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			Ruth Druart has lived in Paris since 1993, the city that inspired her to write her first novel, While Paris Slept, and her second novel, The Last Hours in Paris.

		

	
		
			

			By Ruth Druart

			 

			While Paris Slept

			The Last Hours in Paris

		

	
		
			

			Praise for Ruth Druart:

			 

			‘A heartbreaking debut’

			Janet Skeslien Charles

			 

			‘What a book . . . Emotional and heartrending . . . absolutely phenomenal. I was on tenterhooks throughout. A wonderful achievement’

			Jill Mansell

			 

			‘I absolutely loved it. An ingenious plot, wonderful believable characters and it moved me to tears. A fabulous read’

			Lesley Pearse

			 

			‘A gripping tale of love and sacrifice’

			Woman & Home

			 

			‘An amazing story of love, resilience and the human spirit’

			Tracy Rees

			 

			‘You’ll have your heart in your mouth and tears on your cheeks as it reaches its rich, life-affirming conclusion . . . Had me completely and utterly enraptured’

			Louise Candlish

			 

			‘Brace yourself for a brilliant read. This will tug at your heartstrings’

			Best

			 

			‘A deeply moving and well-written story of love and sacrifice’ 

			Sunday Express

			 

			‘Made me think and cry and rage and smile at mankind’s capacity for both terrible, heartbreaking cruelty and beautiful, selfless love’

			Natasha Lester

			 

			‘A powerful and poignant debut from a brilliant and bold new novelist’

			Imogen Kealey

		

	
		
			About the book
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			‘Words are power. They can bring you down, lift you up, make your heart soar, make you fall in love. Or make you hate.’

			 

			Paris 1944. Élise Chevalier knows what it is to love . . . and to hate. Her fiancé, a young French soldier, was killed by the German army at the Maginot Line. Living amongst the enemy Élise must keep her rage buried deep within.

			 

			Sébastian Kleinhaus no longer recognises himself. After four years spent fighting a war he doesn’t believe in, and wearing a uniform he despises, he longs for a way out. For something, someone, to be his salvation.

			 

			Brittany 1963. Reaching for the suitcase under her mother’s bed, eighteen-year-old Joséphine Chevalier uncovers a secret that shakes her to the core. Determined to find the truth, she travels to Paris where she discovers the story of a dangerous love that grew as a city fought for its freedom. Of the last stolen hours before the first light of liberation. And of a betrayal so deep that it would irrevocably change the course of two young lives life for ever.

		

	
		
			

			To Sandra and Michael, my parents.

			Thank you for letting me climb all the trees I wanted.

			Ready to catch me if I fell.

		

	
		
			

			‘To love or have loved, that is enough. Ask nothing further. There is no other pearl to be found in the dark folds of life.’

			– From Les Misérables by Victor Hugo

		

	
		
			Prologue

			 

			 

			‘I didn’t even look at you, that first time I saw you.’

			‘You just saw a uniform.’

			‘Yes, and it frightened me.’

			‘Well, I didn’t look at you much either.’

			She pinched his cheek softly. ‘Really?’

			‘I knew you didn’t want to be looked at. Especially not by me. But I noticed you.’ He played with her fingers. ‘I found you intriguing.’

			‘Go on,’ she encouraged him.

			It touched him that she wanted to hear him talk about her. ‘And defiant,’ he continued. ‘Brave. I knew you were afraid of those policemen, but you didn’t cower in front of them.’ He let go of her fingers. ‘I admired that.’ He ran his hand through her hair. ‘But I could see you might get yourself into trouble.’

			‘Did you think you would save me?’

			‘No.’ He gazed at her. ‘I knew it would be you who would save me.’

		

	
		
			Part One

			1963

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Brittany, May 1963

			Élise

			I stare out of the bay window at the sea lashing against the slate-grey rocks, white spray bouncing off jagged edges. Impulsively, I unlatch it, letting in the cries of the seagulls and the tireless sound of the tide. A pair of doves balance on a telegraph wire. They cock their heads towards me, looking at me curiously.

			‘Élise.’ Monsieur Beaufort walks into the room, his voice cutting through me. ‘Have you finished? I can give you a lift to the station.’

			‘Thank you.’ I close the window, dust the windowsill and turn towards him, putting on a polite smile. Then I remove my working tunic and follow him down the stairs, hanging the tunic on the back of the kitchen door as we walk through to the driveway.

			He opens the car door for me.

			‘Merci, monsieur.’ He’s a gentleman, and I appreciate it. It makes me feel less like his housekeeper and more like a person.

			‘Do you have any plans for the weekend?’ he asks as we drive along the tree-lined roads to the station at Saint-Brieuc.

			‘Nothing special, lunch at home with my daughter then probably a walk along the beach.’

			‘How is Joséphine?’

			I’m touched that he remembers her name.

			‘Fine, thank you. She’s taking her baccalauréat next month. She wants to go to university.’ I hear the pride in my voice, and just stop myself in time from telling him what a clever girl she is. ‘She was eighteen last month.’

			‘Already? She was only a baby when you started working for us.’

			‘Yes.’ I sit back in the seat, wondering if this chapter of my life is over. I’ve accomplished what I set out to do. Joséphine has safely made it to adulthood, and soon I will tell her the truth. The lies I built around her childhood grew like invisible prison bars, holding me back, trapping me. Only the truth will free me now. At the same time, it terrifies me.

			We drive the rest of the way in silence, and I’m relieved when we pull into the station. The train is already there, and I thank Monsieur Beaufort before hurrying onto the platform, where I board an empty carriage and settle down into the old velvet seat. I think about taking a walk with Joséphine this afternoon; on the other hand, I don’t want to distract her from her studies. Once her exams are out of the way, we’ll have more time to talk. Really talk. I see her getting ready to open up her wings and fly away, but I can’t let her go, not until I’ve told her everything she needs to know.

			When the train pulls into Lannion, I get off and walk out through the station to the road. Soizic’s old green Renault 4CV sits in the same parking spot as it does every Saturday when she picks me up at the station. ‘Bonjour, Soizic.’ I open the passenger door and get in, kissing her lightly on both cheeks. ‘How are you?’

			‘Joséphine won’t be back till later today,’ she says in way of reply.

			My heart sinks, but I gather myself before replying, ‘Did she go to a friend’s for lunch?’

			‘Yes, Hervé’s.’ She turns the key in the ignition, and we pull away.

			I glance sideways at her. ‘She seems to be spending a lot of time with him.’

