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			‘I was on tenterhooks. Emotional and heartrending . . . absolutely phenomenal’ Jill Mansell
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			About the Book

			Paris 1944

			A young woman’s future is torn away in a heartbeat.

			Herded on to a train bound for Auschwitz, in an act of desperation she entrusts her most precious possession to a stranger.

			All she has left now is hope.

			Santa Cruz 1953

			Jean-Luc thought he had left it all behind.

			The scar on his face a small price to pay for surviving the horrors of Nazi Occupation.

			Now, he has a new life in California, a family.

			He never expected the past to come knocking on his door.

			On a darkened platform, two destinies become entangled.

			Their choice will change the future in ways neither could have imagined.

			A beautiful, powerful and unforgettable portrait of the brutality of war and the tenacity of love.
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			my inspiration for this story
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			‘Let us sacrifice one day to gain perhaps a whole life.’

			– From Les Misérables by Victor Hugo

		

	
		
			Part One

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Santa Cruz, 24 June 1953

			Jean-Luc

			Jean-Luc lifts the razor to his cheek, glancing at his reflection in the bathroom mirror. For a split second, he doesn’t recognise himself. Pausing, razor held in mid-air, he stares into his eyes, wondering what it is. There’s something American about him now. It’s there in his healthy tan, his white teeth, and something else he can’t quite identify. Is it the confident way he holds his chin? Or his smile? Anyway, it pleases him. American is good.

			With a towel wrapped round his waist, he wanders back into the bedroom. A black shape outside catches his eye. Through the window, he sees a Chrysler crawling up the street, coming to a halt behind the oak tree out front. Strange. Who would be calling at seven o’clock in the morning? He stares at the car, distracted, then the buttery smell of warm crêpes wafting up the stairs calls him to breakfast.

			Entering the kitchen, he kisses Charlotte on the cheek, then ruffles his son’s hair in way of greeting. Glancing through the window, he sees the car is still there. He watches as a lanky man extracts himself from the driving seat, craning his neck, peering around – like a pelican, he thinks to himself. A stocky man emerges on the other side. They walk towards the house.

			The doorbell cuts through the morning like a knife. Charlotte looks up.

			‘I’ll go.’ Jean-Luc’s already on his way out. He slips the chain from the lock and opens the door.

			‘Mr Bow-Champ?’ Pelican Man asks without smiling.

			Jean-Luc stares at him, taking in the dark navy suit, white shirt and plain tie, and the arrogant look in his eyes. The mispronunciation of his name is something he usually lets go, but something pricks his pride this morning. Maybe it’s because the man is standing on his doorstep. ‘Beauchamp,’ he corrects. ‘It’s French.’

			‘We know it’s French, but this is America.’ Pelican Man’s eyes narrow a fraction as he sticks a shiny black shoe across the threshold. He peers over Jean-Luc’s shoulder, then his neck clicks as he turns, cocking his head to one side, looking at the car port where their new Nash 600 is parked. His top lip curls at one corner. ‘I’m Mr Jackson, and this is Mr Bradley. Mr Bow-Champ, we’d like to ask you some questions.’

			‘What about?’ He adds inflection to show his surprise, but his voice sounds false to his ears – an octave too high. Muffled sounds of breakfast reach out to the doorstep: plates being stacked, his son’s light laughter. The familiar noises echo around Jean-Luc like a distant dream. He closes his eyes, clutching at the vanishing edges. A seagull screeching calls him back to the present. His heart beats hard and fast against his ribs, like a trapped bird.

			The stocky man, Bradley, leans forward, lowering his voice. ‘Were you taken into County Hospital six weeks ago after a car accident?’ He stretches his neck, as though hoping to gather information about the life inside the house.

			‘Yes.’ Jean-Luc’s pulse races. ‘I was knocked over by a car rounding the corner too fast.’ He pauses, taking a breath. ‘I lost consciousness.’ The doctor’s name, Wiesmann, springs to mind. He fired questions at Jean-Luc while he was still coming round, feeling foggy. ‘How long have you been in America?’ he asked. ‘Where did you get the scar on your face? Were you born with only a finger and a thumb on your left hand?’

			Bradley coughs. ‘Mr Bow-Champ, we’d like you to accompany us to City Hall.’

			‘But why?’ His voice comes out as a croak.

			They stand there like a blockade, hands behind their backs, chests thrust forward.

			‘We think this would be best discussed at City Hall, not here on your doorstep, in front of your neighbours.’

			The veiled threat tightens the knot in his stomach. ‘But what have I done?’

			Bradley rolls his lips together. ‘These are just preliminary enquiries. We could call the police in to assist, but at this early stage we prefer . . . we prefer to get the facts straight. I’m sure you understand.’

			No, I don’t! he wants to scream. I don’t know what you’re talking about. Instead, he mumbles assent. ‘Give me ten minutes.’ Closing the door in their faces, he returns to the kitchen.

			Charlotte is sliding a crêpe onto a plate. ‘Was it the postman?’ she asks without looking up.

			‘No.’

			She turns towards him, a thin crease across her forehead, her brown eyes piercing him.

			‘Two investigators . . . They want me to go with them to answer some questions.’

			‘About the accident?’

			He shakes his head. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know what they want. They won’t say.’

			‘They won’t say? But they have to. They can’t just ask you to go with them without telling you why.’ The colour drains from her face.

			‘Don’t worry, Charlotte. I think I’d better do what they say. Clear things up. It’s only questioning.’

			Their son has stopped munching and is looking up at them, a tiny frown on his forehead.

			‘I’m sure I’ll be back soon.’ Jean-Luc’s voice rings false in his ears, as though someone else is uttering these words of comfort. ‘Can you call the office; tell them I’ll be late?’ He turns to his son. ‘Have a good day at school.’

			Everything has gone still, like the hush before a storm. Quickly he turns and leaves the kitchen. Normal. He must act normal. This is only a formality. What can they possibly want?

			Ten minutes. He doesn’t want them ringing the bell again, so he hurries into the bedroom, opening the drawer in the wardrobe, glancing at his ties coiled like serpents. He picks out a blue tie with tiny grey dots. Appearance is important in a situation like this. He takes his jacket off its hanger and walks back down the stairs.

			Charlotte is waiting in the kitchen doorway, her hand over her mouth. He takes it, kissing her cold lips, looking her in the eye. Then he turns away. ‘Bye, son!’ he shouts towards the kitchen.

			‘Bye, Daddy. See you in a while.’

			‘Catch you later, crocodile.’ His voice cracks, missing the right note again.

			He senses Charlotte’s eyes on his back as he opens the front door and follows the men to their black Chrysler. He takes a deep breath, forcing the air down into his abdomen. Now he remembers hearing the storm break in the middle of the night; can feel the earth thick with water, starting to evaporate already. Soon it will be humid and hot.

			No one speaks as they drive past familiar houses with large, open lawns reaching out to the sidewalk, past the paper shop, the baker, the ice-cream parlour. This life he’s come to love.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Santa Cruz, 24 June 1953

			Charlotte

			I stare out the kitchen window, though the black car vanished many minutes ago. Time feels frozen. I don’t want it to move forward.

