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  I have on my desk a tiny and very battered memento of the Great War  a soldiers Active Service Testament. It is much thumbed
  and clumsily repaired with pink sewing thread. There is a bloodstain which I have followed through to its source on a loose page of Acts 14, and I wonder if this was the passage the unknown soldier
  who owned the book was reading when he was hit.


  
    
      
        
          
            And saying, Sirs, why do ye these things?

			
			We are also men of like passions with you and

			
			preach unto you that ye should turn from these

			
			Vanities unto the living God . . .

			
			Who, in times past, suffered all nations

			
			to walk in their own ways.

          

        

      

    

  


  This story is dedicated to the memory of all those who fell in the struggle to ensure their nations could continue to walk in their own ways.


  
    Barbara Cleverly, January 2006
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  Chapter One


  Champagne, northern France, September 1915


  
    Aline Houdart got off her bicycle and stood still, holding tightly to the handlebars. At this moment she needed to have her feet firmly on the ground and she fought down a
    ridiculous urge to take off her shoes, the better to connect herself to the earth. Surely she was mistaken? The sound shed heard was a tree crashing to the ground in the forest around her.
    Or thunder. A snap of her starched headdress in the breeze as she rounded the bend perhaps. The explanations she snatched at were elbowed away by a single word: cannon. But at such close
    quarters?

  


  Aline thought at once of her parents. They would have been able to identify the make, calibre and direction of fire. Her parents knew all about cannon. In their distant youth theyd been
  trapped in Paris during the Prussian siege of 1870 and, round a good fire in the wintertime, they still vied with each other to convey the horrors of bombardment by von Moltkes fifty-ton
  siege gun. Aline tried to recall their lurid accounts of the hellish din with its earth-trembling accompaniment.


  The sound came again. She got her bearings and, as she stood with her face to the north, the late afternoon sun over her left shoulder threw a shadow to the east and north in the direction of
  the blast. She stretched out an arm, extending the line, trying to remember what lay over there. The plain of Champagne, stretching for wide miles around Suippes and over to the bristling
  fortifications clustering around Verdun. She could deceive herself no longer. This was heavy artillery but were the guns French or German? Perhaps General Joffre had begun the longed-for offensive
  to clear von Blow out of Champagne, but at all events the war was coming closer. No longer static, bogged down in trenches, not even creeping up quietly but advancing openly, snarling, in
  leaps and bounds. Soon theyd hear its roar in the mountains to the south, one day perhaps in the hills of Provence. And by then her world would have been consumed, this perfect place reduced
  to rubble.


  Shed been lucky in her choice of day last month when shed ventured north to look at the battlefield. It had been a quiet day at the front. Shed persuaded old Felix to get
  out the carriage and the one decrepit nag they had left in the stables and drive her up to the very edge of the high country overlooking the plain with Reims at its centre. Theyd found up
  there an ancient chapel which, unscathed so far, appeared to have enjoyed the protective sanctity of an even more ancient Celtic grove and, from its shelter, theyd stared out in silence, too
  shocked by what they saw to try to share their thoughts. The skylarks and wood doves had been making more of a clamour, she remembered, than the guns that day.


  Framed by a canopy of beech leaves, under a hot August sky, the land of Champagne should have stretched out its smooth curves languorously, seductively, as it did in the coloured picture
  postcards. For nearly two thousand years it had been a bountiful vineyard. Vines planted by Roman soldiers had thrived, the land had prospered.


  It had taken less than one year to bring the ordered countryside to this obscene state of devastation.


  Arrogant pigs, like all armies, the Romans at least had understood the lands they had conquered; they had trodden lightly and worked hard, leaving behind fertile and civilized provinces. Unlike
  the present invaders. The chalky lines of their trenches tore hideous scars across the terrain, each countered by an allied trench but all advancing towards the centre where stood, blackened and
  firebombed, roofless, its towers still raising defiant fingers at the enemy, the mighty Gothic cathedral of Reims.


  The trenches. Clovis was there. Not riding, lance at the port, across open country towards the enemy but, in this modern war, bogged down, hedged in, crouching in the sketchy protection of one
  of those scars. Shed blinked and stared at the distant battlefield swimming before her eyes. It was distorted, not by tears, but by a heat haze shimmering over the plain. She made an effort
  to concentrate her thoughts on her husband, to feel his discomfort. After all these months of battle, his uniform would be quite worn out. Blue captains jacket and red trousers  it
  was designed for cavalry officers peacocking about on chargers  a musical-comedy costume unsuitable for men wriggling on belly and elbows through mud and dust. And the steel helmet with
  horsehair plume dangling down his back  what protection was that Napoleonic flourish against bursting shells and German snipers? In this heat the cuffs of his jacket would be chafing his
  wrists, his high collar would be too tight, his feet blistered.


  His physical state was easily imagined but with his thoughts and emotions it was more difficult to attempt a connection. Did he raise his head and glance behind him to the hills looking towards
  the home he was fighting for? Were his eyes seeking the familiar outline of the grove on the hill, all unknowing, at that very moment, as she gazed down? What would he be thinking? Aline smiled. A
  smile soured by a dash of irony. She knew what Clovis would be thinking. Hed be calculating the number of hods per hectare this wonderful summer would produce. If there were only hands
  available to fetch in the harvest. If there were still grapes to be harvested. He wouldnt know.