			‘It’s nice for her to have a boyfriend. Don’t worry, I’ve spoken to her about boys and . . .’ She trails off, leaving the insinuation hanging there.

			‘I’ll talk to her too.’ I try to reassert my position as Joséphine’s mother, something I’ve been doing since she was born.

			Focused on the road, Soizic raises an eyebrow. I turn away from her and stare out of the window. The sailboats in Baie de Sainte-Anne have been abandoned by the sea and lie there on their sides, waiting for the next tide. The sea has swept away everything in its path that is not anchored or rooted in the sand. Sometimes I wish I could sweep away the past like that, let the sea take it far out into the ocean where it will never be found again. But the past is part of who we are, and it’s time for me to face it. Time for Joséphine to know it.

			‘I’ve made lunch.’ She glances at me. ‘Onion soup, and there’s fresh baguette.’

			‘Merci.’ I’ve come to understand this is Soizic’s way of showing she cares. And she does. Despite her caustic retorts and cold manner, I know she cares very much for Joséphine, and even for me. We might not share the same blood, but Soizic has become part of our little family. I’m just not sure whether she’s taken the role of mother, grandmother or father. Sometimes it feels like all three.

			We turn the corner and pull in at the side of the old stone cottage that’s been my home since I left Paris. The smell of garlic and onions greets me as we go inside, and I’m hungry now. Soizic ladles out the soup; melted cheese strung out amongst the croutons and fleshy onion rings. Before she picks up her spoon she makes the sign of the cross. ‘God, thank you for this food.’

			‘Amen,’ I murmur.

			We eat in a companionable silence, one born of having known each other for so many years. Soizic’s never been one for small talk, and I’m used to her ways. Taciturn is the word, but then she has her reasons. We’re just finishing our soup when Joséphine bursts into the kitchen, excitement shining out of her bright blue eyes. ‘Maman, guess what?’ She doesn’t even say hello.

			I’m thrilled to see her so happy and stand to kiss her cheek. ‘Bonjour, Joséphine.’ Then I hold my hand out to Hervé, who’s standing next to her. He turns a shade pinker then takes it, shaking it firmly. He seems like a nice boy.

			‘Guess what?’ Joséphine repeats. She looks at Hervé then back at me. ‘There’s a school trip to England.’

			Joséphine loves English; she’s been dreaming of going there ever since the Beatles released their first album last month. I hear her singing the songs sometimes, ‘Love Me Do’, ‘Please Please Me’. I look at my daughter, her face full of youth and excitement, and, with a familiar pang of longing, I’m reminded of her father. She has the same joie de vivre, the same zest for life, wanting to taste it all. But how my heart is heavy, knowing I’ll have to disappoint her.

			‘Joséphine,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry. We can’t afford it.’

			Her eyes turn a shade darker and her mouth drops, her dimples disappearing. ‘But you don’t even know how much it is. And I have some birthday money left.’

			‘I know you do.’ I squeeze her hand. ‘But we don’t have that sort of money.’

			She lets out a long breath and I feel her whole body deflate. Hervé rolls his lips together, looking away as though embarrassed. Money isn’t the sort of thing one discusses outside family.

			‘You don’t even have a passport,’ Soizic adds.

			The word passport sets my pulse racing. She needs to wait a little more, till after her exams, till we’ve had time to talk about everything calmly and carefully.

			‘I’m sure I could get one!’ Joséphine raises her voice, and I feel her exasperation. Instead of helping her fulfil her dreams, we’re hindering her, holding her back.

			I turn towards Hervé. ‘Are you going?’

			‘I’m going to ask my parents.’ He looks at Joséphine. ‘They might be able to lend you some money.’

			‘No! That’s out of the question, Hervé!’ I’m shocked by his offer; it’s not his place to make it. ‘There’ll be plenty of other opportunities.’ I turn back to Joséphine, bringing the discussion to a close. ‘You’re very young anyway for such a big trip.’ I attempt a peace-making smile.

			‘Maman, I’m not a little kid any more.’ Joséphine refuses my smile. ‘I’m sure I could get the money together.’ She glances at Soizic then back to me again. ‘But you don’t want me to go anyway, do you? You don’t even want me to go to Paris. You just want me to stay here in boring Brittany all my life.’

			‘No, that’s not true!’ Her sudden outburst takes me by surprise. ‘I know you’re not a child.’

			‘Well, why do you still treat me like one?’

			‘Joséphine!’ Soizic’s eyes turn stony cold. ‘That’s enough.’

			Joséphine sighs loudly. ‘I’m not going to stay here forever, you know.’

			‘I said that’s enough.’ Soizic stands up, crossing her arms in front of her chest, asserting her position.

			This is her house, and we live under her rules. We don’t shout and we don’t fight. I cringe inside, pity for my daughter rising in my chest. This argument isn’t really about the money.

			Joséphine stands up. ‘I don’t care if I don’t go on this trip. I just want to leave this house, and Trégastel. It’s so . . . so small. And the people are . . .’

			She turns to Hervé, who is looking like he’d rather be anywhere else than where he is right now. She takes his hand and pulls him towards the door.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Brittany, May 1963

			Joséphine

			‘I won’t go either.’ Hervé puts his arm around Joséphine as they walk along the coastal route to his house.

			She stops in her stride, moving away from him then turning to look at him. ‘I don’t care about the trip. I’m just fed up with the way we can’t even talk about it. I could find a way of getting the money; I have some saved myself, but Maman doesn’t want me to go. She never wants me to do anything. She’s afraid of everything. Afraid of life!’ She pauses for breath. ‘I’m not even allowed out on a Saturday night.’

			‘But Saturday’s your mother’s only evening here.’

			‘Whose side are you on?’ Why can’t he see how controlling her mother is?

			‘I feel sorry for your mum.’

			Joséphine narrows her eyes at Hervé. ‘What?’

			‘Well, she doesn’t have much money, does she? And she’s all alone.’

			‘She’s got Soizic. Anyway, that’s her fault. She never wanted to meet anyone. She had offers, but no one was ever good enough.’ She starts walking again, a restless energy surging through her when she thinks about how her mother won’t even talk about her own father – Frédéric, shot during the liberation of Paris. Whenever Joséphine brings the subject up, her mother adopts a wary expression and looks away, as though taking herself off into her own secret world.

			‘I could lend you some money,’ Hervé says. ‘I need to get a passport too. We could go together.’

			‘What do you need?’

			‘I don’t know.’ He takes her hand and swings it. ‘A birth certificate, I guess.’

			‘I’ve never even seen mine.’

