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      Chapter 1

      
      The wind blowing in off the Lizard was as cold and sharp as a witch’s nail.
      

      
      Christian Le Gall switched off the car engine, leant back, and sighed. He was lost, hopelessly so, thanks to the damned mist
         swirling everywhere. He could just about make out the front of the bonnet of the Morris Eight Tourer he was driving.
      

      
      Christian fumbled for his cigarettes and lit up. What to do next?

      
      There had been a signpost a few miles back which had been completely unhelpful. The name on the sign was nowhere to be found
         on the map of Cornwall he’d brought along.
      

      
      He was certain he was fairly near his destination, the fishing village of Coverack, which he reckoned to be only a few miles
         away. But in which direction?
      

      
      Damn these narrow twisting Cornish lanes! Most of them were in existence long before the combustion engine had been invented.
         In places the hedges were so high he had no idea what lay beyond on either side.
      

      
      He sniffed. Was that the tang of the sea or merely his imagination? He couldn’t be sure.

      
      His stomach rumbled causing him to make a face. On top of everything else he was starving, having thought he’d reach Coverack
         long before now. And he would have too if the weather hadn’t closed in. One moment the road ahead had been perfectly clear,
         the next, or so it had seemed, an impenetrable wall.
      

      
      He drew on his cigarette, then shivered. What were his options? Get out and walk? Well he could do that, trudging on till
         he came to a house where he’d perhaps find help. Perhaps even be lucky enough to get a warming cup of coffee and a bite to
         eat.
      

      
      The other option was to sit tight and wait until the mist cleared. But who knew how long that would take? It might remain
         for the rest of the day and continue on through the night till the following morning.
      

      
      What a beginning to a leave, he reflected ruefully. A leave he’d been so desperately looking forward to. The fulfilment of
         a dream he’d had for years now.
      

      
      Christian wound down his window and flicked the remains of his cigarette away. At least he had plenty of those on his person
         so he wouldn’t be going without tobacco.
      

      
      He was about to wind up his window again when he saw a movement straight ahead. Something dark shimmered, was lost to view,
         and then flickered again. A figure loomed, black as pitch against the whiteness of the mist.
      

      
      The hairs on the back of his neck sprang to attention and he was suddenly covered in goose flesh. What was this? A ghost!
         Without realising he was doing so he shrank down into his seat, startled eyes popping. He swore quietly in his native French.
      

      
      The figure slowly approached, what might have been small wings flapping on either side. Christian hastily crossed himself
         and began muttering a prayer. He was completely transfixed.
      

      
      The figure appeared to float alongside the car where it stopped and stared in. The face gazing directly into his was pale,
         the eyes a piercing green.
      

      
      The face smiled. ‘Are you having trouble?’

      
      Relief whooshed through him, for the voice was friendly and that of a woman. This was no ghost but as earthly a being as himself.

      
      ‘I’m lost,’ he admitted.

      
      The woman took in the strangeness of his uniform, and frowned. ‘You’re not English,’ she accused.

      
      ‘No. French. An ally.’

      
      The expression softened. ‘Ah!’

      
      ‘I’m trying to find Coverack.’

      
      ‘Are you indeed?’

      
      He nodded.

      
      ‘And why’s that?’ There was still suspicion in the voice.
      

      
      ‘I plan to stay there for a while. I’m on leave.’

      
      ‘I see.’ She paused, studying him further, then queried, ‘So where have you come from?’

      
      Inquisitive, he thought. But then country folk usually were. They liked to know the ins and outs of a cat’s backside. ‘Plymouth.
         I’m stationed there.’
      

      
      The woman digested that.

      
      ‘Can you help me?’

      
      ‘Of course. Couldn’t be easier.’

      
      She was wearing a cloak he now noted, the hood drawn over her head. What he’d imagined to be wings were merely the sides of
         the cloak. ‘You gave me a terrible fright,’ he confessed.
      

      
      She arched a plucked eyebrow. ‘Really?’

      
      ‘Don’t laugh, but I thought you were a ghost.’

      
      She did laugh. ‘A ghost!’

      
      ‘Appearing out of the mist as you did. You scared me half to death.’

      
      Rather handsome, she mused inwardly, thinking she mustn’t stay chatting too long. She was already late for the meeting.

      
      Something screeched near by causing Christian to start. ‘What was that?’

      
      She almost laughed. He was jumpy. ‘An animal of some sort. A bird possibly.’
      

      
      A rather aquiline nose and sallow skin, she further reflected. The hair straight and somewhat lank. She judged him to be somewhere
         in his early twenties.
      

      
      She pointed back the way she’d come and gave him clear instructions that involved two turnings. ‘That’ll take you down the
         hill into Coverack,’ she stated.
      

      
      ‘Thank you. Do you know the Paris Hotel there?’

      
      This time her expression was quizzical, the gaze penetrating in the extreme. ‘Yes, I do.’

      
      ‘Where will I find that?’

      
      ‘When you get to the bottom of the hill turn right when you can go no further. It’s at the far end of the village. You can’t
         miss it.’
      

      
      During the past few seconds he’d become aware she was concealing something under her cloak, a metal object she was holding.
         ‘Thank you again.’
      

      
      ‘Do you intend putting up there?’
      

      
      ‘If there’s a room available.’

      
      ‘Oh, I’m sure there will be, it being October and a war on.’ She gathered her cloak about her. ‘Now I must be getting along.’

      
      It seemed strange to him that she, a lone woman, should be out in such weather. It crossed his mind she must be well familiar
         with every inch of the terrain thereabouts.
      

      
      Christian reached for the key and restarted the engine, the latter bursting into a satisfying growl that rumbled under the
         bonnet.
      

      
      Her glance flicked round the inside of the car, then settled again momentarily on his face. ‘You’ll be all right now.’

      
      ‘I’m most obliged.’

      
      As though by magic she disappeared, vanishing in the opposite direction from which she’d come.

