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Dedication

For my sister, the sisters in my own family,
 and all the sisters in my extended family.
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CHAPTER 1

THE PÉRIGORD NOIR, FRANCE

SPRING 1944

Hélène

If only it was late summer, and she could smell the sun-soaked scent of fir and spruce and be able to stand and watch the finches and starlings flitting between the branches. Her optimism might have outweighed the claustrophobic sensation of life leaning in, of ancient lichen-covered stone houses enclosing her as she walked through the village and the light began to fail. And maybe then she would remember they were all just ordinary people trying to make the best of impossible circumstances. Ordinary people longing for the return of a normal life.

Hélène craved daylight, to see more than what lay before her. She needed it to see into the distance, into the future, into her own heart. She needed it like others needed air. But she told herself, when all of this was over, she would still have her whole life before her. Why worry about the worst thing when it might never happen? And surely there would be better news from the Allies soon?

As she left the edge of the village, she glanced up at the indigo sky and heard the early night birds shuffling in the trees. She thought of her sisters, here in France, and her mother in England. Once, when she’d asked her mother if she was pretty like her sister Élise, her mother had said, ‘Darling, you have a comfortable face. People like comfortable faces. They don’t feel threatened by faces like yours.’

Hélène was only eleven at the time and her mother’s comment had hurt her. She had gazed into the mirror for half an hour after that and hadn’t known what to make of her face. She had prodded and poked at it, pulled different expressions, pouted, smiled, grimaced, and then told herself it didn’t matter. But it had been a lie. It had mattered. And now? Her face had matured. She was tall, athletic, with a strong constitution just as her father used to have, but she also had his straight, light brown hair. Ordinary hair. It rankled, but her mother had been right, her features were too strong to be pretty, although people admired her kind nut-brown eyes and warm smile. She was the most pragmatic of the three sisters, the eldest, the most responsible. Was it terribly shallow to long for someone to tell her she was beautiful?

The war was a fight between good and evil, people said – although it wasn’t always certain which was which. And now her job had become more challenging than she’d ever dreamt. She had enormous respect for her boss, Hugo Marchand, the town doctor and mayor, and she adored his warm-hearted wife, Marie, a generous soul who always saw the best in people and had been a mother figure to the sisters. But the things Hélène witnessed, the things she heard – the lies, the little deceits, the deeds she could never mention – all of them she’d rather not have known.

After crossing a small field edged by wild poppies, she headed through a walnut grove, picking her way to avoid the waddling geese, until she eventually reached the track and her own gate. She frowned to see the worn wooden gate had been left open.

They never did that.

Their higgledy-piggledy farmhouse seemed to have grown out of the land naturally, its hand-hewn limestone walls soaking up the sunlight so by early evening they glowed, golden and honeyed. She passed the chestnut tree in the garden and glanced up at the foliage-draped façade. The vines remained undisturbed, cascading around the front door just as she’d left them, too early yet for the violet passion flowers she loved. Two medium-sized shuttered windows painted dusky blue flanked the oak door and as the wind got up and the creaky wooden shutters moaned in complaint, she shivered.

She burst through the door, hurrying into the kitchen to drop her bag on the table. From the huge roughhewn beams above her, herbs hung to dry: rosemary, lavender, bay, mint, sage, thyme and more. Hélène raised her head and breathed in their familiar scent, before unlacing her shoes and abandoning them on the flagstone floor hollowed in well-worn patches from centuries of passing feet. Hélène liked to imagine who had been there before her, and on dark nights it wasn’t difficult to imagine their shadows still collecting in the gloomier corners of the house along with the cobwebs. But most people were living in the shadows, one way or another, and not just the dead. She shivered again and glanced at the huge fireplace with its carved stone surround; even in spring the house could be chilly in the evening, but the wood burner hadn’t been lit.

Back in the hall she thought she heard someone at the top of the house.

‘Hello,’ she called out. ‘Florence. Is that you?’

No reply.

‘Élise, are you home?’




CHAPTER 2

Hélène paused for a moment and looked around, feeling uncertain. She was about to go into the sitting room – just in case – when she spotted Élise struggling down the stairs with a bulky bundle, her body tipping back slightly to counterbalance its weight. As usual she was wearing dark, wide-legged trousers, along with a faded blue jumper and brown lace-up boots. With long dark wavy hair and huge expressive eyes, the colour of cognac, she looked just like their mother. Relieved now to see her, Hélène let out her breath.

‘You’re back early,’ Élise said, but then glanced down at her wristwatch. ‘Oh, not so early.’

‘You left the gate open.’

‘I think it might have been Florence.’

‘It gave me a scare …’

Despite her huge bundle, Élise managed a shrug.

‘So, what’s that you’ve got?’

‘Just some bits and pieces for a new safe house.’ Élise tilted her head to one side and narrowed her eyes at Hélène. ‘Do you know you have paint in your hair? Rather a lot, actually.’

‘Oh God, really?’ Hélène stepped back to glance in the hall mirror and saw the tell-tale white streaks running through her hair and a delicate splatter on her left cheek.

In their hallway, oil paintings and posters peppered the walls, and framed pictures the girls had drawn as children were displayed together. The large mirror, into which Hélène was now frowning, with its ornate carving of grapes and trailing vine leaves, had reflected their faces most of their lives. They were either held up by their mother, Claudette, when they were small, to grin and laugh at their own expressions or, as now, they glanced at it for a quick check of their hair. There was also an older, yellowing photograph pinned there; a shot of their mother with her sister Rosalie not long before she had run away. All three sisters felt the history of the house, the sense of family, and of roots, and nowhere more so than here.

‘So how was work?’ Élise asked.

‘Hugo had me painting the walls of the cottage hospital this afternoon. It hasn’t been done for years and, as there are no patients checked in at the moment, it seemed the right time to tackle it.’

‘Well, your extensive nursing training at the Sarlat Hospital has clearly gone to good use! Umm …’ She scratched the side of her head in mock contemplation. ‘How long was it now?’

Hélène laughed. ‘Three long years. And you know it. Anyway, I actually enjoyed the painting today.’ She paused then picked up on what her sister had said. ‘Why a new safe house?’

‘The Germans are getting edgy. And an edgy Nazi is an even more dangerous Nazi. The Resistance is making sure there are enough places to hide out.’

‘I wish you would just lie low like the rest of us. Honestly, Élise, you’re putting us all in danger of Nazi reprisals.’

Her sister did not reply.

Hélène gazed at her but, knowing nothing was going to change Élise, she gave up and glanced around. ‘So, where is Florence? I’m assuming she’s not out playing daredevil too.’