			‘Well, everyone has one. Ask your mum. You can always get a copy of it at the town hall.’

			Hervé seems to know more about everything than her, and it annoys her slightly. ‘I’m going back. I want to look for my birth certificate.’

			‘What now?’

			‘Yes. I’m going to show her I’m not a kid. I’m going to get myself a passport.’ She kisses him quickly on the cheek and hurries home, thinking that Soizic and her mother will probably be out in the fields, bringing the cows back in for the night. Of course, she could just ask for her birth certifi­cate, but she doesn’t want another argument. And she has an idea where it might be – in the little suitcase under her mother’s bed, where she keeps old photographs and papers. Joséphine hasn’t been expressly forbidden to look in it; it’s just one of those implicit rules that you don’t meddle in other people’s personal belongings.

			Her luck is in; the cottage is empty. She goes into the kitchen then takes the stairs two at a time, up into the only room upstairs – her mother’s bedroom. A simple dark oak bed with solid curved ends sits in the middle of the room. Joséphine crouches down, reaching under the bed, pulling out the battered suitcase. In her mind she imagined it to be bigger and grander. In fact, it’s just a small case made from thick cardboard and covered in tartan grey paper. She squeezes the old rusty clasp holding it together, but then hesitates, the story of Pandora’s box flashing through her mind. For a moment she sits there, her finger on the clasp. She smells lavender, the sweet familiarity of it bringing back memories, snuggling down with Maman on Sunday mornings while Soizic clattered about below in the kitchen.

			Her mind has wandered. Impulsively, she pulls at the clasp and opens the case. A few scattered papers, letters, and black and white photos lie inside. Joséphine leafs through them, intent on her birth certificate, but her curiosity gets the better of her and she can’t help pulling out the photos. Her mother as a young girl, standing between her parents, a shy smile playing on her lips. Her mother in a beautiful long dress, holding a man’s hand. Why hasn’t Maman shown her these pictures before? She’s asked for photos of Frédéric, her father, but her mother was always evasive, saying they didn’t take photos back then. So who is this man? Maybe he was a lover, not her father. She turns it over. Three words make her heart jump. Frédéric, February 1939. He must be her father. But why wouldn’t Maman have shown her this picture?

			She picks up a book of poetry by Victor Hugo, wondering why her mother would hide a book. She opens it at the first page, and there’s an inscription written in clear cursive handwriting.

			My Love, Lise,

			My life began with you.

			Yours forever,

			S

			 

			‘S’? ‘S’ isn’t ‘F’ for Frédéric. Who could ‘S’ be? And why hadn’t he written his whole name? She finds old letters but resists the temptation to read them. It’s her birth certificate she’s after, and she shouldn’t let herself get distracted.

			An official-looking letter catches her eye. It’s so short, she’s read it before she’s even thought about it.

			 

			We regret to inform you that Frédéric Dumarché was killed while carrying out his loyal duty in defending his country.

			 

			Something at the top of the letter catches her attention. The date: May 1940. Five years before she was born! How could that be? She reads it again. It must be another Frédéric.

			The click of the kitchen door opening makes her drop everything back into the case. Quickly, she closes it and shoves it back under the bed. She smooths down her dress and tries to breathe calmly before going back downstairs.

			‘What were you doing in your mother’s room?’ Soizic stands at the bottom of the stairs, her arms folded across her chest.

			‘Where is she?’ Joséphine answers with a question.

			‘I asked what you were doing.’ Soizic’s tone is cold.

			‘I need my birth certificate.’ She has a right to have it, so why does she feel as though she’s asking for something she shouldn’t have?

			The blood drains from Soizic’s face. ‘What do you want with that?’

			‘I want to get a passport.’

			Soizic lets out a long deep breath. ‘You don’t need a passport yet. Wait till your exams are over.’

			‘My exams? What have they got to do with it?’

			‘It’s what you should be focusing on right now.’ She turns away, tutting. ‘I don’t know! Trips abroad and boyfriends. You’re letting yourself get distracted.’

			‘It doesn’t matter.’ Joséphine tries to sound casual. ‘Hervé says I can ask for a copy at the town hall.’

			‘No. No.’ Soizic looks her in the eye. ‘No need to do that. I’m sure we can find it. Just give us some time.’ She lets out a long sigh. ‘You young people are so impatient.’

			This last remark strikes Joséphine as particularly unjust. She’s been so patient, never pushing her mother or Soizic to talk about the past, the war, not when she saw how much it upset them.

			‘Do you know who Frédéric Dumarché was?’ Joséphine asks.

			Soizic closes her eyes for a second, then shakes her head. ‘You shouldn’t be going through your mother’s things like that! Dragging up the past. It won’t do anyone any good.’ She hesitates. ‘You should know better.’

			Joséphine looks down at her feet, ashamed now, feeling horribly guilty for making Soizic remember. Because Joséphine knows what happened to Soizic’s daughter. Everybody knows, but nobody talks about it.

			The door opening breaks the tension, and Joséphine’s mother comes in. ‘It’s cold tonight.’ She takes her coat off. ‘The weather might be changing.’ She doesn’t seem to have noticed the atmosphere she’s just walked into and takes a step further into the kitchen, bringing her open palm against Joséphine’s cheek. Joséphine shudders at the icy-cold touch.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Brittany, May 1963

			Élise

			If I didn’t know my daughter better, I’d think she was sulking. But she’s not a sulker. She’s a thinker. And right now she’s thinking about that trip to England. I can almost hear her mind whirring away, making a plan.

			‘I’m sorry about the school trip, Joséphine.’ I try to find a way in as we sit down to eat. ‘To make up for it, you could go to Paris after your exams. You could stay with your Aunt Isabelle; she’d love to take you out and show you around.’

			Joséphine shrugs. ‘Maybe.’

			‘Wouldn’t you like to go to Paris?’

			‘I guess so.’

			Soizic dishes out the boiled potatoes in silence.

			‘You’ll go to England one day.’ I try to lighten the atmosphere. ‘You have your whole life in front of you.’

			Soizic lifts the lid of the casserole and I breathe in the rich, meaty smell of her beef bourguignon. She serves it then makes the sign of the cross. ‘God bless this food we are about to eat.’

			Joséphine and I murmur, ‘Amen.’

			Even though it’s mostly carrots and celery, and the cheapest cuts of meat, it’s full of flavour and the beef is so tender it falls from my fork. But Joséphine only picks at it, prodding a potato with her fork, breaking it in two.

			‘Do you like poetry?’ she asks out of the blue, looking at me quizzically.

