

[image: cover]




Praise for Those Who Are Saved


‘With lustrous prose and tight pacing, Alexis Landau sets into motion the smooth machinery of a gripping novel. Against the backdrop of World War II and the Holocaust, Those Who Are Saved binds the reader into a story of maternal love, erotic desire, and sweeping romance. I was carried away from beginning to end’


Viet Thanh Nguyen,
Pulitzer Prize-winning author of The Sympathizer


‘Those Who Are Saved is a stunning tale of indestructible love, of sacrifice and faith, and of one woman’s fierce determination to find her lost daughter in an unrecognizable, war-ravaged France. Imbued with vivid, lush imagery and written with enormous sensitivity and heart, this gem of a novel has everything that I love in historical fiction, and it is one of the best I’ve read this year. I treasured every page’


Roxanne Veletzos, bestselling author of The Girl They Left Behind


‘Those Who Are Saved is a gorgeously written, emotional novel about the unshakable bonds of mothers and daughters, even in the darkest times. An unforgettable story of heartbreak, but ultimately of hope, resilience, and love – I could not put this book down!


Jillian Cantor, USA Today bestselling author of In Another Time and Half Life


‘Such subtle and skilful writing, so evocative of the Second World War … Absolutely haunting’


Frances Liardet, New York Times bestselling author of We Must Be Brave


‘A profound and engaging story – Landau writes of the endurance of parental love in the face of Nazi occupation and terror, of finding those who were lost. I loved it’


Paulette Jiles, author of National Book Award finalist News of the World


‘With poetic, mesmerizing prose, Alexis Landau creates a heartrending story of the unbreakable bond of maternal love. Those Who Are Saved brings to life a moment in history when all that is familiar disappears and every choice is potentially tragic. This gripping and compassionate novel continues to haunt me’


Lauren Belfer, New York Times bestselling author of And After the Fire, recipient of the National Jewish Book Award


‘Those Who Are Saved is an achingly beautiful epoch about love’s endurance. Alexis Landau is an amazing storyteller and her novel will whisper to you long after you finish’


Devin Murphy, author of The Boat Runner


‘Powerful … Landau brilliantly explores the blurred lines between good and evil as the characters wrestle with their own dire decisions and the choices of those they love. Once this magnetic book takes hold, it doesn’t let go’


Publishers Weekly Starred Review
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For Lucia and Levi




Motherhood is a bright torture. I was not worthy of it.


—ANNA AKHMATOVA


All the goodness and the heroisms will rise up again, then be cut down again and rise up. It isn’t that the evil thing wins—it never will—but that it doesn’t die.


—JOHN STEINBECK




CHAPTER 1
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VERA


February 1945, Malibu, California


She cupped the lukewarm water and splashed it over her face again and again. The obsessive remembering ceased. A boon, if even for one breath, not to think. She reached for a nearby towel, but sensed someone standing behind her. Her eyes fluttered open. Eyelashes wet, chin dripping, she adjusted to the white sunlit bathroom. In the mirror above the sink, a young woman calmly watched her from the doorway. Helix of dark hair curled over one shoulder, brown liquid eyes, yellow silk blouse, gold chain around her neck with the heart dangling from it. Her daughter, but her daughter at eighteen, all grown.


Not the four-year-old daughter Vera had left behind in France.


When she spun around, the girl was gone.


Vera stared into the vacant doorway and steadied herself against the sink basin, the cool ceramic pressing into the small of her back.


“Lucie?” she whispered into the still air. “Lucie?”


She never stopped thinking of the day they left Lucie, as if reliving it would crystallize or explain something that she had overlooked. But no matter how many times Vera circled back, that day remained implacable; it cared nothing for how swiftly a life could darken.


They had gone on holiday early, leaving Paris in the beginning of May 1940, in anticipation of the occupation, decamping to the southern seaside town Sanary-sur-Mer, where they kept a summerhouse. The Werfels, the Freudenbergers, and Hugo Lafont and his wife, Ines, were already there, and Max and Vera felt safe in the south, among friends, discussing the war in lowered tones as they sipped chilled champagne in Elsa Freudenberger’s garden among the lemon trees, the scent of lime blossom infiltrating their fear, lessening it.


And the heady scent of fig trees, azure waters lapping against a long sandy coastline, a forest full of pines Vera loved to stroll through, notebook in hand, preparing for an image or a phrase that might present itself, made it seem as though their circumstances had not been greatly altered. She had just finished her third novel, about an old French farming family from Vosges. The family’s attachment to the land and its customs stretches back generations, until the Great War upends their lives, taking away their sons. The novel is from the mother’s point of view, and the loss of her sons causes delirious grief. After the war, one son returns, only to relay that the other one died on the Eastern Front. The son who survived has changed, no longer caring for the farm, the family, or the land he’s inherited. He only cares for freedom. His own personal freedom. And so the mother learns another kind of grief.


Some afternoons, Vera spread a cardigan over the coniferous earth and lay down, contemplating the thrushes rustling overhead, replaying bits and pieces of dialogue the mother has said, or might say, to her estranged son, and, cupping a fuzzy peach in the palm of her hand, she felt lucky.


But one early evening in the beginning of June, the setting sun filtering through the linen curtains, Vera listened to the news in the little room on the ground floor where she kept the radio. The terse male voice on the wireless reported that the situation did not look positive, neither in Belgium nor in the Netherlands.


Lying on the small worn sofa, she closed her eyes, palms resting on her abdomen, calmed by how naturally, without any effort, her breath rose and fell, wondering what Sabine, the cook, had prepared for dinner, deciphering various smells emanating from the kitchen on the far side of the house: Salmon with fennel and raisins? Then she heard: “All foreign nationals residing in the precincts of Paris, and all persons between the ages of seventeen and fifty-five who do not possess French citizenship, must report for internment.” She sat up, light-headed, a metallic secretion flooding her mouth.


Blinking into the falling dark, she switched on the lamp.


“Max,” she called, standing up.


Walking out of the room, trying not to break into a run, she yelled, “Max,” with a startling roughness.


She burst into the dining room, finding the table set, the silver gleaming, the wineglasses waiting to be filled with their preferred dry white, from the Marsanne grape.


Max smoked his pipe in front of the open French doors, surveying the olive trees, their delicate branches cut out against the silvery night. Lucie was sprawled across the sheepskin rug, colored pencils strewn around her. She had drawn a picture of their cat, Mourka, with his dangling pink tongue and elongated whiskers.


“What’s all the racket?” Max asked, resting his pipe on the windowsill.


Lucie glanced up from her drawing.


Vera stared around the room, as if some irrevocable change should be evident.


“I heard on the wireless, about the internment.”


“Oh, that,” Max said in his usual nonchalant manner. “The precincts of Paris. Remember now, that’s all they said.”


He strode over to her, pushing up the sleeves of his crisp white shirt.


Lucie watched them closely.


He cupped Vera’s shoulder, his warm hand lingering there. “From a military point of view, there’s no conceivable reason for interning us here in the south.”


