
    [image: ]

  
    
      
         
            The Things We Did for Love
                  
             

            Natasha Farrant

         
     
         
            [image: alt]
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         For Justine and Lily, with love

      

      
    

  

  
    
        Contents

    


    

        Title Page

		Dedication

		South-West France, 1944

		
Part I

		I should leave.

		February 1944

		March 1944

		 April 1944

		May 1944

		
Part II

		June 6th, 1944

		June 7th, 1944

		June 8th, 1944

		June 9th, 1944

		
Part III

		June 10th, 1944

		Morning

		Midday

		Afternoon

		Evening

		Who knew that once you died you could see so clearly?

		
Afterword

		Afterword

		By the same author

		Excerpt

		Copyright

		
    

  




    
      
         
            [image: ]
            

         

         
            South-West France, 1944

         
 
         France has been occupied by Germany since June 1940. For four years, she has had to pay for the cost of the Occupation, in money and in kind. A major proportion of her food and raw materials is taken by the occupiers while the French themselves go hungry. Young men and women are sent to work in German factories. A puppet government has been set up, French in name but taking orders from Nazi Germany. Its police, the Milice, work alongside the Gestapo to arrest any undesirables – Jews, Communists, Résistants –  who are sent to concentration or death camps. As it becomes obvious Germany is going to lose the war, more and more people flock to join the Résistance and the Maquis, the underground army helping the Allies. The Nazi response to their activities grows more brutal: three men hanged for any German injured, ten for any killed. When the Allies land in Normandy on June 6th, the occupying forces, helped by the Milice, are quick to reassert their authority over the civilian population. Atrocities are committed in the name of maintaining the public order.
 
         This book is based on one such event.
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            I should leave.
 
            

         
 
         I should leave. I want to – I think – but it’s so difficult. I love it here. There’s the lake, look, surrounded by trees. And there’s the river going into it, where we used to swim because the lake is so muddy, and there’s the road curving round the hill up towards the village. It’s so peaceful. The countryside hasn’t changed a bit. The river still gurgles, birds still sing. There’s still wheat in the fields and deer in the forest, the hills still look blue where they meet the sky. Rain falls, sun shines. It looks so pretty, despite everything. Not exciting enough for a holiday, maybe, but you’d stop for a picnic in the woods.
         
 
         Others stayed too, for a while. I’ve not been completely alone. Together, we pieced it all together. This is our story, but only I am left to tell it now.
         
 
         So I’ll get on with it, shall I? Then I can decide what to do.
         
 
         Whether to go or stay.
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            February 1944

         

         i
 
         ‘Any minute now,’ sighed Solange.
 
         ‘I don’t know why you’re so excited,’ said her cousin. ‘I thought boys our age were all stupid.’
 
         ‘This one’s different.’ Solange pulled a face, pretending to salivate. ‘This one’s new.’
 
         ‘Nearly new,’ corrected Arianne.
         
 
         ‘Five years away makes him new,’ said Solange. She rolled across the bed and pulled a nail file out of her bedside drawer. ‘I wonder why they’re coming back.’
 
         ‘I’m sure we’ll find out soon enough.’
 
         ‘Mother heard there was a fight. She says they moved to his grandparents’ at the beginning of the war because they were broke, but that his mother doesn’t care how poor she is, she can’t bear to live there any more. She says . . .’
         
 
         ‘You shouldn’t listen to gossip.’ Arianne turned towards the window. ‘People always exaggerate.’
 
         It was still raining. Once, there had been fires and warm lights on winter afternoons, brioche straight from the baker’s oven dunked into bowls of chocolate. But now the day was spluttering to a close without ever having grown light, and the streets of Samaroux were empty. The grates were cold to conserve fuel, the paraffin lamps used to supplement the electricity supplies were dim. As for brioche and chocolate . . . Arianne pressed her forehead to the glass and watched as a droplet detached itself from the top of the windowpane. She traced its course with her finger until it hit the water collected at the bottom of the glass. ‘Imagine being that drop,’ she said. ‘To be all tiny and alone and suddenly to belong to a whole collective of drops.’
 
         ‘You’re so weird.’ Solange had abandoned her nail file and was stuffing stockings down her bra, admiring her reflection in the mirror over her dressing table. ‘You know what the problem is, don’t you? Five years of war has made us dull. Nothing ever happens.’
 
         ‘The Duponts came last year.’ Arianne did not say what she wanted to say, that her father being taken prisoner had not been nothing. ‘There are their piano recitals.’
         
 
         ‘Piano recitals!’ cried Solange.
 
         ‘Paul says the oldest daughter can skin a rabbit almost as fast he can.’
 
         ‘Your brother has the strangest reasons for liking people.’
 
         ‘I’ve never known you turn your nose up at a rabbit stew.’ Arianne turned to face the room. ‘I don’t think it is the war, you know. I think maybe Samaroux’s too small for us. Maybe we should leave. Maybe . . .’
         
 
         But Solange wasn’t listening. She had joined Arianne by the window and was staring down at the street.
 
         ‘Don’t look now,’ she murmured, ‘but I think Samaroux just got bigger.’
 
         And there below was Luc Belleville. Taller than when he went away, as skinny as they all were but broader than most boys his age, his jacket collar turned up against the rain. Five years . . . A group of women pressed around the cart which had brought him with his mother from the station to their old home across from Solange’s house. Teresa Belleville embraced them each in turn. Luc ignored them, and began to unload cases from the back of the cart.
 
         ‘Turn around,’ urged Solange. ‘Let us see you properly . . .’
         
 
         ‘I wonder if they’re back for good,’ said Arianne.
 
         ‘I do hope so,’ drooled Solange.
 
         Luc looked up. Arianne caught her breath. High cheekbones, full lips. Eyes which she knew from memory to be grey but which looked black in the half-shadows and which held hers for the space of a few seconds. She raised her hand in a half-wave. He scowled and turned away.
 
         ‘Not fair,’ cried Solange. ‘Did you see how he looked at you?’
 
         ‘He hardly looked at all,’ whispered Arianne.
 
         ‘Oh, he looked.’ Solange bounced up and down, trying to attract Luc’s attention, but he did not turn back. ‘Believe me, he looked.’
 
         They watched as the light from oil lamps moved from room to room in the house opposite, until Luc’s mother leaned out to close the shutters.
 
         ‘He knew we were talking about him,’ said Arianne.
 
         ‘Price you pay for a mysterious reappearance,’ said Solange. ‘And for being drop-dead gorgeous.’
 
         ‘Price you pay for living in a tiny village,’ grumbled Arianne.
 
         Solange spent the rest of the evening trawling through her wardrobe, trying on and rejecting outfits she knew by heart because when had she last had any new clothes? Arianne wrote in her diary, as she did every night, pages and pages, recording the minutiae of the day. He looks just the same, she wrote about Luc. The same, but bigger. And FURIOUS. I know that look. He’s spoiling for a fight.
         
 
         ii
 
         Arianne had known Luc all her life, but the first time they met properly was on  July 14th, 1939, Bastille Day, when he was eleven and she was ten.
 
         The village picnic, as far as Arianne was concerned, had been a disaster. She had looked forward to it since Easter and she had planned everything, from what she would wear to the games she would play with her friends when lunch was over. They were going to paddle in the river after lunch, then steal raspberries from Madame Lamotte’s garden and eat them before tea. It was going to be heaven. Instead, when the time came, her mother was sick, her father would not leave her side, and she was saddled with looking after her brother.
         