			I’m taken aback by her question. ‘Not really. Why?’

			Soizic pauses, her fork halfway to her mouth as she looks at me.

			‘I think I might if I read some.’ Joséphine drags a piece of bread through the sauce. ‘Have you got any?’

			‘Me?’ I look at Soizic. We only have twelve books between us, and Joséphine has read them all. And then I remember. The book in the suitcase upstairs. Surely, she hasn’t been going through my things. She wouldn’t do that, would she? ‘No,’ I answer carefully. ‘I don’t believe I do.’

			Joséphine drops the bread into the sauce. ‘That’s a shame.’ She plunges her fork into a morsel of meat, bringing it to her mouth and chewing it slowly as she watches me.

			And I know. I know she’s gone through my suitcase upstairs. My suitcase of memories. She’s seen the book of poetry Sébastian gave me, and his messages, but he never signed his name. She wouldn’t know who he was. There’s nothing dangerous in there. Not really.

			‘Someone once gave me a book of poems.’ I attempt a smile. ‘And I read a few of them.’

			‘Who was that?’ Her question is short and direct.

			‘Just someone I once knew.’

			She sighs, picking up the soggy bread, putting it in her mouth. I’m aware that my answers are inadequate, and I want to tell her more. I want to tell her everything. But not now. Not like this. It isn’t the right time.

			‘I think you’d have a lovely time in Paris.’ Soizic’s voice breaks in, sounding off-key and falsely bright.

			‘It will give you a chance to get to know your Aunt Isabelle.’ I smile, but it feels like my face is cracking.

			‘And my grandparents. I hardly know them. I’ve never seen my grandfather. Is he even still alive?’

			‘Yes, he is.’ I try to speak steadily. ‘But he was never the same after the war.’ The war. The forbidden subject in this house. I glance at Soizic, concerned for her now we’re treading on fragile ground.

			‘But don’t you want to see him?’ Joséphine pushes it. ‘He probably won’t be around much longer.’

			‘He doesn’t want to see me. I told you that.’

			‘Just because you weren’t married when you had me?’ Joséphine rubs her nose. ‘It wasn’t your fault my father was killed.’

			I feel my cheeks burn up. I should never have told her that. It will take a lot of undoing. I try to swallow whole the piece of carrot in my mouth, but it gets caught. I cough, bringing my hand to my throat. I cough again, my eyes watering. Soizic stands and hits me on the back between my shoulder blades. I try to stop coughing and grab my glass of water, taking a large sip.

			Joséphine stares at me as though she’s seeing me for the first time. I feel exposed. She knows. She knows it’s all been a pack of lies.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Brittany, May 1963

			Joséphine

			Sunday night, after her mother has gone back to Saint-Brieuc, Joséphine is drifting off to sleep when it comes to her. A childhood memory of her mother stuffing a folder behind a set of dinner plates they never used, as though it were part of the back of the cupboard. There had been something secretive about the way her mother had put the folder away, as though it wasn’t to be removed again. And even as a child she’d sensed its importance. She’s sure she’ll find her birth certificate in there.

			With this thought she falls asleep. But these are not thoughts to fall asleep on, and the next morning she’s woken early by a nervous energy surging through her. Creeping out of bed, she finds the cupboard in the kitchen where the old plates are stored. She looks carefully behind the crockery. A pale green folder lies against the back of the cupboard.

			Quickly she pulls it out and opens it up. She peeps inside, pulling out the first sheet of paper. Her name is at the top.

			 

			Name:	Joséphine Chevalier

			Name of mother:	Élise Chevalier

			Name of father:	Sébastian Kleinhaus

			 

			The paper drops from Joséphine’s hands. A shudder runs down her backbone, turning her cold. Time moves into a different frame, backwards, forwards, but not here, not where she is now. She’s lost all sense of where she is. Clenching her eyes shut, she tries to get a grounding. What does it mean? Name of father: Sébastian Kleinhaus. It’s not possible. Her father was a Frenchman named Frédéric. Did he have another name?

			A memory comes flooding back. It made no sense at the time, but the words ring in her ears now as though they’ve been sitting there all these years’ waiting for this moment, waiting for her to understand what they meant.

			It was one Sunday morning as they were leaving church, when she was about eight years old. ‘What’s the difference between a Boche and a swallow?’ The question was directed at her by an older boy. She shrugged, not sure what a Boche was back then, only that it was a bad word. ‘When a swallow has babies in France, he takes them with him, but a Boche leaves them behind.’ He said it spitefully, and she always remembered his words, not sure what they had to do with her.

			Sébastian Kleinhaus. A German! A Boche! All at once she understands the silences surrounding the topic of her father. Her mother had to run away to Trégastel to have her Boche baby, where no one knew anything about her. It explains why she’s never taken Joséphine to Paris, why Joséphine has only met her grandmother and Aunt Isabelle four times in her entire life, why she’s never even met her grandfather; the man who was sent to a work camp in Germany during the occupation, and came back with only hatred in his heart for all things German.

			A Boche bastard.

			Her mother has been lying to her all her life. Who else knows? Does Soizic know?

			Surely not, she’d never have taken her mother in if she knew. Her mother must have lied to Soizic too. La honte – the shame of having slept with the enemy. ‘Putain!’ she swears under her breath. ‘My lying mother!’

			Footsteps make her freeze. Her lungs cave in, the air circling them too thin to fill them. Struggling to breathe, she brings her hand up against her sternum. Then clenching the birth certificate in the other hand, she turns around to face Soizic.

			Soizic is deathly pale, and her eyes are wide and frightened. She knows. She always knew.

			‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Joséphine’s voice trembles. Tears well up. But she’s not going to cry. She blinks them away. ‘I had a right to know!’

			Soizic has gone very still, her lips mouthing something, but no words come.

			‘You knew my father was a Boche?’

			‘Don’t use that word!’ Soizic grips the sideboard with a shaking hand, her face drained of all its colour. For the first time, she looks the full seventy-seven years she is. ‘You shouldn’t go through other people’s affairs.’

			‘Other people’s affairs!’ A gross sense of injustice inflames Joséphine. ‘It’s my birth certificate!’

			‘It’s up to your mother to give it to you. You don’t just go and take it!’

			‘You knew? And you never said anything?’ The hurt of Soizic’s deceit shoots through her. The two people who brought her up, who loved and cared for her; together they kept this shameful secret from her, as though she couldn’t be trusted with it. With knowing who her own father was.

			‘Yes.’ Soizic’s voice is firm. ‘Yes, I knew.’

