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This book is for Dorothy Watson with love and thanks for all it owes to her adventurous encouragement, endurance – and endless patience with its author.



AUTHOR’S NOTE


The characters in this book are fictitious except for Père Lataste, Mère Henri Dominique and Soeur Noël who are part of the history of Béthanie; also five other characters of today who have consented to be portrayed – with fictional names – simply because I could not imagine them as any other than they are. Their stories, though, are typical of what I heard, saw and learnt through the generosity of the Sisters. In fact the book is, I hope, a truthful reflection of the life and work of the Dominicaines de Béthanie, that unique Dominican Third Order of the Congregation of Saint Mary Magdalen conceived by Père Marie Jean Joseph Lataste in the eighteen-sixties.

Père Lataste held the belief, as did the first sisters of Béthanie and many others, including the writer, that in the New Testament the Mary of the Mary and Martha story at Bethany was the same Mary Magdalen, the sinful woman from whom seven devils were driven out, who anointed Christ’s feet at the supper given by Simon the Pharisee; she anointed them again with spikenard at another dinner just before his death when Judas Iscariot objected to the ointment’s cost. Many contest this belief, but clues to its possibility can be found, not only in the gospels but in contemporary Jewish history.

In actuality, France has now only one Maison Centrale for women, that of Rennes, but for the purposes of the plot in this novel there are two such prisons, Vesoul and Le Fouest.

To explain the title: a rosary has fifteen ‘decades’ – ten beads in each – of which five decades are the ‘sorrowful’ ones, five ‘joyous’ and five ‘glorious’. The Sisters of Béthanie wear the full rosary, which has three strands, one for each ‘mood’. What most lay people use is really a ‘chaplet’ or ‘chapelet’, a single strand of five decades told bead by bead, three times over.

My grateful thanks are due first of all to Maître Luba Schirmann, Avocat au Barreau de Paris whose influence and kindness opened many doors for me: to Monsieur l’Avocat Géneral Robert Schmeck for permission to attend the Cour d’Assise in Paris: to Monsieur Chapiteau of the Ministère de la Justice (Directeur de l’Administration Pénitentiaire) who allowed me to visit the Maison Centrale for Women: to the personnel of the prisons for their friendship, invaluable help and the trust with which they allowed me to see and question as I wished: to my agent, Georges Hoffman of the Agence Hoffman for his indefatigable care and interest: above all to the Sisters of Béthanie and their Reverend Mother-General who have given me riches that go far beyond this book.

November 1978
R.G.




They that be whole need not a physician, but they that are sick … go ye and learn what that meaneth.

Jesus in Matthew 9, verses 12-13



THE PRETTY BEADS


Perhaps it was right that Lise should first see the beads as they lay in the dirt and debris of a table outside the cheapest kind of café among the rubbish of the Paris night.

Brought up in England – her Aunt Millicent was Protestant to her firm bones – Lise had never touched a rosary before. Patrice would have shrugged and smiled: ‘Quelle dévotion sentimentale!’ but, ‘Many of our girls had a “chapelet”,’ Lise was to tell Soeur Marie Alcide. ‘Some of them were devoted to it.’

‘Filles de joie – to give them their happiest name – prostitutes, often are,’ said the Sister.

‘Yes. Often ours would climb up to the Sacré Coeur in Montmartre, all those steep steps, to light a candle,’ said Lise. ‘I used to think it ironic that it was usually to Saint Thérèse of Lisieux, the pure Little Flower. They were far more reverent than many people in the world.’

‘In the world’: that is the phrase nuns use of people outside the convent, but we, too, lived in a different world from other women, thought Lise.

It was the silver glint of the cross that had caught her eye, or was it the hard little hand that held it? A ragamuffin hand, almost a child’s. ‘I don’t know. I never shall know,’ said Lise. ‘But I couldn’t bear to see either of them in that pool of vomit and stale beer. I unclenched the fingers, picked up the beads and wiped them and put them in my handkerchief. Then I took Vivi home.’
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The sound of the bell carried far over the orchards and fields of the convent of Belle Source.

It was the first bell for Vespers, not a bell in a bell-tower but a hand-bell, rung outside by the Soeur Réglementaire, the bell-ringer, and, in ones and twos, the nuns came in, those from the farm and garden shedding their heavy boots and dark blue overalls, all taking off their aprons. Each sister washed her hands in the basin at the end of the corridor, straightened her veil or took off her blue work head-handkerchief and put on her veil, then went to her place in the line where all the community stood. This was the time when each told, before them all, of any fault she had made.

‘What – every day?’ asked Father Marc, the new Aumônier. ‘That seems a little over-scrupulous. What faults could they possibly have?’

‘Only faults against charity and I’m sure not many.’ The Prioress smiled. ‘But at our Béthanies we need charity as perhaps nowhere else.’

