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More Praise for Sarah’s Key

“Masterly and compelling, it is not something that readers will quickly forget. Highly recommended.”

—Library Journal (starred review)

“Already translated into fifteen languages, the novel is de Rosnay’s tenth (but her first written in English, her first language). It beautifully conveys Julia’s conflicting loyalties, and makes Sarah’s trials so riveting, her innocence so absorbing, that the book is hard to put down.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“A journey of exploration into two separate worlds . . . universal lessons about our shared humanity . . . Well-written, informative, and exciting, this book deserves wide readership.”

—Nechama Tec, Holocaust scholar and author of Defiance,
a major motion picture

“In the story of young Sarah, her cruel parting in Paris from her mother, and her imprisonment in the camps whose savagery she survives, the reader is brought close to those flames by this remarkable novel written with eloquence and empathy.”

—Paula Fox, author of Borrowed Finery

“Just when you thought you might have read about every horror of the Holocaust, a book will come along and shine a fierce light upon yet another haunting wrong. Sarah’s Key is such a novel. In remarkably unsparing, unsentimental prose, Tatiana de Rosnay exposes a little-known crime committed against thousands of French Jews and their children, yet focuses her story through a lens so personal and intimate, it will make you cry—and remember.”

—Jenna Blum, author of Those Who Save Us

“Sarah’s Key is an absolute page turner about France’s darkest days. . . . Readers are swept away on an intriguing and disturbing journey into the past. Sarah’s Key unlocks the door to a powerful, haunting secret and a riveting personal saga.”

—Debra Ollivier, author of Entre Nous and
What French Women Know About Love and Sex

“Beautiful, painful, compelling. At times I didn’t want to read on but I couldn’t stop. A lyrical lesson in how the human spirit still shines through the shadowed shames of history.”

—Beth Harbison, author of Shoe Addicts Anonymous

“A story of hearts broken, first by the past, then by family secrets, and the truth that begins to repair the pieces. A beautiful novel.”

—Linda Francis Lee, bestselling author of The Ex-Debutante


With Sarah’s Key, Tatiana de Rosnay has touched the hearts of Holocaust survivors

“The perusal of Sarah’s Key evoked memories of my own experiences during the war in the Vichy zone of France. . . . Just like Sarah, I was forced to wear a yellow star. This was during my internment in the transit camp of Drancy. Just like Sarah’s parents, I was deported from Drancy. Unlike her parents, I escaped from the train before it reached Auschwitz. Just like Sarah, I often walked through the rue de Saintonge in Paris. Interestingly, my aunt lived on that very street at number 62. . . . It is a pageturning read, and the reader is anxiously waiting throughout the book to learn the fate of Sarah’s younger brother. The calamity of Vel’ d’Hiv’ is another thread in the tapestry of the French involvement in the Holocaust.”

—Leo Bretholz, Holocaust survivor,
scholar, and author of Leap into Darkness

“Once you open Sarah’s Key, you will not want to put it down. Tatiana de Rosnay is an accomplished writer. You will follow her into every scene of then and now. You will be part of every event. You will be able to look at the story with the eyes of every actor. You will feel the entire range of their emotions. . . . By her skillful braiding of past and present . . . [she] has succeeded in bringing you back to the terrifying days of July 1942, the days of the Vel’ d’Hiv’ in Nazi-occupied Paris. She has also succeeded in bringing those days back from oblivion. . . . Some of us, Jewish children in Nazi-occupied France whose families had been ‘amputated,’ to use an expression of Pierre Vidal-Naquet, have long tried to understand. Microhistory has been my way. Seeking survivors and reuniting next of kin has been my passion. This is why I found the sensitivity of Tatiana de Rosnay so gripping and her sense of history so truthful.”

—Isaac Levendel, Holocaust scholar and
author of Not the Germans Alone
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To Stella, my mother

To my beautiful, rebellious Charlotte

In memory of Natacha, my grandmother (1914–2005)
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The characters in this novel are entirely fictitious. But several of the events described are not, especially those that occurred in Occupied France during summer of 1942, and in particular the great Vélodrome d’Hiver roundup, which took place on July 16, 1942, in the heart of Paris.

This is not a historical work and has no intention of being one. It is my tribute to the children of the Vel’ d’Hiv’. The children who never came back. And the ones who survived to tell.
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My God! What is this country doing to me? Because it has rejected me, let us consider it coldly, let us watch it lose its honor and its life.