“What about Paul?” Vera asked, searching Max’s face at the mention of his younger brother, who had stayed in Paris. Max had urged Paul to join them, but he brushed off the occupation as if it were a trifle—he couldn’t be bothered to worry. She missed him, thinking about how he always arrived late to dinner parties, but was charming, regardless. Lucie adored him, treasuring the miniature green alligator purse he had given her for her last birthday, an extravagant and unnecessary gift, but that was Paul.


Worry bloomed across Max’s face. “He said we’re all overreacting, like a bunch of lemmings jumping off a cliff.”


But she could see that he feared for Paul and his parents, as well as for the rest of his extended family, whereas Vera had so few relatives, comparatively. Her father had died of heart failure just before Lucie was born. And she’d fallen out with her mother, who, after her father’s death, took up with a South American polo player. The last time they spoke, her mother flaunted having paid for forged papers and suggested that Vera not call on her again, as such contact would compromise her new identity.


Agnes came through the double doors that led into the opposite hallway. “Is everything all right?”


Normally, she would have knocked, waiting timidly for permission to enter. She had the night off, and Vera had expected that she would take one of her beloved long walks and return after dinner with bits and pieces of gossip she had picked up in town.


Vera said that of course everything was all right, casting a look at Lucie, but there was a sharp knock at the front door just as Agnes started explaining something she’d heard from the neighbors.


A gust of wind caused the open windows to swing shut. For a moment everyone froze, and Vera thought: Now they have come for us. They are going to throw us into a camp. I’ll be separated from Lucie.


She began to sweat, and tried to walk, as naturally as possible, to Lucie. Kneeling down next to her on the rug, Vera felt her breath shorten, her pulse accelerating.


Sabine appeared from the kitchen. “Shall I get the door?”


It was only the Freudenbergers, thank God. Just seeing Elsa in her silk kimono decorated with golden koi, her hair pulled back into a severe bun, and Leon in his pin-striped suit and straw fedora washed Vera with relief when she ushered them inside.


They looked the same.


Perhaps things weren’t so bad.


But then Leon asked, somewhat shakily, clutching his hat in his hands, “Have you heard?”


Max sauntered out of the living room and retorted, “Oh, yes. We’ve heard. Come on, let’s have a drink.”


Over a bottle of whiskey, they obsessively discussed the situation. The later it grew, the blurrier all the reasons appeared for why the internment had been put into effect, and whether it would apply to Vera and Max. Both were from St. Petersburg; their families had immigrated to Paris during the revolution, over twenty years ago. “Since then, we’ve lived happily and quietly in France. It’s our home,” Max reflected, stroking his silvery beard.


Vera paced the length of the Oriental rug, rubbing her palms against her pleated skirt. “But we’re foreign nationals. We don’t have French citizenship, and the radio said all foreign nationals must report—”


“Yes, but you see,” Elsa interrupted, perched on the edge of the cushioned settee, “the French government has more reason to intern us because we’re German, and this is a time of war, whereas you are merely Russians, having resided in France for much longer than we have.”


“We’re Jewish arrivistes,” Leon remarked sardonically from the corner.


Max said, “The Germans have persecuted you, not just for being Jewish, but Leon, you publicly denounced Hitler in your many articles and books. You’re the ‘enemy of the state number one.’ Where was that printed again?” He poured more whiskey into Leon’s glass. “Well, the point is, the French government will directly realize that you are an enemy of Germany and a lover of France. They won’t intern you.”


“Or,” Leon offered, shifting in the deep leather chair, “the French government will proceed against us only to give the public the impression that France is actually doing something to repel the Germans.”


Vera noticed the sweat sprinkling the back of Leon’s pale blue dress shirt, despite his cool demeanor.


“Even if that were the case,” Max interjected, pouring himself another thimble of whiskey, “there’s one thing we can be sure of.” He paused for dramatic effect, relishing how they waited for him to inject some reason into this tangled night. “As we have all experienced countless times, the utterly ineffective workings of the French bureaucracy will ensure that it will take ages for the paperwork to arrive here in Sanary to intern us. By then, we’ll be gone.”


Elsa and Leon heartily agreed, placated by Max’s logic; they could remain in this summery cocoon a little longer. And Max, smoothing down the front of his shirt with panther-like calm, was satisfied with himself for saving the evening, as he would later say in bed, expecting praise from Vera when all she felt was cold dread.


After the initial shock of the news that night, the tone turned less manic, and during the momentary lulls when the conversation drifted elsewhere, the evening nearly recaptured the languor they had enjoyed on other summer nights. But even as they entertained the possibilities, and examined the various angles of their predicament, Vera felt her fixed place in the world beginning to unhinge and loosen. Every noise grated; every gesture appeared imbued with portentous meaning. The occasional birdcall trilling in the night made her jump, and the clatter of dishes cleared from the table in the next room sounded hostile. Lucie’s barreling run down the hallway, attempting to escape the bath, sent a sharp pang through Vera, as though all had turned irretrievably dark, even as Elsa’s heady perfume, with its hints of benzoin, reminded her of other times when they would sit idly after dinner, smoking and drinking and lamenting some insignificant, comical aspect of their lives.


The following morning, while Vera sat at the breakfast table, nursing a coffee, her head pounding from too much whiskey, the cook, Sabine, appeared before her with a stricken face. She announced, with an air of self-importance, that she had read a notice posted in the town hall: all persons of foreign birth living in the Var department in the Provence–Alpes–Côte d’Azur region who had not yet reached the age of fifty-six must report to the Gurs internment camp in southwestern France, effective immediately.


Max, listening from the doorway, barefoot in silk pajamas, asked casually, as if to reassure Sabine that this was all an overreaction, “Surely there’s been some mistake? Two days ago, the wireless specified that only those living in Paris must report for internment.”


Lucie barged into the living room, demanding something. Vera wished now that she could recall what: A glass of milk, a jam sandwich? Vera sharply replied that she must request it politely. Lucie pouted and then bolted into the sunlit garden. Watching her daughter’s birdlike shoulder blades protrude from beneath the cotton straps of her sundress, her smooth skin browned from the sun, Vera understood, in a chilling flash, that she and Max were not French. It didn’t matter that they were here now, in the South of France. As a foreigner, she could not shield Lucie, and pictured them at Gurs camp, lying on the filthy hay-covered ground where animals had been corralled, lice roving through the hay. Taking a sip of coffee, she could already taste the camp’s metallic water, and the watery broth they would call soup.


Lucie yanked off a few lemons from the tree and lobbed them over the low stone wall.


Agnes’s voice twitched with irritation: “Lucie, please stop. You’re ruining the lemon trees.”


Vera blinked into the white sunlight, watching Lucie disobey. Pressing the heel of her palm into her forehead, she was thinking: How are we going to get out of this?


Sabine muttered in the background, wondering if they would leave Sanary, and then who would look after the house?


Max rejoined, “But Lucie is French! Born in Paris. She has citizenship. Let’s not panic.”


