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Chapter 1

June 1944

It would only take the crack of a twig to give Marguerite away as she crept through the park in the dead of night. Even the unexpected crunch of leaves beneath her feet would be enough to reveal her position, but still she continued, bravely placing one foot in front of the other as she ventured into the unknown darkness.

The Allied air raids had continued along the Cote d’Azur until the early hours, leaving the night thick with the smell of cordite and distant fires. The bombs, scattered with abandon by the RAF Lancasters, had turned over the beaches and destroyed homes, as if the people weren’t suffering enough under the German Occupation.

She’d waited for the all-clear before slipping out, cycling through the least trodden streets in the quietest part of the town, clinging to her breath as if the release of it would somehow betray her. It was long after curfew and she’d taken a risk, keeping her head down while she locked her bicycle to a lamp post, her feet brisk as she slipped through a gap in the fence and made her way to the remotest corner of the park. Once a destination for lovers’ trysts it was now a place of quiet abandon. Since the Occupation, not even the greatest passion was worth the danger of being caught out after curfew by a German patrol.

Now, Marguerite waited at the appointed place, the pine cones giving way under her shoes like the moulding carcasses of rats as she shuffled from foot to foot, trying to shake off the cold and the fear, a shadow among the shadows in her black mackintosh, her hair shrouded in a crow-black scarf. With her head down and her eyes lowered she could have been anyone of any age, her war-starved figure giving away a girlishness as much as it could have indicated an old woman.

The person she was there to meet wouldn’t try to recognise her. In this case, it would be the opposite. This was how things went. When anonymity could be the key to survival, it was too dangerous even to exchange glances. A brown envelope, passing from one gloved hand to another, was all that was needed. Under these circumstances, there’d be no mistaking anyone or their purpose when that was what they were there for. At this time of night, and in this occupied land, who else would be brave enough to venture out and with what intent?

In the event of a bombing raid, it was a known rule that a pre-arranged meeting would be rescheduled to take place exactly one hour after the all-clear sounded. And so here she was, waiting. She’d gambled that the enemy patrols wouldn’t be out so soon after a raid. For all their bluster, the Germans were cowards when it came to facing the threat of Allied bombs. This was what she told herself as she listened for footsteps breaking the silence in a way that wouldn’t be noticed by anyone apart from those who were alert to them.

But this time she’d made the wrong guess. Suddenly, a beam of light swept the ground in front of her, barely missing the corner where she hid, the quiet broken by the bark of salivating Alsatians, their throats constrained as they pulled at the lead.

Marguerite snatched a breath. Somewhere to the right, she saw a tall shadow and heard the slip of a shoe unbalanced by the unexpected angle of a sharp stone. At the same moment, a burst of rough German voices demanded to know who was there. It was the dogs, smelling her fear, that had alerted them.

She held herself rigid against a tree, defying the swaying arc of light from their torch as it swung across the low growing shrubs and the empty flower beds. Surely the soldiers wouldn’t risk their pristine uniforms climbing through the overgrowth of thorns or dirty their boots among the decay of last year’s leaves? Still the dogs barked, the sound sharp and insistent as they stood on their hind legs, straining at the lead and refusing to give up.

The tall shadow moved closer, black-coated and stealthy in the darkness. Whoever it was, it wasn’t her contact, whose small silhouette always appeared in the shape of a woman. This was unmistakably a man.

There it went again, the glare of the searchlight, getting nearer with each sweep. Marguerite swallowed her fear, feeling the soft crack of the envelope tucked in the waistband of her skirt. If they took one more step, she’d no longer be in shadow. She’d no longer be able to pretend she was part of the undergrowth.

The soldiers were so close now she could smell their cheap hair oil. She could pick out the sound of the dogs’ claws scratching the earth to gain traction. It would only be a matter of seconds before one of the animals caught the movement of her lips, the rare blink of her eyelids.

And in that passing second, as the German voices shouted, the man in the black coat stepped in front of her, blocking her from the sight of the soldiers. He was a good head and shoulders taller, his body looming large as he tried to hide her. His gesture could have been an assault, but Marguerite had no choice but to trust him.

‘Kiss me.’

Instantly, she felt the dizzying press of his lips against hers, the rigid form of his lean body creating a barricade between her and the approaching soldiers as he wrapped himself around her. All at once the dogs were silent, the tread of the soldiers’ boots vanished as the world spun, and all she could hear was the rapid beating of her own heart, all she could feel was the heat of the stranger’s body as his passion overwhelmed her.

But there was no denying the presence of the three soldiers or their jeers as they enjoyed the spectacle. Eventually, the stranger stepped back and looked over his shoulder at the uniformed men standing only a few steps away, their torch focused on Marguerite’s face as she gasped for breath.

Faced with the aggressors, the stranger coolly took out a handkerchief and wiped Marguerite’s red lipstick from his mouth before pushing it back into his pocket, never once letting go of her.

‘What are you doing out after curfew?’

The smallest of the soldiers barked the question, his diminutive stature inspiring his vitriol. The German army were so desperate for soldiers these days that even the feeblest seemed to pass muster.

The stranger pulled Marguerite closer into his body. ‘Isn’t it obvious what we’re doing?’

The soldier laughed, skimming his boots along the ground. ‘You know I should arrest you for this?’

‘For what? For making love to a beautiful woman? When did that become a crime?’

The soldier looked Marguerite up and down in a way that made her skin crawl, but it could have been worse. He could have insisted on searching her.

‘Is there anything else we can help you with?’