 
         ‘It’s so unfair!’ she complained to Solange. Paul, five years old and already a handful, was dissecting a cowpat with a stolen parasol. ‘I still don’t understand why Mother can’t look after him. Or Papa. They might have kept him at home instead of inflicting him on me.’
         
 
         Solange was silent, a reaction Arianne was growing used to whenever she complained about her mother. ‘I suppose you think I’m being horrible,’ she muttered. ‘But it is unfair.’
         
 
         ‘They’ll bring pudding soon,’ said Solange.
 
         ‘I always have to look after him!’
         
 
         ‘Chocolate éclairs,’ murmured Solange. ‘And meringues.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, well. Meringues would be good.’
 
         The afternoon was lifted by the promise of cakes. Games were organised, but when Solange rushed to join in, Arianne shook her head.
 
         ‘I can’t,’ she grumbled. ‘Because of Junior over there. You go, though,’ she added, with a generosity she did not feel. ‘I know you want to.’
 
         As Solange ran off, Romy Dulac detached himself from the crowd and began to limp towards Arianne. She groaned. Poor Romy, crippled by polio, with his three strapping brothers and his father so disappointed in him.
 
         ‘He’s like a dog,’ she told her mother once. ‘You know the way they sit and watch you when you eat?’
 
         There wasn’t a dog in all of Samaroux who couldn’t melt Arianne’s heart, but the thought of Romy’s adulation today was too much. Paul was wandering towards the far end of the meadow. She jumped to her feet to run after him.
 
         ‘Ari, wait!’
 
         She hesitated, just too long, so that he knew she had heard him. Up ahead, Paul cackled and vanished into the long grass. She heard a splash, followed by a scream, and ran faster. Romy, helpless, watched her go.
 
         She stopped short at the sound of laughter, her brother’s laughter, an unmistakable sequence of gasps and chortles. The river bank was steep here. She walked to its edge and looked down and there was Luc, up to his waist in the river, messy blond hair pushed back from his face, spinning on the spot as he hit the surface with his palm. Drops caught the gold of the afternoon sun, and he gleamed in their reflected light. She wondered how she had never noticed him before. Luc, still spinning, sent a sheet of water over Paul paddling in the shallows. Paul squealed, looked up and saw his sister.
         
 
         ‘Ari!’ he bellowed.
 
         Luc stopped turning.
 
         ‘It was you,’ she stammered, which in itself was strange. Arianne never stammered. ‘The splash. I thought it was Paul falling into the river.’
 
         ‘He wouldn’t do anything so stupid, would you, Paul?’
 
         Paul rolled on to his front, kicked his legs a few times and struggled to his feet. Arianne stared at him in awe.
 
         ‘You’re filthy!’ she said.
         
 
         ‘Cold,’ remarked Paul.
 
         ‘Out,’ ordered Arianne.
 
         ‘I’ve got a towel,’ offered Luc. ‘We can dry him on the grass.’
 
         It was warm up on the riverbank. She fussed over Paul and tried not to look as Luc dried off in the sun. He was skinny but strong, his limbs tanned dark brown. He pulled his shirt back on but did not button it up, and the back grew damp where it touched his sodden shorts.
 
         ‘So dirty,’ she scolded Paul. She stripped him down to his underpants. He stood with his head down and his bottom in the air, preparing himself for a forward roll.
         
 
         ‘He’ll do that for hours,’ she sighed to hide her blush.
 
         ‘He’s funny.’ Luc held out a slab of chocolate. She broke off a square and he took the rest of the row. ‘I can watch him if you want to play.’
 
         ‘You go. They were just starting a game of football.’
 
         ‘Not today.’ He had wolfed down his chocolate and now sat cross-legged on the grass, fiddling with a homemade catapult. ‘Papa,’ he explained. ‘He used to say this picnic was the only reason he still lived here. I don’t know why. All he did was drink too much then fall asleep by the river. But it still makes me think of him.’
 
         He fitted a pebble to the catapult from a pile in his satchel and released it. The pebble smashed into a tree on the opposite bank.
 
         ‘He made it for me,’ he said. ‘On this holiday, the year before he died.’
 
         ‘Can I try?’
 
         She fumbled her first attempts, but her fourth pebble flew straight. She had not anticipated the fun of it – the vibration of the catapult, the whistle of air, the sense of triumph when her missile slammed into its target.
 
         ‘It’s brilliant.’
 
         ‘I’ll make you one if you like.’
 
         They played for a while longer, taking turns, until only one pebble was left. He nodded that it was hers and she took her time over choosing a target, enjoying the moment, the smoothness of the pebble, the unexpected companionship.
 
         ‘Your mother’s ill, right?’
 
         She lowered the catapult.
 
         ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Just I heard . . .’
 
         ‘She’s a bit ill.’ Arianne raised the catapult again and squinted down her line of vision, aiming for a low stump with a bright patch of yellow fungus. ‘But she’s getting better.’
         
 
         Luc said nothing. The fungus exploded.
 
         ‘I have to go,’ said Arianne.
 
         ‘Ari.’
 
         Strange, she thought, how her nickname on his lips sounded like a real name.
 
         ‘If anything happens . . . I mean you know, if . . . Just remember I know what it’s like?’
 
         She nodded, not meeting his eyes. Paul had grown bored of his solitary games and they each took one of his hands, swinging him clear of the ground. As they walked back towards the picnic tent, neither of them noticed Romy watching from the trees.
 
         
            *

         
 
         Arianne lay on her mother’s bed that evening and told her about the picnic.
 
         ‘I met this boy. Well, Luc Belleville. He was nice.’
 
         ‘Surely you knew him before!’
 
         ‘I knew who he was. I just didn’t know him.’
         
 
         ‘I taught him.’ It was hard to believe Marielle Lafayette had once been a teacher, with her voice now little more than a whisper. She attempted a smile. Arianne looked away. ‘Hopeless daydreamer. His father was a wonderful painter.’
 
         ‘What did he paint?’ Arianne turned on to her back and held her hands out above her face, gazing at the ceiling through her splayed fingers. She could imagine the paintings Luc might make. Green and gold, with bright splashes of colour.
 
         ‘Landscapes, mostly. But always different. Like he didn’t see them the way we did. Dancing. He made the countryside in his pictures dance. They were wild, but they had so much heart.’
 
         ‘Dancing pictures!’ Arianne snorted and flipped on to her side. ‘Luc said he was going to make me a catapult.’
 
         ‘That’s nice too.’ They lay in silence for a while. Marielle closed her eyes. Arianne stroked a strand of her mother’s copper hair, the hair Paul had inherited, and noticed that it was streaked with grey. Elodie called her down for supper.
 
         ‘I wish you could still cook,’ she told her mother. ‘Auntie Elodie’s food is disgusting.’
 
         Marielle’s mouth twitched. ‘It can’t be that bad.’
 
         ‘It is,’ Arianne assured her. She leaned over to kiss her mother’s cheek. ‘I’ll come back up after I’ve eaten.’
 
         ‘And you’ll tell me more about this boy.’ Marielle squeezed her daughter’s hand. ‘This Luc.’
 
         When she went up to see her again after supper, Marielle had pulled her blankets around her shoulders and lay as she always slept, curled on her side with her face resting on her hands, but Arianne could not wake her.
 