This should have temporarily relieved Vera, but the words “stateless” and “foreigner” looped through her mind. Words people had often used to describe her family when they had immigrated to Paris in 1917, when all she wanted was to be the daughter of a baker or a shopkeeper, living near Javel station with a name like Charlotte Moreau or Cecile Laurent . . . a common, ordinary name, a name that would never disturb or give pause, instead of Vera Dunayevskaya. When she married Max, she took his name, Volosenkova, equally unpronounceable, inducing the same silent derision to pass over people’s faces, as clouds can momentarily block the sun.


When Vera enrolled Lucie in the lycée, the same questioning looks crossed the teachers’ faces, and she knew that Lucie would also be marked as not quite French enough for the French.


And yet, despite always being described as “exotic” and “foreign,” in a tone coated with false admiration, France ran through her blood: columnar cypresses lining dusty roads, cool stone churches offering shade and respite, the language she knew before any other. Soft and bending, sharp and brooding, it captured all she’d ever felt, harkening back to Agnes, who was once her own governess, singing her to sleep: “You may have taken Alsace and Lorraine, but in spite of you, we will always be French!” The language of dreams, streaming through her fingertips, into the pen, onto the page. A phrase, a certain word, provided the incendiary for all else. Without this language, this soil, what was she but a nebulous entity drifting through time and space?


Light, shade, stone. This was her home, her self.


But, Vera thought, forcing a smile at Sabine, who eyed her warily while pouring more coffee into the china-blue cup, a few drops spilling onto the saucer, the last time she and Max had applied for citizenship, two months ago, it was denied for the third time.


After breakfast, Agnes took Lucie to the beach to allow Max and Vera time to think and plan. Max stood on the bedroom balcony, his back to her, smoking furiously. “We’ll wire Paris immediately. Figure out some way.”


“Flames,” Vera called out from the bed.


He turned to face her, the sunlit sea behind him. “What?”


“That’s what Dr. Adler said. We should have listened to him then. We should have left Europe. We should have gone to America. It’s too late now.”


Dr. Adler, a cousin of Max’s mother, was a famous psychiatrist practicing in Manhattan. With painful clarity, Vera remembered the dinner party he had attended at their newly renovated top-floor apartment. It was 1938, just after Hitler had disposed of his war minister, and rumors of another war swirled. After the other guests had left, Max and Vera bid Dr. Adler goodbye in the oval entryway, all of them bathed in the chandelier’s amber glow. “You must leave France. Immediately,” he said. Vera glanced into the adjoining living room, where she had installed Lucie on the velvet chaise, dreaming beneath a cashmere blanket the color of snow. “Come to New York,” he pressed. “I’ll write you an affidavit. Still now, you can get exit visas.” Max nodded, as if he were seriously considering such an offer, but Vera knew he wasn’t. He had just secured a new contract with the Paris Opera. She was deep at work on her novel.


Perched on the edge of the bed, Vera still felt the scratchy sensation of Dr. Adler’s beard against her cheek when they hugged goodbye, and the letters he sent from New York in the following months that remained on top of the high glass table in the foyer, imploring them to leave Europe, because the Europe they knew and loved would soon erupt into flames.


Max stubbed out his cigarette on the balcony railing and came inside.


“We have to decide about Lucie,” Vera said.


“Take her with us, of course.”


She gathered up her linen skirt, fisting the fabric, her knuckles whitening. “I’ve heard in the camps children are separated from their parents. We might lose her. Or something worse could happen. And she’s not a foreign national … She shouldn’t have to go …”


Max knelt down before her. “What do you want to do?” His gray-green eyes watered. His tan skin suddenly appeared wrinkly and old, hanging from his face in heavy folds.


It was a plan that had been constructing itself in Vera’s mind since last night, the architecture of it forming, stone by stone, until it now blazed before her, crystallized and finished. “Agnes will stay with her here, until we’re released. Hopefully only for a few weeks. Nothing much needs to change. If things worsen for any reason, she can always bring Lucie home with her to Oradour-sur-Glane. You know she has a large family with many sisters. They all have children. Lucie will blend in. She might even enjoy it. And then, when we’re released, we’ll get Lucie back.”


“Okay,” Max said simply.


The pit in Vera’s stomach tightened. Was this right? Was there any idea in taking Lucie with them? But once at the camp, no one knew what to expect, and the conditions … She had heard they made the bread with sand and the drinking water was contaminated. People suffered from dysentery, with barely enough water for cleaning themselves.


Shuddering, she stood up and walked into the hallway, opening the closet door to bring her empty suitcase down from the top shelf.


Two days later, they were to appear at the town hall to obtain a special pass to travel from their home to the camp. Once this was issued, Vera and Max, along with the Freudenbergers, would report to Gurs camp. Max had telephoned Paul last night, urging him to at least flee to the free zone, pleading with him to take their parents, but Paul insisted that Paris was safe for Jews, lightly reminding Max that many of their friends had even returned to Paris in the last few weeks, given the recently signed armistice with Germany. Vera had also spoken to Katja, her old friend from the Sorbonne, who insisted that Paris was still Paris, the only difference being the swastika flag flying over the Eiffel Tower. But while Vera listened to Katja, her palms started to sweat, thinking that Katja’s French Catholic roots afforded her the luxury of staying in her apartment near Place Saint-Michel, commenting on the situation as if it didn’t affect her, and maybe it didn’t.


Leon’s driver was due to collect them at noon. The sun glared on the whitewashed walls of the house. Vera’s eyes watered in the harsh morning light, watching Lucie standing in the garden in her black pinafore, listlessly watering the lemon trees with a dusty hose.


Last night Lucie had practiced a song at the dinner table, her high sweet voice lucid and piercing: “France, mother of the arts, of arms and of laws, long have you nourished me with the milk of your breast. Now, like a lamb who calls out to her nurse, I fill caverns and forests with your name.”


She sang it so seriously. In better times, Vera would have suppressed a smile, but now she asked, the question catching in her throat, “Where did you learn that?”


Lucie shrugged, dipped a crust of bread into her milk, and then took a savage bite out of it. “Madame Agnes. We sing it on the way to the beach.”


Lucie dropped the hose at her bare feet, watching the thin stretch of water filter into the dry soil. Then she strode off, in search of Camille, her doll. Vera watched her dart through the trees. The cat, Mourka, trotted after Lucie, his tail a black arrow, pointing into the cloudless sky.


Vera didn’t hear Agnes come up behind her and was startled by her low, hoarse whisper. “I promise she will be safe with me.”


Vera stared into Agnes’s pewter red-rimmed eyes.


Agnes smiled hesitantly and offered Vera a handkerchief. “I only worry about the war, and what will happen to France. But Lucie, I protect as my own daughter. She is mine too, in a way.”


“I know,” Vera said softly.


