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        This dedication is reserved for my family and friends across the world who embrace peace, love, and our shared humanity.  It is for those of us who understand that cultural and religious differences should never be a reason to divide us. We should learn to accept, before we reject.

        This book belongs to the peacemakers alone. 

        Gary Masson 2026

      

        

      
        “Darkness cannot drive out darkness: only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out hate: only love can do that"

        Reverend Martin Luther King Jnr, 1957

      

        

      
        “For, in the final analysis, our most basic common link is that we all inhabit this small planet. We all breathe the same air. We all cherish our children's future. And we are all mortal.”

        President John F. Kennedy, 1963
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        The following story was inspired by real events.

      

      

      

      John Jammes, a seventeen-year-old French Resistance fighter once poignantly observed. “People don’t realise the trauma of losing your freedom. Freedom of action. Freedom of speech…”

      His words echo through time, forcing us to consider the contrasting experiences of those who lived through the Hell of World War II. For many in Anglosphere countries — Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the United States — such traumas were, by and large, unimagined realities. Although these nations suffered terrible losses on the battlefield, their citizens were spared the daily terrors of brutal Nazi occupation.

      It is true to say, that many British families suffered the privations of food rationing and the long dark nights during the Blitz. But life continued with a stubborn resilience. The sacrifices of soldiers, sailors, airmen, and the women who kept the factories running, as well as the civilians who withstood the onslaught of German bombs, are rightly honoured and remembered.

      However, for the people of occupied France, Belgium, the Netherlands, and much of continental Europe, the war imposed a far harsher reality. Daily life was marked not only by rationing, but by the constant threat of violence and death. Children cried out in hunger, women were abused and men deported or murdered on an industrial scale. Such was life under the Jackboot of Adolf Hitler’s tyrannical regime. Resistance was not only a matter of survival. It was inevitable.

      The contrast between the occupied and the free is stark. While the British people continued their, albeit limited freedoms; across the Channel, millions endured unspeakable horrors. It is our duty to remember not only the valour of those who fought; but also the quiet endurance of those who lived through Nazi occupation.

      The price of freedom is invariably counted in blood. A truth written across the pages of history. Each sacrifice stands as a testament to the enduring human spirit that refuses to yield when faced with oppression.

      I hate war. There’s nothing good about it. War should never be the last option.

      

      Gary Masson 2026

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          June 1994

        

      

    

    
      Slowly and carefully, the old man climbed the stone steps and stopped in front of the large open doorway. He stared at the bullet holes in the wall in front of him. It wasn’t the first time he’d stared at them. He had seen them before — a long, long time ago.

      Removing his flat cap, he smoothed his thinning grey hair and stepped across the threshold into a place he hadn’t set foot in for fifty years. The last time he stood there, his eyes had fallen upon a sight so horrific and unimaginable, that he truly believed Hell existed right here on Earth. He paused for a moment, looking around the large empty space — letting his eyes linger on the remnants of displays, once ornate and joyful, now broken and silent.

      He fixed his gaze on the pitted wall ahead, each bullet hole a cruel reminder etched into the limestone. Leaning closer, he traced the contours of the marks with his trembling fingers, noticing how shallow they were, with softly rounded edges. Testimony to decades of exposure to the elements. He was no different. He too had been sculpted by the passage of time — and not just physically. He had never spoken of the secret life he lived so very long ago, not even to his own wife and children. It was a burden he alone carried.

      All around him, more bullet holes scarred the old limestone walls, marking the fatal journeys they’d taken as they tore through the innocent victims deliberately placed in their paths. A shudder ran through him as the echoes of that terrible time pressed heavy on his soul, the faces of the dead flashing before his eyes, tormenting his tortured mind.

      He looked towards the eastern wall and his eyes caught sight of a tiny, rusted pram on the floor. The image pierced his composure and he was swept away by grief. He sobbed, uncontrollably, feeling as if his legs might give way; and instinctively, he stretched out a hand to steady himself against the cool, hard stone. His pulse raced, breaths short and shallow, as an overwhelming feeling that he was drowning in the past washed over him.

      Unable to take any more, he went back outside and walked towards the low stone wall off to his right. Gingerly, he sat down trying to regain some sense of where — and when — he was.

      He fought hard to control his emotions, twisting his hands together, a storm of anger, hatred, and bitter loss raging within him. Gradually, the tremors faded, and his breathing steadied. With a heavy shuddering sigh, he lifted his head. The building loomed above, its ancient grey walls etched against the slow-moving sky.

      The old man’s gaze drifted towards the steps — settling on the large iron effigy of Jesus on the Cross — a symbol of hope forged to watch over this place through the generations. “Where were you?” he whispered. His voice was rough and low, torn by memory and grief. “Where were you —  when they needed you most?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          January 1944

        

      

    

    
      “Signal confirmed, Lieutenant. Time check, local, 0210hrs. Commencing final approach. Get ready and good luck!”

      The sole passenger, sitting in a separate compartment behind the pilot glanced at the French watch he had been supplied with. It had already been set to local time. His heart raced as he steeled himself for the landing, nervous apprehension churning his guts as he wondered if he would be met by allies or enemies. The two men had rehearsed the procedure many times at RAF Tangmere as they waited for the order to Go! Now it was happening for real.

      The American forced a wry grin, despite the tension coiling within him. “Thank you, sir. I think I’m gonna’ need it!”

      Squadron Leader Hugh Verity reduced the power to the single engine, and the aircraft began to descend towards the dark fields below. He had already circled the area twice, looking for the signal lights that would let him know whether or not to proceed with the mission. The signals were prearranged in Morse code. The people on the ground would use a handheld torch to signal one letter of the alphabet, and Verity, using the aircraft landing light, would reply with a different letter. Only one person on the ground and the pilot in the air would know what those letters were.

      No signal meant there was a problem and the mission would be scrubbed. If the signal received was not the correct letter, he would immediately get out of the area because the mission had very likely been compromised. It had happened before.

      Twenty-three year old Hugh Verity was a very experienced pilot and had flown these types of missions dozens of times. He was the commander of ‘A’ Flight, part of the No. 161 Squadron RAF which was the ultra-secretive wing of the Special Operations Executive. The SOE was a clandestine British wartime organisation which carried out espionage, sabotage, and reconnaissance missions all across Nazi-occupied Europe.

      SOE agents would be parachuted or landed into enemy territory to link up with Resistance fighters, bringing with them weapons and equipment. They would often work in two or three man teams, one of whom was usually a communications specialist.

      Every secret mission into enemy territory during World War II was inherently dangerous. Captured agents would be interrogated and tortured by the Gestapo before being shot as spies. The SOE operatives knew the risks and took every precaution possible to avoid capture by the enemy. A great many of them, however — men and women — would pay the ultimate price for their bravery.

      Verity was content that the Morse signals he had seen and sent were correct; and he continued his descent. Directly ahead he saw three dim lights forming an “L” shaped pattern on the ground. This was exactly what he expected to see.

      The aircraft used on these types of operations was the Lysander MKIII. It was an odd looking aircraft with gull shaped wings set directly above and behind the pilot. Painted black for operational reasons, it was small and challenging to fly. It did, however, have a range of just over eleven hundred kilometres, and could land and take off within one hundred and fifty metres. Those characteristics were crucial to the types of missions 161 Squadron undertook.

      The mission this time was just a little bit different. It was the first time the SOE and their American equivalent, the OSS, had agreed to work together. As the Allies prepared to invade mainland Europe in the early summer of 1944, British and American intelligence services sought agents with French backgrounds to connect with Resistance groups in occupied France. There were only five months until D-Day, and there was still so much to do.

      Verity had been selected to fly this particular American to a field between Poitiers and Limoges in central France. He knew nothing about him. Indeed, they knew nothing about each other. All they knew were each other’s ranks. That was the way it had to be. Secrecy was critical to mission success and nothing was left to chance.

      As usual, the secret operations would only be authorised to take place during the two week span of a full Moon, because the pilots navigated by line of sight. Flying into occupied territory at night was fraught with peril — pilots relying on nothing more than a map spread across their knees and a small torch gripped in one sweating palm.

      The landing zones had to be chosen with great care by the people on the ground, following strict instructions given by the SOE in London. The selected field needed to be in a remote location and five hundred metres in length. Three guide lights would be placed on the ground forming the distinctive L-shape that Verity now descended towards. The approach, landing, and take-off sequence was intended to be executed seamlessly, ensuring optimal speed and efficiency.

      As the wheels hit the ground at the first guide light, Verity quickly reduced the engine power to idle and applied the brakes to bring them to a virtual stop at the second guide light. Turning the aircraft right towards the third light, and still moving, he shouted to his passenger. “OK, out you go now! Good luck.”