Élise pulled a dismissive face. ‘Hardly. She’s still in the garden. Watering now, I think. Oh, I nearly forgot, there’s a letter on the table.’

‘You forgot?’ Hélène said with an incredulous look as she glanced down. Receiving any kind of mail was so rare she hadn’t even thought to look.

‘It’s addressed to you.’

Hélène picked it up. ‘Geneva postmark.’

‘Open it then.’

‘Let’s wait for Florence. We can read it together.’

Hélène knew it would be from their mother, Claudette. The only way they could receive post from England was if their mother sent it to her friend Yvonne, in neutral Geneva, who would then slip it into another envelope and post it on to them. She heard the back door opening and made her way to the kitchen with Élise.

Florence stood by the door. Petite with a heart-shaped face, alabaster skin and gunmetal grey-blue eyes, her skirts were muddy, her golden blonde hair floated wildly around her head and her cheeks were pink with the exertion of a day spent in the garden. More delicately feminine than her sisters, she had insisted on stitching herself dresses and skirts, which she wore even when digging.

Hélène held up the letter.

‘Ooh, finally! From Maman?’

‘Probably.’

Hélène slit open the envelope and glanced at the letter. After a few moments, she spread her hands and let the letter flutter onto the table.

‘Well,’ Florence said eagerly, ‘What does she say?’

‘Almost nothing. Read it yourself.’

Florence picked it up but looked a little disappointed as she read, then handed it to Élise.

‘Well,’ Élise said, after a moment. ‘How utterly enthralling!’

‘Don’t be sarcastic about Maman,’ Florence said.

Hélène sighed, but understood how Élise felt. Their mother had written only a few lines commenting on how busy she was being kept with the war effort. How she had joined the WI and was mainly knitting and making jam. She had barely asked how the girls were coping, had not mentioned how difficult it must be for them living under occupation, and had mainly complained about her noisy neighbours and how hard life in England was, what with rationing and all.

‘At least she wrote,’ Florence said.

Élise just turned away and, shrugging, left the room.




CHAPTER 3

Hélène was pensive as she threw open her bedroom window the next morning to listen to the church bells. Thank goodness it was Sunday and she didn’t have to go to work. She loved gazing at the magical view over their part of the Dordogne or, as their mother always called it, the Périgord Noir. It was a land of oak and pine trees, rocky gorges and clifftop castles and the prettiest villages you’d ever see, their limestone buildings soft and buttery. She watched as the sun broke through the early-morning mist to reveal the silvery shine on the river and golden sunlight bathing the rooftops of the village. Spring was well and truly here, and the air was as fresh and clear as crystal.

‘We will have fun here, won’t we, Hélène?’ Florence had asked seven years before, when they’d first moved to their mother’s old family summer home down a winding track, just outside the village of Sainte-Cécile.

Poor Florence had only been fifteen back then and Hélène had needed to keep reminding herself her sister was still a child as she found herself in loco parentis.

‘We will visit the castles and the caves?’ the girl had added.

‘We will. Of course we will,’ Hélène had replied, desperate to try to protect her sister’s innocent world view.

All of their lives had changed irrevocably following the sudden and unexpected death of their father, Charles Baudin.

As a child, their mother had spent many of her holidays in Sainte-Cécile, as well as summer breaks during the earlier years of her marriage when their father had been at home, working. He was half-English and half-French and before his death had worked as a civil servant in the Foreign Office in London. Everyone here in the village knew ‘Maman’ of old, which had made it easier for the sisters to slot into the community, although there were still a few who didn’t approve and continued to tut and fuss about three girls living alone.

Élise popped her head through the door of Hélène’s room. ‘Just off to the café.’

Hélène looked right into her eyes. ‘On a Sunday?’

‘I’m only going for a few minutes.’

‘Aren’t you afraid?’

‘Of course. From the moment I wake up until I go to sleep. Anyone who says they aren’t afraid is lying.’

‘Oh Élise, you will be careful.’

Élise laughed. ‘You are an old worryguts.’

Hélène tilted her head to one side. ‘It’s the glamour, isn’t it? Gives you a kick.’

‘Course not. Resistance is dangerous, not glamorous. If you knew the men and women, you’d see.’

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—’

Frowning in exasperation, Élise interrupted her. ‘They have to hide out in horrible places. Hungry. Cold. Remember the freezing temperatures we had in the winter?’

‘Élise, please.’

‘And when I deliver weapons hidden beneath potatoes in my shopping bag, I’m in more danger than if I was bearing those arms against the enemy.’

Hélène sighed. ‘That’s exactly my worry.’

Élise stalked over to the door and then twisted back to glare at her sister.

‘I said I was sorry.’

Élise ignored her. ‘And people think we’re bandits. Terrorists. No, Hélène, it is not glamorous.’

As Élise slammed the front door behind her, Hélène’s mood darkened. She hated falling out with Élise and hadn’t meant to make light of her work, but her sister in a querulous mood was hard to handle. As she stood there, feeling rather at a loss, she heard a wail coming from Florence’s room. She sighed at the total disintegration of her peaceful morning, threw on her robe and went to her sister’s aid. Florence was hunched up in the corner of the room, her face even paler than usual. The window was open and the light muslin curtains were blowing slightly in the breeze.

Florence looked dazed as she turned towards Hélène. ‘Did you hear it?’

‘Sorry. Didn’t hear a thing.’

‘I think it was a demoiselle.’

Hélène only just stopped herself from rolling her eyes. She had little time for her sister’s dreams and fantasies.

‘Florence,’ she said firmly. ‘Wake up. There’s no such thing. Those forest fairies of yours aren’t real. They’re damselflies. You heard a noise outside, nothing more.’

‘Did I? I thought I saw her. Dressed in white. She sat at the bottom of my bed.’

‘If they were real, which they are not, they’d only live in caves and grottos.’ She laughed, not unkindly, and held out her hand to her sister. ‘They wouldn’t come and sit on an ordinary person’s bed.’

The muscles around Florence’s eyes constricted but then relaxed. She took Hélène’s hand and rose to her feet. ‘You’re right, of course. But I thought I heard her whispering.’

‘Whispering what?’

‘Horrible things,’ Florence muttered.

‘It was only a dream. You know?’

Florence hung her head. ‘Yes. Sorry.’

Her youngest sister had matured these past few years, but could still be fragile and sensitive, retaining the naiveté that characterised her as a child.

‘Just forget it,’ Hélène added and gave Florence a hug. ‘Get dressed and perhaps we can make some crêpes. We’ve still got lemons and honey.’

‘They make the wind, you know?’

‘Who do?’