			‘Mom, I can smell burning.’

			‘Merde!’ I grab the pan from the stove and throw the blackened crêpe into the sink. My eyes water as smoke fumes swirl up. ‘I’ll make you another.’

			‘No thanks, Mom, I’m full.’ Sam hops off the stool and darts out of the kitchen.

			As I glance around, the remnants of the disturbed breakfast fill me with panic. But I have to pull myself together. Slowly, I climb the stairs, going into the bathroom. I splash cold water on my face, then slip into the dress I wore yesterday and go back downstairs.

			Sam bounces up and down at my side as we walk to school. ‘Mom, what do you think those men will ask Dad?’

			‘I don’t know, Sam.’

			‘What could it be, Mom?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘Maybe it’s about a burglary.’

			‘What?’

			‘Or a murder!’

			‘Sam, be quiet.’

			He immediately stops hopping around, dragging his feet instead. A pang of guilt shoots through me, but I have more important things to worry about.

			When we get to the school gate, the other mothers are already walking back home.

			‘Hi, Charlie! You’re running late today. Coming over for a coffee later?’ Marge’s voice rings out from the group.

			‘Sure,’ I lie.

			After dropping Sam off, I dawdle around the gate to give the others time to get ahead. When I see they’re far enough in front, I walk home slowly, loneliness threatening to engulf me. I’m half tempted to join them for coffee, but I know I won’t be able to hold myself back from blurting something out. There’s a chance that no one saw the car come for Jean-Luc this morning, but if someone did, I’d need to have a story ready. They’ll want to know all the details. Yes, it’s best to avoid any contact.

			Once home, I go from room to room, plumping up the cushions on the couch, washing up the breakfast things, rearranging the magazines on the coffee table. I remind myself that there’s no point worrying, it won’t help anyone; after all, he’s only been taken in for questioning. I should do something practical to keep my mind occupied. I could mow the lawn, save Jean-Luc the trouble.

			I pull on my gardening shoes and drag the lawnmower out from the garage. I’ve seen Jean-Luc pull the string on the side to get it started, so I give it a tug. Nothing happens. I pull again; this time something inside spits, but quickly dies. Now I pull harder and faster. Suddenly it’s whirring away, pulling me with it. It stinks of gas, though I quite like the smell.

			The rhythm is soothing, and I’m disappointed when the job is quickly finished. I put the mower away and go back into the house.

			Maybe the living room could do with a clean. As I take the vacuum cleaner out from under the stairs, I remember that I did this only yesterday. Defeated, I slump to the floor, the thick vacuum pipe still in my hand.

			The past is flooding back. Jean-Luc never lets me talk about it. In his pragmatic way, he told me to leave it behind, where it belongs. As if it were that simple. I have tried, I really have, but I can’t help my dreams when I’m fast asleep, where I see my mother, my father. Home. These dreams leave me with a yearning for my family that casts a long shadow. I have been in touch with them; I wrote once we’d settled down and found somewhere to live. My mother wrote back; a short, curt letter saying that Papa wasn’t ready to see me yet. He still had some forgiving to do.

			I wander back into the kitchen and stare out the window, willing Jean-Luc to come back. Released from questioning, suspicions unfounded. But there’s only the empty street.

			The distant sound of a car engine sets my pulse racing. Leaning forward so my nose almost touches the window, I peer out. Please God, let it be him. My stomach plummets when I catch sight of a familiar blue bonnet rounding the corner: Marge from over the road. I watch her struggle with bags of shopping while one of her twin boys chases the other round the car. She glances over in my direction. Quickly I back away to the side of the lace curtains. Secrets and lies. What does anyone really know about their neighbours’ lives?

			I have no desire to run into anyone today. If someone saw the black car, all the mothers will know by now. I can imagine them hypothesising, getting excited. No, I need to get away and distance myself. I could go shopping to another town, where I won’t bump into anyone; somewhere large and anonymous, like one of those big supermarkets.

			I grab my purse, take my keys off the hook by the front door and get in the car before anyone can see me. As I drive north along the coastal route with the window down, the wind blows through my hair. I love driving fast; it gives me a sense of liberty and independence. I can pretend to be anyone I want to be.

			After half an hour, I spot a sign for Lucky Store. Turning left off the highway, I follow the arrows till I see a parking lot packed with station wagons. I spot one of those burger places and a merry-go-round. Sam would love it here; maybe we should bring him one Saturday and make a day of it. Normally I avoid these large supermarkets, preferring to shop locally, where I can ask the grocer for his crunchiest apples, or the butcher for his leanest cut. They always take their time to pick out the best produce for me, appreciating that I care.

			I don’t feel comfortable in this massive supermarket with its endless rows of brightly displayed food. Housewives in full skirts and smart heels with waved hair push enormous trolleys piled high with jars and tins. It fills me with a nostalgia, a yearning for home, for Paris.

			Chicken, I tell myself, that’s what I’ll cook tonight, lemon chicken. It’s Jean-Luc’s favourite.

			Two packets of chicken breasts, a pint of milk and four lemons look lost and forlorn at the bottom of the shopping cart when I reach the cash register. I feel embarrassed, but I couldn’t concentrate on what else we needed for the week.

			The cashier looks at me strangely. ‘Do you want help bagging, ma’am?’

			Is she being sarcastic? I shake my head. ‘No thank you. I can manage.’

			My stomach rumbles loudly as I put the solitary brown paper bag in the trunk. I didn’t have any breakfast. Maybe I should get a burger, but the mere thought of it turns my stomach. Instead I drive home, praying Jean-Luc will be back.

			I park the car in the drive and hurry to the front door. It’s locked. He can’t be there. Why would I think he would be? He’d have gone straight to work anyway. I know he’d have been worried about being late as it was.

			It’s already three o’clock. Sam needs picking up from school in thirty minutes. Maybe today it would be better to be late than early. Early means I’ll have to exchange banter with other moms. He could walk home alone – some of the children do – but I love picking him up; it’s my favourite time of the day. When I was a girl in Paris, all the mothers came to pick their children up, ready with a baguette filled with a row of dark chocolate squares. It feels like a family tradition to be there waiting for him at the end of the day. But today, for the first time, I’ll be five minutes late. That gives me twenty-five more minutes to kill.

			I put the chicken in the fridge and wash my hands, scrubbing my nails with the old toothbrush on the windowsill. My father’s voice rings in my head. ‘Clean nails are a sign of someone who knows how to look after themselves,’ he’d say whenever he caught me with dirty nails. ‘Like shoes,’ he often added. ‘You can tell a person by their nails and their shoes.’

			‘Not in America,’ I’d tell him now, if I saw him. ‘In America they look at your hair and your teeth.’

			As I put the toothbrush back, I look out the window, trying not to get my hopes up. The street is empty. My stomach rumbles again. I feel a little light-headed. I should eat something sweet. Lifting the tin from the top shelf, I wrap a cookie in tin foil for Sam and break another in half for myself. I nibble at it, worried it will give me stomach cramps, but it makes me feel better, so I eat the other half too.