      
      Christian shivered, and not entirely from cold. Thank God the woman had happened by when she had.

      
      As he was slowly driving off it suddenly struck him that the metal object she’d been holding might have been a pistol. There
         had been that shape and familiarity about it.
      

      
      He shook his head in bewilderment. A pistol? Surely not. Why would a woman be wandering around in the mist carrying a gun?
         It simply didn’t make sense.
      

      
      He must have made a mistake, he decided.

      
      ‘Hello! Is anyone here?’

      
      Christian glanced round the bar of the Paris Hotel where a large cheery fire was blazing in a grate. He laid down his case
         and strode over to the hearth, standing in front of it and vigorously rubbing his hands.
      

      
      Taking a deep breath, he leant against the mantelpiece, smiling in contentment as the warmth began seeping into him.

      
      His stomach rumbled again, reminding him how hungry he was. But first he’d have a drink. If not several. He was not only hungry
         but dog tired. The journey had taken a lot out of him.
      

      
      A piece of wood crackled and spat, narrowly missing his trousers. He moved back several feet; the last thing he wanted was
         for his uniform to be burnt.
      

      
      ‘Hello?’ he called out a second time. Again without response. The bar was deserted apart from him.

      
      Christian rubbed his leg which was more painful than it had been for several weeks. He put that down to the journey and damp in the air.
      

      
      ‘Hello?’

      
      The only reply was the chime of a clock at the far end. He was beginning to wonder if he was the only one in the hotel.

      
      ‘Can I help you, sir?’

      
      He twisted swiftly towards the woman who’d spoken. Now where had she come from? It was as if she’d appeared out of nowhere.

      
      ‘I’m after a room. I wish to stay for a while.’

      
      The woman, tiny with a wizened face and short cropped hair, nodded. ‘Plenty of rooms available. In fact they all is.’

      
      She looked him up and down, taking in his uniform. ‘You’re foreign I take it?’

      
      ‘French, madam.’

      
      ‘Army?’

      
      He brought himself to attention. ‘Second Lieutenant Le Gall at your service.’

      
      The woman sniffed. A Frog, she thought. She might have guessed.

      
      ‘I was wondering if I might have a drink? I’ve been on the road for hours.’

      
      ‘I don’t see why not. We is a pub after all, the only one in Coverack.’

      
      ‘You’re very kind.’

      
      She gave him an odd, sideways look, as though she didn’t quite know what to make of him, then suddenly chuckled. ‘What’s your
         poison, my lover?’ she queried, going behind the bar.
      

      
      He frowned. Her lover? What sort of address was that? ‘Would you have a cognac?’

      
      She was so tiny only her head and the top of her shoulders were visible. ‘I don’t usually serve behind here,’ she informed
         him, struggling to reach a glass. ‘I’s in the kitchen normally.’
      

      
      ‘You’re the cook then?’

      
      ‘Dogsbody more like. Though I does cook when necessary.’

      
      Christian sank on to a stool, thankful to get the weight off his leg. He’d change the dressing before going to sleep.

      
      ‘There you are,’ she declared, plonking the charged glass before him. ‘Will you pays for it now or shall I put it on your
         bill?’
      

      
      He decided the latter would be more convenient. ‘On my bill please.’

      
      ‘Right you be.’

      
      He sipped the cognac to discover it wasn’t cognac at all but a rather inferior brandy. But it was warm and relaxing which
         was all that mattered. ‘Is there any chance of some food?’ he inquired.
      

      
      ‘Lunch is past. We don’t start serving dinner till half seven.’

      
      ‘Oh!’ He couldn’t mask his disappointment.

      
      ‘Hungry, my lover?’

      
      ‘Starving.’

      
      Her expression became sympathetic. ‘I’ll tells you what. I could make you a sandwich.’

      
      ‘That would be wonderful.’

      
      ‘Cheese and pickle is all we got.’

      
      ‘Lovely.’

      
      ‘Then I shan’t be long.’

      
      He watched her bustle away.

      
      My lover? he mused. Obviously a local expression. He rather liked it. He had another sip of brandy and reached for his cigarettes.

      
      How peaceful it was in here, he reflected a little later. The only sound, apart from his own breathing, was the steady tick
         of the wall clock that had chimed earlier.
      

      
      Turning round on his stool he gazed out over the Channel, as the English called it. All he could see was mist; the water was
         totally obscured.
      

      
      Beyond that mist lay France, he thought, a lump coming into his throat. La Belle France and Hennebont. His country that was now occupied by the hated Boche, his city crawling with the jackbooted bastards.
      

      
      What an evil day that had been when France had fallen. A day of great infamy. The memory of it made him feel sick inside.

      
      Well, France wouldn’t stay occupied for ever. Another day would dawn, the day of liberation. And he would be there taking
         part in it. He swore that by all that was Holy.
      

      
      He wondered what had become of Marie Thérèse, his girlfriend before he had joined up. There had been a few letters, and then
         everything had happened so quickly. There had been no way to get in touch with her before his evacuation at Dunkirk. Even
         if he’d tried it would have been impossible, the Germans having already overrun Hennebont.
      

      
      He thought of Marie Thérèse with enormous affection. He hadn’t been in love with her, though she’d been with him. They’d slept
         together on a number of occasions, the last one of which he now recalled quite vividly.
      

      
      It had been his farewell, and a frantic emotional hour it had been. Marie Thérèse had cried non-stop, in near hysterics when
         they’d actually parted. And the lovemaking itself, how intense that had been, particularly on her part. He’d felt as though
         he was being swallowed whole into her body.
      

      
      He wished she was with him now. And wondered again where she was and what she was doing.

      
      ‘There you are, Lieutenant. Best English cheddar. A real treat.’

      
      He turned again to smile at the tiny woman. ‘Thank you.’

      
      ‘You don’t get better cheese than that. Not nowheres.’

      
      He didn’t contradict her, thinking there was many a Frenchman would disagree with her statement.

