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Dedication

To Ellen Levine and Jennifer Brehl

in gratitude





Epigraph

It takes twenty years to bring man from his vegetable state inside the womb . . . to the stage where he begins to grow into maturity. It took thirty centuries to learn something about his structure. It would take an eternity to learn something about his soul. It takes only an instant to kill him.

—VOLTAIRE, 1764

Men are not made for war. But neither are they made for slavery.

—JEAN GUÉHENNO, 1942











Part One

Bread





Chapter 1

All through those years of war, the bread tasted of humiliation.

For as long as their nation had possessed a history, the residents of Vergers village had been a people of pleasure, devoted to the senses without shame, and none savored more unapologetically than those of the kitchen. Over a span of centuries, their culture had turned the routine animal act of feeding themselves into an art form. Delectable breakfast morsels with steaming coffee as dark as mud, calming lunches in the shade when haste is the enemy and cheese is the dessert, dinners luxurious, candlelit, and lasting hours—such was the rhythm of their days: Who has a story to tell, and shall we place some flowers on the table?

It did not matter that they lived in a tiny village a kilometer from the chilly northern ocean, their occupations either of the farm or of the sea. If anything, the labors of manure and milking, mending nets or hauling them, only intensified their love of flavor, patience, the company of friends. Therefore the baking of bread, a nearly daylong alternation between active kneading of dough and passive waiting for it to rise, could be as gratifying as deep breathing. In the hearth of the oven, where baguettes basked side by side, making loaves echoed making love.

Then came the occupying army to teach their senses other lessons: the clack that boot heels make when snapped together at attention, the dull smell of a rifle after the barrel has been oiled. For some, this instruction included a comparatively milder discovery—that even the most pleasing kitchen task, when it is made compulsory, becomes tedious.

Consider Emmanuelle: lovely, gifted in the kitchen, a fawn of twenty-two years. In any other time, the modest bakery where she was employed would serve as a center of commerce and community. In another era she would be distracted, preparing sweets for her Philippe, or taking all day to boil chicken stock down to a reduction so potent with concentrated flavor it could cast spells, all while dreaming of the drape of her someday bridal dress.

Instead, she rose before dawn that day, the fifth of June, to the crowing of her rooster, a belligerent strutting shouter widely known and universally disliked, whose name was Pirate because of the dark patch around one eye. Having slept on the floor beside the couch on which her grandmother now snored, Emma folded her quilt, tucked it away, and tiptoed from the parlor without waking the aged woman or causing the occupying army’s captain to stir upstairs. Slipping into her shoes by the threshold, Emma strode with purpose across the barnyard. Pirate charged after her in full lecture—his hens, his morning, his territory—until she found a pinch of feed in her pocket and tossed it by the path, winning his silence long enough for her to reach the baking shed.

Emma stirred somnolent coals in the brick oven her father had built, tossing in chestnut shells for kindling, giving the ashes a single long breath until they glowed awake and the shells crackled. Then began the tedium, the task the Kommandant had ordered her to perform seven days a week, as though she were a cow with milk to be wrung from her straining udder at morning and eve, or a chicken whelping one new egg per turn of the earth. With each passing day Emma’s love of baking grew a fraction drier, till what had once been her greatest joy dwindled to barely a husk.

She lifted cheesecloth from several bowls on the side table and studied the dough risen there like white globes. Satisfied with what she saw, Emma punched the rounds, each one contracting with a clean yeasty sigh. Only then, and after a glance out the opening to reconfirm that Pirate was the sole creature stirring, she reached behind a hanging cloth into a bin, five times returning with a handful of golden powder that she sprinkled onto the dough.

Straw. Ground fine each day to supplement the batter. Containing no nutrition whatsoever, its sole purpose was to add bulk. Thus were the rations of flour she received to make twelve loaves daily for the Kommandant and his men enlarged to produce fourteen, two of which she would secret away to divide among her neighbors and whoever in the village was in direst need.

There was never enough. There would never be enough.