			Twenty minutes left. I go upstairs, into our bedroom, and sit at the dressing table. Taking the real-bristle hairbrush out of the top drawer, I brush my hair till it shines. The mirror tells me I’m still attractive: no fine lines, no grey hair and no loose skin under my chin. All is in order externally. It’s my heart that feels one hundred years old.

			I get up and smooth out the quilt, made by the Amish in Pennsylvania; hundreds of perfect hexagons stitched together by hand. Our first holiday together. Sam had just learnt to walk, but was still unsteady on his feet and took a few tumbles. I remember trotting ahead of him, ready to break his fall.

			Ten minutes to go now. I go back downstairs, wandering through the rooms. Finally, I open the front door. The bright sunlight hits me and I go back inside for my hat. As I walk down the garden path, I wonder, not for the first time, why Americans prefer to leave their gardens open, without hedges or brick walls. Anyone could walk right on in, up to the house, and stare in through the windows. It’s so different to French gardens, which are always encircled by high walls or thick bushes, discouraging callers who haven’t been invited.

			Jean-Luc loves the openness here. He says that what happened in France could never happen here because everyone is frank with each other; no one would have denounced their neighbour then gone to hide behind closed doors while they were taken away. I don’t like it when he talks like this, idealising his new country. I can’t help feeling it’s disloyal to France. Years of hunger, fear, deprivation – these things can change a good person into a bad person.

			‘Charlie!’ Marge calls over from the yard opposite, interrupting my thoughts. ‘Where were you today? We had coffee round at Jenny’s. We thought you were coming.’

			‘Sorry.’ My heart misses a beat, and I cover my mouth with the back of my hand to hide the lie. ‘I needed to do a big shop. I went to Lucky Store.’

			‘What? You went all the way out there? I thought you hated those enormous shopping malls. You should have said. I’d have gone with you.’

			‘I’m sorry I missed the coffee.’

			‘Don’t worry. We’ll be round at Jo’s on Friday. Listen, I need to ask you a favour. Could you pick Jimmy up for me, please? I gotta take Noah to the doctor. He’s running a temperature and I can’t get it down.’

			‘Sure.’ I attempt a smile, but I feel like a traitor with these neighbours I’ve known for years.

			‘Thanks, Charlie.’ She flashes me a wide smile.

			As I walk to school, I remember how the neighbours made us feel so welcome from the day we arrived in Santa Cruz, nine years ago. Within the week we’d been invited over, not just for an aperitif, but for a barbecue. I was touched by the way they all got together for the occasion, their loud, cheery voices declaring how happy they were to meet the new family. A large beer was thrust into Jean-Luc’s hand and a glass of white wine put into mine as soon as we stepped into the garden. They fussed over Sam, and a shady place under a tree was found for him to sit on his baby blanket, surrounded by brightly coloured toys. There didn’t appear to be a formal structure to the proceedings, not as far as I could see anyway. It was a free-for-all, and as soon as a piece of steak was ready, the guests would swarm to the barbecue. I was grateful when a man handed me a plate with food already on it. We sat wherever we liked, pulling wooden chairs around to join groups.

			It was all so different to Paris. On the few occasions my parents received guests, they would make seating plans for dinner. The guests would wait patiently and quietly for the host to allocate the places. And no one would ever be served a drink until everyone had arrived. Maman often complained about so-and-so being late and making them all wait an hour for their first drink. Well, the war put an end to those dinners anyway.

			Here, there didn’t seem to be any rules. Women chatted freely to me, their laughter spilling out; men teased me, telling me how sexy my accent was. I was charmed, Jean-Luc even more so. He fell in love with America from day one. If he ever felt homesick, he never mentioned it. Everything was wonderful and amazing for him: the abundance of food, the friendliness of the people, the ease with which anything could be bought. ‘This is the American Dream,’ he kept saying. ‘We must learn to speak English perfectly. It will be easy for Samuel, it will be his first language; he’ll be able to help us.’

			Samuel soon became Sam, Jean-Luc became John, and my nickname was Charlie. We’d been Americanised. Jean-Luc said it meant we’d been accepted, and that in recognition of this warm welcome we’d received, we should avoid speaking French. He said it would look like we didn’t want to integrate. So we only spoke English, even between ourselves. Of course, I could see his point, though it broke my heart a little not to be able to sing the lullabies to Sam that my mother used to sing to me. It distanced me even further from my family, my culture, and it changed our way of communicating, our way of being. I still loved Jean-Luc with all my heart, but it felt different. He no longer whispered mon coeur, mon ange, mon trésor. Now it was darling, honey or worse, baby.

			The bell rings out across the empty playground, interrupting my thoughts. Children come swarming out, buzzing around looking for their mothers. Sam is easily recognisable, with his dark hair shining out from the throng of blonder heads. His olive skin and fine features tell of different origins. A neighbour once said that his long eyelashes were wasted on a boy. As if beauty could be wasted on anyone. What a strange thought.

			Sam looks over, smiling his lopsided smile, just like Jean-Luc’s. He’s too old now, at nine, to come running up like he used to, and finishes talking with his friends before he wanders over, carefully casual.

			I kiss him on each cheek, well aware how much it embarrasses him, but I can’t help myself. Anyway, a little embarrassment now and again is character-building.

			‘Go tell Jimmy he’s coming home with us,’ I say.

			‘Swell.’ He runs off, but stops suddenly, turning around and taking a step back towards me. ‘Is Daddy home?’

			‘Not yet.’

			Without a word, he walks away to find Jimmy.

			When they reappear, I take out the chocolate chip cookie, breaking it in half. Jimmy wolfs his half down.

			‘There are more at home,’ I say.

			‘Yeah!’ Jimmy runs on ahead. ‘Come on, Sam!’

			But Sam walks next to me.

			Jimmy runs on anyway, disappearing round the next corner. I put my hand on Sam’s shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, Daddy will be home soon.’

			‘But what did those men want?’

			‘We’ll talk later, Sam,’

			‘Boo!’ Jimmy jumps out at us.

			My heart leaps into my throat, and I scream.

			Jimmy’s laughing hysterically. ‘Sorry,’ he manages to say between giggles.

			When my heartbeat returns to normal, I pretend to laugh too, releasing the tension of the moment.

			Jimmy grabs Sam’s arm, and they run on ahead.

			When we get home, I set the tin of cookies on the kitchen table in front of the boys. ‘Have as many as you want.’

			Jimmy looks at me wide-eyed, grinning from ear to ear. ‘Gee, thanks.’

			It brings me a little comfort as I watch them tuck in, enjoying what I’ve made.

			‘They’re the best ones yet, Mom.’ Crumbs settle into the corners of Sam’s mouth. Jimmy nods in agreement, his mouth too stuffed to utter a word.

			‘Do you want me to make some for your class?’ I offer.

			‘No thanks. Just for us,’ Sam looks at me with dark, jealous eyes.

