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To my friends and comrades in the Resistance,
and the brave people of northern France,
who risked their lives for freedom.


They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old

Laurence Binyon

 

Every man thinks meanly of himself for not having been a soldier

Samuel Johnson
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January 2012 – Halkidiki, Greece

I can’t say why I didn’t begin this story until today. I suppose I didn’t dare. Besides, there was always something more pressing to do. A garden will not weed itself, my father used to say as we stood in one of his cemeteries, a man of forty-four and a boy of five, gazing at the rank upon rank of white headstones.

Nothing had been left standing in our part of northern France after the First World War. Our whole neighbourhood was a battlefield. The front lines were still visible in the scarred countryside. I played marbles with balls of shrapnel. The locals pegged out their garden lines with bayonets.

My father worked as a gardener for the Imperial War Graves Commission. His job was to create and tend the graves of the fallen. At first these were simply marked with wooden crosses. Then the permanent headstones arrived; I can remember how my mother screamed to see my father stuffing the wooden crosses, some of them still caked with earth, into the wood-burning stove. She clicked the beads on her rosary and begged him to stop. She said she was worried we would all go to hell.

‘Hell can’t be any worse than this,’ I heard my father mutter. Because, of course, none of us had any idea what lay ahead.

Eighty-two years later, on a terrace overlooking the Aegean, I am sitting in a white plastic chair to enjoy my eleven o’clock smoke as I wait for a guest to arrive. I like to have a little puff when I am gazing out over the lighthouse point, over this same view that has helped to soothe my mind for so long. I never have more than one cigar, except on difficult days, when the memories swarm like flies.

My memory is still good, unfortunately. That’s why the nightmares have not stopped. Nothing helps memory as much as fear. And I lived in terrible fear when I was growing up: fear of being caught by the Germans; fear of being tortured by their police. Fear so intense that I have never been able to obliterate it.

I have tried everything. God helps; whisky, too. My garden is booby-trapped with tripwires, and a wing mirror screwed to the wall helps me keep an eye on anyone approaching the house. The police don’t need to know about the shotgun beneath my bed.

I have been on several pilgrimages to the monasteries of sacred Mount Athos. On one of these retreats, I met a huge Russian monk with wild hair and a big black beard, who had prayed in the great monastery of St Panteleimon for twenty years. Father Vitali and I became friends, and now he comes to stay from time to time.

Heavy footsteps, clumping up the hill. That will be him now.

‘This place is still a fortress, Stephanos,’ booms the monk, panting from the effort of climbing up my drive in his heavy black robes. ‘Ah, the eleven o’clock smoke. Are you busy?’

‘Only with staring out to sea.’

He pulls up a chair and we both sit in silence for a while, enjoying the distant rumble of the waves.

‘The funny thing is,’ he says at last, ‘that your Russian neighbour has this same view from his house. But it looks different from yours.’

I shrug and take another puff on my cigar.

‘Your terrace is prettier, too. Where did you get all this marble?’

‘They’re gravestones – it’s a long story.’

Another silence.

‘What do you think about, Stephanos, while you’re sitting here like this?’

I don’t take my eyes off the horizon. I like Father Vitali but I don’t like interrogations.

‘Still going over the past?’ he asks.

I hesitate. ‘My son keeps hounding me to write it all down. He bullies me. He won’t let me off the hook.’

Vitali looks straight into my eyes, with a gaze so unwavering that it goes right through me. And I know what he’s thinking. He’s thinking my son is right.


7 July 1930

I am five years old. Dad is weeding his graves as usual, while I play hide-and-seek among the headstones of a war cemetery in northern France. This is my favourite game, even though it is quite tricky to play by yourself. How cool the grass feels beneath my feet.

Today I have an especially dangerous mission. I am planning to ambush my father. He is kneeling just over there, digging with his red trowel. I can see the veins on his forearms as he works.

‘Bang, bang, you’re dead, I’m not,’ I shout, jumping out from behind a gravestone.

‘Very funny,’ replies my father. ‘Now get your dirty great feet off that grave. That’s someone’s brother or son you’re standing on, right there.’

I take a step back, gazing at the imprint of my toes in the grey earth.

‘But, Dad, I thought you said they were dead soldiers.’

‘They are dead soldiers,’ he says, now with the hint of a smile. ‘But look: you see those flowers that someone has left over there?’

I nod.

‘Well, that means that, for someone, whoever is buried there will live forever.’

I think very hard about this, and however hard I try to think, it still doesn’t make any sense. Something about my father’s words frightens me. What I love about his cemeteries is that they are all so grassy, so peaceful, so perfect for playing hide-and-seek. I don’t like to think that some of those soldiers’ bodies buried underground are somehow still alive.


18 June 1933

‘Is he coming? Is he coming?’

Sitting on the front step of our house, Elizabeth is so excited that she has to yell the question twice. Mind you, little Elizabeth has to say everything twice: Lou-Lou, bread-bread, gun-gun. And now it’s a warm Saturday evening and Dad-Dad is expected home any minute.

Eight of us live all squashed in here, at number 6, rue du Sac, a little house on the outskirts of the village of Nieppe, right on the border between France and Belgium. A customs barrier just up the road reminds us that we live on the edge of someone else’s world.

Everything in our house is painted lime green. Green is the standard paint colour of the Imperial War Graves Commission, and my father brings home any half-finished pots going spare. Bit by bit, he has turned everything green: green bedsteads, green bikes, green walls.

‘I’ve got green fingers, me,’ he likes to joke, creeping up behind my mother and pretending he is going to give her a hug. Except that he never does.

Grandmother, whom we call Mémère, shares one bedroom with Auntie Val and my sisters Rosemary, eleven, and Elizabeth, three. My parents sleep in the other bedroom, along with me and my younger brother Francis, whom I call Kléber. My nickname is Lou, because I was as hairy as a wolf – un loup – when I was born. My father also calls me Lighting, because I’m not the quickest to do what I’m told. I am eight years old.

Our house is divided in half by a passage that runs from the front door to the back. There are two large rooms to the right, and two to the left. We mostly live on the left. The right-hand front room houses Auntie Val’s knitting machines, and the back room is a kitchen with two hand pumps, one for pumping water from a shallow well, the other for pumping rainwater from a cistern on the roof. All the water tastes of cat. A glass-covered veranda runs along the back of the house, with a washroom at one end and an earth closet full of flies and a horrid stink at the other. Beyond the veranda is the garden, where my father grows his spuds.

Tonight, a stub of candle has been lit in the front room. My big sister Rosemary has brushed her hair, Auntie Val is wearing a cardigan she only finished knitting this afternoon, and even Grandmother, Mémère, has put in her teeth. My mother, in a green dress that matches the skirting boards, keeps tiptoeing over to the window and squinting out, as if she hopes to spot my father wobbling up the road on his army bicycle. And every time she does so, it sets Elizabeth off again.

I can feel her watching me, mouth agape, as I sit out on the front step in my shirtsleeves, taunting gendarme beetles with a twig. Behind us, my brother Kléber gallops up and down the passage. None of us can believe he has been allowed to stay up so late.