He was pushing his luck with the soldiers, but after the way he’d come to her rescue, she’d forgive him anything.

The soldier considered Marguerite as if she were a carcass in a butcher’s window. ‘I’ll let you off this time. Go home to bed. You’re making the rest of us jealous.’

Before Marguerite could promise to obey them, the soldiers disappeared. The black-coated stranger, who she now thought of as her saviour, released his grip, the tension in his body finally easing as they found themselves alone.

‘Are you alright?’

Even in the blackout, she could see the startling blue of his eyes, the thick sweep of hair beneath his fedora.

‘Thank you for coming to my rescue.’

‘I think we rescued each other.’

The night air felt colder as he stepped away from her, creating a respectable distance between them. Suddenly, he was the polite stranger he was meant to be and not a passionate lover at all.

‘Given the circumstances, it’s probably best we don’t introduce ourselves.’

She nodded, pushing down the disappointment that he didn’t want to know more about her, that he could kiss her with such intensity and pretend it had never happened.

‘It’s not safe for you to be out alone. Will you let me walk you home?’

They left the park, crossing the road to where Marguerite had chained her bicycle to a lamp post.

‘I’ll be fine from here.’

He’d never tell her what he was doing in the park at such an hour and she knew better than to ask. He could be anyone from anywhere, and not knowing who he was had to be unimportant. They’d saved each other when it mattered and that was all there was.

He looked left and right, listening for the sounds of soldiers in the blackout, but the street was deserted. ‘Are you sure?’

She nodded, trying to show she was more certain than she felt.

He lifted his hat and said goodnight, his eyes lingering on her for longer than was necessary as she climbed onto her bicycle and pushed down hard on the pedal.

Gathering speed, she continued along the street, frustrated that her mission had been thwarted, wondering if the stranger was still there and not daring to look back, not daring to betray her desperate need to know if he was still watching her.




Chapter 2

Marguerite was leaning her bicycle against the stone wall of the old farmhouse when Simone appeared at the front door, her eyes wide in the moonlight.

‘Is everything alright? You’ve been gone so long.’

‘I wasn’t able to complete the handover. I was almost caught by a German patrol.’

‘Were you followed?’

Marguerite pressed her finger to her lips, urging silence as she ushered Simone inside. Although their nearest neighbours were five hundred metres down the lane, it didn’t do to discuss these matters where there was the slightest chance someone could overhear. Even in this isolated place, uncertainty had led to denunciations over the smallest things; the keeping of hens, the perceived possession of an abundance of fruit on the apple trees.

It was a relief to be in the cool dark embrace of the old farmhouse. Marguerite took her shoes off at the door, instantly soothed by the chill of the stone flags beneath her feet. The house had stood for over two hundred years, giving it an atmosphere of solidity and steadfastness that always reassured her. For a decade, it had been her refuge and a place of inspiration for her paintings. Over time, her soul had become as entwined with it as the wild rosemary that grew in clumps in every dry corner of the garden.

She closed the door quietly and gave Simone a hug, reassuring her that she hadn’t been followed.

‘You look tired.’

‘I couldn’t go to bed until I knew you were safe.’

The continual strain of the war had added years to Simone’s beautiful face. Her hair was now more grey than black, her eyes sunken behind her broad cheekbones, and despite the freshness of the Mediterranean air, there was a pallor to her complexion, brought on by enforced hunger and her constantly troubled soul.

They were eighteen years old when they first met. Marguerite had been a student at the Slade School of Art and Simone had been a nanny to the children of one of her tutors. Soon they were inseparable, gadding about London during the 1920s – Simone with her dark-eyed beauty and Marguerite, much fairer, and a good head and shoulders taller than her friend. They were like chalk and cheese as the English would say, and yet for all their differences, theirs was a friendship built on a meeting of hearts and minds, on the habit of shared laughter and trust.

Simone opened the door to the sitting room that led off from the kitchen, indicating the shadow of a sleeping body on the sofa.

‘Jeanne is still here. She fell asleep hours ago and I didn’t have the heart to wake her. She’s exhausted. It breaks my heart, knowing the baby is growing inside her and we can’t get the right foods to nourish her.’

Jeanne was the daughter of Simone’s friend, Nicole. Her husband, Paul, had been taken to a forced labour camp in Germany, leaving Jeanne alone during her pregnancy, although with Simone, Marguerite and Nicole looking after her, Jeanne was never truly alone.

Simone rearranged the blanket where it had slipped from Jeanne’s body and closed the door quietly behind her. Returning to the kitchen, she retrieved the last of the daily bread ration from the larder and handed it to Marguerite, encouraging her to eat.

‘There’s a new padlock on your studio door. The key is hidden in the false drawer in the dresser. You’ll need to use the handle of a coffee spoon to prise it open. It should only be a temporary measure.’

Marguerite broke the bread in two and handed half of it back. She couldn’t eat when Simone was starving. ‘There was no need to go to so much trouble. There’s nothing in there anyone would want to steal.’

Marguerite’s art studio was in the old timber barn that stood to the right of the house. These days, it was the only place she could escape the war. When she stepped inside and closed the door, nothing else in the world existed.

Simone’s eyes betrayed something was wrong. Marguerite grabbed a coffee spoon from beside the sink and used it to lever open the false drawer inside the dresser. Once she’d retrieved the key, she marched to her studio in her bare feet.

Simone ran after her, whispering through a mouthful of bread. ‘It’s nothing to worry about. It’ll only be for a short time. Nobody will find out.’