         She didn’t cry though. Not when her father broke down over Marielle’s body, or when Paul crawled into her bed in the early hours of the morning, or even on the day of the funeral. They buried her late in the morning, with the sun already high in the sky and not a breath to ruffle the air. He used to make the countryside dance. It struck her that this was all wrong, that they should not be burying Marielle on a day such as this. They should have waited for a storm to play havoc with the trees and all this neatly combed hair, but they wouldn’t. She had begged to keep her a little longer, but the answer – from the priest, from the undertaker, from Elodie and her father – was always the same. They couldn’t wait. 
         
 
         They were throwing earth on the coffin. She closed her eyes, hoping this would drown out the awful sound of clods on wood. When she opened them she saw Luc Belleville, standing apart from the crowd, watching her. A feeling she didn’t recognise began to swell in her chest, growing from the sharp-edged stone where her heart had been. It rolled through her veins and made her fingers tingle, raised the hair on her scalp, pricked her eyes and pressed at her throat. She doubled over, gasping. Somebody took her home.
 
         Later, she found Luc in his mother’s garden, working on a piece of wood with a knife. He wore nothing but a pair of ragged shorts and the sun cast dappled shadows over him through the leaves of a peach tree. Dancing shadows. He stood up as Arianne marched over to him. She slapped him and her hand left a mark on his cheeks.
         
 
         ‘Again,’ he said.
 
         She flew at him with her fists. He wrestled her to the ground as she struck him and let her claw at him, her tears running off his skin into the hard-packed earth beneath them. They stopped fighting when she could no longer cry.
 
         That was the last time she had spoken to him.
 
         iii
 
         ‘What happened was,’ whispered Estelle Lafayette, Solange’s mother, ‘the boy was expelled from school, and the grandfather wanted to send him to work in Germany.’
         
 
         ‘Oh no, dear,’ said Bérangère Lamotte, the schoolteacher. ‘I heard a quite different story. She wanted to get married – to a policeman!’
         
 
         It was a few days after the Bellevilles’ return from the south, and Solange’s parents had invited a group of neighbours for drinks to welcome the Bellevilles home. The guests of honour were late, and speculation was rife.
 
         ‘You are quite absurd,’ cried Madame Jarvis, who was the mayor’s wife, and not above using her status to win an argument. ‘It was the grandfather, all right, but it had nothing to do with the boy. What I heard was . . .’
 
         The room fell quiet as Luc and his mother appeared.
 
         ‘The door was open.’ Teresa Belleville looked nervous but held her head high. ‘We came straight in.’
 
         ‘Say something,’ muttered Solange to Arianne where they stood at the back of the room. She put her hand in the small of her cousin’s back. ‘Go on!’
 
         ‘Why me?’
 
         ‘Because I can’t think of anything.’
 
         ‘But . . .’
 
         ‘Never mind, you’re too late.’
 
         Father Julien, the village priest, had broken out of the crowd and was walking towards Teresa and Luc with outstretched hands.
 
         ‘My dear friends!’ he cried. ‘Welcome!’
 
         ‘What I want to know,’ whispered Solange, ‘is how that man is able to stay so fat.’
         
 
         ‘Don’t be mean,’ snorted Arianne.
 
         ‘Excuse me, your Holiness. Well, will you look at that!’
         
 
         Father Julien – who was fat, and jolly with it – was holding both Luc’s hands in his, talking with him in a low voice.
         
 
         ‘God,’ breathed Solange. ‘Luc looks like he’s going to cry.’
 
         ‘Shut up, Sol,’ hissed Arianne.
         
 
         ‘What’s your problem? Oh right, they’re coming over . . .’
         
 
         ‘Do you know this splendid fellow?’ Father Julien beamed as he reached the girls.
 
         ‘Hello, Luc!’ trilled Solange.
 
         Luc nodded an acknowledgement.
 
         ‘How was Aix?’
 
         ‘Hot.’
 
         He wore canvas trousers and a tight navy jersey. In the days when Arianne had pummelled him with her fists, his chest had been wiry and thin, no different from hers really, whereas now . . . His eyes were bright, a blaze of grey and gold. He asked her a question which she didn’t hear. She managed a gasped excuse me and blushed.
         
 
         ‘I said, have you had any good fights lately? Only, the last time we met . . .’
 
         ‘Oh, that!’ Her laughter sounded shrill and false. ‘That was so silly.’
         
 
         He looked disappointed. ‘Not really silly,’ she started to explain, but he had already moved on to the alcove at the end of the room where Paul, bored with the grown-ups, had taken refuge with Marie Dupont and her little sister to practise newly learned knots.
         
 
         It was raining again. Arianne’s face was still flushed. She slipped into the garden and raised her face to the sky.
 
         iv
 
         A long way east, on the edge of a forest in Belorussia, it had started to snow.
 
         In a stable on the outskirts of an empty village a bay gelding, once handsome but now too thin, pulled what hay it could out of its net. In a corner of his box, a man cowered, a greatcoat pulled over his massive frame. Night had fallen and so had the air temperature. The man shivered, pulled a bottle from the folds of his coat and drank.
 
         ‘Alois?’ Another man entered the stable, his frame slight in a captain’s uniform swamped by a heavy wool coat, wisps of fair hair straying from beneath a bearskin hat. ‘Alois, what the hell are you doing?’
 
         ‘I didn’t think it would be like that today,’ whispered Alois.
 
         ‘Well, no. Nobody ever does.’
 
         Five hundred men jammed into open trucks. An abandoned quarry, a line of guns, a gramophone record. Snow, always snow.
 
         ‘Why did you play the music?’
 
         The Captain shrugged. ‘It helps. And opera seems the most appropriate.’
 
         ‘It was awful.’
 
         A cameraman waiting. The tailgate lowered. The order to jump and line up on the edge of the pit. The order to shoot.
 
         ‘Did you see the first one?’ whispered Alois. ‘Little fat fellow with glasses who might have been your dentist?’
 
         ‘I never look at their faces.’
 
         ‘Captain Drechsler . . .’
 
         ‘I’ll tell you what, Alois, if your dentist really looks like that, you need to get a new dentist.’
 
         ‘Are you married, Captain, sir?’
 
         ‘Never found the right girl, Alois. You?’
 
         ‘Yes sir. Married, with a little boy.’
 
         ‘What are their names?’
 
         ‘Clara, sir, and Wolf. I don’t think they’d have liked what we did today.’
 
         ‘It wasn’t really you out there today, Alois. That’s what you have to remember. We are no longer ourselves.So best not tell them, eh?’
 
         ‘Are your parents alive, sir?’
 
         ‘Pass me the vodka, soldier.’
 
         ‘Are they?’
 
         The Captain drank, wiped his mouth and drank some more.
 
         ‘Yes they are,’ he said. ‘But I’m not going to tell them either.’
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            March 1944

         
 
         i
 
         ‘Do you think we should go and see him?’
 
         ‘And say what?’
 
         ‘No, but do you?’
 
         ‘God, Ari, you’re getting boring . . .’
 
         Tuesday afternoon, three weeks after the drinks party at Solange’s parents. A geometry test to prepare for the following day, textbooks spread over the kitchen table and no revision being done at all.
 
         ‘He’s been back almost a month,’ said Arianne. ‘And I don’t think I’ve heard him say more than a few sentences to anyone.’
         
