little leather pouch. “Put
it somewhere safe,” she instructed. “Not everyone’s as honest as I
am.”

David hoisted Hannah up
onto his hip as he had seen his mother do and managed to stuff the
bag into his pocket. Then returning the baby to his arms, he looked
at the woman again. This time he remembered where he’d seen
her.

“You gave Hannah some
milk,” he said. “Last night.”

She didn’t answer that,
but simply said, “Come on, let’s get away from here.”

David turned to look at
his mother once more and then with a shuddering sob turned to
follow the woman who was already wheeling the pram, with Catherine
draped across it, along the road towards the next village.

It was still a mile or
so, but they made steady progress and half an hour later they
trailed into the village square. It was already seething with
refugees trying to find shelter for their wounded, food and drink
for themselves. The woman kept walking, pushing the pram with the
injured child in it, and David was now afraid of losing his new
friend. Hannah had at last fallen asleep in his arms, and she lay
heavy against his shoulder, but although his arms ached he clutched
her to him with one arm and held fast to the woman’s skirt with his
other hand, so that they should not become separated.

The woman pushed her
way through the crowd and headed for a small café that opened off
the square. An old lady was sitting in the window looking out at
what was happening. The café door was closed, and when she pushed
it, as many others had before her, the woman found that it was
locked. Undeterred she banged on the window.

“Let us in,” she
bellowed. “I’ve an injured child here.”

The old lady inside
continued to stare, but made no effort to open the door. A young
girl came round the side of the café and said, “You can’t come in.
We’ve no spare food here.”

“It’s a doctor we
need,” snapped the woman. “Which is the doctor’s house?”

“He’s not there, he’s
at the hospital.”

“Hospital! Where’s
that, then?”

“Up at the convent,”
the girl pointed vaguely out of the square.

“Come on,” the woman
said, and plucking Hannah from David’s aching arms, tucked her
under her own. She rested her other hand on the handle of the pram.
“You’ll have to help me push.”

Together they skirted
the square and headed in the direction of the tall, grey stone
building that dominated the village.

Sitting in her small
office, the convent accounts spread out on the desk in front of
her, Mother Marie-Pierre had been listening to the sound of
gunfire. It had seemed a long way off at first, but now it sounded
much closer, and planes had twice roared low over the convent
before spiralling away into the sky.

It’s happening again,
she thought bitterly. The Germans are coming, and this time there’s
no line of trenches to hold them back.

She was right. Even in
the comparative seclusion of the convent, news and rumour, often
intertwined and indistinguishable, were circulating. News came in
from the village with the lay workers. A steady procession of
refugees straggled through St Croix, each with his tale to tell.
The Germans were coming. The Allies were running. The advance had
been stopped. The English were swinging south to save Paris. The
English were scuttling back across the Channel to save themselves,
leaving France to the mercy of her enemies. Perfidious Albion!

To try and curtail
speculation, Mother Marie-Pierre allowed the nuns who wanted to, to
listen to one broadcast on the radio each day, and what they heard
made desperate listening.

The German Panzer
divisions were racing across the country, sometimes as much as
thirty or forty miles a day, forcing the allied armies to retreat,
squeezing them back to the Pas de Calais. Many of the retreating
soldiers, both French and English, had been overtaken, blasted by
the tanks, machine-gunned from the air, captured or left wounded or
dead at the side of the road. Bridges were blown up, roads
destroyed as the Allies retreated, and still the Germans came on,
shells flying, guns blazing, unstoppable.

All this they had
heard, piecing together the snippets they gleaned, blending them
with the official news broadcasts.

It sounds very close
today, Mother Marie-Pierre thought. Too close. I must send someone
to the village to find out what has happened.

She got to her feet and
went in search of Sister Henriette. Sister Henriette was one of the
sisters who went visiting regularly in the village, never afraid to
go into a house where there was sickness, always with a basket of
food on her arm. She was well known and well liked and the people
would talk to her.

“See if you can find
out what’s happening,” Mother Marie-Pierre said. “That gunfire
sounded very close. It may be that the Germans have arrived in the
village. If they have there may be those who need our help. Come
straight back once you know what’s going on, and we can decide what
we need to do. In the meantime I will call all the sisters together
so we can discuss it when you get back.”

“Yes, Mother.” Sister
Henriette flung her cloak over her habit and let herself out of the
kitchen door. She took the footpath to the village, cutting down
through a copse and out onto the lane, which wound down towards the
square. As she reached the lane she saw a strange little group of
people coming towards her, a dishevelled woman pushing a pram with
a child stretched across it, a small boy helping her to push, and
tucked wriggling under the woman’s arm, a wailing baby.

Sister Henriette
hurried forward. “Good gracious!” she cried. “What has happened?
What’s the matter with the little girl? Here, let me take the
baby.”

The woman relinquished
the baby readily into the nun’s arms, and detached the boy’s
fingers from her skirt. “There was a raid on the road. Air attack.
These children lost their mother. I don’t know how bad the little
girl is, but I’ll leave them with you now.” She let go of the pram
and started to turn away.

“Wait! You can’t…”
began Sister Henriette.

“Look, Sister, or
whatever you’re called. They’re nothing to do with me, OK? The
mother’s lying dead in a ditch along with several others. I just
helped them get to you. Now they’re your responsibility. They’ll be
safer with you than they’d ever be with me. I’m on the road…and I’m
a Jew. They’re Jews too, for that matter, but you wouldn’t know it
to look at them…not if you keep the boy’s trousers on, that is.”
She stared into Sister Henriette’s astonished face. “I’m telling
you, if the Germans find them with me they’ll be far worse off. And
my chances are better if I travel alone.”

“But wait, maybe we can
help you…” cried Sister Henriette.

“No one will be able to
help me if I’m caught by the Germans,” the woman said flatly. “Jews
disappear, and I don’t intend to be one of them.”

“At least just come
into the convent for a while and rest,” urged Sister Henriette.

“If I rest before I’m
safe, I’m dead,” the woman replied. “If you want to help people,
there are plenty that need it in the village square down there.”
She waved her hand in the direction of the village. “Go down and
help them. I’m getting away from here,” and turning on her heel she
strode on along the lane.

David, staring after
her, saw the last link with his mother disappearing and his face
crumpled, tears streaming down his cheeks.

Sister Henriette, still
holding Hannah, reached out her other hand to him. “Don’t cry,
little one. You’re safe now. Let’s go and find you something to
eat. I bet you’re hungry, aren’t you? And we can get a nurse to
look at your sister. She is your sister, isn’t she? Come along now,
I need you to help push the pram like you were before.”

She reached for the
handle of the pram and started to push it along the lane to the
convent. David tugged at her habit, and struggling manfully against
his tears said fiercely, “Give me Hannah.”

The nun handed him the
baby and, giving her full attention to pushing the pram, led them
back up the lane to the convent.

 


 


Five

Mother
Marie-Pierre had summoned the entire community to the recreation
room where they squeezed in and listened with growing horror to the
news that Sister Henriette brought with her.

When she had arrived
back at the convent with three small children and a pram, Mother
Marie-Pierre had hurried out to meet them.

“These children have
been bombed by the Germans,” Sister Henriette told her briefly. “I
was told their mother is dead at the roadside, and the little
girl,” she indicated Catherine still prostrate on the pram, “has
been wounded, though I don’t know how badly.” Hannah was by now
making her presence known to Mother Marie-Pierre with ear-splitting
wails. Sister Henriette took her from David once more and putting
her up over her shoulder, patted her soothingly on the back to
quieten her.

Mother
Marie-Pierre looked at the small boy with the dirty, tear-streaked
face, and crouching down so that their eyes met easily she said
softly, “What is your name, mon brave?”

David stared at her for
several moments, his eyes huge and dark in his pale face taking in
another strange lady wearing peculiar clothes. At last, as if he’d
come to some sort of decision, he whispered, “David.”

“Well, David, I think
you are a very brave boy to look after your sisters. Would you like
something to eat, while I get the doctor to look at your
sister?”

David nodded and when
Mother Marie-Pierre reached for the handle of the pram, he grabbed
it from her shouting fiercely, “No! You can’t have Catherine!”

Mother Marie-Pierre
stepped back, lowering her hand. “It’s all right, David. You can
push the pram, but we do need to get poor Catherine to the doctor,
you know. And the little one, she’d like some milk, I’d expect.
What’s her name?”

David, still grasping
the handle of the pram possessively, murmured, “Hannah.”

“Well let’s go inside
and find a doctor for Catherine, some milk for Hannah and perhaps
some bread and cheese for you?” She ended on an interrogative note
and David nodded again.

“Come along then.”
Mother Marie-Pierre led the way to the front door where Sister
Celestine was waiting, peering anxiously round the doorpost. Mother
Marie-Pierre despatched her to the infirmary to fetch the doctor,
telling her, on her way, to ask Sister Danielle to come
immediately.

Sister Danielle arrived
almost at once and Sister Henriette handed Hannah into her care
with some relief. Hannah was very hungry and was making her
displeasure at the fact very clear.

“Give her some milk and
get her clean and dry, please, Sister, while Sister Henriette finds
David something to eat. Then we’ll see what else needs to be done.
Ask Sister Marie-Joseph to come to me as well, please.” Mother
Marie-Pierre turned back to the little boy, still clinging onto the
handle of the pram. She spoke gently. “When the doctor comes we’ll
get Catherine into bed and make her comfortable. Will you go with
Henriette to the kitchen?”

David shook his head.
It was clear he did not want to leave Catherine. “Papa said look
after the girls,” he whispered.

“Was your papa with
you?” asked Mother Marie-Pierre.

The boy shook his head
again. “Just Maman… .” His face crumpled and Sister Henriette
dropped onto her knees beside him and putting her arms round him,
gathered him against her.

For a long while he
leaned against her, his sobs muffled in her habit. Sister Henriette
looked over his head at Reverend Mother, who nodded briskly and
gently lifted the little girl from the pram, carrying her indoors
to find the doctor.

At last David’s tears
began to lessen and he pulled himself free of the nun’s arms.
“Maman is dead,” he said on a sob. “The planes came and shot her.
She’s in the ditch. We had to leave her in the ditch. I couldn’t
carry her.” He added pitifully, “She’ll get cold.”

“I know, I know,”
soothed Sister Henriette. “We’ll find her for you. We won’t leave
her in the ditch, I promise you. You’ve been so brave, David. We’ll
help you now. You did what Papa told you to. You’ve been very
strong. He’ll be proud of you.”

Tentatively Sister
Henriette reached for the boy’s hand and when he didn’t draw away,
she went to lead him up the steps, saying as he looked back
anxiously at the pram, “Don’t worry about your things, they will be
quite safe here, I promise you.” Still he dragged his feet, so she
said brightly, “Tell you what, David, let’s go in through the
kitchen door and you can leave the pram safely in the yard.”

Together they pushed
the pram round the building and on reaching the courtyard, Sister
Henriette helped him put it into the small shed there before
leading him indoors.

Sister Marie-Joseph
joined them in the kitchen as David was tucking into bread and
cheese and a glass of milk, clearly very hungry.

“Mother wants you in
the recreation room,” she said to Sister Henriette. “I’m to take
David over to the infirmary to see his sisters and to have him
checked over by Dr Felix.” She smiled down at the boy sitting at
the table. “If you come with me, David, you can see your sisters.
Catherine is awake now. She had a bump on the head, but the doctor
says she’ll be fine very soon.”

She held out her hand,
and David slid off the stool and took it. He found her less
intimidating because, although she wore peculiar clothes too, her
hat wasn’t as big as the other ladies’ and she didn’t peer at him
from underneath it.

When Sister Henriette
reached the recreation room she found many of the sisters assembled
there. At Reverend Mother’s request she quickly put them in the
picture.

“All that gunfire we
heard earlier and the planes; that was the Germans firing on a
group of refugees,” she told them. “Aeroplanes dive bombing them.
When I went down, I met a woman who was bringing three children up
here. She said their mother was dead at the roadside. There are
people in the village who have been wounded. We need to send help
at once and prepare beds in the infirmary for the most badly
injured.” She looked round at her assembled sisters and noticed
that most of those who worked in the infirmary were not there.

“Sister Jeanne-Marie
has already set off for the village with three others. Sister
Eloise is making ready in the hospital,” Mother Marie-Pierre said.
“The rest of us need to prepare for an influx of injured and
frightened people,” adding with the ghost of a smile, “just like
before.”

Mother Marie-Pierre was
very glad that some of the nursing sisters who had worked so hard
during the last war, caring for the wounded ferried back from the
trenches, were still able to work in the infirmary. She would need
to rely on their experience and expertise to help them all through
this crisis and the many more she expected to come with the arrival
of the Germans.

Mother Marie-Pierre was
a young reverend mother, but one of her great strengths was to use
the gifts of those around her. When Mother Marie-Georges had died a
few years after the war, her place had been taken by Sister
Magdalene, the sister who had run the convent hospital so
efficiently throughout the war. The new reverend mother had at once
seen the potential in the newly professed Sister Marie-Pierre, and
had put her to work in the growing orphanage. She had not been
disappointed in her choice. Before long Sister Marie-Pierre had
been given charge of the orphans and over the years Mother
Magdalene had come to rely on her, respecting her judgement and
seeking her opinion on matters which arose. Mother Magdalene had
also been a comparatively young reverend mother, and had supervised
the running of the convent for almost fourteen years before she had
been summoned to the order’s mother house in Paris. Despite her
youth and the fact that many of the other sisters were technically
more senior than she, it was Sister Marie-Pierre she left in charge
while she was away. Again her confidence was not misplaced. The
strange English girl, who had arrived of her own volition to help
nurse the wounded during the Great War, had proved her worth as a
member of the community, and Mother Magdalene knew that she would
one day be capable of taking over from her.

Now in her mid-sixties,
Mother Magdalene had moved to the Paris convent permanently as the
overall mother superior of the order, leaving the community in St
Croix in little doubt as to whom she wanted them to elect as her
successor. There had been those who doubted the wisdom of her
choice and one or two who resented that such a young sister—Sister
Marie-Pierre was not much more than forty—had been placed over
them, demanding their unquestioning obedience. On the whole,
however, the choice had been considered a good one. She was always
ready to listen to what anyone had to say, welcomed discussion, and
when she finally made a decision her reasons were explained so that
everyone understood her action. Thus, she soon had the complete
loyalty of most of her sisters.

Now, in a crisis, her
unquestioned authority paid dividends as she quickly organised the
sisters to deal with the emergency. Sister Danielle who, with
Sister Marie-Joseph, now looked after the orphans, quickly took the
Leon children into her domain and tried to make them comfortable.
Catherine had been kept in the infirmary under the careful eye of
Sister Eloise; David and Hannah were washed and dressed in clean
clothes. Their few possessions had been retrieved from the pram,
stored safely in the shed in the courtyard. David had visited
Catherine in the ward and found her sitting up in bed with a large
white bandage round her head with one of the lay workers, Marthe,
spooning warm soup into her mouth. Catherine smiled when she saw
him. “David,” she called out, “David, I bumped my head and they’ve
put it in a bandage!” Marthe spooned in another mouthful of soup
and then Catherine asked, “Where’s Maman? Why isn’t she here? My
head hurts.”

“Now then, Catherine,”
Marthe said hastily, “eat your soup like a good girl,” adding as
she turned to David, “poor Catherine can’t remember how she hurt
her head.”

“We’ll tell her all
about it when she’s feeling a bit better,” Sister Danielle said
quietly. She was still holding the little boy’s hand. “We want her
to try and sleep as soon as she’s had her soup.”

David understood what
they were saying. Catherine didn’t know Maman was dead. The sudden
picture of his mother lying, staring up at him with empty eyes and
blood oozing from holes in her neck made him cry out in despair; a
primordial sound that wrenched at the heart. Sister Danielle
scooped him up into her arms and sitting on a chair rocked him like
a baby as he wept.

Later, when he had been
checked over by Dr Felix and was finally asleep in one of the tiny
bedrooms usually kept for visitors, Sister Danielle went to consult
with Mother Marie-Pierre .

“We must bring their
mother in for Christian burial,” she said. “It is very hard for
children as young as David and Catherine to take in what has
happened. The baby, of course, will remember nothing. As long as
she’s fed and dry she will do very well, but the little boy… .” The
nun shook a regretful head.

“I’m not sure about the
Christian burial,” replied Mother Marie-Pierre. “I have been
talking to Sister Henriette, and she says the woman who brought the
children here said that they are Jews. That’s why they were on the
road, I imagine.” She looked across at Sister Danielle. “I think it
would be wiser to keep this piece of information to ourselves.
Sister Henriette knows too, of course, but it could be very
dangerous for those children if it leaked out.”

“You mean to the
Germans?” Sister Danielle was wide-eyed. “What would they do?”

Mother Marie-Pierre
shrugged. “Probably nothing with children this young. They’d be no
use in one of their work camps, but there is no need to draw
attention to the fact that they are Jewish.”

“Would anyone guess?”
wondered Sister Danielle.

“Again, probably not,”
Mother Marie-Pierre said, “but the woman who brought them did
remind Sister Henriette that there would be a physical sign on the
boy.”

“A physical sign?”
Sister Danielle looked puzzled.

“Jewish boys are
circumcised,” Mother Marie-Pierre said, adding with a faint smile,
“you remember Our Lord in the temple when he was a baby?”

“Oh!” Colour flooded up
into Sister Danielle’s face. She knew the story well enough,
everyone did, but the actuality, the physical side of it had never
dawned on her and the thought of her Lord Jesus having such a thing
done to him brought a hot flush to her cheeks.

Seeing her confusion,
Mother Marie-Pierre said gently, “Don’t worry about it, Sister, all
we have to do is see that it is you who gives him his bath. He’s
only a little boy, you know.” Then to change the subject onto less
embarrassing ground she went on. “However, their mother, and all
the other dead, must be brought to the village for burial. Father
Michel will say Mass for them and they will be buried in the
churchyard. I will speak to him about the children’s mother.”

It wasn’t just the
Germans Mother Marie-Pierre was worried about, though she could
hardly say so to Sister Danielle. Marthe, one of the lay workers at
the convent, was also a Jew. Her family had lived in St Croix since
before the first war and were part of the village community. Her
father, Claude, was a farm labourer and her mother, Rochelle, kept
a tiny store that sold everything from buttons and lace to
billhooks and lamp oil. Marthe had come to the convent looking for
work to help maintain the family…there were four children younger
than she…and Mother Marie-Pierre had agreed to let her help with
the rough work in the infirmary. Sister Marie-Paul, the novice
mistress, had come to her in outrage.

“How can you let a Jew
into the convent?” she demanded, red-faced. “It is no place for
Jews. We are a Christian community!” Her anger had made her
outspoken, but Mother Marie-Pierre did not reprove her for that.
She simply said, “But Sister, we have a Jew living with us
permanently.”

Sister Marie-Paul
stared at her. “Who?” she asked, dismay on her face. “Who here is a
Jew?”

Mother Marie-Pierre
replied gently, “Our Lord, Sister.”

Sister Marie-Paul had
been silenced, but she had not been reconciled to Marthe coming to
the hospital each day, and Mother Marie-Pierre rather thought that
she gave the girl a hard time. Luckily it was Sister Eloise who ran
the hospital now, and she, recognising not only a hard worker, but
someone with an instinctive flare for nursing, was pleased to have
the girl and protected her much of the time from Sister
Marie-Paul’s spite.

The rest of the day and
much of the night was spent providing care for the others who had
been hurt in the German raid, food for those who had survived and
somewhere to sleep for the night.

Mathilde Leon was found
still lying at the roadside and carried in on a makeshift stretcher
along with ten others who had also been killed. They were laid out
in the village school to be identified and then buried in the
little churchyard.

The curé, Father
Michel, was to say Mass for them and then they would be buried in a
corner of the churchyard already set aside for strangers. When
friends and families had identified the bodies, it turned out that
two more of the casualties, a man and a little boy, were also Jews.
Their family did not want them included in the requiem Mass, nor
buried in a Christian churchyard. A weeping woman had claimed the
man as her husband and a bleak-eyed man said the boy was his son.
They begged that they be buried somewhere separate.

The curé had shrugged
and said that they certainly couldn’t be buried in the churchyard
if they were not baptised and told them to ask the mayor, Monsieur
Dubois, who was trying to organise the refugees in the square.

The mayor had shrugged
helplessly when applied to, but Mother Marie-Pierre had spoken to
him and suggested the little copse beyond the graveyard wall, which
was quiet and secluded, might be a suitable resting place. The
mayor, anxious to be done with the whole thing, agreed and sent a
gravedigger there as well.

With the aid of the
photograph that had been among the things in David’s pram, Mother
Marie-Pierre had identified the children’s mother.

“This woman is also
Jewish,” she had murmured to the priest. “I think she should be
buried with the other Jews.”

“How do you know?”
demanded the curé suspiciously. “No one has claimed her.”

“No, but I have her
children safely at the convent. One is injured and in the hospital
and one is a baby.” She produced the photo and showed him. “This
picture was in their things. You can see it is the woman lying
here.” She did not mention David, and afterwards wondered why. She
was glad that she hadn’t and actually regretted mentioning the
girls, but it was too late now, and anyway the curé was hardly a
risk.

She walked over to the
families of the Jewish dead and said, “There is another Jewish
woman over here. She should be buried with her own people. Will you
see to her as well? She has no one else to say the prayers.”

With a desolate nod,
the father of the dead boy followed her to where Mathilde lay, and,
picking her up, carried her to where his son and the other man lay
awaiting burial.

Mother Marie-Pierre
considered giving them Mathilde’s wedding picture to place in the
grave with her, but decided it would be better to keep it for her
children, and for her husband if he should ever return home to find
them.

Gradually, over the
next two weeks the convent returned to its normal routine. The news
continued going from bad to worse. Despair and anger flooded
through the demoralised French army as it continued to retreat, a
defeated force. Fear and anguish enveloped the civilians they had
failed to protect. Everyone knew that within days, barring a
miracle, the Germans would be at the gates of Paris and Paris would
fall.

Belgium had already
fallen and King Leopold, surrendering, had sued for peace. The
Allies were left with an unprotected flank as they were backed
steadily towards the sea. Considering them now a defeated army with
no stomach for the fight and no prospect of escape, the Panzers
turned south, towards Paris. With their eyes fixed on the glorious
capture of the French capital, they allowed the British
Expeditionary Army and many of their French allies to be rescued by
the Royal Navy, along with an armada of tiny ships crossing the
Channel that snatched the cornered men from under the German
artillery fire and dive-bomb raids.

Rumours of the
disasters around Calais and Dunkerque spread through the people
like wildfire. All had heard of the English army’s escape, but the
despondent talk in the cafés and village squares was of the English
deserting their allies, of failing to send enough planes, and when
Paris fell on 14th June everyone knew it was only a matter of days
before France would formally surrender and the Nazis would take
control.

However, the nuns kept
to the comforting routine of daily office and went about their
normal tasks as if disaster were not just around the corner. The
hospital continued to care for the wounded refugees who had been
brought in after the raid. Several had left to continue their
flight to places where they thought they would be safe from the
Germans, two more had died, and the task began to assume more
manageable proportions.

The Leon children were
absorbed into the orphanage wing and although Catherine continued
to ask for her mother, David never mentioned her. Baby Hannah had
been renamed Anne.

“The other children
have ordinary enough names,” Mother Marie-Pierre said to Sister
Danielle, “and if we all call the baby Anne from now on, everyone
will soon forget that she was ever called anything else.”

The other orphans,
Paulette, Monique and Jean-Pierre accepted the arrival of more
children without question. Each of them had joined the orphan
family in the convent at different times and knew that children
came and went. Jean-Pierre was pleased because David was a boy and
he’d been feeling a bit outnumbered. Aged eleven, he decided it was
his job to show the younger boy the ropes, and Sister Danielle was
pleased to see that he had sort of adopted the new boy. Paulette,
nearly fourteen and due to leave the convent very soon, was
delighted to be allowed to help with baby Anne, and even Monique,
always something of a loner, took the young Catherine under her
wing.

In the uncertain times,
the children were not going to school as they had been, but were
now doing lessons with Sister Marie-Joseph, and helping with chores
in the kitchen and the garden.

It was in the third
week after the raid that Mother Marie-Pierre’s private devotions
were interrupted by Sister Celestine banging with unusual vigour on
the reverend mother’s office door. Mother Marie-Pierre closed her
missal and rang the bell for the nun to enter.

“Oh, Mother, come
quickly,” she cried in extreme agitation. “The Germans are here.
There’s a car coming up the lane. The Germans are coming here.”

“Calm down, Sister,”
Mother Marie-Pierre instructed briskly. “I’ll come and see what
they want. In the meantime, send a message to Sister Danielle and
tell her to keep the children in and ask Sister Clothilde to light
the fire in here.”

Sister Celestine drew a
deep breath and murmured “Yes, Mother,” before turning and running
off to do as she’d been bidden.

Mother Marie-Pierre
closed her eyes and breathed a prayer for wisdom and courage, and
then, closing her office door behind her, went through to the hall
to meet her unwelcome guests.

 


 


Six

Adelaide
Anson-Gravetty paused on the steps of the hotel in London to which
she had been summoned. She smoothed her uniform skirt and
straightened her cap. Her shoes gleamed and the seams of her
ladderless stockings, borrowed from a fellow-WAAF on the station
especially for the occasion, were straight. Drawing a deep breath,
she went up the steps and paused to give her name to a sentry at
the door. He was in RAF uniform, and giving her an appreciative
grin, he consulted a clipboard.

“Yes, you’re expected,”
he said. “See them at the desk,” he nodded back over his shoulder,
“and they’ll tell you which room.”

Adelaide thanked him
and crossed to the desk. There another WAAF checked her name and
then pointed to a chair. “Wait there, please. Someone will come and
fetch you when they’re ready for you.”

Adelaide took the
indicated seat and waited. She had little idea of why she had been
called in from her station near Southampton where she was a driver,
all she knew was that her cousin, Andrew, had said she was wasted
there with her fluent French and he’d “have a word”. With whom and
about what she didn’t know. Andrew was in the RAF too, but he was
on special duties of some sort, not on active service, flying
planes or anything like that.

When Adelaide had asked
him what he did, he grinned. “Nothing very exciting, just a bod at
the Air Ministry. They use my French quite a bit.” That had been
soon after the war had started, and she had hardly seen him since,
just the one occasion when they both had forty-eight hours’
leave.

When war broke out
Adelaide had been anxious to join up, but her father thought she
would be more use working in a job in London.

“That way you are just
as useful,” he pointed out, “and you release a man into the forces
to do the fighting. After all what do you have to offer the
services?”

Adelaide had been
furious with this attitude. “Another pair of hands,” she had
snapped. “They train you in what they want you to do, you
know.”

“Of course they do,”
Richard Anson-Gravetty had replied soothingly, “but probably not in
work that you are suited for. Surely there’s plenty of voluntary
work to do here in London, for the Red Cross or something? But if
that doesn’t appeal to you, why don’t you come over to my office.
We can always find you something to do there, I am sure.”

Adelaide had thanked
him and said she would think about it…which she did…and then took
herself off to the recruitment office and joined the WAAFs.

“You’re not even going
to be an officer!” Her father was stupefied by what she had done,
but Adelaide simply replied, “No, Father, but I am in the war.”

After her basic
training she was posted to an air base near Southampton where, as
she could already drive competently, she was employed as a driver.
Surprisingly she found she rather enjoyed life with the other girls
on the station, and although it was a hard life in many ways, she
never regretted joining up as opposed to taking a civilian job.

Her work was fairly
routine, as she drove officers about in the course of their duties,
but she met some interesting people, and on long drives got to know
some of her regulars quite well. However, when she saw the work
that the plotters and radio operators did, she decided that she
wanted to retrain and make, what seemed to her, a more vital
contribution to the war effort. She mentioned this to one of the
officers she was driving to a meeting at the Air Ministry.

“I feel I could be
doing something more important than just driving people about,” she
explained. “Anyone can learn to drive. I want to retrain as a
plotter or an radio operator.”

Group Captain
Williamson, her passenger, sounded interested in her thoughts. “You
once told me you spoke French,” he said, casually.