			‘Why?’ Confusion crowds Joséphine’s thoughts. ‘Why did you even take her in?’ Without waiting for an answer, she asks another question. ‘Did he rape her?’ Somehow, she knows he didn’t, but she has to ask. ‘Did he?’ she insists.

			Soizic shakes her head vigorously. ‘No! No!’ Her hand drops from her throat, leaving a small red mark where she was gripping it. She reaches out to Joséphine. ‘I’m so sorry. She wanted to tell you, but I wouldn’t let her.’

			Joséphine moves back, against the wall, as far away as she can get. But she wants to know. She wants to know how bad her father really was.

			Her father. Unshed tears sting her eyes. She tries to blink them away, but they’re coming from a well deep inside and she can’t hold them back.

			‘Joséphine, mon coeur.’ Soizic steps forward. She tries to put her arms around Joséphine, and Joséphine almost lets her, but she doesn’t want to be comforted. She pulls back, roughly wiping away her tears with the back of her hand. ‘Just tell me who he was. What did he do?’ She has to know. She has to know if her father was a monster.

			‘I don’t know. I don’t know, Joséphine. I wouldn’t let your mother talk about him.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Brittany, May 1963

			Joséphine

			Instead of going to school, Joséphine walks to the payphone in the village. She wants to get away from Trégastel before her mother comes back next weekend. She’ll find out the truth for herself.

			She has to phone the operator to get her Aunt Isabelle’s number. Isabelle answers in a voice still heavy with sleep. ‘I’m sorry,’ Joséphine starts. ‘Did I wake you?’

			‘Joséphine, is that you? Is everything okay?’

			‘Yes. Everyone’s fine.’ Now she doesn’t know how to ask. ‘It’s just that, well, I wondered – could I come and stay with you for a few days?’ She cringes at the boldness of her request.

			‘What now? You want to come now?’ Isabelle’s surprise echoes down the line. ‘What about school?’

			‘It’s only revision at the moment.’

			‘This is a surprise.’

			Joséphine’s heart sinks. She’s going to say no. But then Isabelle’s tone brightens. ‘That would be lovely. When do you want to come?’

			‘Tomorrow?’ she suggests tentatively. Really, she’d like to go right now.

			‘Tomorrow!’ The line goes silent. Then her aunt speaks again. ‘Yes! Why not?’ She lowers her tone. ‘How is your mother? Is she all right?’

			‘Yes.’ Joséphine lets out a white lie. ‘I’ll phone back when I’ve got my ticket, tell you what time I’ll arrive.’

			‘Wait. I have a timetable here.’

			Joséphine puts another franc into the money slot.

			‘There’s one at eight thirty tomorrow morning. Could you get that one?’

			‘Yes!’ A thrill of excitement rushes through her as this impulsive idea becomes reality.

			She’d like to go and see Hervé, tell him everything, but she doesn’t want to go to school, so she walks along the beach for the rest of the morning, trying to work out how this new knowledge has turned her inside out, why she feels so raw, so exposed. She returns to the cottage for lunch and tells Soizic she’s going to Paris.

			‘But what about your mother? She’ll be so upset. You can’t go running off like that!’

			‘I need to find out what happened. I’m eighteen now, and I have enough money saved for my ticket.’ She takes a deep breath. ‘You can’t stop me from going.’

			‘What about school, your exams?’

			‘I can take my books with me.’ Joséphine sighs. ‘I can revise there.’

			Joséphine is firm, leaving no room for Soizic to dissuade her, and on Tuesday morning, Soizic agrees to drive her to the station. The rain lashes down, the wipers squeaking as they swish from side to side.

			Soizic stares out into the rain as she speaks. ‘Don’t be so harsh on your mother. She’s always done what she thought was best for you.’

			Joséphine throws her a withering glance. ‘For me?’

			‘Yes, for you. She wanted to give you a safe, happy home.’ She shifts gear, turning the car round the corner. ‘That’s always what came first for her.’

			Joséphine doesn’t answer, but stares at the tall trees along the roadside, their branches succumbing to the strong wind, their delicate blossoming buds battered.

			They pull up outside the station, and Joséphine puts her hand on the door handle, but then hesitates. There’s a calm stillness inside the car as the wind and rain pummel the roof and windows, making Joséphine feel cocooned. Once she opens that door, she’ll be exposing herself to the elements, and she’ll be all on her own. Soizic’s always been her rock; always there for her when she’s needed her, ready with practical advice and help, but tough too. If she didn’t agree with Joséphine, she’d say so. She wouldn’t bother beating around the bush with niceties. Honest, Joséphine thinks ironically. This would have been the word she would have credited Soizic with, but not any more. It makes her wonder how well you can ever really know anyone. From now on, she’ll always be wondering what part of themselves people are hiding. She glances at Soizic’s profile, and half of her wants to throw her arms around this tough, kind woman, but the other half is still reeling from a sense of betrayal and hurt.

			Soizic rests her hands on the steering wheel as she stares out into the rain. ‘I’ve already lost a daughter.’ Her voice sounds faraway. ‘I couldn’t bear to lose you too.’

			But I’m not your daughter, Joséphine wants to scream. I’m not your dead daughter. But she can’t. She can’t hurt her like that. ‘I’m sorry,’ Joséphine murmurs, and she is. She’s sorry for them all, for the things that were never said, for the stories never told. But right now, all she wants to do is get away.

			Taking a deep breath, she puts her hand on the door handle and opens the door. ‘Au revoir.’

			 

			Joséphine sits alone in the carriage on the train to Paris. Despite the emotional turmoil flooding through her, she can’t help but enjoy the sensation of being on the fast train. She stands up, pulls the window down and leans out. The wind takes her breath away, reaching into her hair, pulling it back with its force. She opens her mouth, gulping for air, her heart beating fast with the exhilaration of speed. A train flying towards her on the other tracks makes her want to pull her head back in. But she doesn’t. Instead she absorbs the terror. Then she takes a step away from the window, and it all goes quiet again. She sits back on the lumpy velvet seat, feeling every spring through her skirt. She likes this sense of being between places, neither where she was, nor yet where she’s going. It feels like a safe place, where she can be anyone she wants to be.