It was an old padlock and it was a minute before Marguerite was able to negotiate the key in the rusty hole.

‘Don’t open the door too widely, Marguerite.’

Marguerite swallowed the last of her bread and stepped inside, pulling open the blinds that covered the windows at one end of the building and throwing a bar of moonlight across the room.

Simone followed, reclosing the blinds, but not before Marguerite spotted a rough blanket that had been used to cover something in one corner. Marguerite cursed as she pulled the blanket, revealing what was hidden beneath it.

‘Is this Armand’s doing?’

‘I’m sorry, Marguerite. I didn’t give him permission to do this. He promised they’ll be gone by tomorrow morning. He needed somewhere to hide them quickly. There was a tip-off that the garage where they were being stored was about to be searched.’

Marguerite stared at the cache of guns, the pile of ammunition that had been hidden beneath the blanket.

‘Where did he get them?’

‘From the Italian soldiers. Some of the guns were abandoned in the streets when they retreated from the advancing German army last September, others were offered to anyone who would take them.’

‘And they knew to offer them to Armand?’

Simone and Armand had been lovers for years, but it was a mystery to Marguerite why Simone allowed him to come and go as he pleased. He owned a popular bar in town, but that was only the half of it. His other activities were known and not known, his associates suspected by some and not others. During these dangerous times, most people chose not to know more than was good for them and few were brave enough to act in a way that would eventually lead to their name being carved on a stone monument.

‘I’m sorry, Marguerite. I know you can’t risk any unwanted attention, but Armand knows nothing of that; being occupied by a foreign army sits heavily with him. The liberation can’t be far away now. He’s determined to keep the weapons safe so the rebel fighters can be armed to help the Allies when they finally advance.’

Armand had been turned down for active service because of the tuberculosis he’d suffered as a child which had left him with a weak chest. He’d even been rejected by the Germans when they’d rounded up the men of working age for their forced labour camps. With his beloved country under occupation, he was determined to wage war against the enemy on his own terms.

As her eyes grew accustomed to the dark, Marguerite began to spot other blankets in the far corners of the studio which had been used to hide more piles of guns and ammunition. The sight of the weapons in her sanctuary was more than she could stand, but none of this was Simone’s fault. It was all Armand’s doing.

‘Tell him to get rid of them as soon as he can. I have work to do. I want my studio back. I can’t paint with the blinds drawn.’

‘What’s going on? Your voices are loud enough to wake the town.’

Jeanne had wandered over from the house and was standing in the doorway of Marguerite’s studio, her body sagging with exhaustion as she cradled the smooth round of her stomach.

Marguerite lowered her voice to a soothing whisper. ‘It’s nothing. I’m sorry we woke you. Why don’t you go upstairs and sleep in my bed? I’ll take the sofa.’

Jeanne yawned, her eyes narrowing on the blankets covering the cache of guns and ammunition. ‘Is this Armand’s work again?’

Simone brushed off the question with a shrug. ‘You shouldn’t stand around in the cold, Jeanne. Go back to the house and take the offer of Marguerite’s bed before she changes her mind.’

Once Jeanne had gone, Simone tugged at the edges of the blinds, making sure nothing out of the ordinary could be seen from the outside.

‘Everything will be gone by tomorrow. Or the day after. I promise.’




Chapter 3

Marguerite was unlocking her studio the next morning when Biquet appeared with a summons to report to the local mayor. The young boy waited while she read it; his hands pushed into the pockets of his ragged trousers, his fingers jangling the few coins that rested there.

She looked up from the note, her heart almost breaking at the sight of his pale face. ‘Have you had breakfast, Biquet? There’s a little bean casserole, if you’d like some.’

The casserole had been set aside for today’s main meal, but she couldn’t stand to think of Biquet going hungry.

‘No thank you, Madame. Maman says I mustn’t take food from anyone’s mouth.’

She ruffled his hair and pushed a few centimes into his hand. ‘Then off you go. Don’t be late for school.’

At the age of twelve, all Biquet’s thoughts of school had been left far behind. Since his father had been killed in action fighting for the French First Army, he saw it as his duty to take care of his mother. Sweet-natured and eager to please, if anything needed doing, Biquet was the boy to call upon.

‘Will you be coming back for your lesson later?’

Biquet stood up a little straighter, a smile breaking out all over his face. ‘Yes please, Madame.’

For the last two years, Biquet had helped Marguerite around the studio in exchange for art lessons. She had no need of an assistant and his help had little bearing on anything, but he was the most promising of all her students and she refused to let his inability to pay stand in the way of his education and his ambition.

Simone waited until Biquet had gone; her arms folded against uncertainty as she stood on the doorstep watching Marguerite climb onto her bicycle. ‘Why does the mayor want to see you?’

These days, it was too complex a question to even consider. ‘I’ll let you know when I find out.’

‘Stay safe, Marguerite. Don’t take any risks.’

Marguerite nodded, the unspoken pact already sealed between them. ‘Make sure Jeanne has something to eat when she wakes up. I left some dry crackers on the bedside table in case she’s feeling unwell. Tell her to nibble one before she tries to move.’

Jeanne’s morning sickness had carried on much longer into her pregnancy than would usually be expected. Marguerite put it down to the exceptional circumstances they were forced to live under. Until the Cote d’Azur was liberated, all they could do was take care of each other as best they could. Their survival was the one true victory they were determined to win over their oppressors.