‘Oh, Hélène, the demoiselles, of course. And they can calm it too … Well, that’s what I read anyway.’

Hélène bit back her irritation, but then it flared up anyway. ‘For heaven’s sake, Florence. It’s an old wives’ tale from Lourdes. Now come on, buck up.’

‘Where’s Élise gone?’ Florence asked. ‘I heard the front door.’

‘Opening her damn ‘letter box’ of course. I wish she’d stop.’

‘She won’t. She believes in what she’s doing, like you. You believe in nursing.’ Florence gave her a curious look. ‘You do, don’t you?’

Hélène walked to the door and thought about it. Did she?

‘Hélène?’

She glanced over her shoulder. ‘Sometimes, I think you’re the only one doing what you believe in.’

‘Gardening and cooking aren’t things you believe in. They’re just something to do.’

‘But you are doing what you love.’

‘I suppose …’

Now Hélène was luxuriating in a rare half hour to herself, reading The Hour Before the Dawn, a novel by Somerset Maugham. She had no sooner reached the conclusion that Dora had to be a Nazi spy, which was far too close for comfort, and was thinking about trying an Agatha Christie instead, when she heard Florence calling. Oh, blow it! Reluctantly relinquishing her book, Hélène stood up.

Just beyond the back door, the acacia tree had blossomed, its delicate jasmine-like scent floating on the breeze. Hélène took a leisurely breath of mild spring air, then moved across the little terrace which was surrounded by a low stone wall. She continued down the stone steps and along the snaking path Florence had marked when she first designed the garden.

Her sister, looking red-faced, was jiggling up and down next to a cluster of pink and purple wild orchids at the bottom of the garden, clutching a spade. Her blonde curls dusted her shoulders and were pinned back at either side of her temples, yet despite that she still looked wild.

‘What now?’ Hélène asked. ‘I was reading.’

With a perplexed expression on her face, Florence fastened her eyes on Hélène. ‘There’s something here.’

‘You’re always digging up old stuff.’

‘This is different. It looks meant. Hidden, I mean. I wasn’t intending to dig so deeply, but the ground was already loose.’ She dug the spade in again to demonstrate.

‘Crikey. Is it a grave?’

‘God, I hope not. I wondered why the earth had already been turned over, so I carried on. It looked recent, as if the visible ground had just been covered with stones, so once I started it was easy to go deeper.’

Hélène peered into the hole and saw the edge of a large metal container or cannister.

‘Let’s get it out.’

‘I tried. It’s too heavy.’

‘Give me the spade.’

Florence passed the spade over and Hélène began to dig around the box, so they’d be able to get a better grasp of it. After a few minutes, heart pumping from the effort, she stood back and pushed the damp hair from her eyes. ‘There. That should do it.’

Together they pulled at the box, which was heavier and bigger than they’d first thought, and eventually managed to lift it out of the ground and pull it up onto the grassy bank.

‘Let’s drag it up to the house.’ Florence said. ‘But can you hang on a minute? I want to cut some of the acacia flowers first. Lucille is coming later today, and I thought we’d have them then. She’s going to do my hair. And the strawberries are ready too. The Gariguettes. I’ll make a strawberry tart.’

Hélène’s mouth watered, though pastry made with hardly any wheat flour was rather like cardboard. Florence also grew Charlotte strawberries, wonderful with thick cream. Hélène stared into the distance imagining it. They had no thick cream.

Lucille Dubois was Florence’s red-haired friend who, with her mother, ran a small hairdressing salon in Sarlat. Lucille and Florence were as thick as thieves, but the girl’s mother, Sandrine, had long been a supporter of the Vichy regime and believed collaboration was the only way through this war. ‘There is no better way to show patriotism to our beloved France than to support Vichy,’ she was fond of proclaiming. Hélène and Élise were contemptuous of the Vichy supporters who would happily kiss the collective German arse. She was unsure of Lucille’s views. At nineteen she was pretty and curvaceous like her mother, with rosebud lips and the creamiest complexion with just a light dusting of freckles across her nose and on her cheeks. Perhaps a little silly and empty-headed, she giggled a lot and loved a good gossip, but Florence adored her, so they painted each other’s nails and Lucille trimmed Florence’s hair.

‘Chérie, because of what Élise is doing, Lucille can’t come at the moment,’ Hélène said, in a voice that brooked no argument.

‘She wouldn’t say anything.’

‘Listen, instead of Lucille coming, why don’t you and I try on some of Maman’s hats?’

‘Where are they? I haven’t seen them for ages.’

‘In the attic somewhere.’

Florence picked her acacia blossom and then they turned back to the metal box. It was too heavy to drag easily over the bumpy ground, but Hélène had no difficulty lifting the lid. She frowned when she saw the contents.

‘What is it?’ Florence asked. ‘Looks just like a row of wrapped up sausages.’

Hélène cautiously unwrapped the calico covering of one of the ‘sausages’. ‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ she said, grimacing.

Florence peered at it. ‘Is it plasticine? Weird grey colour.’

They stared at the assortment of pens and wires and other paraphernalia.

‘So, what’s it all for?’ Florence asked.

‘Explosives. This is what they use to make explosives.’




CHAPTER 4

Hélène was taking her anger out on the garlic and herbs she was pounding with a pestle. The three of them were sitting at the kitchen table helping Florence prepare a rabbit stew. They rarely ate, if at all, their favourite cassoulet, noisettes de’ agneau or coq au vin these days. Élise was rubbing mustard all over the jointed rabbit, which would then be left for a few hours before slow-cooking the next day. Florence was peeling potatoes.

Finishing her task, Élise leant back on her chair and put her feet up on the table.

Hélène exploded. ‘Honestly, Élise! How many times? Do you want to break another chair? And we are preparing food here.’

‘Sorry,’ Élise muttered, not looking a bit sorry, but she removed her feet from the table and straightened up, all the same.

‘So?’ Hélène asked as she glanced up from her job, still annoyed by her sister’s insouciant attitude. ‘Are you still in contact with Victor? I’m assuming it was he who asked you to bury the explosives.’

‘Of course. He saved my life.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘Well he saved me from being held at knifepoint.’

Hélène gazed down at the table to hide the dampness in her eyes. She reached out to squeeze Élise’s hand. ‘And the Maquis are properly active again, even after what’s happened?’

‘Especially after what’s happened.’