“Yes, I do,” agreed
Adelaide. “But I wouldn’t want to spend my time simply translating
documents. I want to do my bit in a more active way.”

“Then by all means put
in for retraining,” agreed the group captain easily, “but I shall
miss you as a driver!”

It was when she’d been
home on a forty-eight that she saw Andrew again. He had come to see
her on the first morning.

“Andrew!” she cried in
surprised delight as she greeted him with a hug.

“Heard you were home
from Grand’mère,” he said. “I’ve got a forty-eight too. Thought we
might do a show, or would you rather have dinner and dance
somewhere?”

“Both?” suggested
Adelaide hopefully, adding as he laughed, “Well two days in London
is too much of an opportunity to miss, don’t you think?”

He did think, and when
they came out of the theatre he took her on to the Savoy. They had
a wonderful evening together and when he finally took her home
again it was into the small hours of the morning. Even so, she
invited him in and they sat over one last drink before he left.

“My train goes first
thing,” he said, nursing a glass of Richard’s best cognac, “so
there’s no point in going home to bed.”

“Won’t Grand’mère
wonder where you are?” teased Adelaide, knowing that he was meant
to be staying at their grandmother’s house.

He grinned his familiar
grin. “She’ll be tucked up in bed so she won’t know I wasn’t there,
will she? Anyway, I have to go back before I leave to collect my
kit, so I’ll see her then.”

“Where are you going?”
asked Adelaide with interest. “You didn’t say.”

“No, I didn’t,” agreed
Andrew. “Up north.”

“Have you finished at
the Air Ministry, then?”

“For now.”

“And you can’t tell
me…?”

“No.”

Adelaide shrugged
good-naturedly. “Fair enough. Though actually, I’m not a German
spy.”

“Aren’t you?” grinned
Andrew. “Well you never know! ‘Careless talk costs lives!’” The
well-worn slogan made them both laugh.

They had been talking
about her life on the air base and Adelaide had told him how she
felt about her driving and wanting to retrain.

“I must do something
better than driving. Anyone can do that!”

“You are doing
important work,” Andrew said as he listened. “But, I agree, anyone
trained properly could do your job. I think you’re right to be
looking for something else, but not a plotter or r/t operator.
Don’t get me wrong, I’m not belittling what you want to do,” he
added hastily as she began to protest, “far from it. It’s just that
you have other talents and skills that are not so readily
available, which could be put to good use.”

Adelaide looked
surprised. “Like what?” she asked.

“Like speaking French
like a native,” he said. “Thanks to Grand’mère your French is
perfect.”

“And to the university.
I did get my degree, you know,” Adelaide pointed out.

Andrew laughed. “That’s
all about French lit,” he said. “Being able to spout Molière is not
so helpful when there’s a war on and France occupied!”

“So what sort of
thing?” asked Adelaide intrigued.

Andrew shrugged.
“Well, translation of documents, that sort of thing,” he said
vaguely. “Acting as interpreter for Free French brass, something like that. I could have a word,
if you like.”

Adelaide wasn’t
particularly keen on this idea, but she didn’t say so. She did not
really think he would have any influence in such matters. For her
own part she had no intention of applying for such a position. When
the time came, she had decided, she would put in for r/t
training.

However, Andrew must
have had the ear of someone, because here she was waiting to find
out what they might want her to do.

It must be using my
French, she thought. I can’t think of anything else.

A door opened and a man
came out. He was in his early forties, tall and thin, dressed in
the uniform of an army captain. He walked over to Adelaide.
“Aircraftswoman Anson-Gravetty?”

Adelaide leaped to her
feet and saluted. “Yes, sir. Good morning, sir.”

“My name is Jenner.
Please come this way.” He led the way back through the door from
which he had emerged and closed it carefully behind him.

The room was large and
bare, furnished only with a big oak desk and some upright chairs. A
second, panelled door opened into a further room, but it was
closed.

Captain Jenner walked
round behind the desk and waved at one of the upright chairs in
front of it. “Please take a seat,” he said and settled himself in
his own chair.

Adelaide did so,
perching awkwardly on the edge of the seat, waiting.

“I understand that you
speak fluent French,” said the captain, addressing her in that
language.

Adelaide replied to the
question in kind. “Yes, sir. My grandmother is French and she has
always spoken to me in French. I spent a good deal of time with her
as a child, so I speak it pretty fluently.”

“I believe you also
read French at university.”

“Yes, sir.” Remembering
Andrew’s comments about Molière, she did not enlarge on this.

For the next hour,
Captain Jenner questioned her about her family, her friends, where
she had been to school. He seemed to know a great deal about her
already as he tossed in queries about her natural father, Freddie
Hurst, as well as her adoptive father. He asked her why she had
joined up instead of getting a civilian job. Why she had joined the
ranks and not put in for officer training.

Adelaide answered him
as best she could, trying to work out what he was getting at, what
he wanted to know and why he wanted to know it; and the whole
conversation was carried on in French. Captain Jenner’s French was
fluent and idiomatic, his vocabulary wide, so that on occasion he
had Adelaide searching for a word that escaped her. On the whole,
however, though she was surprised by the range and depth of
questioning, she answered his questions as truthfully as she could,
not trying to hide anything from him, though she suspected that
somehow he knew all the answers already.

At last he said, “Thank
you for coming to see me, Miss Anson-Gravetty. It could be that we
need to send you for some special training. I assume you’d be happy
about that?”

He asked this as a
question, but Adelaide knew it was not, not really. She was
expected to agree, and so she did.

“You should return to
your present job for the time being,” Captain Jenner said, standing
up to indicate that the interview was over, “and report as directed
when the time comes. I need hardly tell you that you should not
discuss this with anyone. Careless talk costs lives.”

This time the slogan
did not make Adelaide laugh as she had when Andrew had trotted it
out, this time she knew it was in deadly earnest.

“No, sir. I won’t
mention it. May I ask, sir, exactly what this training will be
for?”

Captain Jenner allowed
himself a faint smile. “You may ask, Aircraftswoman, but until
things have been decided you won’t get an answer. Good
morning.”

“Good morning, sir.”
Adelaide saluted him smartly and turning on her heel left the
room.

When she had gone, the
door in the corner opened and another man, in the uniform of a
major, came in. He looked across at Captain Jenner. “Well, Jenner,
what did you think of her? Will she do?” He took a seat in the
chair that Adelaide had vacated, and Jenner returned to his place
behind the desk.

“Her French is probably
good enough,” he said, lighting a cigarette, “with a little
brushing up. Accent unexceptional. Plenty of commonsense by the
sound of her. Certainly officer material, though she joined up in
the ranks.”

“Yes, interesting
explanation for that,” remarked the other man. “Did you believe
it?”

“What, that she wanted
to learn a trade and know how it feels to be an ordinary
aircraftswoman before taking on the responsibility of telling other
girls what to do?” Jenner drew on his cigarette, considering. “Yes,
I think so. It seemed an honest enough answer. She’s clearly
intelligent.”

“Ah, but can she think
on her feet?”

“That we shall find out
if we recommend her for training.”

“She’s very upper
class,” pointed out the major. “Will she cope with all she has to
learn? It’s a very tough training. Lots don’t make it.”

Jenner shrugged. “Can’t
tell for sure, obviously, but yes, on balance I think she will. She
may be upper class and very well off, as I understand it in her own
right, but she hasn’t used that as an excuse to avoid service life
as she might have done. She said her father offered her a job in
his business, remember, but she turned it down. It struck me that
not only is she self-reliant, but that she has a determined
streak.”

The major, who had
listened to Adelaide’s interview through a microphone, nodded.
Jenner was well known as a talent-spotter and the major had great
faith in his judgement.

“Who put you on to
her?” the major asked.

“Two sources, which is
why I had her in so quickly,” replied Jenner. “One, a group captain
she’s been driving on a fairly regular basis, and the other, her
cousin, Flight Lieutenant Driver. He’s one of ours. Both spotted
her potential.”

“Right,” said the
major. “She’s worth a try. We’ll call her up for preliminary
training and see how she gets on. If she measures up she could be
extremely useful with that fluent French.”

It was only a week
later when Adelaide received orders to report to a manor house near
Guildford, and on arrival there her life changed out of all
recognition. The training was intensive. With four other girls,
Adelaide worked from dawn till dusk and sometimes on into the
night. Every minute of their day was filled. There was hard
physical training, leaving them so exhausted that when they finally
fell into their beds they sank into immediate oblivion, only to be
woken, it seemed to Adelaide, minutes later to be sent on a
five-mile run before breakfast. One army sergeant taught them to
handle various weapons; another, unarmed combat. A third drilled
them in map reading, while a fourth introduced them to signalling.
There seemed so much for them to learn and the pressure on all of
them was relentless. After ten days, two of the girls disappeared
and did not rejoin Adelaide and the fourth girl, Cora.

“Where do you think
they’ve gone?” Adelaide asked Cora wearily as they climbed into bed
that night.

“Don’t know,” shrugged
Cora, too tired to care. “Probably flunked it.”

“And got chucked
out?”

“That, or they asked to
leave.” She sighed. “Perhaps they didn’t like what we’re being
trained for.”

“But we haven’t been
told much about that yet,” pointed out Adelaide as she pulled the
blankets up round her chin. “Gosh, it’s cold in here.”

“No, not spelled out,”
Cora agreed, “but it’s pretty clear, don’t you think?”

“Undercover work of
some sort?” suggested Adelaide.

“I’d put money on it,”
Cora said and with a sigh was instantly asleep.

Although she was tired,
Adelaide did not immediately follow her friend’s example. She lay
in her bed thinking about the things with which they had been
bombarded. It didn’t take a genius to work out that they were being
prepared for something really special. Their instructors were
tough, tolerating no sloppiness or laziness.

“If you don’t get this
right first time,” bellowed Sergeant Garner, spinning round on her
when Adelaide had fumbled a silent approach, “you’re dead meat,
right? No second chances in this game. So, stop thundering about
like a bleedin’ elephant and try again!”

“Use your brain!”
snapped Sergeant Allen. “You’ve got to out-think your enemy, and
you’ve got to do it fast. If circumstances change, you’ve got to be
ready to switch course, OK?”

Cora and Adelaide
struggled with all that was thrust at them with determination,
though there were times when Adelaide felt close to tears with
frustration and exhaustion. Their fitness increased a hundred-fold,
their brains remained in overdrive as they gradually became more
competent. Reactions speeded up, weapons were handled more
instinctively. They learned how to use explosives and practised
using the wireless, spending hours transmitting to each other in
Morse code.

At the end of three
weeks they were called up individually to see Major Harper, the
officer they had met on arrival, but had hardly seen since.

“Aircraftswoman
Anson-Gravetty,” he said when she was sent for. “Come in and sit
down.”

Adelaide did as she was
told, waiting anxiously on the edge of the chair, wondering if she
was going to be told she hadn’t made whatever grade had been
expected of her.

“Your time with us is
over,” Major Harper said. “This was only preliminary training, just
to assess your potential use to us in the field.”

“The field?”

“We are in great need
of agents who can be dropped into France,” he explained. “People
who can pass for French, so that they can move about with
comparative safety, despite the checkpoints and controls set up by
the Germans. But that’s just the start. Once someone is there we
need them to liaise with any resistance movement that there is in
the area. We need to organise escape routes for pilots who have
been shot down or prisoners who may escape. We need to sabotage
German installations, make life as difficult for the occupying
power as we can. There are some strong resistance groups already;
we need to find out what they need, give them all the help we can
to stiffen that resistance. We need someone to send back all the
information they possibly can about troop movements, fuel dumps,
weapons stores, factories and what they are manufacturing. We need
ears and eyes on the ground to keep us up-to-date on what is going
on in every area. Details we can get from nowhere else. We need to
boost the morale of the ordinary people, we need to let them know
that they have not been forgotten or abandoned.”

Major Harper paused,
his eyes had drilled into Adelaide all the time he had been
speaking, now he waited. When she made no comment he went on, “We
think you have the makings of an agent such as this. Your French is
fluent; you could pass for French, and you have done well in all
the training so far, but what we are asking you to do takes courage
and a cool head in danger. You will be in constant danger yourself,
the danger of discovery. Discovery not only from any mistake you
might make yourself, but also from those wishing to curry favour
with the Germans. We have to face facts that there are all too many
French who feel defeated and have decided to throw in their lot
with the Germans. If they guess who you are and what you are doing,
they will inform on you and you will be caught. Set against that
the importance of what you may discover yourself, of what you can
do in the areas I have mentioned and you will see that it is not
unreasonable to ask you to go. However,” the major paused again to
ensure that he had her attention, “we only take volunteers for
missions such as these. No one is sent unwillingly, such a person
would be doomed to fail.” He fell silent for a moment and Adelaide
waited, not sure what to say, or indeed if she should speak at
all.

“In the morning you
will leave here. If you agree to further training, knowing what
that training is to prepare you to do, then we shall be sending you
elsewhere. If not, you will have several weeks at a particular
establishment, before being posted to a new station to continue the
work you were doing before you came here. In either case you will
be bound by a pledge of secrecy, is that understood?”

“Yes, sir.” Adelaide
just managed to get the words out; her mouth felt dry and her heart
was thumping.

“Right, well, I’ll see
you in the morning for your answer.”

Adelaide returned to
her billet and flung herself down on her bed.

A spy! she thought.
They want me to be a spy.

Her heart turned over
at the thought. Had she the courage to accept such a mission, to
carry it through to the end whatever the consequences? Was this the
sort of work Andrew had been thinking of when he said she had
special talents? That she should be asked to use her French like
this? “Is that what you’re doing yourself?” she murmured to her
absent cousin. “I bet it is! I bet that’s where you’ve disappeared
to!”

Cora did not reappear
that evening, her bed was not slept in, though her kitbag was still
stowed in the locker at the end of the room. She must have been
sent somewhere else to make up her mind, Adelaide thought, so that
we couldn’t discuss things between ourselves.

Adelaide did not sleep
that night. She lay tossing and turning, Major Harper’s words
churning round her brain. The very idea of being dropped into enemy
occupied country terrified her. How could she possibly get away
with what they were asking her to do? She remembered the bellowing
sergeant. “Get it right first time or you’re dead meat!” Supposing
she didn’t get it right? Supposing because of her other people were
put at risk? Supposing she were to be captured, how would she cope?
Would she be strong enough not to give away any information…under
torture? A cold sweat broke out all over her and she lay shivering
under the mound of blankets. I can’t do it! she thought in panic.
I’m not brave enough! I’d be terrified all the time! I’d be
useless.

She remembered what
Andrew had once said, that everyone was afraid at times, but it was
how they dealt with their fear that mattered. How would I deal with
it? Adelaide wondered now. The major said I would need a cool head.
Have I got a cool head? If I go how will I get there? Major Harper
said something about being dropped behind enemy lines. Dropped? By
parachute? Good God, I could never jump out of a plane!

“We need to boost the
morale of the ordinary French people,” the major had said. Adelaide
thought about her last trip to France, to visit her aunt, Sarah, in
her convent. She wondered now how would the nuns be faring under
the occupation? What about the children, the orphans living in
their care? Where was Andrew? Had he really gone over there
too?

The turmoil of her
thoughts kept her from sleep and in the end she gave up. Switching
off the light, she went to the window and pulled back the blackout.
It was still dark outside, but she sat on a chair staring out into
the night until the grey fingers of dawn crept across the sky. She
watched a startling ray of sunshine, bursting from a sun as yet
unseen, but piercing the greyness of the sky like a shining sword.
Even as she watched, another joined it and the clouds were painted
a brilliant orange, edged with gold. A new day dawning, a new
beginning burgeoning with fresh hope. As the sun climbed upward
from the horizon, first a half disc of burnished gold, then a full
sovereign gleaming in the sky, Adelaide realised that to keep hope
alive in a world at war, people had to do things they would never
have considered doing before. They had to test their courage as
they fought against the evil that threatened to engulf them all.
Her eyes drank in the sunrise, and burned it into her brain. It
would be a talisman to be conjured up in the future when her heart
was low and here courage was failing. The dawn of hope, and she,
Adelaide, must be part of it.

Three hours later both
she and Cora were on a train to Scotland to begin their real
training.

 


 



Seven

The black car had
pulled to a halt in front of the convent door. The driver jumped
out and going round to the passenger door, opened it smartly. A
German officer stepped out. He was about thirty-five, tall and
darkly good-looking, his uniform immaculate. He stood for a moment
beside the car, his hand resting on the door, surveying the
countryside spread below him before turning round to look up at the
convent building. Mother Marie-Pierre watched him from a window,
wondering what he was going to want and how she would deal with
him. She saw him look at the door as if he expected it to open, but
when it did not, he spoke to the driver, who still hovered at his
side, and the man ran up the steps to pull heavily on the iron
bell. The bell clanged loudly in the hall, and Sister Celestine,
now back at her usual place in the portress’s office by the front
door, looked up anxiously at Mother Marie-Pierre who still stood,
concealed, beside the window. Reverend Mother could see the fear in
the little nun’s eyes as they flickered back to the
door.

“Go ahead, Sister,”
Mother Marie-Pierre said, trying to quell the stab of fear she
herself felt as she descended the stairs. “Let them in and show
them into the parlour. Then come and fetch me. I’ll be in my
office.” As she turned and went back along the corridor, she heard
Sister Celestine open the grille in the great front door.

It was only moments
later that there was a quiet knock on the office door. Mother
Marie-Pierre rose from her prie-dieu and settled herself behind her
desk before ringing the bell in answer to the knock. When the door
opened, not only was Sister Celestine outside, but also the tall
German officer.

“Mother…” began the
little nun nervously, but the German swept past her and
interrupted, in passable French.

“Good morning, Reverend
Mother. I am Major Horst Thielen, Commanding Officer of the
occupying force in St Croix.”

Mother Marie-Pierre got
to her feet, and still standing behind her desk replied coolly,
“Good morning, Major. If you had cared to wait, I would have come
to meet you in the parlour.”

“I did not care to
wait,” the major said, crossing the room uninvited and staring down
into the little garden below.

Mother Marie-Pierre
smiled reassuringly at Sister Celestine, who stood white-faced
behind the major. “Thank you, Sister. Please would you ask Sister
Clothilde to bring some coffee to us here.” She turned her
attention back to the major as Sister Celestine scuttled away. “You
will have a cup of coffee, Major?”

“Thank you.” The major
did not smile but looked round the room, taking in its sparse
furnishings; the desk, the prie-dieu with the crucifix above it.
The only signs of comfort were the two armchairs that flanked the
fireplace.

“Please, do sit down
and tell me how I can help you.” Mother Marie-Pierre pointed to one
of the chairs. She had decided that calm politeness was the best
approach, as if this visitor were no more or less important than
any other she might receive. She did not know why he had come, and
she felt she must proceed with caution. She resented the cool
assurance with which he had come striding into her office, but she
had no intention of antagonising a man who might well have the
power of life and death over them all. Neither would she show fear,
however. She would revert to her earliest training as Miss Sarah
Hurst and treat him with the cool civility one accorded to those to
whom one would rather not have been introduced.

“We have just arrived
in the village, Reverend Mother,” he said. “I am making myself
acquainted with the surrounding area.” As he spoke, she looked at
him. Good-looking, she supposed, with dark eyes, and a straight
nose above a rather thin-lipped mouth; a cruel mouth she decided,
and then gave herself a mental shake. How could she possibly know
if he were cruel or not, simply from his mouth? Or was it his eyes,
not the warm velvety brown of a generous man, but the cold,
coal-black eyes of a hunter.

He was still speaking.
“I understand that you run a hospital here.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
jerked her mind back to what he was saying and managed a nod. “Yes,
Major, we have a small hospital here for the local people. Just two
wards.”

“And that you have an
orphanage.”

He obviously did his
homework before coming here, Mother Marie-Pierre thought. “Not
really an orphanage, not as it used to be… .” She almost added
“after the war…” but bit the words back just in time. “Yes, we do
still look after some children,” she agreed, “but only six at
present.” She called, “Come in,” with some relief in response to a
knock at the door.

Sister Clothilde, one
of the novices, came into the room carrying a tray with a pot of
coffee on it, and a tiny jug of milk. She set it down on the table
and, with a nervous bob of her head, left the room.

Mother Marie-Pierre
took time pouring the coffee, and then handed the major a cup. “I’m
afraid we have no sugar, and only a little milk. We do have a cow,
but we keep her milk for the children.”

The major accepted his
coffee, but turned down the milk. He took a sip and regretted
having any at all. It was bitter and there were certainly no coffee
beans in its make-up. He put the cup down beside him. “Does the
convent have a home farm?” he asked.

Mother Marie-Pierre
shook her head. “No, not really. We grow our own vegetables as best
we can, and we have a cow that is kept with Monsieur Danot’s herd.
He sends over our milk each day, but there is little enough of it.”
Mother Marie-Pierre decided not to mention the few hens that
scratched about in the yard behind the kitchen and were Sister
Marie-Marc’s pride and joy. She had no illusions as to what would
happen to them if the Germans decided they needed eggs or a bird
for the pot. The cow would have to take her chance with the rest of
Monsieur Danot’s herd.

“I should like to see
your convent and your hospital,” Major Thielen said, abandoning the
coffee after a second cautious mouthful. It was not a request, but
a demand, and he set down his cup and got to his feet. “Perhaps
you’d be kind enough to show me round.”

Mother Marie-Pierre put
down her own cup and stood up. “Of course, Major, but you do
realise that though this is a religious community, it is a working
one.”

She took him first to
the hospital. All the beds were full, for despite the passage of
time since the raid on the refugees, several of the badly injured
were still being cared for and there were always patients from the
surrounding area. She introduced him to Sister Eloise, who greeted
him briskly and then excused herself, apparently entirely
unimpressed by the German uniform.

“Yes, please carry on
with what you’re doing, Sister,” said Mother Marie-Pierre, glad
that the elderly but efficient sister had shown no fear of their
unwanted visitor. “I will show the major round.”

They walked into the
first ward, where ten beds were lined up, five on each side. It was
clear that many of the patients were recovering from wounds rather
than illnesses. Several were still heavily bandaged, and there had
been more than one amputation. Major Thielen looked round the room.
Two nuns were busy preparing to change the dressing for an old man
whose right arm ended at the elbow, one sister bustling up the ward
with a trolley of bandages, ointments and creams and a bowl of warm
water, the other drawing a screen round the patient’s bed.

“What happened to
these?” demanded the major.

“These?” Mother
Marie-Pierre also looked round the room, as if seeing the patients
for the first time. “Oh, these were refugees. They were bombed on
the road.”

“They must have been in
a military column,” the major said stiffly.

“If they were, we found
no one in uniform,” Mother Marie-Pierre said calmly. There was no
accusation in her voice, but the major turned abruptly on his heel
and stalked out of the ward.

Mother Marie-Pierre
paused a moment to speak with Sister Eloise. “Where is Marthe?” she
asked softly.

“I sent her up to the
children’s rooms, like you said.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
nodded and followed the major outside.

He was staring out
across the kitchen garden, where three nuns, their sleeves tucked
up to their shoulders, were labouring on a vegetable patch.

“Do you sell your
produce in the village?” he asked waving at the rows of potatoes
the nuns were digging.

“No, certainly not,”
Mother Marie-Pierre replied. “We have barely enough to feed
ourselves and those in the hospital.”

The major nodded and
continued to watch for a moment or two, as if estimating the yield
of the garden, before turning back to the waiting nun. “So, we will
go on.”

“The operating theatre
and the women’s ward are the other end of the building,” she
volunteered, anxious to move away from any area that might
encourage the major to return and load his supply lorries. “Would
you like to see those?”

“No, I would like to
see inside the main building.”

“That is where the
sisters live,” Mother Marie-Pierre said quietly.

“And I would like to
see their quarters.” Major Thielen had been wrong-footed by the
sight of the patients in the ward and their reason for being there.
He was determined to wrest the initiative back from this cool-eyed
nun.

Mother Marie-Pierre
shrugged, as if it were of no great consequence and led the way
back indoors. She showed him the kitchen and scullery where Sister
Elisabeth and Sister Marie-Marc were preparing the midday meal. She
led him through to the refectory where the long tables were already
laid up. A single glance was enough for him there and they went on,
up the stairs to the dormitory corridor where each sister had her
cell.

Without invitation he
opened the door of one of these and peered inside. His eyes took in
the narrow bed, the locker at its side and the prie-dieu and the
crucifix that were its sole furnishings.

“They are all the
same,” remarked Reverend Mother quietly. “None of us has more than
any other.” She rested her hand on the door of the next room as if
to open it, but the major shook his head. These rooms, cold and
bleak even in the heat of summer, were not what he was looking for.
He stared down the corridor for a moment. Mother Marie-Pierre
thought of her aunt, old Sister St Bruno, bedridden in the room at
the end and hoped that he had seen enough. It would upset the
elderly nun if a man came striding into her room where she was
propped up in bed dressed only in a nightgown and shawl. But he
appeared to have lost interest in the rest of the rooms on this
passage.

“And the chapel?” he
asked abruptly. “Where is that?”

“Please, come this
way.” Mother Marie-Pierre guided him back through the convent to
the chapel. There was no service at this time of day, but she
opened the great west door softly and then stood aside. The major
stepped in and then came to an abrupt halt, staring in
surprise.

The chapel was warm and
quiet, the scent of incense lingering heavily in the air, the
sanctuary light glowing red in its hanging lamp-holder. The sun
shone in through the stained glass in the south wall, casting
patterns on the stone floor and striking fire from the ornate gold
reredos. It was not this, however, that made the man halt in his
tracks, but the sight of a nun, lying prone before the altar,
cruciform; her arms outstretched, her legs arrow-straight, her
forehead on the stone floor, her face concealed by her hood. He
stared at her at length, and then crossing himself backed out of
the door.

“What is she doing?” he
asked awkwardly, as the reverend mother closed the door behind
them.

“Penance,” replied the
nun.

He looked startled.
“Penance? Penance for what?”

“I have no idea,”
answered Mother Marie-Pierre. “That would be between her, her
confessor and God.”

“And do you all do
that?” The major’s questions had changed character. Now he was
asking because he was intrigued.

“There is always
someone watching in the chapel,” Mother Marie-Pierre explained.
“Our Lord is never alone. The penance is not always the same.” She
smiled at him. “You understand, Major. You’re a Catholic yourself.”
She had seen him bless himself and knew that it was true. His
action had been instinctive and belonged to a man who had learned
to cross himself as a child.

The major made no
answer to this but said sharply, “Where is your orphanage?”

Mother Marie-Pierre
sighed. She had hoped to get away without bringing the major
face-to-face with the children, but she knew it would be pointless
to refuse and probably dangerous to show reluctance. Reasonable as
this German officer seemed to be, he was just that, a German
officer.

“They are in the far
wing,” she said, “so that they don’t disturb the sisters at their
prayers.” She led the way back through the main part of the
building and then along yet another passage to a stout door set in
the stone wall.

As she opened this,
they were greeted by the wails of a baby and the sound of
children’s voices. Sister Danielle was sitting at the table
encouraging a small girl to eat her lunch, while a young girl of
about eighteen was walking up and down the room trying to pacify
the crying baby.

Sister Danielle looked
up and at once came to her feet. “Mother,” she said, her eyes wide
at the sight of the German. “Can we help you?”

“Not at all, Sister,”
replied Reverend Mother. “Major Thielen was interested to see the
work we do with the orphaned children.” She turned to the major.
“We have four other children at present, but they are at their
lessons with Sister Marie-Joseph, in the next room.”

At that moment the baby
gave a great burp and was sick all over the shoulder of the girl
who carried her.

“Marthe, take Anne to
the nursery and change her,” ordered Sister Danielle, “put her down
for her nap and then get cleaned up yourself.”

The young girl ducked
her head, and muttering “Yes, Sister,” hurried from the room, still
clutching the baby.

“Who is that?” asked
the major as the door closed behind her.

“The girl?” Mother
Marie-Pierre smiled. “That is Marthe. She comes in every day from
the village. We are trying to train her as a nursery nurse.”

“I would like to see
the other children,” the major announced suddenly. “Have them
brought in here.”