‘And, perhaps, as nowhere else,’ Marc was to say when he knew them better, ‘these Sisters understand the creeping power of sin; if you allow the least crack …’

‘I lingered in the garden after recreation and so kept two of my sisters waiting.’

‘I answered Soeur Marie Christine back and was rude.’ Soeur Marie Christine made a swift movement of reconciliation.

‘I spoke sharply …’ They were those ‘least cracks’; but, like an echo from far far back, far from the steadfastness of Belle Source:

‘She wouldn’t stop crying so I stuffed my handkerchief into her mouth, down and down until …’

‘He came in drunk, the third time that week. He sat down and vomited all over my clean table and his food … I took a kitchen knife – it wasn’t big …’

‘Very well then, if you want to know. I went to bed with five boys in one night. Why shouldn’t I? Everyone at the College did it.’

‘The first time I tried was when a man used to come outside the school. A lot of us did it but I … at first it was only a sniff but soon … soon I was getting zunked – high – more than I knew, then it got so that I had to have it, but it was six hundred francs for thirty grammes and I hadn’t any money. That’s why I …’

They were only echoes and, of course, only for some, and no one knew for whom. All alike, the Sisters stood in their white tunics and black veils, no difference between them.

In the chapel for Vespers the sacristan had lit the candles on the three-branched candlestick that stood by the altar; on the altar itself was a bowl of roses, otherwise it was bare though a lamp set on the floor burned before the tabernacle; all else was quiet and simple, the arched, whitewashed ceiling, the polished floor, plain wooden stalls.

The Prioress inclined her head and the nuns came in, their white tunics seeming to fill the chapel with light while the black of the veils picked out faces, some old, some young, pale or rosy or sunburned like Soeur Fiacre who looked after the gardens. Some wore spectacles; some strode, some limped; all, as they took their places, kept their hands under their scapulars which made them more anonymous.

Towards the end of Vespers came, as it always did, the Magnificat, the Virgin Mary’s words of exaltation:


Mon âme exalte le Seigneur;
exulte mon esprit en Dieu, mon Sauveur …




My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit has rejoiced in God, my Saviour. He has regarded the lowliness of His handmaid and He, who is mighty, hath done great things in me.



and in me … and me … me … me … Another echo, glorified, that ran through the ranks of the nuns.

Great things. ‘Impossible things,’ most would have said.

‘Father, I should like to introduce you to our Sisters.’ After Vespers the Prioress walked with Father Marc into the corridor. It was the Year of the Rabbit. ‘Fitting, because I have become a rabbit,’ said Marc.

He had celebrated the Chinese New Year in Hong Kong or, rather, Kowloon, in his parish ‘of huts and sampans’, as he called it. The Dominicans had only just come there, ‘and were so sorely needed.’ Now, only in April, he was in France again, ‘sent back ignominiously.’

‘Not ignominiously,’ said Father Louis, Marc’s best friend, once his novice master.

The long row of nuns seemed formidable. ‘Soeur Marie Hilaire de la Croix … Soeur Magdaleine Josephine … Soeur Marguerite … Soeur Marie Alcide,’ a very old nun but with small black eyes that penetrated among her wrinkles. ‘Soeur Magdaleine de la Trinité … Soeur Marie Agnès … Soeur Thecla … Soeur Fiacre … Soeur Marie Magdaleine de l’Enfant Jésus … Soeur Marie Lise.’ So many Maries and Magdaleines, thought Marc. ‘Well, if you were they, wouldn’t you like to have those names if you could?’ asked Father Louis. ‘Soeur Elizabeth, Soeur Lucie …’ The big brown eyes glanced timidly at Marc and were immediately veiled.

‘I sometimes have to believe,’ Marc said that evening to Louis, ‘that being celibate does bring its dangers; one can stay a child. That little Soeur Lucie …’

‘What makes you think she is celibate?’ asked Louis.

Marc had not wanted to come to Belle Source. When the Father Provincial had told him of this appointment Marc, in his dismay, had gone straight to his friend, now Prior of the great house of Saint Dominic, near Paris.

‘Louis, help me out of this.’

‘I can’t, Marc.’

‘You have influence, Louis. Please.’

‘No.’ The brusque answer made Marc blink. Then, ‘There they were beginning to know me,’ he said, – ‘there’ meaning Kowloon. ‘I was learning the dialect, beginning to be able to understand them. They were so pitiful, Louis, the poverty and despair. I couldn’t do much, but at least I was there for them, day and night.’

‘And what will you be at Belle Source?’

‘For forty-five or so nuns! In Kowloon, that God-forsaken hellspot, there were hundreds, thousands, of poor souls …’

‘The Sisters work for souls too,’ Louis reminded him. ‘You haven’t a monopoly.’

Marc flushed and Louis put an arm round his shoulders. ‘Cheer up. It isn’t the end of the world, mon ami – my friend. Think of the salads you will have,’ he said. ‘You can help with the hay and the apple-picking. It’s part of their healing.’