The Resistance was known locally as the Maquis. They’d fought back against the German occupiers, but many had died and there had been dreadful Nazi reprisals. After the shock of those weeks when the German Brehmer division and the BNA or Brigade Nord Africain had rained terror across the Dordogne, Hélène and her sisters were at last regaining some emotional stability. Hélène had first seen the paramilitary BNA in Sarlat’s main square, a bragging, strutting mercenary group. Violent thugs, they later found out, formed from the Paris underworld. Some had come from Morocco, but most were native Frenchmen born and bred. They wore wide belts with genuine Waffen SS buckles, navy-blue berets, dark boiler suits and sheepskin jackets. Heavily armed with machine guns, they carried pockets full of grenades which they scattered like confetti. They were evil men, who raped, killed, and tortured, indifferent to the suffering of others. They arrested civilians and Maquis alike, executed whoever they wanted, burnt homes and farmsteads, stole everything they fancied, and were hated by almost everyone. But not the collaborators, she reminded herself. Oh no. These BNA men had been let loose in the Dordogne because the Gestapo and police had been unable to control the activities of the Resistance. The Maquis had exploded bridges, blocked tunnels, attacked German military units and blown up storage depots. The BNA and the Brehmer division was the Nazi revenge.

‘I heard they’re back,’ Élise said, her voice unnaturally flat.

As Hélène recalled the day Victor had brought Élise home, her face bruised and her eyes wild with rage. Florence shivered then put her fingers in her ears. ‘La la la,’ she intoned, and Hélène gave Élise a look that implied we need to change the subject.

For as long as she reasonably could, Hélène had hoped to create a world where the war would not encroach too heavily on the lives of the sisters. She had mainly kept them safe, but ever since the day that Élise’s life had been threatened, her sister had no longer been willing to stay out of the Resistance effort.

Élise held up her hands. ‘All right. I’ll get rid of the explosives, but now let’s do the acacia fritter thing, the oil should be hot enough.’

Florence brightened instantly. ‘Call a good thing by its proper name. It’s called beignets de fleurs d’acacia.’ She had already washed the clusters of flowers and put them in a bowl with sugar and a few drops of what was left of their Armagnac. Now she prepared the batter, mixing a little of their precious flour, egg, milk and some water, and then she dipped the blossoms into the mix. After deep-frying them, she sprinkled them with sugar and the sisters happily devoured the lot.

Their house had always been a house of happiness, though a little damp when they’d first arrived, and the garden had been a wilderness. Now, especially when Florence concocted these treats for them, these wartime evenings meant so much. Being cloistered like this after curfew brought them closer and it helped push back the now endemic fear. Back at the beginning, they’d known nothing of waiting and praying, of fearing the worst, and lying awake at night with no idea what the morning would bring. And even after July 1940, when their country had been invaded and defeated by Nazi Germany, and France had been split into two regions, they had still not suffered an Axis military presence. Not until the Nazis also occupied their so-called free zone in November 1942. Then that was it; Vichy France was occupied too. And then the invasion and demoralisation of their world had become complete. It had been a devastating blow.

‘Hélène and I are going to try on Maman’s hats,’ Florence said, glancing at Élise as she was wiping a trace of crispy batter from her lips. ‘You want to join in?’

While Hélène and Élise went up to the attic to find the hats, Florence remained in the kitchen to take care of the washing up. With an attached pantry and laundry, painted blue cupboards, and ancient pine table with a mismatch of wooden chairs, the kitchen had always been the heart of the house and Florence loved it.

On the ground floor was the main hallway from which rose the impressive staircase, the ‘drawing room’ which their mother always insisted was the correct term, though for the sisters it was usually just a ‘sitting room’. Hélène rarely played their upright piano as the piano tuner had gone to war in 1939, so it was now completely out of tune. There was also a small study, and another room the girls used as their sewing room and office, which led to what had once been the servant’s staircase.

When they first arrived, the sisters had made striped blue-and-white curtains and pretty lampshades and scatter cushions of every colour. Nothing matched. Classic, richly coloured Persian rugs, most of which their mother had bought years before, lay on the uneven oak floorboards of their bedrooms, and paler flat-woven French Aubusson rugs with elegant, flowing, floral patterns belonged in the sitting room.

Now, at the top of the stairs, Hélène shoved and pushed and eventually managed to release the ladder up into the dusty attic to look for their mother’s hats. Then she and Élise climbed up. Prior to their arrival, so much junk had already been stored in the attic that – save for looking for any important paperwork – they’d never felt the urge to sort it out properly. They decided to make a start by looking inside a couple of large trunks in case the hats were there. As Hélène lifted the lid, she saw the first trunk seemed to contain mainly kitchenware and no hats at all. All the same, she dug out a yellow enamelled jug, rusting at the edges, a set of blue-and-yellow striped café au lait bowls, two ancient decorative charcuterie platters, a set of six light blue enamel canisters, a typical French butter dish or crock and some hand-thrown stoneware. Then Hélène lifted out a porcelain chamber pot decorated with pink roses around its rim.

‘Roses. How nice. Pity they can’t mask the smell.’

They both laughed.

Élise bent over the trunk. ‘Look. There’s heaps of copper stuff in here too.’

She handed Hélène a copper coffee pot, then an old cafetière, a large jam pot, and a kettle. ‘Florence will love these once they’re cleaned up.’

‘Florence loves anything old,’ Hélène said as she worked, although she valued Florence’s work in the kitchen and in their garden. Florence grew most of their food, cooked their meals, made their gorgeous strawberry jam and their scented soap too. Meat, pasta, sugar and bread were all rationed, but as long as the Nazis didn’t requisition their produce – or know what they had hidden – the girls were relatively well fed. Florence hid their seed potatoes under a water barrel in the laundry and had created more hiding places for their eggs and other precious foods outside, a crime for which she could be arrested. Men were allowed cigarette coupons and four litres of wine a month, but chocolate was like gold dust. Hélène would have given anything for chocolate. Butter was highly prized, and Florence made rather thin – but pure – white butter from their goats’ milk, cheese too, and concocted remedies from herbs she grew, which was why Hélène and Élise affectionately referred to her as their ‘little witch’.

Élise picked out an ancient cooking basin and a ceramic wine jug. ‘And I could use these in the café,’ she added.

Hélène sighed. ‘You’re opening properly again? I didn’t realise. Isn’t that a bit mad?’

‘Be mad not to,’ Élise said, meeting her gaze but then changing the touchy subject. ‘Shall we lower all this in baskets? I’ll nip down and get a couple.’