  The vineyards surrounding Reims had been destroyed in the desperate German push to the south the previous summer. For two agonizing months, von Blows troops had swarmed down over
  the Marne in an impetuous and unscheduled dash, ravaging, destroying, stealing whatever resources they could lay hands on. Aline had fled with her son before the guns sounded, obedient to
  Cloviss instructions. But their cellar-master and his men had stayed on guard. No command, no plea, no reasoning from Aline had been able to shake these men, elderly but stout-hearted, from
  their resolve to stay and guard their lifes work. A deserted chteau is the first to be pillaged, theyd maintained. The best vintages had been carefully concealed behind hastily
  erected and plastered walls in the miles of tunnels in the chalk under the vineyard and the bottles immediately on view to a pillaging army were the less good wines, deceptively relabelled.


  And their determination had paid off. Being well beyond the protecting bulwark of the Montagne de Reims and some miles distant from the river crossings, their remote valley and the
  vignoble had escaped with the lightest of German attention. General Joffre, calculating that the enemy forces were impossibly overstretched, had reversed the retreat of the French from the
  north and unleashed his Fifth and Ninth Armies against the invaders. With the support of the British Expeditionary Force and the gallant dash of the French cavalry tearing into the gap between the
  two halves of the German army, the Boche had regretted their incursion and made off back across the Marne to the north again. They had been unequal to the task of hauling spoil from such an awkward
  piece of country, across a formidable river whose bridges had been blown up by the British, and the compulsion to lay greedy hands on heavy loot was more easily resisted when there were much richer
  pickings to be had on the accessible plain around Reims.


  And now the vendange had come again. The second of the war. The grapes were safely in and how ironic if this year of misery and destruction were to yield a good vintage. Smaller but of a
  better quality perhaps than the legendary one of 1900? A daydream! Everyone said a war always began with a poor crop and ended with a good one. Natures way of showing her disapproval of
  Mans activities, Aline thought, though the villagers said  Gods way. Clovis would be concerned that his estate should be running as well as could be without him. He
  didnt trust her to manage it. At the last moment before leaving for the war, as hed turned to mount his horse and ride off at the head of his small squadron of cuirassiers, hed
  swung on his heel, breastplate glittering, hand negligently on sword-hilt, and called her over to him. The soldiers farewell. She knew what was required of her. Suppressing the tears and
  tumbling endearments which would have come more naturally to her, she went to him calmly and presented her cheek for a last kiss. He had taken her by the shoulders and murmured: Copper
  sulphate, my dear. Absolutely vital that you keep up supplies. Should you encounter difficulties you will have to apply to our cousin Charles.


  If Clovis knew that shed taken four days off and wasted Felixs time driving up on a fruitless expedition to gape at the battlefield where perhaps he might be fighting, he would
  have called her into his study and wearily delivered a ticking off. Her Parisian ways had lost much of their charm after six years of marriage, she knew that, but she could change. She was
  determined to change. This war would leave no one as they had been before. And, perhaps, when finally he was allowed to come home on his much overdue leave, he would notice what shed
  achieved. Hed notice, approve and love her for it. Perhaps.


  On leave. Shed seen him only once since this war broke out and hed told her firmly not to expect him again until she heard that it was all over. Leave was hardly ever accorded to
  officers in his position. The thought of seeing him again was as alarming as it was attractive. She feared that the war would have demolished the barriers they had so carefully built between them
  over the years, leaving them without cover to see each other as they truly were  or had become. Would the lubricants of convention and good manners ease them through the demands of a
  four-day pass? She was unsure but at their next encounter she was determined she would hold up her head and speak with pride of what she had done.


  Every available person, male or female, young or old, living within ten miles of the chteau had been lured by her  Parisian charm had its advantages on occasion  into coming
  to work on the estate. The oldest recruit, Jean-Paul, rheumatic and toothless at seventy-five, had come out of retirement and found the energy to shuffle every morning along the rows in the
  vineyard, pruning, training and singing to the vines. The youngest recruit was her own son, five-year-old Georges, who scampered about screaming defiance and throwing stones at the invading
  birds.


  Shed raised a squad of thirty willing but sporadically available workers. The vineyard had even had the good luck to avoid attack by the phylloxera pestilence which had ravaged production
  on the great estates to the north. Aline paid her workers with the little cash she could lay hands on, with eggs and milk from the home farm and with promises of a share of the wine production.
  Well  why not? It was better shared out. If they had to leave it in the cellar before fleeing away again there was every chance it would be drunk by a regiment of swaggering Boches bombing
  and gassing their way south. And she had devised a scheme to outflank the enemy. If they could just be held at bay until the first cold snap of the winter came, stilling the fermentation, she could
  arrange to have some of the barrels shipped south to a cousins estate to await maturity in a Provenal haven. A mad notion. She could imagine his wry comment: Not, perhaps, one
  of your more considered ideas, Aline. But it was the product of her resolve to preserve a vestige at least of Cloviss world. And evidence of her own achievement. She would have felt
  defeated if the one gap in the run of vintages for hundreds of years had occurred during her stewardship.


  More practical was her plan to find out from Jean-Paul, while he still had the memory, how to take shoots, samples, cuttings  whatever they were  of the strongest and best of their
  undiseased crop and to make off with them to safety. Aline hadnt discussed these plans with Clovis. She hadnt mentioned them in her letters, fearing she might irritate and distract
  him from the business of war; anxious also to appear confident and capable. It would be all too easy to make a foolish remark, betraying her ignorance. He had never expected the war to go on for so
  long or to loom so close. Would he be pleased at her foresight or would he shake his head, pitying her innocence and wild optimism?


  A third booming crash had her once again on her bicycle and pedalling fast for the chteau.


  It lay sunning itself in sleepy elegance, ancient and lovely, its two wings extending, she always thought, with their perfect symmetry, to enfold anyone approaching in a welcoming embrace. But
  it seemed she wasnt the first person to be welcomed down the carriage-drive this morning. A battered old transporter lorry with army markings was sitting, cocking a rusty snook at the white
  marble sweep of the staircase up to the double front doors which, unusually, were standing slightly open.