Each morning required every crumb of Emma’s skills, all of her artifice, to bake loaves containing straw and have neither the Kommandant nor his officers notice. Yet this was only one of five hundred deceits, all conceived during the long strain of the occupation. She learned to sow a minefield and reap eggs. She could wander the hedgerows pulling a rickety cart, and the result would be maps. She could turn cheese into gasoline, a lightbulb into tobacco, fuel into fish. She could catch, butcher, and divide among the villagers a pig that later every person who had tasted it would insist had never existed. And all of these achievements would occur in a land of violence and slavery and oppression.

In a time of humiliation, the only dignified answer is cunning.

It began fittingly, with aroma. One morning three years earlier, when a stalled tank had blocked the paved road down the coast, the Kommandant instructed his driver to use the dirt lane that ran west from the village. Between low tide and the offshore wind, the air that day smelled sour and foul. But as the officer’s staff car passed Emmanuelle’s barnyard, the scent of baking loaves rose to him like a cloud of comfort. Ordering his driver to reverse, the Kommandant sat with closed eyes until the dust had settled. Then he stepped down from the passenger side, removing his leather gloves one finger at a time. He handed them to his driver and strolled forward.

“What is that glorious smell? You, by that oven. Come forward.”

Emma detested the occupying army’s language, which sounded to her as though it were created solely to give commands. Whenever soldiers conversed in her vicinity, she thought they were either gargling or preparing to spit. Sometimes she knew from their eyes that the words were lewd; lust sounds the same in every tongue. Hearing a man in uniform now speak her language, and fluidly, Emma was dumbfounded. Forget that she had scavenged flour for weeks to do that day’s baking, forget that her grandmother was hungry. She obeyed, marching across the barnyard with a loaf fresh from the oven.

The Kommandant demanded a taste. She held the baguette toward him. He took it, immediately juggling the bread hand to hand, blowing on his fingers, then giving it to his aide to hold. As the junior officer used the gloves to protect his hands, Emma smiling inwardly at her enemies’ softness, the Kommandant composed himself. After a moment he tore one end from the loaf.

“At home we call this ‘the pope’s nose,’” he said, waving the snout of the baguette in the air. It was huge, a pig’s portion. He bit hard with his perfect white teeth. Chewing so that his cheek muscles flexed, the Kommandant looked into the distance, as though trying to remember something.

“Excellent,” he proclaimed after a moment. “You people certainly have a knack.” He turned to his aide, speaking in their harsh tongue for half a minute before facing Emma again. “I told him to establish a flour ration for mademoiselle, first quality. And to order that you proceed here unmolested by our men. They can be eager sometimes. Henceforth you will bake twelve baguettes daily for the officers’ mess.”

The aide made a note on a paper, and off they drove, still holding the remainder of the loaf.

How had Emma become so accomplished, able to bake with scant rations and yet produce a scent enticing enough to stop an army, having never ventured ten kilometers from the place where she was born?

Ten years earlier, when Emmanuelle was as thin as a willow switch, Mémé had marched her past the barnyard wall, beyond the eastern well, up the lane to the village green, and into the shop of Uncle Ezra. A little bell rang as the door closed behind them. The place was warm and smelled of yeast.

“I’ve brought you an apprentice,” Mémé declared.

Ezra Kuchen had no relations nearby, did not socialize, never joined the rest of the villagers in Sunday Mass at St. Agnes by the Sea. Still, he made the most splendid sticky cinnamon rolls each year on Christmas Day, one for every child in Vergers. From wedding cakes to funeral pastries, no one else would do. Despite his gruff manner, therefore, over the decades he had become family to the townspeople, and thus Uncle.

Now the mole-faced man glanced up from the counter where he was portioning dough into penny loaves, and in less than a second had focused again on his work. “No girls.”

As if hired to prove the point, two young men labored away behind him. Emma observed one operating a giant mixer—the metal churning arm turned at a speed she would have slowed to avoid drying out the dough. The other portioned flour, cup by cup, into a large metal bowl—not noticing the slight spill he committed each time. Neither interrupted his work to see who had entered the store.