As Hélène watched her sister go, anxiety lodged inside her. She had prayed her sister would not go down this route again, or at least just let it be a café and nothing more. She distracted herself by opening the top drawer of an old chest. Some fraying linens, a blue woollen blanket and some worn towels were neatly folded inside it. The second drawer contained more of the same, but in the third she spotted swathes of discoloured tissue paper and, wrapped inside, something red and shiny. She pulled gently and when it revealed itself, she whistled. A crimson dress, silky to the touch. She ran her fingers over it, caressing the fabric as she held it up. Too small for her. The strapless bodice was still intact and beautifully boned, but as she lifted it, the long skirt fell into dozens of ribbons, lifting and floating as she held it against her body. The skirt had been sliced and sliced, over and over.

Élise’s head appeared at the top of the ladder. ‘Gracious, where did you find that?’

Hélène pointed at the chest of drawers as her sister fully entered the attic, then she held the dress out. ‘It’s been cut. Destroyed.’ She shook her head. ‘Try it up against you.’

Élise took it and held it against herself, then she smiled. ‘My size.’

‘Yes.’

‘Let’s get these two baskets filled and show the stuff to Florence.’

‘We haven’t found the hats.’

‘Maybe later. I’ll take the dress downstairs …’ Her voice trailed off and she paused for a moment. ‘Hélène, are you all right?’

Hélène was standing motionless and staring into the distance, feeling bewildered and a bit dazed.

‘Hélène?’

Hélène blinked. ‘I …’

‘What happened? You looked weird.’

‘I felt scared suddenly.’

‘Why?’

‘Not sure. Something came back to me.’

‘From when?’

‘A long time ago. I was on my own in the dark. I think I may have seen the dress before.’

‘Here, in France?’

‘I don’t know.’




CHAPTER 5

Florence

The next couple of days were stunningly beautiful and warm, too. Florence had decided she would dig up a new patch of the garden currently overrun by brambles. She loved the garden, especially with summer on its way, when it would be overflowing with fruit: apples, pears, figs and plums, although she had to promptly bottle everything and hide it from German patrols in search of food. Once she had closed the door, she pruned a little of the honeysuckle climbing the back wall of the house. Nothing evoked summer as much as the intoxicating scent of honeysuckle, and soon the wall would be swathed in clusters of golden flowers.

She walked down the path, the sound of a chirping house sparrow following her, then slid down a sharp slope leading to stony ground at the bottom of the garden – an area hidden from the house and largely left to go wild. They could always do with more vegetables and the Nazis would never notice anything she grew down there, so would be unlikely to seize it. The starlings were singing, and a soft breeze blew the long grasses about. She filled her lungs with gorgeous fresh air and felt energised as she watched a buzzard flying overhead as it headed towards the whistling call of another. A pair of brown and white butterflies hovered over the wild red poppies, the candytuft too, now a beautiful deep lilac, and the subtler looking, but more pungent, spike lavender. Nothing made her happier than looking forward to when the meadows would be full of lavender and heather.

She felt grateful to be alive, watching the butterflies, enchanted at feeling the true spirit of the place unspoilt by war. She never wanted to leave. Of course, she was sick of the war like everyone else, but she relished every moment of peace that came her way. She threw her arms up in the air and whirled around and didn’t mind her sisters thinking her whimsical. Bewitched by the sounds of a phantom orchestra, she danced as if she were Titania, in a pale flowing gown, surrounded by Peaseblossom, Cobweb, Moth and Mustardseed. A Midsummer Night’s Dream had always been her favourite Shakespeare play and the Queen of the Fairies her favourite character.

But she could be dogged too, so after a few moments of glorying in her dream world, she put on her most robust gardening gloves and began pulling back the brambles and removing stones. Before long, feeling boiling hot, she glanced about to ensure nobody was in sight, peeled off her blouse, then stripped down to her underskirt.

Once the brambles and most of the stones were gone, she began to dig. She had covered only about a metre of the patch when she heard someone cough. She straightened up and froze when she spotted a young clean-cut, blonde man looking at her from the track running along the bottom of the garden, a blackbird hopping around a rucksack at his feet. This was the track the hunters, with their sights on wild boar and deer, used before the war, their tall hunting platforms now sometimes hijacked by the Maquis as lookout posts. From the look of his immaculate clothes, she was certain he was neither a hunter, nor a maquisard. Feeling the heat of the sun on the back of her neck, she grabbed the blouse and skirt she had cast off so recklessly, then lifted her hair and retied her ponytail.

He turned away while she dressed.

When she was ready, he smiled and held out a bottle. ‘Lemonade. Do have some.’

She stared at him in confusion.

‘I won’t bite,’ he said, and she saw he had beautiful blue eyes the colour of a summer sky.

When he could see she was not responding, he backed away. ‘I’m so sorry. Forgive me. I am disturbing you. You just looked so hot.’ Fluent as his French was, Florence heard something in his accent and frowned.

‘Are you German?’ she asked.

He seemed to gulp before he spoke. ‘I’m afraid so.’

‘Your French—’

He interrupted. ‘I know. I’m a translator. It’s in my interest to speak good French … my love for the language is now the only way I manage to keep away from the front lines.’ He looked around them. ‘Your garden?’

She hesitated before speaking. Was this wise? Could he be after information or something? But then she saw the candid expression in his eyes. There was nothing wrong in talking to him, surely? ‘Me and my sisters live here,’ she eventually said. ‘I’m the gardener though. And thank you. I would love some lemonade.’

He passed her the bottle and they both sat on a fallen tree trunk. She drank deeply then passed it back to him.

He sniffed the air. ‘Lemon verbena, I think.’

‘Yes.’ She pointed at the lime-green leaves of the plant just a few feet from where they sat. ‘You know your plants?’ she asked.

‘I am a keen gardener. It runs in the family. I could help you,’ he said, pointing at the spade. ‘If you have another one.’

‘Really? I do have a digging fork.’

‘Excellent. Together we will break the back.’

She laughed. ‘I hope not literally.’

Then she rose to her feet, nipped up to the shed and within a couple of minutes was handing him the fork.

He took off his jacket, rolled up his shirtsleeves and, as they began working together, Florence examined her feelings. Here he was, a stranger and a German, offering to help and she had accepted. People would think she was mad. She paused mid-dig and glanced at his well-scrubbed hands. His hands, with long, elegant fingers and neatly cut nails, didn’t look as if they were accustomed to manual work.

He noticed. ‘Anything wrong?’

‘I’m just trying to decide if you’re going to murder me and chop me up into little pieces with my spade.’

He laughed. ‘How did you guess?’

She shook her head. ‘Let’s get this finished.’

For another hour they carried on in what felt like companionable silence.

When he straightened up, he took a long slow breath and rubbed his shoulder muscles, his face red now from the physical exertion.

‘Shall we sit in the shade?’ he asked.

‘Let’s. Any more lemonade?’ They may not be able to enjoy everything they’d once had, she thought, but she was going to make the best of things.