  And something else was wrong. She looked for Cloviss dog. When she left the chteau and cycled off to do her weekly stint in the military hospital the greyhound always went on
  watch, positioning itself with bored resignation to cascade elegantly down the top three steps. But today the familiar form was absent from its post.


  Alines heart began to race as the implications became clear. Of course, hed been driven home on leave. She slapped away a quick tug of doubt as a more sinister reason for a
  military presence raised itself: hed been killed and someone had been sent to report his death. No. That couldnt be. They always sent a telegram or a letter or even the mayor. To
  announce the death of someone of Cloviss standing the Prefect himself might be paraded. She propped her cycle against the wheel of the lorry and ran up the steps. She called out for the
  housekeeper before remembering that it was Madame Legrands afternoon off. The hall was dim and deserted but in a distant back room a door banged and she caught a blast of hearty male
  laughter. A maid, pink and giggling, hurried shyly towards her, fluttering with the responsibility of taking on the housekeepers duty.


  Madame! Oh, there you are! Weve been looking out for you for ages! Theyve arrived! A message came to say they were on their way an hour after youd left. The Captain
  said not to send after you . . . better to let you go ahead and do your duties. He could wait . . .


  Aline almost collapsed with relief. She was hardly listening as the maid chattered on. We didnt know quite what to do . . . the state they were in! But its all right . . .
  weve managed! Theyre all bedded in and weve got their mucky uniforms off their backs and into the tub.


  Aline spoke calmly to counter the girls gushing excitement. Quite right, Pauline. And  lye? Have you used plenty of lye? Youll find supplies on the bottom shelf of
  the pantry. Pay special attention to the seams. I understand that is where the lice gather. This was the matresse de maison speaking. At last she allowed herself to ask:
  Now, tell me  where is the Captain?


  Hes out the back. Gone to take a stroll round the estate with Master Georges. He said as I was to tell you where hed be the minute you got home. I put the men in the summer
  salon. Six of em. Theyre in there playing cards. Seem glad enough to be under a roof. I hope that was all right, madame?


  Yes, of course. Offer them tea, Pauline. Theres a caddy full on the top shelf of the housekeepers dresser.


  She dismissed the girl with a nod, turned and managed six stately steps before breaking into a run. As she tore along, she pulled off her bloodstained apron and her auxiliary nurses cape
  and threw them to the floor. Her starched cap followed and she shook her hair loose as she went, weaving her way down cool corridors heading towards the stable yard. She knew where shed find
  him. Clovis wouldnt have wasted time waiting for her to return. Hed be at work already.


  At an open door she heard the clank of a pail, a cheerful whistling and a childs excited squeal. And then, there he was, the familiar tall shape at the end of the corridor, his fair hair
  freshly washed and gleaming in the sunshine, his dog at his heels. With his uniform discarded and in the tub, hed put on his old working clothes and yard boots. And, naturally, hed
  been out to inspect the cellars; he was returning, carrying a bottle of champagne in each hand.


  All hesitations and doubts abandoned, shaking with excitement and caught out by an unexpected rush of affection, she called out his name. He was blinded by the sunlight and it was a moment
  before he saw her standing in the shadows. She ran to him, hugging him, breathing in the familiar smell of his brown linen shirt, moving her arms up around his neck and teetering on her toes to
  reach his lips.


  The bottles crashed to the marble floor, frothing in scented eddies around their feet as he put both arms around her and lifted her up, swinging her round and laughing with delight.


  



  Chapter Two


  The War Office, London, August 1926


  
    Im sorry, sir. Truly. Of course, I would have liked to oblige but . . . no . . . the answer has to be  no. Im afraid it simply cant be
    done. I have to plead a prior engagement.

  


  Joe Sandilands stirred uncomfortably in his seat. He was unused to refusing to fall in at once with a requirement, order, wish or whim from a superior officer. And Brigadier Sir Douglas Redmayne
  was a very superior officer. No one ever got into the habit of denying Sir Douglas anything. A second opportunity never presented itself. The Brigadier seemed equally surprised and discomfited by
  the feeble rejection. He bristled at Joe across the breadth of mahogany desk, bushy eyebrows gathering in attack with moustache coming up in support.


  His hand reached out and he pressed a buzzer.


  Joe rose to his feet and turned to face the door. He braced himself for the entry of a matched pair of the heavy brigade hed caught sight of standing on duty in the corridors of the War
  Office on his way up to the fifth floor and prepared himself for the ceremony of ejection from the premises. It would be embarrassing, of course, but not entirely unwelcome. In fact hed need
  an escort to find his way out of this imposing baroque building with its two and a half miles of corridor. Everything around him from the shining white Portland stone cladding on the pillared
  exterior to the heavy gold and ivory desk furniture was designed to overawe.


  To Joes surprise the two expected thugs made no appearance; the door was opened by one small female secretary.


  This would seem to be as good a moment as any, Miss Thwaite, said the Brigadier with a nod. If you will oblige?


  Miss Thwaite favoured them both with an understanding smile and disappeared.


  Resume your seat and hear me out, Commander. Redmayne smiled and selected another card from his strong hand: Perhaps I should have mentioned that I am seeing you with the
  knowledge and permission  encouragement even  of your Commissioner. From whom I continue to hear good things. Liaison between our departments, Im sure youll agree, has .
  . . Into the slight pause, Joe knew he was meant to slide the thought: until this moment. . . . been cordial and effective.


