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Chapter 1 
 
The distant past: France, near Lyon, 1772 
 
The memory of it is still vivid. It remains, all the same, a series of flashes. A call to 
escape from our house, a struggle with my boots as I sat on the stone floor by the 
front door in the kitchen, as both my father and elder sister Antoinette towered over 
me dissatisfied with my progress. 

“I’m doing my best” I protested. 
All of a sudden the task had been completed. I jumped to my feet, pushing 

my way through to open the front door. My father returned to the stove to embrace 
mother, while Antoinette came up behind me and pushed me forward as if to force 
her point. In no time at all we were happily striding along the street. Father had 
donned his dark grey coat and at first walked behind us. I recall Antoinette using 
both hands to sweep her long scraggly dark brown hair behind her back and away 
from the invasive wind that blew in our faces. 

It was a Sunday afternoon, and an annual family event that always took place 
sometime in the fall. The leaves had started to turn orange and the newly arrived 
autumn winds threatened to tear them from the trees. In reality I was a young and 
impressionable boy, easily awed by all that passed in the largely incomprehensible 
world around me. But I believed I had my bearings. I remember well that wonderful 
feeling of Sunday freedom and at the same time that omnipresent twinge in the 
stomach brought about by the approaching dawn of the week ahead at school. 

But thankfully Monday had not yet arrived. Liberty still prevailed, and I felt 
free and unfettered as I walked to the woods with father and Antoinette. It must 
have been my second year in school because my mother, still a teacher then, nurtured 
the youngest of us in reading and writing. At home, three years and more than half a 
lifetime older than me, Antoinette had to all extents and purposes become my 
constant guardian. Both our parents were usually so busy in their striving to provide 
that they rarely had time for us. This day was a welcome exception. 

We lived in a small town only a day’s ride from Lyon, an isolated community 
where both my parents had been born and their parents before them. The 
countryside around us was a lightly rolling mass of wooded hills and it meant nothing 
for us to stride for hours on end such as on this very day, on what was our annual 
outing for mushrooms. 

As was his manner, father had planned the event well ahead of time, having 
asked my uncle, his brother-in-law, to stand in for him at the store. I remember the 
excitement that endured from the day that he had made his announcement. He 
pretended, as always, that it was he who had taken the initiative for the expedition, 
but in reality it was our mother who had manipulated the event every year in order to 
get us out of the house. She stayed at home and cooked for our return, her main 
course to be adorned by the fruits of our expedition. 

Expediently expelled from the house, the three of us set out on our task 
which was due to last several hours. We had just arrived at the edge of town, past the 
monastery, across the bridge and beyond the watermills. We were in the process of 
passing, on the other side of the road, a large pond surrounded by thick tall trees. In 
my memory I hear the birds singing and see the effect of the slight breeze blowing 
the tops of the trees from side to side. We were on our own, the only people in sight 
as we walked along the side of the pebbled road. Our dirty boots kicked aside the 
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grass and weeds in our way and negotiated the occasional stone, rock, or mud pool 
that littered the rough ground in front of us. 

 
As soon as we had left the house, father had announced that we would deviate from 
our habitual destination. A friend of his had mentioned a small wood where we 
would be certain to find Trumpets of Death and not undergo the all too frequent 
humiliation of a failed expedition for ceps.  

Antoinette and I understood enough to know that he wanted to prove 
himself to mother. It was a difficult task at best, necessitated by the need to temper a 
guilty conscience when it came to the hard work she did for the five of us on top of 
her teaching duties. I mention we were five but, for reasons that I cannot remember, 
my sister Jeanne-Marie and younger brother François were not with us on that 
particular outing. It was a good thing; a better chance of first find and more attention 
from a grateful father as a result. 

 
The side of the road started to have too many obstacles. I remember stumbling. We 
moved closer to the furrows in the centre and negotiated instead indentations made 
by years of abuse, since the road had last been repaired long before either my sister 
or I had been born.  

We were now marching side by side, my father on the outside bravely in the 
middle of the road. No sooner had we thus realigned our march than the calm 
around us was brutally interrupted by the sound of horses. Then came the noise of 
wheels approaching from behind. Long before anything came into sight our instincts 
had made us jump off the road. Father corralled us towards a small flat space on the 
side in order to avoid a fate that arrived to people who had momentarily allowed 
their own voices to drown whatever went on behind them. We stood still, anxiously 
looking behind us, listening and waiting for something to appear.  

What raced around the corner into our view was a black carriage which my 
small stature saw reaching ever increasingly into the sky as it approached. As they 
rushed towards us, the front wheels shivered violently from side to side. Then I saw 
the wheels behind them, about twice their size, seeming to effortlessly follow, and 
mercifully providing the stability necessary for the mighty juggernaut to fiercely 
hurtle along towards us. Sitting on top, almost as high as I could see without being 
blinded by the low autumn sun, was the driver. Alone and wearing a dark and dirty 
tricorn, he sat on a clean madder-red cloth draped over the sides of his short bench. 
He looked old and as mean as the carriage itself, his grey face scowling as he 
mercilessly cracked his whip over the backs of the horses, by then almost upon us. 
The effort he made caused his upper lip to rise and expose a large gap in his 
discoloured teeth. 

I looked for a coat-of-arms on the carriage door as it flashed past, hoping it 
to be someone important. The spotting of a local dignitary would be big news in 
school, almost making Monday worth looking forward to. There was none. If the 
driver looked so hideous, I disappointedly concluded to myself, he would hardly be 
carrying anyone of note. I tried to glance inside as the carriage swept past, but all the 
windows had drapes. It did not matter; had I been able to peer any further I would 
have only seen the roof. Even if the occupant had his head sticking out, I would have 
only been confronted with the roof of his mouth. 