“They are working with
Sister Marie-Joseph…” began Mother Marie-Pierre, but he cut her
short with a wave of his hand.

“I will see them now.”
He indicated Catherine watching him wide-eyed from the table where
Sister Danielle was still trying to get her to finish a bowl of
stew. “It must be time for their lunch. They will be glad to finish
their lessons early.”

Sister Danielle half
got to her feet, but Reverend Mother waved her back. “You finish
giving Catherine her lunch, Sister,” she said. “I’ll go and fetch
the others.” She opened the door at the far side of the room and
disappeared for a few moments.

While he waited Major
Thielen looked across at Catherine. “How old is she?” he asked
Sister Danielle.

“We think she’s five,”
replied the nun, continuing to offer the child a spoonful of stew
without looking up at him.

“You don’t know? Where
did she come from? What happened to her parents?”

Before Sister Danielle
could answer, Mother Marie-Pierre came back into the room with the
four children. Paulette came first holding David tightly by the
hand, followed by Jean-Pierre and Monique.

“Children,” Mother
Marie-Pierre said softly, “this is Major Thielen. Say bonjour.”

In the brief moment
outside the room, Reverend Mother had warned the children that
there was a German soldier who wanted to meet them. “Just say
bonjour to him, and answer politely if he asks you anything.” One
look at David told her that he was petrified, all colour had
drained from his face and his mouth was open as if in a silent
scream. “Paulette, take David’s hand,” instructed the nun. “Be a
good boy, David, and hold Paulette’s hand.” She dared not leave
David in the other room. The major already knew that there were
four more children and she did not want him to wonder why he was
only meeting three.

There was a muttered
chorus of “Bonjour, Monsieur” from the three other children, but
David said nothing, his eyes fixed in obvious terror on the German
soldier standing in front of him, then with a wail, he ripped his
hand free from Paulette’s grasp and dashed screaming from the room.
The three older children stared after him and Catherine, still
sitting at the table, began to cry. Sister Marie-Joseph, who had
been coming in through the door as David thrust past her, turned at
once and followed him out.

Mother Marie-Pierre
stepped forward and closed the door firmly behind them and turning
said to the startled major, “I’m sorry, Major, but he has just lost
his father in this war and is afraid.” She turned back to the three
children who were standing rooted to the spot. “Go and wash your
hands for lunch,” she directed, “and then Paulette, you can take
Catherine out after her nap.”

Sister Danielle, taking
this as her cue, gathered up the still weeping Catherine in her
arms and swept her out of the room, shooing the older children out
ahead of her.

Reverend Mother opened
the door that led back into the main part of the convent and stood
aside to let the major precede her. He seemed anxious enough to
leave the schoolrooms and marched out in front of her. He made no
comment about David’s outburst, and Mother Marie-Pierre found
herself sending up a heartfelt prayer of thanks that he had not
done so. She wanted no awkward questions about David. She had a
prepared story of course, but she was not sure it would stand up to
real scrutiny.

However, as they left
the children’s wing and headed back to the main hall, he asked,
“Why are the children not in school?”

“School is over for the
summer,” Mother Marie-Pierre replied easily. “They will go back in
the autumn, but in the meantime they practise their reading and
numbers with Sister Marie-Joseph each day. She was a teacher before
she joined us, and it does her good to keep her hand in.” She
looked across at her unwelcome visitor and asked, “Is there
anything else you wish to see, Major?”

“No, I have seen
enough. I must tell you, Reverend Mother, that I am looking for a
suitable billet for myself. The men are well accommodated in the
village for now, and most of my officers will live at The Manor,
but I want something separate.”

“Here?” Mother
Marie-Pierre looked at him in undisguised amazement. “In the
convent?”

“I was considering it,”
he admitted, “but having seen the place I do not think it will suit
me. I shall take over the mayor’s house as my headquarters and live
there.”

“But the mayor…” began
Mother Marie-Pierre, startled at the man’s casual appropriation of
someone else’s home.

“Will live somewhere
else,” cut in the major. “I understand his son has a farm not far
away. He can go there.”

Having made his
decision, Major Thielen said, “And now, Reverend Mother, I have
taken up too much of your time already. If you will kindly lead me
through this rabbit warren back to the front door and my car, I
shall leave you for today. I have, as you can imagine, much to do
in such a place.”

“I’m sure you have,”
murmured Mother Marie-Pierre, adding a little louder, “certainly,
Major, if you’ll just follow me.”

The car pulled away and
Reverend Mother stared out long after it had disappeared round the
corner of the lane. She had found the major’s visit very disturbing
and she needed to talk to someone, but her position as Reverend
Mother was such that it made it almost impossible to confide in any
of the sisters. There was one exception, however, and that was
Sister St Bruno, her Aunt Anne. The old nun might be bedridden, but
she was still mentally alert, making her physical reliance on
others even more of a cross to bear than it would have been for
someone less aware. Mother Marie-Pierre made a point of visiting
her aunt at some point every day, usually in the recreation hour
before compline, but the German major’s visit was too worrying for
her to wait for evening. She wanted to discuss things with Aunt
Anne now. She slipped into the kitchen to find Sister
Elisabeth.

“I will take my meal
with Sister St Bruno today,” she told her. “If you will put it all
together on a tray I’ll take it up.” Sister Elisabeth did as she
was asked and as Mother Marie-Pierre carried the tray to the door,
she turned back. “Please ask Sister Marie-Paul if she will preside
at lunch for me today.”

Sister St Bruno was
sitting up in bed, her Bible lying open on her knees. She looked
old and frail, propped up against the pillows, but when she saw who
her visitor was her face cracked into a smile and her eyes glowed
with pleasure.

“Mother!” she said.
“How lovely!”

“I’ve brought up our
lunch,” Mother Marie-Pierre said, setting the tray down on the
locker by the bed, and plumping up the pillows so that the old lady
could sit more comfortably to eat her food. “I thought we could eat
together. Sister Marie-Paul will be only too happy to preside in
the refectory.”

Sister St Bruno gave a
wry smile and set her Bible aside so that she could take the plate
that her niece was offering her. As they ate their meal Mother
Marie-Pierre told her about Major Thielen’s visit.

“He was perfectly
polite…correct, you know. But I felt the whole time that he was
weighing up what we had here that he might use. He certainly took
in what we’re growing in the vegetable garden,” she went on
ruefully. “We don’t grow much to help feed the children and the
patients, but I have a feeling his men will soon be up here, taking
what little there is.”

“Privilege of an
occupying power, Sarah,” Sister St Bruno replied with a sigh. As
usual when the two of them were alone together, they ceased for the
duration of their privacy to be Reverend Mother and Sister St
Bruno, a senior member of the community, and reverted to being Aunt
Anne and Sarah. It was Sarah who had insisted on this easy
relationship; she loved her mother’s sister and would only allow
her to treat her as Mother Superior in the public life of the
community. Mother Marie-Pierre had no feelings of guilt about their
two relationships; none of the nuns was cut off entirely from her
family, the order was not an enclosed one, and Sister St Bruno and
Mother Marie-Pierre were the only family that either of them had.
Alone, they became Sarah and Aunt Anne, and both enjoyed the ease
that was between them.

“The thing is, I need
your advice, Aunt Anne. I am concerned about the children.”

“What about them?”
asked her aunt when Sarah paused and did not go on. “They’re safe
enough, aren’t they?”

Sarah told Aunt Anne
about the major’s visit to the schoolroom. “David took one look at
him and started to scream. He ran out of the room and I had to
leave Sister Marie-Joseph to look after him while I dealt with the
other children…and the major of course. I gave some quick
explanation that David’s father had been killed in the war and that
David was afraid.”

“And did the German
accept it?”

Sarah shrugged. “He
seemed to. I sent the other children off to get ready for lunch and
brought him out of the children’s wing.”

“And he didn’t ask any
more about David?”

“No, I thank the Lord,”
Sarah said fervently.

“Then the children
should be safe enough, wouldn’t you say?”



“I don’t know,” Sarah
sounded anxious. “I’m not so worried about Paulette, Monique and
Jean-Pierre, but David and his sisters could be at risk because
they’re Jews. There’s no reason for the Germans to know that of
course, except that there are other people who know it and secrets
like that don’t stay secrets for long.”

“No, I agree with you
there,” said her aunt. “But what use has he for any children,
Jewish or otherwise? They aren’t old enough to be sent off to these
labour camps, are they? They couldn’t work in the German factories,
they’re far too young.”

“No, of course they
couldn’t.” Sarah looked slightly happier. “But even so I shall keep
them out of the way as much as I can, until people have forgotten
where they came from. We may see nothing of the Germans up here
anyway, but we don’t know how this occupation is going to be, do
we? I mean how much the Germans are going to demand things.” She
told her aunt about the major’s decision to turn the mayor out of
his house so that he could use it himself. “He’s billeted his men
around the village, but he is going to have to provide for them
somehow.”

“You say he was
considering using the convent himself?” asked her aunt.

“So he said, but thank
God he realised how impossible that would be. I think if we keep a
low profile he probably won’t interfere with us too much…except for
allowing his men to forage in our garden.” She smiled ruefully. “I
just wanted to discuss it with you really, just to see what you
thought.”

“I think we are in the
hands of the Lord as always,” replied her aunt with a serene smile.
“All you can do, Sarah, is keep faith. You take your problems to
Him in prayer and He will help you to make the right decisions if
and when the time comes.” She reached for Sarah’s hand and said in
a rallying tone, “Come on now, Sarah. At present the children are
safe enough, all of them. I think you’re right, too. Our work in
the village may change somewhat with the arrival of the German
soldiers, but I doubt if they will trouble us much actually in the
convent.” She looked across at her niece, adding with a twinkle in
her faded eyes, “But it might be wiser if they didn’t find out that
you and I are English, don’t you think?”

Sarah stared at her in
surprise. “You won’t believe this,” she said slowly, “but that
thought hadn’t even crossed my mind! I suppose we are enemy aliens
or something.” She shook her head in disbelief. “I’ve been here so
long I never even think about being English anymore.”

“Nor do I,” agreed her
aunt, “but there are several people who are well aware that we are,
and not just the sisters.”

“Well, we don’t have to
worry about them,” laughed Sarah, “not the sisters. But I suppose
there are people in the village who know that I’m English. I doubt
if many remember that you are. You’ve been here for over forty
years!”

“Maybe,” agreed the old
lady placidly, “but we have to face the fact that there are people
who are going to want to be on the winning side round here. Little
snippets of information may find their way into German
intelligence. So, keep your counsel.”

 


 


Eight

As the
anniversary of the occupation came and went, the convent was
largely ignored by the Germans. Occasionally soldiers arrived and
relieved them of some sacks of potatoes or strings of onions, but
Major Thielen seemed to have taken on board the fact that the nuns
needed their produce to help feed the patients in the hospital, and
the requisition was not, at first, excessive. The sisters went
about their daily routine of prayer and service within its walls;
the hospital was busy as always, and the nuns who nursed the
elderly inhabitants of St Croix and the surrounding area in their
own homes, travelled about the countryside unhindered. The children
continued to be cared for in the orphanage and attend the local
school. No one seemed interested in any of them, and Mother
Marie-Pierre allowed herself to relax a little.

“It is amazing how
little our lives have changed under this occupation,” Mother
Marie-Pierre said to Sister St Bruno as they sat together one
evening before compline, “except for the shortages, of course, and
they affect everyone. Rations have been cut again. Poor Sister
Danielle spent five hours at the food office in Albert today,
getting the children’s ration cards properly stamped, and someone
will have to go again next week to deal with all our cards.”

“I think we’ll find
things get worse before they get better,” her aunt said. “Remember
how scarce everything was by the end of the of last war?”

Mother Marie-Pierre did
remember and she sighed. “You’re probably right,” she said, “but it
doesn’t look as if we’re going to win this one.”

“Come on, Sarah!” Her
aunt spoke bracingly. “Of course we’re going to win! Where’s your
faith?”

St Croix gradually got
used to seeing the men in German uniforms who had taken up
residence there. Being the largest village in the area, it was used
as a hub from which the spokes of the local occupation extended.
From the town hall, now the German HQ, soldiers patrolled the
surrounding country. Lists were made of the local residents and
their families, to make a record of everyone in the area. French
soldiers, returning, defeated and demoralised, to tend the land or
the businesses that their wives had kept running during their
absence, found themselves being noted, listed. If the work they had
come home to do was not considered vital, able-bodied men were
liable to be sent as forced labour to Germany to work in the
factories. As this happened more frequently, such men began
disappearing again; sons of local families slipping away before the
efficient machinery of the German occupation gathered them into is
jaws.

Sullen faces still
greeted the German soldiers who carried out spot checks on papers,
who travelled on the trains, who searched houses and barns for
shot-down airmen, weapons caches and other works of a quietly
growing resistance movement, but the cold loathing was reserved for
those Frenchmen who collaborated with the Germans; opportunists who
offered their services, passing on their local knowledge to the
occupying power. Determined to be on the winning side when the war
finally ended, they cheerfully gave information about local
families, passed on anything they considered suspicious, betraying
their countrymen without compunction.

Alain Fernand was one
such. He lived in a house in the lane that ran behind the town
hall, a house belonging to an elderly spinster called Mademoiselle
Martine Reynaud. She had been forced to take in a boarder to make
ends meet before the war, and once Fernand was ensconced she had
been unable to get him out. He terrified her with threats to tell
the Germans that her grandmother had been Jewish.

“But she wasn’t!”
protested poor Mademoiselle Reynaud.

“Wasn’t she?” asked
Fernand innocently. “Well, the Germans won’t know that, will they?”
He smiled wolfishly. “If they took you away, I could have the whole
house, now couldn’t I? Better not to upset me, eh?”

So he had stayed, and,
confining Mademoiselle Reynaud to the room he had originally rented
from her, he took over the rest of the house for himself. He was a
plumber by trade, and this meant that he would not be called up for
Service du Travail Obligatoire. As a skilled tradesman his work was
too important for him to be sent off to Germany, and, while plying
his trade in the surrounding area, he started to gather information
about his customers, which he used to his own advantage.

Fernand had already
informed on one young lad whom he found hiding in the barn of an
outlying farm. The boy had finally returned from the war, only to
hear that he was to be sent to Germany to work in a factory.

Tipping the Germans off
as to the boy’s whereabouts had earned Fernand a cash reward; he’d
been on the German payroll ever since.

“Keep your eyes and
ears open,” Major Thielen had said. “We’ll always pay for good
information.”

So, as he went about
his business, Fernand had begun gathering information about his
customers; who was hoarding food, undeclared in their barns, who
was selling produce on the black market, which shops were saving
goods for favoured customers, naming the children who had thrown
cow dung over Major Thielen’s car. All pretty low-grade
information, but it made him a little extra money and kept him in
with the Germans. And that was what Fernand wanted most. Before
long, he reckoned, the war would be over, and those who had been
helpful to the victors would do very well for themselves.

He also ran a small
blackmail business. When Fernand hinted at what he’d discovered
about them, local people were prepared to pay him not to pass that
information on. He would take their money for a few months, and
then shop them anyway. He knew he was hated in the village, but he
didn’t care. He had been rejected all his life. Unpopular at
school, taunted for his lack of a father, bullied because he was
too small to retaliate, beaten by his mother’s succession of
lovers, Fernand became a survivor. He learnt early to look after
number one, because if he didn’t, no one else would.

The hatred for
such collabos smouldered beneath the surface of the entire community,
liable to erupt without warning like a dormant volcano. Flashes
such as these did little good, retaliation and retribution could be
swift and cruel, but memories would be long and revenge was
promised when the time was right.

Accommodation was
requisitioned for the occupying soldiers. Madame Berniers, an old
lady of ninety, was banished to the servants’ quarters of her own
manor house. Her maid, Ninette, almost as old as her mistress, was
told to look after her, while seven German officers took over the
house and made free with the wine Madame’s husband had laid down in
the cellar some forty years earlier. Major Thielen was
satisfactorily established in the mayor’s house and the other ranks
were billeted comfortably enough in the barns of two farms at
either end of the village.

It was not only
accommodation; cars and horses were casually requisitioned by the
German authorities; their troops also augmented their rations by
helping themselves from local farms, at times officially, at others
by stealth.

Sister Marie-Marc’s
precious chickens survived until they were noticed by Sergeant
Franz Schultz when he was carrying the bags of potatoes he and his
mates had been sent to collect from the convent garden by the
quartermaster in the town. That evening when darkness was falling
and the nuns, following their own idiosyncratic timetable, had
retired for the night, Sergeant Schultz crept back up the path from
the village and with a leg-up from his friends, scaled the
courtyard wall. He opened the gate to admit his accomplices and
together they made their way to the hencoop. He reached for the
wooden bolt that secured its door and dragging it free, knelt down
and peered into the henhouse. The birds were roosting peacefully,
but as soon as he made a grab, catching the first unsuspecting hen
round her neck and passing her hastily back out for one of his
friends to stuff into the sack they had brought, the squawking
began. He worked as quickly as he could, snatching birds from the
safety of their roost and passing them back to his mates. The
squawks and squooks of alarm increased in volume and the soldier
posted as lookout heard the sounds coming from the convent as the
back door was dragged open and someone came out with a lantern.

“That’s it,” he hissed
as the light wobbled towards them across the yard. “Come on, let’s
go!”

With a mixture of
muffled laughter and swearing, the hencoop raiders ran out of the
gate and disappeared into the night, and poor Sister Marie-Marc was
left peering round in the darkness of the courtyard, looking for
her beloved hens. She found only five still inside the henhouse and
another, which must have been dropped as the thieves ran away,
pecking its way peacefully among the clumps of weeds just outside
the convent gate.

The wails of Sister
Marie-Marc were even louder than the squawks of the hens had been,
and when Mother Marie-Pierre appeared in the courtyard wearing a
dressing gown, with only a shawl to cover her head, it took her
some time to calm the irate nun.

“Don’t worry, Sister,”
she said soothingly leading her back in through the kitchen door,
“I will go and see Major Thielen in the morning.”

“That will be too
late, Mother,” moaned Sister Marie-Marc. “Les sales Boches will have wrung their necks!”

“Sister!” exclaimed her
superior, even as the little nun clapped a hand over her mouth in
horror at her own words.

“Oh, Mother!” she cried
in dismay. “May God forgive me for such words. I’m sorry, I’m so
sorry.”

“So I should think,
Sister,” reproved the reverend mother, struggling to keep a
straight face. “Now, back to your bed. There is nothing more we can
do this evening.”

Next morning, however,
Mother Marie-Pierre went down to the town hall where Major Thielen
had his office, to complain.

When she arrived she
was asked to wait and it was nearly half an hour later that she was
finally taken in to see the major. He came to his feet as she was
announced and extended a hand. “Reverend Mother, what an unexpected
pleasure. How can I help you? I hope you weren’t kept waiting.”

“Only about half an
hour,” Mother Marie-Pierre replied dryly, seating herself on the
chair he had set for her. “I am sure you’re busy, so I won’t take
up much of your time.”

“I am indeed,” he
agreed. “Now, how can I help?”

“Last night, all but
six of our hens were stolen from the henhouse,” Mother Marie-Pierre
said coming straight to the point. “I think it was some of your
men. They climbed in over the wall and escaped out through the back
gate.”

The major’s welcoming
smile faded as she spoke and the hard look she had seen before slid
into his eyes. “What makes you think they were my men, Reverend
Mother?” he asked coolly. “Far more likely it was your own
countrymen. Several have already been caught by my men, thieving
from the German army.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
managed to hold his gaze as she replied. “The sister who was woken
by the noise the hens made, came down to the courtyard and heard
them; heard them speaking German. Major,” she continued, “we need
those chickens to provide the extra food our patients in the
hospital need to get well. We have three of your men in there at
present, as you know, all of them could do with good food to help
them to make a swift recovery. You’ve taken much of our potato
crop, what’s left of our carrots and the last of the onions we
stored last year.”

“You will be paid for
those,” cut in the major sharply.

“Be that as it may,”
Mother Marie-Pierre, who was pretty sure they would never see a
cent, went on firmly, “we need our hens to provide eggs for the
hospital, and those you did not requisition. Is there any way you
can find out who the thieves are and perhaps get the hens
back?”

The major gave a short
bark of laughter. “I very much doubt it, Mother. I imagine that
whoever has taken your hens has already disposed of them.”

“And there is nothing
you can do about it,” Mother Marie-Pierre stated flatly.

“There is not.” The
major got to his feet to indicate that the interview was over. “I
have a great many important things to deal with at present, and
your hens are not among them.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
also got to her feet and said quietly, “I am sorry your soldiers in
the hospital will not receive the nourishing food they need,
Major.”

“Are you daring to
threaten me, Reverend Mother?” Major Thielen asked. Before, he had
been cool, now he was icy.

“No, Major,” Mother
Marie-Pierre replied calmly, “just stating a fact. The rations we
receive for our patients are insufficient for their needs. With no
hens and only a small part of our vegetable crop, we can no longer
adequately supplement them.”

As she turned to leave,
the door was flung wide and another officer strode into the room.
To her surprise Major Thielen snapped to attention and saluted.

“Heil Hitler!”

The newcomer returned
the salute and looking across at Mother Marie-Pierre asked in
German, “And who is this?”

With chill realisation,
Mother Marie-Pierre saw that the uniform this man was wearing was
different from the major’s, and carried the now famous death’s
insignia on the collar. Even in the convent, word of Himmler’s
Waffen SS and its activities had been whispered; rumours that
became increasingly frightening as they circulated. Until now the
reverend mother had dismissed most of these, but now, seeing this
man looking her over, as if deciding what she might fetch at
market, she sensed an emanation of evil. Instinctively she drew
herself up, levelly returning his gaze. The man was tall, his
close-cropped hair displaying the elongated shape of his head. His
eyes, grey and cold, looked out on the world from beneath pale
eyebrows with hauteur and arrogance.

And I thought Major
Thielen looked cruel! thought Mother Marie-Pierre.

“This is the reverend
mother from the convent above the village, Colonel,” the major
replied, and then turning to Mother Marie-Pierre he introduced her
to the newcomer, in French. “Mother Marie-Pierre, this is Colonel
Hoch, of the SS.”

Hoch looked at the nun
standing so straight and upright before him and gave a curt nod,
and speaking with a guttural accent, said in French, “Good morning.
I am afraid I must ask you to leave. I have business with Major
Thielen.”

“We had already
finished our discussion,” Mother Marie-Pierre said. “I will bid you
good day, gentlemen.”

Swiftly she left the
building. If only half of what she had heard of the SS and the
Gestapo was true, then Colonel Hoch was a man to be feared. She
hoped he would not be staying in St Croix for long.

In this she was
disappointed. It was only days later that Sister Henriette returned
from visiting an old woman, bedridden in the village, with the news
that Major Thielen had moved to The Manor where his officers were
already billeted. Colonel Hoch had taken over the mayor’s
house.

Mother Marie-Pierre
smiled bitterly when she heard the news. Serve him right, she
thought uncharitably, as she recalled the way he had evicted
Monsieur Dubois. She actually said as much to Sister St Bruno when
she visited her that evening.

“He had no compunction
in turning out Monsieur Dubois,” she said, “and now the same thing
has happened to him.”

“Shows how important
this Colonel Hoch is, Sarah,” remarked her aunt.

“There is a difference
in rank,” agreed Sarah. “Hoch is the senior officer.”

“More than that, I
think,” replied the old nun. “Your major is simply in the army. An
SS officer, or Gestapo or whatever he is, is much more
important.”

“What have you heard
about them?” asked Sarah. It never failed to amaze her how well her
bedridden aunt was informed about things, even though she had not
left her room for more than a year.

“Oh, just snippets, you
know.” She smiled. “Young Marthe is quite chatty when she comes in
the mornings. She tells me what is going on in the village, who
says what, who does what. She’s a real gossip, and I suppose I
should discourage her, but when one’s shut away up here, well, the
child’s like a breath of fresh air.”

Sarah smiled too.
Marthe was a cheerful girl, and was good, both with the children
and with the patients in the hospital. “I’m glad she cheers you
up,” she said, “and you can keep me posted on the things that are
going on that I otherwise wouldn’t hear about!”

It was not Sister St
Bruno, however, who told Mother Marie-Pierre what had happened
several weeks later, but Marthe herself. Sister Danielle brought
her to the office, white-faced with terror, almost unable to
speak.

“I’m sorry to disturb
you, Mother,” Sister Danielle said, “but Marthe is here and she’s
in a dreadful state. I think you should listen to what she told
me.”

“Come in, Marthe,”
Mother Marie-Pierre said. “Come in and sit down. Please stay,
Sister Danielle, in case I need you.”

They settled Marthe
down in one of the chairs, but she couldn’t stay seated. Almost
immediately she was on her feet again, pacing the tiny room.

“Marthe, try and calm
down,” Sister Danielle said, “and tell Mother what you told
me.”

“They’re taking them!”
Marthe cried. “My family. They’re taking them away. Maman, Papa,
François, Étienne, Jeanne, even little Margot. They’re putting them
in lorries!”

“Who?” demanded Mother
Marie-Pierre. “Who is taking them?”

“The Germans,” wailed
Marthe. “The Germans. They came to the house this morning and made
them all get up. Pushed them outside. They’re in the square,
Mother, a whole crowd, and there are lorries coming to take them
away.” The girl’s voice rose on a note of panic, and she cried out.
“I must go to them, Mother, I must, but Sister Danielle says I
can’t.” She turned towards the door, but Sister Danielle was
standing in front of it, as if ready to block her escape.

“Try to be calm for a
moment, Marthe,” Mother Marie-Pierre said quietly, “and we will
think what to do. Now tell me, how do you know all this?”

“Francine, who lives
next door to us; Maman managed to whisper to her, to tell me to
stay away. I stayed here last night because Sister Eloise wanted me
to help with the night duty. I was just going to have my breakfast
with the children when Francine came to find me, but Sister
Danielle wouldn’t let me go!”

“And she was quite
right,” Mother Marie-Pierre said firmly. “Your mother didn’t send
you that message to get you to go to the square, did she? No, she
wanted you to stay here, where you would be safe.”

“But I don’t want to be
safe,” wailed Marthe. “I want to be with my family. Where are they
taking them? Francine says it isn’t just them, there’s a whole
crowd gathered in the square.”

“Marthe, listen.”
Mother Marie-Pierre took the hysterical girl by the shoulders and
gave her a shake. “You must not go to the square. You will do no
one any good if you are rounded up too. Your mother knows that,
that’s why she sent you the message. She wants you to stay here
where you will be safe.” She turned to Sister Danielle. “I’ll leave
Marthe with you, Sister. Take her over to the children’s wing. I’ll
go now, at once, to the village and find out what is going on. I’ve
met Major Thielen several times, so I’ll try and find out from him
what’s happening. I am sure there is some mistake.” She smiled at
Marthe to reassure her. “I know they have been taking able-bodied
men to work in the factories in Germany, but there can be no reason
to take your mother or the younger children. Your papa and
François, maybe, but not the rest.” She passed the young girl into
Sister Danielle’s care. “You are to stay with Sister Danielle until
I come back. You understand? You are to stay here in the convent
till I get back. We shall know more then.”

Sister Danielle took
the weeping Marthe in her arms and led her to the children’s wing.
Mother Marie-Pierre gathered up her cloak and leaving instructions
with Sister Celestine to tell Sister Marie-Paul that she had had to
go to the village on an extremely urgent matter, she hurried down
the footpath that led through the copse to the village.

When she reached the
village square her heart was pounding both from the exertion and
with fear at what she might find. The square was deserted except
for about twenty-five people, who stood pale and frightened under
the watchful eyes of three armed soldiers. Most of them were
adults, their faces pale and drawn, but there were children there
too. Mother Marie-Pierre could see Marthe’s family huddled
together, a group within a group. They had one suitcase with them
set down at Claude Lenoir’s feet. Marthe’s mother, Rochelle, was
clutching a bag of what appeared to be food and the younger
children clustered round her like chicks to a mother hen. François,
the eldest boy, stood with his father, his face bleak, his eyes
staring at the soldiers with their rifles. Apart from this forlorn
little group there was no one in sight. The windows round the
square were shuttered and blank, the pavements empty, the doors
closed and probably bolted. The tables outside Le Chat Noir were
still set out, but there were no customers and the blind was drawn
down over the window. The people of St Croix had seen what was
going on and were keeping well clear. Who knew who would be next?
Best not to be seen. Best hide away behind shutters and blinds
until the danger had passed.