Mémé dug in her sack, producing a pie tin. She set it on the shelf, slid away the cover, and broke off a piece of crust. “Taste.”

Scowling, Uncle Ezra waddled out from behind the counter. Up close, his brow bore beads of perspiration. He took the crust, sniffed it, then popped it in his mouth. He chewed thoughtfully, then slowed. “You made this, Mémé? You’re improving.”

For reply, she gestured with one hand. Emmanuelle, freckled and twelve, curtsied.

“Is that so?” Uncle Ezra crossed his arms. “Then how did you cause it to flake so lightly? Answer me quick.”

“Olive oil with the butter, sir. I melted them together first.”

“Bah. How much?”

“Two thimbles, sir.”

“Heresy,” he muttered. But he reached for another taste.

That was hundreds of baguettes ago, thousands. Seasons had passed, whole years. End to end, the loaves Emma had baked for her enemies would have stretched from her barn through the village to the beach, into the sea, across the salty sleeve of water, all the way to the island kingdom where the mighty Allies smoked cigars and made speeches about courage and did not come.

Now, adding wood to the fire, Emma divided the dough for that fifth day of June into fourteen portions. She spread flour on the counter and began kneading the rounds into the long and slender baguette shape. Faintly she heard a whistling from outside, the high wandering melody that issued perpetually from the puckered lips of Monkey Boy. He would be stopping at the eastern well, just outside Emma’s barnyard wall, for his morning drink. Monkey Boy’s given name was Charles, but at birth he had been touched by God, was only half sensible, and preferred to spend his days in the trees.

Emma wondered what would happen to Monkey Boy when he turned eighteen. His father was long gone; his mother despaired of so much as keeping the boy washed. Thus far, all he had demonstrated the capacity to do was sell apples, most of which the villagers purchased out of pity. The orchards in that region were solely cultivated for Calvados brandy, crushed in the fall and distilled in winter and far too bitter to eat, but somehow he had found a few trees whose fruit was edible. This discovery was no qualification for laboring far from home in the occupying army’s factories. Would the enemy conscript him to work there anyway, as they had Emma’s beloved Philippe? Or would they declare him useless, and dispose of him as they had so many others? Monkey Boy’s sixteenth birthday was in mid-August, not ten weeks away, and there was no chance the war would be over in two years. Not when it had already raged for four. Probably it would never end. So let him whistle and wander. It did no harm, and a short life might as well be a merry one.

Emma eased the loaves into the oven, fourteen pale babies swaddled in a skin of water to make a crisp crust, using her thumbnail to mark the underside of each one in the shape of a V. May you break a tooth on it, she whispered.

No one knew where the Vs began, or precisely what they meant. But for anyone with eyes open, they were as common as stones: carved into the public benches, scribbled on the chalkboards of summer’s empty classrooms, scuffed in the dirt outside the town offices. The occupying army saw, and announced that V meant victory, their mighty triumph. They put it on giant flags, flown high. By attempting to make V their own, however, they had no idea of the extent to which they committed an act of self-mockery. Proper Vs did not occur on flags or grand displays, but in secret and only among those who knew: matchbooks left on a café table, folded into a V. Driftwood piled upon the beach. Books standing open on their spines. Vs everywhere, little sprouting flowers of undiminished will.

Nonetheless, Emma’s bread would taste of humiliation. Shame flavored the village’s food because it had infiltrated the people’s hearts.

Twenty-six years after the Great War had devoured nearly two million of the nation’s young men, spending them on the countryside’s soils like so much fertilizer, a new aggressor had returned with even greater force. This mustached demon had a passion to his righteousness before which all people paled. His hordes swept through Belgium, requiring a mere nineteen days to march from armed border to triumph in the capital, whereupon the tanks turned their turrets in the direction of the coast, and the tiny village of Vergers.