It was mid-morning by the time Marguerite reached the outskirts of the town. These days, the streets were deserted. Before the war, everyone would have been out walking their dogs, but the lack of food meant most could no longer keep a pet and no one had the energy for exercise. People still nodded when their paths crossed, but the gesture barely covered the fear and suspicion behind their eyes and the gnawing hunger that was eating everyone alive.

At one time, the streets and the promenades had been full of colour and life, the hotels brimming with foreign visitors. Wealthy Americans and the British aristocracy had come for the sunshine, the wine and the food and stayed for love, while the writers and the artists had been drawn by the light, only to be dazzled by the freedom and the liberality. In those days, you couldn’t walk down the street without seeing a film star or a maharaja, or the disgraced mistress of a crown prince.

The summer of 1939 had been the most spectacular of all. Every night, there’d been fireworks and balls, open-air concerts and parties, the strings of lights glowing along the Croisette each evening at dusk throwing their gaze on the beautiful women dressed in Chanel and Schiaparelli. Everyone had lived as if the gaiety would last forever. No one had thought war would come. It was unthinkable that such a thing could happen in paradise. Everyone had believed that the Maginot line, built after the Great War to thwart another German advance, would be enough to prevent an invasion. It hadn’t crossed anyone’s mind that the Germans would simply go round it.

Now, many of the shops were shuttered and sandbagged, and the romantic spirit of the grand hotels had been trodden underfoot by the heavy assault of the occupying army’s boots, the glitter and the glamour of the high life, the comfort and assurance of any reasonable life at all, rubbed into the dust.

The arrival of the Third Reich had been a lesson in how quickly things could change in wartime. Only last September, Marguerite had stood at a high point on the grey limestone hills with Simone, the air brittle with the scent of pine and eucalyptus, as they watched the Italian troops begin their disorderly exit from the town, the black cockerel feathers in their hats making them ridiculous as they fled. They’d been the enemy occupiers for almost a year, but as soon as Mussolini signed an armistice with the Allies, the farmers’ boys from across the border who’d been made to swap spades for guns, had dropped their weapons and returned to their mamas, and it was some of those guns that were now hidden in Marguerite’s studio.

Within a day of the Italian departure, the German tanks had rolled in, the goose-stepping of advancing soldiers sending an earthquake through the quiet streets, their cold eyes peering out from beneath their metal helmets, assessing what kind of place it was they’d conquered.

From that moment, the region was subjected to a much harsher occupation, as the swagger of the Italian soldiers, who’d treated being stationed on the French Riviera as a holiday, was replaced by the stiff formality and iron-lawed scrutiny of the Third Reich, the swastika stamping its black mark of terror on every street and on every public building.

Now, as Marguerite entered the main square, she spotted a couple of German soldiers enjoying a cigarette beside the fountain. With everyone reduced to smoking parched vine leaves and dried eucalyptus, the smell of their foreign tobacco was a reminder of the otherness of the outside force that had been imposed on the town. Their grey-green uniforms were sharp and crisp in contrast to the shabby state of her own clothes; her culottes which were once a snug fit, were now pulled in tightly around her waist with an old leather belt to stop them falling down.

She focused on steering her bicycle as they nodded a formal hello, giving only the merest response in return, not daring to look up, or over her shoulder as she stopped to lock up her bicycle and contemplated the ornate stone building that accommodated the mayor’s office.

Its atmosphere of formality sent a chill through her. Until the war, it had been a place nobody had any reason to fear. The rules the office enforced were no more than minor irritants, dictating what colour you were allowed to paint your window shutters, how much eau de vie you could get away with producing in your private still without too many pairs of eyes rolling. Now, each day the mayor was obliged to impose ever more stringent laws.

She entered the building and smiled at old Emile who’d occupied the front desk and been the mayor’s assistant for as long as anyone could remember. In this hard living country, retirement wasn’t something that was recognised unless infirmity left no choice in the matter. The people here were as rugged as the hills that surrounded them, as formidable as the Mediterranean Sea that beat relentlessly against the harbour walls.

He looked up from his ledger, the twitch of his white moustache betraying his recognition. ‘Madame, the mayor is expecting you. Go straight in.’

It was with respect to her age that he called her Madame rather than Mademoiselle. To most people, it was unaccountable how Marguerite, now almost forty, could have failed to find herself a husband.

She expected to see the familiar soft-moulded face of Pierre Jupin sitting behind the mayor’s desk, just as he’d always done, and to suddenly be confronted with someone different caused her to hesitate at the door.

Yves Musel snatched a look at his watch and signalled for her to sit down, his lean figure fighting against the slumping nature of the old leather chair that over the years had taken on the shape of the previous occupant.

‘Thank you for coming to see me so promptly.’

He opened an official-looking brown folder in front of him, his movements slow and unflustered as if he were about to announce the winner of a prize and wanted to prolong the anticipation.

‘Where’s Monsieur Jupin today? Is he taking a little holiday?’

The directness of Musel’s gaze as he looked up from the file made her skin prick.

‘Jupin didn’t feel able to carry on as mayor any longer. He wasn’t coping with the extra paperwork now we’re directly under the rule of the Third Reich.’

‘I see. Poor man.’

‘Nobody objected when I offered to take over.’

He said it in such a way that she wasn’t surprised nobody had objected. She wondered what everyone else in the town thought of him usurping Jupin’s position. In this place, everyone knew everyone’s business and there wasn’t a single person who wouldn’t have a view on it.

‘They’ll miss you at the bank.’

‘Any fool can count money. My talents are better employed here.’