Mother Marie-Pierre
crossed over to one of the guards. “Please can you tell me what’s
happening? What have these people done?”

The man shrugged
at her. “Parle pas Français.” But when she moved to speak to Marthe’s family, he
barred her way with his outstretched rifle.

“Verboten!” he
growled, and Mother Marie-Pierre, needing no translation, backed
away. Glancing again at Marthe’s family she saw the almost
imperceptible shake of Madame Lenoir’s head. Don’t speak to us, her
eyes warned, don’t draw attention to us or to the fact that Marthe
isn’t here.

Mother Marie-Pierre
gave a curt little nod as if to the soldier, but in fact to the
Lenoirs, and turned away.

“Where is Major
Thielen?” she asked the guard.

Recognising the name of
his commanding officer, the man jerked his head backwards towards
the town hall.

Mother Marie-Pierre
crossed the square to the building that housed the German
headquarters. Again her way was barred by a sentry, but this time
when she asked for Major Thielen the sentry replied in fractured
French that the Herr Major was inside and too busy to see anyone;
he continued to block the doorway.

Undeterred by this,
Mother Marie-Pierre treated him to a smile and said quite calmly
and matter-of-factly that the Herr Major would see her when he knew
that the mother superior from the convent was waiting to speak with
him. The man looked uncertain, and then saying, “Wait here,”
disappeared inside. He returned almost at once. “You will wait in
here.”

Wait she did, for more
than an hour in a small anteroom off the main hall. Through the
window she could see the desolate cluster of people still waiting
amid their guard in the middle of the square. The square itself
remained otherwise deserted. No one else came near, it was as if it
were a group of lepers gathered there, and fearful of infection all
those in the vicinity had withdrawn, clutching their clothes about
them and scurried away to the safety of their homes. Even as she
watched, Mother Marie-Pierre saw little Margot Lenoir whispering to
her mother. Madame Lenoir looked anxiously at one of the guards and
then, plucking up courage, edged her way towards him. Immediately
the man raised his rifle, pointing it at her menacingly. She
stopped, but called out something to him. The man, keeping his gun
pointed at her, replied with a shake of his head, and when she
spoke again he simply turned his back on her.

With a shrug she
returned to the little girl, who was now hopping from one foot to
the other. Mother Marie-Pierre watched as the family drew round
her, shielding her as best they could from other eyes, and then
within their tiny circle, the mother helped the five-year old lift
her dress and squat down to relieve herself. The youth and
innocence of the child made the act unimportant, but when, still
within the protective circle of the family, all the girls and
Madame Lenoir did the same thing, Mother Marie-Pierre found her
heart reaching out to them…such a small thing, but destroying their
dignity.

She got to her feet and
crossed the hall to the major’s closed office door. Drawing a deep
breath, she raised her hand and knocked. There was no reply, and
having knocked again, she cautiously turned the handle and eased
the door open. The room was flooded with sunlight through windows
that also looked out onto the square. Major Thielen was sitting at
his desk, and he looked up angrily at being disturbed. When he saw
who it was he rose to his feet, his expression still dark. “Yes,
Reverend Mother, what is it? Why are you here?”

“Good morning, Major,”
said Mother Marie-Pierre with a calm she was far from feeling. “I
came to find out what is happening in the square.”

The major flicked his
eyes towards the window and then returned them to her face. “That
is our business,” he replied stiffly. “I hardly see how it can
concern you.”

“I came through the
square on my way to visit the sick in the village,” Mother
Marie-Pierre said equably, “and I saw these people standing there,
surrounded by soldiers who were pointing guns at them. They are
clearly under arrest for some reason, and I wondered what they were
supposed to have done.”

“As I said,” returned
the major, “I scarcely think it concerns you. Kindly do not
interfere in what you don’t understand.”

“But I am asking, so
that I do understand,” said the nun. “I know these people. Why are
they standing here for hours on end with an armed guard?”

“They are awaiting
transport,” replied the major. “Now if you don’t mind…”

“Transport? Transport
to where? Where are they going, Major?”

“To work in Germany,”
he answered. “They are going to work in the factories to help the
war effort. Now if that is all, Reverend Mother, I’ll bid you good
day.” He sat down abruptly and picking up a sheaf of papers from
his desk, began to read.

“To work in the
factories?” Mother Marie-Pierre did not accept her dismissal.
“Major Thielen, there are children of only five years old out
there. What use will they be in your factories?”

“Their parents will
work for the benefit of the Fatherland,” a smooth voice spoke from
behind her, “and surely you would not wish to split up a family,
Reverend Mother? Of course the children go too.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
spun round to find herself face-to-face with Colonel Hoch. He had
come into the room silently behind her, and now he stood within
inches of her, the supercilious lift of his eyebrows and the curl
of his lip both designed to show his contempt for her.

“And now if you have
quite finished wasting the major’s time,” Hoch went on, “he and I
have some business to finish.”

He moved a little, but
not out of her way, so that she had to brush past him to reach the
door. When she did so, Mother Marie-Pierre turned back and said in
a soft voice, “May I speak with them, those out there?”

“No, you may not,” Hoch
said, and turned his back on her.

Shaking with fear and
anger, Mother Marie-Pierre paused in the hallway before leaving the
town hall. As she collected her thoughts and decided what, if
anything, she could do, she heard the colonel speak to the major
again, his voice harsh and authoritarian.

“There is still another
family, the Auclons, to be rounded up,” he said, “but the trucks
will be here within the hour. If your men haven’t found them by
then they’ll have to go with the next lot.”

Mother Marie-Pierre did
not understand all he said, but her schoolgirl German gave her the
gist of his remarks and made her blood run cold. The Auclons were
another Jewish family who had lived in St Croix ever since she
could remember. Joseph Auclon was a barber, and his wife, Janine,
helped out occasionally at The Manor where she had been in service
before she married. Their two boys, Jacques and Julien, were
identical twins and only about three years old.

She wondered where the
Auclons were. Had they got wind of the round-up and gone into
hiding? Why had these families been chosen to go to Germany? Was it
because they were Jews? Probably, she conceded. Jews would be
chosen first for forced labour. But what about the children? Why
take the children as well as the able-bodied adults? What use would
they be in a labour camp? What use would their mother be with them
to look after?

Mother Marie-Pierre
walked out into the sunshine again and looked across at the waiting
prisoners, for that is what they were, trying to see who else had
been taken. Most were young men who had returned from the war, but
there were several older men there too, and three women. The women
stood together, staring round them with large frightened eyes. When
they saw Mother Marie-Pierre watching them, one of them ran towards
her, her arms outstretched as if in supplication. At once the guard
nearest to her fired into the ground at her feet, causing her to
reel backwards with a shriek of fear, and to retreat sobbing into
the arms of one of her friends. The gunfire brought the colonel and
the major running out of the town hall, and when he saw that Mother
Marie-Pierre was still standing just outside, the colonel snarled.
“Nun, unless you want to go and work for the Reich as well, I
suggest you go back to your convent where you belong.”

Realising she could do
no more here, Mother Marie-Pierre turned away and walked quietly
out of the square and up the adjoining lane past the church towards
the curé’s house.

The wooden shutters of
Father Michel’s house were closed, as if the house were deserted.
Undeterred, Mother Marie-Pierre strode up to the front door and
raised the big brass knocker, but before she could let it fall, the
door swung open and Mademoiselle Picarde peered out. The curé’s
housekeeper was a tiny, wizened woman with eyes like a snake’s,
harsh and unflickering, but now those eyes showed fear as they
glanced anxiously over the nun’s shoulder.

“Reverend Mother,” she
hissed, “what do you want?”

Mother Marie-Pierre was
somewhat surprised at this reception. “I’ve come to see Father
Michel.”

A voice from inside the
house called out. “Who is it, Rose?”

“You’d better come in,”
the housekeeper said ungraciously, and standing aside, allowed
Mother Marie-Pierre to enter the house.

The priest appeared
from a door further down the narrow corridor that ran the length of
the house. “Ah, Reverend Mother,” he said a little nervously when
he saw who his visitor was. “Good morning to you.”

“Good morning, Father,”
she replied. “I need your help.”

“You do?” The priest
looked worried and gestured her to follow him back into the room
from which he had emerged. Mother Marie-Pierre had never called on
the priest before, and, following him into the room, found herself
in his study. The room was lit with candles, the windows darkened
by their shutters.

Mother Marie-Pierre
came directly to the point. “The Germans are taking some of the
local people away,” she said. “They’ve got them gathered in the
square and are only waiting for transport to collect them.”

Father Michel nodded.
“So I heard,” he said. “Rose went to buy bread this morning and
told me. I suppose they will take any of our young men that they
need,” he added resignedly.

“But it’s whole
families, Father,” Mother Marie-Pierre said softly, “not just
able-bodied adults, there are children there as well. Little Margot
Lenoir is only five. Why are they taking her? She’s no use to
them.”

The curé shrugged.
“That I can’t say, Mother.”

“It’s because they’re
Jews,” stated Mother Marie-Pierre flatly.

“You could be right,”
Father Michel replied uneasily. “But if it is, there’s nothing we
can do about it, is there? I mean, if they chose the Jews to work
in their factories, that may save some of our own boys from having
to go.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
stared at him for a moment. “Some of our own boys? Father, these
people are as French as you are. They’ve lived in this country,
this village, all their lives.”

“Even so, if the
Germans have decided to move them, then there is nothing we can do
about it,” replied the priest. “And surely it’s better for the
Lenoir family, and others like them, to stay together, don’t you
think?”

“Others like them?”
Reverend Mother’s eyes skewered him. “Which others?”

His eyes slid away
before her gaze. “Well, I don’t know…” he began to bluster. “I mean
there are others aren’t there? The Auclons for instance.” He raised
his eyes to her again, adding slyly, “After all you’ve Jewish
children in the convent, haven’t you?”

Dismay registered on
Mother Marie-Pierre’s face before she could control her features
and he continued. “I shouldn’t want to draw attention to myself if
I were sheltering Jews from the Germans. Far better to let them
take those they’ve found already and hope they don’t find
yours.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
tilted her head in the candlelight the better to see him. She spoke
quietly. “Thank you for your advice, Father. I knew you’d be able
to help me.” Swiftly she pulled wide the door, which had been
standing ajar, and Mademoiselle Rose Picarde almost fell into the
room.

“I just came to see if
I could get you or the reverend mother anything, Father,” she said
virtuously, steadying herself with one hand on the door frame.

Mother Marie-Pierre
answered before the priest was able to, with chilly politeness. “No
thank you, Mademoiselle, I am not staying. I have things to do.
I’ll bid you both good morning.”

Opening the front door,
Mother Marie-Pierre stepped out into the fresh summer air, the
relief of being out of the house an almost physical thing.

 


 


Nine

Mother
Marie-Pierre turned her steps back towards the convent. As she was
emerging from the lane into the square, she heard the rumble of
engines and saw two lorries come to a halt outside the town hall.
Instinctively, she stepped back into the shelter of the café wall,
and was glad she had, for Hoch and Thielen both came out from the
German headquarters onto the square. At an order from the colonel,
the guards herded the waiting families towards the canvas-covered
trucks. As the tailgates were let down, Mother Marie-Pierre could
see that the lorries were already crammed with people.

Surely, she thought,
there isn’t room for anyone else in there.

Even as she watched
four young men and a woman sprang from one of the lorries,
sprinting away from the truck in search of escape, of a place to
hide. Each ran in a different direction, zigzagging as they ran,
making for the illusory safety of the alleyways that gave onto the
square. Immediately chaos broke loose as both the guards riding on
the lorries and those covering the people in the square opened fire
on the fugitives. One man was killed outright as a bullet powered
into his back, flinging him into the air before he crumpled like a
ragdoll to the ground in a pool of blood. Those still in the trucks
began to shout as gunfire rattled round the square, the soldiers
shooting, indiscriminately, in the directions that the fugitives
had taken. Those gathered to be loaded onto the lorries screamed
and shrieked with fear, flinging themselves flat on the ground as
bullets ripped through the air about their heads.

There was a bellow of
rage from Colonel Hoch, and shouting a mixture of orders— “After
them! Shoot to kill! Guard the rest!” —the officer disappeared down
one of the alleyways, his pistol in his hand.

There was confusion
among the soldiers. Some followed the colonel, rushing from the
square in hot pursuit, their rifles at the ready; others turned
their guns on the prisoners in the lorries, to deter any other
would-be escapees. Major Thielen hurried back into the town hall,
shouting orders to someone inside. The group who had been waiting
in the square were still flat on the ground, while a German private
barked orders at them, waving his rifle threateningly. There was a
rattle of gunfire from further away and another scream.

From her place behind
the café wall, Mother Marie-Pierre saw that several of those who
had dived for cover had actually rolled underneath one of the
lorries, seeking shelter from the spitting bullets. Madame Lenoir
was one, her body shielding Margot, her youngest child. For a
moment their eyes met, desperate appeal in Madame Lenoir’s,
compassion in the nun’s. She held out her arms and the woman under
the lorry murmured something to her daughter and then pushed her
out from the shelter of the lorry, across the two metres of open
space and into Mother Marie-Pierre’s open arms. The nun gathered
the child to her and stepped back into the shelter of the lane down
which she had come. Even as she drew the little girl back behind
the wall, obscuring her from the sight of the guard, the soldier
saw the mother underneath the truck and roared an order at her,
prodding her with the barrel of his rifle. Madame Lenoir crawled
out from the other side of the lorry, her back firmly to Mother
Marie-Pierre and Margot in the lane, and rejoined the rest of her
family who were now on their feet again and being herded once more
towards the waiting transports. She kept her eyes steadfastly away
from the direction her daughter and Mother Marie-Pierre had taken,
fighting with every fibre of her being the compulsion to turn for
one final glimpse of her baby.

The reverend mother
gathered the small girl into her arms and doubled back behind the
café. She could hear the soldiers still shouting to each other as
they searched for the escaping prisoners. There was another burst
of gunfire close enough to make her shake, and she clutched the
child to her ever more tightly.

“In here, Sister,”
hissed a voice, and a door in the wall beside her opened just wide
enough to admit her. She squeezed through and the door was
immediately closed and bolted behind her. An old woman grabbed her
hand and pulled them both in through the back entrance of the
café.

“Down here!” she
instructed, and Mother Marie-Pierre saw that there was a trapdoor
open in the stone floor of the kitchen, from which a flight of
steps led down. Margot, terrified into silence until now, began to
wail.

“Ssh,
ma
petite,” soothed the old
lady. “You’re safe now. Down you go, Sister, till they’ve gone.”
She smiled up encouragingly. “Sorry, Mother. I didn’t see it was
you. Best keep both of you out of sight until they’ve driven off,
at least.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
nodded and with Margot still in her arms sat on the edge of the
hole in the floor, feeling for the steps with her feet. The
trapdoor was closed over her head, and they were left in the gloom
of a cellar only lit by the grey light that filtered through a
narrow window set high up in the wall.

Margot was still
crying. “I want Maman,” she wailed. “Where’s Maman? I want
her.”

“I know you
do, chérie,” soothed
Mother Marie-Pierre, sitting down on a box with the child on her
knee and getting out a handkerchief to mop her tears. “But Maman
can’t come just now. She wants you to stay with me for a little
while. Then I’ll take you to see Marthe. You’d like that, wouldn’t
you?” She sat rocking the little girl in her arms until she
gradually calmed down, and with her thumb set comfortably in her
mouth, began to doze. Mother Marie-Pierre longed to go to the tiny
window to see if she could see or hear anything from outside, but
she didn’t want to disturb the now sleeping child. Better to wait,
she decided, until her hostess and saviour came to give her the
all-clear, and then, somehow, she’d have to get Margot back to the
relative safety of the convent.

It was well over an
hour later that she heard the scrape of the trapdoor above her and
light flooded into the subterranean room.

“You can come up now,
Mother,” said the old woman.

Gently Mother
Marie-Pierre lifted the sleeping child up to the waiting arms above
and then followed her out into the kitchen.

“Madame Juliette,” she
said softly, “that was a very brave thing to do.”

The old woman
peered at her and then smiled. “Ah, Mother,” she said, “there is
little enough that we can do in these sad times. What can the Boche
want with little children, hein?”

“I don’t know, Madame.”
Mother Marie-Pierre looked across at the old lady, a woman she had
met all those years ago when she had first come to the convent to
nurse the wounded in the last war. “What finally happened out
there?” She nodded her head towards the square.

“The lorries have
gone,” Madame Juliette said flatly. “They loaded in those waiting
in the square and drove away.”

“And those that
ran?”

“One they killed, two
they brought back, both wounded and bleeding and two…” she shrugged
eloquently. “I suppose they are still searching for them.”

“And the child?” Mother
Marie-Pierre looked at Margot now nestled against Madame Juliette’s
ample bosom. “Did they realise that she’d gone?”

Madame Juliette
shrugged again. “Who can tell?” she said. “Probably not. There was
such a fracas when those tried to escape. I was watching from
upstairs and I don’t think they counted the prisoners into the
truck. The rest of the family were just pushed onto one of the
lorries and then the back was secured. The last one they caught was
shot in the leg and bleeding badly. They just tossed him in on top
of the others.” She sighed. “I think he will die.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
crossed herself and murmured. “May the Lord take his soul.”

“Amen to that,” said
the old lady. Then she suddenly pulled herself together. “Now, we
have to decide what to do with you and Margot.”

“Well, I can come and
go about the village as I always do, so I’m in no danger,” began
Mother Marie-Pierre.

“Until someone
remembers that you are English,” interrupted Madame Juliette. It
was the first indication she had given that she remembered that the
nun in front of her was one of the English girls who had frequented
her café to eat pain d’épice when they had first arrived from England in 1915. “You must
not trust anyone, Mother. There are too many round here who would
sell their own grandmothers if they thought it would be to their
advantage.”

“Surely not, Madame,”
began Mother Marie-Pierre.

“Believe me, Mother. I
remember where you came from…so will others. Be very careful.”

“So, what do you
suggest?” asked the nun.

“For the moment you
should be safe enough, that major probably doesn’t pose much of a
threat. He’s just a soldier.” Madame Juliette spoke dismissively.
“No, the dangerous one is that Colonel Hoch. Try not to draw his
attention. He is an evil man.”

“Well, I have met him a
couple of times, and I think I agree with you,” Mother Marie-Pierre
said. “I shall certainly steer clear of him if I can. Still, for
the moment, I think it should be safe enough for me to walk back to
the convent, taking Margot with me. The Germans won’t know that she
should have been put in the lorry. They’ll just think she’s one of
the village children.”

“Better you go openly,”
agreed Madame Juliette. “If they thought you were trying to hide
from them, that would be really dangerous. You must go in the
daylight, but go with caution, they will still be looking for those
two who got away. Your habit should protect you and if a patrol
stops you, you must tell them you are taking the child to the
hospital.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
nodded. “Then I think we’d better be off, before we bring any
trouble to you and your family.”

The old woman nodded at
this and gently roused the child from her sleep. “Wake up, Margot,”
she said, “you’re going with Mother Marie-Pierre, now. So, be a
good girl and hold her hand all the way. I’ll let you out the back
way, Mother,” she added. “If you walk down the lane to the end
you’ll be on the towpath and can cut back to the convent from
there.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
smiled. “Yes,” she said, “I know the way. Come along, Margot.” She
held out her hand to the little girl who took it obediently.

“Are we going to find
Maman and Papa now?” Margot asked.

Before the nun could
answer Madame Juliette said, “In a little while. Don’t you worry
about them, Margot. They’ll be back soon. You go with Mother
Marie-Pierre for now like a good girl, and in a day or two I’ll
bring you a little cake, just for yourself, all right?”

The child nodded and
the two adults exchanged glances over her head. The lies had to be
told, for Margot had to be inconspicuous as she was got to safety.
A crying child would draw unwelcome attention to them. She could be
told about her parents when she was out of danger.

“Is Marthe still at the
convent?” murmured Madame Juliette softly.

“Yes, at least I hope
she is,” replied the nun. “I left her with Sister Danielle and told
her to stay there until I got back.”

“Let’s hope she did,”
replied the old lady as she led the way to the back gate. She eased
it open and looked out into the lane beyond. “No one in sight,” she
said, “but don’t forget they’ll still be looking for the two who
got away.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
slipped out through the gate, still holding Margot firmly by the
hand. “God bless you, Madame,” she said.

“And you, Mother. It’s
you taking the risks now.” With that she closed the gate and Mother
Marie-Pierre heard the bolts being drawn across again.

“Come along, Margot,”
she said turning down the lane towards the river, “let’s get home
to the convent and have something to eat.”

The lane led to the
towpath that ran along the riverbank. The river itself wound its
way lazily round the edge of the village before widening into a
pool from which it emerged to continue its leisurely way to join
the Somme. The towpath was a well-used track to some of the
outlying cottages, a shortcut to the centre of the village, or to
the road that led eastward beyond. Today, however, it was deserted.
The river flowed slowly here, its brown water sluggish as it slid
under the willows that lined its bank.

Mother Marie-Pierre
hurried along the path, her eyes scanning the fields on the further
bank, flicking anxiously towards the backs of the houses that
sprawled untidily at the edge of the village. Keeping a firm hold
on Margot’s hand, she almost dragged the child in her wake.

“Halt!” The word rang
out and Mother Marie-Pierre stopped abruptly as a burly soldier
carrying a rifle stepped out from the end of another of the lanes
that led into the centre of the village. He looked across at her
and the little girl clutching the skirt of her habit, and said in
execrable French, “Where do you go?”

“To the hospital,”
replied Mother Marie-Pierre simply. “This child needs to see a
doctor.”

The man, looking at
them suspiciously, took a step towards them, still covering them
with his rifle. Margot gave a scream of fear and buried her face in
the habit. Immediately Mother Marie-Pierre scooped the child up
into her arms and said sternly to the man, “Put your gun aside.
Can’t you see you are terrifying the little one?” She gestured at
the rifle to make her meaning clear and then gathered Margot closer
into her arms. The little girl was sobbing, her face hidden against
Mother Marie-Pierre’s shoulder.

The man lowered his
weapon and looked round. “A woman. I look for a woman. Maybe shot.
You have seen?”

Mother Marie-Pierre
shook her head. “I’ve seen no one,” she said and took a step
forward along the path. For a moment the soldier continued to bar
her way, then he stepped aside, and turning away set off along the
path in the direction from which they had come.

“No,” murmured Mother
Marie-Pierre to his departing back, “I’ve seen no one, man or
woman, but would I have told you if I had?” It was no time to be
considering the rights and wrongs of lying to save a life, she
still had a life to save here and now. Margot must be got to safety
and the sooner the better. Still carrying the child, she hurried to
the path that led across the fields and up through the copse to the
convent. She could see the tall, grey walls above the trees, and
never had she longed to be there so much as now. As she finally
reached the copse, Margot heavy in her arms, she looked back across
the field and saw two more men in field grey searching among the
willows along the riverbank. Clearly they had not yet found all
those who had made a break for freedom.

As soon as she reached
the convent gate, she was greeted by an almost hysterical Sister
Celestine, who rushed out to greet her.

“Oh Mother,” she cried.
“Thank God you are safe! We heard shots from the village and when
you didn’t come back, Sister Marie-Paul sent Sister Henriette down
to find out what had happened, and she hasn’t come back yet. And
there’ve been soldiers on motorbikes on the road, roaring up and
down and…” Her words came tumbling in a torrent of anguish and
relief, but her superior cut her off.

“Well, as you see,
Sister, I am quite safe. Please go to the kitchen and get some
bread and milk and bring it up to the children’s wing. I shall be
with Sister Danielle. Please also tell Sister Marie-Paul that I am
back and ask her to call all the sisters who can be spared from
their work to the recreation room in half an hour.” Even as she was
speaking, Mother Marie-Pierre was striding through the hallway and
along the passage to the children’s rooms.

“Yes, Mother, of
course, Mother, straight away.” Sister Celestine scurried away to
find the novice mistress, Sister Marie-Paul.

When Reverend Mother
entered the children’s dayroom she was greeted with a shriek from
Marthe, who rocketed from her chair at the sight of her little
sister. Margot, set down on the floor at last, was gathered into
her sister’s arms and hugged so tightly that after a minute she
wriggled to be free. Sister Danielle appeared from the next room
and looking over the heads of the two girls raised her eyebrows
questioningly. Mother Marie-Pierre shook her head slightly and the
younger nun went pale.

“Now then, Marthe,”
Mother Marie-Pierre said briskly, “let’s get Margot comfortable.
Sister Danielle will take her to the bathroom before Sister
Celestine gets here with her food. I want you to come with me for a
moment or two.”

Marthe, still cradling
Margot in her arms, looked up and saw the compassion in the
reverend mother’s face. Gently putting Margot away from her she
stood up. There was a bleak control in her voice. “Go with Sister
Danielle, Margot. I’ll be back in a minute to give you your
tea.”

The little girl reached
for her sister’s hand, her bottom lip quivering, but Marthe placed
the reaching hand into Sister Danielle’s. “Be a good girl now,
Margot,” she said. “I’ll be back in minute, I promise.” Then
turning her back resolutely on the tears that were beginning to
course down Margot’s cheeks, she followed Mother Marie-Pierre out
of the room.

“We’ll go to my
office,” said the nun, leading the way, and with a leaden heart,
Marthe followed.

Once in the privacy of
the office, Mother Marie-Pierre turned to the white-faced girl. It
was heartbreaking to have to tell this girl, little more than a
child herself, of the events down in the village square. For a
short moment she looked at her, wondering what words to use to
break the news, but Marthe didn’t wait to be told.

“They’ve gone, haven’t
they?” she asked quietly. “Are they dead?”

“No, of course not…”
began Mother Marie-Pierre, but Marthe continued almost as if she
hadn’t heard. “We heard the guns, you see. Shooting. Lots of
shooting. I thought…”

Mother Marie-Pierre
took the girl’s hands in her own. They were icy cold and the nun
chafed them gently as she spoke.

“There was shooting,”
she agreed, “but not at your family. They were put on a lorry to go
to Germany to work in a factory there.” No need to describe the
dreadful conditions that they must be facing in that overcrowded
lorry, no need to tell this brave girl that they were being treated
worse than cattle on the way to the abattoir.

“Your mother gave
Margot to me to look after until they come home again,” she went
on. “She knows you are safely here with us and that you’ll look
after Margot for her.” No need to explain how her mother had put
her own life at risk to save young Margot’s. Let Marthe think that
the Germans had had no use for such a young child and had allowed
the nun to take her. “She sent you her love. They all did.” Not
aloud, Mother Marie-Pierre thought as she stretched the truth for
the third time that day, but she had no trouble with that, she had
no doubt that the love had been sent.

Marthe’s face was rigid
with her determination not to cry. Mother Marie-Pierre could see
the tears brimming in her eyes, but the young girl would not let
them fall. It was as if, before her eyes, Mother Marie-Pierre saw
the girl’s childhood fall away, sloughed off like a snakeskin, and
the cloak of adulthood envelop her.

“They’ve gone,” she
said flatly. “Margot and I have only each other now.”

“Certainly for now you
must look after each other,” Reverend Mother agreed gently, “but
there is no reason to think that your family won’t return at the
end of the war.”

“Isn’t there?” Marthe
looked pityingly at the nun. “You don’t understand, do you, Mother?
We are Jews. There will be no Jews left at the end of this war.
Jews in Germany have been disappearing for years. Now it is our
turn.” She gave a sharp and bitter laugh. “You think we shall be
safe here in the convent? Margot and I will be safe nowhere round
here where it is known that we are Jews. Before long someone will
send the Germans here, you’ll see. They’ll come for me and for
Margot and probably for those Leon children as well, and you won’t
be able to stop them. We shall be loaded onto a lorry, just like
Maman, Papa and the others…and we shall disappear. There will be no
end to the war for us.” She had spoken with steely control, but as
she uttered these last words her voice broke in a sob.