Who could blame the nation’s leaders for negotiating? The madman’s power was exceeded only by his fanaticism. The linden trees had not yet grown tall enough to shade the graves of those who had died in the last war. There were no lichens yet embroidering the monuments that bore their names. Who volunteers to sacrifice another generation of sons and husbands and brothers, especially for a fight that would be futile?

Thus did life and liberty depend upon a distant ruler who did not speak the people’s language but felt at ease commanding them in his. The guttural ruled the elegant, the command replaced persuasion, the shout overwhelmed the subtle.

The invader vowed that he would not repeat the Great War, that this time would be different. His troops would behave themselves, the radio was full of propaganda, and promises of the bright future fell like petals from a bough. They would win the people’s hearts, surely, once order had been established.

It was a story people wanted to believe, but they knew better. Village by village the soldiers took down the statues, carting old heroes and artists away in railcars, as if people were too ignorant to imagine that they would soon be melted into armaments, Napoleon into gun barrels, Balzac into bullets. The pedestals on which the bronzes had stood remained in place, however, though now they were monuments to nothing.

Lies collapsed upon themselves like timbers of a barn on fire as the passionate lunatic systematically disregarded every word of the armistice. His troops took the people’s guns, confiscated their radios, packed men into cattle cars that were headed to his factories—so that his own nation’s males would be available to make new wars on new enemies.

The occupying army spread across the continent with the persistence of a disease. Emma heard it was worse in Spain, where no one was permitted to travel anywhere, for any purpose. She heard it was worse in Belgium, where no one had enough to eat. She heard it was worse in Russia, where the charismatic maniac had besieged one beautiful city and incinerated many small ones.

For two years the people of the coast lived behind a façade that fooled no one, their letters censored, mayors and police chiefs disappearing in the night, any loudmouth jailed or vanished, until the wild-eyed zealot declared it was enough. The nation would become one again, albeit united under identically strict rules. Almost overnight, the village’s signposts, alley walls, and storefronts all bore posters listing many forms of conduct—breaking curfew, possessing guns, aiding escaped prisoners, sheltering enemies, listening to foreign radio stations, refusing the occupying army’s currency—and under these lists stood a single word that required no translation: verboten.

Eventually the truth revealed itself like the sun coming up. Fuel began to run short, battles elsewhere demanded more resources, and food rations fell by half. Fishermen, normally considered smelly and coarse, became a salvation, their catch the village’s only meat.

The fastest-growing crop of that season was indignation. When a man has raised a calf, fed it, and milked it, and he sees the full frothing bucket taken away for someone else’s breakfast, the woes of elsewhere dwindle and his stomach is not all that grumbles. Only nursing mothers, pregnant women, and young children were permitted to receive a ration of milk. The occupying army insisted that this was an act of generosity. Thus did the people learn that thirsting occurs on many levels.

Some said that the coastal villages had it easier, with mere occupation. Should the Allied liberators ever rouse themselves and come to their aid, however, these lands would be the likely place of collision. No man offers his wheat field to serve as a battlefield. No woman wants her home to be a bunker.

Many days Emma saw the Allies’ bombers far overhead, aimed at some destination hundreds of miles inland, her village’s predicament so far below it might as well have been the circumstance of ants. From time to time they would cast their wreckage down, tumbling tin caskets that caused destruction so casual she wondered if these pilots might not be enemies after all: the main road to Caen destroyed, four bridges punctured which previously had enabled farmers to come to market, one of the nicest vacation homes on the bluff above the beach blown into a million bits.

The veterinarian Guillaume, a broad-shouldered man with great bushy eyebrows, explained everything to a group in the village one afternoon. Famously a devoted bachelor, Guillaume had later in life found himself a small-boned wife, a considerably younger woman, in Bayeux. Initially people thought Marie was a snob, but gradually they learned it was only that she was as shy as a newborn deer. They had just the one daughter, Fleur, barely a teen but already a staggering beauty. Timid like her mother, she wore a blue apron with patch pockets, in which her hands continuously fiddled with whatever lay hidden there.