In other words, tonight is just another Saturday evening at our house in the rue du Sac. Saturdays are when my father dresses up in his town suit, a white silk scarf and a trilby, and pedals off on his bicycle to Armentières, five kilometres away. The first time I saw him looking so smart, I asked my mother if he was going to church. Auntie Val laughed, but Mummy wrung her hands. No, she explained, he was going to drink beer and play snooker with his English chums; men who, like him, fell for French girls while on leave from the trenches and stayed on in northern France at the end of the war. Now that the work of killing is finished, their task is to look after the gardens of graves that cover so much of the flat countryside.

‘It’s my one escape,’ my father once told me, when we were sitting among his graves, and I’d asked him about Saturdays. ‘You’ve no idea what it’s like to live in a house full of French women.’

‘But I do,’ I protested. ‘It’s the same for me.’

‘Lou, you’re only eight years old, and you speak their lingo. That’s not the same thing at all.’ He gazed for a while at the line of headstones in front of us. ‘You’ll understand one day, Lou. A man needs to belong to something bigger than his family. And on Saturday evenings, I almost feel I do.’

My father would be amazed to witness all the fluffing up of feathers that goes on in his house full of French women, when my mother, aunt and grandmother want him home. In the week, they cook for him, clean for him and largely ignore him. They chat among themselves about French people he doesn’t know, and mop the floor beneath his chair as if he isn’t there. Although he insists that we all speak English at mealtimes, most meals are conducted in silence. And an English silence, I have learned, is much the same as a French one. Yet, come Saturday, and the women are like a bunch of hens without a cockerel: they become quite tense until he reappears.

I do my best to pretend I am different; not simply that I am English, but that I am immune to my father’s charm. He can be very strict, after all, and only last week gave me another clip around the ear for pelting Monsieur Faure’s shutters with mud balls. He didn’t seem to care that Faure is a horrible old man, with warts all over his face, and deserves to be pelted. Dad said it wasn’t the mess I’d made that he minded. It was the fact that I’d allowed myself to get caught.

‘I didn’t get caught,’ I replied, aggrieved. ‘It was that rascal Chabin who told on me. And he was supposed to be my friend.’

From the way my father shook his head, I knew the subject was closed. ‘Just mind you never tell tales, Lou. Keep it under your hat.’

Tonight, I have skewered every beetle on the front step by the time the church clock in Nieppe chimes nine and Elizabeth starts jumping up and down.

‘Look, here he comes,’ she shouts. ‘And he has two bike-bikes with him.’

In the twilight, my father slowly cycles towards us in his trilby and his white silk scarf, with one hand on his own handlebars, and the other on the handlebars of a second machine, smaller than the first.

‘Quel bel homme,’ murmurs Mémère.

‘Welcome home, my heart,’ says my mother, as if he has been away for a week. ‘Did you have a good moment?’

He nods; tuts at her grammar; brushes her kiss aside. ‘I’ve got something for you,’ he says, swaying as he blinks down at me.

I can hardly bring myself to glance at the metal shape that glints beside him, in case I am deceived. I know we are very poor, that I will be lucky ever to inherit my sister Rosemary’s bashed-up green bicycle, let alone have one of my very own.

‘Is it . . .’

‘It’s a bicycle’ interrupts Kléber, his voice at once steely with envy and wobbly with awe. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch my brother stroke the leather saddle. I want to tell him to take his dirty hands off. I can’t help thinking of all the new tricks I shall be able to play, now that I have a means of escape.

‘How did you get it?’ murmurs my mother.

‘I won most of it, and one of the cousins came up with the rest.’ My father can barely contain himself. ‘I told you all that snooker practice would pay off in the end, Berthe.’

‘You did,’ she replies, running her fingertips over the bicycle. My bicycle.

My father starts to tell us about how hard it is to ride two bicycles at once, but nobody is listening.

‘Well, go on then, Lou,’ orders Auntie Val, appearing on the step. ‘Let’s see you ride it.’

Five minutes later, I am sitting with my leg up on the kitchen table, and everybody is admiring my wound. My mother feels a field dressing is required, but my father is calling for amputation.

‘Stretcher bearers!’ he keeps yelling, which I don’t think is very funny at all.

‘I can’t believe you allowed Lou, of all people, to ride a bicycle in the dark with no brakes,’ says Auntie Val, pushing him out into the passage.

‘Is my bicycle all right?’ I wonder aloud.

‘Don’t you think we should call Dr Vanuxeem?’ I hear my mother whisper to her sister. ‘I do have a little money put aside.’

‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous. The boy will be fine,’ pronounces Auntie Val, who has appointed herself the family medic.

It is far too expensive to call out Dr Vanuxeem, with his bowler hat and his motor car, for anything less than a preventable death. Instead, it is Auntie Val who spoons the cod liver oil down our throats every morning, and who sends us out with a clove of garlic tucked under our tongues if flu has been reported. Constipation I never dare admit, ever since I watched her wedge a piece of toilet soap the size of a hazelnut up Kléber’s back passage. And now she is examining the gash in my leg.

‘It really doesn’t hurt,’ I lie.

‘Hold still,’ she nods. And with that she tips a teaspoon of salt into the open wound.

‘I was only joking about the amputation, you know,’ yells my father, dashing in to see what all the noise is about. ‘Salt? I can’t believe you just did that.’

‘It works for curing pork,’ replies Auntie Val, flatly. ‘So why not?’

‘He’s a human being, not an animal.’

‘Is there a difference?’

‘It hurts now,’ I gasp, reaching for my mother’s hand.

A little later, when the pain no longer roars but throbs, I hear someone playing the piano in the front room. But for once it is not Rosemary, tormenting us with her arpeggios. No, this time it is my father, bashing away.

Auntie Val glances at my mother. Rosemary must have goaded him into sitting down to play some of his English tunes, the old songs with which he wooed my mother in 1917, when he was a gunner in the Royal Artillery and she was running a café with Auntie Val, after the start of the war.

The pain in my leg forgotten, I slip off the kitchen table and hurry into the front room. My father cannot read music as Rosemary can, but he has rhythm and sometimes he even hits some of the right notes. He uses the piano a bit like a drum kit, and the effect is noisy and hilarious. I love the way he can sing without taking his cigarette out of his mouth. Even Mémère taps her battered clogs.


Ma’m’selle from Armentières, parlez-vous

Ma’m’selle from Armentières, parlez-vous

Ma’m’selle from Armentières,

Hasn’t been kissed for twenty years,

Inky pinky parlez-vous.



I love it, too, when my parents talk about the olden days, as my father calls them. And tonight is one of those nights.

‘Dad, tell us about how you met Mummy,’ says Rosemary, sitting beside him at the piano. ‘Tell us the story again.’ With her glossy black hair tied back, and a severe pair of spectacles on her nose, my big sister already looks like a schoolmistress. She has a habit of speaking in imperatives. And she is only eleven.

‘Oh, you don’t want to hear about that.’

‘Yes, we do,’ says Auntie Val, entering the room with my mother. ‘Don’t we, Berthe?’

So my father describes how he would come in off duty with his artillery battery and start bashing out songs on the piano in the Café du Centre, his ears still ringing with the din of the Evening Hate, as he calls it.