Mother Marie-Pierre
moved to gather her into her arms, but Marthe pulled away and
spoke, almost fiercely. “No, Mother, I’m not a child like Margot,
to be comforted with a hug and soothing words. I know what we are
facing, and I know that you won’t be able to protect us when the
time comes.” She wiped the tears away with the back of her hand and
went on, “I must go back to Margot, now. She’ll be frightened here
with no one she knows. Thank you for bringing her to me.” Her voice
was so unemotional and polite she might have been thanking the
reverend mother for having her to tea.

Mother Marie-Pierre
stood aside. “Yes, go back and find her. I will consider what we do
next. You’re safe for the time being, I think, but it may not be
for long and we must make plans.” She smiled at the young girl.
“May God give you courage, Marthe.”

Marthe, who had reached
the door, turned back and looked the reverend mother in the eye.
“There is no God, Mother. Not yours, not mine.” And with that she
left the room, closing the door softly behind her.

Some minutes later
Mother Marie-Pierre joined the rest of her community in the
recreation room. There was a buzz of conversation, but it died away
as she entered, and the nuns all turned their eyes expectantly on
their superior.

“Sisters,” Mother
Marie-Pierre began, “today the Germans have started rounding up
people from the village and shipping them off to Germany. They say
they are to work for the German war effort in their factories, and
maybe they are. However, they are taking whole families including
young children, who can be of little use in the factories. The
families they are taking are those of Jewish extraction. We have
all heard rumours of camps where the Jews are being held, and
whether we believe these or not, the fact remains that Marthe
Lenoir’s family have all been loaded into a lorry today and taken
away. Her mother managed to get the youngest daughter, Margot, to
my care before they left, but from what I have heard in the
village”—she did not mention the attitude of the curé as most of
the nuns would bow to his authority and accept his line of
thinking—“it will only be a matter of time before someone tells the
Germans they are here.”

Sister Marie-Paul
raised a hand and Mother Marie-Pierre nodded to her to speak.
“Mother, surely their presence here will endanger the whole convent
community.”

There were murmurs of
assent to this, but Mother Marie-Pierre cut through them. “So, what
do you suggest we do, Sister? Simply hand two innocent young girls
over to Colonel Hoch?” she asked sharply.

“No, Mother, of course
not,” Sister Marie-Paul said hastily. “I was merely going to
suggest that we should find a family to take care of them until
their own people return from Germany.”

“Will that not put the
foster family at the same risk you are saying we shouldn’t take?”
the reverend mother asked evenly. There was no accusation in her
voice, but the other nun flushed. “We run an orphanage, Sister, and
to all intents and purposes these children are orphans. They are
our responsibility and we must not shirk it.

“Please, sisters,
discuss this among yourselves, and if anyone can come up with a way
to protect the children that have been confided to our care, then
come to me so that we can consider it. In the meantime, please
carry on as normal, and remember the families who have been carried
off in your prayers, particularly Marthe and Margot’s.”

As she left the room,
there was another buzz of excited conversation. Never before could
the nuns remember having been asked to discuss something among
themselves. Usually decisions were taken by the senior members of
the community, Reverend Mother, Sister Marie-Paul as Novice
Mistress, Sister Eloise as Matron, and handed down from on high to
be implemented without argument. This new reverend mother ruled the
convent in a very different way from her predecessors, and that in
itself was worth discussion.

Mother Marie-Pierre
left them to their amazement and went upstairs to talk things
through with Sister St Bruno. She had the germ of an idea, but
needed to consider it carefully with someone whom she could trust
implicitly.

 


 


Ten

Sister St Bruno
was dozing in her bed, her missal open upside down on her lap, her
head tilted sideways on the pillow and her spectacles askew on her
nose, but at the sound of the door opening she jerked
awake.

Mother Marie-Pierre
smiled across at her apologetically. “Sorry to wake you, Aunt
Anne,” she said as she came into the room, “but I need to talk to
you urgently.”

“I wasn’t asleep,
Sarah,” replied her aunt, “just resting my eyes.”

Sarah laughed. “Good,
then I haven’t disturbed you.” She drew the little, upright
visitor’s chair to the bedside and sat down, her face instantly
serious. “Aunt, we’ve got a problem and I need to talk it through
with you.”

Her aunt settled her
glasses more comfortably on her nose and looked gravely at her
niece. “What has happened?”

“The Germans have
started taking people from the village,” replied Sarah. “Ostensibly
to work in their factories in Germany, but they have taken whole
families, not just the able-bodied who would be of use to their
workforce. The families they have taken are Jews, and among them
are Marthe’s family.”

Her aunt stared at her
in horror. “All of them?” she queried in disbelief. “Even the
children?”

“All except Marthe, who
was here overnight in the hospital, and little Margot, the
youngest.” Sarah described how Marthe had been brought to her in
great distress that morning, and then went on to tell what had
happened when she had gone down to the village to investigate. Aunt
Anne listened without interruption as Sarah described the events of
the day, finally telling of the meeting she had called in the
recreation room.

“I don’t know what to
do,” she said. “Several of our sisters think we shouldn’t keep the
children because we endanger the whole convent.”

“Sister Marie-Paul
spoke for them?” It was hardly a question, more of a statement.

Sarah shrugged. “She
certainly spoke out,” she agreed. “No one else did, but I had the
feeling that there were others who think as she does. Our primary
work is the hospital and they think that we shouldn’t get involved
in anything that might bring German wrath down on our heads.”

“It makes sense, I
suppose,” sighed Aunt Anne.

Sarah stared at her in
horror. “But what about the children?” she exploded. “Aunt, I can’t
believe you said that!”

Her aunt reached out a
hand to her. “Sarah, I said it made sense, I didn’t say it was
right! Of course we must find some way of looking after the
children, but you have to face the ugly truth. It won’t be long
before the Germans know that we have them here and that they are
Jews. There will be people ready enough to inform if they think it
will be to their advantage…and those same people will probably also
tell their new masters that you are English. That is something else
to be considered.”

“That doesn’t put the
convent at risk,” pointed out Sarah briskly, “only me.”

Her aunt inclined her
head in acquiescence. “And me,” she added softly.

Sarah was immediately
contrite. “Oh, Aunt Anne, of course, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” soothed her
aunt. “I am of no consequence. I’m over seventy and bedridden with
arthritis. There is little more I can do in the Lord’s service, I
am more than ready when my time comes. Much more important is what
we are going to do about these children. I assume we have to
consider the three Leon children as well as Marthe and Margot.”

“Certainly we do,”
Sarah agreed, “and I have asked all the sisters to try and think of
something that we can do to ensure their safety.”

“Was it wise to make it
a topic for discussion?” wondered the old lady. “Who knows who may
be listening?”

“I haven’t ever
revealed to the community at large that the Leon children are
Jews,” Sarah said. “Only those who are concerned with their
day-to-day care know the truth, but in a community such as ours I
am sure there are whispers about them. However, my instruction
referred to Marthe and Margot.” She closed her eyes, massaging her
forehead as if to ease away her cares. “I have got an idea,” she said, “but it will need careful
planning and should be kept as secret as possible.”

“Go on.”

“Well, if Marthe
was right and they are rounding up all the Jews, the children won’t
be safe anywhere where it is known that they are Jews.”

Aunt Anne nodded her
agreement. “So?”

“So, we need to move
them to somewhere where no one knows who or what they are. It’s no
good fostering them out to local families as Sister Marie-Paul is
suggesting, we have to get them right away from here.”

“So where will you send
them?”

“I shan’t send them, I
shall take them myself. I shall take them to Mother Magdalene. No
one in the Paris house need know why they’ve come. We can say we
needed extra room to expand the hospital. No one need know how they
came to be with us in the first place, they can simply be cared for
there as orphans of the war. Let’s face it there are going to be
enough of those.”

“But how will you get
them to Paris?” asked her aunt.

“I shall take them on
the train,” replied Sarah. “If we are stopped I shall say that we
are devoting ourselves to hospital work now and that the orphans
are being moved to the mother house where there is more room for
them.”

“It might work,”
conceded the old nun, “but what about Marthe? She is clearly too
old to be an orphan in need of care.”

“I’ve thought about
her,” Sarah said, “and I think that if we put her in a novice’s
habit she could travel with us to help look after the children. I
doubt if anyone will question a young nun who is travelling with
her reverend mother.”

Sister St Bruno
considered for a moment. “What about papers? You will have none for
the children…or for Marthe for that matter. She can’t use her
own.”

“Well,” Sarah said,
“it’s only Margot that we haven’t got papers for. Our own children
have them of course and I managed to get new ones for the Leon
children as they were orphaned in the air strike and any papers
they had were never found. Of course they aren’t registered as Jews
now, even if they were before.”

“And Margot?”

Sarah shrugged. “I hope
if I’m stopped that I should be able to talk my way out of any
trouble by saying she has been so recently orphaned that we haven’t
had a chance to replace her papers. Mother Magdalene will have to
sort those out when we get to Paris. I certainly can’t risk
applying for those here!”

“Marthe?”

“Marthe will have to
take her chances. She will have to travel without any, but I think
it is most unlikely that they will bother to ask for them from a
nun travelling with her superior. I will have my own, of course.”
She paused. “What do you think?”

Her aunt shook her
head. “It’s very risky,” she answered. “It could work if you are
bold enough to carry it out, but if you are caught…” Her voice
trailed away.

“I know, then we shall
all be lost. But I can think of no other way of protecting those
children. We have to get them away from here, and the quicker the
better.”

“Then I suggest that
the fewer people who know of this plan the better,” said Aunt Anne.
“If you are going through with this, you have to minimise the
risks. Do you need a permit from the Germans to travel to Paris on
the train?”

“I don’t think so,”
replied Sarah. “People seem to be travelling freely enough, but I
believe there are spot checks on the trains, at the stations, even
in the streets. We shan’t be able to avoid these controls, not
moving with a group of children. We shall have to put our trust in
the Lord.”

As Sister St Bruno
started to speak again there was a knock on the door and Sister
Marie-Marc put her head into the room.

“Oh, Mother, you’re
here,” she said with relief in her voice.

“Sister, what is it?”
asked Mother Marie-Pierre. Sister Marie-Marc was clearly agitated.
“What’s the matter?”

“I think you should
come, Mother,” replied the nun. “There’s somebody…I’ve found
somebody…I mean…when I went to the henhouse…”

“Start again, Sister,”
Mother Marie-Pierre said calmly, “and tell me from the
beginning.”

“I went to the henhouse
to shut the birds in for the night, and I found a woman in there.
In the henhouse. Hiding.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
looked at her sharply. “Where is she now, Sister? What have you
done with her?”

“I didn’t know what to
do, Mother. She was bleeding, you see.”

“So, where is she?”
Mother Marie-Pierre fought to keep the impatience out of her
voice.

“I’ve brought her into
the kitchen, Mother, and I’ve locked her in the pantry.”

The reverend mother was
at once on her feet and heading to the door. “I’ll come back later,
Sister,” she said over her shoulder to her aunt, and hustled Sister
Marie-Marc out of the door and down to the kitchen.

“Have you told anyone
else?” she asked as they hurried down the stairs.

“No, Mother. All I did
was to ask Sister Celestine if she knew where you were, and she
said you were with Sister St Bruno.”

“Good.” Better to
discover what this is all about before alarming the other
sisters.

They came into the
kitchen and Sister Marie-Marc drew back the bolt on the pantry
door. She eased the door open and they both looked in. The woman,
whoever she was, was lying on the floor, her face ashen, blood
seeping from a wound in her shoulder, her clothes dark with the
oozing blood. Her eyes opened and she scrabbled against the
stone-flagged floor in an effort to get up, but the effort was too
great and she sank back down and closed her eyes again.

“It’s all right,”
Mother Marie-Pierre said gently, “we’ve come to help you.”

The woman gave a faint
moan and Mother Marie-Pierre knelt down beside her to look at the
wound.

“Sister, please would
you fetch Sister Eloise? I know she’s busy in the hospital, but if
you would just say I need her here straight away.” She glanced up
at the waiting nun. “There’s no need to say why, just ask her to
hurry.”

Within minutes Sister
Eloise was at her side, looking down at the wounded woman.

“What have we here,
Mother?” she asked softly.

“I think this is one of
those who escaped from the German lorries in the square this
morning,” replied Mother Marie-Pierre. “I think she’s been
shot.”

Sister Eloise knelt
down and very gently probed the wound. The woman let out a cry of
pain.

“Towels, please,” said
Sister Eloise, and Sister Marie-Marc passed over a towel from the
kitchen rack. Sister Eloise drew her scissors from her pocket and
with the utmost care cut away the woman’s clothes, exposing the
wound, which began pulsing blood again. Quickly she ripped the
towel in half and placed one piece underneath the shoulder before
gently pressing the second half against the gaping wound.

“We need to get her
somewhere where I can work on her,” Sister Eloise said briskly.
“Can we move her to the hospital now?”

“No, Sister, I don’t
think so,” Mother Marie-Pierre replied. “Too public. The fewer
people who know about her the better.” She thought for a moment and
then spoke to Sister Marie-Marc. “Sister, please fetch Sister
Henriette…but as quietly as you can.”

As Sister Marie-Marc
disappeared Mother Marie-Pierre turned back to Sister Eloise.
“We’ll take her up to my cell. Sister Henriette and I should be
able to carry her between us.”

“She would be better in
the hospital, Mother,” ventured Sister Eloise, “where I have
everything I need to tend her.”

“I know that, Sister,”
replied the reverend mother, “but the Germans are probably still
looking for her. She must be hidden away in case they come here.”
She knelt down by the injured woman again. “We are going to take
you somewhere safe to see to your wound. If two of us support you,
will you be able to walk at all?”

“Yes.” The single word
was forced out through gritted teeth, and Mother Marie-Pierre saw
that the eyes that looked up at her were full of determination.

Sister Eloise sighed.
“If that is really best,” she said, and ripping up another towel,
she tied the makeshift pads into place.

Sister Henriette and
Sister Marie-Marc came into the kitchen then, and between them all
they managed to get the fugitive onto her feet and support her
slowly across the room.

“Clean the pantry
floor, Sister,” Mother Marie-Pierre instructed Sister Marie-Marc as
they manoeuvred the injured woman out of the door. “Make sure there
is nothing to show what went on here.”

Before they emerged
from the corridor into the hall, Sister Eloise went ahead and found
Sister Celestine at her usual post beside the front door. She sent
her to the ward kitchen with instructions to fetch some bandages
and to bring them to the reverend mother’s cell.

“Don’t alarm anyone,”
she said, “it’s nothing much.”

With the portress
safely out of sight they moved as quickly as they could up the
stairs to the main landing where the nuns had their individual
sleeping cells. Within moments they had negotiated their way along
the corridor to that of the reverend mother, and the woman was
lowered gently onto the bed. Sister Eloise set about cleaning the
wound, sending Sister Henriette for hot water while Mother
Marie-Pierre found more towels from the linen cupboard at the end
of the passage.

As she carried these
back along the landing she glanced out of the window and saw, to
her horror, Major Thielen’s car crawling up the lane towards the
convent gate, followed by a truck full of soldiers.

“The Germans are
coming,” she hissed as she placed the towels on the chair by the
bed. “Major Thielen’s car is coming up the lane.”

Sister Eloise looked
up. “You’ve blood on the front of your habit, Mother,” she said
quietly. “Put on a nursing apron before you greet the major. Go
now,” she added as Mother Marie-Pierre hesitated, “I can manage
here. Tell Sister Henriette to hurry with the water.” She spoke
with the ease of one used to command, and Mother Marie-Pierre
nodded and hurried away, pausing momentarily at the linen cupboard
to seize one of the huge white aprons the nursing sisters wore in
the hospital. It was voluminous enough to cover most of her habit
including the bloodstains on the front, where the woman had leaned
against her. As she descended the stairs she met both Sister
Henriette returning with a jug of hot water from the kitchen and
Sister Celestine coming back with the bandages from the
hospital.

“Give the bandages to
Sister Henriette,” she said to Sister Celestine. The little nun had
handed them over and the reverend mother issued swift orders to
Sister Henriette. “Take all that up to Sister Eloise as quickly as
you can, and then go at once to the children’s wing and warn Sister
Danielle that the Germans are here. Tell her to take all the
children up to the chapel and to lead them in prayers, aloud. If
they search the convent they must find all the children kneeling at
prayer in the chapel. Marthe too. Do you understand?”

Sister Henriette did.
“Yes, Mother.” She hurried up the stairs with the water. Even as
she disappeared Mother Marie-Pierre heard the slam of a car
door.

“When they ring the
bell,” she said to Sister Celestine, “answer the door as usual and
bring the major to me in my office.”

The portress looked
frightened, but she nodded. “Yes, Mother.”

Drawing a deep breath
and firing a prayer heavenwards, the reverend mother turned away
from the front door and walked towards her office ready to deal
with Major Thielen when he was brought in. She came to an abrupt
halt, however, when she heard Sister Celestine give a shrill cry, a
cry that was abruptly cut off. Spinning on her heel, Mother
Marie-Pierre hurried back to the hall where she found Sister
Celestine standing, terrified, at the wrong end of a German rifle,
as Major Thielen and a group of soldiers crowded in through the
door.

“Major Thielen!”
ejaculated Mother Marie-Pierre. “What is the meaning of this
intrusion? What are these men doing in the convent?” Without
pausing for him to answer she turned to the petrified nun. “It’s
all right, Sister, please go and ask Sister Marie-Paul to join us
here.”

“Stand exactly where
you are!” barked the major, at which the soldier raised his rifle
more threateningly and the portress, who had started to move, froze
once more.

“Major,” began Mother
Marie-Pierre, “I really don’t understand what is going on here. Why
have you come and why are you threatening my sisters with your
guns? If you wish to come into the convent you have only to ask, as
you have done before.”

Ignoring her
completely, the major issued an order to his men. “Search the
place,” he snapped. “Look in every room, including the
hospital…especially the hospital. Taube, Hesse, stay with me.”

“Major, please,” Mother
Marie-Pierre tried again. “If you could just tell me what you are
looking for, perhaps I can help.”

The men streamed out of
the hall, spreading out along the corridors towards the refectory,
the kitchen and the recreation room as they began their search. Two
men only remained, the one covering Sister Celestine with his rifle
and another who had turned his on the mother superior. Now at last
the major gave her his attention.

“Prisoners have escaped
from the village,” he said shortly. “They may be hiding here…even
without your knowledge, Mother.”

“Please ask your men to
lower their rifles,” Mother Marie-Pierre said. Her voice sounded
calm enough, but her heart was pounding. “They are terrifying
Sister Celestine, and there is really no need to do so. Neither of
us is going to run away.”

The major waved a
dismissive hand at the soldiers and they lowered their rifles.
“You,” he said, jerking his head to one of them, “you come with me.
We will search upstairs.” He looked back at the two nuns. “You will
wait for us here.”

“I shall accompany
you,” said Mother Marie-Pierre. She fought to sound calm, but all
the time her mind was racing. Had Sister Marie-Marc had time to get
the pantry floor scrubbed before the Germans reached the kitchen?
Any bloodstains on the floor would alert the soldiers, and they
might bully information out of the elderly nun. Convent normality
must be the order of the day.

Reverend Mother glanced
across at Sister Celestine who was now leaning, pale-faced, against
the wall. “Go and help Sister Marie-Marc in the kitchen. Tell her
to prepare some coffee and bring it to my office for the major’s
refreshment when he has finished his search.” The little nun looked
anxiously at the rifle, but before she could move, Major Thielen
barked out an order. “No! She stays here.” The rifle immediately
swung up again, and she cowered back against the wall. “You,” he
turned his attention back to the reverend mother, “may come with us
if you insist.”

“I do insist,” Mother
Marie-Pierre replied quietly. “It is my convent you are searching;
I have responsibility for it and the community that lives within
it. If there is anything or anyone to be found, who should not be
here, then I wish to know of it too.”

She had hoped to delay
him long enough for the children to reach the comparative safety of
the chapel, but with the soldiers fanning out through the convent
she was now anxious that it should be the major himself who found
them on their knees in prayer. She had seen the reverence with
which he had entered the chapel on his first visit and could only
pray that he would feel as constrained this time and not interrupt
the children at their prayers. His men might have no such
restraint. She hoped that Sister Henriette had taken the message as
swiftly as possible to Sister Danielle and that she had acted
immediately.

“And is there anyone
here who should not be?” demanded the major, his eyes fixed on her
face.

Mother Marie-Pierre
held his gaze. “No.”

Without another word he
turned on his heel and started up the stairs followed by the
soldier and the reverend mother. At the top he spoke to the man.
“Every door, Taube.”

Taube went to the first
door and raising his boot, kicked it open, bursting in, rifle at
the ready. It was one of the sister’s sleeping cells, the very one
Major Thielen had looked into before. There was nowhere to conceal
anything in the room and after a quick glance round the soldier
gave his report. “Nothing in here, sir.”

“The doors do have
handles,” pointed out Mother Marie-Pierre mildly, “and none of them
is locked.”

The major spoke to the
man again and he opened the next door in a more restrained manner,
but again found nothing. As they made their way along the corridor
towards her own sleeping cell, Mother Marie-Pierre wondered how she
was going to keep them from searching that. As they reached the
door before hers, her own door opened and Sister Eloise came out
carrying an armful of bedding.

She spoke immediately
to her superior apparently unaware of what was going on. “Oh,
Mother” she said, “I’m afraid poor Sister St Bruno has had another
accident in her bed. I’ve changed the sheets and put her in a clean
nightdress, so she’s comfortable again now.” She sighed. “I’m
afraid she’s rather distressed, but I’m hoping she’ll have a little
sleep now.”

“Don’t worry, Sister,
I’ll look in on her,” Mother Marie-Pierre replied, wondering just
who she was going to find in the little room when they opened the
door. “Just take the sheets down to Sister St Jacques in the
laundry.”

“Please go into this
room quietly,” Mother Marie-Pierre murmured to the major as she
stood between him and the door. “A bedridden sister is in here. She
is old and frail and will be very scared if you burst in.” She then
whispered confidentially, in case the major had not already picked
up on her conversation with Sister Eloise. “I’m afraid she’s…well,
as you see we’ve had to change her sheets. She can’t always control
herself, poor dear.”

The major’s lip curled
in distaste and when Taube opened the door Mother Marie-Pierre
swept in past him cheerfully. “Hallo, Sister, how are you feeling
today?”

Sister St Bruno was
propped up in the bed, her hands plucking at the wide blanket
draped across her thin body. There was a strong smell of
disinfectant in the room, at which Major Thielen, coming into the
room behind the reverend mother, sniffed fastidiously.

“Not at all well,
Mother,” replied the old nun in a petulant voice. “Sister Eloise
says I had another accident.” She broke off as she noticed the
German officer for the first time. She gave a little cry. “Mother,
there’s a man in my room.” She pulled her shawl down over her face
as if to hide from the major. “Make him go away, Mother,” she
quavered. “I don’t want a man in my room. Make him go away. Oh, oh,
the shame!”

“Hush now, Sister,”
soothed Mother Marie-Pierre. “He’s only looked in to see how you
are.”

“Is he a doctor?” asked
the nun. “Are you a doctor, young man?” Sister St Bruno peered out
at Major Thielen from under her shawl.”

“No,” he replied, and
with another sniff of disgust he stalked out of the room and waited
for Taube to open the next door.

“Now you settle down
and have a nice little sleep, Sister,” the reverend mother said in
a clear voice. “Sister Clothilde will be up with your supper later
and I’ll come and see you before I go to bed.” As she spoke she
raised her eyebrows in query, and Sister St Bruno pointed down with
her forefinger. Not daring to check, Mother Marie-Pierre could only
assume that the injured woman was stretched out on the floor
beneath the iron bedstead, concealed only by the blanket that
trailed to the floor on either side.

The search continued
along the landing, and included the linen cupboard, which Taube
emptied out into the passage in three swift movements, tumbling
sheets and towels, pillow cases and aprons into a heap on the
floor, but finding no one hiding in its depths. The bathrooms were
empty, the lavatory doors open. Major Thielen did not seem to be
expecting to find anyone concealed here and when every door had
been opened and the bare rooms scrutinised he had already thought
of what was coming next. “Now the chapel, Reverend Mother.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
raised her eyes as if in surprise, but acquiesced readily enough.
“Certainly, Major. Come this way.” As she had done before she led
him through the convent to the door of the chapel.

Surely, she thought,
after the time we’ve spent searching the nuns’ sleeping cells
there’s been time to get the children safely in here.

She paused outside the
door, barring the way as she spoke firmly. “I would prefer your man
to leave his gun outside. This is, after all, the house of
God.”

The major spoke to
Taube and the man stepped back, taking up a watchful position in
the corridor, his rifle at the ready.

“Thank you, Major.”
Mother Marie-Pierre opened the door and stepping aside allowed the
German to precede her. The warmth of the chapel, with its rich
scent of incense, enfolded them as they entered. Candles flickered
in front of the statue of the Virgin Mary and the sanctuary light,
in its brass holder, gleamed red before the altar. The major paused
on the threshold as he saw that the chapel was in use. There,
kneeling in front of the statue of the Virgin was a line of
children with one of the sisters on the end. She was leading them
in prayer and as he listened he heard the familiar words. “Holy
Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now and in the hour of our
death.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
touched his arm and spoke quietly. “Sister Danielle always brings
the children in for their evening prayers before they have their
supper.”

The children continued
to chant the prayer. “Hail Mary, full of grace, blessed art thou
among women and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus…”

Major Thielen nodded,
but he did not back out of the chapel this time, he moved swiftly
towards the altar, and then behind it. The chanting faltered as the
children became aware of him and watched what he was doing.
Returning to the front of the altar he lifted the corner of the
embroidered frontal and peered beneath it. Letting the cloth fall
back into place he moved to the side chapel where the children were
kneeling in front of the statue, but to Mother Marie-Pierre’s
relief his eyes were on the little curtained recess to one side. He
lifted the curtain and saw the shelves where the votive candles and
a pile of prayer books were stored. Again he let the curtain drop
and paying no attention to the row of children, who were still
kneeling just feet away, he moved on to the vestry on the further
side of the high altar.

At a gesture from
Mother Marie-Pierre, Sister Danielle began the prayer again, her
voice clear and firm, and gradually the children joined in, so that
the chorus of “Hail Mary” was well under way when the major
re-emerged from the vestry. He took one more look round the chapel
as if to ensure that he had not missed a possible hiding place and
then returned to the door where the reverend mother waited. Pausing
only to dip his hand into the stoup of holy water and bless
himself, he walked past her, out into the corridor where Taube
waited, his rifle trained on the chapel door.

At that minute there
was a commotion at the end of the passageway and the sound of boots
on the flagged floor. Mother Marie-Pierre closed the door on the
children and, standing in front of it, watched as a sergeant
marched up to the major and saluted with an echoing “Heil Hitler”.
He made his report, and it was clear that neither he nor his men
had discovered anyone hiding within the convent building.

Major Thielen turned to
Mother Marie-Pierre. “My men have searched the convent and the
hospital and have found no trace of the prisoners. We will disturb
you no longer.”

“I see,” Mother
Marie-Pierre said. “Well, I’m glad. Will your men be leaving the
convent now, Major? It is nearly time for vespers and our evening
meal, and we should like to carry on with our normal routine. Of
course if you would care to join me for a cup of coffee in my
office before you leave, you would be most welcome.”

Major Thielen, having
clear memories of the coffee he had been served on his first visit
to the convent, refused, saying that he must get back to
headquarters and supervise the search for the escaped prisoners
elsewhere. “Colonel Hoch and his men are searching the outlying
farms and houses, I must return and see if he has made a
capture.”

They turned their steps
back to the main hall, where the rest of the men were waiting.
Major Thielen dismissed them, thus releasing Sister Celestine at
last from the threat of Hesse’s rifle, and as they trooped out
Mother Marie-Pierre sent up a prayer of thanks for their departure
and the convent’s deliverance. She was only too aware that if it
had been Colonel Hoch who had searched the convent, he would not
have been fooled by an apparently incontinent old lady, and a row
of children saying their prayers.