			Maman wants her to be somebody she’s not. She wants her to study engineering at university; she doesn’t understand how Joséphine is drawn to letters and languages, that she loves putting words together, creating images with them, finding rhythm in the phrases, using them to stir emotions. Joséphine has felt the acute absence of words at home, as though they were hiding behind cupboards, under beds, inside drawers, gathering dust. What Joséphine has learnt about life has been through books. Once she could read, she devoured them; in her bed, secretly under the covers with a torch after she was told to turn out the light, on the beach in the summer, lying on her tummy, chin cupped in her hands, sand lightly blowing across the paper. In between these pages she learnt about life, about love, about courage and cowardice. Words are power. They can bring you down, they can lift you up, make your heart soar, make you fall in love. Or make you hate. She thinks about those two simple words – Sébastian Kleinhaus – and how they have had the power to change who she is.

			 

			Five hours later, the train draws to a stop at Montparnasse station. As soon as Joséphine steps out of the carriage, she’s hit by the level of noise; people hurrying by, talking loudly, announcements bellowing out, the shunting of trains and the blowing of whistles. Thankfully, she spots Isabelle at the end of the platform.

			‘Bonjour! Bonjour, Joséphine. Here you are at last!’ Isabelle kisses her, then glances at Joséphine’s small suitcase. ‘Good thing you’ve travelled light, we can walk.’

			‘Bonjour, Tante Isabelle.’

			‘Don’t call me aunt, let’s pretend I’m your big sister. Auntie sounds so stuffy, and I’m only ten years older than you. I’m more like a sister. Do you like jazz?’

			Joséphine’s head spins with Isabelle’s chatter. ‘Yes, no, I don’t know.’

			‘Well, you can find out Saturday night. We’re going to a jazz club! You’re going to love Paris!’ She stares at Joséphine’s skirt. ‘I’ll take you shopping too. I’m going to spoil you rotten. But lunch first. I’m starving.’

			Joséphine looks down at her skirt, her heart sinking when she sees it through Isabelle’s eyes. Dowdy. Back in Trégastel, her skirt looked chic on the mannequin in the window, but here in Paris, it labels her as a plouc. Parisian women glide by in tight straight skirts, tailored jackets, smart heels, little leather handbags hanging from their elbows. She’s seen the magazines with the latest fashions, but she didn’t think everyone would actually be wearing them. And here she is, in a frumpy skirt, lugging her suitcase, sweat beginning to collect under her hairline and her armpits.

			Isabelle seems to notice her unease. ‘Here, let me take your case.’

			Gratefully, Joséphine passes the case to her aunt. Traffic whizzes by as they walk down a wide street; sports cars, cars without roofs, cars beeping, buses with open backs – passengers leaning out, smoking. Isabelle turns around, looking at the tall buildings, the wrought-iron balconies, and the faces of stone staring down at her.

			‘Let’s go in here.’ Isabelle abruptly turns into a brasserie, and soon they’re sitting at a little round table on the terrace, Joséphine’s senses overwhelmed with all the new sounds and sights.

			The waiter soon arrives with the menu, and Joséphine stares at the large choice in front of her. ‘The menu du jour looks good,’ Isabelle comments. ‘The plat du jour is magret de canard. Do you like duck? Oeuf mayonnaise for starter and mousse au chocolat for dessert.’

			‘Yes,’ Joséphine replies, though she would have liked to have tried the snails and the lamb.

			‘And a demi-carafe of red. A meal without wine is just a snack.’ Isabelle laughs and orders quickly before the waiter has time to move away.

			Some of the women walking by have chic little bobs, while others have their hair wound up high on their heads, held tightly in place. Once again, Joséphine feels like the country bumpkin with her thick wavy hair.

			‘Eric has given me some money to take you shopping.’ Isabelle seems to read her mind. ‘He’s a darling.’ She winks. ‘He’s really excited that you’re here. You’ve only met him twice, haven’t you? But he remembers coming to Brittany, seeing you. He’s always asking after you.’ Putting her hand on Joséphine’s knee, she continues. ‘We were both so disappointed you couldn’t come to our wedding.’

			Joséphine attempts a smile, but her lips refuse to move. She doesn’t want to be reminded of that day when she and her mother were stuck in Trégastel, while Isabelle walked down the aisle with Eric. Her mother pleaded poverty, saying they couldn’t afford a trip to Paris.

			‘I told Maman you were coming,’ Isabelle continues, ‘and she’s dying to see you again. How many times have you seen your grandmother?’

			‘Four.’

			‘Only four! Never mind. You’re here now!’ Isabelle stops and rummages in her bag. ‘And I have something for you. A birthday present!’ She passes Joséphine a package, beautifully wrapped with silver paper and a classy black bow. ‘I wish I could have seen more of you when you were growing up, Joséphine. But I plan to make up for it now.’

			‘Merci.’ Joséphine leans forward, kissing Isabelle on the cheek. She thinks about telling Isabelle that she knows now why they’ve hardly seen each other, why she’s been hidden away in Trégastel. La honte. The shame of the family. But she doesn’t want to spoil this moment, so she opens her present instead. A small box with ‘Chanel N° 5’ written on it peeps out. Joséphine has never had perfume; it’s such a luxury, decadent even. ‘Oh, Isabelle, thank you so much.’ She stares at the Chanel symbol, her eyes watering. For goodness’ sake, she tells herself, it’s only perfume! But it feels like so much more than that; like an entry into womanhood, like a whole new world opening up.

			Isabelle smiles. ‘Try it.’

			Joséphine opens the box, taking out the delicate bottle; a work of art in itself. Tentatively she sprays her wrist and waves it in the air before sniffing it. It smells of light and freshness, of new beginnings, of sensuality and adventure. She breathes it in.

			‘You like it then?’

			‘I love it!’

			They’re interrupted by the waiter bringing their first course.

			‘How’s your mother?’ Isabelle asks when he leaves, as she picks up a forkful of egg, bringing it to her red lipsticked lips, chewing softly as she studies Joséphine.

			Joséphine takes a piece of bread from the basket and picks at it, feeling uncomfortable under Isabelle’s scrutiny. She’ll tell Isabelle what she knows, but not yet. It will change everything and probably ruin her visit. It can’t be the first thing they talk about. ‘Fine,’ she lies. ‘Where’s the Eiffel Tower?’ She moves away from the subject of her mother. ‘Is it far?’

			‘Don’t worry. I have all the sights planned for tomorrow. Today I thought we’d take it easy – meander back through the Jardins du Luxembourg.’

			 

			After lunch, when they stroll through the park with its perfectly aligned avenues of chestnut trees, Joséphine gazes at the dark green leaves fluttering in the gentle breeze and wonders how her life will be different now. She feels oddly disconnected. Who is she in this big city? Can she be anyone she wants to be?

			They pass by a lake where children holding long sticks are prodding at small wooden sailing boats. She turns to Isabelle. ‘Did you come here when you were a child?’