      The American lifted the glass canopy, tossed his large kit bag out of the aircraft and using the metal ladder on the port side of the fuselage, he quickly lowered himself onto the ground. It took all of five seconds. As he was trained to do, he lay flat on the ground, weapon in hand. He lay perfectly still, heart thumping, the sharp scent of churned grass filling his nostrils as he watched the Lysander taxi away from him. Suddenly, he became aware of a presence nearby.

      “Ne bouge pas!” The voice was soft but commanding.

      The American did as he was told, not moving a muscle. He couldn’t tell if the voice was friend or foe. He only knew that it came from behind him. As he lay on the ground, another man walked past carrying two large bags. The American watched as the stranger approached the slow moving aircraft and tossed the bags into the passenger cockpit he so recently vacated. Then the man himself jumped onto the ladder and climbed into the aircraft, closing the glass canopy behind him.

      “Lève-toi, prends ton sac et suis-moi!” ordered the voice from behind.

      The American again, did as he was told. He got up, grabbed his bag, and followed the Frenchman to the tree line, a short distance away. Only then, did he notice the Sten gun in the right hand of his new ‘companion.’ When they arrived at the trees, the Frenchman stopped and turned to watch the Lysander. Verity had taken it back to the first guide light and turned the small aircraft around, preparing for take-off.

      The American risked a furtive glance to his left and caught a glimpse of the Frenchman. The streaks of black camouflage masked any facial features under the bright moonlight. He looks about my age. Definitely not older than me. The Frenchman did not look at the American.

      As both men watched, they heard the Lysander engine throttle up, and in an instant, it was speeding down the field towards them. Mere seconds passed before it lifted skywards, banked left, and disappeared into the dark sky above.

      “Attendez ici!” ordered the young Frenchman and he ran out into the field to retrieve the three guide lights.

      With the Lysander gone, there wasn’t another sound to be heard. The night was cold and still, an almost full Moon shining brightly in the sky. For the first time, the American felt nervous and vulnerable. He was deep behind enemy lines and all alone, save for this one Frenchman.

      When the man returned, he simply said, “suivez-moi et ne parlez pas!”

      The American did as he was told. Following behind into the thick forest, keeping his mouth firmly shut.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      It was half past two in the morning, and Marielle was still wide awake. The dark curtains weren’t quite strong enough to block the intense brightness of the full Moon filtering into the otherwise darkened room. Lately, she’d had trouble sleeping. Though feelings of excitement, anticipation, and hope persisted; they were frequently accompanied by a sense of apprehension.

      There was much talk that the war could end soon. Some suggested it could be over by the end of the summer. Others, that it would be over by Christmas. She didn’t want to speculate. She remembered the carefree summers before the occupation, when laughter spilled through the narrow streets, and fear was nothing more than a distant rumour. Now, after four long years of brutal repression, her only wish was to see the hated Nazis gone from French lands.

      Rumours abounded that the Germans were suffering a crushing defeat on the Eastern Front. The Soviet Red Army were pressing westward, forcing the Nazi troops to retreat towards central Europe, meanwhile the allied forces had invaded southern Italy and were advancing north. Is it truly possible? Could it be that we might finally get to live peacefully again in a liberated France?

      

      “Mama, I’m cold.”

      Marielle raised her head from the pillow and gazed lovingly at the little boy in the doorway. “Robert, what are you doing awake at this hour my darling? I’m cold too. Come into bed with mama and we can keep each other warm. Is that ok?”

      “Yes mama, I will keep you warm,” said the youngster as he climbed into bed with a huge grin on his face. He slipped beneath the bedcovers and immediately snuggled into his mother’s warm embrace. Marielle wrapped her arm around her young son, holding him tight to her chest.

      “Mama, when is papa coming home?”

      “Oh, it won’t be for a few days yet, I imagine. He has important work to do.” She hated having to lie, but Robert wasn’t quite three years old, and it was better to keep things simple. At such a young age, the child had no comprehension whatsoever of how complicated and dangerous the world outside really was.

      “I don’t like it when he’s away. I miss him mama.”

      “I miss him too, my darling, but hopefully he will be back with us very soon. Now, close your eyes and go to sleep. I have to get up in a few hours to tend to the animals and I need to get some rest too.”

      “OK mama. Goodnight mama,” murmured the youngster, already falling asleep as the warmth of his mother’s body radiated through him. Marielle bent over and kissed the toddler gently on the forehead.

      As young Robert slept blissfully, she thought about her beloved husband. She had no idea where he was; and that’s the way it had to be. “I love you, Jean,” she whispered to the darkness, before closing her eyes and drifting off to sleep.

      

      Marielle Dubois was only eighteen when she met the man who would forever change her life. It was June 1939, when she and her younger sister Emilie attended an early summer fayre in one of the small villages, just outside their home city of Limoges in central France. The two sisters were selling bread at a market stall set up by their father, Monsieur Paul Dubois, a renowned baker in the nearby city — a city famous for its exquisite porcelain. The enticing aroma of freshly baked bread drifted through the warm air, as the lively chatter of villagers made the fayre feel alive with promise and excitement.

      It had been a busy morning, and Marielle had just finished serving freshly prepared baguettes to yet another satisfied customer. “Next, please,” she called out cheerfully, her eyes fixed on a stubborn stain on her shirt sleeve.

      “I’ll have one pain de campagne, please.” The man’s voice was low and gentle.

      Marielle glanced up, pausing as she quietly caught her breath. A tall, clean-shaven young man with fair hair, broad shoulders and the deepest blue eyes was standing in front of her. For a second, she didn’t move. She just held his gaze, her heart fluttering in her chest.

      The man smiled. “Mademoiselle?”

      “Ah, yes… of course. One pain de campagne. That will be one franc, please, monsieur.” She looked away, her composure wavering, trying to busy herself with small tasks — straightening loaves, smoothing the linen, hoping it would settle her nerves. The young man produced the coin from his pocket and watched her with a patient smile as she handed him the bread. Again, she found herself gazing into his eyes, her words stumbling over themselves. “That will be one franc, please, monsieur.”

      He grinned. “Yes, you already told me that.”

      “Oh, did I? I’m sorry. It’s just that … well, I, uhm ….” She faltered, feeling exposed and acutely aware of every heartbeat, every breath. It was as if he could see right through her.

      “My bread, mademoiselle?”

      “Ah yes, here you are,” she purred softly, still lost in the depths of his gaze — handing over the loaf with her left hand and opening her right hand.

      The young man gently placed the coin in her tiny trembling palm, his finger tips delicately brushing her skin. “Merci beaucoup, mademoiselle. Have a good day,” he said cheerfully, offering a final dazzling smile before turning and walking away towards the nearby river. Marielle couldn’t take her eyes off him. She watched as he sat down in the lush green grass under the shade of a large tree. Her heart was racing.

      “Mademoiselle! Two baguettes please! That’s the second time I’ve asked you!” The elderly lady was less than pleased.

      “I’m so sorry, madame. Please forgive me,” spluttered Marielle, her cheeks flushing with embarrassment.

      As she served the angry lady, Marielle furtively glanced once more in the direction of the river. Just out of the corner of her eye, she noticed her sister Emilie standing a few feet away — staring at her with a knowing smile, arms folded across her chest.

      “What?” asked Marielle trying to sound innocent.

      “Well… I... never.” Emilie’s voice was laced with more than a hint of sarcasm. “What just happened to the prim and proper, Mademoiselle Dubois? It’s just as well mama and papa aren’t here to witness that. It was quite shameful really.” Emilie loved teasing her elder sister. The two of them adored each other and they were inseparable. There were just fourteen months between them and both girls worked for their father at the bakery in Limoges.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about Emi. Get on with your work and don’t be such a busy body!”

      Emilie grinned, her eyes twinkling. “He is very handsome, isn’t he?”

      “Who?”

      “Don’t give me that ‘who’ nonsense, Marielle Dubois!” scolded Emilie. “You can’t take your eyes off him. And, for what it’s worth, he has been staring at you all morning, but you’ve been too busy to notice.”

      Marielle’s brow furrowed with genuine surprise as she glanced back at her sister. “What do you mean?”

      Emilie giggled. “He has walked past this bread stall at least three times, trying to catch your eye. I was watching. He finally plucked up the courage to approach you; and you went to jelly. It was so funny to watch.”

      “Oh, Emi, don’t talk such rubbish. He is just another customer, one of the dozens we’ve had today, and … Oh my God! He’s coming back Emi,” squealed an excited, Marielle. She’d been in mid-conversation with her sister when she happened to glance across to the riverbank, and saw the young man get up from under the tree and begin walking towards the bakery stall again. “What do I do Emi? What do I do?”