As soon as she was sure
that the lorry-load of soldiers and the major in his car really had
driven away, she locked the front door and hurried back up the
stairs to her sleeping cell. Sister St Bruno was sitting in a chair
while Sister Eloise attended to the wounded woman who was once
again lying on Mother Marie-Pierre’s bed.

“Sister, you were
wonderful,” Mother Marie-Pierre said as she came back into the
room. “How did you manage to get everything arranged in such a
short time?”

Sister Eloise didn’t
look up from her work. “Sister Henriette helped me. Now, Mother, if
you could get Sister St Bruno back into her own bed, I would be
grateful. Then I need a hand here.”

Mother Marie-Pierre had
no hesitation in following the instructions given by her hospital
matron. All through the Great War, Sister Eloise had issued Sarah
Hurst, as she had been then, with instructions and orders that she
had obeyed without question. Now, although their roles were
reversed, with Mother Marie-Pierre the more senior in the
community, she knew that it was Sister Eloise who knew best in
situations such as these.

“Come, Sister,” she
said to her aunt, formal as always in front of another sister,
“let’s get you back to bed.” She needed a word with Aunt Anne in
private anyway. With great care she raised the elderly nun from the
chair and taking almost all her fragile weight, she supported her
from the room and along the passage back to her own cell.

Sister St Bruno eased
herself back onto her bed and sighed. “Are the children safe?” she
asked.

“Yes, for now,” replied
her niece, “but if the raid had been carried out by Colonel Hoch I
think it would have been a different story. I don’t think the
major’s heart was in it. I mean—” She paused to consider exactly
what it was she did mean. “I mean, he was not happy about searching
the convent. He left most of it to his men, only taking charge in
the rooms where he was pretty sure he would find nothing.” She
grinned across at her aunt. “You were amazing,” she said. “Talk
about fractious old lady!” Then she was serious. “But it was a
grave risk you took, you know.”

“Nonsense,” replied her
aunt, “no more than you or Sister Eloise. What else could we do?
Turn the poor child over to your major?”

“No, of course not,”
agreed Sarah, “and he’s not my major.”

“Maybe not,” returned
Aunt Anne, “but he seems to trust you and it could be useful to
have him on our side in the future.”

“I doubt if he’ll ever
be that,” Sarah replied seriously, “but he may be less of a threat
than Colonel Hoch.”

 


 


Eleven

The visit from
the Germans persuaded Mother Marie-Pierre that she must put her
plan to move the children to Paris into action at once. While
Sister Eloise continued to minister to their patient laid out on
the reverend mother’s bed, Reverend Mother herself was hurrying
back to the chapel. Sister Danielle was still there with the
children, though she now had them sitting on chairs listening while
she read them a Bible story. Marthe had Margot on her knee and was
rocking her gently as the child’s head drooped against her shoulder
in sleep.

“I think it’s time for
the children to go back and have their supper now, Sister,” Mother
Marie-Pierre said, “and while they are having it, perhaps you’d
come to my office. I need a word with you.”

“Yes, Mother, of
course,” replied the nun. “I’ll be there directly.” She led her
charges out of the chapel and closed the door behind them. Mother
Marie-Pierre slipped onto her knees in front of the altar.

“Oh Lord,” she prayed,
“help me to get these children to safety, away from the horrors and
dangers of this war.” She stayed in the chapel for another five
minutes, allowing the peaceful silence to have its familiar,
calming effect, and when she rose to return to her office to speak
to Sister Danielle, she knew that she had drawn strength from her
five minutes alone with her God.

“We have to get these
children away from here,” she said, coming straight to the point
when Sister Danielle had come to her. “The SS are in the village.
It isn’t just the German army now. Major Thielen carried out the
search of the convent today, and he still has some respect for our
calling and our cloth, but Colonel Hoch of the SS is a different
man altogether. He’s looking for Jews. If he discovered the Leon
children and Marthe and Margot were Jews, they would be rounded up
and taken away as the rest of Marthe’s family were today.”

“But where shall we
send them, Mother?” asked Sister Danielle anxiously. “Where will
they be safe from such a man?”

“We must take them to
Paris,” Mother Marie-Pierre replied briskly. “To Mother Magdalene.
No one there need know their origins, just children orphaned by the
war.”

“But how will we get
them to Paris?” asked Sister Danielle.

“I shall take them
myself,” said her superior. “I shall simply take them on the train.
All we have to do is get them to the station in Albert and take the
train to Amiens and then Paris.”

“Am I to come with
you?” asked Sister Danielle.

“I shall need someone,”
replied Reverend Mother. “I think it should be you as the children
know and love you best. But there may be danger. Will you
come?”

“Yes, Mother, of
course,” answered Sister Danielle. “They are my children.”

“In that case I will
tell you the plan I have and see what you think of it.”

Reverend Mother
outlined the plan she had discussed with Sister St Bruno
earlier.

“I think the safest way
is to travel openly, not try to hide our journey,” she said. “It
will look far more suspicious if we try to hide what we are doing.
The only one I am worried about really is Marthe. She is clearly
not a child and she does have a Jewish cast to her features. I have
decided to put her into a novice’s habit and let her travel as if
she were one of the sisters going to visit the community in
Paris.”

“And you will leave her
there, as a novice?” Sister Danielle sounded doubtful.

“I shall leave her in
Mother Magdalene’s care,” answered Mother Marie-Pierre. “She must
decide what is best for the girl once we get her clear of here.
That Colonel Hoch is not going to be satisfied when he hears that
there were other Jews in the area who were missed in this last
round-up. And have no doubt about it,” she added bitterly, “he will
hear.”

She did not mention the
wounded woman lying on her bed upstairs. The fewer people who knew
about her the better. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Sister
Danielle, or any of the sisters for that matter, but mistakes could
be made, a careless word could endanger not only the woman herself,
but the nuns who had sheltered her.

“We shall leave as soon
as it can be arranged,” said the reverend mother, “so please make
sure the children are packed and ready to go at short notice.”

As Sister Danielle
stood to return to her charges, Mother Marie-Pierre went on,
“Please ask Sister Marie-Marc to come and see me.” She paused,
gravely. “And Sister, these children are truly at risk, the less we
discuss this the better.”

Sister Danielle smiled.
“I shall say nothing, Mother,” she promised. “Do you want me to get
a novice’s habit for Marthe?”

Reverend Mother shook
her head. “No, I will speak to Sister Marie-Paul myself.”

As she waited for
Sister Marie-Marc to come, Mother Marie-Pierre stared down into the
little walled garden below her window and considered how much to
say to the old nun. When she had come to the convent as plain Sarah
Hurst during the Great War, it was Sister Marie-Marc who had been
in charge of the kitchen. Now such work was too much for her and
she simply helped Sister Elisabeth with light tasks when necessary,
and looked after her beloved hens.

Sister Marie-Marc may
be old with creaking joints, Reverend Mother thought now, but she’s
in no way senile. When she found the wounded woman, she kept her
head, locking her safely in the pantry and then coming to find me.
She must have cleaned the blood from the floor, too, before Major
Thielen’s search party had arrived in the kitchen, as they didn’t
find anything. Pray God we can get the children away before another
search, and also find some way of protecting that poor woman
upstairs; though what we’re going to do with her is yet another
problem.

A tap on her door
heralded the arrival of Sister Marie-Marc.

“Come in, Sister,”
Mother Marie-Pierre said and pulled a chair round so that they
could sit comfortably across from each other as they talked. “Now
tell me, was there any problem when the soldiers came searching
through the kitchen?”

The elderly nun
gave a cackle of laughter. “No, Mother,” she replied. “I had
cleaned the floor, but when les sales Boches came in I hadn’t had time to empty the bucket. I
heard them coming, so I tipped the bucket into a pan and I put it
on the stove. Then I stirred it, as if it were soup.”

In spite of herself,
Mother Marie-Pierre laughed. “Soup?”

“Oh yes, Mother. And if
they’d asked for a taste I’d have given it to them.”

“Then I can only thank
God that they didn’t ask,” replied her superior, trying to control
her quivering lip. “Now, Sister, we have a problem. The woman you
found is badly wounded, but she is also wanted by the Germans. We
have to keep her hidden and safe until she is well enough to move
on.”

Sister Marie-Marc
nodded.

“So the fewer people in
the convent who know she was actually here,” went on Mother
Marie-Pierre, “the better.”

“So you’re not going to
tell our sisters.”

“No, Sister,”
Mother Marie-Pierre replied gently. “I think it is safest for all
of us if as few as possible are in on the secret.
You
know, of course, and Sister
Eloise. So does Sister Henriette, who has been helping Sister
Eloise. There is no need for anyone else to know that we are
sheltering an escaped prisoner.”

“In the Great War,”
Sister Marie-Marc said slowly, “we were fighting the Germans, our
army fighting theirs, but they weren’t here, in France. They
weren’t living in our village, taking people’s homes, sending
people away to Germany. Shooting people. It can’t be right, Mother,
for them to do what they are doing to the ordinary people of
France.”

“There is always
cruelty in war,” Mother Marie-Pierre said, “we saw enough last
time. But I agree this is different, and we must respond
differently.” She smiled across at Sister Marie-Marc. “Now, we
shall have to find a way of looking after the woman you found, but
I know I can rely on you if I need you.”

Mother Marie-Pierre and
the children set out for Paris the following day. Jean Danot, the
farmer, had agreed to take them to Albert in his farm wagon and
they had piled all the children and their luggage into it. The
children were both excited and fearful. The older ones were leaving
the only home they had ever known, but with a growing excitement at
the thought of Paris. The Leon children kept close to Sister
Danielle, the new rock in their swirling sea of change and anxiety.
Marthe, dressed in the flowing habit and small headdress of a
novice of the community, held on tightly to Margot’s hand, each the
last link with her lost family.

When Mother
Marie-Pierre had approached Sister Marie-Paul to give her a
novice’s habit, Sister Marie-Paul had been horrified.

“It is a blasphemy for
a Jew to wear the habit of a Christian sister,” she cried. “I
cannot believe you’ll sully these holy garments in such a way.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
fought down her anger. “The garments are not holy, Sister,” she
said. “They are simply clothes. But, with God’s help, they will
protect Marthe from the Germans.”

When Sister Marie-Paul
said nothing, simply tightening her expression, Mother Marie-Pierre
went on. “The sooner she is safely in Paris the better, Sister.
Mother Magdalene can take responsibility for her then.”

“We should not become
involved in what is happening beyond the convent walls, Mother,”
replied Sister Marie-Paul. “Our place is to nurse the sick in the
hospital and to follow a life of prayer.”

“Certainly, Sister,”
said Mother Marie-Pierre equably, “and to fight against evil
wherever it rears its head. It cannot be right to send children
like Margot to a camp somewhere in Germany.”

“She should have gone
with her mother,” Sister Marie-Paul said. “Stayed with her family.
There was no need to bring her here.”

Faced with Sister
Marie-Paul’s intransigent attitude, Mother Marie-Pierre could only
feel relieved that her novice mistress did not realise that three
of the other children were also Jews. She sighed inwardly. “Well,
they won’t be here for much longer, Sister, and you can relax
again.”

“It’s very difficult
when someone senior, like your novice mistress, is not in tune with
your thinking,” Sarah confided to Aunt Anne later that evening. “I
wonder how Mother Magdalene would have handled the situation.”

“Maybe more forcefully
than you,” conceded her aunt, “but not necessarily better.”

“I’ve borrowed Sister
Marie-Joseph’s papers for Marthe,” Sarah told her. “They might do
at a pinch, one nun looks like another to the layman, but they
won’t bear close scrutiny. I’ve nothing for little Margot. We’ll
just have to pray we aren’t stopped.”

“You will all be
constantly in my prayers,” her aunt assured her, as she clasped
Sarah’s hands in farewell.

The farm cart lumbered
away from the convent gate, pulled by a huge carthorse. There was
no fuel for the farm truck, and even if there had been, Monsieur
Danot would not have wasted it on taking a group of nuns and
children to the station in Albert.

To reach the main road
to Albert they had to pass through the village square. This was the
part of the journey that Mother Marie-Pierre felt posed the most
danger. Once they were clear of St Croix, there would probably be
little interest in a group of nuns and children travelling from one
convent to another, but should they be seen by Colonel Hoch, or
even Major Thielen, questions would surely be asked. However, the
risk had to be taken, there was no other practicable way to reach
the Albert road.

Mother Marie-Pierre sat
up beside Monsieur Danot and the rest of the party were crammed
into the back. As they entered the square, Colonel Hoch emerged
from the German headquarters. It was almost, Mother Marie-Pierre
thought later, as if he had been lying in wait for them.

A sharp order from him
had them halted and covered by the rifles of three of his men. The
SS officer strode over and addressed her.

“What is this?”
demanded Hoch. “Where are you going?”

Mother Marie-Pierre’s
heart was pounding, her fear realised, but she managed to answer
smoothly. “I am taking the children to our mother house in Paris,
Colonel,” she replied. “The hospital is overflowing and so we are
moving the children out to make more space.”

The colonel peered at
the children and the two other nuns crowded into the back of the
wagon. “Out!” he ordered. “All of you!”

There was no
hesitation, Mother Marie-Pierre climbed down from the front and
everyone else scrambled out of the back. Marthe, uncomfortable in
her unaccustomed clothes, tripped and would have fallen if Sister
Danielle hadn’t caught hold of her.

The colonel stared at
her for a moment and she lowered her eyes, as Mother Marie-Pierre
had told her to do if she were addressed by a German soldier, but
the reverend mother could see that her hands were shaking as she
clasped them together within the wide sleeves of her habit. Margot
ran to her immediately and Marthe bent down to her, putting her arm
round her, drawing her against her protectively. Colonel Hoch’s
gaze moved across the other children as they stood grouped around
Sister Danielle, who was carrying baby Anne Leon in her arms.

“And who are these?” he
demanded.

Mother Marie-Pierre
answered for them. “They are our orphans, Colonel. Our convent runs
an orphanage as well as a hospital. They’ve lived with us ever
since their parents died. I have their papers here if you wish to
see them.” She made as if to produce papers for everyone, but the
colonel ignored her; it was as if she hadn’t spoken.

“You,” he pointed.
“What is your name?”

Jean-Pierre stared at
him, wide-eyed with fear.

“Come on, boy.” Hoch
took a step towards him. “What is your name?”

“Jean-Pierre,” muttered
the boy, cowering back.

“Jean-Pierre what?”

“Jean-Pierre
Malpas.”

“Well, Jean-Pierre
Malpas, learn to speak when you’re spoken to.” Hoch turned and,
with a jerk of his head, summoned one of his men. “Search this
cart.”

The man climbed up into
the back of the cart and heaved out all the luggage. “No one here,
sir,” he said when all the baggage was strewn on the ground and the
wagon was clearly empty.

“Look underneath,”
ordered Hoch, and the soldier dutifully crept in underneath the
cart.

“Nothing here, sir,” he
said as he emerged.

Hoch glowered at them
all before turning on his heel and going back into the town hall.
The soldier slouched off after him.

“All right, children,
let’s get our things back into the cart,” Mother Marie-Pierre said
bracingly. “We don’t want to miss the train, do we?”

Everything was gathered
up and put back into the wagon, and the children and the sisters
climbed back on board.

“They’re looking for
someone,” Mother Marie-Pierre said quietly to Jean Danot when he
had whipped up the horse again and they were lumbering out of the
village.

“Still haven’t found
the two who escaped from the trucks,” grunted Jean. “They’ve been
over my farm three times. Sticking bayonets into the hay bales
weren’t enough. They pulled the whole lot out into the yard last
time. It took me all day to get it safely back under cover
again.”

“They searched the
convent too,” said Reverend Mother. Only once though, she thought,
so they might be back, and what would happen then? She had left the
woman—her name was Simone—in the charge of Sister Eloise, and for
the time being there was nothing more that Mother Marie-Pierre
could do for her. Now she had to concentrate on getting the
children safely to Paris.

Silence rested between
them. Jean Danot was a man of few words at the best of times, he
had no time for idle gossip…dangerous gossip, he thought it. You
couldn’t trust anyone, nowadays, not even nuns.

The train for Amiens
belched its way into the station and Mother Marie-Pierre and Sister
Danielle got their small flock on board. Marthe, still moving
awkwardly in her habit, had been given charge of Margot. It would
give her something to concentrate on during the journey, Mother
Marie-Pierre thought. It was Marthe and Margot who were at the
greatest risk. They were the only ones without valid papers.

The train was crowded
and the little group crammed themselves into a compartment, the
smaller children sitting on the nuns’ knees.

The train was slow and
stopped several times, so that when they finally drew into Amiens
it was late and they had missed their connection.

“What shall we do now,
Mother?” asked Sister Danielle anxiously, Anne still held in her
arms, and Catherine clutching the skirt of her habit.

Reverend Mother looked
round the bustling station, and then took them into the waiting
room. “Wait here,” she said, “and I will find out if there is
another train today.”

There wasn’t, and when
she asked the stationmaster if they might all stay in the waiting
room for the night, his reply was not encouraging. “Sorry, Sister,
you’d be breaking curfew.”

Mother Marie-Pierre had
forgotten about the curfews imposed by the Germans. They had little
relevance to the convent as none of the nuns were ever out at
night. “What time is that?” she asked and he told her it was eleven
o’clock at present.

“I see,” she said.
“Then we’ll have to find somewhere else to stay. Is there a
pension, or hotel which might have room for us all?”

“You could try the Lion
d’Or,” the man suggested doubtfully, “they might have room.” He
gave the reverend mother directions and, with her little brood in
tow, she set off through the streets. The Lion d’Or had no room.
The proprietor had taken one look at the group on his doorstep and
raised his shoulders in an exaggerated shrug. He regretted he had
no room for such a party.

“Then perhaps you could
suggest somewhere else.” Mother Marie-Pierre fought to keep her
voice polite. The man shrugged again and she turned away in
frustration. As she did so, she noticed a church on the corner of
the next street. Surely they would be able to seek shelter
there.

“Come along,” she said
briskly, and led the way to the church. Once inside she sat them
all down. “You are all to wait here,” she told them. “I will go to
the priest and tell him of our plight.”

The priest’s house was
not difficult to find, and when she knocked on the door she was
welcomed by the housekeeper.

“Why, Sister, come on
in,” she said when Mother Marie-Pierre had told her that she needed
to speak to the priest. “Father Bernard is in his study. I’ll find
him for you.” She showed the nun into a sitting room and leaving
her there went in search of Father Bernard. When he arrived, Mother
Marie-Pierre explained that she was taking a party of orphans to
the mother house in Paris, but that their train had been delayed
and they were now stranded in Amiens. She passed lightly over the
reason for their journey. The less information she gave the better
for all.

The priest took in the
situation at once. “You must all come here,” he said. “It will be a
bit of a squash, but we shall manage. Do go and fetch them while I
warn Madame Papritz that we have guests.”

With great relief,
Mother Marie-Pierre collected her charges from the church and
brought them across to the priest’s house.

Madame Papritz was as
welcoming as Father Bernard, and she soon had the children sitting
round her kitchen table. While she fed them bread and honey, Father
Bernard took the three nuns upstairs to a bedroom at the front of
the house, which offered a sagging double bed.

“The children can sleep
in here,” he said. “It’s a bit small, I’m afraid, and there aren’t
any more beds, but I’ve plenty of blankets. You sisters can sleep
in the room next door.” He opened another bedroom door. This
contained only a narrow single bed. Father Bernard sighed. “There
used to be two of us in the parish, but Father Gilbert went into
the army as a chaplain. He didn’t come back, God rest his
soul.”

“If you don’t mind,
Father,” Mother Marie-Pierre said, “I think it would be better if
we split up and had some children in each room. Then if they wake
in the night, they’ll be with someone they know.”

“Arrange it entirely as
you wish, Mother,” the priest said cheerfully. “I’ll find you some
blankets and then when the children are settled, perhaps you would
join me for the evening meal.”

How different from
Father Michel in St Croix, thought Mother Marie-Pierre later, as
she lay on a blanket on the floor with Jean-Pierre and David
sleeping top-to-tail in the single bed beside her. He would never
have put himself out in this way.

Madame Papritz found
breakfast for them all before they set off once more to catch the
train to Paris, so that the children were all well fed and
comfortable for the rest of their journey.

Father Bernard said
brief prayers with them and then gave them a blessing, but as they
passed out into the street, he held Mother Marie-Pierre back for a
moment.

“Mother,” he said
quietly. “You must remind the young sister, Sister Marie-Joseph, is
it? You must remind her to answer to her name…and teach her the
Lord’s Prayer, if nothing else. Otherwise, she will give you all
away.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
held his eyes for a moment. “Thank you, Father. I will speak to
her.”

“Go with God, Mother,
and may He keep you all safe.” He raised his hand. “If ever you
find yourself in need of somewhere to stay in Amiens,” he added in
a soft voice, “please remember that you will always be welcome
here, you and whoever is travelling with you.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
took his hand. “Thank you, Father. I’ll remember.”

The nuns shepherded the
children onto the Paris train and settled them into a compartment.
It had been empty and as they filled it, no one else tried to get
in with them. Several peered in through the door, but passed on
down the corridor when they saw nuns and children packed into the
small space.

At last the train
started and Mother Marie-Pierre felt herself relax. They were on
the last leg of their journey. When they reached the Gare du Nord
they would be only a short walk away from the convent, safety and
the commonsense of Mother Magdalene. Sister Danielle was singing
rhymes with Monique, Catherine and Margot; Anne was sitting
comfortably on Marthe’s knee playing with the cross she wore round
her neck, and the boys were peering out of the window at the
countryside rushing past. Mother Marie-Pierre closed her eyes,
soothed by the rhythm of the train.

She awoke with a jolt
as the door was hauled open with a loud rattle and two men came in.
They were not in uniform, but there was no doubt that they were
German and official.

“Papers,” growled the
first one and held out his hand towards Mother Marie-Pierre. The
singing stopped abruptly and the three little girls stared
fearfully at the two men. Paulette looked anxiously at Marthe and
then Mother Marie-Pierre, and the boys turned from the window, the
colour draining from David’s face. Marthe ducked her head and began
rocking baby Anne in her arms. The child crowed with delight at the
sight of the men and held out a chubby hand to them.

Mother Marie-Pierre
calmly took the papers she carried for all of them and handed them
over. Please God, she prayed silently as they began to look at
them, let me think of the right words to say when they ask about
Marthe and Margot.

She saw them glance at
her own papers first, then Sister Danielle’s, then Sister
Marie-Joseph’s. His interest seemed only cursory at first, then he
turned to Mother Marie-Pierre. “You’re the reverend mother,
right?”

Mother Marie-Pierre
agreed that she was.

“And where are you all
going then?”

“I’m taking these
children home, to the order’s mother house in Paris,” she
replied.

“Why’s that?” he
demanded.

“They are orphans,
Monsieur. We run an orphanage there.”

The man grunted. “Which
of you is Sister Danielle?” he asked, looking over to the other two
nuns.

“I am.” Sister Danielle
raised her hand.

“So you’re Sister
Marie-Joseph,” he said to Marthe.

Marthe kept her face
close to the baby squirming in her arms. “Yes, Monsieur,” she
whispered.

“Just a minute.” The
second man had been scrutinising the children’s papers. Mother
Marie-Pierre felt her heart give a jolt as he went on. “We’re one
set of papers short here.” He looked at the children. “Answer your
names,” he said gruffly.

Mother Marie-Pierre
decided it was time to speak. “You are quite right, Monsieur, we
have no papers for little Margot Lenoir.” She indicated the child
who was huddled against Sister Danielle. “She has only just come to
us. Her father died last year in the retreat to Dunkerque, her
mother last week in a fire. Her papers burned with the house. We
have no replacements for her yet. We shall apply for those when she
is living in the convent.”

“You should not have
travelled without them,” said the man eyeing her suspiciously. “A
fire? Sounds rather convenient. How do I know it’s the truth?”

Mother Marie-Pierre
looked him in the eye. “Because I have told you it is.”

At that moment there
was a noise from further down the corridor, some shouting, the
sound of a shot and the train began screeching to a halt. Although
it had not been travelling particularly fast, the carriages swayed
violently as the brakes locked and the two boys, standing by the
window, were thrown across the compartment, knocking Margot off
Sister Danielle’s knee. The little girl began to cry, but her
distress was forgotten as another shot rang out from further up the
train.

The two men spun round
and out into the corridor where a thin man, with blood streaming
down his face, tried to force his way past them. There were more
cries from behind him and with a terrified glance over his
shoulder, he gave the men a violent shove and tried to open the
door of the still moving train. The two men staggered against each
other for a moment and then went after him, one grabbing at him to
stop him from jumping from the train, the other drawing a gun from
his pocket.

The fugitive forced the
door open and without a second glance behind him flung himself out
as the man raised his pistol and fired. The train finally ground to
a halt, its wheels screeching against the track in protestation and
immediately the two men—Gestapo, as Mother Marie-Pierre had
recognised them to be—leapt out after the fleeing man. More men
shoved their way along the corridor, and jumping down onto the line
fanned out in search of the fugitive. There was the sound of more
shooting before Mother Marie-Pierre slid the compartment door
closed, and turned to her white-faced companions.

“Whoever that poor soul
was, he saved us from the Gestapo,” she murmured.

“Were they Gestapo,
Mother?” Sister Danielle asked softly.

“Almost certainly,
Sister.” She smiled at the children. “Now then, guess what kind
Madame Papritz gave me before we left.”

Paulette, old enough to
realise the danger they had been in, tried to sound interested. “I
don’t know, Mother. What?”

“Some
pain
d’épice!” She produced
the gingerbread from her bag and as the children watched in
delight, broke it into five pieces. The children took it hungrily
and were happily munching when the train jolted and began to move
forward again. An hour later than scheduled, it steamed into the
Gare du Nord.

When they arrived at
last at the mother house, they were taken at once to see Mother
Magdalene. One look at Mother Marie-Pierre’s face was enough to
tell her things were seriously wrong. She sent Sister Danielle and
Marthe, whom she still assumed to be a novice, off to settle the
children in the guest quarters and then sat Mother Marie-Pierre
down to hear why she had come. She was a good listener and she
heard Mother Marie-Pierre out without interruption.

“You did right to bring
them to me,” she said at last. “They will be safe here. I will get
papers for little Margot, and they can live with us here as long as
is necessary. We have ten other children here in the orphanage with
us already. They will soon fit in and feel at home.”

“What about Marthe?”
asked Mother Marie-Pierre. “She cannot go on disguised as a novice.
Father Bernard, in Amiens, saw at once that she was not a nun, and
she herself is not at all happy with the deception. I had great
difficulty getting her to wear the habit, even as a disguise.”

“You say she used to
work in the hospital as a lay worker?” Mother Magdalene asked.

“Yes. Sister Eloise
says she has the makings of a good nurse.”

“Then there is no
problem,” Mother Magdalene said serenely. “She can work with us as
a lay sister, and I will try and get her trained properly as a
nurse so that she can support herself outside the convent.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
joined the sisters in their chapel that evening and again in the
morning for Mass, and then she set off for the station and the
journey home.

“Won’t you stay a few
days?” suggested Mother Magdalene. “Just till the children settle
in?”

“No, Mother, I can’t.
The sisters in St Croix need me. But if you’ll keep Sister Danielle
for a week or two, that will make the transition for the younger
ones a little easier.”

It was agreed, though
Sister Danielle was anxious about Mother Marie-Pierre travelling
back to St Croix on her own.

“Don’t be silly,
Sister,” Mother Marie-Pierre said briskly. “If the trains run on
time, I shall be home before dark.”

She was lucky, there
were no delays and she managed to hitch a lift from Albert to the
village on a carrier’s cart, so she didn’t even have the long walk
back to St Croix. She was back at the convent by late
afternoon.

She was greeted by
Sister Celestine, who, on opening the door, cried out in relief to
see her.

“Oh Mother, thank God
you are home.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
looked startled at her tone. “Why, Sister, whatever is the
matter?”