			I want to reach out and hold him close, tell him he has nothing to worry about. That my love for him is deeper than the ocean, that it will last for ever. Instead, I start preparing the evening meal, grating the zest off the lemons, squeezing them, adding the juice to the zest. I slice the chicken breasts before soaking them in the juice. I’m not following a recipe; it’s just how Maman used to prepare lemon chicken for Sunday lunch, before the war.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Santa Cruz, 24 June 1953

			Jean-Luc

			They pull up in front of the City Hall. Jackson switches the engine off and sits there for a minute, staring into the rear-view mirror at Jean-Luc. Then the two men get out of the front, waiting for Jean-Luc to let himself out. But he’s in no rush, is even tempted to wait until one of them opens his door for him. That would put a different angle on things. Details count. Abruptly Bradley raps on the window with his knuckles. The sound is harsh, twisting the knot of fear in Jean-Luc’s stomach. But why is he so afraid? It’s totally irrational; he’s done nothing wrong. Leaning forward, he pulls on the door handle, stepping out into the morning sun.

			They walk up the steps in silence, entering through the grand double doors. It’s still early, which is probably why there’s no one around. They take him down some stairs, along a dimly lit corridor, then into a room with no windows. Bradley flicks a switch, and a fluorescent light bar buzzes then flickers before flooding the room with bright white light. A Formica table and three plastic chairs on metal legs are the only objects in the room.

			‘This might take a while.’ Jackson removes a crumpled cigarette pack from his breast pocket, tapping it against the table. ‘Have a seat.’ He offers the open packet to Bradley. They light up, watching Jean-Luc.

			Sitting down, Jean-Luc crosses his arms, then uncrosses them, attempting a smile. He wants them to understand that he’s happy to comply, ready to tell them what they want to know.

			The men remain standing, their faces rigid. Bradley’s greasy skin shines under the fluorescent tube above, shiny red pockmarks catching the light. He takes a deep drag on his cigarette, fills his lungs, then exhales slowly, leaving a thick fog hanging for a second in the middle of the room.

			‘Mr Bow-Champ, where did you get that scar on your face? It’s quite distinctive.’

			Jean-Luc reminds himself that in situations like this, it’s best not to provoke anything. Passivity is best; he mustn’t appear too defensive. Don’t antagonise. Stay calm. He feels a trickle of sweat slide down his ribs.

			‘I got it during the war,’ he murmurs.

			Bradley looks over at Jackson, raising an eyebrow.

			‘Where?’ Jackson asks.

			Jean-Luc hesitates, wondering if he could tell the story he’s used so far, the one where he was hit by shrapnel when a bomb fell on Paris. Instinctively, he knows it won’t help him now.

			Bradley leans forward, staring intently into his eyes. ‘What did you do during the war?’

			Jean-Luc looks straight back at him. ‘I was working at Bobigny – the railway station.’

			Bradley raises a thick eyebrow. ‘Drancy?’

			Jean-Luc nods.

			‘The concentration camp of Drancy?’

			He nods again. He has the feeling he’s been cornered, forced to agree with the facts. But the facts don’t tell the whole story.

			‘From where thousands of Jews were sent to their death at Auschwitz?’

			‘I was just working on the tracks.’ He holds eye contact; he doesn’t want to be the first one to look away.

			‘To keep the trains running efficiently.’

			‘I was just doing my job.’

			Bradley’s face grows shinier and redder. ‘Just doing your job? That old line. You were there, weren’t you? You aided and abetted.’

			‘No!’

			‘Drancy was a transit camp, wasn’t it? And you were helping them transfer the Jews to Auschwitz.’

			‘No! I wanted to stop them! I even tried to sabotage a track. I ended up in hospital because of it.’

			‘Really?’ Bradley’s tone is ironic.

			‘It’s true. I swear.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Paris, 6 March 1944

			Jean-Luc

			After four years, the occupation had become a way of life. Some had adapted better than others, but Jean-Luc still woke every morning with a sinking feeling. This morning he dragged himself out of bed to report for duty at Saint-Lazare station, but his boss didn’t hand him his tool sack like he usually did. Instead he stared hard at him. ‘You have to work at Bobigny today.’

			‘Bobigny?’ Jean-Luc repeated.

			‘Yes.’ His boss looked him in the eye. They both knew what Bobigny meant.

			‘But I thought it was closed.’

			‘It is to passenger trains, but it’s open for other uses.’ His boss paused, letting the words sink in.

			‘Next to the transit camp at Drancy?’ Jean-Luc’s voice came out as a croak while his pulse raced ahead as he tried to think of a way out.

			‘Yes. The tracks need maintenance work. We have orders to send six men.’ He paused. ‘Don’t mess around over there. The Boches are in charge of it now. Try not to let them see your hand.’

			Jean-Luc had been working for the national railway company, the SNCF, since he had left school six years ago, at the age of fifteen. But like everything else, the railways belonged to the Germans now. He looked away, shoving his deformed hand into his pocket. He hardly thought about it; having been born with only a finger and a thumb on his left hand hadn’t held him back or prevented him from ever doing anything.

			‘They don’t like things like that.’ His boss’s eyes softened. ‘You work as well as anyone else, better even, but the Boches like everything . . . Well, you know. You don’t want them sending you to one of their work camps.’

			Jean-Luc took his hand out from his pocket, clasping it with the good one, suddenly self-conscious.

			His father had been a good friend of the foreman, and this contact had helped him get his first job despite his handicap. He’d had to work extra hard to prove himself, but it didn’t take long for his colleagues and superiors to realise that his disfigurement had no effect on his dexterity, that he could grip anything between the finger and thumb of his left hand with a firm pincer movement, using his good hand to do the work.

			‘Do . . . do I have to go?’ He put his hands back in his pockets.

			His boss merely raised an eyebrow, then turned round and walked away. Jean-Luc had no choice but to follow him out to the waiting army truck. They shook hands firmly before he got in the back. Five other men were already there; he nodded at them but didn’t speak.

			As they drove through the deserted streets, the men glanced around, weighing each other up, their expressions grim. Jean-Luc supposed none of them were very enthusiastic about working so near the notorious camp. Thousands of Jews, some communists and members of the Résistance had been sent there. No one knew what happened to them afterwards, though there were rumours. There were always rumours.

			As they sped through the empty streets of Paris and then out north-east towards Drancy, they occasionally passed other military vehicles. Jean-Luc watched the French driver salute them as they passed by. Un collabo! He could tell. It was a game he liked to play with himself – guessing who was collaborating and who wasn’t. Though often the line was blurred. He had friends who got things on the black market. But who was running the black market? Usually it was only the Boches and the collabos who had access to certain goods. It was a grey area, and he himself preferred to only accept items when he knew exactly where they’d come from – a rabbit or a pigeon shot by a friend, or vegetables from a contact with a farm.

			A bump in the road jolted him back to the present. Looking up at the other men, he was met with blank stares. Gone were the days of open, easy camaraderie. Gone was the banter of young men out on a new job. A grim silence was all that was left.