  Joe sat down again, eyeing Redmayne with what he hoped was an expression at once undaunted but unchallenging. The officer was, he reckoned, ten years older than himself, probably in his early
  forties, lean, active and professional. His title was as impressive as his appearance: Imperial General Staff, i/c Directorate of Military Operations and Intelligence. As baroque as
  the building, Joe reckoned. Hed always known it as Mil Intel. A survivor of the war, Redmayne had worked his way to his present eminence, it was said, thanks to more than his
  fair share of luck. But Joe would have added: intelligence and a speedily acquired understanding whilst under fire of the changing nature of warfare. And, if the stories were to be believed, a
  strong streak of ruthlessness had stiffened the blend.


  Now, be so kind as to hear me out, old chap! said Redmayne into the silence, trying for a tone of bonhomie. Im perfectly aware of your travel arrangements. He
  poked at and then straightened a folder in front of him, a folder containing as the top sheet, Joe was sure, the outline of his holiday plans. Nevil was kind enough to send over your file
  before he left for Exmoor.


  Out of courtesy and custom Joe had sketched out his itinerary beginning with departure early tomorrow morning from his sisters house in Surrey where he would pick up a package and make
  for the Channel port, and going on at a speed dictated by the performance of his car and the state of the roads all the way down to the south of France. Hed even given estimated dates of
  arrival at hotels along his route. But his plans further than Antibes he had not confided for the simple reason that he had none. He was looking forward to a blissful two weeks of wandering around
  Provence before starting for home again.


  I see youve elected to take the Dover crossing to Calais and then on down through the battlefields, fetching up at Reims. The Brigadier looked at him with speculation.
  Many chaps would have gone Newhaven-Dieppe to Paris and avoided all that.


  Avoiding all that is not something I would ever want to do, said Joe quietly. I have respects to pay. Memories to keep bright. In embarrassment he
  added, And you have to admire what the French and the Belgians are doing by way of transforming all those hellish bone-yards into memorials and cemeteries. There are some quite splendid
  monuments designed by Lutyens I should like to take a look at . . .


  Good. Good. Well, I see Im not sending you out of your way then. Not at all. Youll be passing through Reims. Centre of the once glorious champagne trade. All Im
  asking you to do is break your journey at this address instead of staying at a hotel. Here you are.


  He passed over the desk two small white cards. Joe looked first at the visiting card and read in curlicued, florid French lettering: Charles-Auguste Houdart, Chteau de Houdart, Reims,
  Champagne. The second card was a merchants copy of a wine label. A spare architectural sketch of a small chteau nestling between beech trees showed ordered lines of vines marching
  up a slope behind and disappearing into the distance. Across the top was printed the name of the champagne house, which appeared to be Houdart Veuve, Fils et Cie.


  Your wine merchant, sir?


  Yes, that, but also my friend. Charles-Auguste. Splendid fellow. Youll like him.


  And is your friend Charles-Auguste the son of this house? Joe asked, intrigued despite his unwillingness to show the least co-operation with this scheme to divert him from his
  plans.


  No, he isnt. I suppose you could say hes billed as Cie  la Compagnie. He runs it after all. On behalf of the aforementioned Widow and Son. Ever heard of this
  brand, Sandilands? No. Cant say Im surprised. Its a very small house . . . not one of the grandes marques like, oh, Mot et Chandon, Ayala, Bollinger, Veuve
  Clicquot. But to a connoisseur the name Houdart speaks volumes. Interesting history. Especially recent history. Youll remember the two battles of the Marne damn nearly scoured this country
  out of existence? Some of the larger estates are only just beginning to get back to pre-war production levels but this little chteau managed to survive practically unscathed. And all in
  spite of losing the owner and moving force of the enterprise to the war. Clovis. His name was Clovis. He rode off to war, disappeared and was posted missing, presumed dead in 1917. He
  left a widow and a seven-year-old son behind. But quite a widow as it turned out! Gallant, in the tradition of Champagne widows. Nothing loath, she rolled up her sleeves, kicked off her sandals and
  trod the grapes, so to speak, alongside whoever she could get hold of to work the estate. And it paid off, it would seem. Nothing prospered, of course, in that dreadful four years but it survived.
  And now its prospering like anything!


  Ive identified the Veuve, and the Fils  her son  must be about sixteen now? But where does your friend, who I see bears the family name, come into this?
  Joes interest was polite and professional but no more than that.


  Charles-Auguste. Hes a cousin of the chap who disappeared on the battlefield. When it was clear that Clovis had been lost he came up from Provence where he had a small winery
  himself and took the reins from the doubtless weary hands of the widow. With huge success. But you shall judge for yourself! Thank you, Miss Thwaite! he shouted cheerily to his secretary who
  entered bearing a tray set with champagne glasses and a bottle in a silver ice bucket.


  Joes mouth tightened. All this careful stage-setting boded ill for him. He scowled critically at the wine he was offered and listened to Redmaynes hearty toast: To the
  Widow!


  To all widows, Joe murmured in response. God bless them.


  He sipped the wine and sipped again with pleasure. It was as good a champagne as he had ever tasted and he said as much. Redmayne appeared pleased. This is the 1921 vintage, he
  said. Only just been released. Reports are that last years will be even better. While youre down there, Sandilands, I want you to be sure to register an order for a certain
  quantity to be shipped to me when the moment comes. Charles-Auguste will advise you. Very much to my taste. The bouquet is excellent  dont you think so? People are so intrigued by the
  bubbles they often forget to appreciate it, you know. And the degree of dryness is spot on. They get it right. What do you make of the colour?


  Well, if this was the game, Joe could hold his end up. Hiding a smile, he raised his glass to the light and squinted at it. Rather deeper than one is accustomed to  a brilliant
  intense gold. He swirled the wine gently, put his nose to the glass and sniffed briefly And a bouquet to match. Spices, would you say? Vanilla certainly but . . . cardamom? Yes, a
  whisper of cardamom . . . and fruit . . . Something here from my childhood . . . got it  quinces! Quinces cooking with apples under a buttery pastry crust.