He dug in his rucksack and came up with another bottle. ‘I have sandwiches too.’

‘You came prepared.’

‘I like to walk in the countryside, and I have a few days off.’

‘Lucky for me. Shall we go into the woods? It’ll be much cooler.’

They meandered through the dappled sunshine, passing scatterings of periwinkles and wood anemones until they reached Florence’s favourite picnic place. The girls had found the clearing long ago and had constructed a roughly hewn table and bench. The beauty of it was that at any time of day, it remained cool.

‘It’s beautiful here all year round,’ she said. ‘But I think my favourite might be autumn when you find swathes of tiny pink cyclamen carpeting the woods.’

He smiled then glanced back into the trees and, hearing something, put a finger to his lips.

‘A roe deer, I think,’ he said after a moment, and then unpacked the picnic from his rucksack.

‘I’ve been looking out for a civet cat. Some people claim to have seen them, but I haven’t. Plenty of foxes, badgers and rabbits. Weasels and stoats too.’

Florence felt an affinity with the woodland animals, sometimes even imagining that their wild energy coursed through her own veins. As a child in Richmond, she’d tried to save an injured fox, but sadly it had died and she’d been inconsolable.

‘Do you fish in the river?’ he asked, interrupting her thoughts.

‘Yes, although I’m not too good at it. My sister is better.’

He tilted his head as he looked at her. ‘I like to fish.’

‘So,’ she said, between mouthfuls of a rather good cheese baguette. ‘Where do you come from in Germany? Do you live in the countryside?’

‘We are from Munich, but my favourite place in Germany is Lichtenstein Castle in Baden-Württemberg. People call it the fairy-tale castle of Württemberg. It’s built on the edge of a cliff and overlooks the Echaz valley.’

She smiled at his choice. ‘You must be a romantic, I think.’

He inclined his head as if to say perhaps.

‘Where else is beautiful in Germany? I’ve never been and I’m afraid most of us French think it must be a very ugly country.’

His eyes looked sad. ‘I understand,’ he said quietly.

‘Do you?’

‘I think I do. Not every German is a Nazi.’

She thought about it. Of course, there had to be Germans who weren’t fascists and who didn’t agree with what Hitler was doing.

‘So why aren’t you?’ she asked. ‘A Nazi, I mean.’

He looked up at the sky as if in search of an answer.

‘Looking for castles in the air?’ she said. ‘Or avoiding the question?’

His blue eyes sparked in response and she felt so drawn to him. Despite everything she knew about the Nazis, she felt sure he was different. He was gentle, sensitive, and he loved animals and gardens. Her sisters would not approve, and she had to question herself too, but a man like that couldn’t be vicious and cruel like the rest of them.

‘Well,’ he continued. ‘I love my country just as you must love yours, but I cannot condone what is happening.’

She understood. It must be hard to tread such an uncomfortable line. She changed the subject. ‘Have you been to Beynac castle? It’s one of the most famous of the Périgord and was the stronghold of us French during the Hundred Years war.’

He shook his head. ‘Maybe you could show Beynac to me?’ he suggested.

She hesitated.

‘Sorry, I am, of course, being too forward. Anyway, it has been so lovely to meet you. By the way, I’m Anton,’ he said, extending his hand and rising to his feet.

She stood and shook his hand. ‘Very pleased to meet you.’

‘And you?’

‘Ah yes, of course, I’m Florence Baudin.’

See, she said to herself, as he picked up his rucksack and turned to leave, and she walked back up to the house. Good things can still happen.




CHAPTER 6

Hélène

Hélène walked home from work wearily, feeling extremely hungry, looking forward to a bath and then a quiet night by the fire. But when she arrived, she saw the back gate had been left wide open again. It was annoying. You couldn’t be too careful these days. She went inside the house and glanced around for Florence who would normally be in the kitchen at this time preparing their supper. Maybe she had already made it? She spotted a pot left beside the cooker and lifted the lid to sniff the contents. Still warm, it smelt delicious. She picked up the wooden spoon lying nearby, dipped it in and licked. Florence’s garlicky lentil soup with her own secret herb combination was a firm favourite. It was all Hélène could do to stop herself grabbing a bowl and helping herself, but she felt it only right they should all eat together whenever possible. Sticking to the family traditions as best they could helped preserve the illusion of normality in their increasingly difficult lives.

She rolled her shoulders to relieve the stiffness from hours spent hunched over Hugo’s desk sorting out the patients’ files, went through to the hall to hang up her jacket and then glanced into the sitting room. Florence had painted the dark old-fashioned furniture Claudette had inherited in pale shades of blue, green and cream, including a nineteenth-century French bibliothèque, or library. There was a chic bureau, their mother’s favourite, and she’d re-covered a sweet little repose-pied in floral fabric. She had also painted the beams a rustic red, an idea Hélène had fought but, in the end, she had to admit it added to the charm. Neither of her sisters were in there, so she went back through the hall, glancing in the mirror as she did. Goodness, she looked a mess. She raised a hand to smooth down her hair but stopped when she heard whispering coming from upstairs.

Feeling a momentary unease, she ran up the winding staircase. At the top she found the trapdoor to the grenier, or attic, hanging open and Florence doing her best to conceal someone who was crouching on the floor behind her skirt. The attic ladder had been pulled halfway down.

‘What on earth?’ Hélène said.

‘It’s stuck,’ her youngest sister replied, as if that was the point, which it clearly was not.

Incensed, Hélène glared at her sister. ‘Who the hell is he? And what is he doing here?’

‘Well,’ Florence puffed out her cheeks, her expression defiant. ‘I found him trying to hide in our shed and I wanted to put him in the attic.’

The person behind Florence rose to his feet and Hélène saw a thin young man, looking no more than about seventeen and wearing a German soldier’s uniform. He was trembling, his cheeks smeared with mud, his dirty short blonde hair sticking up on end and his blue eyes wild with terror.

‘Oh my good God, is he a German soldier?’ Hélène demanded, blinking rapidly at the sight of him. ‘Is he armed?’

‘I checked. He’s not. His says his name is Tomas. He doesn’t speak much French or English. I think he’s delirious.’

‘I just can’t believe this.’ Hélène folded her arms over her stomach.

‘We have to help him.’

‘Florence, don’t be an idiot, we can’t keep him here.’

‘We have to. He’ll be shot if we don’t. He’s run away from Toulouse.’

Hélène heard a noise and turned to see Élise climbing the stairs. This morning Élise had plaited her thick chestnut hair, then coiled and pinned it at the back of her head but now strands of it were flying loosely around her face. When she reached the small landing, her eyes widened. ‘What the hell is a German soldier doing in our house?’ she hissed.