‘You should have seen how the beer and wine flowed,’ nods Auntie Val, raising her eyebrows at Rosemary. ‘At first your mother and I couldn’t understand a word the Tommies were saying. “Qu’est-ce que vous désirez, monsieur?” we’d ask. And they didn’t have a clue. But we did a roaring trade.’

My mother dabs her eyes. ‘All those poor boys,’ she adds, ‘spending their last few pennies, sometimes their very last night, on earth.’

‘You made it better for them,’ murmurs my father.

‘Did we?’

‘It wasn’t just the beer and the Bombardier Fritz. You gave them warmth, made them feel that someone cared.’

‘Egg and chips.’ My mother nods, smiling to herself. ‘And then I fell for the piano player.’

‘You were born lucky,’ he replies.

‘No, she wasn’t,’ corrects Auntie Val, glaring at my father. ‘You were.’

I listen, doing my best to picture the scene: tankards swinging in a sea of khaki; the air thick with sweat and smoke; frightened young faces in the flickering lamplight, wondering if they’ll still be alive to sing the same songs tomorrow night. And in the midst of it all, two young French women, doing their best to understand.

It is so hard to believe that my mother was ever young. Once upon a time, Mummy ran her own business on the side, delivering English newspapers to the troops in the trenches. She would gallop out at dawn with a horse and trap and a team of twenty boys. But as I gaze up at the fragile middle-aged woman who now stands beside the piano, her head bowed and her eyes misty with tears, I cannot picture her as the 23-year-old dynamo my father describes.

My mother’s eyesight is fading fast. There is so much that she misses these days. That’s why Mémère and Auntie Val moved in with us last year.

‘You must have been so brave, Mummy,’ says Rosemary, stroking my mother’s arm with her fingertips.

‘You were brave in those days, Berthe,’ whispers my father, turning to gaze at her.

‘I didn’t feel brave,’ she replies. ‘But it’s true that the world doesn’t feel so frightening when you’re young.’

‘Even in the middle of the worst war in history?’ Rosemary wrinkles her nose.

‘I suppose you don’t value your life in the same way when you’re young. The less you know, the braver you can be.’

‘Just look at Lou,’ says Auntie Val, ‘cycling headfirst into ditches in the dark.’

‘I knew where I was going,’ I retort.

My mother smiles. She explains how she and Auntie Val were living with Grandma at the time, above the café where they worked.

‘It was a coven,’ says my father.

‘It was heaven,’ retorts Auntie Val. ‘We were in Pont de Nieppe, not far from here, and just a few miles from the lines.’

‘That’s why your mother liked my singing,’ he adds. ‘It drowned out the rumble of the guns.’

‘And then the tocsin sounded . . .’

‘The tocsin?’ asks Rosemary.

‘They used to ring the heaviest bell in the village church to warn us of danger, if they were expecting a bombardment. And I remember the bell just kept ringing and ringing in 1917. It went on going until the church was just a pile of dust. In the shelling, everyone lost everything. This house, this street: it was all built out of the rubble of the war.’

And as I listen to her talking, I see my mother as if for the first time: a poppy in the shadow of a thousand graves.

‘This place,’ continues my father, suddenly serious, ‘is an up-yours to the Kaiser and the Krauts. It says you can be as cruel and vile as you like, but you’ll never drive us out.’ He lights another cigarette. ‘And that’s the one good thing about living in this hellhole. They say lightning never strikes in the same place twice. Let’s hope not, eh?’ He ruffles my hair and I growl, pretending to resist.


23 March 1936

Nothing ever happens in Nieppe. And in the rue du Sac, where we live, even less happens than anywhere else. The garden behind the house is entirely given over to my father’s vegetables. Indoors, any game noisier than tiddlywinks is strictly forbidden. Kléber spends hours playing jacks by himself, bouncing a red India rubber ball. Rosemary practises the piano. And I lose count of how many times Elizabeth makes me recite ‘Two Little Dicky Birds’, with a couple of postage stamps stuck to my index fingers. Her eyes widen with wonder just the same, every time I make them reappear.

From 1931 to 1936, I attend the Catholic boys’ school in Nieppe. The École Saint Louis takes boys from the ages of six to fourteen, and is run by Monsieur Ruckebusch, a fierce disciplinarian with a face like a thundercloud and a kick like a drayhorse, who prepares us for the Certificat d’Études. Where we sit in the dark classroom is determined by how well we have done in our tests: top scorers sit in the front row, with the lazy dunderheads at the back. I cannot say whether Monsieur Ruckebusch’s strictness encourages me to wildness, rather as the molecules of a gas become livelier when compressed, or whether it is thanks to his ferocity that I have not yet gone off the rails entirely. All I know is that I am in trouble most of the time.

I am a winter sinner, more than a summer one. In winter, it is already dark by the time Ruckebusch lets us out of school. And, thus cloaked, a few of us like to play tricks on the sniffier, snootier residents of the church square.

At first, we just knock loudly on their front doors and scarper. Then I introduce a new element: we make neat packages of horse dung and deliver them through the letter boxes.

On the way back up the rue du Sac, I do my best to wipe my hands clean in the dewy grass, before patting them dry on the seat of my shorts. But when I get home one Friday night, the house is full of smoke and Auntie Val is hard at work in the kitchen. Friday nights are what my father calls our special treat night, when we have egg and chips. So it’s Bombardier Fritz all round, and a glass of watered beer on the side for him. He is in cheerful spirits right now, telling my mother and Mémère about a new estaminet that has opened in the town where nothing ever happens.

It seems that the old Café du Commerce, a grey and cheerless place, has been sold. It has now been renamed Au Petit Galopin – the little rascal’s place – and is run by two young ladies who, according to my father’s awed description, are unusually glamorous for Nieppe.

‘They even wear make-up on their faces, and everything.’ He sends a big wink in my direction. ‘You’d think they were fine ladies of Paris.’

‘Or dancers,’ huffs my mother, crossing herself.

‘Or actresses,’ adds Mémère with a grimace, ‘which is worse.’

‘Well, naturally, you won’t catch me going into a place like that,’ declares my father. ‘The sort of fellows who go in there are only after one thing, and someone ought to teach them a lesson.’

‘What are they after, Dad?’ I ask.

‘Never you mind, Lou,’ says Mémère, shooting him a look. ‘But they’re up to no good.’

‘Liquorice,’ says my father. He folds his arms and smiles at Mémère. ‘What they’re after, Lou, is liquorice.’

I am intrigued by this information and want to see for myself what these ladies look like, who wear make-up on their faces. And, naturally, I very much want to know what sort of bad men frequent Au Petit Galopin, and why they are so fond of liquorice.

Just up the road from our house is another bar called Au Repos des Cyclistes, an estaminet where textile workers who have crossed the border from Belgium like to pause for a Pernod or gin. Spirits are banned in the pubs on the other side, so a French one for the road makes a popular chaser on the journey home.

This place becomes a target for me and my friends. It is just so tempting to see all those bicycles lined up in the rack outside the bar, while their owners knock back the spirits inside. We let the tyres down. We loosen all the saddles. And then, one moonlit night, inspiration strikes.