      The young man smiled as he approached. “Hello again. I’m still a bit hungry and I was wondering what other types of bread you have for sale. Perhaps you could recommend something for me?”

      Marielle caught her breath once more as their eyes met. “Well, we have so many different types. All of the highest quality, I may add.” She was trying her level best to be professional but failing miserably. Her hands trembled slightly as she fumbled with the bread knife, hoping he wouldn't notice her flushed cheeks.

      “We have bague…”

      “My name is Jean. Jean Saint-Clair,” interrupted the young man, a beaming smile on his face as he thrust a large hand across the bread display bench towards a stunned Marielle. “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, Mademoiselle Dubois.”

      Marielle was startled. “How do you know my name?” she asked, extending her hand across the bench, watching as it was completely enveloped by his.

      Jean’s gaze was warm and searching; a subtle mischievous smile curling his lips. “Well, I simply looked up at the sign above the stall, which says ‘Paul Dubois – Baker and Pastry Maker’—and connected the dots.”

      Marielle’s heart beat a little faster, her hand lingering in his, unwilling to break the contact just yet. “And how do you know I’m not just an employee?” A hint of sarcasm tinted her words.

      “I’ve been watching you all morning. Most employees don't care for the products and displays like you do; you treat them with a dedication and attention that feels like family.”

      Marielle’s cheeks flushed. She was even more intrigued. Here before her stood the most handsome man she had ever laid eyes on, and he was very obviously highly intelligent, observant; and blessed with just a tinge of arrogance.

      She loved that in a man. Almost reluctantly, she released her hand from his. Still playing coy, she tried to coax him into speaking more, a way of keeping him at the stall. “You said, you’ve been watching me all morning. Why?”

      “Oh, for pity’s sake, you two!” Emilie’s voice rang out with playful exasperation as she stood with her hands on her hips, just a short distance away. “Monsieur Saint-Clair, would you please take my dumb sister away and buy her a coffee? I’ll look after the stall. Honestly, I do most of the work anyway, you’ve probably noticed that too.”

      Jean lowered his head, struggling to suppress a chuckle as the corners of his mouth twitched in appreciation. Emilie was utterly irrepressible; her blunt honesty paired with a warmth that made her instantly likeable. He turned to Marielle, his eyes sparkling in the midday sun. “Mademoiselle Dubois? If that is indeed your name, would you like to come and have a coffee with me?”

      Marielle hesitated, her voice barely above a whisper as she fiddled nervously with the edge of her apron. “Well, I’m not really sure if I can…”

      “Yes, she would.” Emilie declared. “Now go, Marielle, before I change my mind. Go on!”

      Sheepish but grateful, Marielle smiled warmly at her little sister. Taking a steadying breath, she stepped out from behind the bakery stall, brushing flour from her hands as she gathered her composure. “Very well, Monsieur Saint-Clair. My name is indeed Marielle Dubois, and yes, I would be delighted to come and have a coffee with you.”

      As she removed her apron, carefully folding it away, Jean offered her a reassuring smile — at the same time silently mouthing a heartfelt “thank you” to the grinning Emilie, who winked and mouthed back.

      “You’re welcome.”

      

      Marielle Dubois was used to male attention. Not a day went by that young men didn’t try to flirt with her in some way as she delivered her father’s bread around the city. A very petite 5ft 1inch tall, she had long dark hair, sparkling green eyes, high cheekbones and beautifully full lips. She was perfectly proportioned in every way and widely regarded as one of the most beautiful girls in Limoges.

      She accepted the daily flirting graciously; but never reciprocated any of it. She was totally dedicated to her parents, and her family life in general.

      When she wasn’t working, Marielle would relax by reading and going for walks with Emilie. The sisters discussing, with amusement, the various antics of the young men trying so very hard to attract their attention. Up to this point in their lives, neither had been in a romantic relationship, nor ever considered having one.

      

      For the rest of the afternoon, Jean and Marielle sat at a corner table of the open air coffee house. They were completely enraptured with one another. Almost unconsciously, they edged their chairs closer together with each passing moment. Marielle found herself glancing at Jean, then quickly looking away, cheeks flushed and fingers nervously tracing the rim of her cup.

      “I noticed you first thing this morning as you were setting up the stall with your father,” Jean said softly. “You are the most beautiful girl I have ever seen in my life. Three times I walked by your stall just to get a glimpse of you. I wanted to speak to you, but I lost my courage. In the end, I couldn’t wait anymore and thought, what the Hell?” Jean hesitated, wondering if he’d gone too far, too quick.

      The words caught Marielle off guard and her heart fluttered wildly. She felt a warmth rising in her chest, a blend of embarrassment and disbelief. Was he truly speaking to her? She gave a small, nervous laugh and looked down, tracing invisible patterns on the tablecloth. “Well, I’m glad you did,” she said softly.

      They exchanged shy awkward glances, each of them waiting on the other to make the first move. It was Jean who spoke first. “Tell me about yourself, Marielle,” he said quietly. “I want to know all about you.”

      He listened intently as Marielle talked about her life in Limoges. The Dubois family had been bakers for three generations and had established themselves as one of the city’s best known businesses. Her parents, Paul and Marguerite Dubois, had met and married soon after the Great War ended in 1918. They took over the bakery when Paul’s parents retired. The couple had worked hard to make the company grow and prosper — even after Marielle was born in November of 1920, and Emilie in March of ’22, they never stopped working. Jean could tell that she came from a close knit and loving family.

      “What about you, Jean? What’s your story? I know you aren’t from around here because of your accent. I would guess you are from up north somewhere. You’ve just let me ramble on for the last half hour without you saying much of anything at all.”

      “I could listen to your voice all day,” said Jean, softly. Marielle blushed. “I like listening to you; and watching you, as you speak. I’ve never seen or heard anyone quite like you.” He hesitated for a moment. “I come from a very different world and to sit here with you has been one of the most incredible moments in my life.”

      Marielle blushed again and she was beginning to have feelings that she’d never had before. The longer she sat with Jean, the more she felt them. She wanted so desperately to reach out and touch his hand, but she kept her resolve. Every time he looked at her with those deep blue eyes, she squirmed in her chair and her heart felt as if it would punch through her chest.

      Something was happening and the normally calm and clear headed Marielle Dubois was struggling to keep her emotions under control. She asked him again. “Tell me about yourself, Jean. Please? I’m genuinely interested. Who are you? Where do you come from?”

      Jean took a deep breath, his eyes lingering on Marielle for a moment before speaking. “Well, I suppose the most important thing to tell you, is that my name isn’t actually, Jean Saint-Clair. Not officially, anyway.”

      Marielle half raised her coffee cup, then put it down again, a flicker of concern passing across her face.

      He reached out, tenderly resting his huge hand on hers. She didn’t pull away. “Don’t worry. I’m not a criminal on the run, nor some con artist. Let me explain. My name in French is, indeed, Jean Saint-Clair. But I was christened, John Sinclair.”

      Marielle was immediately intrigued.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      John Sinclair was born in Amiens, France, in February 1920. His father, Robert, was a soldier in the famous Black Watch Regiment from the Highlands of Scotland, deployed to France at the outbreak of the Great War in 1914. Robert endured the terrible battles of the Somme and Passchendaele before being badly wounded at Ypres in 1918, an injury that would alter the course of his life.

      Robert’s recovery was slow and often painful. During his long months in hospital, he was cared for by a young French nurse named Yvette Renaud. As the weeks turned into months, a bond formed between them. Their connection deepened as they spent more time together, finding comfort and hope in each other’s company amidst the lingering shadows of war. When the armistice was declared, Robert chose to remain in France rather than return to Scotland; he and Yvette marrying in 1919, embracing the promise of peace and a new life together.

      John was born the following year. His arrival brought immense joy to his parents, but the happiness was tinged with sorrow when Yvette suffered complications during childbirth that left her unable to have more children. John would be their only child.

      The family settled into a modest home on the outskirts of Amiens, and Yvette returned to her nursing. Robert came from a farming background in Scotland, and he found familiar work on a local farm — drawing on the skills he’d honed before the war. Life was simple and marked by hard work. The rhythms of rural France became the backdrop to John’s childhood. Wheat fields swaying in the wind, the aroma of freshly baked baguettes and the sound of church bells on Sundays.