—IRÈNE NÉMIROVSKY, Suite Française (1942)

 

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright
In the forests of the night,
What immortal hand or eye
Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

—WILLIAM BLAKE, Songs of Experience
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Paris, July 1942

 

The girl was the first to hear the loud pounding on the door. Her room was closest to the entrance of the apartment. At first, dazed with sleep, she thought it was her father, coming up from his hiding place in the cellar. He’d forgotten his keys, and was impatient because nobody had heard his first, timid knock. But then came the voices, strong and brutal in the silence of the night. Nothing to do with her father. “Police! Open up! Now!”

The pounding took up again, louder. It echoed to the marrow of her bones. Her younger brother, asleep in the next bed, stirred. “Police! Open up! Open up!” What time was it? She peered through the curtains. It was still dark outside.

She was afraid. She remembered the recent, hushed conversations she had overheard, late at night, when her parents thought she was asleep. She had crept up to the living room door and she had listened and watched from a little crack through the panel. Her father’s nervous voice. Her mother’s anxious face. They spoke their native tongue, which the girl understood, although she was not as fluent as them. Her father had whispered that times ahead would be difficult. That they would have to be brave and very careful. He pronounced strange, unknown words: “camps,” “roundup, a big roundup,” “early morning arrests,” and the girl wondered what all of it meant. Her father had murmured that only the men were in danger, not the women, not the children, and that he would hide in the cellar every night.

He had explained to the girl in the morning that it would be safer if he slept downstairs, for a little while. Till “things got safe.” What “things,” exactly? thought the girl. What was “safe”? When would things be “safe” again? She wanted to find out what he had meant by “camp” and “roundup,” but she worried about admitting she had eavesdropped on her parents, several times. So she had not dared ask him.

“Open up! Police!”

Had the police found Papa in the cellar, she asked herself. Was that why they were here, had the police come to take Papa to the places he had mentioned during those hushed midnight talks: the “camps,” far away, out of the city?

The girl padded fast on silent feet to her mother’s room, down the corridor. Her mother awoke the minute she felt a hand on her shoulder.

“It’s the police, Maman,” the girl whispered. “They’re banging on the door.”

Her mother swept her legs from under the sheets, brushed her hair out of her eyes. The girl thought she looked tired, old, much older than her thirty years.

“Have they come to take Papa away?” pleaded the girl, her hands on her mother’s arms. “Have they come for him?”

The mother did not answer. Again the loud voices down the hallway. The mother swiftly put a dressing gown over her night dress, then took the girl by the hand and went to the door. Her hand was hot and clammy, like a child’s, the girl thought.

“Yes?” the mother said timidly, without opening the latch.

A man’s voice. He shouted her name.

“Yes, Monsieur, that is me,” she answered. Her accent came out strong, almost harsh.

“Open up. Immediately. Police.”

The mother put a hand to her throat and the girl noticed how pale she was. She seemed drained, frozen. As if she could no longer move. The girl had never seen such fear on her mother’s face. She felt her mouth go dry with anguish.

The men banged again. The mother opened the door with clumsy, trembling fingers. The girl winced, expecting to see green-gray suits.

Two men stood there. One was a policeman, wearing his dark blue knee-length cape and a high, round cap. The other man wore a beige raincoat. He had a list in his hand. Once again, he said the woman’s name. And the father’s name. He spoke perfect French. Then we are safe, thought the girl. If they are French, and not German, we are not in danger. If they are French, they will not harm us.

The mother pulled her daughter close to her. The girl could feel the woman’s heart beating through her dressing gown. She wanted to push her mother away. She wanted her mother to stand up straight and look at the men boldly, to stop cowering, to prevent her heart from beating like that, like a frightened animal’s. She wanted her mother to be brave.

“My husband is . . . not here,” stuttered the mother. “I don’t know where he is. I don’t know.”

The man with the beige raincoat shoved his way into the apartment.

“Hurry up, Madame. You have ten minutes. Pack some clothes. Enough for a couple of days.”

The mother did not move. She stared at the policeman. He was standing on the landing, his back to the door. He seemed indifferent, bored. She put a hand on his navy sleeve.

“Monsieur, please—,” she began.

The policeman turned, brushing her hand away. A hard, blank expression in his eyes.

“You heard me. You are coming with us. Your daughter, too. Just do as you are told.”




End of sample
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