The cowering boy immediately raised his hands in surrender and Hélène saw a wet patch spreading between his legs.

Oh Lord, she thought.

‘He ran away,’ Florence muttered, as she stepped forward to defend him.

‘You mean he’s a deserter.’ To take a proper look at the boy, Élise nudged her sister back a step or two.

Florence stuck out her lower lip. ‘I didn’t want to use that word. It sounds bad.’

‘Sounds bad. Is bad. Bad for him, bad for us,’ Élise replied. ‘Time to turn him over to the Maquis.’

Hélène intervened, attempting a tone of calm assurance she didn’t feel. ‘No. We must simply inform the authorities.’

Both girls turned on her and spoke in unison. ‘No!’ and, ‘Over my dead body!’

Florence shook her head and added. ‘Not the military police.’

Hélène sighed in exasperation. Was it always to be like this? When their mother had first proposed the idea of the three sisters coming to live here, Hélène had been excited by the idea of doing as she wished, painting when she wanted, eating when she wanted. Instead, very quickly, she’d had to earn a living as a nurse, working for Hugo, their village doctor, while trying to keep the younger two girls under control. And, of course, back then nobody had believed there would be another war so soon.

‘Take him to the Maquis,’ Élise insisted, while Florence began tugging at the ladder again.

Spots of colour appeared on Florence’s cheeks. ‘They’ll kill him,’ she said, turning on her sister, her eyes beginning to dampen with tears.

There were a few moments of strained silence.

‘Right,’ Hélène said, finally reaching a decision. ‘We will put him in the attic. I can’t see what else we can humanely do.’

‘Oh, thank you.’ Florence flung her arms around Hélène.

Élise threw her hands up in the air. ‘Why is she always the one to say?’

‘Shut up, Élise. She decides because—’

‘Only tonight,’ Hélène interjected. ‘While we work out what to do. Florence, you get him something to eat. Can we spare some lentil soup? He looks famished.’

‘So now we’re voluntarily feeding the damn Germans,’ Élise muttered. ‘And how do we know he hasn’t got a gun? He might be a spy.’

‘He’s hardly more than a child. Look at him. And Florence already checked. No gun.’

‘He stinks.’

‘May have been sleeping rough for days.’

‘He’s properly starving. Look at the hollows under his eyes,’ Florence added.

The boy’s frightened eyes were darting from sister to sister, understanding a disagreement was taking place but with no idea what they were saying.

Just then they heard a car arriving and the sisters exchanged anxious glances. It was almost time for the curfew so this could not be good.

‘Should we turn off the lamps?’ Florence whispered.

‘Too late. Get him into the attic quickly. I’ll go down.’

As Florence began to speak again, Hélène put a finger to her lips and edged down the stairs.

In the kitchen the shutters were closed but a tiny sliver of light from the kitchen could usually be detected outside. Unless there was a full moon. Was there? Hélène didn’t think so. For a few moments she heard nothing but then came the sound of footsteps on the cobblestone path leading to the back door. More than one person, she thought. German soldiers come for their deserter? Something even worse? She stood listening at the door. Please God not those BNA devils back again.




CHAPTER 7

Once Hélène heard the familiar knock, two taps, a pause, then three more taps she knew it was a friend and breathed more easily. She allowed a few more minutes to pass, but when she finally opened the door, she was surprised to see not only the doctor’s wife, Marie, looking a little flustered, but with her, an unknown man. A fair-haired, rugged-looking man with a sandy moustache, wearing civilian clothing and shouldering a rucksack.

‘He’s SOE, I’m afraid,’ Marie said, pushing back pins into her loosening bun of greying dark hair and nodding at Élise and Florence as they entered the kitchen. ‘I’m sorry, Hélène, I know bringing him here is risky for you, but I have no choice.’

Hélène felt sick, but she shot Élise an enquiring look, and with the slightest of nods her sister narrowed her eyes to let her know the German deserter was now safely hidden in the attic. Better hope he keeps quiet, she thought.

‘Special Operations,’ the stranger added.

Hélène focused on the man. She would have to quiz him about England. She’d had to do this before, but had vowed never to do it again. And yet here he was. ‘British, then?’ she said.

‘English. And you sound English as well. Surely you’re not?’

The sisters all shook their heads, but only Florence answered. ‘We’re French,’ she said.

He raised his brow and whistled. ‘So, you young ladies are all bilingual?’

‘None of us are ladies,’ Hélène said.

‘Speak for yourself,’ Florence said with a laugh.

‘Anyway,’ Élise spoke over them. ‘When we lived in England, we spoke French at home with our parents and English at school.’

‘Could be useful.’

Hélène pulled out a chair. ‘Would you care to sit?’

He grinned. ‘Damn right I would. Any chance of a beer?’

‘What about home-made wine?’ Florence smiled sweetly and picked up an already opened bottle to show him. ‘Plum digestif.’

He gave her the thumbs up. ‘Anything. Just as long as it’s alcohol.’

‘Marie, won’t you sit down?’ Hélène said and put an arm around the older woman’s shoulders.

Marie shook her head and kissed Hélène on the cheek. ‘It’s fine, I can stand.’

‘So why are you here?’ Hélène asked, looking at the Englishman.

‘Two nights ago, I was dropped into the area by parachute. Made a bad landing, but Bill, my partner, is missing. Been searching for him but with the place crawling with Nazis, well …’ He shrugged. ‘I spent all night in a tree right under the noses of the German search party. Took a bit of a tumble climbing down, but luckily Marie here picked me up and I’ve been at the doctor’s surgery since last night.’

Hélène noticed his wrist was bandaged. ‘Doctor Hugo?’

‘Yep. But it’s nothing,’ he said. ‘Just a scratch.’

‘A scratch that needed stitches,’ Marie added.

Hélène observed him as he talked. Clearly physically and mentally robust, there was an ease about him. He had an open, honest-looking face too and his green eyes seemed candid. There was no way this man was a German spy.

‘So, for security, I need to ask you a few questions,’ she said. ‘Can you tell me what the Seven Years’ War was?’

‘French and British fighting over North American land rights.’

‘And who won?’

‘We did, of course, although I suppose I should say you did not, since you say you’re French. Are you?’

Hélène narrowed her eyes. ‘If you don’t mind, I’m asking the questions. Tell me, what’s the largest lake in England?’

He gave her a mock chastised look. ‘In England? That’s Windermere, in the Lake District.’

She asked a few more questions, all of which he answered impeccably.

‘And where do you come from?’

‘Cirencester in Gloucestershire.’