Days after hanging the verboten posters, the occupying army was away performing maneuvers on the beach, their trucks and tanks and the thud of mortars firing, which enabled Guillaume to speak freely. Still the people formed a tight scrum in front of the row of shops, shoulder to shoulder.

The one exception was the Goat, who listened from the periphery. A ragged young man with a half-grown beard whose actual name was Didier, the Goat sometimes slept on a shelf in Emma’s empty hog shed, emerging in the morning steeped in the smell of pig urine, a scent as pungent as ammonia. Also, he would argue over the least thing. Once she had heard him dispute with Yves, an experienced fisherman, over the direction of the wind. Whether it was due to his fragrance, therefore, or his antagonistic nature, the villagers’ otherwise close circle gave the Goat ample room. Emma, too, kept her distance from the group—and from the Goat, because of an event in their school days about which she was still angry. She lingered in the doorway of Uncle Ezra’s bakery, a mixing bowl in the crook of her arm, a wooden spoon in her free hand. Eyeing something across the square, she stirred and listened.

“The Allies are fighting an intelligent war,” Guillaume said. He had a low, calm voice. “It is all quite deliberate. The fuel for our enemy’s trucks and tanks comes by rail, for example, and many of the tracks are now destroyed.”

No one asked how he knew such things. Since membership in the Resistance was a capital offense, and since the occupying army mandated that villagers report anyone suspected of belonging, likewise on a threat of execution for failing to do so, not asking was a combination of impeccable manners and self-preservation.

In a rural village, moreover, few people were more trusted than a veterinarian. A sick cow could mean disaster for a small farm. The man who came at any hour and stopped the illness, preventing it from spreading to the herd, saved lives. While a physician must understand the human body in great detail, a veterinarian must have comparable knowledge about horses, pigs, goats, dogs. As a young man, Guillaume had even traveled all the way to Ghent, attending for two full years its eminent school for the health of livestock.

Guillaume had famous hands—giant and strong, yet capable of acts of astonishing delicacy—which the villagers had seen deliver a breached calf, resuscitate a lifeless piglet, and remove the worst of boils from the eye of a retriever. They had also watched those hands dispatch an animal beyond saving, the deed done with compassionate speed.

Beyond those credentials, Guillaume accepted payment in whatever currency a farmer possessed: money, food, gratitude. Thus not a villager questioned his knowledge of military doings.

He continued: “Those bridges were stout enough to hold tanks, which now have a nine-mile detour to reach the coast. That damaged road was the fastest way for the enemy to bring reinforcement troops to our beaches. Now there can be no counterattack.”

Guillaume drew in the dirt with a stick as he spoke, mapping and explaining, and when he finished he swept it all away with his boot.

As the group straightened, digesting the news, Emmanuelle made a declaration from her bakery doorway. “It is a fairy tale.”

Guillaume tossed the stick aside. “What is?”

“This strategy nonsense. All wishing and self-importance. We are far too small to be part of any elaborate scheme.”

“Our village, perhaps. But not our location. It is possible that an invasion here would be the tip of the Allies’ spear.”

“Then we will be impaled upon it,” she replied, stirring a moment, and speaking to her bowl. “Train tracks and bridges are diversions, to keep the occupying troops busy building defenses here, to weaken their army in the east.”

Guillaume nodded. “That may be, Emma. But how do you know these things?”

“Everyone knows. Everyone with a radio.” Emma cast her gaze down at the assembled group. People looked away or at the ground.

“The great Allied tank commander who won in Africa was seen near Calais,” she continued. “If we know this, then the invaders certainly know it. At best, we are a decoy.” She waved her spoon at the circle of them as a witch would conjure a spell. “The Allies will never rescue us. They will never come.”

“Don’t say that,” the Goat shouted, flapping the arms of his fraying coat. “You are preaching despair. You don’t know anything.”

Emma considered him a moment, then pinched her nose with her fingers and went back into the bakery. The Goat let his hands fall to his sides.