      
      The bread was brown, and when he lifted the top slice the pickle she’d promised, also brown, was revealed. He’d been expecting
         something different.
      

      
      ‘Right tasty,’ she said.

      
      ‘Do you have a name, madam?’

      
      ‘Here, less of the madam! That’s the second time you’ve called me that. I’m no madam. I’m Alice, pure and simple. No frills
         or fripperies with me. Just plain Alice.’
      

      
      He smiled. ‘Then Alice it shall be. Thank you, Alice.’

      
      She noticed his glass was empty. ‘Another of thae?’

      
      ‘Please. What sort of summer did you have?’ he inquired as she poured his refill.

      
      ‘A total disaster. Hardly any trade at all. But then, what could we expect in the circumstances. Though we did hope we’d do
         better than we did.’
      

      
      ‘There is a war on after all,’ he commiserated.

      
      ‘And don’t we know it. At this rate Mrs Blackacre might well have to close down part of the hotel for the duration. The accommodation
         that is. Just leave the bar for the locals.’
      

      
      ‘Mrs Blackacre?’

      
      ‘She owns the place. Well, she and her husband do. But he’s off at sea in the Merchant Navy doing his bit like.’

      
      ‘I see.’

      
      Alice’s expression became conspiratorial, and when she next spoke her voice was softer. ‘Sam Blackacre fell on his feet all
         right. A fisherman all his life and then a few years back a relative of his dies in New Zealand and leaves him plenty. He used the money to buy the Paris and gave up fishing, though his heart’s still
         at sea, I say. He couldn’t wait to get into the Merchant Navy when the war started. Went off with a smile on his face as big
         as a cow’s arse.’
      

      
      Christian laughed at the image conjured up.

      
      ‘And a right good go they were making of the hotel too until the war came along. Now she’s left to run the place all on her
         ownsome, which is quite a responsibility I can tells ee.’
      

      
      Christian nodded that he understood.

      
      ‘There’s hardly an able-bodied chap left in the village. So what happens when she needs repairs and the like? Why, we had
         a blocked drain only last week and not a plumber to be found for love nor money.’ Alice squared her thin shoulders. ‘In the
         end we sorted it though. She and me the gether. We wuz proud of that.’
      

      
      Christian lit another cigarette, thinking he would never get used to English tobacco. He would have given anything for a Gauloise
         or Gitanes. ‘I can imagine.’
      

      
      Alice snorted and nodded.

      
      ‘And where is Mrs Blackacre? When do I get to meet her?’

      
      ‘Oh, she’s out on business at the moment. Don’t ask me where. She said business but it could be she’s visiting a relative.
         There’s an old aunt she drops in on a lot. Keeps her company like and makes sure she’s all right.’
      

      
      Alice regarded him keenly. ‘Is that your car out front?’

      
      ‘It is indeed.’

      
      ‘Lucky to get petrol. It’s hard to come by nowadays.’

      
      Christian winked. ‘Being in the army does have its uses, if you understand.’

      
      Alice became conspiratorial again. ‘If ee wants more I knows someone who can oblige. At a price, mind you. ’Tain’t cheap.
         But if you knows how to keep your mouth shut and has the cash then he’s your man.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll remember that,’ Christian answered. He should be fine for petrol, he thought, having several large containers of the
         stuff in the boot. Still, it was useful to know he could get more if required. And money was no object. Within reason that
         is.
      

      
      ‘Here!’ Alice exclaimed suddenly, eyes narrowing. ‘I thought ee was starving hungry?’

      
      ‘And so I am.’
      

      
      ‘Then why hasn’t ee started on the sandwich? Instead you’re smoking again.’

      
      He smiled inwardly. She seemed quite incensed. ‘Because I was taught that it was impolite to eat in front of a lady when she
         isn’t and I’m in conversation with her.’
      

      
      Alice positively preened. Lady! Oh my my, that was rich. One for the book. She flushed slightly and lowered her gaze.

      
      ‘That satisfy you?’ he teased.

      
      ‘Oh yes indeed. I’d best be getting back to the kitchen then and leave you to it.’

      
      ‘Could I have some beer before you go?’

      
      ‘Of course. Best bitter?’

      
      ‘Please.’

      
      ‘Pint or half?’

      
      ‘A half will do nicely.’

      
      She poured the beer, bursting to tell someone, anyone, of the compliment this handsome Frenchie had paid her. No matter she
         was old enough to be his grandmother, he’d called her a lady. Her. Alice Trevillick!
      

      
      ‘I’ll return shortly to see if you wants anything else. In the meantime you tuck in.’

      
      He distinctly heard her giggle as she scuttled away out of sight.

      
      It was pandemonium, chaos. Soldiers were retreating as far as the eye could see. Thousands of them.

      
      ‘Come on, lads, keep up!’ a British sergeant barked near by.

      
      Heavy gunfire sounded in the distance, only a few miles away, Christian calculated grimly. He must make the coast where they
         said the British were being evacuated. He couldn’t even begin to contemplate being captured by the enemy; the shame would
         be too much to endure.
      

      
      They’d somehow become separated from the rest of their unit during the night – hardly surprising considering the dark and
         general confusion.
      

      
      ‘I’m desperate for a shit,’ Jean Van Rose, also a Second Lieutenant, grumbled beside Christian.

      
      Christian grinned. ‘I wouldn’t recommend it. Not with the Boche hard on our heels. I’m sure they’d find it amusing to discover
         you with your trousers down round your ankles.’
      

      
      ‘True enough,’ Jean agreed ruefully. ‘But I’ll have to go soon or I won’t be able to contain myself any longer.’
      

      
      Christian marvelled that someone could be worried about a bodily function in their present desperate situation.

      
      ‘I’ve got an upset stomach,’ Jean explained.

      
      ‘Oh!’

      
      Jean pulled a face. ‘And it’s bloody murder.’

      
      ‘You can go first opportunity we get.’ Though God knew when that would be.

      
      Christian glanced round. There were eighteen of them left in the unit that had started out forty strong. He hoped and prayed
         the others were safe and sound.
      