  Redmayne stared and blinked and Joe wondered if hed overdone it but the only response was a dry: Indeed? Mmm . . . And I detect a touch of Proust, I think.


  They drank companionably together, Redmayne talking knowledgeably of blending, first and second pressings, remuage, dgorgement, while Joe waited for the blow to fall.


  More wine, Sandilands?


  Thank you. Would this be a good moment, sir, he said genially, to tell me why youve summoned me here? My detective skills lead me to suppose you wouldnt
  have called in a Scotland Yard Commander to hand him a shopping list for champagne. Im wondering what service, exactly, Monsieur Houdart would be expecting me to perform  were I to
  accept this chalice which I suspect will turn out to be heavily laced with some poison or other?


  Joe held out his glass.


  Redmayne smiled as he poured. As a matter of fact there is something you could do for him. Just a small favour. Army involvement, of course. French, possibly British. This thing
  landed on my desk, diverted from the Department of the Adjutant General, the Directorate of Prisoners of War and Personal Services  if you can believe!  but mainly its the
  French police you would be helping. The request for assistance came, in fact, from them. From the very top. Oh, yes. Police Judiciaire involved . . . and rather puzzled to be involved, I gather. At
  all events, they handed it swiftly to Interpol and youll be only too aware, after that last lot, that we owe them a considerable favour. Your mob owe them a considerable
  favour. The least we could do, I thought, when they approached me, was to send someone along to liaise with them. Interesting case. Youll be intrigued.


  Not quite at ease with his presentation, Redmayne got up and strode to the window, hands behind his back. He pushed up a pane, the better to catch the bugle call coming up from Horseguards
  below, and looked out with satisfaction over to the crowding green canopy of trees in St Jamess Park.


  He cleared his throat. Of course, its the press involvement that stirred the whole thing up. And now the countrys in a frenzy. Nothing like a mysterious death and a grieving
  widow to get the Froggies going! The whole population dashes out in its slippers every morning to buy a paper and read the latest instalment of the drama. Havent seen anything like it since
  the death of Little Nell hit the news-stands.


  Joe had, as a child, ridden without permission a horse which, he had very quickly realized, was out of his control and heading for the hills. The same sick feeling was growing as Redmayne
  talked.


  Sir! A moment! He attempted a tug on the reins. Police? Interpol? Mysterious death? This doesnt sound like a matter I can attend to between sips of champagne and
  polite conversation. Whilst flighting south for the summer. Theres an officer in my department, ex-guardsman  Ralph Cottingham. I know he would be delighted to get away for a week or
  two.


  Joe had overstepped the mark.


  Thank you for the suggestion, Commander, came the curt reply. Redmayne turned and glowered. Cottinghams name came up, of course. I always choose the best man for the
  job and in this case, with your wartime experience in Military Intelligence and your knowledge of the language, you are he.


  His words had a finality which depressed Joe but then the Brigadier unbent and gave a tight smile. And I dont forget that you were right there  on the spot as it were.
  Caught up in the battle of the Marne, werent you? Your local knowledge may come in handy. And, better yet  travelling under no ones auspices but your own, your section will
  avoid any belly-aching from accounts in the matter of extra departmental expense. Were all accountable these days to pen-pushing pipsqueaks of one sort or another. It irritates me to have to
  take these petty restrictions into consideration and I expect its much the same with you but  this way neither Nevil nor I will be expected to foot the bill. Some might consider the
  offer of a weekends hospitality at a chteau a more than adequate quid pro quo.


  And so it would be, sir, if I were free to accept it. Joes voice had an edge of desperation. But, you see, theres a . . . an . . . impediment. For the outward
  leg of my journey, at least, I am not a free agent.


  The Brigadier returned to his desk and poked again at the file. Something you havent declared?


  Not something, sir. Someone. I shall not be alone. For the journey down to Antibes I shall be travelling with a female companion.


  



  Chapter Three


  A questioning flick of Redmaynes eye towards the file betrayed, to Joes satisfaction, that the official records evidently did not contain full coverage of his
  private life.


  A lady, you say?


  I think I said female, sir. Not sure the word lady would be appropriate.


  Redmayne was, for a moment, disconcerted. But only for a moment. His expression adjusted itself into one conveying comprehension and collusion. Look here  is the presence of this,
  er, companion absolutely essential to the success of your vacation, I wonder, Sandilands? You refer to her as an impediment. Quite understand your position. Most chaps would be only too glad to use
  the opportunity of an emergency posting abroad to get off by themselves. Ill be pleased to put it in writing . . . tiddle it up and make it look official if that would smooth a few feathers
  . . . ease your path. Im sure I dont need to remind you that female companionship  if thats what youre after  is available and of a superior style in
  France.


  Redmayne sat back, pleased with his solution. He exchanged an old soldiers knowing smile with the handsome young man sitting opposite. He didnt think hed assumed too much.
  As well as the details hed picked out from Sandilands file he had had a full report from Sir Nevil and, indeed, had even met the man in a social context on one or two occasions. You
  never quite knew where you were with a Scotsman but first impressions had been most favourable. Undeniably a gentleman, impeccable war record. He was, to date, unattached and that suited his
  department. With no wifely or domestic concerns, he had always shown himself ready to move at a seconds notice from his bachelor apartment in Chelsea without demur, travel any distance and
  take on any task, Nevil had assured him. But this was a state which could not, realistically, be expected to last. The Brigadier sighed. This promising chap would soon, inevitably, announce his
  decision to settle down in some green suburb with wife, children and labrador. Redmayne dismissed this gloomy picture. With a bit of luck he might just turn out to be that useful thing  the
  eternal bachelor. Still in his early thirties, fit, active and charming company. Thick head of black hair, neatly barbered. Quiet grey eyes. Pity about the face. The war wound. Still, there were
  those, mainly women  and Lady Redmayne one of them  who maintained that the crooked brow was most intriguing and gave a certain mystery to the otherwise clear-cut features.