 
         ‘So he broods,’ said Solange. ‘It’s part of his charm.’
 
         Paul crawled out from under the table, making them both jump. ‘He just thinks you’re all stupid.’
 
         Solange crowed with laughter.
 
         ‘That was rude,’ said Arianne.
         
 
         ‘But it's true.’ Paul rummaged through the bread bin, found an old crust and sank his teeth into it. ‘He talks to me, but then I’ve got interesting things to talk about.’
         
 
         ‘Like knots?’ suggested Solange.
 
         ‘He asked me about fighting,’ said Arianne.
 
         ‘Girls fighting!’ scoffed Paul, and wandered from the room.
 
         ‘That child is getting above himself,’ said Solange.
 
         ‘No, but do you think we should go?’ asked Arianne.
 
         Solange howled. Elodie, working in the vegetable garden, frowned. Paul, pulling on gumboots in the cloakroom, snorted. In the kitchen, Arianne cowered before her advancing cousin.
 
         ‘You,’ ordered Solange. ‘Luc’s house. Now.’
 
         ‘But . . .’
 
         ‘No buts. You’re driving me crazy.’
 
         ‘Come with me!’
 
         ‘No way. I don’t do mercy missions.’
 
         ‘But I look . . .’
 
         ‘Mad,’ said Solange. ‘Wild. You need a haircut and a whole new wardrobe, but I guess that’s all to my advantage in the long run.’
 
         ‘Please . . .’
         
 
         ‘You’re on your own, kid.’
 
         Arianne’s hand shook as she knocked at Luc’s front door. She fought the urge to run away and pushed it open, then froze as it closed behind her. Luc and his mother were shouting at each other in the kitchen.
 
         ‘You can’t stop me!’ she heard him yell.
 
         ‘I’m your mother!’ Teresa Belleville began to cry. Arianne turned to go, but the door handle was stiffer on the inside than out and the sound of her fumbling echoed in the empty hall. The voices in the kitchen stopped. The door at the end of the passage flew open and Luc stormed out.
         
 
         ‘You!’ He looked furious. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         ‘I wasn’t eavesdropping,’ stammered Arianne.
 
         ‘You could have fooled me.’
 
         The parlour into which Luc had dragged her was cold and dark. Arianne stood with her back against the wall. Luc paced up and down.
 
         ‘I came to see if you were all right,’ mumbled Arianne.
 
         ‘Why the hell wouldn’t I be all right?’
 
         ‘Just, since you’ve been back . . .’
 
         ‘What? What are people saying about me?’
 
         ‘Nothing! It’s just, you were nice to me when Maman was . . . when Maman was ill.’
         
 
         ‘Oh, so you’ve remembered that now? It doesn’t seem silly?’
         
 
         ‘Excuse me?’
 
         ‘Forget it.’
 
         Luc moved away from the door and threw himself into an armchair. ‘This place is unbelievable. No one seems to understand what it’s like out there. There’s a bloody war still going on and nobody seems to get it. All that gossip!’
         
 
         Arianne thought about Elodie’s daily battle to get food on the table, about Mayor Jarvis’s grandson who never came back from fighting, about the farmer from the next village who had been shot for helping his three boys escape to England. We understand, she wanted to say. We understand more than you think. She opened her mouth to speak and found that her throat was choked with tears.
         
 
         ‘Papa,’ she whispered.
 
         ‘Oh, give me a break.’
 
         ‘What?’
         
 
         ‘I’d rather my dad was in a prison camp than have . . .’
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘Nothing. Get out. I don’t want to talk about it.’
 
         
            *

         
 
         ‘How did it go?’ asked Solange when she came round later that evening.
 
         ‘Awful.’
 
         ‘Are you all right?’
 
         ‘I hate him!’Arianne pounded the counterpane on her bed. ‘I hate him, I hate him, I hate him!’
 
         Solange took her in her arms. Arianne burst into tears and told her what had happened.
 
         ‘He’s an idiot,’ said Solange when Arianne had finished.
 
         ‘I thought you liked him.’
 
         ‘Not if he hurts you.’
 
         ‘I never want to see him again.’
 
         ‘That’ll be easy,’ said Solange. ‘In a place this size.’
 
         Little by little, Arianne’s sobs subsided. ‘I’m fine,’ she mumbled at last. ‘Really, I’m fine.’
 
         ii
 
         Fine. A word Arianne  learned to use early. After her mother’s death, to stop her father falling apart. When the news came that he had been taken prisoner and would not be coming home. Fine. Once, when Solange’s mother had tried to make her talk, she had conceded sad, though it had seemed a poor little word to describe what she felt. Like screaming would have been better. Dead. Terrified. Desperate. On balance, sad had felt safer. And over the years, as all the bigger emotions had fallen away, sad was all she had left. Until that afternoon at Solange’s window. And at the party, standing in the gold and grey blaze of Luc Belleville’s eyes.
         
 
         It was a week after her fight with Luc, and spring was returning to the woods around Samaroux. A pair of red squirrels flung themselves from branch to branch above her. Somewhere, hidden from view, she heard the warble of a thrush. This had been her mother’s favourite time of year. The uncurling of hazel leaves, the footprints of a newborn fawn, the tender yellow of primroses. It had been impossible to walk in the woods with Marielle in spring because she was forever stopping to point things out. What had she called Luc? A hopeless daydreamer. She shook her head to expel the memory.
         
 
         Arianne had walked fast, with little thought of where she was going. It wasn’t until she reached a fork in the path that she realised she was almost at the old Lascande place. Her heart leaped. She had not been here for years, but a faded signpost confirmed that she was right. Le Bos de Lascande, 0.5 km. She closed her eyes.
         
 
         Pigeons calling. A light breeze rustling the trees, and the rich smell of woodland humus. It could have been any time, but it was now. Arianne opened her eyes. She knew that she and her mother had been here once together. Old Madame Lascande had been a rich and fearsome woman, but she had liked Marielle. She invited her to tea sometimes, with instructions to bring all the novels she had most recently read, and she kept her there for hours discussing literature and philosophy. Once, she had ordered her to bring Arianne.
 
         ‘You wore a red dress,’ she told Arianne at Marielle’s funeral. ‘Only it was torn, because you tripped and fell. You were quite out of breath, and crying. I gave you English Earl Grey tea on my terrace in rose-patterned tea cups, and some delicious biscuits.’
         
 
         ‘I don’t remember.’
 
         ‘Well you ought to, you ate enough of them.’
 
         Did she remember? The path joined a small road which wound its way through the trees to green-painted gates of elaborately worked iron. She gasped when she saw them. Was this a tug of remembrance or just the effect of the gates themselves, floating in the gloom of the woods, at once a barrier and an invitation? She pushed them. To her surprise, they swung open and she stepped on to a stone drive.
         
 
         Yes, she had been here before. This was not just imagination or storytelling. The house, simple and low, built of local stone and yet somehow possessed of more elegance than any of the constructions at Samaroux – no one had ever described it to her  but she recognised it, she was sure she did. There were shutters of faded blue, flower beds choked with weeds, a sweep as the drive opened into a courtyard, French windows giving on to a terrace, a front door shaped in a Norman arch. What had once been a lawn but was now more of a meadow, overgrown roses coming into bud . . . She knew it. Didn’t she? She remembered it.
         