‘And your school?’

‘I was a boarder at Cheltenham College.’

‘What road is it on?’

‘Bath Road. Is that it? Do I pass?’

She smiled. ‘You pass.’

The sisters already knew of SOE who’d been dropped by parachute, both in their area and further north and east. And if the talk they heard was true, he, like the others, would be there to prepare the Resistance for direct action.

‘What do we call you?’

‘Jack. You can call me Jack.’

Marie had been leaning against the wall and watching with half-closed eyes. Now she spoke. ‘The thing is, Hélène …’ She paused as if preparing herself. ‘Can you keep him here for a few days, until it’s safe for him to move on?’

Hélène felt as if a cord had suddenly tightened around her throat. She sucked in her breath then let out the air slowly.

‘Well?’ Marie said.

Hélène couldn’t speak. She just stood there chewing the inside of her cheek and staring at the floor. Why was Marie asking her to do this? It was impossible.

‘No,’ she eventually said, glancing up. ‘It’s too much of a risk. We can’t. Marie, you know we can’t.’

She felt her sisters growing increasingly tense too. Dangerous enough to house an SOE at any time and she’d always resisted anything like this before. But it was totally impossible with a German deserter currently hiding in their attic. When Florence began to speak, Hélène shushed her, then she glanced at Élise, who shrugged. Hélène knew she would have to be the one to decide.

‘Can’t he stay with you? Or in one of the safe houses?’ she asked, not expecting a positive response.

‘That was the plan, but as there are more Gestapo around at the moment, we can’t safely move him. Normally I wouldn’t ask you, but the surgery and clinic are too central. Hugo thinks his injury needs to heal a little before he moves on.’

Hélène thought of the doctor’s beautiful eighteenth-century townhouse overlooking the main square in the medieval part of the village of Sainte-Cécile, with its pretty fountain and ancient church nearby. The house had the same golden stone walls as their own house and the same breathtaking view of the Dordogne river that ran through the heart of the Périgord Noir. Inside, the old fireplaces and wood-beamed ceilings, along with the original parquet flooring, made the house feel like a home from home for Hélène. And she had spent many lunch breaks sitting in the pretty, walled rose garden with Marie, nursing an aperitif and chatting about life. But it really was in the heart of the village and quite likely would be watched.

‘What about his missing partner?’ she asked Marie.

‘Could be already captured. Maybe it’s why the Gestapo have arrived.’

Jack gave her an affronted look. ‘Bill would never spill the beans. We’ve both been active in France before. This is our second trip.’

Hélène closed her eyes for a moment wishing the German boy in the attic would have vanished by the time she opened them again.

Hélène beckoned Élise to follow her and they went out into the hall and exchanged worried looks. ‘What the hell?’ Élise whispered.

‘I know. What are we going to do?’

‘I think we’ll have to let him stay.’	

‘He will hear us going up and down to the attic. What shall we do about Tomas?’

‘I can still hand Tomas over to the Maquis.’

‘Élise. He’s only a kid,’ Hélène pleaded.

‘A German kid.’

‘Think about if it was one of ours lost and alone in Germany.’

‘Well he can hardly remain here, can he? Not now.’

‘Maybe we should just tell Jack the truth.’

Élise gave her an exasperated look. ‘You’re mad.’

‘He seems a decent sort.’ Hélène felt herself redden.

‘Hélène Rosemarie Baudin, I do believe you’ve taken a shine to him.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘So, where are we going to put him?’

‘For now? In your room at the back.’

Élise frowned. ‘Why mine?’

‘It’s obvious and you know it. Yours has its own staircase and he’s less likely to hear us going up to the attic from there.’

‘And what about me?’

‘Come in with me.’

‘Share a bed with you? No way. You snore and wriggle. And I need my beauty sleep.’ She stuck out her lips in an exaggerated pout.

Hélène laughed. ‘That’ll be the day. Anyway, there’s the camp bed.’

Élise sighed grumpily.

‘Thank you, darling.’

They returned to the kitchen.

‘Very well,’ Hélène said and could see how closely Jack was observing her. ‘He can stay for a day or two.’

He winked at her. ‘Thank you, ma’am.’

‘I must get back to Hugo,’ Marie said and kissed each of the sisters on the cheeks before making for the door.

‘Be careful,’ they all chorused.

‘You too, mes chéries,’ she said, then took her leave.




CHAPTER 8

Florence

After the others went up, Florence knew she wouldn’t settle to sleep, couldn’t imagine being able to rest while her mind was racing. She felt disturbed at having two unknown men in the house, and the dreadful scenarios she kept imagining would only keep her awake because there wasn’t a lock on her door. Everyone had always said she was too highly strung and too impulsive. Florence didn’t agree. It was true that sometimes she could be a little more wistful than her sisters, but in her view Élise was equally impulsive, only in a different way. But Jack seemed trustworthy, didn’t he? And although the trapdoor to the attic usually just clicked in place, tonight they had bolted it on the landing side, so Tomas couldn’t get out even if he wanted to. She comforted herself with that.

In the kitchen, she pulled out one of her mother’s old, dog-eared recipe books. She didn’t need recipes; knew all her favourites by heart and, since the war, had invented some of her own too, but right now she couldn’t decide what to bake.

She flicked through the pages, her mouth watering at the delicious possibilities: baba au rhum, gâteau Basque, petit fours. Most demanded flour, sadly in short supply, but eventually she came across a recipe for Périgordian walnut cake. She tied on her apron, checked which ingredients she could lay her hands on, and wondered why she’d never thought to bake this one before.

Walnuts grew locally, butter she made from their goats’ milk, and she had eggs, although not much sugar. A little honey left in a jar one of the old boys in the village had given Hélène as a thank you. Hélène’s work often resulted in handy little gifts: fruits, cheese, duck eggs, even the occasional rabbit or pheasant. Florence collected the ingredients and the tools then began by grinding the walnuts into the consistency of breadcrumbs. As she imagined the delicious aroma of a freshly baked cake, she was soothed by the thought of her sisters finding it in the morning.

She knew it had been rash to bring the German soldier boy into the house, but she couldn’t have just left him outside to starve to death or tried to shoo him away, could she? He was so young, even younger than her, and she’d always been unable to stop herself rescuing hurt animals or mice and birds from the cats. It didn’t mean she wasn’t scared though. Her mind flitted to the other German, Anton, the one she’d met when she’d been digging in the garden. She had to admit she’d found him sympathetic.

Well, she’d probably never see him again, so she turned her attention once more to the cake. In a separate bowl she whisked the honey and butter, then stirred in the ground walnuts
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