Antoinette, much taller than I, held me closely to her side, no doubt feeling 
my throbbing heart with her outstretched hand. I longed and waited for the black 
monster to disappear beyond the next corner, mercifully not a hundred metres 
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beyond. The only good it had done was to momentarily blot out my thoughts of 
school the following morning. 

The hastened disappearance of this invader was not to be. We had been 
spotted by its invisible occupant. With a barely audible voice he shouted for the 
carriage to stop. In an instant the driver was tugging on the reins and it started to 
rapidly slow down, almost coming to a halt still some way before the corner ahead of 
us. I remember being impressed by the two horses, as black and shiny as the carriage 
itself. They impatiently stamped their feet on the ground, rearing to resume their 
imaginary chase and fighting against the braking which the driver was doing his best 
to enforce. He had ungainly turned towards us in order to pull even more. 

At least the horses seemed anodyne. Their smell, the shiny steaming sweat on 
their backs, and the relentless chaffing of the harnesses on their shoulders, were 
familiar. That brief impression was joined by a second when, once all had passed by 
and the carriage slowed down, a white glove appeared. It slowly pushed aside the 
drape in order to beckon in our direction. I froze. Father made a gesture for the two 
of us to wait. After a telling second of hesitation, he diffidently moved forward along 
the road to respond. It was a total surprise and he left us standing there feeling alone 
and afraid. 

The carriage slowly continued to inch ahead, its brakes protesting at the 
reluctant horses and vice versa. The window was fully pushed down and my 
approaching father called by name by the out-of-sight occupant. Antoinette and I 
remained bunched together as father walked towards the window to speak to the 
stranger. I put my arm around Antoinette’s narrow hips which were only just below 
her hairline. I tugged as hard as I could. In turn, she placed both her hands on my 
shoulders. 

Before either of us had realised what had happened, the door of the carriage 
had opened and father had climbed inside. He had disappeared from view. Within 
seconds, the now unrestrained carriage drove off with as much fury as when it had 
first appeared. 

“Wait!” I screamed. 
I remember Antoinette squeezing my shoulders with her hands as if father’s 

unexpected vanishing had given her as much pain as it had to me. But this was the 
only emotion she showed from then on, no doubt wanting to show her courage. His 
leaving us was a trauma that from then on I associated with the last sight of the 
carriage as it rushed away around the corner.  

The back of the carriage had a strange rear face with an upper protruding 
box. As it had gone past us, I had seen how it was much longer than any other. I was 
certain we had never seen such a shape before. I assumed that it somehow accounted 
for the space where father was being held. I had frightening flashes of father bound, 
blindfolded and struggling for his life just the other side of the strange panel that was 
now was escaping our view.  

We stood there, watching the carriage disappear and not knowing what to do. 
In the long and silent delay that followed, both of us finally stopped looking down 
the empty road and turned around. We feebly and dejectedly walked back home, our 
heads pointed to the ground. Our hitherto happy and exciting expedition had been 
so abruptly brought to such a miserable end. I cried incessantly. All I remember is a 
series of watery images of the house, Antoinette and mother and the lonely meal 
once we had returned.  

Mother, however, took the news in her stride. 
“There has to be an explanation” was all she said quite nonchalantly, 

impervious to my crying. 
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I wondered if she had really meant it. For years to come I never fully forgave 
her for her apparent lack of concern. 

I remember asking Antoinette what might happen to father, but for the rest 
of the day she kept silent and never answered. I recall crying myself to sleep because 
father had still not returned after it had got dark. I was completely devastated, partly 
by the shock of what had happened and partly by my isolation. As far as I could see, 
I was the only one to whom father’s fate seemed to matter. Would I ever see him 
again? Why did no-one else care? 

 
In the end, he came home early the following morning just before school. He 
showed no sign at all of having been tortured, bound or harmed. On the contrary, he 
was his usual happy self. He smiled to us through his generous beard from the 
moment he walked through the door. I ran over to him and wrapped my arms 
around his muscular legs and nothing more was said.  

In the days, weeks and months that followed, out of shame I never had the 
courage to ask either him or my sister what exactly had happened that afternoon. 
Something told me that it that it was an affair that should never be mentioned again. 
In consequence, I never said a word to anybody, including mother, for the years that 
I remained at home. 

As years passed, I dismissed the event as an unpleasant misunderstanding to 
be consigned to the far back of the mind. In my travels, I encountered thousands of 
black carriages and they soon ceased to bring back the memory of that Sunday 
afternoon. Besides, none of them were as fearsome as the one we had encountered. 

In my deep subconscious, however, the image of that strange black carriage 
and all that had happened, came back to haunt me in my nightmares for years to 
come. I knew it because on one occasion, just after I had left home to join the army, 
a chance waking up in the middle of the night caught me in the middle of such a 
dream. I was ashamed. It was forty years and as many interrupted dreams later, that I 
plucked up the courage to talk to my sister about that awful Sunday experience. 

However, and this is where my story begins, something extraordinary 
happened long before then, some twenty years after that dreaded Sunday. That same 
unmistakable and mysterious black carriage appeared again in my life, thousands of 
kilometres away and in a totally different country. It was then that I wondered 
whether the incident of the Black Carriage had ever really happened, or whether it 
had simply been a bad dream waiting to come to reality. 