Agnes had no children, and seldom spoke of her youth. Once, Vera was aware, she had been in love, but it had ended badly and she’d slipped into spinsterhood, as if the role had awaited her all along, although she radiated a youthful efficiency at the age of fifty-two, always tidy and lean, shunning waste of any kind, reminding Vera to be thriftier and more careful. Vera’s mother had hired Agnes when they still lived in St. Petersburg, nearly thirty years ago. All the wealthy Russian families sought French nannies to care for their children and, in the process, perfect their French, as French, not Russian, was the preferred language of the elite. Agnes stayed with the family during the revolution and fled with them to France, continuing to care for Vera once they began their new lives in Paris, not wanting to return to her rural village in southwestern France, where her younger sisters shared a farm with a constellation of uncles and brothers-in-law, a family brimming over with frequent clashes and disagreements, all of which Agnes was happy to escape. When Vera moved out of her parents’ apartment and married Max, it was only natural that Agnes come with her.


Vera held Agnes’s hands. She had thin papery skin, spidery blue veins running beneath it. With renewed urgency, Vera repeated the instructions again. They’d gone over the details of the departure yesterday, but she needed to repeat it all, like a chant or a prayer: “If you must, first sell the furniture in the Paris apartment, then the furs, the silver, and, as a last resort, the jewelry. You also have the sixty thousand francs for living expenses. I’ve made arrangements with Jacques for the garden to be looked after here. There is the request for back taxes from Paris, but do not pay them. Dr. Delafontaine, you have his address. Lucie has been vaccinated for diphtheria. She has a slight case of enteritis, so no unpasteurized milk or unpasteurized cheese.” Vera paused, catching her breath. “Of course you know all of this.”


She tugged her wedding ring over her knuckle and back down again. “I also left a letter with Maître Vernet giving you power of attorney to make all decisions for Lucie as you see fit—” Her voice broke off, and Agnes embraced her.


She pressed her cheek against Agnes’s starched collar and instantly felt small again, crying about her mother, who had flown into another rage and slapped Vera across the face, the emerald-encrusted ring leaving a stinging scratch under her eye. Agnes’s thin arms held her in place, her insistent whisper tunneling into Vera’s ear: “Don’t worry. It will be all right in the end.”


Max ambled down the stairs, dapper in his linen trousers and white shirt, his graying hair slicked back, still wet from the bath. He gave her an apologetic look. Last night they’d fought because Vera’s weeping had distressed him. He told her that she must remain calm about the events that were about to occur, avoiding the words “camp” and “internment.”


“Calm!” she had screamed into the windless night, backing up against the balcony’s wrought iron railing, imagining how she might hurl herself over it, landing with a thud on the dry, dark earth. “How can I be calm in a situation like this? And you, drinking glass after glass of wine at Café des Voyageurs with Leon yesterday. I found you lying facedown on the couch, and Lucie asking why you were asleep at four in the afternoon. What was I supposed to say? That you were drunk and sunburnt? And you think I’m not acting properly!”


Max now placed down his valise. “Where’s Lucie?” he asked, holding out the pocketbook edition of Balzac, seven novels in one, that Vera had been frantically searching for this morning.


“She’s in the garden,” Vera said, taking the book and pressing it to her chest.


Max strode over to the open French doors to find their daughter racing through the mazelike hedges, chasing Mourka, whose tinkling collar with its little brass bell always betrayed their location.


Vera hovered a few inches behind Max. She fought off the pressure mounting in her throat when she said, “The car will be here any minute.”


Lucie disappeared behind a copse of olive trees, dragging her doll by one leg, the straw-colored synthetic hair flecked with dirt.


“Lucie!” Vera called.


The morning grew hotter.


Already Vera had sweat through her white crepe blouse. She fidgeted with the front button. Her clothes would turn to shreds in the camp. What was the use?


Lucie’s thin silvery voice rang through the trees: “Come find me!”


Vera and Max had told her about their “little vacation” and that she would stay with Madame Agnes for a bit. Lucie made them promise that she could eat ice cream every day after lunch, and that Mourka would sleep at the foot of her bed, and that they would return with presents. A blue dress and blue shoes.


Yes, yes, they said, of course.


After these negotiations, Lucie was content, having, in her eyes, won. It pained Vera to see how such small things mattered to her, belittling all else to abstraction. And yet this was the grace of childhood, the wondrous emphasis placed on cats and ice cream, on blue dresses and dusty coins buried in the garden, unearthed the next day and proclaimed a treasure—coins Max routinely buried the night before in preparation for Lucie’s exultant discovery.


She reappeared between the trees, triumphantly squeezing a small silver coin between her forefinger and thumb, her dark hair a tangled halo, her cheeks flushed, tiny beads of sweat percolating along her upper lip. “Mama! I found more coins!”


Vera knelt down, opening her arms.


Lucie barreled into Vera’s chest, knocking the breath out of her.


She held her tightly and whispered into Lucie’s curls, “Enough to buy ice cream.”


Just then she heard the dreaded honk of Leon’s cabriolet, a sound that in other times had signaled motoring in the moonlight after dinner, or a trip down the coast to a neighboring town.


Lucie touched Vera’s necklace, a heart hanging from a thin gold chain. It was an unconscious habit, something Lucie did all the time. “Are you leaving now? Can I first show Papa the coins I found? And will you tell Agnes about the ice cream after lunch? Every day?”


“Yes,” Vera said, pressing the back of her wrist into her eyes, but insipid hot tears leaked out. She scanned the garden, the lemon trees blurring, the bougainvillea flowering over the stone wall a menacing blend of violet and apricot. And Lucie’s doll, Camille, abandoned under the green bench on the far side of the garden. The doll lay facedown, and she had heard Lucie instruct the doll, in a strict tone, that it was time for bed and that was that.


“Let’s go show Papa the coins,” Vera whispered, noticing traces of butter smeared across Lucie’s cheek from a recent snack, and that each fingernail housed a thin line of dirt beneath it. She worried Agnes might overlook such details in their absence, while also knowing that Agnes would never neglect Lucie, as she often noticed the stray hair escaping from Lucie’s braid or a miniscule stain on Lucie’s pinafore long before Vera did.


Together, they walked up to the circular driveway.


Vera clutched Lucie’s hand, changing her mind.


Lucie would come with them.


She already felt Lucie’s weight on her lap in the crowded back seat.


Lucie trilled, “Leon and Elsa are here!”


The forsaken doll, Lucie’s unfiled nails, the sun and heat lightened her head, made it spin.


Leon and Elsa sat grimly in the back seat, staring straight ahead.


Max waited on the other side of the car, glancing down at his watch. Their suitcases were already strapped onto the car roof.


“Oh,” Vera said, throwing up her hands. “Where’s Camille? We can’t forget her.”


Lucie frowned. “She was naughty. I put her under the bench.”


“Vera,” Max said, walking around the side of the car. “It’s time.” His left eye twitched. A sky blue handkerchief spilled out of his breast pocket.


Vera whispered to Lucie, “Don’t forget about Camille under the bench. She’ll get so very cold at night.”


Kneeling down one last time, she pulled Lucie into her and whispered that she loved her and that she must always be good with Madame Agnes, and they would return soon, with a blue dress and blue shoes. She kept whispering—she couldn’t remember now what else she said, only that it had allowed her to hold Lucie a few seconds longer, the warmth of her small body flooding into hers, Lucie’s shallow breath on her neck, her tangled curls between Vera’s fingers. She took one last inhalation of Lucie’s natural milky scent, overlaid with the rosemary bushes she had trampled through earlier.