‘I don’t want any more healing, thank you.’

‘I wasn’t thinking of you.’ Louis said it in the old mild way that at once brought Marc to quietness.

‘I’m sorry – but, mon Père, why? Why? Why?’ demanded Marc. He had given Louis the old novice master title and, indeed, there was something of the novice still in Father Marc for all his forty-one years – the eagerness, passion and rebellion. ‘Why?’ he demanded. ‘Why?’

‘You know why. Typhoid is no joke, Marc, and then that formidable heart attack – three months in hospital.’ Louis rose from his desk and put his hand on Marc’s shoulder. ‘Come and sit down. Let’s have a drink. My scallywag friend, Jules Carpentier, who runs the betting-shop here keeps me in armagnac, bless him.’

They drank out of the Prior’s liqueur brandy glasses, unexpectedly fine old glass, ‘left to me by my Aunt Tilde.’

Marc smiled. ‘Something you didn’t sell to give the money away.’

‘No. I was fond of Aunt Tilde. Odd,’ said Louis. ‘I have scarcely ever bought anything in my life. It has always been given. Of course,’ said Louis, his eyes twinkling, ‘I know how to take.’

‘Is that a hint?’

‘Maybe.’ Louis looked into the gold of the armagnac, savouring the aroma as the glass warmed in his hand. ‘To begin with, couldn’t you enjoy your drink?’ But Marc burst out again.

‘To drop out of life when I had scarcely begun.’

‘Out of life?’ Now it was Louis who smiled. ‘I can guess Béthanie will give you a few surprises.’

At seven o’clock, the morning after his introduction, Marc said his first Mass at Belle Source. Father Louis was server.

‘I should serve you, as I always did.’

‘Not now. You are the chaplain, confessor and, if you really care, general factotum, Father Marc.’

He says Mass beautifully, thought Soeur Marie Lise with relief. Instinctively she liked this new priest – But how ill he looks, she thought, thin and sallow and the strangely tonsured hair. ‘It isn’t a tonsure,’ Marc was to tell her. ‘It’s just that after typhoid my hair wouldn’t grow again.’

It was Soeur Marie Lise who cleared the altar after the Mass, carrying out book and vessels. Then she brought in the monstrance, shaped, on its tall stem, like a star. Vested in a stole, Marc put in the Host and knelt for a few moments before it, while behind him the soft voices sang. Though the monstrance was of gold, the chapel, he noticed, was plain almost to poorness; there was not even an organ. As he left, a sister moved a prie-dieu to the middle of the choir; from now until Benediction, there would be Perpetual Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament, the nuns keeping vigil, perhaps several at a time, perhaps only one, but the Presence was never left alone, and in the chapel silence, absolute and peaceful, reigned. Double glass doors shut off all sound from the ante-chapel.

Soeur Marie Lise brought a small rack of candles that would burn all day on the altar, then another bowl of roses. There was an inner and outer sacristy; to the inner one the sisters never came, except to clean and to lay out the vestments of the day; here Marc and Father Louis made their own silent prayer. Then they walked down to the aumônier’s small house for breakfast.

In the domaine, a dew mist was drying off lawns and paths, flower beds and well-kept vegetable plots. Not a nun was to be seen – ‘I expect they are at their breakfast – I’m sure more frugal than ours’ – but the cows had been driven out to the paddocks – ‘Jerseys,’ said Louis, ‘and what beauties. I can guess they are part of the income of Belle Source.’ The hens were out too and in the pheasantry the cocks strutted in the brilliance of their feathers. Ducks quacked from the moat that ran along the walls. Last night, taking an evening stroll, Marc and Louis had passed a pen with a notice: ‘Attention! Je couve’, and had trod delicately by so as not to disturb the brooding pheasant hen. ‘She’s another way by which Belle Source earns its living,’ and, ‘Marc, I envy you this,’ said Father Louis. At a turn of the path they met the sacristan, her arms full of daffodils for the chapel. ‘I wanted to pick them before the sun took off the dew,’ she said.

Marc had noticed this sister the evening before because of her height and the grace with which she moved. Later, he had gone into the wrong sacristy and found her there polishing the silver and had asked her name. ‘Soeur Marie Lise du Rosaire.’

It was another of these, as he was to learn, anonymous names – no surnames or family names were given at Béthanie – but he had asked, pleasantly, as he would have asked any nun, ‘You have a particular devotion to the rosary then?’

‘No.’ It was brusque, almost rude and, to his dismay, two red patches appeared on her cheeks. ‘I’m afraid I haven’t learnt that devotion.’ She put the chalices away and shut the cupboard. ‘Good-night, Father,’ she said, and was gone, but this morning she was smiling and ‘buoyant with happiness,’ as Louis said afterwards.