 
         Arianne began to run. Halfway across the lawn she stretched her arms out at her sides and swooped like an aeroplane before spinning in circles. She reached the terrace, out of breath but still laughing, and threw herself to the ground by a wooden gazebo overgrown with vines. This was where they had taken their tea, she was sure of it. Madame Lascande and Mother had sat on this bench while she, quite recovered, played on the lawn. Arianne threw her arms around one of the gazebo’s supporting pillars and pressed her cheek against it. Then froze.
 
         Less than twenty feet away, standing in the late afternoon shadows on the edge of the lawn, was Luc.
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         ‘Hands up, I admit it,’ he said, when he had finally crossed the terrace to join her. ‘I followed you.’
 
         ‘But why?’
 
          ‘You looked so purposeful. I wondered where you were going.’ He frowned. ‘What on earth were you doing just now?’
 
         ‘I just came for a walk.’
 
         ‘You were dancing. And laughing. And you just kissed that post.’
 
         ‘I did not kiss it!’
         
 
         ‘It was a little crazy.’ He grinned. ‘But also sweet.’
 
         ‘I’m not crazy.’ And I am not sweet, she wanted to add, except that the words wouldn’t quite come out. ‘I was just . . .’
         
 
         ‘Dancing, and laughing, and kissing wooden posts?’
 
         ‘Exactly! That is what I was doing, because . . . because that is just what I wanted to do.’
 
         ‘I get the feeling you always do exactly what you want.’
 
         ‘Me?’
 
         He looked embarrassed and she thought, well, good!
         
 
         ‘So.’ He sat on the wall which bordered the terrace and stretched out his legs. ‘Do you come here a lot?’
 
         ‘What is this, an interrogation?’
 
         ‘More of an apology,’ he admitted. ‘For my behaviour the other day. Would you believe me if I said you were the only person I was looking forward to seeing when we came back?’
 
         ‘Not from the way you behaved,’ said Arianne.
 
         ‘Fair enough.’
 
         They sat for a while in silence. A bird sang out from the laurel hedge which bordered the garden. For a fleeting moment Arianne fancied it was calling to her.
 
         ‘I usually walk the other way,’ she said at last. ‘I don’t know why I came here today.’ What should she say next? And how did one go from not talking at all to discussing such things? ‘I was thinking about my mother,’ she said. ‘I came here once before, with her. It was like I was looking for her, like she was calling me, you know? And I was trying to find her.’
 
         ‘I think I do know, yes,’ said Luc. ‘I feel the same sometimes about my dad.’
 
         The light was behind him and Arianne could just make out her own reflection in his eyes.
 
         ‘I’m sorry about your father,’ he said. ‘We heard, in Aix. I wanted to write, but I didn’t know what to say.’
 
         ‘Yes, well,’ she said. ‘You weren’t the only one.’
 
         ‘I heard you didn’t talk to anyone for a year after he was taken prisoner. Is that true?’
 
         Arianne shrugged.
 
         ‘Literally nobody?’
         
 
         ‘Except Paul.’
 
         ‘What about school?’
 
         ‘I wrote notes. It worked for a while, until they got annoyed and threatened to throw me out. I still don’t talk much. Sol’s always trying to make me.’
 
         ‘Do you want to talk about him now? Your dad, I mean.’
 
         ‘Not really.’
 
         ‘Ah, go on. It’s good to talk.’
 
         ‘Coming from the champion of chat . . .’
 
         He laughed. She relented.
 
         ‘He’s in a POW camp in the Jura, by the German border. He was interned just after the Armistice. We get postcards sometimes, and I write every Sunday but I don’t think he gets all my letters. It’s harder for Paul, he doesn’t remember him so well. He’s not been well. Papa, I mean. He had typhus but he’s better now.’
 
         ‘I’m sorry.’
 
         Her nose was tingling.
 
         ‘He was meant to come home,’ she said.
 
         ‘I know.’
 
         ‘And then he didn’t.’ She sniffed. He nudged her and she turned away.
 
         ‘The stupid thing is that he didn’t have to fight,’ she said at last. ‘He was too old, but then he volunteered. He said he had to. He said he couldn’t live with himself if he didn’t.’
 
         ‘Sometimes you just have to do things,’ said Luc. ‘He’ll come back.’
 
         ‘You think?’
 
         ‘Sure I do.’
 
         ‘I’m all right,’ she said. ‘It’s just because you asked. Really, most of the time, I’m fine.’
 
         ‘Ah,’ said Luc. ‘Fine.’
 
         She let out a sob of laughter and sniffed again before looking up. His mouth twisted into a half-smile.
 
         ‘Do you want to hit me?’ he asked.
 
         ‘No!’
 
         ‘Well,’ he said. ‘That’s a marked improvement.’
 
         They sat in silence for a while longer, watching the shadows lengthen across the meadow.
 
         ‘I’m still cross with you,’ said Arianne. ‘Just so you know.’
 
         ‘Be careful, or I’ll retract my apology. You were eavesdropping, technically. Also, trespassing.’
         
 
         ‘I only came to say hello. And technically, are we trespassing now?’
         
 
         ‘Where’s the owner?’
 
         ‘She went to America at the beginning of the war.’
 
         ‘Madame  Lascande? In America?’
         
 
         ‘I know, Sol’s so jealous. So, are we trespassing?’
 
         ‘If the old lady’s swanned off to America, I think we’ve every right to claim her house as ours.’
 
         ‘The last time I came, it was all manicured lawns and tea parties.’
 
         Luc laughed and stretched out beside her.
 
         ‘Tell me about it.’
 
         ‘I was very small.’ She told him about drinking English tea on the terrace, Madame Lascande, the run through the wood and the red dress.
 
         ‘It sounds idyllic.’
 
         ‘I suppose it must have been. What were you and your mother arguing over last week when I was eavesdropping?’
 
         ‘She doesn’t want me to be a hero.’
 
         ‘Do you want to be a hero?’
         
 
         ‘Doesn’t every boy?’
 
         ‘I don’t know. What will you do?’
 
         He smiled. ‘Free the world?’
 
         ‘You could start by freeing my dad.’
 
         They walked home through the sharp shadows of early evening and did not speak again until they reached the edge of the woods.
 
         ‘Here we are, then,’ said Luc.
 
         ‘Here we are,’ said Arianne.
 
         ‘I'll see you around, I suppose.’
 
         ‘I suppose you will.’
 
         
            *

         
 
         She had algebra homework to finish that evening but the figures swam before her on the page. ‘I can’t do this,’ she said at last.
 
         ‘Do not give up,’ threatened Elodie. ‘You will never get anywhere without mathematics.’
 
         Where is there to get? Arianne’s retort was cut short by a knock at the back door. Elodie looked at the kitchen clock and frowned.
         
 
         ‘It’s almost ten.’
 
         Arianne peered through the kitchen window. ‘It’s Luc!’
 
         He didn’t respond to her greeting when she opened the door, but thrust a makeshift parcel into her hands.
 
         ‘It’s a catapult,’ he said. ‘I was making it, the last time, when we had the fight. It’s taken a while to get it right.’
 
         He didn’t wait for her to thank him but turned on his heels and vanished into the night. Arianne was still grinning an hour later when she went up to bed.
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         Luc had little time for his peers but he had taken to playing cards in the evening with a group of lads who had fought in 1940 and liked to talk about it when they drank.
 