Agnes stood in front of the house, columnar in a navy shift, long sleeves even in this heat. She gestured for Lucie to come.


“Oh, wait,” Vera said breathlessly. She undid the clasp of her necklace, her fingers working quickly, and then watched the delight unfold on Lucie’s face when she lifted up Lucie’s hair and fastened the chain around her neck.


“Keep it safe?”


Lucie nodded, squinting up at her before she ran to Agnes, as casually as any other day.


Vera slid into the back seat and gently closed the door.


Elsa gave her a pinched smile, meant to encourage, but it only made Vera’s heart beat faster. She jerked around to look through the dusty rear window and saw, to her relief, Agnes rubbing off the butter from Lucie’s cheek with a fresh white handkerchief.


Then Agnes glanced up and locked eyes with Vera. She nodded as the car started down the road. A nod that reminded Vera of childhood evenings when Agnes administered medicine for Vera’s asthma before bed, a nod that communicated empathy but also a resolute firmness, a firmness that Vera had never dared cross. That same nod presented itself now, indicating that certain decisions were irreversible, and certain moments in time could never come undone.


Vera looked down at the little black and white diamond tiles patterning the bathroom floor. Of course, she thought, I’m seeing things. Things I shouldn’t see.


Spinning around, she examined her reflection in the mirror, willing Lucie to reappear, but Vera only caught her own dull face: sunken cheeks, blue shadows, like half-moons, under her eyes, her lower lip chapped and puffy. She tilted her head toward the doorway, listening for him, but she only heard the crashing surf and seagulls cawing at the rising sun, as if rejecting it.


It was strange, finding herself in a clean little motel room, this box on the sand, with a man she barely knew, who now slept deeply.


She stared at Sasha from the bathroom doorway: his arm hung off the bed, knuckles grazing the carpet, his palm loosely open, as if entreating her to come back. His face was turned away from the morning sun splintering through the blinds, and she tracked the slant of his cheekbones, the tendons in his neck, his body barely containing all the life running through it.


Last night, when he had delved into her, she felt tightly warm and dark with bursts of jagged light, that dislodged each piece of her, as though the carefully placed glass squares in a mosaic were coming undone: her marriage to Max, the war, fleeing France and losing Lucie, her stilted existence in Los Angeles, and the heavy history of before: leaving Russia on the eve of the revolution, the china-blue walls of her childhood bedroom, Agnes’s hands caressing her into sleep, the same hands that had held and comforted Lucie.


The sheets were twisted at the foot of the bed. She studied the scene, perplexed by how easily she had gone with Sasha in his convertible, speeding down the highway, and then she had suggested they spend the night together, taken aback and intrigued by her own boldness.


She smiled faintly, remembering the English term for it: a one-night stand.


Sighing, Vera lit a cigarette and leaned into the door frame. She wondered when Sasha would wake up and realize the error in assuming she was the type of woman who took pleasure easily and lightly, unburdened and spilling over with desire, as she had seemed last night. It almost caused her to laugh, struck by this sardonic illusion, as if the farce of herself was finally coming to light.


What a mess, she thought, inhaling deeply. I’m going mad, just as Max said I would.


She watched Sasha sleep, unable to ignore the pulse between her legs, as if he were still inside her, his fingers tracing the curve of her ribs, his stubble against the side of her neck, which she touched now, her skin slightly razed and red.


She thought to yesterday, blue-black hair falling in his eyes, his jaw tensing when he saw her at Villa Aurora, as if he’d always been waiting for her. With his Russian name, there was something sweet and familiar about him, and the hum of energy between them contained a lilting melody that maybe only she heard. When he sped down the highway, he glanced over at her, and with his hand resting on her thigh, his bemused smile suggested that he could easily take her away from all this.


She looked at herself in the cloudy mirror of the armoire, shrugging off the towel, letting it fall to the carpet. She noted her smooth stomach and upright frame, her wavy hair skimming her bony shoulders. It had been a long time since she’d looked at herself like this. She touched her abdomen, her hips, the swell of her thighs, and, for an instant, she returned to a younger self, before she was a mother, before they fled Europe, before grief had made her invisible.




CHAPTER 2
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SASHA


October 1940, New Rochelle, New York


Sasha sat in the back seat of Dubrow’s Cadillac, fidgeting with his cuff links, his jacket too tight in the shoulders, and stared out at the manicured lawns and white mansions on the way to the Hampshire Country Club. He felt out of place in this sedate affluence, with its circular driveways and spiral-shaped topiaries. The suit didn’t fit right, having gone unworn for over a year. In California, no one wore suits. But he was home for the High Holidays, which dictated dark suits and ties, and that you sit in shul for hours on end while intermittently a congregant blew the shofar, the whole room quaking with centuries of expectation for that long, sob-like blast.


During the ride up to New Rochelle from the Lower East Side, he thought about how different “home” was, since his mother, Leah, had moved into Dubrow’s New Rochelle house five years ago, after they got married. But Sasha was still a kid from Rivington Street: broken storefront windows and toy guns, games of cops and robbers under the shadowy arcade of the rumbling El, and pushcarts rattling down the uneven streets selling everything from dead chickens with the feathers still on to plump watermelons in the summer, Mr. Ferrucci bellowing out, “Red like fire, sweet like sugar.”


Leah and Dubrow now rated the merit of the shofar blower, joking that because Schiller’s teenage son had performed the task, the sound was a weak imitation of the blast meant to rouse the dead and rejoice in the new year. Sasha half listened to their griping, in a mixture of English and Yiddish, while trying to hear the radio on low, reporting that Vichy France had enforced new legislation in regard to its Jewish population. Leah and Dubrow brushed the news aside, casually, as if swatting a pesky fly, but this was more or less their general attitude, as if the trouble in Europe didn’t apply to them, believing America was exempt, an unquestionably safe haven, whereas Sasha wasn’t so sure.


Leah turned around in her seat, her dark eyes flashing with mischief. “What did you think, bubbala?”


“Schiller did all right.” Sasha tried to smile, seeing how much she loved that he was home, even for a few days. She was forever betrayed that he’d moved away, and forever hoping he’d move back. The High Holidays, the “Days of Awe,” as they were called, perennially filled his mother with heaviness and light, with sweetness and angst, her gaze retreating inward to a distant place when she recited the evening kiddush before dinner. He always wondered why this time of year affected her so much, guessing that she remembered the Jewish holidays in the shtetl attracting violence, pogroms, though here in America they were safe. Sasha used to remind her of this when he was young, when they lived in the tenement apartment, just the two of them. And yet, when leaves began falling and the light turned golden, her emotions heightened, her eyes glistening with the past.


Waiting for him to say more about the Schiller boy, about the service, about the new rabbi, too young in her opinion, so that they could return to their joking and gossip, to the way it used to be, she added, “Are you sure you can’t stay until Yom Kippur? It would be so nice if—”


“Ma,” he began, but then she interrupted, “Fine,” and turned away from him, refocusing on the road.