			Silence. It was a weapon of a kind, and it was the only one Jean-Luc had at his disposal. He refused to talk to the Boches, even when they looked friendly and politely asked him directions. He would simply ignore them. Another thing he did was to take his Métro ticket and fold it into a V shape before dropping it on the ground in one of the tunnels. V for victory. Little acts of defiance were all that were left to him, but they didn’t change anything. He felt desperate to do more.

			When the Boches had taken over the SNCF, he’d been quite clear with his parents. ‘I’m not working for the bastards. I’m quitting,’ he’d told them after just a few weeks of the occupation.

			‘You can’t do that.’ His father had laid his hand firmly on his son’s shoulder, an indication that what he was about to say was not up for discussion. ‘They’ll find some way to punish you. They could send you to fight somewhere. At least you’re in Paris now, and we’re together. Let’s just wait and see how things go.’

			Papa. Every time he thought of him, Jean-Luc felt a mixture of shame and longing. He’d done as his father had asked, working under the Boches, but it didn’t sit well with him, causing him to resent Papa for making him conform like that. And in fact, it had been just as he’d imagined it would be: the initial polite friendliness and professionalism of the Boches gradually turning to disdain and superiority. What else could you expect? He had been shocked by the ignorance and naivety of some people suggesting that they might not be so bad.

			Then, in the summer of 1942, they’d done something that left no doubt in anyone’s mind. They’d started to conscript France’s men for Service du Travail Obligatoire – forced labour in Germany. Papa had been one of the first. He’d received the papers one week, and the next he was gone. There hadn’t been enough time nor the words for Jean-Luc to tell him he was sorry for his sullenness, to tell him he loved and respected him. He hadn’t been brought up with the kind of language that spoke of such things.

			Glancing out of the window, he spotted two enormously tall buildings, at least fifteen floors high. Beyond them was a large U-shaped complex.

			‘Voilà le camp!’ The driver looked at them in his rear-view mirror. ‘It’s pretty ugly, isn’t it? It was built for poor people, but it wasn’t finished when the Germans arrived, and they decided to turn it into this.’ He paused. ‘Poor people.’

			Jean-Luc wasn’t sure if he was being ironic or not. His tone was flippant, even mocking.

			‘There are thousands of Jews waiting to be resettled,’ he continued as he turned the corner, shifting gear. ‘It’s horribly overcrowded.’

			Jean-Luc stared back at the U-shaped complex, four ­storeys high, surrounded by barbed-wire fences. Guards with rifles stood watch on top of two lookout towers. ‘Where are they taking them?’ he ventured.

			‘Germany.’

			‘Germany?’ He tried to make his tone casual.

			‘Yes. They have plenty of work out there. You know, rebuilding.’

			‘Rebuilding?’ Now he felt like a parrot. But the driver didn’t seem to notice.

			‘Yes. You know, war damage. The English keep bombing it.’

			‘What about the women and children? Are they taking them too?’

			‘Bien sûr. They’ll need someone to do the cooking and housework. It will keep the men happier, don’t you think?’

			‘But what about the old people?’

			The driver stared hard at Jean-Luc in his rear-view mirror. ‘You ask too many questions.’

			Jean-Luc looked round at his fellow workmen, wondering what they were thinking, but they were all carefully studying their shoes. For a few more minutes they drove on in awkward silence, then the driver started up again. ‘The Boches aren’t so bad. They treat you okay as long as you work hard and don’t show any Jewish sympathies. They’ll even drink with you. There’s a nice little café over the road; we often go there for a beer. They love their beer!’ He paused. ‘When I started work here, two years ago, there weren’t any Germans at all, but I guess they thought we weren’t efficient enough, so they sent Brunner and his men over.’ He paused. ‘Well, here we are. You’ll be lodged here.’ He turned backwards in his seat as he parked in front of one of the high-rises.

			The men in the back of the truck glanced at each other, anxiety written across their faces. How long would they be here? Jean-Luc knew that his mother would think he’d been arrested or taken to a work camp. He had to get word to her; she’d be worried sick. There were only the two of them left since his father had been sent to Germany. They had become close, and she relied on him for everything from financial to emotional support. It made him feel protective towards her and had helped him grow into a man.

			The guard who met them thrust small backpacks into their hands as they jumped out of the truck, then led the group of men towards one of the blocks. An elevator took them up to their rooms on the fifteenth floor – the top floor. When they looked out of the windows, they found themselves facing away from the camp. Jean-Luc gazed up at the grey sky and then down at the tiny roads below, railway tracks weaving their way in and out of the town. But there were no trains to be seen.

			He was unpacking the small bag, which contained pyjamas and a toothbrush, when a Boche walked in. ‘Willkommen. Welcome to Drancy.’ Jean-Luc dropped the bag on the bed, turning to face him. The soldier’s pale face shone unhealthily, and his thin lips had no colour to them. He was young, probably no more than twenty. Jean-Luc wondered what they were doing sending a kid like that to Drancy. Still, he didn’t smile at the soldier or even address him. He just followed him out of the room to the waiting elevator.

			The same driver was waiting for them outside in the same army truck. ‘Salut, les gars!’ He spoke as though they were old friends. Jean-Luc loathed him for it.

			When they passed in front of the camp this time, Jean-Luc craned his neck, wondering what it was like inside, remembering the stories he’d heard of the interrogations, the deportations. The driver came to a stop in front of a small station, then turned round, throwing blue overalls into their arms.

			‘Here – you’ll need to wear these. You don’t want to get mixed up with the prisoners!’

			As they marched through the station, Jean-Luc wondered why it was so quiet and where all the trains were. His eyes roamed up and down the platform. A brown object caught his attention. He took a couple of steps nearer. It was a teddy bear, squashed flat as though a child had used it for a pillow. Further down the platform, he saw a book lying open, its pages blowing in the morning breeze.

			‘Schnell! Schnell!’ A hand pushed him in the back. Jean-Luc stumbled forward, towards the other men who were walking into the stationmaster’s house. It was quiet inside, the only sound typewriters clicking away as women in uniform sat with straight backs, thumping out words.

			‘Name?’ the Boche behind the front desk barked at him.

			‘Jean-Luc Beauchamp.’

			He wrote it down in his ledger then looked up at Jean-Luc for a moment too long. Jean-Luc turned his eyes away, embarrassed to be standing there in front of a Boche, reporting for work.

			‘Work hard. No talking.’ The Boche continued to stare at him.

			Jean-Luc nodded his comprehension.

			‘Now, go check the lines. They are bad – bad work. Tools in hut on platform.’

			Jean-Luc shrugged a shoulder, turning away without another word.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Paris, 24 March 1944

			Jean-Luc

			Days turned into weeks, and a routine became established. Their day started at eight o’clock, then there was a half-hour break for lunch at twelve, and they finished at six, when night drew in. Jean-Luc’s job was to check the tracks, making sure the sleepers weren’t too worn, that the fishplates joining the rails together were in place, and that all the bolts were tight. Then another man would quality-control his work. If he had missed anything, his meagre pay would be docked and he would have to work an extra hour, by torchlight. He had Sundays off, though, and every Saturday evening he would take the train from Bourget, the passenger station at Drancy, into Paris to visit his mother.