Nipping across to the Repos des Cyclistes with my pal Roussel, I haul out one of the parked bicycles from the rack, grip the front wheel between my knees and give the handlebars a sharp twist.

‘There, that should do it,’ I whisper. We do the same thing to all the other bikes in the rack.

The result of this small improvement exceeds our expectations. Behind the hedge, the two of us stand bent double, holding our sides and shaking uncontrollably as victim after victim sways out of the pub, mounts his bicycle and – wobble, wobble, merde – finishes up in the water-filled ditch across the road. One heroic soul in plus fours goes beyond the call of duty: determined to give value for money, he hauls himself from the ditch, examines his dripping bicycle, scratches his head, and then repeats the process all over again. When we hear the second splash, we have to lie down. It hurts too much.

Afterwards, Roussel and I head over to the Petit Galopin, hoping for a glimpse of the ladies with make-up on their faces. I have already told him about the unwholesome liquorice-lovers who frequent this place. A number of them come and go as we hide nearby. We giggle at the din they make as they relieve themselves into the fifty-gallon oil drum outside the door. Mostly the men are thick-set lorry drivers in sooty overalls, or commercial travellers in brown suits with sleeves that are too short. All of them look shifty and uneasy to me, as if they know a secret they wish they didn’t, and the ones going in seem somehow more cheerful than the ones coming out.

Roussel says he wants to show me something else and leads me on a route that takes us past the house of Monsieur Bossu, the electrician. None of us likes Bossu, because when we kicked a football into his garden once, he stuck his screwdriver into it and punctured it. And then he kicked it back at us. So my eyes widen when Roussel points out Bossu’s brand-new bicycle, leaning against the porch. What catches my attention are the tyres. Fat and white and lustrous in the moonlight, these things are moulded out of cream-coloured rubber, thick as a well-stuffed andouillette. I have heard people talking about balloon tyres before, but never actually seen the things on a bicycle. And now here they are, marked BRENNABOR in big black letters.

‘German tyres’ whispers Roussel.

‘I thought they smelled bad,’ I nod. ‘Shall we give it a test ride?’

‘Better not. You know what Bossu is like with his screwdriver.’

‘D’accord. So maybe we should just let down his tyres for him?’

Suddenly the front door opens, and a soft light from the house slants out into the street. Ducking away from the porch, we both hide behind a cart until we hear the door close, and then sprint off down the road. But I can feel a familiar itch inside me. I am not yet ready to call it a night.

In class next morning, we are using our compasses to construct triangles, isosceles and equilateral, when the door flies open and a small figure in dark blue uniform marches in, the heels of his boots making drumbeats on the bare wooden floor.

We all jump to our feet.

‘Bonjour, les enfants,’ snaps Monsieur Houvenagel, the local policeman, clicking his heels together with a nod towards Ruckebusch at his throne-like desk.

‘Bonjour, Monsieur Houvenagel,’ we chant.

‘Sit down,’ he replies. ‘I have something to show you.’ Slowly he brings out what he has been hiding behind his back. Black, limp and dangling, at first I think it is a dead viper. But the object in Houvenagel’s hand comes, he says, from inside one of the tyres of Monsieur Bossu’s brand-new bicycle. He and the headmaster exchange knowing glances.

‘And someone has made a number of holes in it with a sharp object,’ he cries. ‘With, perhaps, a compass such as this one?’ Houvenagel suddenly leaps forward and plucks a compass from off the desk of Pierre Blanquart, a quiet, studious boy who lives in the centre of Nieppe.

Blanquart looks stricken. ‘It wasn’t me,’ he pipes, in a small voice.

‘Perhaps not. But it could have been someone like you.’ Now Houvenagel takes a sharp sidestep until he is standing in front of Roussel’s desk. He leans forward, as if to examine him more closely.

Roussel does not look up. I know I should keep my head down, too. But I have had enough of Houvenagel’s posturing.

‘And perhaps,’ I say quietly, ‘Monsieur Bossu cycled over a few nails in the road. Tyres are easily punctured, you know.’

‘Mais oui,’ he replies, pressing his particulars against Roussel’s desk. ‘Tyres are punctured. But not eighty times. Eighty times, I tell you!’

I dare to glance across at Roussel. I can see his lip beginning to quiver. The muscles in his cheeks and eyelids are desperately clenched. His shoulders are beginning to shake.

Houvenagel pauses. ‘There are exactly eighty individual puncture holes in this rubber tube,’ he declares. ‘Eighty holes!’ Now I can feel myself beginning to go, too. My stomach muscles are starting to wobble. I bite the inside of my cheeks; dig my fingernails into my legs. If I laugh now, all is lost. ‘I know this, because I have counted them myself. And I mean to winkle out the miscreant, so that he may pay for his crime.’

Reaching for my compass, I jam the sharp point into my leg.

And then we all just sit there, electrified, waiting for the axe to fall. Slowly, ever so slowly, Monsieur Ruckebusch takes off his spectacles and rises at his mighty desk, before stomping down the three wooden steps to stand next to Monsieur Houvenagel.

‘Tears of remorse, Grady?’

‘No, sir,’ I gasp, blinking.

‘Well, what then?’

‘I suppose I was just feeling sorry for the bicycle.’

‘Silence!’ he roars, as the class erupts into peals of laughter. ‘You, Grady,’ he whispers. He leans forward, his face very close to mine. ‘If you wish to live among us, I suggest you grow up fast. I don’t care what you do in England. But in this country, we value maturity armed with wisdom and good judgement, not facetious little troublemakers armed with catapults and practical jokes. Do you understand me?’ He straightens up. ‘Right,’ he says at last, raising his voice. ‘Who was it?’

Silence.

‘I repeat: c’était qui? I ask the culprit to own up. If not, the entire class will pay.’

So it is all for one, or one for all. I smart at the injustice of this, more than at the pain of the slow puncture in my thigh. Outside, the church clock strikes the hour.

‘Last chance,’ says Ruckebusch, hands behind his back. I hold my breath.

‘Remember what Jesus said: the truth will set you free.’

Nobody even blinks.

‘Let me put it another way. Either someone tells me who committed this wanton vandalism, or else every single one of you will be heavily punished on their behalf.’

‘Even me, sir?’ asks Blanquart, timidly.

‘Yes, Blanquart, especially you,’ snarls the headmaster, rounding on his favourite pupil. I bite my lip as Blanquart begins to sob.

‘No one has the courage to step forward? To take the consequences on behalf of their friends?’

We all sit, fiddling with our compasses, staring at our desks. Houvenagel peers at his watch. And then Roussel clears his throat. Before he can speak, I raise my hand.

‘Oui, Grady?’ Ruckebusch steps forward a couple of paces. ‘You have something more to say?’

‘I just wondered why you are so sure that it must be someone from this class.’

‘Because I can smell it,’ snaps the headmaster. ‘And because all the worst troublemakers just happen to be in this room.’ He stares at me. ‘Mentioning no names, Grady.’

Still no one speaks. I can hear the leather of Monsieur Houvenagel’s boots creaking, as he bobs up and down on his toes.