			‘Yes, Élise – your mother – used to bring me here.’ She pauses. ‘Then we stopped coming. During the occupation the gardens were swarming with Germans and their lady friends. Élise didn’t want to come any more.’

			‘But . . .’ Joséphine’s dying to ask how that could have been so when her mother had a German boyfriend herself.

			Isabelle looks at her, a frown lining her forehead. ‘But let’s not talk about those times.’ She takes Joséphine’s hand. ‘I know I keep saying it, but I’m so glad you’re here!’

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Paris, May 1963

			Joséphine

			When they get to the flat, they have to climb six floors up a narrow, winding wooden staircase before Isabelle takes out the key. ‘Here we are. Home sweet home.’ She opens the door and Joséphine realises it’s well worth the climb. The view over the rooftops makes her feel as though she’s on top of the world.

			‘It’s amazing!’ She puts her case down and opens the window to lean out.

			‘We only have one bedroom, so you’ll have to sleep on the couch in here.’

			‘It looks lovely. Thank you.’ Joséphine throws herself onto the cushions lining the couch. She doesn’t care where she sleeps. She’s just happy to be in Paris.

			‘I have to make dinner now. Eric will be home at seven.’

			Joséphine’s impatient to see the sights and thinks about suggesting she take a walk on her own, but that seems rude. Instead she offers to help prepare the meal.

			On the dot, at seven, Eric walks in, looking handsome in his brown suit, his dark hair slicked back. He kisses his wife then Joséphine. He smells of expensive cologne.

			‘Welcome to Paris.’ He takes a step back, looking at Joséphine. ‘Quite the lady now.’

			She smiles, appreciating the compliment.

			‘I’ll get changed then we can have an aperitif.’

			When he comes back in, he looks slightly less handsome in a plain T-shirt and loose trousers. Walking over to the open kitchen, he takes out three flute glasses and pours a dash of crème de cassis in each. ‘Kir royale?’ Without waiting for an answer, he takes a bottle of champagne from the fridge and, pointing it at the ceiling, unwinds the wire holding the cork in. The cork bursts out, pale froth flowing down the sides of the bottle. Laughing, he quickly fills their glasses. ‘To Joséphine,’ he toasts. ‘And her first time in Paris.’ It’s delicious; light and air bubbling their way to Joséphine’s head.

			‘I’ll put some music on.’ Eric swings around and leafs through a selection of records. ‘What do you like? Johnny? Jacques Brel? Gainsbourg?’

			‘“La Javanaise”? I love that.’ Joséphine has only heard it twice, but it comes straight to mind.

			‘Me too!’ Eric pulls the record out of its sleeve, blowing on it before setting it down on the turntable, then he lifts the needle gently and drops it down into the groove.

			‘J’avoue, j’en ai bavé, pas vous, mon amour,’ Gainsbourg’s sexy husky voice rings out. Eric sways gently from side to side as he sings along. Isabelle joins in, and Joséphine takes a large sip of her drink before accepting Eric’s open palm as an invitation to dance. Oh, to be in Paris! It feels like decadence itself. Eric and Isabelle seem so far removed from Maman and Soizic and their little life in Trégastel, and so much more exotic.

			Later they sit down around the dining table, and the conversation turns polite. ‘How’s your mother?’ Eric asks.

			Joséphine shrugs. ‘Fine.’ She really doesn’t want to talk about it now. Not tonight.

			‘Still working in that big house, is she?’

			‘Mondays to Saturdays.’ Joséphine feels giddy from the wine and the dancing. ‘Sometimes I imagine she has another family there.’

			‘Whatever makes you say that?’ Isabelle’s tone is sharp.

			Joséphine has surprised herself – that she actually said it out loud. She finishes her glass. ‘Well, she does spend most of her time there. She could have a whole double life. A husband, other children.’

			Eric laughs and refills Joséphine’s glass. ‘What a vivid imagination you have! A man, yes, I can imagine a man leading a double life. But not a woman. What a thought!’

			Isabelle frowns at Eric. ‘Can you indeed?’

			Joséphine isn’t sure if Isabelle’s playing with him, or if she means it.

			‘It’s been hard for your mother.’ Isabelle turns back to Joséphine. ‘It’s not easy being a single mother. She’s always had to work. You shouldn’t hold that against her. It was difficult finding work after the war. She took what she could.’

			‘Good thing I had Soizic. She’s been more like a mother to me.’

			Isabelle’s eyes turn cold. ‘Soizic was good to take your mother in, but everything your mother has done has been for you.’

			This is too much! Joséphine’s ready to tell them the truth; the alcohol is giving her the courage. She gulps back her second glass. Eric serves her again.

			‘Eric, go easy. Joséphine’s probably not used to drinking.’ Isabelle stands, clearing their plates, leaving Joséphine alone with Eric. She’ll have to wait for her to come back now.

			Joséphine takes a small sip from her glass, working out how to begin. ‘I know why I never met my grandfather.’ She looks at Isabelle as she walks back in with the cheese platter. ‘Why Maman never wanted to bring me to Paris.’

			Isabelle glances at Eric as she puts the plate down then turns back to Joséphine. ‘What do you mean? Your grandfather has been ill since his time in the German camps.’

			Joséphine raises an eyebrow. ‘Yes, that must have been hard for him.’ She pauses. ‘Even harder to get home and realise your own daughter . . .’ She can’t say the words.

			The blood drains from Isabelle’s face. Eric coughs as though embarrassed. And the silence hangs heavy like the calm before the storm.

			‘I know about my father,’ Joséphine soldiers on.

			Isabelle sits down heavily. ‘What do you know?’

			‘That he was a Boche.’

			‘Don’t use that word.’ Isabelle brings her hand to her mouth.

			‘But he was, wasn’t he? He was a Boche.’ She can feel the champagne bubbling in her head, making her more daring than she should be. ‘Why did you all hide it from me? Don’t you think I had a right to know who my father was?’ Joséphine’s aware that her tone is aggressive. But resentment mixes with her newfound daring. ‘It explains so much, so much I never understood.’ She can tell by the look on Eric’s face that she should just shut up; she’s said enough. She tries to compose herself.

			Isabelle leans over and lays her hand over Joséphine’s. ‘What did your mother tell you?’

			‘I found my birth certificate.’

			‘Found it?’

			‘Yes, I looked for it actually. It named my father. Not a man called Frédéric as Maman had told me. It was a German name! Sébastian Kleinhaus.’

			Isabelle’s voice turns to a whisper. ‘She named him? I always assumed she put “father unknown”.’