			By the evening, he was worn out, too tired to go drinking in the café opposite the camp, even if he had wanted to. But he didn’t want to. Who’d want to be socialising with the Boches? So he kept to himself, reading in his room by the light of the small table lamp. The other men kept to themselves too, most of the time. But sometimes the need for human contact drew them together, and they would gather in one of the bedrooms. Inevitably the conversation would turn to the station.

			‘How come we never see any trains?’ Marcel took a drag on his cigarette stub.

			‘They leave before daybreak.’ Jean-Luc looked round the sparse bedroom. Blank grey walls stared back at him; the men’s eyes were fixed on the cement floor. He understood their wish not to participate in the conversation. Anyone here could be a collabo, put there to spy on the others.

			‘Yes, but why?’ Marcel finally gave up on his cigarette, letting the tiny stub slip between his fingers onto the cold floor.

			‘’Cause they don’t want us to see them.’ Jean-Luc took a Gitane out of a crumpled packet, passing it to Marcel. He almost felt sorry for him, trying to understand what was going on right under his nose. ‘They’re deporting the prisoners,’ he continued. ‘Hundreds, probably thousands of them.’

			‘Merci.’ Marcel took the cigarette quickly, nodding his thanks.

			Jean-Luc felt the other men’s eyes boring into him. No one gave precious cigarettes away like that, for nothing. Jean-Luc didn’t smoke himself, but he always liked to have a packet on him for moments such as these. It eased the tension. He offered the open packet round to the others.

			‘But why are they so secret about it?’ Marcel continued, staring down at his cigarette as if he couldn’t quite believe his luck. ‘We all know what they’re doing.’

			Jean-Luc stared round at the men’s faces. So placid. So gullible. So silent. Taking a deep breath, he decided to throw caution to the wind. ‘Why do you think they don’t want us to see? Huh?’

			The silence in the room grew heavier, weighing him down, making him feel powerless, impotent. He took a step towards Marcel, putting his hand on his shoulder, leaning forward so his mouth was next to Marcel’s ear. ‘Because we might start asking questions. If we actually knew what was going on, we’d be mad.’

			‘Mad?’ Frédéric shouted. ‘Putain! We’re already mad. They’ve taken our damn country! Mad isn’t even the word.’ His eyes darted wildly around the bedroom, from man to man. But no one wanted to meet his gaze. They shuffled their feet. Someone coughed. Someone else blew cigarette smoke out into the middle of the room. The silence grew oppressive.

			‘Are we really?’ Jean-Luc spoke slowly and quietly. ‘Are we really that mad? Then what have we done to show it?’ He stopped, aware that the conversation was getting dangerous, but he couldn’t seem to hold back now. ‘For God’s sake, here we are, working for them!’ He stopped again, realising that Philippe was standing back against the wall, his eyes blank.

			‘It’s not our fault. We didn’t have an army to fight them with.’ Jacques spoke quietly from the corner of the room. ‘Not a proper army, and now we have none at all.’

			‘Well, we’ve got de Gaulle in London.’ Frédéric’s tone was ironic.

			‘Fat lot of good that is.’ Jacques took a step forward.

			‘But where are they taking them?’ Marcel looked around the room.

			The men gazed down at the floor again.

			‘Somewhere far away.’ Jean-Luc’s voice took on a surreal tone, as if he was recounting something imaginary. ‘Somewhere far away from civilisation.’

			‘Exactly!’ Spit flew from Frédéric’s mouth. ‘Then they switch the French driver for a Boche at the border. They don’t want us to know where they’re taking them. They don’t want us to know ’cause . . .’ He hesitated.

			‘’Cause what?’ Marcel looked at him.

			‘I don’t know.’ Frédéric glanced away.

			‘What do you think?’ Marcel’s eyes turned to Jean-Luc.

			‘I’m tired, that’s what I think. I’m going to bed.’ Jean-Luc wanted to end the conversation before one of them put into words what they were all thinking. You could be arrested for words.

			‘But the trains are cattle cars, for God’s sake!’ Frédéric continued. ‘And then there’s all the personal items we find on the platform after the train’s gone. I bet the Boches let them think they can take some things with them to help them resettle. But then . . .’

			An oppressive silence descended as they imagined the fate of the prisoners.

			‘Putain! They’re killing them.’ Frédéric slapped his hand against the wall. ‘I know it.’

			Jean-Luc looked over at Philippe, but his face was still blank. He turned back to Frédéric, knowing it was time to stop the conversation. They were all at risk, talking like this. ‘We don’t know that. We don’t know anything. Not for sure.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Paris, 25 March 1944

			Jean-Luc

			On Saturdays, he could get away from the camp. As soon as the day was over, he took the train from Bourget into Paris. He liked to get off the Métro at Blanche, looking at Le Moulin Rouge before wandering up Rue Lepic, where he lived with his mother.

			But this evening he wasn’t ready to face the absence of his father in the apartment. Not yet. So he stopped for a pastis at the café on the corner.

			‘Salut, Jean-Luc.’ Thierry poured him a glass of the strong aniseed drink, leaving a small jug of water by the side. Jean-Luc added some, watching his pastis turn a cloudy yellow. Thierry put his elbows on the bar, wrapping his hands round the back of his neck, twisting his neck round as if it was sore. ‘Quoi de neuf?’

			‘What’s new?’ Jean-Luc drew his eyebrows together. ‘Nothing that I know of.’

			Thierry leant closer. ‘Any news from your father?’

			‘Two months ago.’ Jean-Luc paused. ‘We had a letter asking us to send him warm socks and food. He says he’s fine, just thinner and older.’

			‘Terrible business – taking the men like that. I was lucky I was too old for them, and you . . . well, you were lucky they needed railway workers. But how are we supposed to keep things going back here? There’s no one left to farm the land.’

			‘I know. I know.’ He’d already had this conversation a hundred times.

			‘Service du Travail Obligatoire, my arse. It’s forced labour for the Boches.’

			‘Of course. But at least we know he’s in Germany.’ Jean-Luc knocked his drink back.

			He’d done his best to fill his father’s shoes, but the little flat he shared with his mother felt more than half empty, as though his father had been replaced by a gaping hole that allowed a bitter wind to blow through the rooms. Every Sunday, he went to mass at Sacré-Coeur with his mother, and they lit a candle for Papa. Jean-Luc liked to imagine the little flame giving his father courage, wherever he was. He thought of his father often, but it left him feeling morose and melancholic. Papa was such a strong, independent man, the thought of him having to submit to the Boches and their brutality filled Jean-Luc’s heart with pity. He didn’t deserve that.

			Thierry lowered his voice. ‘Don’t worry. He’ll come back. Have you heard about the Americans?’

			‘What?’

			He leant closer still, his voice dropping to a whisper even though the café was empty. ‘They’re going to land in France. Yes! They’re getting their troops ready, and then they’re going to actually land here and chase the Nazis out.’