Her spine stiffened at the change in his tone. She knew Yves well and considered both him and his wife, Celeste, to be friends. She’d been visiting their house every Saturday afternoon for the last three years to give drawing lessons to their daughters, Nancy and Alyce. Such things had to count for something.

There was nothing to worry about. His formality went with the job. It was merely something to be taken on and off, like a uniform at the beginning and end of each day. He was assuming this manner to protect the interests of the town against the occupying enemy. That’s all it was. This is what she told herself. If only she could believe it.

Musel had already turned his attention back to the file. ‘You understand it’s my job to go through all the records, to familiarise myself with anything that might be out of the ordinary?’

She nodded, her fingers closing on her palms to hide the sweat that had suddenly erupted in the creases of her skin. ‘I’m sure Monsieur Jupin kept everything in order.’

Musel leaned forward on his elbows, a slight dent deepening between his eyebrows as he examined her face. ‘How long have you been living in this town, Madame?’

Each Saturday, after she’d finished Nancy and Alyce’s lesson, Marguerite took a glass of wine with Yves and Celeste. Yves was such a jovial host, always making her welcome and always with an amusing story to tell. Now, the eyes that sparkled as he shared a joke were narrowed on her face, cold and grey as tumbled stones.

Marguerite forced herself to meet his gaze. Now wasn’t the time to show uncertainty. ‘Since the summer of 1934.’

‘May I see your identity card?’

She reached into her bag and handed it to him. ‘Everything is in order, as you can see.’

He compared the information on her identity card to that in the file before handing it back to her. ‘You were living in Paris before you came to live here in the south?’

‘As you know, Simone inherited her grandmother’s house just outside the town. I was finding it too expensive to live in Paris on the little money I was making as an artist, and so she invited me to live with her here.’

He sniffed, visibly uncomfortable at the thought of two women living together and what the circumstances of that might be, even though it was no secret that Simone and Armand had been lovers for many years.

Musel leaned back in Jupin’s old chair and considered her as if she were a stranger, as if every Saturday afternoon for the past three years hadn’t occurred.

‘Who do you sell your little paintings to now the foreign visitors no longer come?’

‘Monsieur Boucher displays some of my work in his local gallery, but there are few buyers since the war. I live mainly by teaching and from private commissions, although these are rare now and art materials are hard to come by.’

‘Your work isn’t original enough. That’s where your trouble lies. You need to find your own style.’

Where had his sudden criticism come from when he’d always championed her work?

‘The last painting I saw of yours reminded me of that English woman artist.’ He clicked his fingers as if to summon a name from the back of his memory. ‘The one with the more successful brother.’

Gwen John was Welsh, but it didn’t seem the appropriate time to correct him. ‘I find most people like to have a picture of a soothing landscape or an interior hanging on their walls, even if it’s been painted by an unknown.’

‘Nobody in France wants to be reminded of the English anymore. They could have stopped the German invasion. They won’t be forgiven for holding back their air power when we needed it and the way they retreated from Dunkirk was a disgrace. It’s their fault we suffer now.’

Marguerite said nothing, knowing it wouldn’t have been as simple as that. In wartime, nothing ever was.

When she didn’t answer, he considered her more closely. ‘Things must be hard for you.’

He must know how difficult things were for her. They were difficult for everyone.

‘Simone still has her salary. She’s a senior teacher at the local school now. We grow as much as we can on the small plot of land that came with her grandmother’s house. We survive because we have to, just like everybody else.’

Musel remained silent while he turned over the papers in front of him. It was only when she caught sight of the heading that she realised the file was dedicated solely to her.

‘The identity card you’ve just shown me matches the information we have in our files.’

‘Then everything’s in order.’

‘This is the identity card you presented to Monsieur Jupin when you registered with the authorities at the outbreak of war?’

‘Of course; I have only the one.’

Musel leaned back in the chair and folded his arms as if he were considering an insurmountable problem.

‘Under the new rules, I’m required to do a routine audit of our records. When I checked the details we held on your identity card with the authorities in Paris, I discovered that Marguerite Segal, the woman it refers to, died in a fire in an apartment block in the city in 1932.’

‘It’s not possible. There must have been a mistake.’

‘Death certificates don’t lie. She’s buried in the cemetery of Père Lachaise. Her date of birth is the same as appears on your file.’

‘It must be a coincidence. Someone must have confused the records.’

‘Perhaps, but if I’m forced to explain it to an official of the Third Reich, I don’t know what I’ll say.’

Musel’s tone was matter of fact, his eyes searching her expression as she fought to control her reaction.

‘It’s an administrative error. It’s as simple as that. The mistake isn’t of your doing, or mine. Perhaps we should ask Monsieur Jupin for advice. He …’

‘Monsieur Jupin died three days ago.’

This was a shock to Marguerite. With the local newspaper shut down by the Third Reich, everyone relied on word of mouth for news and nobody had mentioned it.

‘I didn’t know he’d been ill.’

‘His wife found him hanging from the black pine tree at the bottom of their garden.’

He broke the news as if poor Monsieur Jupin had been a stranger rather than the previous mayor and a life-long friend of his father’s.

‘I see.’

But in truth, Marguerite saw nothing at all. The only thing in front of her was Musel’s lean face, his eyes concentrated on hers.

‘We know he was worried about any mistakes that might be discovered in his paperwork. It’s the only explanation for his suicide.’

‘The poor man must have been under a great strain to have resorted to such a desperate measure.’

Musel turned his attention back to the file. ‘When I checked, there was no record of you. I could only find this other Marguerite Segal. If you really exist, it must be there somewhere. It can’t simply have disappeared. Where did your mother register your birth?’