‘It was a lovely thing for me, mon Père,’ she said to Marc with complete friendliness, ‘that you should have said your first Mass here this morning. For me it’s an anniversary. Eighteen years ago today, I entered Béthanie.’

‘Congratulations, Sister.’ Both men said it warmly and Louis added, ‘I envy you being sacristan.’

‘I’m not sacristan. I’m only filling in for Soeur Magdaleine Baptiste who is ill. I’m the convent dogsbody.’

‘Also, I’m told, one of the missionaries, the prison visitors.’ Louis had an extraordinary way of finding things out. Without questions, thought Marc. ‘A very special work,’ said Father Louis.

‘Just work.’ As she moved away towards the chapel a puff of wind caught her veil, blowing it back, and they saw she had a scar on her left cheek, running from her brow to the ear. Marc had already noticed the poise of the tall figure; and found himself wondering how old she was; the line of hair that showed was as black as the veil that hid it; she had had eighteen years at Béthanie, but one could enter at any age, twenty, thirty, forty or more, so that told nothing; all the same Marc sensed there was some deep gulf between this Soeur Marie Lise and the girl she must once have been. Her blue eyes were direct, steady, but there was the scar and, There are dark feelings here, thought Marc, feelings that not even control can hide. He was not surprised when, over coffee, Louis said, ‘That sacristan of yours …’

‘She’s not sacristan and she’s not mine.’

‘Soeur Marie Lise then,’ and Louis said, ‘I have seen that face before …’ He brooded. Then, ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘it was quite long ago. It must have been soon after World War Two.’ Father Louis had been in the First. ‘You could only have been twelve years old or so, Marc, too young to know, but … Yes, I remember her.’
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Behind Lise the door shut. It was the small exit door set in huge bolted gates of iron from which the walls of Vesoul, closed prison for women, stretched away, forbiddingly high and angled with arc-lights at every corner and curve. The small door was locked too and the guard had a grille so that he could look through.

He had let Lise out just after six o’clock in the morning, motioning her through without a word of congratulation, not even a ‘Bonne chance’ – Perhaps he had seen too many women come and go and wanted to get back to his newspaper – but, Never mind, thought Lise. She was outside.

It had been cleverly managed; announced for the afternoon, but if she had come out of Vesoul then, there would have been a barricade of cameras and journalists waiting. A crowd probably hostile. ‘La Balafrée released.’ ‘La Balafrée.’

‘Yes, that was my nickname,’ said Lise. ‘La Balafrée. The branded one, gashed for life.’ ‘La Balafrée, Madame Lise’ … ‘Madame Lise gets off after only ten years.’ Lise could imagine the headlines, the talk revived; commuters reading their daily papers in trains, comments from politicians, gossip in cafés and factories, shops: women at home pronouncing over their coffee, ‘Something wrong with our penal service … It’s not justice. Far too soft … only ten years!’ Let them try just one, thought Lise. Would any of them have said ‘Poor woman’?

But she was not poor; she, Lise, now, at thirty-seven, had no surname she wanted to own, no family or old friends to greet her, no possessions except what she had in her suitcase, no money except the few hundred francs she had earned in the workshop; in fact, nothing except hope, but she stepped out into the April morning buoyant with the happiness Father Louis was to see all those years after. She stood on the pavement and took a deep breath.

‘Will you be frightened?’ Marianne Rueff, the Assistante Sociale or Welfare Officer, had asked her. ‘It would be only natural after so many years.’ But Lise was not frightened, only a little giddy, and feeling a stranger, as she had felt when, after the few discreet goodbyes, she had crossed the prison outer courtyard with its trees and lines of parked cars to the gates.

It was the first time she had set foot on that courtyard ground since the day when the great gate had opened to let in the police van, the ‘panier à salade,’ with its load of miserable occupants. She had not noticed the trees then; it had been too difficult getting down from the van because she had been chained to the woman next to her, as they had been chained on the long train journey, two by two like miscreant sheep; Lise’s wrists had been marked for days. It had also been raining, a cold dark afternoon, And I was dark, black dark, with no feeling as if I had been made of wood, wood not iron thankfully, she thought now, because there is a tale, or is it a sentence that someone once said when speaking of a lute, that anything made of wood has an affinity with the Cross.

‘But why did I take three years to find that out?’ Lise had said to Soeur Marie Alcide. ‘It was only after I had done three years that suddenly your white tunics … Why so long?’

‘Well, perhaps you were not ready,’ said Soeur Marie Alcide. ‘I suppose if it were the same for everybody it would be very dull,’ Lise had said.

‘I think you will find God is never dull,’ said Soeur Marie Alcide.