			Jean-Luc stared at him, wondering how he’d heard such a thing. ‘Well, let’s hope it’s true.’ He gulped his drink back in one go.

			‘Another?’ Thierry had already taken the lid off the bottle. ‘And then all those poor families they sent away will be able to come back – your father too.’

			‘Let’s hope so.’ Jean-Luc swirled the pastis round in the bottom of the glass.

			‘Maybe the Cohens will be back soon. Their kid, Alexandre, was a cheeky little monster. I’d like to see him again.’

			Just then two Boches entered the café, and Jean-Luc walked out, leaving his half-finished drink behind. As he left, a wave of loneliness washed over him. Suddenly he missed his ex-girlfriend with a pang. They’d been courting for almost a year and he’d been serious about her; he’d even been planning to ask her to marry him. He liked the way she wanted to enjoy life to the full despite the war; she loved dancing and always seemed to know about the next bal clandestin. He liked these secret dances too; they felt like one small victory over the Boches. She’d told him not to worry when his father had left, that it was only Germany and that they needed the labour there, so they’d look after him properly. He’d drunk in her words, letting himself believe them, but as time marched on, he began to doubt them. Began to doubt he’d ever see Papa again. And then he’d grown despondent and withdrawn. How could he enjoy himself knowing his father was probably cold and hungry in a foreign country? He couldn’t do it.

			When he began to decline her pleas to go dancing, she went anyway with other friends. He should have known it would only be a matter of time before she met someone else, but he’d taken comfort in the fact that there were hardly any eligible men around. He hoped she hadn’t got herself a stinking collabo, or worse, a Boche. She wouldn’t say who he was, but surely she wouldn’t be that stupid. Horizontal collaboration, people called it disdainfully, as if they were morally superior. We’re all guilty to a lesser or greater degree, Jean-Luc thought. If he were to name his own kind of collaboration, he would have called it survival collaboration. One had a duty to survive, for all the others who couldn’t.

			The pastis had awakened his appetite and he began to look forward to his dinner. Maman always saved her rations from the week to cook him a proper meal with vegetables and, if they were lucky, some pigeon. On Sunday, after mass, they would have a lunch of sorts at one of their neighbours’, or at their own home. Everyone would contribute what they could: vegetables from their gardens, pickles they had made the previous year, and sometimes someone would arrive in a cloud of excitement with meat in a paper bag; maybe something a friend had caught, or they had caught themselves. The unveiling of the meat was sacred, and a silence thick with anticipation would fall upon them. Food shared always seemed to go further.

			But now these lunches had become something of an ordeal for him. He found he had nothing to say, and the neighbours’ gossip alienated him with its pettiness. They appeared to be more concerned about who had managed to get butter on the black market or who had caught a rabbit than who was being murdered. Their chatter was of no value, and when they did broach the subject of the round-ups, it never led anywhere. He felt like he was disappearing inside himself, as though he couldn’t remember who he was, or who he was supposed to be.

			This Sunday, it was the Franklins’ for lunch. Monsieur Franklin’s brother had been out hunting in the countryside and had come back with two rabbits. The rabbit stew went down well, and with meat in their bellies for a change, the conversation livened up.

			His mother started it off. ‘When this damn war ends, do you think there’ll be any wine left?’

			Monsieur Franklin was quick to reply. ‘Marie-Claire, you know we have some hidden.’

			‘I know no such thing.’

			‘Ha! Very good. Me neither, then. But when this damn war ends, you and I will go down and get it, eh?’

			‘I’ll drink to that.’ His mother raised her glass of water.

			‘So, Jean-Luc, how is the new job going?’ Monsieur Franklin turned his attention away from the mother to the son.

			Jean-Luc felt his pulse rate race ahead, as it did every time his work was mentioned. ‘Bit too close to the Boches for my liking.’

			‘Mais oui, you’re right in the heart of it, aren’t you?’

			‘What really goes on there?’ Madame Franklin interrupted.

			Jean-Luc looked at her a minute, taking in her thin lips and bird-like eyes. She never missed a thing, and he knew anything he said would be repeated the next day when she joined the queues for food.

			‘I don’t know.’ He looked out of the window, avoiding his mother’s scrutinising stare.

			‘Come on, lad. You must know something. What are they doing with all those prisoners? Where are they taking them?’ Monsieur Franklin narrowed his eyes as he stared at Jean-Luc.

			‘I haven’t seen anything. I never see the trains, or the prisoners—’

			‘I’ve heard they’re cattle trains, not proper passenger trains,’ Madame Franklin interrupted. ‘And that the prisoners have to lie on straw, like animals.’ She always seemed to know more than anyone else.

			‘I’ve heard similar,’ Madame Cavalier added. ‘And that there are no toilets either. They have to pee in a bucket.’

			‘That’s disgusting! How do you know that?’ His mother spoke for the first time. ‘It must be an exaggeration.’

			Madame Cavalier shrugged her shoulder. ‘You’ve seen what they are capable of. I wouldn’t put it past them. They’ve arrested thousands, haven’t they?’

			‘Therefore they must be shipping them out by the thousand.’ Monsieur Franklin frowned, turning to look at Jean-Luc. ‘Maybe you could find out what they’re doing with them.’

			Jean-Luc stared back. ‘What?’

			‘Well, you’re right there in the thick of it. Can’t you discover what’s going on?’

			‘I told you, I never see the trains leaving. I start work after.’

			‘Couldn’t you get there earlier?’

			‘No!’ He paused, calming himself, trying to keep his tone neutral. ‘We are taken to the station by army truck at seven thirty every morning.’

			‘But you’re near the station, aren’t you? Couldn’t you walk there? Have a look?’

			Jean-Luc frowned. ‘I don’t know.’ He paused. ‘It would be dangerous. They watch us all the time.’ He looked up and saw the disappointment in their faces. It made him feel like a coward. ‘Maybe . . . maybe if I got up very early and sneaked out, I could see one of the trains leave.’

			His mother gasped, putting her hand over her mouth.

			‘Good lad!’ Monsieur Franklin grinned. ‘You could get a photo. I have a camera.’

			A photo? What good would a photo do? He would be risking his life for a damn photo. There must be some other way.

			When they returned home, his mother boiled up some disgusting roasted chicory and acorn drink. He took the cup from her, pretending to drink it. ‘Maman, I’ve been thinking.’

			‘Oh dear,’ she laughed. ‘Not again.’

			‘No, seriously. I need to do more than just take a photo.’

			‘What do you mean, son?’

			‘I need to do something.’ He screwed his eyes up. ‘Something that makes a difference.’

			She leant forward, whispering. ‘What about the Résistance?’

			‘But I don’t know anyone.’

			‘No, neither do I.’ She put her hand over her forehead. ‘We must be mixing in the wrong circles.’

			He raised an eyebrow. ‘It’s not something you can really ask someone, is it? Are you in the Résistance? Because I’d like to join too. I think you have to wait to be approached.’

			‘Has no one ever approached you?’

			‘No, Maman. How about you?’

			She shook her head. ‘But you know, if they had, I wouldn’t have hesitated. Then again, what use is an old woman to them?’