‘I don’t know. She died when I was fifteen so it’s not as if I can ask her. Perhaps the error lay with her, but I suppose we’ll never know.’

Her instinct told her to run from Musel’s scrutiny, but if she gave away any hint of her fear, she’d be lost.

It was a long time before Musel replied, as if he were working something out in his mind, unsettling her with his direct gaze.

‘I’ll have to keep the investigation open, Madame. There’s nothing else for it. If anyone asks, at least I can tell them I’m still looking into the matter. That way, I can’t be accused of protecting you.’

He was no longer the friend she’d once known, the jovial family man who’d welcomed her into his home and encouraged his daughters to learn from her. He was a stranger in a new and uncomfortable world and he no longer trusted her.

She gave him a cool look. She’d become skilled at deflection. There was no reason why this skill shouldn’t stand her in good stead now.

‘Where does that leave me?’

He gestured towards the door, dismissing her from his presence. ‘Only you, Marguerite, if that’s who you really are, know the answer to that question.’




Chapter 4

It took little more than five minutes for Marguerite to realise she was being followed after she left the mayor’s office. At first, she thought it was her imagination. Her nerves had been so shaken by the interview with Musel that she feared everyone knew the truth about her, but it couldn’t be the case. She’d always been careful, living quietly and going out of her way to avoid making enemies.

She didn’t think Musel was an enemy, but how could she be sure? He suddenly appeared a changed man in his new office. Perhaps he was only trying to protect the people of the town and his family, but at what cost, and who was he prepared to sacrifice in the process? He’d made it clear that if it came to it, she’d be left to her own fate. He wouldn’t stand up for her in the face of enemy scrutiny.

She kept her head down as she cycled, trying to shake off whoever was following her, taking the quietest streets through the town where she was least likely to run into any soldiers. During her trips to buy food, she’d worked out the main routes of the German patrol, noting the places where they made their presence felt through the sound of their rough laughter and the ring of their stiff leather boots on the paving stones. She knew the bars and cafés where they liked to linger over an Armagnac. Armand’s establishment was a particular favourite, just as it had been with the Italian soldiers before. Armand might be secretly waging war against the enemy occupiers but he was still happy to take their money.

Marguerite kept up a steady pace as she left the town behind her, the dust thrown up by the irascible breeze mingling with the scent of the umbrella pines that lined the route and the wild thyme growing like havoc along the roadside. She was half a kilometre onto the open road and the woman on the bicycle who’d pulled out from the side street as she’d left the mayor’s office was still behind her. She’d followed her through the maze of streets in the town as Marguerite doubled back on herself to throw her off, and she was still with her now on the long straight road that led hardly anywhere but to the overgrown lane and the isolated farmhouse where she and Simone lived.

Despite Marguerite’s efforts, the woman kept up with her, wheel turn for wheel turn. She tried steering to the far edge of the road to let her pass, but still she dogged her heels. On and on they went, with Marguerite unable to outpace her, while the follower made no effort to overtake. Breathless now, Marguerite risked a glance over her shoulder. It was just long enough for the woman to catch her eye.

‘Stop, please.’

The woman shouted the instruction in English. When Marguerite failed to respond, she increased her pace and swerved into her back wheel, deliberately knocking her off her bicycle. By the time Marguerite had recovered, the woman had dismounted from her own bicycle and was standing beside her.

‘Are you alright? Why didn’t you stop when I asked you to?’

Her voice was pure Home Counties. Her ample vowel sounds rounded to perfection, although her grey skirt and cotton pin-tuck blouse looked decidedly French, as did her chestnut hair, pinned in a pleat to the back of her head.

Marguerite examined the damaged bicycle. ‘Have you any idea how impossible it is to replace back wheels these days?’

‘Forgive me, but I need to talk to you.’

‘I don’t talk to strangers,’ Marguerite snapped, made furious by the damage to her bicycle.

‘Then allow me to introduce myself.’

The woman held out her hand, which Marguerite ignored. Shaking hands wasn’t exactly a French custom. Realising her mistake, the woman promptly lowered it.

‘You can call me Violet. There; now we’re no longer strangers.’

‘You realise you’re in enemy territory.’

Violet looked nervously around her. ‘All I ask is for two minutes of your time.’

They stepped off the road to avoid any traffic that might pass and onto a narrow dirt track where the shadows of the umbrella pines put them out of sight. Marguerite propped her bicycle against the remains of a crumbling stone wall and rubbed the dirt from her grazed palms.

‘What is it you want?’

‘You’ve probably gathered by now that I’m not here to take in the scenery, lovely though it is.’

Marguerite had been anticipating this moment since the German invasion. Her eyes darted to the end of the dirt track, worried that someone might see them. ‘Then you’re missing out on some great pleasures.’ She took her bicycle by the handlebars, testing the back wheel on the ground to see if it was safe enough to ride.

Violet placed a hand on Marguerite’s arm to draw her attention. Her fingers were icy to the touch, despite the heat of the day. She couldn’t have been more than twenty. Her voice shook as she spoke and there was a fine mist of perspiration on her upper lip. Marguerite couldn’t tell which of them was more nervous.

‘How did you know where to find me?’

‘I couldn’t say.’

‘Can you tell me anything? I need to know I can trust you.’

‘You left England ten years ago and nobody there has seen you since. Now, here you are, thinner than before and with shorter hair from what I’ve seen in old photographs, but most definitely here. You’re living under a different name, but you’re the same person. The one I’ve been asked to contact.’