         ‘You should spend more time with your own crowd,’ his mother complained. It was a fortnight after his meeting with Arianne in Lascande. They had just finished dinner and he was preparing to go out.
 
         ‘I don’t have a crowd.’
 
         ‘You know what I mean. Boys your own age, boys in your class at school.’
 
         She meant boys who wouldn't take him away from her at night, boys who didn't drink or sleep with their girlfriends, boys who were just that, boys, not young men itching for revenge.
 
         ‘They don’t get me.’ He drained his water glass and carried his plate to the sink. ‘Don’t wait up, Maman.’
 
         ‘Just . . .’
 
         He rolled his eyes, but his face softened when hers contracted with misery. ‘I promise I won’t miss curfew.’
 
         The Café de la Paix was crowded, as always. This was where most of the villagers drank. The Bar des Sports, down the road, had been more popular before the war but since the Occupation there had been a clear split in the clientele: patriots on the one hand, profiteers on the other, if you believed the rumours. Walking in through a haze of cigarette smoke Luc clocked Father Julien playing dominoes with Mayor Jarvis and a couple of other old fogeys who had lived in the village since the beginning of Time – Gaspard Félix, the butcher, and Plonquet, the mechanic. A man Luc did not know sat at the table behind them, absorbed in a newspaper until Father Julien, spotting Luc, plucked it from his hands.
         
 
         ‘Joseph!’ cried Father Julien. ‘Suppose I said I had found your baritone?’
 
         The man called Joseph retrieved his newspaper with a tranquil smile.
 
         ‘I should be delighted.’ His voice was rich and deep, a curious mismatch for his small thin frame.
 
         ‘Me?’ said Luc.
 
         ‘My boy, this is Joseph Dupont, a welcome addition to our little community since you went away. Joseph is thinking of starting a choral society.’
 
         ‘Oh, no!’ Luc backed away, laughing. ‘I haven’t sung for ages.’
 
         ‘You always used to. I remember! In the church choir!’
 
         ‘Used to being the operative words.’
         
 
         ‘The ravages of puberty,’ murmured Joseph Dupont. His lips twitched as he tried to suppress a smile.
 
         ‘Sorry.’ Luc grinned.
 
         ‘I quite understand,’ said Dupont.
 
         ‘And that’s it?’ cried Father Julien. ‘You’re not going to press him? For all you know, the boy sings like an angel!’
         
 
         ‘Have another drink, Julien,’ said Jarvis, ‘and shut up.’
 
         ‘Man hath no greater achievement than that of making music,’ grumbled the old priest.
 
         ‘Which I wouldn’t,’ Luc assured him. ‘Since my voice broke, I sound like a castrated cat.’
 
         He smiled to himself as he walked through the low-lit bar towards the back, where the younger men sat. He liked Father Julien and the older crowd. His father had played dominoes with them too, sometimes, and taken him along for the ride.
 
         ‘Watch it!’ A tall, heavyset man cannoned into him on his way out and shoved him roughly aside. ‘Don’t you youngsters ever watch where you’re going?’
 
         ‘Speak for yourself,’ muttered Luc.
 
         ‘What was that?’ The man curled his lip. His nostrils flared. His nose looked like it had been broken several times. Luc stepped back and held up his hands.
 
         ‘I’m sorry I bumped into you,’ he murmured.
 
         ‘Like hell you are,’ said the man.
 
         ‘Who was that?’ asked Luc when he joined the others.
         
 
         ‘No one you want to know.’ Thierry Legros, a farmer’s son who had fought in North Africa, poured out a glass of beer from a jug.
 
         ‘Jo Dulac.’ Thierry’s friend Marc was a mechanic and had served in the Air Force. ‘Nasty piece of work. He’s got a son your age. Rémy. Cripple.’
 
         ‘Romy,’ corrected Luc. ‘And he’s a year younger than me.’
 
         ‘Ooooh,’ said Marc’s brother Jérôme. ‘A whole year younger! That must make him, what – twelve?’
 
         ‘Don’t tease the kid.’ Thierry picked up the deck of cards and began to shuffle. ‘We’re only just starting the game, thanks to our visit from the king of thugs there. What kept you?’
 
         ‘Father Julien is looking for a baritone.’
 
         ‘And he asked you? He must be desperate.’ Thierry laughed and began to deal.
 
         ‘What is it with those people and music?’ mused Marc.
 
         ‘What people?’
 
         ‘People like Joseph Dupont.’
 
         ‘I don’t know what you mean.’
 
         Marc rolled his eyes and whispered in his ear.
 
         ‘Oh,’ mumbled Luc. ‘I didn’t think.’
 
         ‘That’s the problem with kids,’ sighed Marc. ‘They never do.’
 
         They don’t get me. The phrase Luc had used to his mother about his peers earlier in the evening came back to him as the game started. He looked round the table at these men he admired so much, and told himself that they viewed him as little more than a child, a sort of worshipping pet who kept them amused.
         
 
         She would understand me. He knew it was true the moment the thought entered his head. He smiled, surprised at the relief of it.
         
 
         ‘Penny for them.’ Luc jumped as Thierry nudged him in the ribs.
 
         ‘I’d put money on a woman,’ said Marc.
 
         ‘Either that or his Latin homework,’ sniggered Jérôme. Marc roared with laughter.
 
         ‘It’s not like that!’ said Luc.
 
         ‘Then what’s with the blushing?’ Jérôme smirked as he picked up his cards. ‘We won’t tell her it’s your first time . . .’
 
         Luc blushed harder. ‘It’s not . . . I mean I don’t . . . I just . . .’
 
         ‘Come to the bar with me, kid.’ Thierry was the kindest of the group, the only one Luc dared think of as a friend. ‘Don’t mind them,’ Thierry said as they waited to be served. ‘They’re bored and frustrated.’
 
         ‘Frustrated?’
 
         ‘Sitting around on their arses, waiting for the Americans.’
         
 
         ‘They could always join the Maquis.’
         
 
         ‘You’re right.’ Thierry smiled. ‘They could.’
 
         ‘I wish I could do something,’ sulked Luc. ‘That would show them all I’m not a child.’
         
 
         Thierry’s smile grew wider. ‘Tell me about the girl.’
 
         ‘There is no girl.’
 
         ‘My friend, there’s always a girl. Who is she?’
         
 
         ‘Arianne Lafayette,’ muttered Luc.
 
         ‘Nice!’ whistled Thierry. ‘But not easy.’
 
         ‘I’m not interested in easy!’ protested Luc. ‘Look, she’s not . . . I mean, in the south . . . I mean there were girls, right? Not lots, but more than one . . . This is different. She’s had a hard time. I mean, with her parents and everything.’
         
 
         ‘We’ve all had a hard time, my friend. One way or another.’
 
         ‘I want to make things better for her.’ Suddenly Luc knew exactly what to do. He grabbed Thierry by the sleeve. ‘I need to get hold of some stuff. Can you help?’
 
         ‘What stuff?’ Thierry frowned as he listened, then started to chuckle.
 
         ‘I know exactly who you need to talk to,’ he said. ‘Though she probably won’t thank you if she ever finds out.’
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         ‘I don’t do fancy goods anymore,’ said Paul. ‘Not since the last time.’
 
         ‘Come on, mate. It’s for your own sister.’
 
         The boy seemed to have grown in the few minutes since Luc asked him for help. He had found him oiling rabbit traps at the bottom of his garden with Marie Dupont, and though Paul still sat cross-legged on the ground his back was straighter than it had been before, the tilt of his chin more pronounced.
 