      Though Robert adapted to French life very easily, he clung to his Scottish roots. He spoke only English to John from birth, insisting that his son grow up bilingual. At home, Scottish traditions blended seamlessly with French customs. On New Year’s Eve, Robert would recite verses from Burns and share stories of the Highlands. On Bastille Day, Yvette taught John the words to “La Marseillaise.” Family meals often included both oatcakes and baguettes, symbolising the merging of their two cultures.

      John attended the local school, growing up immersed in a heady mix of multi-cultural traditions. The values of resilience and loyalty shaping his early years, qualities inherited from both sides of his family.

      Despite the scars left by war, the Sinclairs built a life filled with love, perseverance, and the hope of better days ahead. During the Autumn of 1931, Robert received a letter from Scotland notifying him of his father's passing, and his inheritance of the family farm as the sole surviving son. He always knew the day would come. His two elder brothers had both been killed at the Battle of the Somme in 1916 — an event that broke his heart. He and his brothers were very close to one another, and their deaths had a profound effect upon him.

      Yvette was completely devoted to her husband and accepted that relocating the family to Scotland was the only option available to them. She faced the challenge with her usual mix of excitement and courage. After working as a nurse for the duration of the Great War, nothing scared Yvette Renaud.

      The family arrived near Ballater in the Scottish Highlands in January 1932. The mountains and glens were white with heavy winter snow, and Yvette declared that she had come to the most beautiful place in all the world. During their time together, Robert had taught her to speak English fluently, and the locals were utterly enchanted by her soft French accent. John was already completely bilingual, and the other children in school were in awe of the youngster. He had even developed a slight Scottish accent; a result of only hearing Robert speak English his entire life.

      Despite the challenges of running a farm in such a harsh environment, life was generally good in the Highlands, until Yvette fell ill during the winter of 1937. At first, it was little more than a whisper of illness, dismissed as a passing cold. But within a week, her gentle cough grew into a vicious, racking struggle for breath, her face flushed with fever.

      Robert sat by Yvette’s bedside, clutching her hand as her breathing became shallow and every gasp seemed an effort. His heart pounded with dread, helpless as he watched the woman who had been his anchor slip further away. John hovered in the doorway, silent tears streaking his cheeks as confusion and fear tore the youngster apart.

      As the days blurred into nights, hope faded. When Yvette finally succumbed to pneumonia, the loss shattered their fragile world — leaving Robert a grieving widower, and John lost and motherless. He was only seventeen.

      After Yvette’s death, a dreadful grief settled over the household like a persistent mist. Robert wandered aimlessly through rooms heavy with memory, the sound of Yvette’s laughter haunting the silence.

      He could no longer bear to sleep in their bed, choosing instead to spend long, fitful nights staring into the darkness from his armchair; a bottle of whisky clutched in his trembling hand.

      John chose a different route, his desperation for solace made him double down on his chores. He mucked out the byre, patched the barn roof, hauled feed — his body moving even as his heart ached. The farm became both his refuge and his torment, every furrow and fencepost a reminder of the mother he had lost.

      

      John idolised his father. When Yvette was still alive, Robert had taught him how to use a gun; and how to hunt and fish in the mountains of Scotland. The pair of them used to disappear for days at a time, John hanging on his father’s every word, eager to learn the skills and stories Robert passed down. Those times, filled with adventure and quiet lessons, felt distant now. Almost as if they belonged to another life.

      With his mother gone, everything changed. The man John had once seen as unbreakable, now seemed lost and diminished, barely emerging into daylight. Each day, he watched on as his father slipped further away, the weight of grief driving Robert deeper into the bottle. It was agony for him to watch the person he so loved and admired unravel so quickly — his strength replaced by despair, and his laughter silenced. John considered seeking professional help for his father, desperate to halt the decline. But the shadows had already closed in. Sadly, it would prove to be too late.

      A little over five months after losing his mother, John found his father in the barn. A single bullet wound to the head told the dreadful story. It was lambing season 1938, and he had only just turned eighteen. All alone in a country he only partially considered home.

      He struggled on for months, the weight of solitude and memory pressing down on him as he went through the motions of farm life. The laughter that once filled their home was now only a faint echo, and the quiet beauty of the Highlands felt more isolating than comforting.

      As autumn crept across the Scottish hills, John felt an ache growing inside him. A longing for the vibrant life he once knew in France. The routine of the farm dulled his spirit, and he realised that staying would only deepen his sense of loss and detachment.

      One evening, as he sat alone on a hillside watching the sun disappear behind the magnificent mountains to the west, John understood what his heart was telling him.

      To remain in Scotland was to remain in mourning. To leave, was to seek the possibility of joy and belonging once more. His mind was clear. He decided to sell the farm and follow his destiny.

      

      Selling the farm was easy. It was prime real estate and he got decent money for it. John was ‘canny’ like his father, and he put the proceeds of the sale into an interest bearing bank account, where it would stay until he needed it most. He had no intention of touching the money, and wanted to go out into the world earning his keep as he went, following whatever path lay ahead.

      On a cold, wet morning in October 1938, John Sinclair boarded the train at Ballater station, bound for Edinburgh. Though he was only eighteen, he was utterly without fear of what lay ahead. He was an imposing individual and could look after himself.

      His father Robert had been affectionately known as the “Beast of Ballater,” with his huge 6ft 3 inch frame, topped by a shock of red hair. John was slightly shorter at 6ft 2 inches, but he had inherited his father’s broad shoulders and arms, though less so the red hair. John was fair haired, like his mother, Yvette. He was though, even at his young age, supremely confident that he could deal with anything life threw at him.

      After spending a few days in Edinburgh getting to know Scotland’s capital city, he boarded a train to London. He had taken a small amount of money with him, and opted to stay in cheap bed and breakfast places so as not to be overly stupid with his limited funds. A week later, he took the train to Dover and boarded the ferry to France. He was beside himself with joy. I’m going home, he thought.

      When he arrived at Calais, he made another life changing decision. Originally, his plan had been to go directly to Amiens and reconnect with the past; and with the friends he left behind there seven years before. On the boat, however, he’d had a change of heart. He already knew Amiens, what more could he do there? He had friends in the city, of course he did, but he wanted to meet new people, experience new things. Why not? I’m only young once! he thought to himself. On a whim, John headed to Paris.

      Although he’d lived in France for over ten years, his parents had never taken him to the nation’s capital. Now, as a young man, he was visiting the City of Love for the very first time. John was delighted to be speaking French again. It felt good and perfectly normal for him.

      The city of Paris has always been an intensely cosmopolitan place. John loved sitting at pavement cafés, listening to English speaking tourists having conversations, blissfully unaware that the young man at the next table understood every word they said. It wasn’t really until that moment that he appreciated just how important it had been that his parents forced him to be bilingual. It was so easy for him now. Natural even. And he was having fun too.

      At first, as with any new adventure, John was utterly enchanted by Paris. The city’s grandeur swept him off his feet: the magnificent Eiffel Tower, the regal Arc de Triomphe, and the beautifully historic Notre Dame Cathedral, left him breathless with wonder. Yet, after only a week, the realities of city life began to press upon him. His funds dwindled quickly. Paris was an expensive place, and his modest accommodation and meals were draining his savings at an alarming rate.

      Determined to support himself, John turned to his greatest asset — his effortless bilingualism. Quickly, he secured a position as a waiter in a fashionable hotel on the Champs Elysées, serving wealthy, English-speaking tourists from all corners of the globe. John soon discovered, however, that the hotel was as much a stage for flirtation, as it was for fine dining. The guests, men and women alike, were quick to notice him.

      It was his first ever encounter with gay men, and he was astounded by their brazenness as they commented on how sexy he looked in his form fitting uniform. John acknowledged each compliment and invitation with a courteous, composed smile; and then walked away. He wasn’t interested in men at all — not in any way, shape or form.

      On the other hand, he did enjoy watching the beautiful women who frequented the bar and restaurant. They were elegantly made up, beautifully dressed and smelled of expensive perfumes — so very different to what he was used to in the Highlands. His adolescent years in rural Scotland had neither prepared him for the stunning women of Paris, nor for the predatory gay men.

      John worked hard for weeks on end, barely taking time off, his goal, to save as much money as he could for the future. But, as the New Year of 1939 dawned and January eventually turned into February, he became restless again.

      He was getting tired of the endless invites to visit the hotel rooms of rich guests — both men and women — to which he always very politely refused. He was also quickly tiring of his landlady’s frequent visits to his own room during the night.

      It had started as just a little fun before Christmas but had very quickly become something tiresome and contrived, at least to John. The landlady, one Chantelle Bernard, a mid-thirties, very attractive blonde widow had flirted with him since the very first day he rented the room. John cleverly side stepped her advances each time, but eventually, intrigue got the better of him. He was eighteen years old, sexually innocent, and his virginal status hung over him like the Sword of Damocles. On one of the few weekends he wasn’t working, John let himself be seduced by the relentless widow.