When Rosh Hashanah ended in a few days, he would return to Los Angeles, where he’d been working as a screenwriter for the last two years, writing one-offs for the studios. And Leah knew, as much as she didn’t want to, that she couldn’t keep him here. Ever since he was young, she’d called him a dreamer, a luftmensch, head in the clouds, uninterested in life’s practicalities. That’s how she saw his choice to live in California, where he knew no one, had no one, when in New York, she used to say, opportunity presented itself like a rich salty oyster. She thought he was crazy not to take advantage, when for most of Sasha’s childhood, they had been so disadvantaged. Things had changed after Leah met Dubrow. Dubrow owned a string of cafeterias, and with no children of his own, he’d groomed Sasha for the business, starting him out as a busboy at fifteen, and then a waiter, and finally a manager of the Lower East Side location under Leah’s watchful, hopeful eye.


But Sasha couldn’t force himself into wanting that life. He’d grown up on the streets, intrigued by the heated arguments unfolding on every corner, the women yelling from one window to another over laundry lines crisscrossing alleys and tiny gardens, betrayals and sacrifices pulsating behind every door, while lovers, leaning against a chain-link fence on the schoolyard’s edge, made promises they couldn’t keep. On their rooftop, he and his friends kept pigeons, giving them names and distinct personalities, with innate desires and dislikes, much like the people they knew.


The neighborhood was rich with gossip, but poor in every other respect, and his mother taught him to love the stories that circulated from tenement to tenement like wildfire. Together they found a special joy in reporting that Mrs. Markowitz had left her nice husband for a Polish painter, a lout who drank, or that Tedora Binaggi, who lived upstairs, had lost her parents at the age of three on the voyage over to America from Italy. She had waited at Ellis Island with a white placard hanging from her neck, until a nice Italian woman took her hand, and whispered, “Vieni con noi.”


These stories, they grew inside him, gaining momentum and energy, as though he carried blueprints of great cities in his mind, urging him to construct plots with gut-wrenching twists, characters with secrets, hidden pasts, and unexpected futures, awaiting them all. It wasn’t really a choice, to write, as he was propelled by the unconscious need to rescue the truth from vagueness and omission, from the distortion of memory, from the desire to alter the story so that it reflected better upon the storyteller. And maybe this urge to know more, to understand what had really happened, grew out of the silence that blanketed his own past, with its many gaps.


Sasha was born a year into the Great War, in a shtetl twenty kilometers from Riga, and his earliest memories were blurry, as everyone’s were, but more so given the unsteady times: all the men left to fight, and then other men arrived, German soldiers. The war bled into the revolution, the czar’s White Army against the Reds. Certain images persisted: his mother stoking blue embers in the fireplace, willing the smoldering sparks to warm them, dipping small pieces of bread in salt; a forest full of pine trees; the sound of a bullhorn roaring from the town square, barking orders he couldn’t understand, Germanic, harsh, unbending. The fear in his mother’s eyes when they ventured outside, her hand clenching his. A fear that persisted long after the war because, he later realized, she was husbandless, with a little boy to fend for, which left her subject to hostility and judgment, but only later did he guess the full extent of it.


During the worst of their arguments, Leah often said that if he didn’t like the cafeteria business, then he should at least consider college, where he could learn a respectable profession like law or medicine, and Dubrow would pay for it. But again, living under someone else’s thumb, no matter how generous and gentle that thumb might be, Sasha couldn’t do it. So he started thinking about how he could make a living from telling stories, and got a job writing copy at the New York Daily Mirror his last year of high school, and then, because he wrote fast, he became a crime reporter at seventeen. He smoked cigars to look older, and what began as an affectation grew into a natural part of his personality. Soon, he started handing out cigars to cops for leads, which worked better than passing out sticks of chewing gum. Most nights, he came home late, or not until breakfast, and after a shower and a peck on his mother’s cheek, he dashed off to high school, barely waiting for the bell to ring, when he could return to his disorderly office desk, a few steps from the men’s room, waiting for a hot tip that would launch him back onto the streets.


Leah shook her head, muttering that he was a “vulture for bad news,” chasing leads of bank robberies, tenement fires, murderesses, gambling rings, and “leapers,” as they called those who threatened suicide from the rooftops of skyscrapers as Sasha and the other reporters barked out questions from below. With crime scenes and the city morgue his regular haunts, he knew this work disappointed his mother, despite his increasingly numerous bylines, to the point where she stopped reading his articles; they were too disturbing, too bloody, too human. But when he went out on assignments, adrenaline coursed through his veins. He often arrived at the scene before the police, prowling for anything incongruous, pressing down harder on a detail that didn’t quite fit, something closer to the truth but not close enough, and often then, the truth came tumbling out.


He did this for five years, juggling crime reporting and managing Dubrow’s to keep his mother happy, and he felt as wet and malleable as concrete when it’s first laid, unmarred by footsteps, pleased by the thought that he could easily shift paths.


Just after his twenty-third birthday, his mother set him up with Margaret Altman, of the Altman department stores. “She’s home for summer break from Vassar,” his mother explained, adding proudly that Margaret studied anthropology and music. Sasha took her to a dance at the Hampshire Country Club, where many matches of the Westchester Jewish elite were made, her chaperone watching from the corner. “My aunt,” Margaret said with a touch of embarrassment. Generous diamonds twinkled in her ears, a corsage of baby white roses gracing her delicate wrist. She asked, trying to make small talk, if he enjoyed the cafeteria business, quickly adding when she saw his confusion, “I mean, aren’t you taking over Dubrow’s … eventually?”


Eventually.


The word hung in the air, accumulating weight, his chest constricting with the notion that the concrete was beginning to set, hardening under his wingtips, even within the time it took for the song to end, the band playing “April in Paris.” The longer he stayed here, dancing with Margaret, the sooner the grand vista of his future would narrow down to a fine point, with little chance for something else, something more.


Shortly after this, a query on gold-embossed letterhead showed up from an executive at Warner Bros., offering Sasha five hundred dollars to write a script based on the Waldorf Astoria double-suicide case. The week prior, Sasha had written an article about these newlyweds who had supposedly taken their own lives, found naked in the bathtub with a bullet shot through the man’s head, but the woman, save for light bruising around her neck, was left untouched. Convinced the fancy letter was a prank, cooked up by one of his fellow reporters, Sasha telephoned the studio in Los Angeles and asked to speak to the man from Warner’s.


“Is this real?” Sasha asked, the phone receiver balanced between his neck and hiked-up shoulder as he buttoned up the white pressed shirt he had to wear for his shift at the cafeteria, along with the silly black bow tie.


The man explained that they thought the case would make a good picture, and when Sasha retorted that he knew everything they did, it was right there in print, the man said, slightly exasperated, that because of legal constraints, they couldn’t just pluck the story from the pages of the Mirror.


“So, how’s this gonna make a good picture, with the case still unsolved?”


“You don’t get it.” The man sighed. “This is the movies. Make up the ending.”