      
      ‘Messerschmitt!’ an English voice shouted.

      
      Christian and Jean simultaneously glanced skywards. There it was, a dot coming swiftly in their direction.

      
      ‘More of them!’ another voice screamed.

      
      Those were coming in at a forty-five degree angle to the first, a flight of six in all.

      
      ‘Holy Jesus!’ Jean muttered, and crossed himself. ‘With any luck they’ll pass on by.’

      
      Christian was now looking round for cover, but there wasn’t any. They’d been caught out in the open.

      
      Bright flashes of flame suddenly spurted from the first plane, their excited chatter clearly heard by the two Frenchmen. Christian
         watched spurts of earth flying upwards where the shells hit the ground.
      

      
      ‘All down!’ he bellowed, and promptly threw himself flat.

      
      Moments later they were being strafed by the flight of six which had closed incredibly fast. Christian’s ears were filled
         with the deadly hum and zing thudding all around them.
      

      
      It lasted only a minute, maybe a little longer, but it seemed an eternity. Christian was dimly aware that during the entire
         attack he held his breath.
      

      
      His body sagged with relief as the sound of the planes faded coastwards. That had been close, too bloody close. It would be
         a miracle if no one had been hit.
      

      
      ‘Are you OK, Jean?’

      
      There was no reply. Jean continued to lie with both hands clamped over his head.

      
      Christian sat up. ‘Jean?’

      
      He crawled the few feet separating them and shook his friend by the shoulder.
      

      
      ‘Je––’

      
      Christian abruptly broke off on seeing the blood staining the far side of Jean’s uniform. It had only taken a single bullet
         but that had proved enough.
      

      
      The stench assailing his nostrils told him that Jean’s last wish had been granted.

      
      Christian blinked awake, shivering. How often had he had that dream, and others, leading up to the actual evacuation at Dunkirk
         itself? Too often.
      

      
      His mouth was tacky and his leg hurt even more, albeit he’d changed the dressing before lying down. He still suffered pain
         despite the wound being almost healed. The doctor who’d attended him in Plymouth had warned him this would be the case. Even
         when fully better and in no need of further dressings the leg would pain him for some while.
      

      
      A glance at his bedside clock told him he’d slept longer than he’d intended. He’d have to get a move on if he wasn’t to miss
         dinner.
      

      
      He sighed with satisfaction and pushed his plate away. The main course, plaice, chips and vegetables, had been excellent.
         The fish had been served with a thin crust on top and a pat of butter on its middle. Extremely fresh of course, which was
         only to be expected from a fishing village.
      

      
      English chips amused him; so different to the pommes frites he was used to. At least these hadn’t been soggy like so many he’d encountered since coming to England.
      

      
      The vegetables had been glazed carrots and a green he couldn’t identify. He would later discover it to be curly kale.

      
      ‘Are you finished, sir?’

      
      The waitress was a young girl of no more than fourteen or fifteen, her skin literally glowing with health and well-being.

      
      ‘Yes, thank you.’

      
      She collected up his plate. ‘Will you want a sweet, sir?’

      
      ‘What’s on offer?’

      
      ‘Damson pie, sir, with cream.’

      
      ‘Clotted cream?’ He smiled.

      
      ‘Of course, sir. The genuine article. Made right here in Cornwall.’

      
      He’d heard of clotted cream but never tasted it. He was looking forward to the experience.
      

      
      The framed faded photograph hung on a side wall and was of a large ship stuck fast on rocks. Ted had mentioned the photo to
         him several times when talking about Coverack.
      

      
      The ship he knew, because Ted had told him, had a clipper bowsprit and a classic counter stern. It boasted three tall funnels.

      
      It was on Whit Monday, 1899, that the ship had run aground on the Manacles, an infamous reef just off Coverack which had claimed
         many vessels in its time.
      

      
      But on this occasion the ship had been saved. It had stayed aground for three weeks until finally being released after compressed
         air had driven out the water, allowing vast holes in her hull to be cemented over by a German salvage team.
      

      
      The ship was the SS Paris whom the hotel was named after, and at one time had held the Blue Ribbon for the fastest crossing of the North Atlantic.
      

      
      A fine ship, Christian mused. And one with not a little history attached. According to Ted she’d run aground again on the
         Cornish rocks, this time in 1914, near Rame while steaming for Plymouth, and again had survived. According to Ted the ship
         had finally been broken up in Genoa in 1923.
      

      
      Christian pulled out his cigarettes and lit one, remembering how amused he’d been to hear of a hotel called Paris in a Cornish
         fishing village. It had seemed quite absurd somehow. And yet there was a rational explanation for it as this ancient photograph
         bore out.
      

      
      On finishing his meal he’d wanted to take a walk, but that was out of the question as it was still thick with mist outside.
         Perhaps he might venture across to the nearby quay where, even if he couldn’t see much, he’d at least get a breath of fresh
         air.
      

      
      He’d wait till he’d finished his cigarette, he decided, before making a move. He’d have to return to his room first and get
         a coat.
      

      
      ‘Good evening, Lieutenant.’

      
      He turned to find himself staring at a woman whose face was familiar. And then the penny dropped.

      
      ‘I see you found your way here.’

      
      He nodded. ‘Your directions were quite explicit.’

      
      The green eyes filled with amusement. ‘I’m Mrs Blackacre by the way. The owner of the hotel.’

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      ‘I’m curious. How did you come to hear about the Paris Hotel?’ Mrs Blackacre asked, placing a brandy in front of Christian who
         was now sitting at the bar. They were the only two in the room.
      

      
      He regarded her steadily, thinking what a coincidence it had been to encounter her in particular back there on the road.

      
      ‘A friend of mine, a painter, once spent a summer here. He thought Coverack the most wonderful place.’

      
      She raised an eyebrow, inviting him to go on.

      
      ‘And he stayed in this hotel. He said that summer was one of those very special occasions that sometimes happen in your life.
         Or hopefully happen anyway.’
      