			She was right. It wasn’t up to old women to fight; it was up to young men like himself. He did want to fight; he wanted to stop the trains that were deporting the prisoners to God knows where. But there was that promise, the one he’d made to his father before he left.

			Papa had taken him aside while his mother was out queuing for bread. ‘Son, promise me one thing.’

			‘Of course.’

			‘Promise me you’ll look after your mother while I’m gone.’

			Jean-Luc’s gaze didn’t waver as he looked at his father. ‘I promise.’

			‘Now I can leave knowing that the two of you will be safe here. It will help me find my way home.’ Papa had gripped him round the back of his neck, pulling his face towards his own. Jean-Luc had wrapped his arms round his father and they’d held each other tight for a moment. Then Papa had pulled away, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand.

			Papa. He wandered into his bedroom, glancing at the walls and the bookshelves his father had cut, sandpapered and put up himself. The books were arranged first by subject; adventure stories in one section, fantasy in another; then from the tallest to the shortest, all the spines the right way up. He could order his books in a way he couldn’t order his life.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Paris, 30 March 1944

			Jean-Luc

			‘Eh, les gars. What’s up this morning?’ The driver glanced at the men in his rear-view mirror.

			Jacques shrugged a shoulder, Frédéric grunted. The others remained silent, looking down at their feet as the army truck sped through the dim and empty streets towards Bobigny station.

			‘Remember, we’re the lucky ones,’ the driver continued. ‘Better here than at some work camp in Germany.’

			Jean-Luc stared back at him in the mirror. Why couldn’t he just leave them alone? Putain de collabo!

			‘We’re just tired,’ Philippe mumbled, rubbing his eyes.

			‘Tired? But the day hasn’t even begun yet!’ The driver shifted the long gearstick, causing a horrible crunching noise of metal against metal. Jean-Luc shuddered, as though in empathy with the gearbox.

			The driver sighed. ‘You might find today even more tiring.’ He left the remark hanging as though waiting for someone to ask why.

			But no one would give him that pleasure.

			‘The train was late leaving this morning.’ He caught Jean-Luc’s eye. ‘Yes. Trouble getting the passengers to board. Some of them decided they’d rather not get on.’ He took his eyes away from the mirror, changing gear again as he turned a corner. It was a smooth change this time, and an expectant silence filled the truck. They wanted to know what had happened, but no one wanted to participate in the conversation.

			‘So,’ he started up again, ‘the platform is still a mess.’ He pulled into his usual spot. ‘Enfin, les gars. Time to get out.’

			The six men shuffled out of the back of the truck, shoulders slumped like defeated troops being led away by the victors. As they stepped onto the platform, a gust of wind blew something pale along the quay, then upwards onto Jean-Luc’s face. He heard Marcel’s boyish laugh. How could he laugh at a time like this?

			Then the laughter stopped. Jean-Luc pulled the item from his face, holding it out at arm’s length. It was a nightie. Fragile. Feminine. How had it ended up here, floating down the platform like a ghost? His eyes wandered away from it, to the platform itself. He saw a fancy purple hat. Two black bowlers. A walking stick. A pair of broken spectacles. A porcelain doll, its leg broken. A soft monkey, pink stuffing spilling from its neck.

			His stomach contracted into a tight ball, bile rising in his throat. He looked over at the other five men, trying to gauge their reaction. Philippe sighed before walking into the stationmaster’s house to report for duty. Frédéric’s face turned white and he closed his eyes. The others looked down at the ground, shuffling their feet. Jean-Luc wanted to hear them say something – anything that would help him make sense of the scene in front of him. But there was no sense to be made. It was a world gone mad.

			He looked back at the platform, scanning the ground. A larger object towards the end of the platform attracted his attention. Instinctively he knew what it was – too big for a soft toy or a doll, but shaped like one. He told himself it couldn’t be. It must be a large teddy bear. Yes, a very large teddy. His mind went blank and he looked at the scene as though it was a movie when the film had frozen. Then the action started up again, and now there was no doubt at all.

			‘Go into the house!’ the guard shouted.

			He stumbled into the stationmaster’s house. Someone shoved a piece of bread into one hand and a cup of ersatz coffee into the other. He dropped both. As the cup crashed to the ground, hot liquid splashing out, he looked round at the shocked faces, waiting for – dreading – the next scene.

			He felt a baton land on his shoulder, but he made no move to protect himself.

			‘Achtung! Outside!’ someone shouted in his ear. ‘Out now! Clear the platform.’

			Stumbling out onto the platform, he started picking up items: two pairs of broken spectacles, the hat. He was getting nearer to the end of the platform and could feel himself being drawn towards what he had seen earlier. He looked up, scanning the area. He couldn’t see it any more. Could it be that he had imagined it? He must have. Then he saw a group of men dragging something along the ground to a waiting skip. He took a couple of steps nearer, wondering if they were dragging a bag full of clothes or rubbish. But in his heart he knew they weren’t. He watched as they lifted it up and threw it into the skip.

			 

			He returned home that Saturday evening in a state of numb despair. He barely acknowledged his mother, going straight to the bedroom that had been his since he was born. Sitting on the bed, he stared at the bookshelves. Les Trois Mousquetaires looked down upon him with derision. As a young boy, he’d imagined himself growing up tall and strong, becoming like one of the musketeers, dashing and daring – someone his father could be proud of. Not the weak-hearted man he felt himself to be now.

			The door creaked open and his mother stepped quietly into the room. ‘What’s wrong, son?’

			He looked at her, at the little lines around her mouth, the dark shadows under her eyes. And he knew he wouldn’t be able to tell her.

			‘I can’t do it any more.’ He paused. ‘I can’t be a part of it.’

			‘I know it’s hard. This damned war is hard on us all.’

			‘You don’t know everything, Maman. You don’t know.’

			Sitting down on the bed next to him, she rested her hand on his shoulder. ‘What don’t I know?’

			He shook his head as if he could shake the knowledge out.

			‘I want to know what’s upsetting you, son.’

			He looked into her eyes, which were shining with concern. ‘No, you don’t. Not really.’

			‘Let me be the judge of that. I’m a tough lady, you know.’

			‘No one’s that tough, Maman.’

			‘Come on.’ She squeezed his left hand. ‘You’ve always talked to me. Don’t stop now. We need each other more than ever, and I can see you’re suffering.’

			‘They’re killing them.’ He blurted the words out. ‘I saw them, I saw them on the platform. Bodies. A baby. There was a dead baby lying on the platform.’

			He felt his mother go rigid by his side. She took her hand away, clasping her other hand, the knuckles turning white. ‘A baby? Are you sure? We know they’re shooting adults, Résistance people, Jewish immigrants, but—’

			‘I saw it, Maman, lying on the platform, after the train had left. Then it was gone.’

			‘Maybe you imagined it. You’re under a lot of stress, working for the Boches. It’s not surprising. You need to rest.’ She lifted a hand, about to put it on his shoulder, but he hunched forward, burying his head in his hands.
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