‘You are put down as Elizabeth Fanshawe,’ the Directrice had said that first night at Vesoul. To Lise it had sounded almost like another accusation. The Directrice and Sous-Directrice were in ordinary but well-cut suits; they looked not like senior prison officers, but everyday women, except that both had an unmistakable authority; the clerk, writing down particulars as the forms were filled in, was in white, and Lise had caught a glimpse of Madame Chef, the chief wardress, her white uniform gold-starred on the lapel, and over it a dark blue cloak. The new arrivals had gone in to the office one by one. ‘Elizabeth Fanshawe, but you are known as Madame Lise Ambard.’ Mercifully the Directrice did not add ‘La Balafrée’, though that had screamed from the headlines in every newspaper. ‘Quinze ans pour La Balafrée’ ‘La Balafrée condamnée à quinze ans … fifteen years’ ‘La Balafrée’.

‘I am Elizabeth Fanshawe,’ said Lise.

‘Then you are English!’

‘I was English once.’

‘But of course you are English,’ Patrice used often to say. ‘Anyone not a fool should see that.’

‘Most people think I’m an American.’

‘Americans don’t often have that long-legged grace.’ Lise knew she carried herself well. That was from years of Aunt Millicent’s ‘Sit up, Elizabeth. Don’t slouch,’ and I was taller than most French girls, ‘Nor do they often have fine bones like a racehorse,’ said Patrice. ‘Didn’t the English have a king,’ he teased her, ‘Somebody Longshanks?’

‘Edward Longshanks. That’s hardly a compliment.’

‘You don’t need compliments, thank God, chérie. Then there’s your voice. Do you remember how embarrassed I was when I first took you into a restaurant? It carried into every corner, that “county” voice.’

‘Don’t be silly. It’s not county. My father was a solicitor.’ ‘But of what family! You have “family” stamped all over you.’ ‘Well, I don’t know them and they certainly don’t know me …’

‘Next of kin?’ the Sous-Directrice had asked.

‘No one.’ Lise could not, possibly, name Aunt Millicent. ‘There must be; someone has to be notified in case of illness or death.’

‘There is no one.’

‘Then what is to be done in the event …?’

‘Put me in the dustbin …’ but Lise could not say that; she shrugged.

She had told Jacques Jouvin the facts; facts, to her, were the least important; he had had to deduce the rest which was perhaps why, in court, he was so badly defeated.

Jacques – ‘Jacquot’ to them all at the Rue Duchesne – was Maître Jouvin, a well known and eloquent lawyer who, out of kindness, had chosen to defend Lise. ‘But I have hardly any money, Jacquot. It all belonged to Patrice or, rather, Emile.’ Emile, small, pale, greasy-skinned, with his quick currant-black eyes and short-cut hair, lived in the shadow of his splendid brother. ‘But Emile had more power than we thought,’ said Lise. ‘He kept the accounts, which really governed everything.’

‘Rosamonde will have to go,’ Emile had pronounced one day.

‘Go? Go where?’

‘Where they all go,’ said Emile without interest: ‘to a cheaper house if she’s lucky. Maybe the streets …’

The streets were a different world from a ‘house’, and one despised the other. ‘But I started like that,’ said Patrice, ‘sending out my girls,’ but even then he had groomed them carefully. ‘Monsieur always had class,’ Eugenia, the maid in charge of the rooms, said in pride. He showed Lise in fun. ‘Stand against the wall – pretend it’s a doorway or a porch. Lean … look at ease. Pull your stomach in, girl. Light a cigarette. Now show me your leg. Lift it … higher … now show the other one discreetly – you must always be careful of the flics – the police. Now! I’ll be the client. Puff your cigarette so that the glow shows your face. Now follow me. No, don’t move. Follow me with your eyes.’

‘Coming with me?’

‘How much?’ and Patrice laughed again. ‘How much will you charge me, chérie?’ But to Lise it was not fun. To be put out of a house to that …

‘You have had Rosamonde for fifteen years,’ she had protested to Emile.

‘Precisely. Which is why she’s not earning her keep; she’s too old.’

‘Milo! She might end up in the Seine!’ Emile shrugged.

‘If there was no chance of a sou for Rosamonde,’ Lise told Maître Jouvin, ‘what hope will there be for me?’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Jacques. ‘I don’t care about the fee, but please, Lise, be frank with me,’ and Lise had tried to tell it all, as simply and directly as possible, first for Jacques, later to Soeur Marie Alcide, as one day she would tell it to Marc, ‘when he had to know,’ said Lise.

It seemed an interminable dossier. How absurd, said Lise. ‘It took me two minutes to kill Patrice, two and a half years to compile the reason why, and three days of public time and money for the Court to find me guilty when I had already said I was.’

The dossier – the truth but somehow oddly distorted – had been read out, French fashion, to the assembled Court before the trial began. ‘In England you are tried first for the particular crime before your disreputable past is made known,’ Lise was to explain to Marc.

‘Where did you meet Patrice Ambard?’ That was almost the first question Monsieur le Président had put to her.