‘Right, that’s it,’ says Ruckebusch. ‘With your silence, you have asked to be punished. For your false loyalty to your friends, you are all condemned. The entire class will sit here on Thursday afternoon, doing lines. Five hundred of them for each of you. Pens out; copy this down: “I must not act without considering the consequences of my actions upon others.” And Blanquart . . .’

‘Oui, monsieur?’

‘Do stop snivelling. Isn’t your father Henri a war veteran?’

‘Oui, monsieur.’

‘Well, don’t make him ashamed of you.’

In the schoolyard afterwards, Roussel saunters over to me, hands in his pockets, and winks. Eyes wide, I pretend I have no idea what he means.

The weeks pass. Autumn hardens into winter, and the fields begin to glitter with frost. It is high time Roussel and I paid another visit to the Petit Galopin. I have been thinking about the place for a while, and at last an idea comes to me. I handpick a team of five for the operation: me, Roussel and three of the burly farming lads from the back row of the class, who have that careless disrespect for authority which comes from knowing you are about to leave school forever at the end of term.

Off we go, on a moonless night that is perfect for our secret purpose. It is only a short walk to the Petit Galopin, where an oil lamp glimmers through a chink in the curtains as we hide behind the fence. Taking it in turns, we peek at the extraordinary scene within. Men and women, lounging on sofas and chaises longues, appear to be wrestling slowly with each other, as if underwater. We have already pulled our scarves up over our mouths. And, once more, I explain the finer points of the plan to my section. Four of us will carefully manhandle the fifty-gallon pissoir into position. Roussel will open the door. And then we launch our assault.

Chaos. Absolute chaos. Despite Monsieur Ruckebusch’s droned instructions about how to use pi to calculate the volume of a cylinder, I had no idea quite what fifty gallons of ancient urine, flecked with cigarette butts, would look like as it splashes and cascades over the feet of the drinkers in a small bar. I certainly didn’t know what it would smell like, which is quite a lot worse than our earth closet at home, even in high summer. A cat jumps out of the window. Grown men scream. I have an inkling of what it might be like to be in the brig of a ship sinking in a typhoon.

Next day, Houvenagel is back at the school, his boots creaking more than ever. There are more lines to write in detention. And when I pass Monsieur Faure’s house on the way home, I am surprised to see that he has left his best shoes out to dry.

I am still elated by the success of our mission when I awake the following morning. My father is already out of bed, getting ready for work, and he and I have the kitchen to ourselves. While he sips his sergeant-major’s tea from a tin mug in silence, I gnaw on a crust of bread dipped in some sour grey sludge which Auntie Val calls her special apple jam.

The truth will set you free, I remind myself, as I summon up the courage to talk to him. I’m not owning up, exactly. I just feel I should tell him what we’ve done. After all, he said those men needed to be taught a lesson.

My father’s face darkens and he grips the table with both hands. I think this is a bad sign.

‘How dare you,’ he whispers. ‘How dare you?’

‘I’m sorry, Dad. I thought you said they needed . . .’ Terrified, I attempt to hold his gaze.

‘Do you understand, Lou? If you’ve gone and got yourself into trouble . . .’

‘I’m not in trouble, Dad. They didn’t catch me. I just thought . . .’

‘I do not want to know. Not now, not ever. Keep it under your hat, Lou. Do you understand? I do not want to know.’

‘No, Dad. I mean, yes, Dad,’ I reply, biting my lip. ‘I think I do.’


1 August 1937

The quayside at Calais Maritime heaves with people, all pushing and shoving in different directions. Far above our heads, the port-side lamp of the steamer, the Maid of Kent, glows red through the mist of cigarette smoke. England, here we come.

Seagulls shriek as I struggle towards the gangplank with our suitcases. Elizabeth, her eyes as wide as coffee cups, clutches the sleeve of my jacket. Rosemary hurries just ahead of us, fists clenched, shoulders hunched.

‘Ugh, smell that stinky fish,’ says Elizabeth. But all I can smell is sweat and cheap perfume as we plough onwards, hoping the others are somewhere behind us in the crowd. And then we’re at the gangplank, and someone is spitting a torrent of French into my ear, ending with the words ‘dix francs’. I turn to see a brass disc glinting above the peak of a battered cap.

Appalled, I begin to wrestle our bags from the scarecrow who stole them. But Rosemary is already waving a ten-franc note at him. The porter grabs it and vanishes.

‘Why did you do that?’ I demand.

‘Sometimes, Lou, you have to know when not to fight,’ she says, firmly.

Suddenly my father appears out of nowhere with Kléber. ‘Everyone still alive?’ he bellows, above the din. ‘What have you done with Mummy?’

‘We thought she was with you.’

‘There she is,’ trumpets Elizabeth, jumping up and down and pointing at the next gangplank, perhaps fifty yards further down the ship.

‘Oh, crikey,’ mutters my father. ‘How did that happen?’ He cups his hands and yells at my mother to stay where she is. But she is being blindly borne along by the crowd, and vanishes into the ship. ‘Right, fix bayonets,’ he says.

‘What?’ asks Elizabeth.

‘When you hear my whistle, we all go over the top, right?’

‘It’s a joke, dear,’ tuts Rosemary, patting our little sister on the head.

‘Come on,’ shouts my father, dragging Kléber behind him. And with that, we are swept aboard.

We make a trip to England like this every two years, our passage paid by the Imperial War Graves Commission. But today’s crossing feels different, because I will not be coming back with the others in a fortnight’s time. No, I am to be billeted at Briar Villa, my English grandmother’s bungalow in Pegwell Bay, and packed off to St George’s School in Ramsgate.

My father dropped this bombshell about a month ago. I felt a jolt of excitement, but my mother went quite pale at the news. She whispered that I must make my father change his mind; she begged me to do whatever I could to persuade him to let me stay with her in France. I nodded, wondering why I find it so hard to say no to her. Sometimes I think she forgets that I am twelve years old.

Before school the following day, I went with my father to the Pont d’Achelles cemetery. He was scrubbing the brickwork of one of the two bastions that stand on either side of the Cross of Sacrifice, and I helped him by holding the bucket while he climbed the ladder.

‘Do you think I’ll be all right at school in England, Dad?’ I asked him. ‘I mean, are you sure it’s a good idea?’

He frowned down at me, his brush poised in midair.

‘Of course I’m sure. And besides, I’ve already bought you a one-way ticket.’ He went back to his scrubbing. ‘I suppose your mother put you up to this, did she?’

‘No,’ I squeaked. My voice has begun to do this quite a lot recently. ‘No,’ I repeated, in a manlier tone.

‘Don’t get me wrong, Lou,’ he chuckled. ‘I think the school in Nieppe is fine. It’s just that the people round here can be so blinkered and inward-looking. A lot of the locals have never even been to Lille, let alone Paris or London. Whereas you and I are British; we see the bigger picture. Look at me. I’ve served in Hong Kong and Singapore, and now I’m working in France. You’d never catch your mother so far from home, doing what I’m doing, would you?’

I thought of my mother in the war, driving her horse and cart through an artillery barrage to deliver newspapers to the boys at the front. I gazed at the headstone in front of me. It marked the grave of an infantryman: Private C. J. Ryan, of the 55th Battalion, Australian Infantry, who died on 27th November 1917, aged 21. He was a long way from home, too.