Sister Celestine seemed
about to tell her something but then hesitated and replied rather
lamely. “Nothing, Mother. I mean, Sister Marie-Paul asked me to say
that she needs to speak to you as soon as you get home.”

“I see.” Mother
Marie-Pierre raised an eyebrow. “Then you’d better run and tell her
I’m back. I shall be in my office.”

 


 


Twelve

As the reverend
mother and the children trundled out of the village square in Jean
Danot’s farm cart, Colonel Hoch strode back into the Gestapo
headquarters calling to his aide, Lieutenant Weber.

“I don’t trust that
nun,” he snapped as the man came into the office to join him.
“She’s up to something.”

Weber knew his officer
well enough not to question this statement, though privately he
doubted that the reverend mother was up to anything. After all,
what could a nun do?

“Find Major Thielen,”
Hoch said, “and then come back here.”

Major Thielen entered
the room to find the colonel pacing the floor.

“That nun, the one who
came here about the Jews the other day,” Hoch said. “I don’t trust
her. She’s just set off to Paris with a cartload of children.”

“But surely, Colonel,
you searched the cart before they left the village,” Thielen said
tentatively. He had watched the whole thing from his window and had
been very relieved when there proved to be nothing concealed in the
cart. He disliked Colonel Hoch and he disliked his tactics.
Everything Hoch did antagonised the local population. Occupation
was not easy and Major Thielen, although authoritarian himself, had
tried, to some extent, to work with the local people. Co-operation
backed up with information from whoever was prepared to provide it
was his preferred method. He was aware that there were pockets of
resistance in the area, and information encouraged and bought was
far more useful than Hoch’s arrogant approach. That was more likely
to harden that resistance than to defeat it.

Hoch was, Thielen
thought bitterly, as he’d watched him search the cart, the worst
type of upstart; a bully, not a true army officer, but one of what
Thielen privately called Himmler’s gang. He found now, as they
stood face-to-face, that he had to school his features well to hide
his loathing of the man.

“I don’t trust her,”
repeated the colonel. “Who searched the convent?”

“I did, sir. I had ten
men with me and we searched the place from top to bottom.”

“And what did you
find?” demanded Hoch.

“Nothing, sir. There
was nothing out of the ordinary. We searched the hospital, the
chapel, the cellars, everywhere.”

“And this nun, this
reverend mother? How did she behave?”

“Some of the sisters
were afraid when we arrived, but she calmed them down and then led
me round the convent.”

“Did she indeed?” Hoch
considered for a moment and then spoke to Weber. “Franz, I think we
should pay another visit to this convent, a surprise one while the
reverend mother is away. Bring twenty men and then fetch my car.”
He turned back to Major Thielen. “You, Thielen, give me the
geography of the place. How many entrances? What’s the place like
at the back?”

Major Thielen
considered. “There’s a courtyard behind the main building, which
has a high wall round it,” he said. “The hospital has been built on
there. In the courtyard there are some outbuildings, a shed, a
henhouse, that sort of thing, and there is a door into the kitchen.
There is also a little walled garden.”

Hoch nodded. “I assume
your men searched these outbuildings.”

Thielen stared woodenly
ahead of him. “Of course, sir.”

“Right, well, we’ll
search them again. They won’t be expecting us back again so soon,
and without that reverend mother there things may be easier. You,
Thielen, will stay here to receive the reports from those still
searching the outlying farms.”

Hoch strode out of the
building into the square, leaving Major Thielen fuming in his
office.

The men Hoch had sent
for were formed up, waiting.

“We are going to search
the convent again,” he snapped. “I shall arrive at the front door,
and as soon as it is open, ten of you will go straight in and
search the main building. You know the drill, look for any possible
hiding places, pay particular attention to the cellars. The rest of
you will have approached the place from the back. When you get the
signal, you go in that way. There is a door in the courtyard wall.
Break it down if you have to. Search the outhouses—they are just
the sort of place a Jew might hide. Go into the hospital, check
every patient.

“Remember, this convent
is an old building, there may well be secret places where someone
could be hidden. Those two Jews are still at large and I want them
found. I’ll have no escaped Jews on my patch.” He looked at the men
standing in front of him. “You”— he pointed to the group on the
left—“will go in from the back with Lieutenant Weber. Remember,
surprise is vital. We don’t want them to have time to hide anyone.
And also remember that if they learn to be afraid of us now, we
shall have less trouble with them later. Heil Hitler!” He turned to
the lieutenant. “I’ll give you twenty minutes to get your men into
position, Weber, and then I shall drive up to the front door with
mine. I will fire my pistol into the air, that is your signal to go
in.” Then, almost as an afterthought, he added, “If the nuns are
scared of us, so much the better. You understand, Franz?”

Weber nodded and then
saluted.

“Twenty minutes, Franz,
and wait for my signal.”

Weber led his men off,
through the square and up the track through the copse leading to
the back of the convent. Hoch sent one of the waiting men to fetch
a lorry, and the rest of the search party scrambled into it. It
would be difficult for a group of men to approach the front of the
convent unnoticed on foot, so Hoch decided that they should all
arrive at once, giving as little warning as possible. He needed
this raid to be a success.

He had been working in
Berlin on the personal staff of Heinrich Himmler when he had
received the unexpected and unwelcome posting to this rural part of
occupied France. His great fear was that someone, back there in
Berlin, had discovered his darkest secret—that his paternal
grandmother had been a Jew. She was safely dead now of course, but
that didn’t mean that someone jealous of his swift rise through the
ranks of the SS had not murmured the fact into the ears of those
high in the Nazi party, even to Himmler himself. Hoch’s promotions
had come fast, but this sudden, downward move told him that he was
regarded with suspicion. Why else would such a potential high-flyer
be sent to such a backwater? Hoch knew, with deadly certainty, that
he must prove himself a merciless predator, his prey the Jews.
There had been some trouble with resistance groups in the area, as
well, and those he was also determined to root out and destroy, but
his main prey were the Jews, for failure to destroy them might lead
to his own destruction.

Hoch climbed into the
black Citroën he had requisitioned from the mayor, and his driver
pulled away, the lorry lumbering in his wake. When they drew up
outside the convent front door, Hoch jumped down, and running up
the steps hammered on the great front door while the lorry
disgorged its load behind him. When the grille in the door was
drawn aside and Sister Celestine peered out, she found herself
looking down the barrel of a pistol.

“Open the door,” Hoch
snarled at her, and had the satisfaction of hearing the bolts being
drawn on the inside. He raised his pistol and fired it once in the
air, and as the door swung open he stepped inside pushing roughly
past the frightened nun who had opened it.

“Carry on,” he barked
at the men who swarmed in behind him. They fanned out through the
convent, several rushing up the staircase, others disappearing down
the corridors leading to the kitchens and the children’s wing,
their boots echoing on the stone floors.

“Please…” began Sister
Celestine bravely, but fell silent as Hoch raised his pistol and
pointed it at her again.

“Who is in charge
here?” he demanded.

“Reverend Mother is
away,” said Sister Celestine, pale-faced and shaken.

“I’m well aware of
that,” said Hoch. “So, who is in charge now?”

“Sister Marie-Paul?”
Sister Celestine sounded doubtful.

“Then you’d better take
me to her.”

He replaced the pistol
in its holster and followed the frightened nun along a corridor to
the small room that served the novice mistress as an office. On
reaching the door, Hoch barged past Sister Celestine and flung the
door open. Sister Marie-Paul was kneeling at her prie-dieu and
looked up startled at the intrusion. When she saw the large SS
officer standing on the threshold she leapt to her feet and shrank
back against the wall. This show of fear gave Hoch another jolt of
satisfaction. He knew he had been right to come to the convent when
the reverend mother was not there. Clearly this woman, second in
command as she might be, had not the strength of personality to
demand things of him as the other one had done.

“Good day, Sister,”
Hoch said. “I am Colonel Hoch of the SS. My men are searching for
two escaped prisoners. You will have nothing against them searching
the convent, I am sure.”

With the shock of
seeing him standing over her absorbed a little, Sister Marie-Paul
straightened her back. “Of course not, though I am afraid the
reverend mother is not here to escort you.”

“That doesn’t matter,”
he replied equably. “I don’t need an escort. My men will search and
then I wish to speak to you again. This,” he glanced over his
shoulder to where Sister Celestine still cowered behind him, “this
sister tells me you are in charge of the convent while your mother
superior is away.”

“I and one other,” said
Sister Marie-Paul, her courage trickling back and her face loosing
its pallor of fear. “Sister Eloise, the sister in charge of the
hospital.”

“Then I suggest we find
this Sister Eloise. I wish to speak to you both. Please send for
her…at once.”

“Certainly I will tell
her you would like to speak with her,” said Sister Marie-Paul.
“Perhaps we should go to the guest parlour, where we can be more
comfortable.” She turned to Sister Celestine, still hovering in the
background. “Please ask Sister Eloise to come to the parlour,
Sister.”

The little nun ducked
her head and disappeared down the passage almost at the run,
followed at a more leisurely pace by Colonel Hoch and Sister
Marie-Paul. She led him to the parlour beside the front door. The
parlour door already stood open, and it was clear that the room had
been searched. The small cupboard doors stood open, the chairs had
been tipped over and the picture of Christ displaying His Sacred
Heart had been taken from the wall as if someone had been looking
behind it.

For a moment Sister
Marie-Paul surveyed the scene, and Hoch watched her reaction. She
said nothing, simply righted the chairs and replaced the picture on
its hook above the prie-dieu.

“I am sure that none of
your community is stupid enough to get involved in affairs which
don’t concern them,” Hoch remarked as he went to the window and
looked out. As instructed, one man was stationed outside, his rifle
trained on the front door in case anyone eluding the search made a
break for it. There would be another man posted in the
courtyard.

He turned back to
Sister Marie-Paul. “So,” he said, “and where has your reverend
mother gone?”

“To Paris,” she
replied. “We have so many coming into the hospital now that we will
have to extend it into the children’s wing. Mother has taken the
children to our convent in Paris. It also runs an orphanage and
there is room for them there.”

“I see.” It was the
same story that the reverend mother had told, but Hoch was not
surprised at that. Clearly that was the story that had been agreed.
“How many children were there?” he asked casually.

“Six, no, seven,”
Sister Marie-Paul corrected herself hastily.

“You don’t know?” Hoch
was immediately suspicious.

“Seven,” repeated
Sister Marie-Paul more firmly.

He was about to ask who
the children were and how they came to be living in the convent
when there was a commotion in the hall and one of his men came
clattering down the stairs into the hall.

Hoch strode out of the
parlour to find out what was going on. “Well, Schwarz?”

“Better come upstairs,
sir,” said Schwarz, and turned back to the stairs. Hoch pushed past
him and took the stairs two at a time. Schwarz followed and so did
Sister Marie-Paul.

When they reached the
landing they found two other men standing outside one of the cell
bedrooms. One had his rifle pointed at Sister Eloise, who was
backed against the wall of the corridor, the other was aiming his
rifle into the room.

“Well?” barked Hoch.
“What have you found?”

“Found a woman, sir. In
the bed here…all bandaged up,” replied the man covering Sister
Eloise. “Looks like gunshot wounds.”

Hoch elbowed him aside
and striding into the cell stared down at the figure on the bed.
His lip curled as he took in the wan face of the woman who lay on
the bed, and there was a flash of triumph in his eyes.

“Name?” he barked at
the terrified woman.

“Simone,” came the
whispered reply.

“Simone? And your
surname, Mademoiselle?”
The sarcastic emphasis on the title made the woman
flinch.

“Simone who?” His tone
brooked no argument and Simone, having no energy for one, murmured,
“Isaacs!”

“As I thought. A Jew.”
He turned away as if disgusted by the sight of her. “Hartmann, take
her away,” he said dismissively. “I’ll talk to her at
headquarters.”

The two men lowered
their rifles and one hauled the injured Simone from the bed. Her
legs folded underneath her as he tried to make her stand up, and
without more ado he hoisted her up over his shoulder in a fireman’s
lift. As he did so, she gave a shriek of pain. Sister Eloise moved
forward, her hands held out as if to halt them, but the second man
pushed her violently against the wall, out of the way.

“Stay back,” he
ordered, raising his rifle again.

Hartmann carried Simone
along the corridor to the stairs without slackening his pace. Her
nightgown was bunched up above her knees and as they disappeared
down the stairs, the pale curve of her buttocks was displayed to
them all.

“Take the nun as well,”
Hoch ordered the other man. “She was harbouring a criminal.”

“I was tending an
injured woman,” Sister Eloise said mildly. “It is my calling.”

“The woman is an enemy
of the Reich,” replied Hoch smoothly. “Harbouring her makes you an
enemy of the Reich. Take her away, Schmidt.”

Schmidt took Sister
Eloise roughly by the arm and made as if to march her along the
passage in the wake of his comrade, but the nun shook off his hand.
“There is no need for that. I will come with you.” She glanced
across at Hoch. “Simone will need my care again when you have
finished questioning her.”

Hoch raised his hand
and dealt her a stinging blow across her face. Her head jerked back
and the marks of his fingers flowered red upon her cheek, but she
made no sound as she turned her back on him. With quiet dignity she
walked along the landing, pausing only to speak to Sister
Marie-Paul, who was standing, stupefied, at the top of the stairs.
“Don’t worry, Sister. Everything is in the hands of Our Lord. Tell
Reverend Mother what has happened when she gets back.” Then with
Schmidt behind her, his rifle still raised in case she ran, she
descended the stairs.

Hoch, white-faced with
anger, spoke softly to Sister Marie-Paul. “You! Nun! Gather all
your nuns together somewhere. I wish to speak to them.”

Sister Marie-Paul
controlled her mounting anger. “I’ll call them to the recreation
room.”

“Do it now,” ordered
Hoch. He turned to the last soldier, still standing on the landing.
“You and I, Schwarz, will finish the search up here.” He strode to
the next cell and kicked the door open. Sister St Bruno was sitting
up in her bed staring vacantly at the wall. She had heard the
commotion on the landing and had prepared herself for the
intrusion.

Hoch glanced round the
tiny room, and this time did take the trouble to pull aside the
blanket that draped the bed. The space beneath the bed was empty.
He glowered at the apparently senile nun in the bed, who gave him a
happy smile and spoke in quavering voice. “Hallo, young man. Have
you come to visit?”

Hoch turned on his heel
and slammed the door behind him. Inside the cell, Sister St Bruno
relaxed against her pillows, and picking up her rosary began to
pray for Sister Eloise and the unfortunate Simone.

Sister Marie-Paul
gathered the community from wherever they were in the convent. She
was boiling with anger, not at the violent intrusion of the Gestapo
officer and his men, but at the knowledge that there had been
someone hidden in the convent without her knowledge. She had been
kept in the dark about the Jew.

As one of the three
most senior sisters, I should have been told, she fumed. I should
have been told that we were sheltering yet another escaped Jew
within the convent walls. It was bad enough that we were putting
the convent at risk of reprisal by sheltering the Lenoir children,
but to hide one of the escaped Jewish prisoners…

What made it worse was
that it was clear Reverend Mother had trusted Sister Eloise with
the secret, and who knew whom else? Other sisters must have
known.

Sister Marie-Paul’s
whole being flooded with anger at these thoughts. The entire
community had been put at risk by the reverend mother, and now she
wasn’t even here to deal with the consequences. Sister Marie-Paul
had been glad when Reverend Mother had decided to take the two
Jewish children off to Paris. She wished them no ill, but felt that
they had no place in the orphanage here; and after all Marthe was
not even a child.

Well, she decided,
since Reverend Mother wasn’t here, and Sister Eloise had been
arrested as a direct consequence of sheltering escaped prisoners,
it was now up to her, Sister Marie-Paul, to do what she could to
retrieve the situation.

“Is everyone here?”
demanded Hoch when she led him into the crowded recreation
room.

“Everyone except Sister
St Bruno, who is bedridden,” replied Sister Marie-Paul. “And there
is one sister left in each of the hospital wards.”

Hoch nodded. He
remembered the gaga old nun he had seen upstairs; she was not
important. The nuns left in the hospital could be told what he had
said by their sisters.

“My name is Colonel
Hoch,” he said, looking round at the assembled women. “I am in
charge of security in this area. I root out spies and traitors and
Jews. All the enemies of the Reich. I do this with or without the
co-operation of the people who live here. If it is without their
co-operation, and anyone is found harbouring such filth, well, it
will be the worse for them.” His eyes roved round the room and he
picked out a white-faced novice and pointed a finger at her. It was
a tactic he had used on other occasions, and he knew it instilled
fear into the whole company, not just the one singled out.

“You,” he said coldly,
“what is your name?”

“Sister Clothilde,”
came the whispered reply.

“Well, Sister
Clothilde, remember this.” His eyes roved the room again to ensure
he had their full attention. “All of
you remember this, I shall be watching you. We have already found
one escaped Jewish prisoner in hiding here. I have removed her and
the nun who was with her. From now on, I shall take a sister for
every fugitive I find here…in the hospital…in the
convent.”

There was an
audible gasp, and Hoch smiled grimly. “Exactly,” he said. “One nun
for every one I find. This, sisters,” he stressed the word, “is no idle threat. I mean every
word of it. People who work against the Reich do so at their
peril.” He smiled again into the stunned silence that greeted his
words. “So, we shall leave you now. Please remember what I have
said.” Turning on his heel, he strode out of the door.

An outburst of talk
followed his departure, but Sister Marie-Paul did not quell it as
she would usually have done. She, too, hurried from the room. She
was horrified at what the colonel had said and she wanted to speak
with him before he drove away.

Hearing her footsteps
behind him, Hoch paused in the hall. “Well?”

“I just wanted to
assure you, Colonel, that I had no idea we were harbouring any
escaped prisoners in the convent.”

He gave her a long cool
look and she hurried on. “It is not for us to become involved with
the world outside our door. This is a house of prayer. This is
where we serve God by healing the sick and praying for their
souls.” Hoch still said nothing, and anxious to get her point
across, Sister Marie-Paul continued. “You can be sure that such a
thing will never happen again.”

Hoch’s lip curled. “Can
I, Sister? And what happens when your reverend mother returns from
her trip to Paris? Will she agree with you, I wonder?”

“Of course she will,”
Sister Marie-Paul said stoutly. “She will have only the best
interests of the community at heart.”

“And if she does
not? Will I hear about it, I wonder?” His eyes bored into her face.
“From someone who does have the
community’s interests at heart? I should certainly take note of
anyone who was helpful in such a way.”

Sister Marie-Paul did
not reply, but a look of understanding passed between them before
he turned away again and she ventured just one more question.

“And Sister
Eloise?”

“I shall be speaking
with Sister Eloise,” he replied brusquely, and without another word
strode out to his waiting car.

Sister Marie-Paul
watched him go. Standing in the empty hallway she looked out over
the countryside spread below. She had lived here, in this convent,
since she had entered at the age of eighteen. Her family had
encouraged her, knowing that it was unlikely that such a plain girl
with no dowry would find a man to marry her, and she had never
returned to her father’s house. The convent had become her home and
her life; now thanks to the new reverend mother, it was all under
threat. But Colonel Hoch had made Sister Marie-Paul an offer; the
safety of the convent in return for information. As she considered
this, she realised he had offered her more than a chance to keep
the community safe from further German attentions, he had given her
a lever with which to remove the upstart English woman who had
leapfrogged her in seniority to become Reverend Mother, leaving
Sister Marie-Paul with responsibility only for the novices. She had
resented it at the time, and her resentment had grown as she saw
the way that the new reverend mother exercised her authority with
the least dictatorial and confrontational attitude that had ever
been seen in the convent. Governing by consent was not the way
Sister Marie-Paul would have set about the job. She would have
stamped her authority onto the community in no uncertain manner,
and no one would have dared to query any of her decisions. There
would have been no general discussions, like the one to decide the
fate of Margot and Marthe Lenoir. Sister Marie-Paul would have
handed them over to the German authorities and kept the convent
safe. Now, with threats from the SS hanging over them, would be the
perfect time to undermine the reverend mother’s casual attitude,
and oust her from her position.

Her chance to save the
convent and to become its superior was approaching, and Sister
Marie-Paul was determined not to miss the opportunity. She got to
her feet and returned to the recreation room where all the nuns,
undismissed, awaited her.

“Sisters,” she said,
“this has been a frightening afternoon for all of us. The Germans
have gone now, but have taken Sister Eloise with them. I have, of
course, spoken to the colonel who was here, but he says he will
deal only with Reverend Mother. So, there is nothing more we can do
until she comes home to us. In the meantime, we must all go about
our duties in the normal way. When Reverend Mother does return, it
will be I who will tell her what has happened here. I will explain,
so please ensure, Sister,” Sister Marie-Paul turned her gaze on
Sister Celestine, “that she is told I need to see her the moment
she gets home. You will not tell her why. Is that understood?”

“Yes, Sister.” Sister
Celestine sounded nervous as she gave her assurance. “Quite
understood.”

Sister Marie-Paul gave
her a tight smile. Sister Celestine had acted as her eyes and ears
in the convent before and could be relied upon. “Good.” Sister
Marie-Paul rose to her feet, dismissing them all. “Then back to
work, all of you. We have a hospital to run.”

 


 


Thirteen

Mother
Marie-Pierre seemed unruffled as she went to her office, but she
sensed that something serious had happened in her absence,
something that had clearly shaken the white-faced Sister Celestine,
and she wondered what on earth it could be. She wished she had time
to go up to see Aunt Anne and discover more before she had to face
Sister Marie-Paul, but she knew that really would enrage the novice
mistress. She wondered, too, if something had happened, why it was
Sister Marie-Paul who was asking to see her, and not Sister Eloise,
her official deputy. It was not long before she found
out.

“Arrested! Sister
Eloise?”

“Yes, Mother,” replied
Sister Marie-Paul, looking grim. “The Germans came and took her
away, with a Jew who was hidden in the convent, hidden in your
cell, Mother.” Her voice was accusing. “You must have known she was
there.”

“Of course I knew,”
snapped Mother Marie-Pierre. She had got to her feet and was pacing
the room, her palms pressed together as if in prayer. “But that
doesn’t matter now. Start from the beginning,” she instructed, as
Sister Marie-Paul seemed about to interrupt. “Tell me exactly what
happened.”

Sister Marie-Paul
described the arrival of the Germans, their simultaneous approach
from back and front of the convent, the ruthlessness of their
search, the harshness of their officer.

“Not Major
Thielen?”

“No, a Colonel Hoch.
When they found the escaped Jew with Sister Eloise, he had them
both taken to his headquarters in the village. Then he called us
all together and threatened us with what would happen if we
sheltered any more runaways.” Sister Marie-Paul repeated the
threats Hoch had made. “The whole convent was put at risk by
sheltering this fugitive. She could have been a criminal for all we
knew about her. I gave the colonel an undertaking that it would not
happen again.” She stared defiantly at her superior, as if
challenging her to disagree, but Mother Marie-Pierre did not take
up the challenge. “Sister Eloise?” she asked, simply.

“I asked about her, of
course,” replied Sister Marie-Paul, “and the colonel said that he
would be interviewing her at his headquarters.”

“And this all happened
the day before yesterday?”

Sister Marie-Paul
nodded.

“And you’ve heard
nothing since?” Mother Marie-Pierre tried to keep the incredulity
out of her voice. “You’ve done nothing since?”

Colour crept up Sister
Marie-Paul’s neck into her cheeks. “What could I do?” she demanded
fiercely. “What can anyone do?”

“I’ll go and see
Colonel Hoch,” said Mother Marie-Pierre tightly, her anger at the
novice mistress’s complacency almost exploding. How could this
woman have simply left her sister to her fate? “I’ll see him and
find out where she is.”

“What about the sisters
here?” asked Sister Marie-Paul. “Shouldn’t you speak to them first?
They were all very afraid when the Germans searched the convent.
They need your reassurance that it won’t happen again.”

“The sisters are quite
safe for the present,” Mother Marie-Pierre replied, “they will
understand that I must go and find Sister Eloise straight
away.”

“If only I had known
that she was nursing an escaped prisoner, I might have been able to
save her,” Sister Marie-Paul said pointedly. “How did the woman get
into the convent? Why weren’t we told she was there?”

“I found her in the
yard and brought her in,” replied Reverend Mother evenly. “Sister
Eloise came to look after her when I asked her to. It was
unnecessary to involve anyone else.” She made no mention of the
part played by Sister Marie-Marc or Sister Henriette, there was no
need to arouse Sister Marie-Paul’s anger further.

“If I may say so,
Mother,” Sister Marie-Paul’s eyes glowed with righteous
indignation, “Sister Eloise is now in danger because you chose to
interfere in matters that do not concern us here. The Germans being
here have nothing to do with us.”

“You may say so,”
replied her superior more calmly than she felt, “but I would remind
you, Sister, that we are called to heal the sick and help the
afflicted, and the woman I found was clearly both.” She opened the
door to show that the interview was now over. “I shall go down to
the village straight away to see what is happening. In the
meantime, please carry on as usual. At supper you can reassure our
sisters, and tell them where I am and what I am doing. I will speak
to them all when I get back, if it is not too late, or in the
morning if it is.”

As she hurried down the
path to the village, Mother Marie-Pierre considered what had
happened in her absence. She had no illusions about the raid. Once
Hoch had seen she was safely out of the way, he had searched the
convent again, not, she thought, because he expected to find anyone
there, but to demonstrate his power. Finding the hidden woman must
have been an added bonus and he used it to ensure that the nuns
were afraid, afraid enough not to offer shelter again to anyone in
hiding. With Sister Marie-Paul at least he had succeeded. She said
she had given him an undertaking that they would not help fugitives
in the future. Mother Marie-Pierre did not consider herself bound
by that undertaking, but she knew now that she could no longer
trust Sister Marie-Paul. The earlier divisions among the sisters
about the fate of the Lenoir girls would be deepened now and those
who considered Sister Marie-Paul was right would form a faction.
There had always been factions within the community, it was
inevitable, but Mother Marie-Pierre had sought to reduce the
friction between them by her open discussion of issues that
affected them all, and she had felt that she was beginning to make
progress. Now all that would be at risk again. However, such
problems were secondary at present, the most important thing now
was to try and get Sister Eloise released. She thought about the
injured Simone and sighed. She knew that there would be no saving
her from the clutches of the Gestapo.

Dusk was falling when
she reached the village, but she went straight to the German
headquarters where a few chinks of light escaped from badly
blacked-out windows. One of the sentries outside demanded her
business and when she asked to see Colonel Hoch, he left her
waiting in the square while he went in to enquire.

Hoch had heard that she
passed through the village to the convent and was expecting her
visit. However, he was in no hurry to deal with her; he decided to
let her wait and wonder. It was another of his favourite tactics, a
way to increase fear and anxiety so that when the time came for
interview he already had the upper hand. “Tell her to wait,” he
snapped. “I’m too busy to see her now.”

The message was relayed
to Mother Marie-Pierre and she was shown once again into the tiny
room that had once been the office of some minor clerk in the
Mairie. She sat patiently, her rosary comforting in her fingers as
she prayed for Sister Eloise and for herself, that she might find
the right words to say when she finally got to see Colonel Hoch.
She understood only too well why she was being left there and was
determined that the tactic should not succeed. The familiar ritual
of the rosary soothed her as she waited.

It was another two
hours before she was shown into Hoch’s office, by which time she
was cold and stiff and in need of a bathroom.

Hoch did not offer her
a seat, he simply regarded her from behind his desk with cold eyes.
Mother Marie-Pierre stood perfectly still and did not speak. At
last Hoch spoke. “Well?”

“I have come to find
Sister Eloise.”

“So I assumed. She is
in a cell at the gendarmerie…being interrogated.” Hoch’s face was
almost expressionless. “She was harbouring an enemy of the
Reich.”

“She was nursing an
injured woman,” Mother Marie-Pierre said quietly. “It is her
calling.”

“Then she will be
carrying out her calling elsewhere in future,” Hoch said coldly.
“As she wishes to look after such people, it has been arranged. She
will accompany her patient to an internment camp.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
stared at him in horror, and he saw that he had finally pierced her
calm façade. “To an internment camp? But Colonel, have you no
respect for her cloth?”