  Sandilands was speaking again in his low voice which still retained a slight Scottish huskiness. Another of the mans attractions apparently. But, on this occasion, he was intrigued to
  hear an unaccustomed note of hesitation.


  Quite agree, sir, and I only wish it were so easy but the scenario is quite a different one. You see, the female in question is a child. My niece. At least, my honorary niece. Little
  Dorcas Joliffe, the daughter of Orlando, the painter whose sister 


  The Wren at the Ritz! That Joliffe? Beatrice Joliffe? Done to death three months ago . . . Yes, of course I know about that disgraceful affair. Good Lord! Are you saying youre
  still in contact with that rackety family? Believe me, Sandilands, you owe them no consideration. Your professional attentions ought properly to have ceased at the closing of the case. Surely Nevil
  . . .?


  Orlando is an entertaining and talented fellow and, yes, Im proud to count him my friend. His children, who, as you know, are motherless and live like gypsies, have been taken
  under the wing of my sister Lydia who lives quite near to them in Surrey. The oldest girl, the impediment referred to earlier, this Dorcas, is, oh . . . fourteen? (Not sure she knows herself.)
  Shes become particularly attached to my sisters family and seems to be living with them in the capacity of third daughter. Waifs and strays have always gravitated towards my sister
  and shes made something of a project of young Dorcas. Clever little thing. Most unusual. It was her observation and insight that led to the uncovering of her aunts
  murderer.


  What extraordinary company you keep, man! said Redmayne. And whats all this nonsense about waifs and strays? Hardly a description of the Joliffe
  children, Id have thought? Pots of family money in the background. Good home in leafy Surrey. Yes? Death and treachery swirling all around, as all admit, but a respectable grandmother to
  keep the lid on. I understand she has wisely done her best to minimize the impact of her daughters scandalous behaviour and sudden death. And it suits us to support her in this. Beatrice
  Joliffe died in the course of a robbery . . . we must all hang on to that. The old lady, at least, seems to have got the picture. Should be enough to protect those children from the public
  opprobrium which might otherwise have come their way.


  Deprivation can take many forms, sir, and these children have been rejected by their grandmother  on whom they are materially dependent  on account of their illegitimacy.
  Rejected with inexcusable and unnecessary cruelty, some might say. Their father, fond though I have become of him, is feckless  not uncaring but inadequate . . . say rather, perpetually
  distracted. When his model and current mistress, herself heavily pregnant, set fire to his caravan (and Orlando inside it at the time, under the influence of something or other) the eldest child,
  Dorcas, suffered burns whilst helping to rescue her father. Sister Lydia leapt in, scooped up the whole brood and took them home with her to introduce them to the civilized life.


  Dont recall hearing any of this penny-dreadful, Perils-of-Pauline stuff from Nevil?


  No, sir. These skirmishings post-dated the premature closing of the case. Joe did not attempt to hide his disapproval.


  Redmayne chose not to pick up the implied criticism of the military pressure which he was quite aware had been applied. And the child is now loosely under the protection of your sister? A
  public-spirited gesture. Admirable woman! But I cant see why her self-sacrifice should extend to and involve you, Sandilands.


  Oh, people do occasionally talk me into undertaking unwelcome projects, Joe said genially. Orlando gathered his remaining four children together with his current mistress,
  put them aboard a train and went off to the south of France as he does every year. He carouses all summer at a sort of awful artists jamboree  returning in the autumn. He hobnobs with
  the likes of Georges Braque, Matisse, Picasso . . . Augustus John, I shouldnt wonder . . . All egging each other on. At this time of year, my sister travels in the opposite direction, going
  north home to Scotland, and Dorcas, discovering this, kicked up a fuss. She thinks of herself as a Child of the South, which, indeed, she very much appears . . . girls with her dark looks are thick
  on the ground in Arles . . . and I was cajoled into escorting her down through France to whichever villa theyve all descended on and there I hope she will rejoin her father.


  A sorry tale. I fear you allow yourself to be used too readily, Sandilands. Disappointing that you have let yourself become so embroiled in that familys affairs. They must
  all, inevitably, be tainted in some minds . . . Redmayne swept a warning glance up to the ceiling. This was his way of referring to the shadier elements of the government departments
  concerned with aspects of national security who were rumoured to have offices complete with the latest in listening technology situated in remote parts of the building. . . .tainted with the
  scurrilous behaviour and treachery of that woman, he finished with tight-lipped distaste.


  Joe had noticed that the few people who needed to refer to Dame Beatrice did so in a hushed voice and called her that woman. The words espionage,
  blackmail and traitor were always in mind but never spoken.


  Hum . . . Look, take the girl with you.


  This was an order not a suggestion. Might work in our favour. Give an impression of a cosy family visit, policeman on holiday with his niece, relaxed, convivial. You could well learn a
  lot more  and faster  that way. And lets not forget Houdart Fils! Hes, as you calculated, sixteen. Redmayne smiled with satisfaction. Does this Joliffe
  child speak any French?


  Joe recalled with dismay the fast and colloquial street French Dorcas had picked up trailing about after her father in the loucher parts of the Riviera. Fluently, he said
  diplomatically.


  She does? Good. Yes, this might all work out to our advantage. Look here, dont hesitate to telephone us if theres anything we can supply. Full back-up guaranteed.
  Shant be at my desk myself unfortunately. Like your sensible sister, Im going north for a week or two. He glanced at the dramatic Victorian paintings of stags at bay and
  frothing Scottish salmon streams hanging on his panelled walls and sighed with satisfaction. But therell be someone here keeping communications open.