‘Who sent you to find me?’

‘I can’t tell you that, either.’ Violet paused, as if she were censoring the words in her mind before she released them. ‘It was someone in the British government, from one of Mr Churchill’s secret intelligence departments.’

Marguerite had heard rumours of British agents being inserted into France as early as 1940 to support local resistance fighters. Living as quietly as she did, she’d never expected to come face to face with one herself, but if Violet wanted her help, she couldn’t refuse – not while there was a war to be won. Sometimes, duty had to be put before personal safety.

‘They’ve known about me all this time?’

‘Why else do you think Monsieur Jupin turned a blind eye when you registered with the authorities here under a false name? You trusted yourself to his incompetence. We relied on his secret determination to arm France against an approaching enemy.’

‘Do you know why he took his own life?’

‘Sometimes, courage runs out.’

‘And Yves Musel?’

Violet shrugged. ‘Do you go to church?’

‘No.’

‘There’s a local priest. His name is Father Etienne Valade. He’s keeping close company with a number of high-ranking German officers – in particular, Otto Schmidt. We want you to get to know the priest. Find out whose side he’s on and whether you can trust him.

‘The Allied invasion is imminent. We know from experience that the Third Reich destroys all incriminating files before they retreat from the places they’ve occupied. Schmidt and his associates are responsible for the rounding up and the transportation of all the Jewish people who took refuge here when the Cote d’Azur was under Italian rule. As you know, Mussolini made it a haven for anyone under threat of being sent to the prison camps, but all that changed when the Germans took over the Occupation.

‘If Father Etienne Valade is a friend of Schmidt as we suspect, convince him to help you gain access to his files. If you can photograph them, they can be used as evidence of war crimes against Schmidt and the rest of his associates. It will also help us to trace those he sent to their deaths.’

‘I’m not a Catholic. Why would the priest want to know me?’

‘Before the war, his brother ran a contemporary art gallery in Paris. It was a family business and Father Etienne was closely involved with it. Use your shared professional background in the art world to befriend him. Win his trust. Work out whose side he’s on. If he’s on the side of the enemy, win him over to us. His close association with Schmidt makes him best placed to gain access to the information we need without raising suspicion. It’s vital we get the information from those files before they’re destroyed if Schmidt and the rest are to be punished for the atrocities they’ve committed.’

‘And if the priest turns out to be an enemy collaborator and has me arrested, what then?’

‘Then you must make sure you can’t be traced back to us.’

It was too much to take in. Marguerite’s head was spinning. ‘If I get the information, where do I send it?’

‘Someone will contact you. They’ll be watching and waiting.’

Violet reached into her shoulder bag and pulled out a leather purse which she thrust into Marguerite’s hand. Inside was a silver filigree locket the size of Marguerite’s thumb.

‘It’s a camera. Wear it around your neck always. Use it to photograph the documents.’

The purse also contained a pistol. Violet looked away when Marguerite spotted it, as if even a passing glance at it could be deadly.

‘It’s to be used at your discretion, but only as a desperate measure, obviously.’

The sight of the pistol was just as alarming to Marguerite as it was to Violet. Suddenly the danger was all too real.

‘I don’t know how to do any of this. I have no training. I’m just an artist.’

‘You’ve been living under a false identity in this town for a decade. No agent could have a more convincing cover. Your life here is built on subterfuge; use it to your advantage.’

Marguerite watched as Violet pushed her bicycle along the dirt track, breathing in the scent of the pine trees and the Mediterranean Sea carried on the breeze. All at once she was a young woman out to enjoy an hour or two of fresh air and exercise as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

Once she was back on the road, Violet climbed onto her bicycle and set off, mouthing good luck over her shoulder to Marguerite as she leaned over the handlebars and began pedalling at full speed before disappearing into the soft light of the distant hills.

Afterwards, it was all Marguerite could do not to think that Violet had been a figment of her imagination, but the weight of the gun in her bag told a different story. She should have known that one day her true identity would catch up with her, that the jeopardy she’d left behind in England would manifest itself in a different guise.

At least now, she’d been given the opportunity to do something worthwhile for both Britain and France. If she could play her part in ensuring justice was served on behalf of some of those who’d suffered under the Third Reich, then her life would finally count for something. She’d no longer be the woman who simply ran away. It was time to step out of one set of shadows and into another. It was time to join the fight. If nothing else, her experience of living a lie should stand her in good stead for whatever came next.




Chapter 5

Thanks to the buckled back wheel, Marguerite was forced to push her bicycle the rest of the way home. The walk gave her time to consider the exchange with Violet.

How was she supposed to befriend the priest when they had little in common? She knew nothing of the Catholic Church or of his life, and a man of his calling would have no interest in her as a woman. It would have to come down to art, as Violet had suggested. There could be nothing else between them. But how could she expect a man like Father Etienne Valade, bound by sacred vows, to see the emotion that lay buried in even the most domestic and commercial of her paintings? Each one, she’d come to realise, was a study in loneliness and this was something a man committed to a life of celibacy could never relate to.

And who was it that had alerted British Intelligence to her existence? Simone was the only person who knew Marguerite’s real name and the circumstances that had led to her disappearance from England all those years ago, but she wouldn’t have been the one to betray her. Marguerite trusted her with her life. Yet somehow they’d found out where she was; it seemed they’d probably known all along.