“Just make it up?” Sasha repeated, feeling slightly dumb as the words tumbled from his mouth. At the same time, he wasn’t sure if he could just make things up for a living … it had been hammered into him to hunt down the truth, untangle fact from fiction, not create more fiction.


Even though Sasha turned down the offer, the seed had been planted. As he greeted customers and handed out menus, he imagined his stories illuminated on the wide screen, viewed by thousands in the anonymous dark. As a kid in the summer, he and his friends would watch three shows a week, stealing into air-conditioned theaters, sinking into plush velour seats, the cowboys swaggering and towering before them, guns drawn, jaws clenched. He never thought he could actually make movies like those, until this seductive fantasy began to throb through him while he loitered around the cold morgue in the early dawn, waiting for a scoop, his clothes stinking of formaldehyde. Images of the stories he’d reported demanded more life: A matronly ambulance attendant tagging a corpse with such gentleness and care, as though bidding goodbye to her own son, or a young woman’s body found in the middle of Park Avenue, her alligator purse flung a few feet away, after she had jumped from a moving car. A police chief smiling down at a pair of newborn kittens he cupped in his palms, having just rescued them from a dumpster when searching for the murder weapon. He started jotting down these observations in a notebook, and soon, he was experimenting with “making things up” and writing a few story outlines.


And so, a year later, another telephone call came from RKO, this time about an article he’d written, “Close to the Edge,” about a psychiatrist specializing in talking leapers out of jumping, who, as it turns out, was battling his own demons. They offered him seven grand for the film rights and to adapt the article into a script.


Sasha said yes.


And what he couldn’t fully articulate but had started to feel in every particle was that California promised space, as if time could be stretched and elongated out there, and in its velvety emptiness he could recreate himself. No one would know he didn’t have a father. No one would know his mother had worked in a sweatshop sewing buttons onto jackets, lace onto collars. No one would know he was an immigrant kid who had struggled to lose his Russian accent in grade school, or that the other boys threw gravel at him on the playground, and when he came home with a black eye, his mother demanded in Yiddish, “Who did that to you? Tell me who.”


The night before he left, he sat with his mother at the kitchen table. Her face, wan beneath the shaded lamp hanging from the ceiling, echoed with more than just his leaving for California. It was the same unsettled, absent expression that he recognized from childhood, as if a ghost were hovering between them. He felt the urge to ask about his father, about the war he was born into, about the details of their life in the old country that she intentionally blurred. He hunched forward, sitting on his hands, readying himself to broach the subject, when she pushed the plate toward him. “Here, eat.” It was a herring sandwich on rye bread that she had just prepared.


Sasha stood up and folded his arms around her, and for a moment a thick, strained silence settled over them until he broke the tension by joking that she could always come with him to California.


Leah sighed, her body softening. “What would an old woman do in California?”


“What do old women do in New York?”


Their eyes met and they both laughed.


He arrived in Los Angeles on a hot July evening in 1938, his chest loosening when he first glimpsed the Pacific, a shimmering blue that bled into the horizon. He walked along the beach, breathing in the salty air, his loafers stuffed under his arm, his bare feet sinking into the still warm sand, and the eucalyptus trees on the bluffs up above emitting that sharp, clean scent. When he’d walked far enough, he sank, fully clothed, into the sand, his mind flattening into a blank canvas, a blankness waiting to be filled.


Glancing out at the lush suburban greenery of New Rochelle now, he saw they were almost at the country club, and it was too late to take off the pinching suit jacket, as his mother would only make him put it on again. He hadn’t been listening to Dubrow and his mother chitchat, but Dubrow was now saying something about how Europe wasn’t our fight to fight, parroting a speech that Joseph Kennedy had given over the radio. Maybe, Sasha thought, Dubrow didn’t understand, given that he was born deaf in one ear and couldn’t fight in the Great War.


Leah turned around in her seat again and announced that she sided with those Philadelphia mothers who had stormed the White House in protest against the war. “They don’t want their boys sent off to fight. And quite frankly, neither do I.”


“Joel Binaggi and Harvey Feldman already enlisted,” Sasha countered, naming his childhood friends from Rivington Street.


Making a wide turn onto the tree-lined lane leading up to the club, Dubrow remarked that those kids didn’t have the opportunities Sasha had. They were only using the war to fill a void.


“Feldman’s in law school, and Binaggi is taking over his dad’s grocery business,” Sasha shot back.


The air inside the car stiffened as Dubrow pulled up to the club: a white colonial mansion with a wraparound porch, a circular gravel driveway leading both in and out, the smooth rolling golf course behind it. White-gloved valets stood at the entrance.


Dubrow sighed heavily and turned off the ignition. “Come on, let’s have a nice time.”


The valets approached to open the car doors. Leah rearranged her gold-and-burgundy brocade skirt and gave Sasha a tense look, her face a shade paler, and he felt a stab of guilt, realizing that she feared he would enlist, and for once, her worry was justified. He almost couldn’t bring himself to get out and walk over the pretentious gravel driveway in his hard leather oxfords into that ridiculous and imposing place where he could be sure they’d be playing Glenn Miller with a vengeance, as if such forced gaiety could help people forget the dark storm gathering over Europe. But he did it for his mother, who shot him another anxious look when the valet opened her car door.


Together, they walked up to the club. She clung to his arm, and he felt her pressuring insistence that he at least pretend to enjoy himself, but then she added, as if it were an afterthought, “Oh, I forgot to tell you. Margaret Altman is here tonight. I told her you were home from California, and she was hoping to—”


Sasha stopped short. “Ma. Come, on. Seriously?”


She looked at him with injured eyes. Dubrow paused, his arm extended toward the open double doors, waiting to escort Leah inside.


Couples in evening attire passed, furtively glancing at Sasha, and a wave of embarrassment washed over him, knowing that he was making a scene, but it couldn’t be helped.


“Sasha, please, it’s only dinner?”


“I can’t, Ma. I just can’t.”


He turned away, unable to take her disappointment any longer, and overheard Dubrow whisper hoarsely, “If he wants to go, let him go! The tighter you hold him, the farther he’ll run.” Leah muttered something back, and Dubrow added, “My sheifale, don’t make a storm in a teacup.”


Sasha walked toward the sunset, streaked with pink and gold, and the spidery elms, silhouetted against the inflamed colors, and thought of California: the mountains and the sea, the dry desert winds, the lucky sunshine, and the sky, endless and blue.




CHAPTER 3
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LUCIE


AUGUST 1940, ORADOUR-SUR-GLANE, FRANCE


She played outside with the other children, who had hair the color of clarified butter and lips stained from eating wild blackberries. Stripping the bushes of the ripe fruit, they called her “Agnes’s girl,” because they knew Agnes had worked for a wealthy family with only one child, a girl, and Lucie was that girl, and they had been instructed to now call her “Agnes’s girl” instead of “Lucie from Paris.” At first, she felt ugly compared to them, with her dark hair and white skin, but after a while it mattered less.