      
      For some reason she looked wistful on hearing that.

      
      ‘According to him the sun never stopped shining and the sea was always blue. Perhaps the fact it was his honeymoon had something
         to do with it,’ he added drily.
      

      
      Mrs Blackacre smiled. ‘How long ago was this?’

      
      ‘Many years. Twenty or more. Would you have been around then? I don’t mean as owner of the hotel, but living in Coverack.’

      
      She pursed her lips. ‘Not really. I mean yes and no. I come from Porthoustock, which is close by.’

      
      ‘And what’s that like?’

      
      ‘Oh, smaller than this. It’s a beautiful spot, mind you. But lonely, especially in winter. There again, so too is Coverack.’

      
      ‘Ted has a painting of Coverack in his sitting room that has always fascinated me. It was one he painted when he was here
         that year and decided never to sell because it meant so much to him.’
      

      
      ‘The honeymoon?’

      
      ‘I suppose so.’ Christian grinned.

      
      ‘And is this Ted a professional painter?’

      
      ‘Very much so. He lives in Hennebont where I come from.’

      
      Mrs Blackacre paused to listen. ‘There’s a wind coming up which should blow away the mist. Can you hear it?’

      
      Christian listened also. ‘Can’t say that I do.’

      
      ‘Well, I can. It’s not much at the moment but it’ll probably get stronger. They usually do this time of year.’

      
      She was an attractive woman, he thought. If she had one fault it was that she was too wide-hipped. He didn’t know it but that
         was a common trait amongst Cornish women.
      

      
      ‘What’s his surname?’ she queried, returning to the subject of Ted.

      
      ‘McEwen.’

      
      ‘That’s hardly French!’

      
      Christian shook his head. ‘Ted’s English of Scottish descent. But he’s a real Bohemian by nature.’

      
      ‘And his wife?’

      
      ‘English as well. She’s called Petula. Pet for short.’

      
      Christian lit a cigarette, thinking how cosy it was with just the pair of them, and the fire, as earlier, blazing in the grate.

      
      ‘So how do an Englishman and his wife end up living in France?’

      
      ‘Ted prefers it there. Says the way of life suits him. He does come back quite regularly, mainly for business reasons. He’s
         quite successful, you see.’
      

      
      Mrs Blackacre’s face clouded. ‘Where is he now? Still in Honne … What did you call it?’

      
      ‘Hennebont. And I hope not. I trust he and Pet got out before the Germans arrived. Otherwise who knows what’ll have happened
         to them.’
      

      
      Christian became morose and introspective. He worshipped Ted like a second father. The thought of Ted and Pet falling into
         German hands was just horrendous. The Germans would hardly take kindly to him, an Englishman of his temperament.
      

      
      Christian saw off his brandy, the wall clock chiming as he did.

      
      ‘Another?’

      
      ‘Please. And won’t you change your mind and have one? I hate drinking on my own.’

      
      She decided she rather liked this young Frenchman, now out of uniform and dressed in civilian clothes. The latter made him
         appear even more French than before.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, I will. A glass of wine, I think.’

      
      Christian watched her opening a bottle of red, noting with mild surprise that the seal on top was French. He wondered about
         that.
      

      
      ‘Cheers!’ she toasted.

      
      ‘Cheers. À votre santé.’
      

      
      She had a sip then refilled his brandy.

      
      ‘I told Ted that one day I’d come to Coverack and see it for myself,’ Christian stated quietly. ‘And now here I am.’

      
      ‘Though so far you haven’t seen much.’

      
      He laughed. ‘Nothing at all.’

      
      ‘But you will come morning.’

      
      ‘I’m looking forward to it.’

      
      Christian closed his eyes, recalling the picture that had fascinated him for years. There was an extraordinary wild beauty
         about it, yet also a profound feeling of tranquillity. In a strange way the scene portrayed was timeless. Of this world and
         not of this world. It had drawn him, mesmerised him, right from the very first.
      

      
      ‘I noticed you limping coming through here,’ Mrs Blackacre probed softly. ‘Do you have a bad leg?’

      
      He blew a long stream of smoke away from her. ‘I was wounded at Dunkirk.’

      
      ‘Oh?’

      
      ‘Nothing serious. It’s nearly healed. That’s the main reason I was granted leave. To recuperate.’

      
      ‘Was it awful? Dunkirk I mean?’

      
      Christian glanced down at his drink, his mind churning with memories. ‘Pretty awful. A lot of good men died there. I lost
         a few myself from what remained of our unit.’ He paused, then reflected sadly, ‘If it hadn’t been for the Royal Navy and other
         British sailors none of us would have escaped. Myself included.’
      

      
      ‘How were you wounded?’

      
      ‘We were strafed by a plane. I’d just lost a good friend a few hours before that to the same thing. I was fortunate and survived.
         Poor Jean didn’t.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry.’

      
      He stared at her and could see she meant it. ‘The bullet went straight through the fleshy part of my leg. Straight in and
         straight out again. A crew member aboard the frigate that picked us up gave me first aid. Then it was a hospital in Plymouth.’
      

      
      At this point they were interrupted by the door banging open and a group of older men coming in, the atmosphere in the bar
         instantly changing.
      

      
      ‘Good evening to you, Denzil!’ Mrs Blackacre cried out.

      
      ‘And to you, Maizie, me lover,’ the grizzled chap in the lead replied. It was clear from what they were wearing that these
         were all fishermen.
      

      
      ‘Get thae pints poured, Maizie. We be dry as dust.’

      
      Mrs Blackacre laughed and moved to the pumps, the men clearly regulars and favourites of hers.

      
      ‘Why, it never ceases to amaze me what a fine-looking woman you be, Maizie Blackacre. I hope that Sam of yours appreciates
         the fact, the jammy bugger!’ a third proclaimed with a mischievous twinkle in his eye.
      

      
      ‘You never change, John Corin. Always the flatterer,’ she retorted.