			Joséphine is confused. ‘But he wasn’t unknown. You all knew!’

			‘Don’t you see? She knew you’d find out one day. She wanted to tell you, she just wanted to wait till you were ready.’

			‘Ready! She should never have hidden it from me.’

			‘I know how upsetting it must have been for you to find out like that.’ Isabelle presses gently on the back of Joséphine’s hand. ‘But you have to understand how hard it was for your mother. She had nowhere to go when she found she was pregnant with you. Soizic was the only person who was ready to take her in. But she didn’t want to hear one word about your true father.’

			‘It doesn’t make much difference.’ Eric helps himself to a large slice of Brie. ‘It’s all in the past. It doesn’t change who you are.’

			Joséphine removes her hand from under Isabelle’s and rests her chin in her open palms. It’s as though they think she’s behaving like a spoilt kid having a tantrum. She imagines that’s how Eric sees it, anyway. They don’t understand how her whole world has been turned upside down; she can feel it, she just can’t explain how. ‘It does,’ she starts. ‘I’m not the person I thought I was. I’m not the daughter of a French hero. I’m a . . .’ She can’t say the word. ‘It changes everything.’

			‘You’re exactly who you were before.’ Eric puts a slice of Brie onto a piece of baguette. ‘It’s your father who’s different. Not you.’ He speaks with authority, and Joséphine begins to wonder if she really is making a fuss over nothing.

			‘And look, you’ve turned out great,’ Isabelle adds. ‘You have a mother who loves you, and you have Soizic. And you have us.’ She pauses. ‘And you’re in Paris!’

			‘But . . .’ Joséphine’s heart beats harder. ‘I can’t think of myself in the same way.’ She needs to voice these thoughts charging through her head. ‘I feel . . . I feel cut off from who I was before. It wasn’t me.’

			Eric frowns as he chews on his bread.

			‘Like I thought I was one person,’ Joséphine continues. ‘And now I find out I’m not that person. I’m someone different.’

			‘Oh, come on. You’re the same person you’ve always been.’ Eric stops chewing.

			‘I’m not!’ Joséphine blinks back tears. ‘I’m not,’ she repeats in a whisper.

			‘Joséphine,’ Isabelle speaks softly. ‘Your mother and father loved each other. That’s all you need to know.’

			‘No! How can you say that? He was a Boche!’

			‘Please! Don’t use that word. I hope you didn’t say it in front of your mother.’ Isabelle hesitates. ‘What exactly did your mother tell you?’

			Joséphine feels the heat rise to her cheeks. ‘Not much,’ she mumbles, intending to explain how she ran off before giving her mother a chance to explain anything.

			But then Eric interrupts. ‘Listen,’ he says assertively. ‘Let’s not argue. It was probably a shock for Joséphine to find out her father was a Bo— a German, but it doesn’t change who you are, Joséphine.’ He smiles at her, using all his charm. ‘Don’t let this spoil your time here.’ He picks up the platter of cheeses, passing it to Joséphine. ‘The Brie is delicious.’

			Joséphine shakes her head, swallowing the hard lump in her throat, as she turns towards Isabelle. ‘Do you know what he was doing here? What was his role?’

			‘Didn’t your mother tell you? He was a translator.’

			‘A translator?’ It doesn’t sound evil, in fact it sounds quite mundane, and Joséphine feels a wave of relief.

			Isabelle squeezes her shoulder. ‘Don’t be sad, please Joséphine. He wasn’t a bad man.’ She gets up and stands next to Joséphine. Bending down, she puts her arms around her. ‘My poor little Joséphine. Would it help if I told you what I know about your father? Would it help to talk about him? About that time? About all of us?’

			‘Yes.’ Tears flood down Joséphine’s cheeks. Tears of relief and gratefulness. ‘Yes.’ This is what she wants. She needs to know who her father really was. And who her mother really was.

		

	
		
			Part Two

			1944

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Paris, April 1944

			Élise

			Paris was quiet. The Boches didn’t beep like the Parisians used to. They drove quickly and silently in black cars and, like hearses, they signalled death. When they walked, they didn’t stroll, they strutted, their hobnailed boots echoing through the empty streets. Paris was no longer Paris. It was an occupied city, and even the buildings seemed to be holding their breath, waiting. There were no flowers on the balconies, no light laughter spilling out, no music on the streets. The German soldiers based here probably didn’t even realise they’d taken the heart out of Paris. All they saw were the impressive Haussmann buildings, the forward-thinking architecture drawing a star around the Arc de Triomphe, the restaurants, the cabarets, the shops, the champagne, the wine. And it was enough for them. They loved it. But it wasn’t Paris. Paris was sleeping, waiting to be rescued.

			My stomach rumbled as I crossed the square at Saint-Sulpice. I paused at the fountain, looking over at the tall church, saying a silent prayer to myself. Please make it be over soon.

			‘Bonsoir, mademoiselle.’ A young soldier walked up to me. ‘Do you have a light?’ He held out a cigarette.

			I wanted to smack it out of his hands. I knew he had a light; he just wanted to see if I was one of those girls who would accept a cigarette, then a drink, maybe dinner, and then who knows what else. I shook my head and walked away, my hands trembling as I put them in my pockets, my heart thumping hard. He could come after me, arrest me for nothing.

			I hurried across the square and down our little street, quickly pushing on the big heavy door into the entrée and through to our apartment on the ground floor. As soon as I opened our front door, the smell of cooking cabbage hit me. Closing it behind me, I leant back on it, breathing a sigh of relief and inhaling the familiar rotten odour of cabbage.

			‘Bonsoir,’ I called, going straight through to the kitchen.

			Maman wiped her soapy hands on her apron before kissing me on the cheek, then she looked down at my empty hands. ‘Wasn’t there any bread?’

			‘No.’

			She smiled a half-smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. ‘Just soup tonight then. Shall we eat?’

			I followed her into the dining room, where my little sister, Isabelle, was setting the table for dinner. Maman thought she couldn’t have any more children, and then Isabelle arrived like a little miracle thirteen years after me. Her hair hung in one long plait that swished from side to side as she placed soup bowls on large white plates, as though there would be another course to follow the soup. I pecked her on each cheek.

			‘Did you have a good day at work?’ she asked in her put-on, grown-up voice.

			‘Yes, thank you. And how was school?’

			‘Boring. Marc has gone.’ Maman and I exchanged glances. Another deportation? Isabelle caught our look. ‘He’s prob­ably not coming back. Madame Serriers said he’s got Jewish grandparents.’
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