Pointed cypresses lining gravel paths that led to nowhere, the brush of lavender and sage against her fingertips, the soft purr of the cat on her lap. She felt his breathing through the calico fur. And now there was a new puppy, the runt of the litter, and they’d allowed her to keep him, a small act of generosity—Agnes’s sisters were going to drown him otherwise. Lucie named him Giles. She loved to stroke his velvety ears and smell his puppyish breath, full of newly chewed grass and dirt, and feel his little pointy teeth gnawing at her knuckles. Sometimes he left regurgitated honeysuckles on the doorstep, but Lucie cleaned it up before anyone noticed.


She fed bruised apples and old carrots to the horses and stroked the bridges of their downy pink noses. They flicked their tails in appreciation, their large liquid eyes asking for more.


Inside, the oak floors creaked under her feet. The walls were made of stone, some light and rough, some dark and smooth, a varied landscape running beneath her palm. Chinks of light bullied their way through the recessed windows. In the drafty front room stood a piano, older than the one her parents had in Paris but still functioning. It had been in this farmhouse for over one hundred years, Agnes whispered, adding that Lucie was never to touch it.


But sometimes, when the sisters weren’t around, Lucie played a few chords that her father had taught her. The mournful notes pierced her with homesickness, and she would gently place the heavy wooden lid back over the keys, swallowing down a hard knot. The only other time she neared the piano was when Monsieur Durand came to tune it. He gave her a conspiratorial wink and motioned for her to come over, showing her his tools, various levers and wrenches that he kept in a special black case. After he finished, he lingered in the kitchen, where Agnes served him coffee at the table and they spoke for a while, their animated talk echoing through the house, and Lucie wondered what was so interesting. Before he left, he palmed her some pastilles that she hid deep inside her pinafore pockets, waiting until she was in bed to savor them.


At night: a blanket of stars. Orange candies dissolving under her tongue.


The sisters’ faces were rough and red from windburn, their hands blistered and full of miniscule cuts. Lucie thought perhaps the sisters were rough with her because their lives were rough, their work often requiring their backs to bend and curve for many hours. Plucking chickens, darning socks, scrubbing floors, pulling root vegetables from the soil. Lucie thought that because they had to bend so much, they couldn’t bend any more with her, or with anyone. Whenever she came near, their faces looked like the stones that surrounded them, hard and impenetrable, but then she would creep up on them in gentler moments: feeding a baby, smoothly brushing out their daughters’ hair, the flaxen strands gleaming in the firelight as they murmured little stories about lost treasures and cats that could talk. While she listened, a desolate sadness permeated her, knowing that she must carry something within herself that they found repellent.


A long time had passed since her parents went on vacation, the longest time ever, but it had only been one month, Agnes explained.


“Mama said they were only going away for two weeks,” Lucie retorted, monitoring the small muscles twitching along Agnes’s neck when she replied, “You misunderstood. Not two weeks. Two months.”


Lucie also wondered why they had left Sanary. They were supposed to stay there until her parents returned. But a few days after her parents left, Agnes suddenly decided that they should leave too when a French officer visited and spoke the entire time in a reassuring tone, suggesting that they should vacate, given that other officers would visit them tomorrow morning, quite early. The cook and the gardener looked pale and frightened, but Lucie did not understand why because the officer had kind eyes and a large mouth, and spoke with his hands, and ate all of the biscuits that Sabine had set out on the porcelain plate.


Before he left, he knelt down and stroked her cheek. “You look just like my little girl.”


Immediately after this, Agnes made preparations for them to catch the afternoon train to Limoges. From there, they would stay with her sisters on a farm in Oradour-sur-Glane. “Just for a bit,” Agnes kept repeating as she tore through drawers and shelves, stuffing clothes and shoes into suitcases. She did not pack in the orderly fashion she always did before big trips, folding the clothes first on the bed and then eliminating what they didn’t need. She was sweating, wisps of hair sticking to her temples, and her hands shook when she snapped the suitcases closed. Lucie watched, frozen in the doorway, touching the golden heart pendant that hung from her neck. She knew not to speak, as one more question might cause Agnes to start sobbing or screaming—she couldn’t tell which—but she kept wondering why they were leaving, and how her mother and father would find her. They were supposed to remain here, she kept wanting to remind Agnes, but Agnes’s flustered, quick movements and exaggerated sighs, the way she seemed to see and not see Lucie, gave her pause. It was the same expression Agnes wore when Lucie asked her a question while she was reading the newspaper and she mumbled an answer, her eyes glazedover with distraction.


It was the same, but with more fear in it.




Chapter 4
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VERA


August 1940, Gurs Internment Camp, Southwestern France


Her hands trembled as she tore open the thick cream envelope. Agnes’s familiar handwriting slanted across the page, and Vera devoured the words that would have to sustain her until the next letter arrived. Vera and Elsa had been here for a month, and this was the second letter from Agnes. Vera knew she was lucky to get it. People complained that letters weren’t coming through, or if a letter arrived, it often took months, especially if a letter was traveling from the occupied zone to the free zone. At least Oradour was in the free zone, but tucked just below the Maginot Line. Gurs camp, also in the free zone, was much farther south, the blue Pyrenees rising up in the distance.


Agnes wrote: The weather is clement. L. loves sleeping with the older girls in the big bed. She got a new puppy today, we tied a blue ribbon around its neck. Camille was left outside in the downpour overnight, now we are drying her by the fire—she is safe and warm. Sincerely, A.


The stone farmhouse, the new puppy with its soft dark pelt, the sky blue ribbon Lucie had tied around its neck swam before Vera’s eyes. She walked around in a daze, not registering the camp’s ugly bareness, the letter a salve, a palimpsest obscuring the surroundings: barbed-wire fence up against purple mountains, rows of unheated barracks with corrugated roofs, piles of stones they had assembled yesterday, only to be commanded to disassemble them today for no other purpose than to instill a sense of deprivation and meaninglessness within them.


Vera wondered if Max and Leon were suffering the same conditions, as the men had been detained in a nearby camp. Crude pipes ran alongside the barracks that they used to wash themselves. The toilet a slab of concrete with a hole in it, separated by low partitions. The unbearable stench as she squatted over the concrete hole, staring up at the changeable sky, thankful at least that Lucie had fresh air and plenty of milk, unlike the children here, who roamed the camp in packs, lawless, scavenging for food or for some cheap trinket: a filched marble, a toy soldier, a broken yoyo. These child gangs hoarded black bread, ersatz coffee, scraps of meat, lost coins, their lice-ridden heads peering into the huge pot where the daily watery soup simmered. Over the last two weeks, the children had transformed into cunning thieves, adapting to the camp, as opposed to their bourgeois mothers, who shuffled around, frightened and indignant, demanding to know when they would be released, demanding to send letters and make phone calls, requests the guards casually dismissed while chewing tobacco, waiting for the right moment to hurl the wad, glistening with saliva and spit, at anyone who asked for too much.


The women grew depressed and lethargic in the face of these daily injustices, while their children grew more daring, their elbows sharpening, their once plump faces angular.
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