      
      ‘’Tis true. ’Tis true. But where’s the harm in that?’ He heaved himself on to a stool. ‘There again, how can it be flattery
         when it’s God’s Gospel.’
      

      
      The group started to banter amongst themselves and with Mrs Blackacre, their dialect so strong that Christian found most of
         it unintelligible.
      

      
      After a while more people arrived and the hum of conversation increased. The only further time Christian managed to speak
         to Mrs Blackacre was when ordering another drink.
      

      
      Eventually he left and returned to his room, the bar still buzzing with Mrs Blackacre continuing to pull a steady stream of
         pints, some beer but mainly cider.
      

      
      A lump came into Christian’s throat as he stared out over Coverack from the quay, more or less positioned on the spot from
         where Ted had painted his picture.
      

      
      It was a raw day, clouds scudding across the sky, with a hint of rain to come. But the mist had gone completely and gave him
         an uninterrupted view.
      

      
      The same qualities were there as were in the picture. The tranquillity, the wild beauty. Timelessness. All of it.

      
      He glanced across at the hotel instantly to spy a face staring down at him from an upstairs window. Mrs Blackacre, there was
         no doubt about it.
      

      
      The face abruptly vanished when she realised she’d been spotted, lace curtains falling back into place.
      

      
      Christian had been about to give a friendly wave, but couldn’t do that now. With a shrug he returned his gaze to the sprawl
         of the village.
      

      
      The air he sucked into his lungs was as heady as strong wine.

      
      ‘You’re the Froggy, ain’t ee?’

      
      Christian roused himself from his reverie to glance at the stranger who’d addressed him. He was sitting on a bench looking
         out to sea, and the man had come up silently from behind.
      

      
      ‘I’m French, yes.’

      
      The older man grunted. ‘No mistaking ee but for a foreigner. If nothing else thae clothes gives ee away.’

      
      Christian stared at the shiny hook dangling from the man’s right cuff, where a hand ought to be.

      
      ‘Lost it in an accident aboard a boat when I tweren’t more than a nipper,’ the man explained. ‘Can I join ee?’

      
      The last thing Christian wanted was company, especially that of a stranger, but thought it rude to say so. ‘Please do.’

      
      ‘The name’s Wesley Repson,’ the man stated on sitting. ‘But most folk call me Hookie for the obvious reason.’ He extended
         his remaining hand which Christian shook.
      

      
      ‘And I’m Christian Le Gall. Tell me, how did you know I was French and not some other nationality?’

      
      Hookie gave a throaty chuckle. ‘It don’t take long for things to get round in Coverack. One knows, we all do within hours.
         That’s how it be.’
      

      
      Christian had to smile at that. Alice would be the culprit, he decided. She would have put the word about.

      
      He dug in a pocket and pulled out his cigarettes. ‘Would you care for one?’

      
      Hookie shook his head. ‘None of thae for me, lad. I’m a pipe man. Can’t beat a pipe, I always says.’ He produced a briar and
         they both lit up. ‘Army, I heard?’
      

      
      Christian nodded.

      
      ‘Lieutenant?’

      
      ‘Not quite, a Second Lieutenant. Or Sous Lieutenant as it’s called in the French Army.’
      

      
      ‘A sous, eh? I thought that was some kind of chef.’

      
      Christian laughed. ‘Same idea. Under chef, under lieutenant.’
      

      
      Hookie drew heavily on his pipe and sighed with satisfaction. ‘You arrived in the mist last night, I believe.’

      
      The man would tell him what sort of underwear he had on next, Christian thought. ‘I got lost, but fortunately I bumped into
         Mrs Blackacre who directed me here.’
      

      
      ‘Aah, Maizie Blackacre. Out gadding about, wor she?’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t know about that,’ Christian replied, eyes narrowing. ‘But she was on the road and kind enough to help.’

      
      ‘Lucky for you, eh?’

      
      ‘Indeed.’

      
      ‘Wouldn’t fancy spending the night out in the mist meself,’ he said, adding wryly, ‘but then I wouldn’t be lost hereabouts,
         would I?’
      

      
      ‘I suppose not,’ Christian grinned, still not certain about this Hookie Repson.

      
      Hookie tamped down the contents of his pipe with a gnarled, yellow finger. ‘I’d fight in this war too if they’d let me. But
         what use is a cripple, eh?’
      

      
      Christian wasn’t sure how to respond to that, so said nothing.

      
      ‘At least that’s how they sees it. But ’tain’t stopped me working all me life. By God it ain’t.’

      
      ‘You’re a fisherman I take it?’ He presumed that to be the case, as Hookie had said he’d lost his hand on a boat.

      
      ‘That be so. And a grand life she be.’

      
      ‘I can imagine.’

      
      Hookie fixed him with a beady, calculating eye. ‘You likes cognac I’m told.’

      
      That startled Christian. ‘Yes, I do.’

      
      ‘I can get ee a few bottles if you’re interested. For the right price, that is.’

      
      Christian stared hard at his companion. ‘Can you really?’

      
      ‘That be so.’

      
      ‘And how’s that?’

      
      Hookie used the implement he was nicknamed after to tap his nose. ‘That’s for me to know and you to wonder about. Now, me
         lad, are you interested?’
      

      
      ‘That depends how much you’re asking.’

      
      Hookie named a sum Christian thought more than reasonable. ‘Fair enough.’

      
      ‘How many bottles then?’

      
      ‘I thought you said a few?’
      

      
      ‘Few is few. Half a dozen?’

      
      ‘All at the same price?’

      
      ‘That’s so.’

      
      ‘Then I’ll buy them.’

      
      Hookie beamed. ‘We have a deal. Now when do you want them?’

      
      ‘Whenever’s suitable.’

      
      ‘Meet me here at four this afternoon and I’ll have them with me. And make sure you bring the cash, mind. No cash, no cognac.’
         Hookie came to his feet. ‘I’ll see you later, Monsewer Le Gall.’
      