      He very much enjoyed his first experience. Indeed, he enthusiastically spent all of Saturday, Sunday, and almost every night after that as a willing pupil in the arms of the masterful and insatiable Madame Bernard. Soon after though, Chantelle started to become a problem. She had taught John the art of love making a little too well. He had become expert in bringing her to levels of satisfaction she had never reached before, and she wanted more. She craved the attention of the young man, so much so, that she demanded he leave his job. She wanted him to attend only to her needs. He wouldn’t have to worry about earning a living. She would give him anything he wanted.

      For John, what began as youthful excitement, soon shifted almost imperceptibly into a sense of slavish discomfort. One evening, after turning down yet another offer from a wealthy guest, and returning to find Chantelle waiting expectantly at his door — he decided enough was enough.

      Paris had lost its lustre, replaced by a falseness and decadence he could no longer ignore, and he yearned for the earthy, natural world he knew before. At heart, he was a country boy, and his future, he realised, lay far from the glittering facades of Paris. The city’s seductive allure had played its part, but now, his longing for a place to call home pulled him inexorably onward.

      One spring morning in early March, just after Madame Bernard had gone back to her own room, he packed his bags and left. A mix of nervous excitement and relief fluttered in his chest as he stepped into the cool morning air, headed to the nearby Gare d’Orléans.

      He was nervously uncertain about what lay beyond the boulevards of the capital city, and in a moment of youthful and fearless exuberance, he decided to board the very first train leaving Paris — no matter where it was going. That train was headed to Limoges.

      

      Marielle was utterly spellbound. She had hung on every word and syllable spoken by Jean for the last hour.

      As she gazed into his eyes, a wave of emotion overwhelmed her. Her fingers tingled with anticipation as she reached across the table, her skin brushing against the warm roughness of Jean’s broad, calloused hand, electrifying her in a way she’d never felt before. “I am so glad that you took that Limoges train, Jean,” she said softly, her voice breaking as tears welled up in her eyes. “It brought you here to me.” Marielle Dubois was infatuated.

      She was still holding Jean’s hand when Emilie came running over to the coffee house. “Papa is here with the truck, Marielle. Come back to the stall, quickly, we have to put everything away.”

      The sound of her sister’s voice tugged Marielle back to reality and she gave a quick nod. “Ok, Emi, I’ll be there in a minute.”

      “Do you want me to help?” asked Jean, as they rose from the table.

      “Oh no! Definitely not,” she replied, her lips curving into a smile. “It’s best you don’t. Papa may get inquisitive if I bring a handsome stranger to the stall.”

      Jean grinned, feigning a playful affront. “So, you really think I’m handsome then, eh?” The words floated between them, sparking a charged silence.

      For a moment, the world narrowed to just the two of them. Marielle paused, her heart racing as she stood on tiptoe to press a gentle kiss to his cheek. “Truly, Jean Saint-Clair, you are the most beautiful man God ever put on this Earth.” She lingered for a brief moment, gazing up at him, her fingers brushing against his hand, reluctant to let go.

      Emilie called again and Marielle turned away, her mind swirling with excitement. She paused, looking back at Jean. “What are you doing tomorrow?” Her words trembled with hope. “It’s Sunday and I don’t work on Sundays.”

      Jean’s heart skipped a beat as he caught the subtle blush in her cheeks. “I don’t have any plans. But even if I did, I would change them in a heartbeat if it meant spending just one more minute with you.”

      Marielle beamed a radiant smile. “Meet me in front of the Cathedral in Limoges at 12 noon,” she said, her voice glowing with anticipation. She hesitated for the briefest instant, her heart pounding, then offered Jean one last flirtatious glance over her shoulder, before weaving her way back towards the stall.
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      Marielle fidgeted with the napkin on her lap, twisting the corners between her fingers, a storm of thoughts swirling in her mind. Again, she glanced up at the clock on the wall. It was 8.10pm, only a minute had passed since the last time she checked. She hadn’t stopped thinking about Jean since the moment she left him. Her heart raced as she wondered if he might be thinking about her too.

      Marielle always looked forward to Saturday evening dinner with the family, listening to her father’s tall tales while her mother nagged him to drink just a little less red wine. This evening though, everything felt different. Her dinner plate was untouched, and the meal was getting colder with each passing second.

      The Dubois family always sat down to eat dinner together at 7pm sharp, every evening, except Saturday. During the working week, the family was early to bed and early to wake up. The working day would start at 6am for Marguerite and the girls, while Paul Dubois would be in the bakery at 1am. He needed to start earlier to begin the process of preparing hundreds of items of baked goods for delivery throughout the city from 7am onwards.

      The bakery was closed on Sundays, so on a Saturday, they would eat dinner at 8pm and then pass the evening playing board games or listening to the radio. It was a familiar and comforting routine. Sundays meant going to the nearby church for morning service, followed by lunch, then a walk in the park or simply relaxing at home.

      The Dubois family were by no means rich; but they weren’t poor either. They lived in a three storey house right next door to the bakery. The girls each had separate bedrooms from their parents’ room, and there was an extra guest bedroom too. The dining room was located next to the large kitchen and the separate living room was a palatial refuge for the family to relax together. The house was beautifully decorated by Madame Dubois, reflecting her impeccable taste in classical arts and local crafts.

      “Marielle? Are you alright my darling?” asked her mother, Marguerite. “You’ve hardly eaten a thing and you’ve been really quiet since you came back from the fayre. Is there anything troubling you?”

      “No mama, I’m perfectly fine.” Marielle cast a quick sideways glance at Emilie. “Actually, I feel quite tired after today, so I’m going to head upstairs early and perhaps read for a little while. I’m not in the least bit hungry, really.”

      “Alright then, so long as you aren’t coming down with anything.” Marguerite’s motherly concern was softened by a gentle smile. Marielle rose from the table, her thoughts a tangled mess. The warmth of her family’s routines trailing behind her like a familiar melody she couldn’t quite hum.

      After dinner, Emilie too made her excuses and rose from the table earlier than normal, eager to go upstairs to speak with Marielle. Paul and Marguerite were a little surprised that both girls were going to bed early, but accepted that it had indeed been a long day on the market stall for them. When she left the dining room, Emilie giggled as she heard her mother scolding her father for suggesting they too have an early night.

      “I think you’ve had a little too much red wine this evening, Paul Dubois!”

      

      When Emilie entered the room, Marielle was sitting up in bed, a still closed book on her lap and two large pillows supporting her against the beautifully carved wooden headboard. She had already changed into her pink night dress, but she was anything but relaxed. “Oh, Emi, thank goodness you’re here. I thought you would never come upstairs.”

      “I thought it wise to wait until at least they had finished dessert before making my escape. It’s alright, they aren’t in the least bit suspicious. In fact, I think papa is quite giddy and trying to get mama to bed early too.” The sisters giggled with one another at the thought of their parents being anything other than just parents.

      Emilie sat on the edge of the bed, a quizzical look on her face. “Tell me Marielle. What happened today, between you and Jean? I’ve never seen you like this before.”

      Marielle took a steadying breath. “I have never known, nor met, nor spoken with anyone like Jean before, Emi.” Her voice trembled with longing. “We spoke for less than a couple of hours, but I feel like I’ve known him my whole life. He was so open with me — speaking about his family and the tragedies that changed his life, again and again. Yet despite everything he’s gone through — this beautiful giant of a man — he’s so gentle, so calm, as if nothing could ever shake him. I’ve never seen that in anyone before.”

      She drew her knees up, wrapping her arms around them, the cool cotton of her nightdress brushing her skin.

      “Huh! I say ‘man’ but he’s only nineteen, Emi. He’s not even a year older than me. But he’s just…” Marielle swallowed, her gaze flickering to her sister’s face, searching for understanding. “He’s just different.”

      “He’s also very, very handsome. But I don’t suppose that has anything to do with it, eh sis?” Emilie grinned, trying to tease a reaction from her elder sister.

      A faint blush coloured Marielle’s cheek. “Alright. Yes, he is very handsome. But it’s not just his looks. There’s something in those deep blue eyes of his. Something that draws you in, as if the world might pause for breath. And today, when I held his hand … it was as if lightning was dancing through my veins. I honestly can’t explain it.”

      Emilie nudged her with a playful elbow. “You’re eighteen Marielle. You know exactly what it is. Your body is speaking to you in a new language. You’re not a girl anymore. You’re a woman.”