“Whichever approach they use,” she heard Guillaume say, “the Allies are preparing to win. We must be patient.”

Patient? It would have been easier for the people to hold their breath for a month. Perhaps slavery is harder for a person who has known freedom. Perhaps it does not matter.

The villagers chafed under so many rules, and found small, perhaps pathetic ways of rebelling. For example, the time of day.

The army’s home country lay in a different time zone, sixty minutes ahead. When the occupation began, the villagers were ordered to adapt. Yet without any overt collusion, they routinely arrived at events an hour late. They would claim confusion, or having been misled by the town hall clock, and the soldiers could only conclude that the people of Vergers were exceptionally stupid. No matter how emphatically the officers insisted on punctuality, or how many posters they hung about order, the villagers remained one hour out of reach.

A man could be outwardly obedient, but tardiness revealed his inner determination, proof that slavery affects only the body. It does not include possession of the heart.

The one schedule villagers did obey was distribution of meat rations. Then they became sheep. Even the strongest are humbled by hunger. Odette told everyone that it was only meat that gave bodies strength, that kept an empty stomach from gnawing at itself.

She was likeliest to know. Odette ran the town’s sole surviving café—a ten-table establishment that served locals and soldiers without discrimination. A few villagers still had cash, and Odette accepted foreign currency as well. Her supplies came from the black market, to which the soldiers turned a blind eye so long as their plates had decent portions and their glasses were filled to the brim. For locals, her prices were inflated. For the occupying army, they were rapacious.

Odette was mannish despite her prodigious bosom. Short-haired and stocky, her sleeves perpetually rolled up, she made no promises, negotiated without mercy, and bullied anyone who questioned the bill. Odette had no family, both parents dead and no siblings or spouse, so her café became home, her customers a form of kin.

The rest of the people depended on their gardens, and the occupiers’ paltry rations. Everything else, the army took for itself. The young soldiers looked ruddy and hale, while the middle commanders developed paunches from too much local Camembert. The villagers grew gaunt, meanwhile, the women’s breasts losing fullness, the men’s arms hanging flaccid.

Emma’s solution was to bake illicit bread.





Chapter 2

First she was Uncle Ezra’s washerwoman. Ranked below Albin and David, apprentices for three and two years respectively, who had never scrubbed pots with enough effort or scoured muffin tins with sufficient digging, Emma swept and carried, cleaned and dried, while Uncle Ezra ranted continuously about how, whatever she did, she had done it wrong.

“Imbecile. If you use soap in a cast-iron skillet, you scrub away years of seasoning unique to that pan. It is like burning a memoir.”

Or, on another day: “Dolt. If you use lye on a cutting board, you spoil the natural oils and render it as useless as a plank.”

Or, on another: “Numbskull. Must you let the screen door slam as though no one here has ears? Have mercy, and stop it with your heel or head or your beastly backside.”

Once she prevented the door from slamming, however, Emma noticed that Uncle Ezra did not throw away the cutting board or the cast-iron pan. He oiled the former, buttered the latter, and went about his business.

Next he taught her how to sharpen a knife, though of course she wrecked the blade, ruining its temper and making it brittle. But later her knives cut well. He showed Emma how to measure, but of course the quantities were unacceptably wrong because liquids cling to the sides of cups, and solids sort themselves out smaller with a little shaking. Yet the croissants turned out flaky and the cookies tasted sweet.

He would ask for a pan, any pan, hurry up, then criticize whichever one she handed him as too small or too large. Yet he used it nonetheless. He would open the oven door, insist that she must have neglected to clean it the day before because it was still filthy, then slide popover tins onto the oven rack anyway.

For months Philippe spent a portion of every afternoon listening as Emma recounted that day’s insults. After attending with his customary patience, he would grab her hand and pull her into a hedgerow to steal kisses. Always Emma protested; always she allowed him to prevail.