In the silence, with the sun beating down, we both considered our Britishness.

‘We’re an island race, too, aren’t we?’ said my father, after a while. ‘I suppose it changes your viewpoint, if you’re always looking out to sea, and wondering what lies just over the horizon.’

‘Yes, but what’s over the horizon from England is France.’

‘Look, the world is a big place, Lou, and you’re a clever boy. Sometimes a bit too clever. But, whatever happens, I don’t want you to get stuck here in Nieppe. You’ll end up like me, weeding graves for the rest of your life. You need to be with the living, not the dead.’

I had kept my promise to my mother. It was time to share my secret with my father. ‘Dad, I want to be a soldier in the British army,’ I declared, grinning up at him. But his face darkened.

‘Tell me you’re not serious,’ he said, slowly. ‘Do you have any idea?’ He began to climb down the ladder. And then I heard him mutter: ‘I wonder if there’s still time.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean your mother may be right, for once. I mean we need to buy another ticket. I mean you’ll be safer here in France.’

‘But, Dad, I’m not going to join the British army tomorrow. I’m only twelve years old. And besides, you said yourself that there isn’t going to be another war.’ My father pondered this for a while. And then he nodded to himself, clambered back up the ladder, and the subject was closed.

In Calais, the gangplank on to the Maid of Kent is a bridge between two worlds. When we cross it, the heaving, bellowing crowd melts away. Now people are speaking in hushed voices, and someone says ‘sorry’ to me in English. I can smell tea and bacon and Virginia tobacco. The chipped paint of the quayside has given way to polished brass and teak. Kléber and Elizabeth fling out morsels of bread for the lime-white gulls following the boat. My mother lies down on a wooden bench inside.

It’s the same when we board the gleaming Southern Railway train that will take us from Dover to Ramsgate. Compared with the clanking, jolting discomfort of the Calais–Basle, you can hardly feel this one pull away. There is a carpet on the floor. The seats are cushioned and upholstered. There is even a lavatory in our carriage with a varnished wooden seat.

‘It’s another world, isn’t it, love?’ says my father, smiling to himself, as he takes my mother’s hand in his. Surprised, Rosemary and I exchange glances.

‘Everything feels so soft,’ nods my mother, her half-blind eyes closed as she gently rocks with the rhythm of the train. ‘I like it.’

‘So do you think you could ever imagine living here, in England? You know how much that would mean to me.’

Her face flickers. ‘No,’ she says, ‘because I would never feel at home.’

My father pulls away his hand. ‘So how do you think I feel,’ he asks, coldly, ‘every single day of my life?’

*  *  *

England makes me wish I were truly English, every time we come. The roads feel so smooth after the dust and cobbles of northern France, with a friendly policeman directing the traffic, and AA scouts ready to help anyone who breaks down. There is a huge shop called Woolworth’s, with electric lights and a machine full of money that goes ping when the man presses a button to open the drawer. In another shop called Marks and Spencer, you can buy whatever clothes you want and wear them the same day, just like that. My mother says she wishes Auntie Val could see it, but my father says it’s probably a good thing she can’t.

On the beach at Ramsgate, we hunt for cockles and winkles and razor clams, and watch the other children having donkey rides. My father and I peer at the horizon, trying to see France. We all laugh as a squadron of biplanes zooms low over the beach, making us duck, and one of the pilots waves. My father says they must be training for something. Then he buys himself a small brick of ice cream wrapped in waxed paper and lets me have a bite. We also visit Dreamland in Margate, which I think must be what heaven is like, if you can afford to go on any of the rides. Rosemary says watching is just as much fun, but I don’t agree.

One day, she and I wander down to the beach by ourselves. The tide is out and we have to walk for what seems like miles over the soft sand to reach the sea. Suddenly, Rosemary screams.

‘Lou, Lou, I’m sinking,’ she yells. ‘Please help me.’

I stumble over to her and grab her arms. But soon I am up to my knees, too, as the sand gives beneath my feet. I throw myself flat on the sand, until I can lever myself out. Then I race away up the beach.

‘Lou, stop!’ shouts my sister, with fear in her voice. ‘Come back. Help!’

I can hear her voice growing fainter behind me, begging me not to leave her there. I scan the sand with mounting panic. Where was it? Where the hell did I see it?

A minute later, I am lying prone on my plank of driftwood beside Rosemary. By now she is well and truly stuck, and her glasses are steamed up. She strains. I heave. She screams. I roar. But no matter how we struggle, we cannot shift her from the wet cement. Over her shoulder, I can see the tide coming in. Please, God, release her. I screw up my eyes, stiffen every sinew and make one final, desperate heave. And, all at once, the sand releases her with a squelching sigh. Rosemary falls on top of me, shaking. Exhausted, we lie like that for a few seconds.

‘I didn’t think you were coming back, Lou,’ she sobs.

‘Of course I came back.’

‘I’m lucky to have a brother like you. I know I can be a bossy old stick sometimes. But I do care about you, Lou, you know I do.’

‘Tide’s coming in,’ I mutter. ‘We’d better make a move.’

At my new school, it takes me several weeks to adjust to the strange world of English education: to rods and firkins; the nightmare of compound interest in pounds, shillings and pence; and the difference between words like heedless and insouciant. But I don’t mind, because I am learning to be British. My classmates laugh at my woollen undergarments, knitted by Auntie Val. Some of them call me Froggy. So I call them Mr John Bull in return. And, little by little, I begin to feel at home in this strange new land, with its milkmen and its dustcarts, its crumpets, condensed milk and bread baked in tins. So it comes as a blow when I receive a terse letter from my parents, summoning me back to Nieppe at the end of my third term.


30 April 1938

The house in the rue du Sac feels smaller and darker than when I left it, and France seems absurdly primitive after Kent. At Briar Villa in Ramsgate, my grandmother has her own flushing lavatory, with a roll of tissue paper on a wooden axle at the side. In Nieppe, we have a hole in the ground and wipe ourselves with newspaper as best we can.

I can tell that my father is furious that his dream of having at least one truly English child has been squashed. He spends every evening, except Saturdays, glued to the Home Service on his wireless set. This is a very early model, with blue and yellow valves flickering on top, and a speaker which emits mostly whistles and hisses, interrupted from time to time by a distant human voice. Last month, according to my father, the voice said that the German army had invaded Austria. This month, it says that Don Bradman scored 258 against Worcestershire, and Preston North End have beaten Huddersfield Town in the final of the FA Cup. His brow knotted, my father presses his ear against the Bakelite speaker, while the distant voice gurgles the news from London, or croons the latest tunes on the Light Programme.

My mother floats around the house like a ghost, a white stick in one hand and her rosary in the other. Auntie Val and Mémère mutter in the kitchen. I can’t tell what they’re saying, because I appear to have forgotten all my French. This is a worry. But when I explain the problem to my father after lunch one day, he slaps me on the back so hard that it hurts.

‘That’s my boy,’ he says. And then he switches off his wireless for a moment, so that he can go and tell my mother the good news. ‘Don’t touch,’ he mouths, pointing at the set.