      Marielle hugged her knees again, eyes luminous in the lamplight. “Oh, Emi. My heart feels as if it’s awoken from a long sleep. But it’s all so new, so overwhelming. I’m going to meet him again tomorrow by the Cathedral and I’m so nervous. I don’t think I’ll sleep a wink tonight.”

      Emilie smiled, squeezing her sister’s hand. “Just follow your heart. Let yourself go. If it’s meant to be, it will be. Don’t over think it,” she said quietly.

      Emilie got up from the bed, bent over and kissed Marielle gently on the forehead. As she was leaving the room, she turned to her sister once more, a mischievous grin on her face. “Hey! No man is perfect you know. Perhaps you will find something about Jean that you don’t like.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well, maybe he will be rubbish in bed!” Emilie darted out of the room, the soft toy launched at her, narrowly missing her head.

      “Oh! Emilie!” scolded Marielle.
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      The following morning, as usual, Marielle went to church with the rest of the family. Her mind was a tempest. Sleep had eluded her, replaced by waves of longing and guilt that chased one another through the dark. During the night, the memory of Jean’s huge hand closing around hers, gentle yet powerful, filled her with intense desires she’d never felt before. Each time she thought of him, a wave of heat flushed through her. She would kick off the blankets and open her legs to allow the cool of the night to calm her down, only to curl up again, squeezing her knees together, trying to contain what was building up inside her. The dampness between her legs wasn’t imagined. It was very real.

      Now, seated in her familiar pew, Marielle caught the sunlight streaming through the centuries old stained glass windows of the Church-Saint-Michel-des-Lions, painting her hands in shifting patterns of crimson and sapphire. She raised her eyes to marvel at the images of John the Baptist and the Virgin Mary; but the images of saints and angels seemed impossibly distant from the shameful longing burning inside her. Above the silence, she caught a fragment of the sermon, ‘Even the purest hearts can stumble into temptation, led astray by desire…’

      Marielle caught her breath, the priest’s words burrowing into her. She remembered kneeling in this very church as a girl, vowing to keep her heart clean, never imagining that a single afternoon and a pair of blue eyes could upend everything she thought she knew about herself. She glanced up, half-listening as the priest intoned. ‘Lustful thoughts can corrupt the lambs of God, but redemption is always within reach.’

      Her throat went dry. Quickly, she blessed herself with trembling fingers. “Oh, dear God. I’m going to Hell for what I did last night.”

      

      It took Jean a little over an hour to get to the magnificent, La Gare de Limoges-Bénédictins, the main railway station in the city centre. It was a route he’d travelled many times since arriving in the area three months earlier. As he stepped off the tram and entered the concourse, he paused, as always, admiring the ornate dome and the stunning stained glass windows. Sunlight spilled across the marble floor and he smiled to himself, feeling the faint warmth on his face, letting the familiar beauty of the place steady his nerves.

      Outside, he glanced up at the bell tower, its spire cutting a striking silhouette against the Limoges skyline. The station’s clock read 11.10 am — though he knew that it was really 11.08 am. The clock always ran two minutes fast; a clever trick to keep passengers punctual. Nearly an hour to go, he thought, anticipation fluttering in his chest.

      From the station, it was only a five-minute walk through the beautiful Medieval Quarter to the old Cathedral. Jean removed his jacket and slung it over his right shoulder, letting it dangle casually from his index finger. The grey Scottish tweed flat cap he’d brought with him from the Highlands sat loosely on his head, offering some protection from the warming sun. Being a Sunday, he wore a dark waistcoat over a light blue shirt, which highlighted his slim waist and broad shoulders. His powerful biceps strained against the light cotton fabric and his forearms bulged from under the rolled-up sleeves.

      The narrow streets were alive with the sounds and scents of a city in summer bloom — laughter and clattering cups from the pavement cafés, the yeasty tang of fresh croissants, and the distant toll of church bells. Jean inhaled deeply; the faint perfume of summer flowers drifting on the breeze, teasing his senses. The energy of Limoges filled him with a sense of belonging, even as his thoughts kept returning to Marielle, and the moment he would see her again.

      When he arrived at La Place Saint-Étienne, his gaze fell upon the soaring doors of the 13th-century Cathédrale Saint-Étienne. From within, the sound of organ music and choral voices drifted out, weaving together peace and anticipation in his heart. He stood for a few moments, eyes closed, under the dappled shade of a large oak tree, savouring the sun warming his skin and the tranquil beauty of the scene. Finally, he settled himself on a wooden bench to wait for Marielle. His every sense was alive. Tuned to the world, and to her impending arrival.

      As the minutes passed and she didn’t appear, uncertainty began to gnaw at him. What if he said something foolish and Marielle thought he was an idiot? Calm down Jean. Just be yourself. Don’t try too hard. He tried to steady his breathing, telling himself to relax. She’ll be here soon. Get a grip. He wiped his hands on his trousers, hoping she wouldn’t notice how nervous he felt. But with every passing moment, he imagined all the ways he might embarrass himself; and all the things he wished he knew how to say.

      Marielle lingered just beyond the edge of the square, the gentle hum of the city fading into the background as her eyes fixed on Jean sitting beneath the sprawling branches of the ancient oak.

      She edged closer, heart racing as her gaze fell upon the huge, handsome man who had haunted her thoughts through a hot, restless night. She paused, steadying her trembling legs. What would he see in her today? Would he sense how much she wanted this? How desperately she hoped he’d feel that same thrill, the same longing, the same undercurrent of apprehension. She almost lost her nerve. But then his head dipped, and Marielle saw a flash of raw vulnerability crossing his face. He’s just as nervous as I am, she realised. Her heart melted.

      “Bonjour, Jean.” The voice was beautifully soft and instantly recognisable, slamming him back to reality. Jean glanced up at Marielle, his eyes wide with wonderful surprise. In an instant, he rose to his feet, his movements quick and nervously uncertain. He reached up and removed his cap, holding it in one hand as he turned to greet her fully. He hesitated for a second, drinking in the vision of beauty standing before him. Marielle was dressed in a figure hugging, white summer frock, her hair and make-up were immaculate and her green eyes sparkled in the summer sun.

      Nervously, Jean bowed slightly, placing a courteous, tender kiss to the back of her hand. “Bonjour, Marielle. You look absolutely stunning.”

      A tiny giggle escaped her, relief and exhilaration mixing as Jean’s startled eyes met hers. “Thank you, Jean,” she murmured shyly. “I caught you by surprise, eh?”

      Jean’s cheeks coloured slightly and he swallowed hard. “I was watching people coming out of the cathedral trying to catch a glimpse of you. When I couldn’t see you, I actually thought you’d stood me up.”

      “Well, I was in church, just not this one. My family and I attend Church-Saint-Michel-des-Lions, just over the road there. After Mass, I told my parents I was meeting a friend in town, and that I wouldn’t be home for lunch — but I promised I’d be back in time for dinner at seven.”

      She looked up at him, her eyes bright with excitement and longing, her voice lilting with playful intimacy. “So, Monsieur Saint-Clair. You have me for the next six hours or so. Whatever are we to do?”

      Jean, realising he was still holding her delicate hand, looked deep into her eyes. “If I only had six minutes with you, Marielle Dubois, each one of them, I would cherish for the rest of my life.”

      Marielle’s heart fluttered in her chest. For a moment, she wondered if Jean could sense how deeply those words had struck her.

      “I suggest we start with a coffee, and then let fate decide,” said Jean cheerfully, his dazzling smile playing a symphony on Marielle’s heart strings. He offered his arm, and together, they strolled out of the square, the rich aroma of roasting coffee beans guiding them toward the heart of the Medieval Quarter.

      As they walked, Jean’s huge frame dwarfed the beautifully petite Marielle, and she couldn’t help but notice the admiring glances they received from people on the busy streets. In the past, she might have felt self-conscious, shrinking away from such attention. But today, with Jean by her side, she felt a quiet surge of pride and confidence. Emotions that seemed new and exhilarating to her. Unconsciously, her fingers tightened around his powerful forearm.

      Soon, they found a table under a sunshade outside a busy café. Marielle fiddled with her napkin, searching for the right words. “Jean, I’ve been thinking. I hope I wasn’t too pushy yesterday.”

      Jean looked surprised. “Pushy? Not at all. Why would you think that?”

      “Well, I think I was, in the sense that when I asked you to meet me at the Cathedral today, I hadn’t given any thought as to where you live, or even if you could get to the Cathedral at that time.”

      Marielle was genuinely sorry and she had scolded herself all through the night for being so thoughtless. “Yesterday we spoke about so many things, but not once did we speak about where you live. Or even where you work. I was so caught up in how you got to Limoges, that I didn’t think to ask about what you actually do here.”