         ‘But what’s the point?’ he asked.
 
         ‘I know what I’m doing.’
 
         Paul sniffed and picked up another trap, then put it down again to unbutton his shirt.
 
         ‘Look.’ He pushed the fabric away from his shoulder. His right upper arm was vivid with red and purple fingermarks.
 
         ‘Jesus, Paul! What happened?’
 
         ‘He got caught,’ murmured Marie. ‘A chocolate delivery to a big house in town. Paul, I don’t think you should do this.’
 
         Paul shrugged back into his shirt and grinned at Luc. ‘What a waste of time that was. Posh cow I was delivering to never even paid my train fare. Not that I ever buy a ticket.’
         
 
         ‘I’d have paid your train fare.’
 
         ‘Sure you would.’
 
         ‘I’ve got cash.’
 
         Paul’s eyes gleamed. ‘How much?’
 
         ‘Enough to make it worth your while.’
 
         ‘You promised your sister you would stop,’ said Marie. ‘Actually, you also promised me.’
         
 
         ‘It’ll cost you,’ said Paul.
 
         ‘That’s fine.’
 
         ‘If Ari finds out you used me, she’ll never talk to either of us again.’
 
         ‘I promise she won’t find out.’
 
         ‘Give me a week.’ Paul had finished polishing his traps, and jumped to his feet. Standing, he looked small again. Luc had a moment of misgiving. ‘If you do anything to upset her,’ said Paul, ‘I will kill you.’
 
         And so now here he was. Back at Lascande, hiding under the gazebo on the little terrace, trying to calm his unfamiliar nerves as he waited for her.
 
         There had been two girls in Aix. The first, Marine, was the older sister of a schoolfriend, not long widowed, who took him to bed one afternoon then burst into tears and never spoke to him again. He didn’t remember the second one’s name. He’d gone to her to get Marine out of his head, and left vowing he would never pay for it again. This was different. This was . . . he couldn’t put his finger on it.
 
         Here she was now, standing on the edge of the lawn. A curtain of clematis fell from the wooden beams of the gazebo, hiding him from view. He parted it, just enough to take aim with the catapult he pulled from his pocket. A pebble flew across the grass and landed a couple of metres away from her. He felt a pang of remorse at her scream, then chuckled when she crouched to examine his projectile. The next pebble landed at her feet and this time he heard her laugh.
 
         ‘You can come out now!’ she called. ‘I’ve got your little game.’
 
         He didn’t show himself, but watched her pick her way across the overgrown grass towards him. She had changed out of her usual skirt and jersey into a light green dress cinched at the waist with a red belt, and she had pinned up her hair. She looked very confident as she made her way towards him but she hesitated when she reached the clematis. The feeling he couldn’t identify earlier swept over him with renewed force.
 
         Tenderness.
 
         ‘I know you’re in there,’ she said, and pushed the curtain of flowers aside.
 
         A wooden tray, painted white. Rose-patterned china – plates, tea cups and saucers. A matching bowl with cubes of sugar and tongs of filigree silver. Round thin biscuits yellow with butter, slices of lemon, a teapot with steam curling from its spout. He had set it all out on a low table spread with a linen cloth.
 
         ‘Well?’ he asked. ‘What do you think?’
 
         She dragged her eyes away from the table to look at him. ‘It’s perfect.’
 
         ‘Just as you remembered it?’
 
         She smiled, hesitantly. ‘The company’s different. No, it’s all right!’ She stretched out her hand. He noticed that it was small and white, and that she bit her nails. ‘I was just saying.’
 
         ‘In that case . . .’ He jumped to his feet, picked up a plate and held it out with a flourish. ‘Would Mademoiselle care for a biscuit?’
 
         After tea, they lay on their backs on the lawn.
 
         ‘I feel a bit sick,’ she confided. ‘I’m not used to sugar any more.’
 
         ‘Nice, though.’
 
         ‘Definitely nice. Wherever did you get it all?’
 
         ‘Just people I know.’
 
         She propped herself up on one elbow and raised an eyebrow.
 
         ‘All right.’ Luc grinned. ‘People who know people I know . . .’
 
         ‘I’m surrounded by bandits.’
 
         ‘Is that a good thing?’
 
         ‘As long as they don’t get caught.’
 
         She wouldn’t meet his eyes, and her neck had gone pink. He jumped to his feet and held out his hand. After a moment’s hesitation, she took it.
 
         ‘Come,’ he said. ‘Let me show you the rest of the house.’
 
         vi
 
         She tried not to stare too obviously as he knelt before her to pick the lock. The back of his neck was brown, softer than the rest of him, with short hair curling on the sides.
 
         ‘Classic three-lever mortise,’ he boasted. ‘Last time it took me less than two minutes.’
 
         ‘What is that thing you’re using?’
 
         ‘Curtain pick.’
 
         ‘A curtain pick?’
         
 
         ‘A bolt thrower, if you prefer.’ He winked. ‘Call it a tool of the trade.’
 
         ‘I don’t think I’m ready for a life of crime.’
 
         ‘Sshh . . .’ The ring handle clunked. ‘We’re in!’
         
 
         The scullery smelled of mildew. Arianne shivered on the threshold.
 
         ‘Breaking in so easily,’ she said. ‘It could make a girl think.’
 
         ‘Think what?’
 
         ‘Think twice.’ She pushed past him into the house.
 
         She remembered nothing of the scullery or its attendant passageways, which were stone-floored and whitewashed, with doors into larders and pantries, washrooms and store cupboards. ‘It’s not so surprising, though,’ she said. ‘I was very small, and I suppose this is the servants’ part of the house . . .’
         
 
         ‘This is where I found the tea things.’ He held open a door into a pantry stacked from floor to ceiling with chinaware.
 
         ‘Clever of you to pick the right set,’ said Arianne.
 
         ‘There’s only one with roses.’
 
         ‘Even so.’
 
         She picked up a bowl and shook out a handful of mouse droppings.
 
         ‘Nice,’ said Luc.
 
         They left the china pantry and pushed through swing doors into the kitchen. The air here smelt sweet. A bunch of herbs had been hung to dry from the massive crossbeam which supported the chimney breast: sage, rosemary, thyme and bay. Arianne buried her nose in it and memories of other meals came back to her, eaten in other houses, before rationing took all the pleasure out of food.
 
         ‘I’m hungry again,’ she sighed.
 
         An oak table, scrubbed of colour, occupied the centre of the room. She spotted a dog basket in the far corner with a rug folded over it, and an overstuffed armchair with broken springs. Cooking pans hung from hooks over the range, and a pile of dishcloths sat on the draining board, as if waiting to be put away.
 
         ‘Are you sure no one lives here?’
 
         ‘There’s no sign of them if they do.’
 
         She followed him out of the kitchen. The living room smelt of woodsmoke and beeswax. She flung herself into a dust-sheeted armchair.
 
         ‘You could make me more tea.’ She grinned. ‘And bring me biscuits.’
 
         ‘Who are you, the Queen of England?’
 
         They took the stairs at a run, their wooden soles clattering on the stone steps. Upstairs, an empty corridor ran the length of the house. Its floor, made of the same light stone as the stairs, gleamed in the half-light which streamed through the louvred shutters of the casement windows.
 