Now I am sent off to Eton. This is what my father likes to tell his friends at the snooker club, anyway. But according to the faded sign outside my new school, its real name is the Ypres Memorial School. Most of the other children are, like me, the sons and daughters of employees of the Imperial War Graves Commission. We have all grown up in the cemeteries.

‘The Eton Memorial School was founded in remembrance of all the Old Etonians killed in the battle of Ypres, little more than twenty years ago,’ announces Mr Yorath, the young headmaster, at roll call on the first day. ‘Some of those men, just a few years older than yourselves, died right here, on the very spot where you are standing. Your fathers will have buried some of them in their cemeteries. Others, blown to pieces, will never be found. But their blood enriches the earth beneath your feet.’

I can feel my chest swelling with patriotism as Yorath speaks. ‘In all, 250,000 men died here at Ypres,’ he continues, in a sing-song accent I cannot place. ‘And while your fathers care for their mortal remains, your task, ladies and gentlemen, is to make yourselves worthy of their memory.’

Yorath pauses. ‘So let me ask you this. Look around you. Turn to the person next to you, and look into their eyes.’ We all turn nervously, wondering what this is all about. I find myself looking into the pale blue eyes of a small blonde girl with a ribbon in her hair. She is very pretty, must be about my age, and looks absolutely terrified. ‘Do they look as if they have what it takes?’ continues Yorath. ‘Do you think they have the courage to stand up against evil; to make themselves worthy of the memory of those who died for us?’

I blink, and my eyes widen. For the blonde girl is smiling and nodding at me. We stare at each other. And something clicks inside me, as if she has given me a gift that is worth more than all the rides in Dreamland. So I repay the gesture, nodding back at her with a sheepish grin. Oh, crikey. Her eyes are welling up with tears, and she hides her face in the crook of her elbow.

‘Are you all right?’ I whisper.

‘So happy,’ she mouths, blinking back her tears. ‘Nobody’s ever thought I might be brave before.’

The Eton Memorial School was set up to provide a British education for the children of IWGC workers in Belgium and France. And the red-brick building does indeed look much the same as my old school in Ramsgate. The uniform is very English, too. Even the disinfectant smell in the corridors is just the same. Now, however, there are girls as well as boys in my class, and one of them turns out to be the little blonde girl with the ribbon in her hair. Lilian Wilkins helps me find my way around the place. Although we never speak, I soon find myself looking out for her at the start of every day. If we lived nearby, I might offer to walk her home.

But Ypres is almost twenty miles from Nieppe. It might as well be in another country and, sure enough, being on the far side of the Belgian border, it is. In the winter, I travel there and back by tram. When the weather is fine, I cycle to school, and park my bike alongside all the bright green bicycles in the racks. I make some new friends. Yet they all live so far away. There is precious little opportunity for after-school pranks.

The arrival of a stranger in the rue du Sac changes all that.

One afternoon in May, as I am parking my bicycle outside our house, I am suddenly struck on the shoulder by a ball of mud. From the sting of the impact, it can only have been fired from a catapult. Annoyed, I spin on my heels, expecting to see Kléber scuttling away in panic. Instead, I come face to face with a boy of roughly my age, with wire-rimmed spectacles and sandy hair, who just stands there, catapult in hand, grinning at me.

‘Bonjour,’ he says. ‘Ça va?’

Stunned by his brazenness, I burst out laughing.

‘I’m OK.’ I rub my shoulder. ‘Nice shot, for a beginner.’

‘Thanks,’ he chuckles, with a hint of relief, ‘but actually I’m an expert. We’ve just moved into the farm on the corner.’

And that’s how I get to know Marcel Lombard. Before long the two of us are thick as thieves. I spend all my free time at his father’s farm at number 14, just opposite Boulet’s shop, a café-épicerie on the Belgian side of our street, where farmers congregate to play cards, and Auntie Val buys ham and cheese and fruit in tins.

Papa Lombard teaches me how to use a short-handled scythe to mow a field of grass, and how to cut the borders of a wheat field to allow horse-drawn machinery to pass. I learn to flail wheat, to prune and weave hawthorn and hazel, to bake bread from home-ground flour. I learn the secrets of trapping hares and partridges, how to use a winch to lop a tree, and a thousand other things that feel far more useful to me than all the history and geometry I have learned at school. Afterwards, when the farm work is done, Marcel and I go out on long cycle rides, looking for adventure and half-buried weapons.

‘You two are like a pair of dogs,’ says Papa Lombard one afternoon, as we are about to pedal off in the direction of Steenwerck. ‘It worries me.’

‘What do you mean?’ I ask, leaning on my handlebars.

‘Well, look at Mirza over there,’ he replies, gesturing at his flea-bitten Border collie, lazing in the sun. ‘She’s good as gold when she’s by herself; almost an angel. She’d certainly never touch a chicken in the yard. But let her fall in with another dog, and the pair of them will be off round the houses in no time, getting up to no end of tricks. They lead each other astray, do dogs; come home with blood on their chops. And I look at you two boys, and I just hope that whatever it is you get up to when you’re off on your bicycles doesn’t end in tears.’

‘It won’t, Monsieur Lombard,’ I assure him. ‘We’ll be fine.’

‘Perhaps it would be good if I met your father, Stéphane, even so. I often see him digging in the cemetery over there. Why don’t you bring him round for an apéro one evening?’

I shift uneasily on the seat of my bicycle.

‘I’m afraid my father doesn’t speak much French, monsieur.’

Papa Lombard raises his eyebrows and glances at Marcel. ‘But how long has he been in France?’

‘About twenty years.’

‘As long as that,’ he nods. ‘Well, in that case, perhaps we’d better just stick to waving at each other over the fence.’

One day, while out catching frogs in a drainage ditch, we make an exciting find: a Lee Enfield rifle and some unspent cartridges from the last war. We strip down the gun and grease it with oil drained from my father’s ancient motorbike. Then we snap the copper-clad tip off one of the bullets, push the cartridge into the breach and pull the trigger.

Nothing happens.

Worse still, the cartridge is now jammed in the breach. After Marcel has tried to free it with various tools, I hit upon the brilliant idea of attempting to dislodge it with a length of stiff wire poked down the barrel. This is wonderfully effective. After a couple of sharp taps, the cartridge explodes, shooting the wire straight out of the barrel. The steel dart grazes my head. Marcel appears to find this funnier than I do.

What I begin to notice about our mischief is that whatever we did yesterday never seems quite enough today. There must always be a riskier trick, a heftier weapon, a more dangerous game. So now Marcel proposes that we drive two sturdy chestnut fence posts into the grass verge, with an old bicycle inner tube stretched between them, making a giant catapult. This is what I like about my new friend. He is so full of ideas. Sometimes I feel as if we have known each other all our lives.

On Thursdays, a group of retired farmers like to meet for a drink at Boulet’s shop across the road in Belgium, because the beer is cheaper there than it is in France. The mud ball now becomes a formidable projectile, guaranteed to sting the recipient, and possibly even knock him off his bike. I know this is going a little too far, and Marcel tells me as much. But it’s just so tempting. So it comes almost as a relief when one of the farmers has a quiet word with Papa Lombard and the old man puts a stop to our escalating violence.

‘One day, you’re going to kill someone, if you go on like this,’ he warns, wagging his finger at me. It’s all we can do not to laugh.