      
      Christian winced at the man’s atrocious accent. ‘Till then.’

      
      Hookie strolled away, humming a tune to himself.

      
      Christian had a sudden thought. ‘Hookie!’

      
      Hookie stopped and turned, his expression a frown.

      
      Christian hurried to his side. ‘I don’t suppose you can get any French cigarettes?’

      
      Hookie shook his head. ‘Not at the moment. But how long’s you staying in Coverack?’

      
      ‘I’m not certain. Two weeks probably. Perhaps more.’

      
      ‘Then speak to me again about it at the end of next week. I’s always around. You’ll see me. How many would you want?’

      
      ‘As many as you can supply.’

      
      Hookie laughed. ‘A couple of thousand?’

      
      Christian gaped. ‘Can you really do as many as that?’

      
      ‘’Tis possible. There again, I might not be able to get any. It all depends.’

      
      Depended on what? Christian wondered as Hookie continued on his way. He’d heard of Cornish smugglers, but surely they were
         a thing of the past? And if they did still exist it was inconceivable that they were going over to France with a war on.
      

      
      Or was it?

      
      ‘A very nice young man, for a foreigner that is,’ Alice Trevillick declared, busy peeling potatoes for the evening meal.

      
      Maizie Blackacre glanced up from her paperwork which was the bane of her life. She loathed the administration which seemed
         to have proliferated since the war started. ‘You mean Lieutenant Le Gall?’
      

      
      ‘Who else? ’Tain’t no other foreigner in Coverack at the moment. Leastways not that I knows of.’

      
      Maizie pursed her lips. ‘I suppose so.’

      
      ‘Well, he impresses me and no mistake.’ Alice paused to smile in recollection. ‘Called me a lady, he did. That fair made my
         day, I can tell ee.’
      

      
      Maizie smiled. She could have replied that Christian was only being polite, but why should she spoil Alice’s pleasure?

      
      ‘You had a good old chin wag with him at the bar last night, you mentioned earlier.’

      
      Maizie nodded. ‘Till Denzil and his cronies arrived.’

      
      ‘And what did ee learn?’

      
      ‘Not a lot.’

      
      Alice let out an exasperated sigh. ‘Come on, Maizie Blackacre, ee’s as nosy as me and no mistake. Ee must have learnt something.’

      
      Maizie told Alice about Ted and his wife Pet.

      
      ‘So that’s why he came here. I knew there had to be some reason. I mean, few people come down all this way in October unless
         there’s a reason for it. ’Tain’t exactly the height of the holiday season.’
      

      
      Maizie didn’t mention she’d been watching him on the quay that morning, still embarrassed at being spotted.

      
      ‘Is he married? He don’t wear no ring.’

      
      Maizie considered that. ‘There wasn’t any mention of a wife. Nor does he have that married air about him, so I think it’s
         safe to say he’s a bachelor.’
      

      
      ‘Good catch for some maid, handsome bloke that he is. It’s true what they say about Frenchmen, they do have a certain way
         about them. They oozes charm and romance.’
      

      
      Maizie laughed.

      
      ‘Well, ’tis true, Maizie, ’tis true! He’s like someone out of thae romantic novels. Something written by Daphne Du Maurier.’

      
      Maizie immediately thought of Daphne Du Maurier’s newly published book, Frenchman’s Creek, which she’d not yet read. That was set in Cornwall she believed.
      

      
      Alice pointed her peeler at Maizie. ‘Well! Don’t ee agree?’

      
      ‘He’s certainly handsome,’ Maizie acknowledged slowly.

      
      Alice cackled. ‘He’s probably a right proper lover too. The sort who gives you flowers and chocolates and the like. Who makes
         a right fuss of ee.’ Her expression changed. ‘Unlike the men round here. ’Tain’t one of them got a romantic bone in his body.’
      

      
      Maizie thought of her husband Sam to whom that description certainly applied. Sam’s idea of romance was sex, sex and more
         sex. And selfish with it too. Selfish to the core.
      

      
      ‘Wasn’t your husband romantic, Alice?’ Henry Trevellick had been lost at sea sixteen years before when his boat had gone down
         in a sudden storm. Three good men had gone down with him.
      

      
      Alice paused to smile. ‘He tweren’t romantic in the least. A fine provider mind, and never looked at another woman that way
         after we married. But romantic?’ She shook her head. ‘Never. Not in a thousand years.’
      

      
      Maizie regarded her employee and friend with sympathy. ‘Do you still miss Henry? You rarely mention him.’

      
      ‘Of course I does. ’Tis right lonely being on your own with your one and only child flown the nest. There’s manys a night
         I wish Henry was there, sitting opposite like he used to, me knitting or whatever, he usually just gazing into the fire thinking
         God alone knows what. In bed too, maybe there more than anywhere. Even now I sometimes stretches out my hand thinking to touch
         him, and then I comes awake and remembers. Those be the loneliest times of all.’
      

      
      ‘Sally should visit you more often,’ Maizie said, a hint of criticism in her voice. Sally was Alice’s daughter.

      
      ‘She’s busy with her own family. And Padstow’s a fair ways away. She comes when she can. Bless her.’

      
      They lapsed into silence for a few moments, Alice continuing with her peeling, thinking what a misery life had become since
         Henry’s death. She’d have gone out of her head long ago if it hadn’t been for her job at the hotel to keep her occupied and
         feeling useful.
      

      
      Maizie threw down her pen, her concentration now well and truly disturbed. ‘Shall I put the kettle on?’

      
      ‘Do you need to ask?’

      
      Both women laughed. ‘And we’ll have a chocolate biscuit,’ Maizie added. ‘Though Heaven knows, they’re getting harder and harder
         to come by nowadays. I was lucky to get the last packet.’
      

      
      ‘Then we’ll just keep them for ourselves, like the little piggies we be.’

      
      Christian came into the bar to find it deserted. He sat on a stool, lit a cigarette and waited.