‘In a fountain.’ Lise could not say that but it was true.

It had been the night of August the twenty-fourth, 1944, the Liberation of Paris, when the French tanks came roaring down the Avenue d’Orléans, and all bedlam broke loose as the people massed the Avenue, every avenue, the boulevards and streets in a sea of hysteria and joy. Every Place was crowded, the bars were giving free drinks as bells were rung, the deep note of Notre Dame sounding over all.

It was dangerous; bursts of fighting were still going on as snipers shot from the roofs, but every corner was already full of French and Allied troops. They had to protect their prisoners from the crowd who spat at them, kicked and bit, even tried to lynch them. Men climbed ladders to sit on window sills and walls; they sat in trees, as they shouted and sang.

Lise had driven all day, coming up from the coast. ‘I was seconded to the Motor Transport Corps, picked to drive the American General, General Simpson. I can see myself now in my khaki tunic and skirt, green flashes, so proud of my camouflaged Ford with its fluttering flag. I was just twenty.’

‘France,’ Aunt Millicent had said doubtfully when Lise told her in confidence that she might be going there. ‘Will it be safe?’

‘By then it will.’

‘Does it mean Paris?’

‘I hope so.’

‘Lady Moberly used to know of a good pension where they took English people. I wonder if it’s still there.’

‘Aunt, I’m in the Army; there’ll be quarters.’

Lise lived with Aunt Millicent, ‘because I was an orphan. My aunt had hardly been out of our village, Greenhurst,’ and, ‘I don’t like it,’ said Aunt Millicent, but to Lise the thought of Paris was the most exciting of her life, ‘which wouldn’t be difficult,’ she had told Patrice, ‘brought up in a little Sussex village by a maiden aunt, going to a small private boarding-school for girls. We couldn’t afford very much. If it hadn’t been for the war I might have turned into a second Aunt Millicent,’ she had teased Patrice.

‘You! Impossible.’

She had driven into Paris that first night, or tried to drive, but the traffic was jammed; people surged round the cars and trucks; soldiers sat girls on the bonnets; they stood on the mudguards and climbed on the roofs, cheering every army car they saw, waving little French or American flags or Union Jacks.

‘Why were you waving an American flag when you’re English?’ Patrice had asked.

‘I took it off the car.’

Lise had tried to edge along the pavement, the corporal in the seat beside her doing his best to guide her but she could hardly hear him. The General and his A.D.C. were in the back and at last her ‘old boy’ as Lise called him had leaned forward. ‘It’s no good, Liz. See if you can turn into the next side road and stop. We’ll walk, or try and walk.’ After almost an hour, Lise succeeded in that. ‘Lock the car securely and come back in the morning,’ the General ordered. ‘We’ll hope she’ll still be here. Make a note of the street. You can fetch her, then report.’

Lise had failed to report.

As the ‘old boy’ got out of the car with the Captain he had stopped. ‘You know where you’re supposed to be staying, Liz?’

‘Yes Sir.’ In front of the other two she did not call him Simps as she did when they were alone. She gave him the paper with the address.

‘Do you know where this is?’

‘I haven’t been in Paris before.’

‘I see. Well, I shall need Captain Harlan. Corporal …’

‘Yes Sir.’

‘What’s your name?’

‘Collins, Sir.’

The General gave him the scrap of paper. ‘Corporal Collins, you will escort Driver Fanshawe to her hostel. Here is the address,’ and, to Lise, ‘You speak French, Liz?’

‘A little.’

‘Enough to ask the way?’

‘I think so.’

‘You will take her straight there?’

‘Yes, Sir.’

‘Sir …’ began Lise.

‘Orders are orders,’ said the old boy.

‘But …’ and it burst out, ‘I have never been in Paris before.’

He stopped, looking down at her – he was so tall he could do that – and as he looked a surge of people were round them; one woman caught Lise, hugged and kissed her then dared to kiss the General. ‘Please,’ beseeched Lise.

‘Very well.’ The eyes below the bushy eyebrows smiled. ‘Let her have a little tour around first, Corporal, but not too long or too late, Liz. Promise.’

Fortunately the crowd swept them apart before Lise could give that promise.

It was ten o’clock. For three hours or more Lise had walked, danced, drunk wine with whom she did not know, in bars and cafés so crowded nobody could sit down. They were giving free drinks. ‘Take them while you can get them, mes gars. It will never happen again.’ At first Corporal Collins had held Lise’s arm in a grip so hard it bruised but, as with the General and A.D.C., they had soon been swept apart – and the Corporal had her scrap of paper. Lise still had the name of the side street where she had left the staff car and its keys were in her pocket; if she could find her way back, she could unlock it and sleep in it; she had been too happy to bother, but now she was getting tired; her feet were aching. It had been a long day and, ‘Excusezmoi, Madame. Est-ce-que vous pouvez me diriger …?’ but a band of young Americans, G.I.s and French girls, exuberant with joy and wine, pulled Lise away and into their ranks. ‘Come on, Polly.’ Why Polly, wondered Lise? Perhaps they called all English girls Polly. ‘You don’t wanna stand there talking that rubbish.’