Simone was leaning out the bedroom window watching for Marguerite’s return when she arrived back at the house. She called out as Marguerite pushed her bicycle up the garden path, the buckled back wheel making it impossible to keep a straight line.

‘What happened to your bicycle?’

Marguerite held up her hands to show her grazed palms. ‘I was forced off the road. The collision sent me flying. Is Jeanne still here?’

‘She left not long ago. She said to thank you for the crackers.’

It was time to warn Simone of the danger Marguerite was putting them in. It wasn’t only the instruction from Violet she needed to be aware of, but Musel’s investigation into her identity. It wasn’t just her life that would be under threat, but by association, Simone’s too.

Simone took a moment to consider the situation after Marguerite sat her down at the kitchen table and told her everything. ‘We should have guessed something like this would happen. The only surprise is that it’s taken them this long to approach you.’

‘They’ve been biding their time, waiting until I was most useful to them.’

Despite the propaganda, everyone knew the war was going badly for the Germans. They’d exhausted themselves against the Soviets in the East and been forced to retreat from North Africa. More recently, the Allies had moved into the south of Italy and were advancing through the country.

Simone sighed, drumming her fingers on the old wooden table. ‘And all the while, France still remains in abeyance, much to our great shame.’

‘Not for long. The information I’ve been asked to find suggests the Allies are working towards liberating us. It’s only a matter of time before it’s all over.’

‘One day, the people of France will thank you for risking your life for us, Marguerite.’

‘France offered me a haven when I most needed it. This is the least I can do to repay the kindness.’

‘When this is all over, will the British respect your false identity? The last thing you want is them splashing your name in the English papers. Lance won’t remain in prison forever. He’s bound to come looking for you when he’s eventually released. He’s not a man to be crossed and he’s still your husband. If he catches up with you, you’ll have some explaining to do.’

‘I can’t worry about that now when we’re facing more immediate dangers.’

Simone reached for Marguerite’s hand and gave it a squeeze. ‘Whatever happens, I’ll always be here for you.’

Marguerite was glad of the reassurance, but it only went so far. ‘Let’s keep this between us. Don’t mention it to Armand.’

Simone laughed. ‘We won’t tell him until we want the whole town to know.’




Chapter 6

The fear that sparked the air like electricity during the day transformed under the cover of darkness into a strange energy that spat and crackled in the hearts of those who couldn’t sleep. Marguerite lay in bed, curled up against the small hours, listening to the whisper and creak of the familiar night-time sounds: the rafters of the farmhouse shifting like an old man moving from foot to foot, the flip and swoop of bats, and the hollow call of wolves carried on the breeze as the air rubbed its hands together for warmth.

And yet that night there was a different sound. At first she thought she’d imagined it, that in her mind, she’d drifted back to her old studio in Bloomsbury, that what she was hearing was the rattle and bang of the London life outside her window. A drunk in Gower Street tripping over a kerb and cursing its existence, the slamming of a front door by a disgruntled lover determined never to return. But as she stared into the darkness, she knew it was none of these things. Someone was knocking on the front door.

The blood froze in her veins as the memory of the meeting with Yves Musel came back to her. She wanted to believe the knocking was just a dream in which the tall stranger in the black coat had returned to kiss her again, but Simone was moving around in her room next door and Marguerite couldn’t have imagined it if it had disturbed her too.

She listened to her friend’s slippered feet padding their way downstairs, the sustained creak of the front door as it slowly opened. Marguerite held her breath, not knowing what was coming next. Soon, sharp whispers infiltrated the house, Simone’s irritated tone clearly audible above the quiet murmurings of a male voice. Armand. Marguerite recognised the sound of his pleading.

Assuming he’d come to collect the Italian guns, she crept downstairs, determined to warn him off any future action that would put them in danger unless he’d discussed it with them first. The man was reckless beyond measure and she couldn’t take any more risks.

Simone and Armand were sitting in candlelight around the kitchen table, the shadows flickering in the half-light revealing not two people, but three.

Armand rose to his feet as soon as Marguerite entered. ‘Forgive me for disturbing you at this hour, but it’s an emergency.’

Everything to Armand was an emergency, from the change in the weather to the roughness of last year’s wine. Marguerite had never understood Simone’s loyalty to him and assumed their intimacy was more to do with habit than attraction. He’d been inviting himself into her bed for years and she never seemed to refuse him. Sometimes she’d go for weeks without seeing him or hearing from him. Other times, they couldn’t get rid of him, his unique odour of sweat and sour wine filling every room in the house, while Simone fed him the best food they had, and washed and darned his clothes.

‘What kind of emergency is it that it couldn’t wait until morning?’

Before he could answer, Simone placed a hot drink in front of the third person at the table. ‘This is Miss Dorothy Nicholls, the renowned English novelist.’

The woman looked up from beneath her broad-brimmed hat. Marguerite recognised her instantly. Dorothy Nicholls was one of the new wave of Modernist writers who’d made a great splash in the literary world during the last twenty years, and was known for her radical prose style and for putting the female experience at the forefront of her work. The explicit nature of her stories and her unconventional private life divided both readers and critics alike. It was impossible for Marguerite to comprehend that such a notorious woman was sitting at their kitchen table.

‘Why are you still in France? Don’t you know how dangerous it is for you to be in enemy-occupied territory?’

Most of the English had returned home in the summer of 1940, just as France was on the verge of announcing an armistice with Germany. It was rumoured that a number in the south had chosen to stay, that they’d retreated from the coast and were living quietly in modest villas in the hills. Among them were known to be at least two of the king’s previous mistresses. None of them
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