      
      It was a full five minutes before Maizie Blackacre appeared carrying a large cardboard box.

      
      ‘Do you want some help with that?’ Christian offered.

      
      ‘I can manage, thank you very much. Are you after a drink?’

      
      ‘If it’s possible.’

      
      Maizie glanced down at the box, then back at Christian. ‘Just help yourself. You’ll find your tab in the till, add whatever
         to it.’
      

      
      Trusting, he thought. He rather liked that. ‘How about you, will you join me when you’re finished whatever you’re doing?’

      
      ‘It’s far too early for me. But maybe later.’

      
      He watched the swing of her hips as she left the room. Pity about their size, he thought. Slimmer hips would have made all
         the difference. That and a more chic dress. Any decent French woman would have despaired of Maizie’s shapeless grey woollen
         garment that had neither style nor appeal.
      

      
      He’d noticed that in Plymouth, he reflected as he poured himself a brandy. English women just didn’t seem to bother about
         looking smart. It surprised him that their men let them get away with it.
      

      
      He couldn’t help but think of Marie Thérèse. She would have knocked these frumpy English women sideways.

      
      Opening the till he carefully added a brandy to his bill.

      
      Christian’s face registered his surprise when he saw the brand of cognac Hookie had brought along. He hadn’t expected such
         quality.
      

      
      ‘All right?’ Hookie demanded.

      
      ‘I’ll say.’

      
      ‘Then where’s your cash?’

      
      Christian pulled out his wallet and extracted some notes. ‘You’ll find that’s correct,’ he declared, handing them over.

      
      ‘I’ll still count them if you don’t mind,’ Hookie replied drily.

      
      ‘Please do.’

      
      He grunted when he’d finished. ‘Pleasure doing business with you, Monsewer Le Gall.’

      
      ‘And with you.’

      
      ‘I won’t forget thae cigarettes. Though no promises, mind.’

      
      ‘I understand.

      
      ’ Christian picked up the box containing the cognac. He couldn’t wait for a glass; it would be such a treat after the stuff
         Maizie Blackacre was selling.
      

      
      A huge boom of thunder brought Christian awake. Rain was rattling against the window panes and now a great streak of jagged
         lightning lit up the sky. That was followed seconds later by another peal of thunder.
      

      
      He wondered what time it was and reached for the switch of his bedside lamp. Nothing happened when he pressed it. He tried again, to no avail. The electricity was off.
      

      
      What a storm, he thought, glad to be tucked up in bed. Thunder cracked again.

      
      He’d have a cigarette now he was awake, he decided, swinging his legs out of bed. He was reaching for his packet when he heard
         a distinct cry of distress coming from below.
      

      
      Instantly he was up and shrugging into his dressing gown. The cry had to have come from Mrs Blackacre as he and she were the
         only ones in the hotel.
      

      
      He wished he had a torch as he groped his way towards the door. Outside he stumbled his way along the landing.

      
      ‘Mrs Blackacre?’ he called from the top of the stairs.

      
      ‘Down here,’ a small voice replied.

      
      He found her at the bottom, sitting on the hall floor and nursing an ankle. ‘What happened?’ he demanded, squatting beside
         her.
      

      
      ‘I fell, stupid bugger that I am,’ she grimaced.

      
      ‘Are you badly hurt?’

      
      ‘I think it’s just a sprain.’

      
      He realised he’d left his lighter behind and wished he’d brought it with him. That would have given a little light at least.

      
      As though reading his mind Maizie said, ‘There are candles under the bar. It was those I was going for when I fell. The electric’s
         off.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I know. I’ll get the candles. You wait here.’

      
      She couldn’t help but laugh. ‘I’m hardly likely to be rushing after you, am I?’

      
      He smiled, sharing the joke. ‘I won’t be long.’

      
      Maizie was sitting on the stairs, a candle burning brightly beside her, when he eventually returned from the fuse box.

      
      ‘I’ve rewired them twice and still no luck. It isn’t the fuses,’ he announced.

      
      Maizie swore. ‘The whole village must be out then.’

      
      ‘No, it isn’t. I glanced out a window and saw lights, so it isn’t the entire village. It’s the hotel it seems.’

      
      Maizie shook her head. ‘The wiring is pretty bad. Sam and I have been planning to do something about it for ages and never
         quite got round to it. Then he was off and …’ She broke off and sobbed. ‘Christ, there isn’t an electrician for miles around.
         The usual chap’s off in the Forces with the rest of them.’
      

      
      Christian’s heart went out to her and he began to realise just how hard it was for a single woman to run a business on her
         own. Particularly in wartime with all that that entailed.
      

      
      ‘It’s best I get you back to bed. Come morning I’ll have a look at things for you.’

      
      She stared at him. ‘Do you know anything about electricity?’

      
      ‘A bit.’

      
      ‘Then you can fix it?’

      
      He held up a hand. ‘I never said that. But I’ll certainly do what I can.’

      
      ‘Thank you,’ she whispered.

      
      Maizie started when the loudest peal of thunder yet banged, seemingly, directly overhead. ‘God help all men out at sea in
         a night like this,’ she said quietly.
      

      
      Christian crossed himself. ‘Amen.’

      
      She smiled at him, pleased he was there and that she hadn’t been in the hotel by herself. His presence was a distinct comfort.

      
      ‘Now let’s get you back upstairs,’ he declared, carefully lifting her to her feet.

      
      He blew out his own candle, and laid it aside. Then he picked up hers. ‘Put your arm round my shoulder and up we go.’

      
      It took a while but finally he got her back to her bedroom where she collapsed on the bed.

      
      He noted the smell of perfume in the room, a very womanly smell that was extremely pleasant. He didn’t take much else in.

      
      ‘Is there anything you want?’ he queried.

      
      She shook her head.

      
      ‘I’ll be up early and send Alice to you when she arrives in. OK?’

      
      ‘OK,’ she nodded with a smile. ‘I’ll leave you to it then.’ He closed the door softly behind him.
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