‘But I want to go home.’

‘No one’s going home tonight. C’mon,’ and soon they were in a chain, dancing and buffeting. They came to a Place where they could swing the girls high; Lise’s cap came off, her hair fell down. Here, fountains were playing; perhaps they had not been turned on since the Occupation and someone had rigged up lights, red, white and blue, playing on the water. People sobbed with joy as they saw them. In a final burst of exhilaration, the young men swung the girls into a fountain.

‘That’s where I first saw you,’ said Patrice. ‘Laughing and splashing, rising from the water like a nymph.’

‘Funny kind of nymph in a khaki uniform.’

‘It didn’t look like khaki – dark. You might have been wrapped in water weeds and your dark hair, wet and streaming. I can still see your wet face and the blue of your eyes …’

All that Lise knew was that the man who helped her out of the fountain was no ordinary person. To begin with he was not in uniform – even Patrice did not dare to wear one to which he was not entitled – and, by his clothes, she thought he must be someone important. He was not as tall as she, but Patrice had ‘presence’, she did not know what else to call it, and charm; he rid Lise of her Americans not only with authority but friendliness – what he said in French she could not then fathom. He was red-haired, something she had not known a Frenchman could be; that, his blue eyes and fair skin were even more difficult to explain when she saw Emile, a ‘frog’ Frenchman if ever there were one. They must have had different fathers – or different mothers, thought a more grown-up Lise, but she never knew which. Patrice and Emile said little about their family though once, ‘It’s the Norman in me,’ Patrice had said of his hair and eyes.

He was far older than she – how much older she did not see until they were indoors under electric lights; He’s at least forty, thought Lise; that to her was a great age then, but it did not seem to bother Patrice. ‘If ever there were a happy hypocrite,’ he said often, ‘I am he. I amuse myself as if I were twenty. Worry? I leave that to Emile and take what I want from life with both hands.’

At the moment it was clear he wanted Lise.

‘Mademoiselle, you are very wet.’ He had an extraordinarily sweet smile. ‘Somehow he always kept that,’ Lise was to tell Maître Jouvin and, for a moment, was not able to go on.

‘You are very wet.’

Dripping from the fountain, Lise had laughed and thrown back her hair.

‘You don’t mind?’

‘Not tonight. Who could mind anything tonight?’

‘I mind that you are probably catching cold. Are you alone?’

‘Yes.’ Lise said it so firmly that he laughed too. ‘But I think that must not continue. You must let me take you to your – but it wouldn’t be a hotel. Where are you staying?’

‘That’s just it; I don’t know. Corporal Collins knew but I have lost Corporal Collins, and my cap …’ She could not stop laughing.

‘You seem singularly carefree, Mademoiselle.’

‘Oh, I am – I am …’ but Lise was beginning to feel dizzy; she swayed and he caught her.

‘I think, besides being wet, you are a little drunk, Mademoiselle.’

‘Well, I haven’t had wine – much – before.’

‘And nothing to eat.’

‘Not all day.’ Now her teeth were chattering.

‘Restaurants are impossible; also, you are wet. I’m sorry I sent my mother out of Paris,’ – Lise was to hear of that fictitious mother again – ‘but our apartment is quite near and dinner is waiting. Let me take you there.’

‘But …’ ‘At least I had the sense to hesitate,’ Lise said afterwards. ‘I have orders.’

‘How can you carry them out?’ That was unanswerable. ‘Don’t be afraid. Patagon will chaperon us.’

‘Who is Patagon?’

‘My macaw – blue and yellow and big and fierce. He will tear me to pieces if I touch you. Come.’

‘You are very kind.’

‘Not at all. It’s not often we entertain Ondine, Patagon and I. Come.’ ‘And I was hooked like any silly fish,’ said Lise.

‘Your age?’ Vesoul’s Directrice had asked.

‘Thirty-one.’

‘Religion?’

‘None.’

The Directrice made no comment. A print of Lise’s index finger was taken. On the form she could read ‘Distinguishing marks,’ but there was no need to ask that question: both the officers’ eyes, trained to take in every detail, had already flickered over her face.

‘I wonder if she was in the Resistance,’ Father Louis was to say long afterwards to Marc when they had first noticed the scar in the Belle Source garden.

‘Would she be as old as that?’ asked Marc.

‘Somewhere near, I should think,’ said Father Louis, and ‘That scar must once have been deep. It has paled now,’ but any emotion, anger, distress, made it redden and stand out again. It was throbbing as Lise had stood before the desk and, ‘Yes, Madame, I have a distinguishing mark, I’m La Balafrée,’ and, with all the insolence she could muster – Lise could be vilely insolent – ‘Would you like me to tell you what we canaille call a scar?’ she had asked, and shot out the obscene word. ‘Oh, I was horrible – horrible,’ she told Soeur Marie Alcide.