         ‘I’m going to open them,’ announced Luc.
 
         She left him to it and began to open doors on to a series of rooms, all different and yet, with their stripped and covered furniture, all very similar. She turned back to Luc. The forest through the open windows looked close enough to touch.
 
         ‘It’s like Hansel and Gretel,’ she said. ‘The house in the woods.’
 
         ‘It’s hardly gingerbread. And there’s a distinct lack of witch, unless there’s something you haven’t told me?’
 
         ‘You know what I mean.’
 
         She opened another door. ‘I just found the giant’s bathtub.’
 
         ‘Here’s another bedroom.’
 
         ‘Another one!’
         
 
         ‘This one’s amazing.’
 
         The room at the end of the landing was painted an old rose pink, with views over both sides of the house. The furniture here had not been covered. Four gilt-framed armchairs stood around an inlaid table before one of the windows. The bed, a four-poster, was hung with green velvet, the mattress covered with a matching counterpane trimmed with gold brocade.
 
         ‘I can’t work out if it’s spectacularly vulgar or actually quite enchanting,’ said Luc.
 
         ‘A bit of both, I think,’ said Arianne.
 
         She sat on the edge of the bed and felt the velvet slide beneath her fingers. Luc stood with his back to her, silhouetted against the light, but in her mind’s eye she saw a different figure bending over her, recalled the smell of antiseptic, pressure as a plaster was applied to her knee. Someone else hovered in the background, a white dress, a blaze of copper hair. She closed her eyes again, willing her mother’s shadow to come forward but it was no good and she fell back against the cushions.
 
         The bed’s canopy was panelled and each panel bore a different carving – grapes, a flower, a sleeping cat.
 
         ‘Still thinking you’re the Queen of England?’ Luc had turned and was looking at her.
 
         ‘I was wondering who would make a bed like this. Also what it would feel like to sleep in it.’
 
         ‘You could always stay and find out.’
 
         ‘It wouldn’t feel right.’ She left the bed and began to walk round the room, trailing her fingers over the dust-coated furniture. ‘They brought me up here when I hurt my knee. Madame Lascande gave me a sticking plaster.’
 
         ‘I’m not sure I can recreate that for you.’ He smiled as she came to stand before him in the half darkness.
 
         ‘The tea party was quite enough.’
 
         ‘Did you like it?’
 
         ‘I loved it.’
 
         ‘I’m glad.’
 
         Everything in that room was filtered. Light, sound, even space seemed to contract so that Luc felt much closer to her than he was. Her breathing became difficult again.
 
         ‘We should go,’ said Luc.
 
         
            *

         
 
         Her face, the way it glowed in the half-light! He had to tell her. If she was to understand him, she had to know the truth.
 
         She waited outside while he shut up the house.
 
         ‘Hold out your hand,’ he said when he joined her. ‘And close your eyes.’
 
         Her eyelids were so smooth they didn’t look real. Her lashes swept the top of her cheekbones. She opened her eyes as soon as he dropped the key into her outstretched hand.
 
         ‘I found it hanging in the kitchen.’
 
         ‘I shouldn’t take it.’
 
         ‘You have to, it’s a present.’
 
         They set off together towards the drive.
 
         ‘Why did you do it?’ she asked. ‘The tea party, I mean.’
         
 
         ‘To make you happy, of course.’
 
         She looked pleased but puzzled.
 
         ‘I just wanted to,’ he said.
 
         The shadows were lengthening and the light in the woods was veering to blue. Birds sang all around them, trying to hold on to the dying day. He cleared his throat. He had to tell her, now.
         
 
         Arianne walked beside him, lost in thought but looking happy.
 
         ‘I suppose you have heard all sorts of stories about why we came back,’ he said.
 
         ‘Excuse me?’
 
         ‘You have to promise you won’t repeat this.’
 
         They had reached the old signpost to Lascande.
 
         ‘Let’s stop here.’
 
         For a moment he feared she would not stop. He was struck by the irrational fear that if he let her go now he would never see her again. She would walk out of his life down the green twilit path, away from him and his untold story, and the last good thing in his life would be lost.
 
         Arianne placed a hand on top of the signpost, walked around it slowly, came to a halt just before him and smiled.
 
         ‘I promise,’ she said.
 
         He swallowed. ‘On second thoughts, let’s walk.’
 
         Courage! he told himself, and began.
         
 
         ‘You know we went to stay with my grandfather when the war started?’
 
         ‘Everyone knows that.’
 
         ‘For the last two years, we had these German officers staying with us, pretty high-ranking ones. They kicked us out of all the good rooms so we had to move up to the attic. Maman and I tried to ignore them but Grandfather was so desperate to do the right thing, I mean for them to see he was doing the right thing. He even locked me out at night if I was late. He told them there was a curfew and I had to learn. That’s when I learned to pick locks.’
         
 
         ‘How awful,’ she said, but he could hear her thinking is that all? He pressed on.
         
 
         ‘They brought him presents. Coffee, sugar, cigarettes – you know the sort of thing. One of them spoke pretty good French. He was really into Napoleonic history, just like Grandfather, which got him all into thinking you know, they’re not so bad, we’re lucky, look at Poland. I think – well, Maman thinks – it made him feel better about what happened afterwards. After a while they started to ask him for information. There was this family living in our street, they’d been there since the beginning of the Occupation. Two parents and a little girl, Jewish. False names and everything, we found out afterwards. Anyway one morning we woke up and they were gone.’
 
          ‘Oh,’ said Arianne quietly.
 
         ‘Yes,’ said Luc. ‘Oh.’
 
         ‘Where did they go?’
 
         ‘Where do people ever go when they disappear, Ari? He couldn’t see that he’d done anything wrong, denouncing them. Said that this was France, nothing bad would happen and that anyway it was because of people like them there was a war in the first place. He got a whole carton of cigarettes for them. He tried to give some to Mother, but she threw them back in his face.’
 
         ‘How did that go down?’
 
         ‘He said she was obviously a communist and he never wanted to see her again.’
 
         ‘Your poor mother.’
 
         ‘She was shaking afterwards. It was so unlike her to answer him back. Afterwards she wouldn’t stop crying but we left within twenty-four hours. She still cries all the time. It drives me nuts.’ He stole a sidelong glance at her. ‘I know that sounds harsh. I just don’t know what I can do. She’s started going to church again, which is good except she's planning this weird memorial mass for my father. I mean, he died over seven years ago, and he never went to church. I think it’s all part of her rebelling against Grandfather – he hated Papa. Honestly, life at home . . .’
         
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘Oh, nothing. It’s just heavy. And I can't stop thinking about the little girl they took away. I can’t get her out of my head.’
 
         They had stopped where their paths parted by the edge of the wood. Luc scuffed the ground with his foot.
 
         ‘You did say, if I wanted to talk.’
 
         ‘I’m glad you told me.’
 
         ‘Remember when we fought? It started something, didn’t it?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘It did.’
 
         ‘Are you shocked?’
 
         ‘Those poor people.’
 
         ‘You promise not to tell.’
 
         ‘Of course!’
 
         ‘Right then.’ He hesitated. ‘I’ll see you in school.’
 
         ‘Luc?’
 
         He turned back. He could hardly see her in the shade of the wood.
 
         ‘That last room. Why do you suppose they left it uncovered?’
 
         His answer slipped out before he even had time to consider it.
 
         ‘For us,’ he said.
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