“It is because I
respect her cloth, as you put it, that I am not having her shot,”
he replied coolly.

“Shot? For nursing an
injured woman?”

“An enemy of the
Reich,” he repeated. “And, as I am sure you have already spoken to
the nun you left in charge at the convent, you know that I have
warned her, warned all of you, what will happen if such incidents
occur again. You are the reverend mother, it is your choice.” He
stood to show that the interview was over, but Mother Marie-Pierre,
her mind racing, stood her ground.

“May I see her?” she
asked quietly.

Hoch shrugged. “If you
wish. She will be leaving in the truck that’s coming through in the
morning. Schwarz! In here!” He barked the order through the open
door and the guard outside came rushing in.

“Take this nun over to
the gendarmerie and let her see the other one. She may have ten
minutes.” He turned back to Mother Marie-Pierre. “I do not expect
to see you here again, Reverend Mother, for any reason whatsoever.
This country is still at war, and I will do whatever I consider
necessary to protect its people from saboteurs, spies…and anyone
else who becomes the enemy of the Reich. Do you understand?”

His eyes drilled into
her, and she lowered her own, murmuring, “Certainly, Colonel. I do
understand.”

“Take her to see the
other one,” he snapped again, and she was dismissed.

Schwarz led her to the
gendarmerie, where two local gendarmes were sitting, smoking. He
jerked his head at Mother Marie-Pierre, and was brusque. “She’s to
see the other nun. Ten minutes.”

Captain Gregoire got to
his feet, his cigarette still hanging from his lip, and picked up a
ring of keys from the desk in front of him. “In here,” he growled,
and Mother Marie-Pierre followed him through a door into a passage
beyond. Several doors led off this and Gregoire paused outside one.
He raised the flap on a spy hole and peered in, then he turned a
key in the lock and let Mother Marie-Pierre pass him into the cell.
It contained nothing but a low stone platform to serve as a bed,
and an open drain in the corner.

Sister Eloise was
sitting on the bed, but as Mother Marie-Pierre came into the room,
she stood up shakily. Her habit was torn and dirty, her hood gone,
so that her hair, grey and short-cropped, was exposed as it had not
been since she had been professed. Her face was bruised, her lip
split and one eye nearly closed. Without the dignity of her wimple
she might have seemed diminished, to have dwindled into a little
old lady, but the light in her eyes was undimmed.

“Mother!” she cried as
she saw who was there. “I knew you would come!” She held out her
hands, but Mother Marie-Pierre gathered her into her arms.

“My poor sister,” cried
Mother Marie-Pierre. “Eloise, what have they done to you?”

Sister Eloise managed a
smile as she rested her bruised cheek against the reverend mother’s
for a moment. “Nothing that won’t mend, Mother.” She withdrew from
Mother Marie-Pierre’s arms and sank back down onto the stone
bed.

Reverend Mother sat
beside her and took her hands. “Tell me what happened.”

Sister Eloise told her
about the Gestapo search and Simone being found. “We thought it was
safe to keep her in your bed while you were away,” she explained.
“We didn’t think the Germans would come back, and when she was
better, Sister St Bruno had suggested that we could keep her as a
lay worker instead of Marthe. We thought she’d be safe in the
convent.” She sighed. “But they came without warning, swarming over
the whole convent. I was in the middle of changing the dressing on
Simone’s shoulder. It was impossible to hide her.”

“Where is she now?”
asked Mother Marie-Pierre quietly.

“I don’t know,” replied
Sister Eloise. “I haven’t seen her since we were brought here. That
Gestapo colonel thought I could tell him about the other missing
prisoners, you know, the ones that escaped from that lorry. He
seemed to think we were hiding them at the convent too. I told him
we had only seen Simone, I think he has finally decided to believe
me. He says I’m to be sent to some camp or other, to keep me out of
trouble.”

“I know, he told me.”
Mother Marie-Pierre sighed. “Oh, Sister, I’m so sorry. It’s my
fault that you’re in this place, I should never have…”

“Oh yes, you should,”
cut in Sister Eloise swiftly with much of her old determination and
energy. “What the Gestapo are doing is the work of the devil, and
we should fight evil wherever we find it.” She gripped her
superior’s hand. “Mother…you have always been a woman of great
courage and determination. From the moment you arrived at the
convent as Sarah, a green girl keen to do your bit, you have
devoted yourself to what you thought was right; what God was
calling you to do. No, let me finish,” she said as Mother
Marie-Pierre tried to interrupt. “You were an unusual choice as
Reverend Mother, being so young and comparatively junior in the
community, but I have no doubt that you were God’s choice, and He
had His reasons for choosing you. I shall be moving on
tomorrow…somewhere…but wherever it is He will have work for me
there.”

“Sister, you have such
faith,” whispered Mother Marie-Pierre, feeling humble in the face
of it.

“So do you,” replied
Sister Eloise. “So do you. If it pleases God that I return to the
convent at the end of this war, I know I shall find it standing
firm, safe in your care. If not, we shall meet again in God’s own
good time.”

The key scraped in the
door behind them, and Sister Eloise drew Mother Marie-Pierre to her
once more, murmuring urgently into her ear. “Fight this evil,
Mother, from wherever it comes.”

“Time’s up,” growled
Gregoire as the two sisters embraced for the last time.

“God bless you,
Mother,” Sister Eloise said as she let her go.

“And you, Sister. You
will be in our prayers, night and day.”

“Out!” barked Gregoire,
moving to push them apart. “Out! Your time’s up.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
left the cell and heard the door clank closed behind her,
separating Sister Eloise from her community for the last time.

Gregoire almost pushed
Sister Marie-Paul out of the gendarmerie, and she found herself
outside in the darkness of the street, but the chill in the autumn
air was nothing compared with the bleakness in her heart. She stood
for a moment, about to walk back to the convent, but with sudden
resolution she turned towards the church and the curé’s house.
Perhaps Father Michel could speak to Colonel Hoch and get him to
reconsider his decision to send Sister Eloise to the internment
camp.

No lights showed from
the windows, but she knocked and waited just the same. At first
there was no reply, but as she went to raise the knocker again she
heard the scrape of bolts being drawn back, and the door opened a
fraction. Mademoiselle Picarde peered round it, and saw who was
outside. “Reverend Mother, what do you want at this time of
night?”

“I wish to speak with
Father Michel,” replied Mother Marie-Pierre. She kept the anger she
felt out of her voice and stepped towards the half-closed door.

“He’s very busy,” said
Mademoiselle Picarde, but encountering the look of determination on
her visitor’s face she took a step back and allowed Mother
Marie-Pierre to push the door open and enter the dimly lit
hall.

“Wait here, please,”
the housekeeper said. Opening a door and switching on a light she
showed Mother Marie-Pierre into a parlour. “I will tell Father
Michel you are here.”

The elderly priest came
out at once and led the nun into his study at the back of the
house. Here a small fire burned in the grate, and it was clear that
this was where Father Michel spent most of his time.

“Thank you, Rose,” he
said to his housekeeper, and the woman backed out of the room
closing the door behind her. Indicating she should take the chair
in front of his desk, the curé took his own seat behind it. “Now,
Mother, what can I do for you?”

Mother Marie-Pierre
explained about Sister Eloise. “She was simply nursing an injured
woman, Father,” she said. “That is no reason for the Gestapo to
deport her to a camp in Germany.”

“The trouble is,”
Father Michel looked at her over his steepled fingers, “the trouble
is that she became involved in secular matters, matters that
shouldn’t concern you in the convent. You are not to know who is a
criminal and who is not. People who come to the hospital with
gunshot wounds should be reported to the authorities.”

Sister Marie-Paul’s
words echoed in Mother Marie-Pierre’s head, and she realised where
they had originated. “Did Sister Marie-Paul come to you for advice,
Father?” she asked though she already knew the answer.

“She did, Mother. In
your absence she had nowhere else to turn.”

“I understand, of
course.” Mother Marie-Pierre was conciliatory, though anger burned
inside her. It was better to let the priest think she agreed with
what he said, to keep him safe in his authority so that he would
not question hers. She smiled sadly. “I just thought you might have
some influence with the colonel, that he’d respect your cloth and
perhaps release Sister Eloise.”

“I’m afraid not,
Mother. I really feel it would be wrong to involve myself in such
secular affairs. ‘Render unto Caesar’, Mother. Remember Our Lord’s
teaching, and at the present time ‘Caesar’ is the German
authorities.”

Mother Marie-Pierre got
to her feet and ducked her head as if in submission. “I quite
understand, Father. Thank you for seeing me. I must go now or I
won’t be in before curfew.” She turned and walked to the front door
followed by the priest. He raised his hand in blessing and then
closed the door quickly behind her, shutting her out into the
night.

 


 


Fourteen

The convent was
in darkness when Mother Marie-Pierre let herself in fifteen minutes
later. The sisters had all retired for the night, and the Great
Silence had settled on the house, but even so she had half expected
Sister Marie-Paul to be lying in wait for her and it was with
immense relief that she made her way up to the chapel without
meeting anyone. As always, one of the sisters was in the chapel
keeping watch, kneeling in prayer before the altar, but she was
alone and did not turn when Reverend Mother came in and knelt
quietly at the back. In the sweet-smelling silence that enfolded
her, Mother Marie-Pierre laid out all her troubles before her Lord,
and when she rose from her knees some forty minutes later, she felt
stronger and knew a measure of peace. She left the chapel as
silently as she had come and went to her own cell. She longed to
discuss everything with her aunt, but the Great Silence prohibited
that and she must wait until morning.

She had just begun to
remove her hood when there came a scratching at her door. Throwing
a shawl round her head, she opened it to find Sister Marie-Marc
outside. She was fully dressed, and despite the Silence, it was
clear that she needed to speak. Constrained by the Silence, Sister
Marie-Marc simply stared at her, her eyes intense and urgent.
Obviously there was some emergency and Reverend Mother broke the
Silence.

“Sister! What has
happened now?”

Sister Marie-Marc put
her finger to her lips and stepped a little closer. Mother
Marie-Pierre stood aside and let the nun enter, closing the door
softly behind her.

“Sister. You may break
the Silence, Sister.”

“Mother, thank God you
are home.”

“Sister, what on earth
has happened now?” Mother Marie-Pierre asked in alarm.

“I have found someone,”
whispered Sister Marie-Marc dramatically. “In the shed.”

“Who? Who have you
found, Sister?” Mother Marie-Pierre’s thoughts ran immediately to
the other Jew who had escaped from the lorry.

Sister Marie-Marc
looked a little guilty and murmured. “It is a man, Mother.”

“A man? What man? Who
is he?”

“He is an airman,
Mother, an English airman, shot down. His plane crashed and he
jumped with a parachute.” Sister Marie-Marc’s eyes were round with
the wonder of it.

Mother Marie-Pierre
sank onto her bed and looked up at her expectant sister. Drawing a
long breath, she asked, “Where is he?”

“In the cellar,
Mother.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
sighed. “You’d better tell me,” she said, and reaching for her hood
she began to replace it on her head.

Sister Marie-Marc drew
a breath and began. “I was collecting the eggs this evening, when I
heard a noise in the shed behind me. I thought it was a rat.
They’ve been getting into the chicken feed. I ran in and grabbed
the pitchfork to kill it with. It was getting dark and I couldn’t
see much but I stabbed the fork into the heap of straw Jean Danot
had left there for me.”

“A whirlwind with a
pitchfork,” was how Flight Sergeant Terry Ham described it to
Mother Marie-Pierre later, as she sat with him in the darkness of
the convent cellar.

Once he discovered that
she could speak English, he launched into his tale. “I reckoned I’d
found somewhere to hide for the night at least, and then she come
in, jabbing away. I was lucky not to get stabbed, and that’s a
fact. I didn’t want to make no noise, but I had to stop her from
jabbing.” He grinned ruefully. “She says I didn’t hurt her when I
took the pitchfork off her…least, I think that’s what she said. I
don’t know the lingo, but she didn’t scream nor nothing, and when
she saw my uniform she pushed me down under the straw again and
pulled the door shut.” He looked across at Sister Marie-Marc who
was hovering by the cellar door. “She’s a game old bird, begging
your pardon, ma’am. She brought me some bread and water to keep me
going, and then when it got dark she brought me in here,” he waved
his hand round the cellar, “and give me some soup.”

He went on to tell them
how his plane had been hit as it was returning to England after a
raid. “Skipper said bail out, so out I bailed. Not sure if the rest
of them made it. I saw other chutes open, but it was windy and we
was blown apart. So I’ve been trying to find them, the others. See
if we can get ourselves back to England.”

Mother Marie-Pierre
listened carefully to his story, her mind running through what they
might or might not be able to do for this man. She looked across at
him, small and wiry, with light curly hair and a boyish face. It
was the sort of face she remembered so well from the last war, the
face of a young man who was afraid, but determined to hide it with
a show of bravado.

“Not sure how to set
about it,” he admitted when Mother Marie-Pierre asked him if he had
any real plans for escaping. “Suppose I should try and get to the
sea, find a boat or something. Perhaps go to Spain. I heard of
other blokes getting home that way.”

“Well, the first thing
to do is get you hidden safely here,” said Mother Marie-Pierre. “It
wouldn’t be a good idea for it to be known in the convent that you
were here. Sister,” she turned to the little nun still waiting in
the background, “where else can we hide him?”

“Nowhere,” replied
Sister Marie-Marc. “The cellar is the best place. Only Sister
Elisabeth and I come down here for the vegetables. It’s big. No one
goes into the places beyond the coal cellar.”

Mother Marie-Pierre had
only inspected the cellars once, when she had become Reverend
Mother. She knew they extended under the main part of the convent,
left over from the days when the nuns kept their winter stores in
its coolness; some areas were as small as cells, others spacious
and lined with shelves and racks. Little of their capacity was used
these days. There were a few old garden tools, some discarded items
of furniture and some empty packing cases, but there was little
food to store and almost no coal. Sister Marie-Marc was right. Few
of the sisters would have any cause to come down the old stone
steps at all, and if they did they would be unlikely to venture
into the darkness beyond the first cellar.

“But the Germans
certainly will,” Mother Marie-Pierre pointed out. “The cellars will
be the first place they search if they raid again.” She shook her
head at the young man. “I’m sorry,” she said, “but you won’t be
able to stay here very long. If you were caught here, the whole
convent would suffer.”

“I understand,” he
said. “I’d better move on then, while it’s still dark.”

Sister Marie-Marc
watched their faces as they spoke, unable to follow the
conversation in English, but when she saw the airman get to his
feet she made as if to push him down again. She turned to her
superior. “Surely you are not letting him go, Mother? We must help
him get away.”

Reverend Mother
repeated what she had said about the Germans searching and the
little nun nodded. “But the Boche will not come again,” she
asserted. “That Gestapo man, he thinks he has frightened us, so we
will not help anyone else.”

“I hope you’re right,
Sister,” said the reverend mother, “but we can’t rely on that.”

“This boy will be safe
for a few days while we think of a plan,” said Sister Marie-Marc
stoutly. “If they find him, Mother, they will shoot him.”

“If they find him here,
they may shoot us all,” returned her superior dryly. “There are
several sisters who would be most unhappy to know he was here.”

“Then we will not tell
them,” replied Sister Marie-Marc with a shrug.

“Let’s have a look at
the rest of the cellar,” said Mother Marie-Pierre, and picking up
the oil lamp they had brought down with them, she led the way.
Together they explored the underground space. It was dark and
musty, smelling of damp. Some parts were little more than caves
hewn from the rock, others, with old wooden doors, were more like
walk-in cupboards. At the far end of the cellar they came to one of
these. The lamp showed stone walls and a flagged floor; there were
some slatted shelves where apples might once have been stored,
otherwise the room was empty, but it did have a stout door to close
it off.

“This might do,”
suggested Sister Marie-Marc hopefully.

“It’s the furthest from
the door,” remarked the airman, peering into the dark corner, “but
it don’t smell as musty, somehow.”

Reverend Mother sniffed
the air. There was a coolness to it and it certainly smelt fresher.
She held the lamp higher to cast the light further and the flame
flickered within its chimney.

“There’s a draught,”
exclaimed the airman. “Here, give me the lamp.”

He took it from her and
held it up above his head. The flame continued to flicker, but by
its light they saw there was an iron grating set into the
ceiling.

“Must be to let air
circulate in the cellar,” said Terry Ham as he peered up at it. It
was clearly overgrown, choked with vegetation, no light penetrated,
but fresh air seeped through, dispelling the mustiness of the air
below. “I reckon I could loosen that if I had a crowbar, then if
anyone comes poking about down here, I can nip up and out
sharpish.”

“That depends on where
it comes out,” pointed out Mother Marie-Pierre. “You could climb
straight into the arms of whoever is waiting above.”

Sister Marie-Marc
thought for a moment, trying to orientate herself. “It must extend
beyond the walls of the building as it is open to the outside air,”
she said. “Maybe it comes up in the courtyard.”

“Well, we can’t go and
look now,” said Reverend Mother. “Tomorrow you can search, Sister,
while you are seeing to the hens. In the meantime,” she turned back
to the airman, “you must stay down here, in this furthest corner of
the cellar.” She looked the young man in the eye. “Under no
circumstances are you to come out of this part of the cellar, is
that understood?”

His eyes held hers as
he replied. “Yes, I understand.”

“Sister Marie-Marc will
bring you food and water and a bucket for…your needs.” Reverend
Mother looked away in some embarrassment as she said this, as did
the young man.

“All right,” he
mumbled. “Thanks.”

“I will come down again
tomorrow night and we’ll decide what, if anything, we can do for
you.” She turned briskly to Sister Marie-Marc and explained what
was needed. “Make sure you are not seen, Sister. The fewer people
who know about Flight Sergeant Ham the better.”

“My name’s Terry,” he
said.

Mother Marie-Pierre
smiled. “Well, Terry. We’ll do our best for you.”

When she had
regained the privacy of her own cell Mother Marie-Pierre lay on her
bed and considered what she could do. Clearly Terry Ham could not
stay in the convent for more than a day, it was too dangerous for
everybody, but where could he go? How was he going to get home to
England? Wouldn’t it be better if he gave himself up to the
Germans? He’d be a prisoner of war, after all, not a spy. They
wouldn’t shoot a prisoner of war, they’d just send him to a prison
camp. Wouldn’t they? If he surrendered to Major Thielen he’d be all
right, wouldn’t he? Then she thought of Colonel Hoch and
shivered. He might do
anything.

If only I had someone
to discuss it with, she thought, as her mind churned with worry and
indecision. Aunt Anne maybe, but she was an old lady and would
probably tell her to do what she thought best. She needed someone
outside the convent, but there was no one, no one she could trust
anyway. If only Father Michel were a stronger man, she could go to
him, but after this evening’s visit she knew that was hopeless; she
already knew what his advice would be.

If only he were more
like Father Bernard in Amiens, she thought. Now there was someone
you could trust. Mother Marie-Pierre felt her spirits lift a
little. If I could only get Terry to Father Bernard, she thought,
he’d know what to do.

For the next hour she
lay in bed, considering and rejecting plans for Terry Ham’s escape,
and only slipped into a fitful sleep as the rising bell rang out
through the convent, calling the sisters to matins.

“I would like to speak
to everyone after breakfast,” she told Sister Marie-Paul to
pre-empt any comment. “Please take the meal, and I will see you in
the recreation room when you have all finished.”

Sister Marie-Paul
inclined her head. “Yes, Mother, of course.”

Leaving the
sisters to go into the refectory, Mother Marie-Pierre went to the
kitchen, and, collecting Sister St Bruno’s tray, carried it up to
her. As the old lady ate her bread and honey her niece told her
everything that had happened since she had left the convent three
days earlier with the Jewish children. Then she reached the
discovery of the English airman in the cellar. “Of course Sister
Marie-Marc did right to hide him, at least I think she did, but what am I to do with him now? I wish I
had somewhere to send him, as I did with the children.”

“Well, I think you may
have,” her aunt said. “Why not send him to this Father Bernard in
Amiens? He helped you before, and clearly he knew what you were
doing then. Maybe he will help again.”

“He might, I suppose.”
Sarah sounded doubtful. “I did think of him, but how on earth do I
get Terry to him? How can he travel without papers? He will be
picked up at once. And supposing Father Bernard turns him
away?”

“Do you think he
will?”

Sarah considered for a
moment. “No. No, I don’t think so, but it will put Father Bernard
in danger as well. I don’t know if that is justified simply because
he didn’t give me and the children away last time. Anyway, I still
don’t know how to get him there.”

“As you did with
Marthe,” replied her aunt.

“Marthe?” Sarah stared
at her. “But Marthe went disguised as one of us.”

“So she did; so could
he.”

“But he’s a man.”

“Indeed he is,” replied
Aunt Anne patiently, “but put him in a nun’s habit and who is to
know it? How big is he? Does he have a moustache? A beard?”

That drew an unwilling
laugh from Sarah. “No, he doesn’t have either.”

“Is he tall?”

“No, quite small
actually.” Sarah thought for a moment and saw there might be a
possibility here. “But where will I get a habit from? Sister
Marie-Paul isn’t going to give me another. It was bad enough last
time, when it was for a girl, and someone we knew. She would
consider it sacrilege for a man to wear it. Anyway,” Sarah looked a
little guiltily at her aunt, “you know, I don’t really trust her.
She says we shouldn’t get involved with secular things. I don’t
think I can rely on her to keep the secret anymore.”

“There’s mine,”
suggested Aunt Anne.

Sarah stared at her.
“What did you say?”

“There’s my habit. I
don’t get up much these days, so I don’t need it for a while. I’ll
just stay in bed, or in my room anyway.”

Sarah’s eyes flicked to
the habit hanging on the back of the cell door. Sister St Bruno had
been tall and though she had shrunk since she’d had to take to her
bed, the habit was quite long. As Terry Ham was not in any way a
big man, he might fit into it.

“He couldn’t go by
himself,” Sarah said musingly. “Someone would have to go with him
to do the talking. He doesn’t speak any French. And he’d need
papers.”

“What did you do about
papers for Marthe?”

“I used Sister
Marie-Joseph’s.”

“Then use them
again.”

“He doesn’t look
anything like Sister Marie-Joseph,” Sarah laughed.

“Very little of him
will show,” pointed out her aunt. “And, with luck, all people will
see is a nun.”

Sarah considered the
idea. It was on the face of it quite outlandish, disguising a grown
man as a young nun, and yet the very absurdity of it meant that
there was an outside chance that it would work. People saw what
they expected to see. Even so.

“I’ll think about it,”
she said at length, getting to her feet. “We can’t do anything
until I can speak with him again tonight.” She sighed. “In the
meantime I must go and talk to the sisters. I have to tell them
about Sister Eloise.”

“Remember what she said
to you when you left her,” said her aunt quietly. “You must fight
evil wherever you find it.”

“Are you suggesting
Sister Marie-Paul is evil?” Sarah was startled.

“No,” replied her aunt
sadly, “just misguided, but the results may be the same.”

Throughout the day
Mother Marie-Pierre considered Sister St Bruno’s suggestion.
Sometimes it seemed almost feasible and at others quite impossible.
She had an opportunity to speak to Sister Marie-Marc, privately,
before the midday meal, and was assured that their visitor had been
supplied with all he would need for the day.

“I’ll come down and see
him again when everyone has gone to bed,” Reverend Mother promised.
“Then we’ll discuss his escape.”

By the time the convent
was quiet, Mother Marie-Pierre had come to some sort of decision.
She took Sister St Bruno’s habit, and, rolling it up under her arm,
slipped quietly down the stairs to meet Sister Marie-Marc in the
kitchen. Together they went into the cellar, carrying the oil lamp
and a dish of stew for their guest.

“I am sorry you’ve been
in the dark all day,” Mother Marie-Pierre said as she set the lamp
on the floor and Sister Marie-Marc handed him the stew. “We simply
couldn’t risk anyone seeing the light either from the outside, or
if they came down into the cellar for something.”

“That’s all right,
Sister,” Terry said, and turned his attention to the food. When he
had finished, he wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. “So, what
next?”

“I have an idea for
getting you away from here,” replied Mother Marie-Pierre, “but it
depends on several things if it is going to work.”

“OK. Shoot!”

So, Mother Marie-Pierre
explained her plan. “One of the sisters will go with you, as you
don’t speak French. The story will be that you are going to the
mother house in Paris.”

“On a train?” Terry
looked doubtful. “What about papers and that?”

“You’ll have the ones
that belong to one of our sisters,” Mother Marie-Pierre told him.
“But none of this will work if you don’t fit into this.” She held
out the folded habit.

Terry stared
open-mouthed. “Me? Wear that?”

“Try it on now,”
instructed Mother Marie-Pierre. “Sister Marie-Marc and I will give
you time to change, then we will come back and arrange your hood.”
And before he could protest any further, Reverend Mother drew
Sister Marie-Marc out of the little room and into the main part of
the cellar.

“Did you discover where
the grating is, Sister?” she asked as they waited for their guest
to struggle into his disguise.

“Not in the courtyard,
Mother. Nowhere in the courtyard is that overgrown. I think it must
be outside the wall. I haven’t been able to find it yet, but I will
keep looking.”

“You can come back
now,” Terry said in a strangled whisper, and the two nuns returned
to his cellar. He stood awkwardly in the lamplight, his face red
with embarrassment. Mother Marie-Pierre fought down the urge to
laugh, but Sister Marie-Marc had no such inhibitions and laughed
aloud, making Terry’s young face crack into a grin. She was
immediately hushed by her superior, and together they set about
dressing the young airman in the wimple and hood, which would do
more for his disguise than the habit itself.

When they had finished
they stepped back to survey their handiwork and Sister Marie-Marc
gasped. “It will work, Mother,” she breathed, and Mother
Marie-Pierre, looking critically at the young nun before them,
actually began to believe that it might. Terry Ham was young and
his face, if they could get him a razor, would be smooth. The
wimple covered his hair, his forehead and his ears, fitting snugly
under his chin, the shape accentuating the roundness of his boyish
face. The hood, with its starched peaks, stood away from his head,
and the whole presented a rather coltish nun, but at a glance a
nun, nevertheless.

“I’ll bring you a razor
from the hospital,” Mother Marie-Pierre said, “and then I think
you’ll do.” She smiled at the look of dismay that still played on
his face. “Don’t worry, we’ll get you out of here and safely to
Amiens. It will be a start.”

Terry looked down at
his feet. “What about my boots?”

Reverend Mother looked
at them, emerging from under the habit. That could be a problem.
The nuns all wore black-laced shoes, but they were nothing like as
heavy as the flying boots Terry was wearing.

“We’ve no ordinary
shoes big enough for you,” she said. “You’ll just have to pull the
habit down as far as you can, and try not to let them show. Keep
your hands in your sleeves, too. They don’t look like a woman’s
hands.”

Terry dutifully tucked
his hands into the wide sleeves and tried walking across the room
without letting more than the toes of his boots show. Sister
Marie-Marc giggled, and he treated her to another grin.

“Who’s going with me?”
he asked anxiously. “I’ll be putting them into danger.”

Reverend Mother had
been considering this. She wanted as few people as possible to know
that he had been staying in the convent. The plan was that he, and
whoever she sent with him, should set out at dawn and walk into
Albert, from where they could take the train to Amiens. She wanted
them well away from the village before people were about. She was
praying that they would not be stopped, at least until they had
reached the town, but she had to send someone who could deal with
any problems on the way. She wished Sister Danielle was back. She
looked across at Sister Marie-Marc but dismissed the idea at once.
She was too old to make such a journey, and she spoke no English,
so she wouldn’t be able to communicate with her charge. In any case
she could not think of a reason why she might send Sister
Marie-Marc to Paris.

“I’m not sure yet,” she
admitted.

“Can it be her?” he
asked nodding in the direction of Sister Marie-Marc. “I know
her.”

“I don’t think so,” she
began, but was surprised when Sister Marie-Marc spoke at the same
time.

“Who will go with him,
Mother?” she asked. “Will you send me?”

“No, Sister, not you.”
The nun started to protest. “You could not walk all the way to
Albert, and you do not speak any English, and,” she added firmly to
prevent further argument, “I shall need you here to be my eyes and
ears while I am gone.”
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