They had looked at her without a change of expression; the Directrice simply sounded the bell on her desk and said, ‘Next.’ If only I had known then, Lise thought afterwards, what it is to have pity.

It had been a long afternoon. The Directrice and Sous-Directrice had already seen more than a dozen prisoners, some defiant, some hostile, some stunned with despair, some rude like Lise, all exhausted; a soul-destroying task but Lise had not a thought for the officers then – they seemed not women but ogres. She only knew she was cold to her bones, bruised with tiredness and frightened by the echoing silence, a silence that was unnerving after Sevenet, the Maison d’Arrêt, where she had been kept waiting in two years of suspense before her trial; Sevenet had been bad enough but talking, some independent life, was allowed. At Vesoul it seemed absolute silence was a rule. Oh well! thought Lise. I never want to talk again.

After the supper was eaten in that silence, there were more orders before they were taken to their allotted cells.

‘Empty your handbag. We shall list the contents and give you a receipt. Your watch please.’

On this morning of her release Lise had been given the watch back, but after all these years, would it go? There is no service to wind up prisoners’ watches but – what does it matter? – Lise had thought that first day of prison. If it stops, why bother? Life has stopped too.

‘Your jewellery,’ and the wardress said automatically, ‘You may keep your wedding ring.’

‘I have no wedding ring.’

Aunt Millicent had, of course, believed she had. Patrice, to Lise’s surprise, had gone over to England with her to pay a duty visit to Aunt Millicent. ‘But why?’ Lise asked him afterwards.

‘As a matter of fact there was a possibility of our setting Milo up in London.’

Lise remembered how out of place Patrice had looked in Greenhurst and had been amused to see how quickly Aunt Millicent had fallen under his charm and his power. He had already succeeded in getting Lise released from the Motor Transport Corps. ‘How?’ asked Lise.

‘I have a good many important people in my little hand,’ Patrice had said and laughed.

Aunt Millicent had even given them her Rockingham tea-set as a wedding present. ‘At least we believed it was Rockingham. I believed things then,’ Lise told Soeur Marie Alcide.

‘Where does your charming Patrice live?’ Aunt had asked.

‘I’m afraid in rather an expensive part of Paris, near the Opéra, the Rue Duchesne.’ Patrice had been astute enough to buy the house when the war was at its worst. Lise did not tell Aunt Millicent that now she, Lise, lived there too – but at first she had thought it was only an apartment.

It was over a nightclub – at least I thought it was a nightclub. Patrice had a private staircase; the flat was almost aggressively masculine with leather-covered sofas and chairs, colours in reds and brown, but there was an odd smell of scent and always, through the night, the sound of music – and there were the silk dressing-gowns, the exotic blue and yellow of the giant macaw in his cage; only Patrice could ever let Patagon out and seemed to take pleasure in his fierce pecks and beating wings. ‘You must feed him with raw meat but use a pair of tongs,’ warned Patrice. ‘Throw the hood over him when you clean his cage.’

‘I think I had a hood over my head too,’ said Lise.

Aunt Millicent had stopped her allowance. ‘You won’t need anything now,’ Aunt Millicent had said. ‘Monsieur Ambard is obviously rich,’ and, ‘The Fanshawe girl who married that rather outré Frenchman …’ Lise could hear the talk in Greenhurst.

‘An exceedingly charming and well-to-do Frenchman.’ Aunt Millicent, Lise thought, would have defended her but, ‘What am I to do?’ Lise asked in Paris. ‘I must earn my living.’

‘On the contrary, you must live and that is what you are going to do – with me.’

‘But didn’t you guess what kind of man he was?’ asked Jacques.

‘I was as green as a lettuce leaf.’ True, Lise had been driving for two years, but usually with other girls. ‘I had never met anyone who was anyone until I was seconded to drive General Simpson. I was a good driver, but he was fatherly and, in those days, even at twenty, one could be young.’

‘There was one thing that did strike me,’ she told Maître Jouvin, ‘though I didn’t try and understand it then. Patrice looked so well fed – too well fed in a Paris that had been half-starved in those years of the Occupation; some people had gone through the winter living on turnips and a few potatoes, while he had the sleek satisfied look that comes from at least two good meals a day; when I saw that dinner I couldn’t believe my eyes – a whole fillet of beef; I didn’t even know what it was. In my ignorance I had supposed conditions in France were different from England, not that they were worse for most people. If I had stopped to work it out, it would have told me many things – how, for instance, Patrice and Emile got the money to move from the little house on the left bank to the Rue Duchesne – but I didn’t stop. I couldn’t, it was all such a whirlwind.’
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