The Lombard farm makes a wonderful playground, after a war cemetery. Marcel and I can sit for hours in his hayloft, chatting about tanks and guns, or discussing our dreams for the future. He wants to join the French air force and fly fighter aircraft. I want to join the British army and fire guns, like my dad. And then we’ll wander into the house, where the table is already laid, and sometimes Madame Lombard asks me to stay to lunch.

The Lombards have fresh bread and grilled chops, and one truly amazing luxury: a gleaming knob of creamy yellow butter melting all over a dish of boiled spuds.

At number 6, just up the road, our life is frugal by comparison. We have enough food to eat, but no luxuries. Meat is always from the cheaper cuts – pigs’ feet, belly pork and cows’ udders – although my father keeps a few chickens and rabbits for the Sunday pot. He drinks the weak local beer with a splash of water in it. The rest of us drink coffee at home, because this is the only way of making the water from the kitchen pumps taste as if it hasn’t come straight out of a cat.

In winter, the one source of heat is the cuisinière, a coal-burning stove in the kitchen. On the coldest nights, Mémère places a few bricks in the oven, then wraps them up in newspaper to warm our feet. It’s not much, but it helps. Kléber and I share one bed, Rosemary and Elizabeth another. Often we wake to find ice frosting the inside of the window panes.

Saturdays I dread in particular, for this is when Auntie Val heats a cauldron of water on the stove and pours it into the zinc tub she has made me bring in from the shed. I don’t know why she bothers to heat the water, because it’s always stone cold by the time anyone gets into it: Elizabeth and Kléber first, then Rosemary, then me. By rights Rosemary should be the last, as she’s the oldest. But Auntie Val says I have to go at the end because I’m a boy. And boys don’t mind water that is dirty grey.

‘Besides,’ she assures me, ‘it’ll harden you up.’

Harden me up for what? That’s what I want to ask. But instead I just submit to the icy murk, gasping as my privates shrivel and grateful that no one can see.

My father never goes to church. But the rest of us have to attend: it is my mother’s unbending rule. On Sunday mornings, Auntie Val and my siblings head out to the Grande Messe at eleven o’clock, often with asthmatic Roger Rioual from number 12 wheezing along behind. Elizabeth says Roger is sweet on Rosemary, which I find hilarious.

My mother and I have to set out in complete darkness at 5 a.m. to be on time for the 6 a.m. Mass. The early start is brutal, but it leaves me more time for messing about with Marcel before lunch. And there’s another enticement: the shapely Marie-Louise Boulet – the daughter of Monsieur Boulet, the shopkeeper – comes too.

Together we walk, arm in arm, to church, with her on one side of me and my half-blind mother on the other. Even though Marie-Louise is already twenty and far too old for me, I like the way she smells of soap and apples, the click of her polished heels, and how soft her arm feels through the rough felt of her purple coat.

Recently, she has come up with a secret game for us to play, too. Her stepmother is unkind to her, she says. So, in revenge, Marie-Louise smuggles bars of chocolate out of the shop for me. The fun part comes when she tucks the chocolate bar down into the generous bosom of her dress. Warmed between her breasts, this chocolate is the most delicious thing I have ever tasted. My poor, blind mother, anxious about slipping on the cobbles, is none the wiser as I tear off the foil and cram the skin-softened squares into my mouth.

A few months later, I turn fourteen. The summer holidays have just begun and I am looking forward to helping out with the various harvests – wheat, oats, haricot beans, potatoes, turnips, mangels and clover – on the Lombard farm. But my mother has a surprise in store for me. She has often said that I ought to learn a trade and, according to her, a good butcher is never out of work. I used to think she was joking. But, no: she has arranged for me to be apprenticed over the summer to Monsieur Bossart’s butcher’s shop and slaughterhouse in the centre of Nieppe.

‘But it’s the holidays,’ I protest.

‘Quite so,’ she replies, ‘and this will keep you out of trouble.’

So that’s it. They’re worried about my friendship with Marcel. And my mother wants to put a stop to our shenanigans.

‘When do I start?’ I ask. ‘And am I to be paid anything for my pains?’ I’ve gutted the odd chicken and rabbit before. But the thought of killing anything bigger makes me want very much to be somewhere else.

‘We’ll be paid in sausages and pâté,’ says my mother brightly. ‘And you start first thing in the morning.’

‘Ah, wonderful.’

‘Yes, isn’t it? And Madame Bossart says you’re going to begin by slaughtering a pig.’


1 September 1939

The summer is long and hot. Wasps and hornets bat themselves against the grubby windows in the veranda, buzzing and fizzing for freedom. My father says that Germany has invaded Czechoslovakia, and Italy has invaded Albania. Marcel and I spend our evenings working in the fields, after I have finished learning how to make sausages that won’t explode in the pan.

‘What the hell is that?’ I ask, putting my finger to my lips. The holidays are coming to an end, and Marcel and I are sitting in his hayloft, planning our military careers, when an unfamiliar sound silences us both.

We both listen. ‘Church bells,’ he shrugs. ‘Someone must have died.’

‘I know what it is,’ I whisper. ‘It’s the tocsin.’

When we race outside, however, there is nothing to be seen or heard. No sign of enemy tanks rumbling in our direction; no sound of distant machine-gun fire. Mirza the dog is still lazing in the sun, just the same as ever. The only unusual sight is my father, cycling back up the road from one of his cemeteries long before he is due home.

‘What does it mean, Daddy?’ I call.

‘It means,’ he yells, ‘that you’d better come home.’

‘Because why?’

Now my father stops his bicycle with a groaning of brakes. ‘Because we must be at war with the Fritz. Again.’

Marcel and I turn to face each other.

‘C’est la guerre?’ My friend’s eyes are sparkling with excitement. I can feel shivers of electricity running up and down my spine. And I know we are both thinking the same thing: at last.

Next day, as I cycle into Nieppe to learn how to make boudin noir at the butcher’s shop, there are posters with tricolour borders all over town, announcing which men are to report to the mobilisation centre in Hazebrouck. One of our neighbours is among them, the lucky chump. I can’t help smiling as I watch his wife and daughters weeping on the doorstep. I suppose they wish the army wanted them, too.

Marcel comes with me to the eleven o’clock Mass on Sunday, so that we can enjoy the tense atmosphere in town. Last week, Monsieur le Curé used his sermon to brief the congregation on the worsening news. This week, the picture is more serious, with Poland already overrun by the Fritz. We say prayers for an end to the hostilities that have yet to begin.

Seigneur, écoute nous. Seigneur, exauce nous. 

Seated at the back of the church with Roussel and some of my old friends from the École Saint Louis, Marcel and I have armed ourselves for the forthcoming conflict with mini catapults made of stiff wire. These we keep hidden until the sermon is in full flow, And then we launch salvo after salvo of dried haricot beans, concentrating our fire on the most pompous members of the congregation, specifically targeting the backs of their ears. There are yelps of outrage, but we manage to get several shots away before people start turning round. Alerted by the commotion, a big man in a black cassock comes marching down to the back of the church and demands to know who the culprits are. I hold my breath. But no one snitches.
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