  Telephone? said Joe morosely. Do they have the telephone down there?


  They certainly do. Halfway between Paris and Reims, youd expect it. Things have changed, Sandilands, since you were dodging German shells over there eight years ago. No one like
  the French when it comes to reconstruction. Still, when you come to think of it  theyve had a lot of practice, poor souls. Look at it this way  sorting out
  Charles-Augustes little problem is the teeniest bit of last-minute reconstruction. Least we can do, wouldnt you say?


  At this point Joe, mystified and discouraged, sighed and surrendered the pass.


  
    Now. To business! At last the file was opened and Redmayne pretended to riffle through it. He had clearly made himself familiar with the contents and barely
    needed to refer to it during his briefing.

  


  Know anything about shell-shock? Or the condition we must now call neurasthenia or war psychosis?


  Ive encountered cases, sir. I cant say Ive made a study of it.


  Well, youre going to have to. We have, naturally. In fact Ive managed to put together a few papers here outlining the very latest thinking on the condition. Make yourself
  familiar with them. It may help you in your enquiry.


  My enquiry? And does it have a subject, my enquiry?


  Of course. But not what I gather to be your usual kind of subject. No rotting corpse on offer, no member of the aristocracy done to death in mysterious circumstances. No, the reverse, in
  fact. Youll be helping to solve the mystery of someone whos decidedly (and rather inconveniently) alive.


  He produced from the file a cutting from a French newspaper. The article occupied the whole of the front page and carried a large portrait photograph. Joe took it and translated the headline.
  Do you know this man? He studied the photograph for a few moments and looked up. Of course I know him. Doesnt everybody?


  What! Are you serious?


  But his face is everywhere in London at the moment. On billboards ten feet high. Its Ronald Colman.


  Pleased to have puzzled his boss he added kindly, The film actor, sir, but a Ronald Colman after a heavy night out on the tiles, youd say. Looks rather beaten up. You havent
  seen him in Her Night Of Romance? . . . Lady Windermeres Fan? And most recently Beau Geste? Oh, an excellent film! I do recommend it. Im sure Lady Redmayne could
  tell you all about him. The gentleman is English by birth, wounded in the war and now making a name for himself on the silver screen in America.


  Do be serious, Commander.


  Joe smiled. The resemblance is, actually, quite striking. He looked again at the finely drawn, handsome face with its neat moustache.


  Interesting. Ramble on, will you. First impressions are usually worth hearing. When theyre not flippantly delivered.


  No, I agree, sir, this could not possibly be a screen actor. This man is unaware of or indifferent to the camera. Hes not seeing the photographer, youd say. Hes not
  looking in that slightly embarrassed way we have to the side or past the lens or narcissistically into it. His expression is impossible to read. A mask. There are signs of a wound along his jaw and
  Id say he was about two stones underweight. He began to read out snatches from the accompanying text. The man of mystery was found wandering around a railway station . . .
  Its thought one of a batch of late-release prisoners from a German prisoner-of-war camp for the mentally ill . . . Poor chap. That would account for his vacant expression. The man cannot
  speak, has lost his memory and has been passed along from one asylum to another, fetching up at Reims where he is thought to have originated. The director of the asylum . . . um . . . from a swift
  perusal of this report Id say he would seem to be a splendid fellow . . . has interested himself in the strangers case and taken this unusual step to try to establish his identity and
  locate his family.


  Joe looked up more cheerfully. Well, I cant see a problem there. A man with such striking looks must have been instantly identified, wouldnt you think?


  Redmayne sighed. And theres our problem, Sandilands. Would you believe  over a thousand families from all over France have claimed him! Theyve mobbed the
  asylum demanding to take him home with them. And, as you might guess, most of the claimants are female! Mothers, wives and sisters by the dozen. All desperate to get their man  or perhaps
  any man  back from the front after all these years. Poor devils.


  Easy enough to rule out most of the candidates, Id have thought. Just a matter of process. Now Id have 


  Yes, yes. Whatever you can think of, the French authorities have already done. Height five foot eleven, fair hair, blue eyes. Well, in a country of largely dark-haired, dark-eyed
  inhabitants, those facts ruled out ninety per cent of the bidders for a start. He didnt feature in their Bertillon files so  no criminal record. Unless he went uncaught during his
  career of course. Theres always that. The French police only record the sportsmen theyve actually apprehended and put behind bars.


  Fingerprints, sir? Have they explored the possibilities? I know the system hasnt captured the French imagination  so much invested in the Bertillon recording method 
  but surely a comparison would be possible and most revealing? I understand their police laboratory in Lyon to be in advance of anything we can supply ourselves here in London.


  Joe heard the touch of eagerness in his own voice and sighed.


  Redmayne hurried on, playing his fish with confidence. Other physical details like limbs broken before the war . . . presence or absence of . . . eliminated a few more candidates and the
  upshot is  the authorities were left with a solid core of four claimants who will not be discouraged. They are all perfectly certain that the man belongs to them. Heres a
  list.


  Joe took the sheet of paper and read out one by one the names and addresses of the claimants. Number one: Madame Guy Langlois. A grocers wife  or widow, do you suppose? From
  a village near Reims. Claims to be his mother. Her son, Albert, disappeared during the first battle of the Marne.


  Missing in action. Presumed to be dead, supplied Redmayne. But no body was ever found and no identification medallion handed in.


  Number two: a Mademoiselle Mireille Desforges of Reims, claiming a certain relationship with the mystery man from before the war, vows she can identify him to
  everyones satisfaction by particular physical characteristics not yet revealed to the public. A certain relationship? Rather coy phrasing from our confrres?