      “That was my fault for talking too much. It’s a bad habit of mine, talking too much about myself. I really need to stop it,” said Jean, almost apologetically. Marielle smiled. She knew he was only being gentlemanly, trying to reassure her. “And anyway, we didn’t have that much time anyway, because when your sister called you back to the stall, you had to leave in a hurry.”

      Jean reached across the small table and gently rested his hand on hers. “You did nothing wrong, Marielle. In truth, if I had to; I would have crawled to the Cathedral today. I haven’t stopped thinking about you all night. I even had trouble sleeping, so I went for a walk in the dark to try and calm myself down.”

      Listening to Jean speak about his feelings, and the touch of his hand on her skin, sent a warm surge of excitement coursing through her.

      Marielle remembered her own secret, sleepless night. Impossibly intense emotions and desires pent up inside her; and the incredible, explosive release that had come in waves of pleasure, leaving her breathless and longing for more. Did he have those same feelings too? About me? The idea of Jean in a similar state of arousal made her heart race. She flushed red; and he noticed. As a distraction, she picked up the cardboard menu and fanned herself.

      “Are you alright, Marielle?”

      “Yes, I’m fine, Jean. It’s just getting really warm now,” she replied, hoping he couldn’t see the obvious. “May I have a glass of cold water, please?”

      By the time he returned with the water, Marielle had calmed down. She took a deep breath, her bright green eyes lingering on his handsome face. “So, Jean, where do you live and what do you do for work?”
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      A week after arriving in Limoges, Jean went looking for work. Given his background in farming, he was acutely aware that it was lambing season, and he took the tramway out to the surrounding countryside to look for a job as a farm hand. The Limousin region has always been best known for its extensive agriculture, particularly livestock and dairy production.

      At each tram stop in the nearby villages, he explored the area, asking people if they knew of any farms looking for workers. Invariably, he found the easiest way to speak to people was to go into the numerous cafes and drinking houses, where groups of men would be playing cards or chess. Indeed, many of those sitting at the tables were themselves farmers. After a few stops, Jean was directed to a farm in the hamlet of Les Bordes, a mere twenty kilometres from the centre of Limoges; and only an hour by tram.

      After a brief ten-minute walk, he reached the large farmhouse. A two-storey building typical of the region, with rugged granite walls, time-worn wooden beams and a steeply sloping, tiled roof. He paused at the door, just about to knock, when a voice called out. “Bonjour monsieur!”

      Startled, Jean turned to see a short, elderly man framed by the barn doorway. Dressed in faded dungarees with a battered wide-brimmed hat in one hand and a pitchfork in the other, the old man’s silhouette was softened by shafts of golden sunlight filtering through the barn boards behind him. “What is it that you want, monsieur?”

      Jean approached, being careful to appear friendly, raising a hand in greeting. “Bonjour, monsieur,” he replied, offering a courteous smile. “A man in the village directed me here. He mentioned you might be looking for some help on the farm.” He stepped closer, extending his hand. “My name is, Jean. Jean Saint-Clair.”

      The farmer wiped his palm on his dungarees and shook Jean’s hand. The old man’s grip was firm and rough, his skin calloused from years of hard work. “Henri Girard. And yes, I do need a hand. You got any experience, lad?”

      Jean grinned, confidently. “Yes, quite a bit, actually. If you’ve got a few minutes, I’d be happy to tell you all about it.”

      Henri leaned on his pitchfork, squinting into the sunlight. “I’ve got to finish clearing out the barn just now, but if you come back tomorrow morning, we can talk then.”

      Jean paused, a spark of mischief brightening his eyes. “Well, yes sir. I could do that. But what if I just grab another pitchfork now and I can help you clear up the barn in no time. Then we could talk today. Would that be alright? No obligation. You don’t even have to pay me. Just look upon it as helping a young man alleviate his boredom for a few hours.”

      Henri Girard eyed the eager young man, quizzically. “You want to spend the next few hours raking this muck, for free? Are you serious?”

      “Why not?” replied Jean. A cheeky grin on his face. “Anyway, I took a bath this morning and the smell of soap is killing me. I smell like a girl. Look upon it as you helping me out.”

      Henri softened his sceptical gaze and a broad smile broke across his face. “Ok young man, if that’s what you want, then come with me.”

      Jean followed Henri into the barn, the shafts of sunlight slanted through the gaps in the old timbers and the warm, musky air promised honest work ahead. He was happy to be back in an environment he knew well.

      “You know, Jean; you’re the size of a horse. But you do smell like a girl.” The old farmer flashed a warm smile and a knowing wink that made Jean laugh. The two men had taken an instant liking to one another.

      

      Henri was greatly impressed with how enthusiastically Jean set about his tasks. A job that should have dragged across the whole day was completed in less than two hours. A broad smile spread across his weathered face as he realised just how much time and effort the young man had saved him. For the first time in a long time, Henri felt the relief of good company. “Ok, Jean. That will do us. That’s enough for today. You’ve done really well. Are you hungry?”

      “I’m starving,” he replied.

      “Ok then. Let’s go and meet the real boss of this farm. Come along.” Jean eyed Henri quizzically, then set down his pitchfork and followed the old man as he walked towards the main farmhouse building. The door stood open as the two men approached.

      From somewhere within the farmhouse, a high-pitched female voice called out. “Don’t even think of setting one foot inside this house, Henri Girard!”

      The two men stopped dead in their tracks. Jean glanced sideways at Henri, a bemused smile flickering on his lips.

      “The boss,” Henri murmured, his eyes glinting with amusement as he jerked his thumb toward the open doorway. From inside, they heard the clatter of crockery and the clink of glasses.

      The voice called out again, the initial edge softening to a more relaxed tone. “I’ve set out a table and chairs round at the sunny side of the house. Go and wash your hands, then sit yourselves down. I will be out in a minute.” Henri smiled at Jean and nodded toward the gable-end of the house, leading the way with a conspiratorial wink.

      When they reached the small garden at the western side of the building, Jean was astonished by the sight that greeted them. Four wooden chairs were positioned around a beautifully laid out table, standing on the lush green grass. A selection of different breads and cheeses, olive oil and a jug of red wine were set upon the impeccable red and white checked table cloth. His rumbling stomach sounded its approval. The mid-afternoon spring sunshine glinted off the metal cutlery and the white porcelain plates, making the entire scene look like an oil painting. A marked contrast to the smelly barn they had just left. The two men quickly washed their hands and sat down at the table.

      Just as they settled into their chairs, he glanced to his right and caught sight of a tiny, slightly plump elderly woman ambling towards the table from the farmhouse side entrance. She was carrying a wooden board, and he instantly recognised the French sausage cuts neatly spread upon it. Instinctively, Jean rose, brushing nervousness from his palms before offering a shy, appreciative smile as the woman laid the board of glistening sausage cuts before them. Henri straightened in his chair, his own expression softening with familiar fondness.

      “Bonjour, monsieur. I am Madame Monique Girard.” Her voice was soft but commanding, kindness glittering in her eyes as she extended her hand towards Jean.

      “Enchanté, Madame Girard. I am, Jean Saint-Clair.” His smile lingered as their eyes met. Henri, standing close by, dipped his head respectfully, a brief but heartfelt gesture that spoke more than words. Monique’s lips curved into a small, approving smile, and with a subtle nod, she invited them both to sit.

      Jean couldn’t quite believe that this tiny, elderly lady was the source of those barking commands to not enter the house and to wash their hands. The sharpness in her voice seemed entirely at odds with the kind, gentle woman now seated beside him.

      “Just so you know, Jean. We don’t say grace anymore, before we eat. But by all means, if you wish; we will wait for you, if you want to say something privately,” said Madame Girard.

      Jean offered a grateful, almost shy smile to her, appreciating the gentleness in her offer. “That’s alright, Madame. I don’t say grace anymore, either.”

      In that brief exchange, a silent understanding flickered between them — a flash of shared sorrow, the resonance of the word ‘anymore’ hanging in the air. Both recognised it, that unspoken ache that loss leaves behind. As their eyes met once more, each saw their own pain reflected in the other, binding them in a delicate thread of empathy. Jean wondered quietly to himself. What was it that hurt you so, Madame? It wouldn’t be long before he found out.

      As they passed the next two hours eating, drinking and getting to know one another, each shared their stories. The elderly couple were held enraptured by the young man, especially when he impressed them by speaking English; not a word of which they understood. Henri quickly recognised that even at such a young age, Jean had a wealth of experience in livestock farming from his time in Scotland. He would be a very welcome addition to the farm. But Henri was already thinking further ahead.