  Yes. Family newspaper. Probably means he was her what dye call it? . . . her pimp? And the satisfaction she promises would undoubtedly be her own. Chap probably made
  off with her money in the way of those gentlemen and the lady wants to retrieve some of it.


  Number three: a whole family, evidently. The Tellancourts. Small farmers from the Reims area. Brother and sister adamant that this is their older brother Thomas.


  Some urgency to their claim. Sad case. Lost almost everything in the war. Father and mother are still alive and equally certain of their identification. They present a strong claim. Whole
  village has come out in support. Papa Tellancourt is very ill and not expected to last much longer. They are vociferous in their cries for an early decision. They were actually caught in the act of
  smuggling the chap out of the institution, he smiled, in their eagerness to acquire him.


  Number four. Ah . . . Now I see why Im here and about to ruin my first holiday in three years! Joe cocked an amused eyebrow at the Brigadier. Madame Clovis Houdart.
  Of the champagne house near Epernay The invalid could be her husband, Clovis, posted missing in 1917. Do you wish, at this point, to declare an interest, Sir Douglas?


  Well, of course! He rapped sharply on the desk. But an interest in finding out the truth! You must hear, Sandilands, the facts of the matter . . . be aware of the
  pressures and expectations then you wont fall foul of them. I was approached by my friend, Charles-Auguste, when he heard of the involvement of the British authorities. He appeals to me to
  do what I can to ensure that the widows claim is rejected. Proved false. He is quite certain that the man in question is not his cousin. And he is deeply suspicious of the widows
  motivation in all this. Aline. Her names Aline. Its no secret that the two in-laws do not get on well but more than that I cant tell you. Theyre perfectly polite to each
  other in their French way but you never can tell whats bubbling under the surface, can you? Awkward, what!


  Sir, it occurs to me that we have the same theme running through each of these claims. And I dont refer to the affection they may or may not have for a dear and supposed departed
  one.


  Go on.


  A very prosaic and unromantic but deeply compelling motive. And particularly so in these hard times in France. Money, sir. I fear each of these claims could be based on financial
  gain.


  What an unworthy thought! Had the same one myself. Mm . . . yes . . . been researching this. Save you some time. If he is ever identified to the authorities satisfaction, the man
  will, of course, even though hes out of his head and unaware of anything, be qualified to receive a very generous allowance from the state. A sort of war pension, calculated from the time of
  his vanishing to the present day and beyond. Froggies are quite a bit more open-handed than we are when it comes to paying for damages. His family, whoever they are proved to be, can count on
  receiving  shall we say  eight years back pay. A fortune to some of the names on that list.


  Park the poor fellow in a rocking chair in the corner and they can go on drawing his pension as long as they can keep him alive, said Joe. I would expect he qualifies for a
  disability allowance? But your friend Houdart? Some other financial advantage there, surely, I would guess? If the widows claim were to be upheld, Clovis would be restored to
  the family estates and Charles-Augustes presence would be in question, probably redundant. Thank you so much, dear cousin, but you may leave now. I will do all that is necessary from
  now on. Not confident I could navigate the intricacies of the Gallic laws of inheritance but obviously spanners would be thrown into works with a resounding clang.


  In a nutshell. Yes. It may come down to inheritance.


  But you mentioned something, sir . . . just now . . . which intrigued me. You say your friend contacted you with his plea for assistance after the police and the British
  authorities were made aware? We may assume his approach to be subsequent to  and perhaps dependent on  the official representation? Im wondering why they should be bothering
  you with this affair at all.


  Redmayne was happy with Joes perception and his increasingly obvious involvement with the puzzle. Rem acu tetigisti, Commander. Spot on the problem! He leaned back,
  confident that his investigation was launched. This director of the asylum, you had correctly identified as a good egg. Scientist by training, medical man, student of Charcot and Freud, I
  understand, not a civilian placeholder. Youre to liaise with him. Hes the target of much sniping from various French government departments for reasons you can probably guess but he
  has an interesting tale to tell. He got his voice heard largely because the new information he had to offer rather suited them, Im thinking. But then, I have a very suspicious
  mind.


  Joe remained silent waiting for the final twist and jerk that would land him firmly in Redmaynes net.


  This medic has lavished care and attention on our mystery man, whose case seems to have caught his imagination. He has made copious notes on his condition and tried, by experiment, not
  electrical shocks  the doc is a humane man, it would seem  to find out the nature and cause of his illness. One night, a week or so ago, he was called by a nurse to the mans
  room. The patient was reported to be having a particularly alarming nightmare and crying out in his sleep. Fascinating, of course. Normally completely dumb, perhaps, under the influence of the
  nightmare, he might well reveal some information? A useful name or two . . . Odile, mon amour, tu me manques! Maman, ton fils, Robert, te cherche! Something of that
  nature.


  Yes? And did he make out any words?


  He did. Most surprising. And how lucky for us that this director is an educated man. He recognized the language at once. The patient was screaming out a stream of words.


  And this is where we find ourselves involved, Sandilands. The words he was screaming were English.


  
    As Joe paused in the doorway to readjust the bulky file under his arm, Redmayne called out: By the way, Joe . . . a last word of advice. The name Houdart
    . . . know what it means?

  


  No idea, sir. Ive never heard it before.


  No. Most unusual. Charles tells me its a very ancient one from two Germanic roots. He frowned in an effort to remember. Hild, meaning combat and hard
  meaning . . . well . . . hard. Hard in combat. Tough fighter. And although Aline wasnt herself born with that surname  I believe she started out as a de Sailly  shes
  certainly grown into it. Oh, and Aline Houdart, youll find, is a damned attractive woman.


  The glance he directed at Joe was avuncular, amused. Have a care, my boy!
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