      Henri and Monique shared their own life experiences with Jean. Both born in the early-1870s, they were from a very different time. They spoke of their early lives — how hard it was back then, and how they met one another, got married and started a family. Life was gradually getting better for the peasant class in France, until the First World War erupted across mainland Europe. Everything changed after that.

      Their only son, Michel, had been killed at the horrendous Battle of Verdun in 1916. He was only twenty years old and they had never gotten over his loss. In that moment, Jean understood why the couple had stopped saying grace before meals.

      Their only daughter, Brigitte, lives in Bordeaux. She had married a local accountant who’d been offered a prestigious position with a large winery based in the Aquitaine capital after the end of the Great War. They moved there in 1920.

      Brigitte and her three children come to the farm every summer without fail, and Monique travels down to Bordeaux twice a year, while Henri stays at home to look after the animals.

      “Henri isn’t really a city person,” said Monique, gazing adoringly at her husband. “He has always preferred the quiet of the countryside.

      As darkness began to fall, Henri took his truck and gave Jean a lift into Limoges. It was obvious to all of them that Jean would be welcome to work at the farm for however long he wished. The three of them had quickly developed a relationship over only a few hours based upon shared loss, respect and mutual admiration. As they drove along the country lane, Henri began to speak. “You know, I’m sixty-eight now. Monique is sixty-seven. We just don’t have the energy to run this farm anymore, not without help. If Michel hadn’t been killed in the war, he would already have taken it over.”

      Jean stared out at the fields flickering past, remembering the ache in Monique’s eyes and the comfort of Henri’s hand on his shoulder after eating. A simple gesture, but one that spoke of trust.

      The old farmer glanced at Jean, searching his face for a reaction. “It needs someone younger. Someone like you. Someone who would care for the animals and the land just as much as we do. Someone we can trust.” Henri paused. Jean’s breath caught in his throat. He felt a surge of gratitude — unexpected, almost overwhelming. “So, would you consider taking over the running of the farm, Jean? Lambing season is upon us and I won’t be able to do it without help this year.”

      It was pride, Jean realised, that made it hard for Henri to ask, but also love for the land, for the life they’d built, and for the possibility of passing it on. Was he ready for this? Back in Scotland, he’d decided to give up farming in search of adventure. For a moment, hesitation danced with opportunity. Perhaps I could run the farm for a year, then make a decision further down the line. No commitment beyond that, he mused.

      Silence filled the truck. Finally, he looked over, meeting Henri’s gaze. In his eyes, he saw not only the old man’s exhaustion, but a plea for continuity and for family. He recalled Monique’s reassuring nod earlier at the table, the way her hand had rested lightly on his arm as she cleared the plates, as if to say, you belong here.

      Jean took a slow breath, feeling the warmth of acceptance and the weight of responsibility intertwine. In that moment, he knew the answer, even before he spoke.

      

      As Marielle listened to Jean, she realised, with growing clarity, how rare it was to meet someone willing to postpone their own life’s journey for the sake of others. In a fleeting moment of quiet selfishness, she also realised that his decision to stay and help the elderly couple in their hour of need was a momentous decision — not only for Henri and Monique, but for her too. She felt a pang of guilt for thinking of herself, yet she couldn't ignore how much she hoped this choice might shape her own future.

      After they finished their coffees, Jean invited Marielle to walk with him in the nearby Jardin botanique de l’Evêché. The botanical gardens of Limoges are some of the region’s finest, situated between the great cathedral and the north bank of the River Vienne. They offer peace, tranquillity, and privacy. Something Jean sought as he gently escorted her away from the bustle of the coffee houses.

      Marielle instinctively slipped her arm through his, something that caught her a little by surprise — but it just felt right. As they walked, he explained that he moved out of his rented bedsit in Limoges the very next day after first meeting Henri and Monique. He moved into the small, two bed cottage on the other side of the barn and made it his new home. At least for the time being. It was warm and comfortable with a hearth for cooking on, and at the rear there was a well where he could draw water. He worked every day alongside the old man, gradually taking over the day to day responsibility for the farm.

      The mutual respect felt between the elderly couple and Jean meant he could come and go whenever he wished. They trusted him completely, and treated him like family rather than an employee. Often, at the weekend he would take the tram into Limoges to enjoy the city for a few hours, walking around the Medieval Quarter and along the river. That was why he knew the area so well. “But something is missing in my life,” he said quietly.

      “What do you mean?” Marielle’s voice trembled with anticipation.

      “I was content with my decision to sell the farm and I was delighted to come back to France. I was happy too, with my decision to stay here for a year. It makes perfect sense.” Jean paused, glancing around him, searching for the right words. “But aside from all that, I’ve felt an emptiness that I couldn’t quite explain; until now.”

      “What is it?” she asked softly.

      Jean stopped walking, taking both her hands in his. Smiling, he met her gaze, his blue eyes sparkling in the afternoon light. “You, Marielle.” His voice was soft and gentle. “You, are what is missing in my life.”

      Marielle caught her breath. Her eyes widened as her heart raced, leaving her throat so dry she could barely swallow.

      “Yesterday morning, from the very first moment I saw you, I knew.” Jean paused, searching her face for a reaction.

      “I’ve never seen anyone as beautiful as you. But it wasn’t just that. When we talked later, I knew in my heart, I had found that special someone we all dream about finding.”

      Marielle felt a shiver of nervous excitement trace her spine, warmth rising in her cheeks. Jean’s words touched her so deeply, her legs almost gave way. She wasn’t sure what to do next. It didn’t matter.

      Jean let go of Marielle and with infinite tenderness, he cupped her beautiful face in his huge hands, his thumbs softly stroking the contours of her cheekbones. As he did so, he leaned in towards her and his lips touched hers. Marielle reached up, wrapping her arms tightly around his neck, pulling him closer. She’d never kissed anyone on the lips before, and yet her body responded instinctively. Their lips moved together, gentle at first, then more assured, as if they’d known each other for a lifetime. A subtle moan escaped her as a wave of pleasure overwhelmed her senses, and she kissed him harder.

      Jean was lost in Marielle. The touch of her soft lips sent a wave of red-hot passion surging through him. He enveloped her in his huge arms and kissed her deeply. All of a sudden, he became aware of a stirring in his loins. A physical reaction he couldn’t control. He knew what was happening and he began to fear what Marielle would think. Gently, he tried to release himself from her embrace.

      Marielle felt Jean trying to back away, but she only held him tighter. She also felt something else. Something unexpected and exciting. Something pressing against her midriff. At first, she couldn’t quite comprehend what it was. Then the realisation hit her like an arrow to the brain. Instinctively, she moved her hips back slightly, creating just enough space between them — but the overwhelming desire building inside her made her go back and press against Jean even harder.

      She gasped for breath as she felt him once more. Suddenly, he let her go and backed up a few feet towards a nearby wooden bench, hurriedly sitting down — his face flushed with a mix of emotion and embarrassment.

      Marielle, reeling with desire, followed him to the bench and settled beside him, her thigh gently pressing into his. She reached for his hand, lacing her fingers through his with a trembling eagerness.

      She wanted to kiss him again, but Jean leaned slightly forward, his broad shoulders hunched as if trying to shield himself from the sudden vulnerability between them.

      His cheeks were flushed a deep crimson; embarrassment mixed with raw passion. A myriad of thoughts exploded in his head. The thrill of Marielle’s affection, the fear of overstepping and the awkwardness of his own body’s involuntary response.

      Around them, the whisper of a summer breeze through the tall trees made the moment feel impossibly intimate, as if the world itself was holding its breath for them. Marielle, sensing his turmoil, reached over and gently turned his face towards hers. She gazed deep into his eyes. “It’s alright, Jean,” she whispered. Her smile was reassuring, unafraid and tender. She lifted his hand to her cheek, closing her eyes for a moment as she soaked in the comfort of his touch and the scent of his skin. She pressed a delicate kiss to the back of his hand, her lips lingering as if trying to imprint the moment on her heart.

      Jean gave out a soft shuddering sigh, the tension in his posture loosening as he surrendered to the quiet awe of the moment. He traced the curve of Marielle’s hand with his thumb, savouring the sensation and wondering how such a simple gesture could feel so profound. For a while, they sat in silence, the world hushed around them. Jean glanced at Marielle, his blue eyes bright with vulnerability and hope. She met his gaze, her heart swelling with an affection she had only ever read about in romantic novels.

      In that shared silence, a sense of belonging blossomed. Fragile, yet unbreakable. Binding them together in the hush of a golden afternoon.
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