Gradually, however, she noticed a result from Uncle Ezra’s caustic tone: once he had chastised her for a mistake, she never made it again. Popovers, for example, always went into a cold oven; preheating prevented them from filling with air. Right or wrong, name-calling and scorn were his ways of teaching. She began to pay closer attention, observing his methods, eavesdropping on every criticism he gave the boys. They bent under the withering weather, delivered in a daily downpour, but Emma at the sink would stop the running water, silence the blender, pause the giant mixer so that she did not miss a word.

Some days after work, the Goat would be standing at the corner, picking at something or arranging his clothes. Emma turned in the opposite direction although it meant a longer route home. Or, if Philippe had come for her that day, she would seize his arm and walk especially close as they passed on the sidewalk. Philippe would say hello to Didier but Emma held her tongue. Her sweetheart smelled of motor oil and she of soap. The Goat wore an atmosphere of filth.

In Emma’s third year at the bakery, Albin’s father fell from a hayloft and broke his leg. Despite six years of investment in apprenticeship, Albin seized on the excuse to return to the family farm. Six months later, David dropped a twenty-kilo bag of flour, which made a small cloud when it burst. As Uncle Ezra delivered his predictable berating—the boy was a buffoon and an idiot and a true horse’s ass—David removed his apron in a sort of slow motion. He hung it on the hook in back with similar ponderousness.

“Where are you going?” Uncle Ezra cried. “We have unfinished work today. The mayor has requested a napoleon.”

David left without bothering to prevent the door from slamming.

The baker stood with hands on his hips, fuming. Emma, having interrupted her scrubbing in order to hear the lecture, stared into the soapy water. Uncle Ezra worked his lower lip back and forth as though he were chewing it. Beside an oven that held three cheesecakes, a timer ticked away. The two of them were alone for the first time.

“He was lazy,” Emma said at last. “I watched him drop a bit of eggshell into a cake batter, and not bother to spoon it out.”

“What? When?”

“Yesterday. I removed it when he was in the cooler.” She pulled the plug from the drain, which choked loudly as it emptied, and continued, “Albin sneezed with his mouth open.”

“What? Disgusting.”

She shrugged. “I always replaced the recipe he did it in front of.”

“How long have you been helping them?”

Emma stared into the gleaming sink. “Since I began here.”

“Damn it,” Uncle Ezra said, punching his fist into his other palm. It was the first time Emma had heard a man swear, and she blushed. “And now I suppose you will be leaving soon too?”

For Emma, the moment was fragrant with opportunity. She scanned the shop, pies cooling in the front window while rolls and loaves and one unsold breakfast croissant sat in the display case. David’s broken bag had not yet been swept up, which could only be done after saving as much unspilled flour as possible. Normally, that would have been her duty.

Meanwhile on the main counter there stood the mayor’s unfinished napoleon—also known as thousand-leaf cake because of its many thin layers of alternating puff pastry and pastry cream, a test of any baker’s patience—and all that remained was to frost the top. Uncle Ezra had been preparing to do exactly that when he paused to rain invective upon David: the frosting sleeve was already filled, a medium gauge nozzle at its tip, a bowl of melted chocolate alongside for dripping a design onto the frosted top.

The baker remained with hands on hips, his question hanging in the air. Emma wiped hands on her apron, strode to the counter, picked up the frosting sleeve, and turning it gently clockwise, began to wring a stream of white confection out the nozzle in exact sympathy with the pace of her movement around the cake.

Uncle Ezra came to stand beside her, watching. She could hear him breathing. When she pinched three fingers together to dip in the chocolate, he opened his mouth to speak, but as she drizzled the dark brown in a rosette on the frosting, hovering the bowl near in her free hand so no errant drip would mar the white, he said not a word. When the napoleon was completed, she drew the back of a knife across her design, an X in three directions to give it flair. Uncle Ezra sniffed and crossed his arms.

“Yes? Did I do something wrong?”

He chewed on his lower lip a moment before answering. “Two years.”

“Two years until what, sir?”

“Until you become my competition.”





Chapter 3

From that day forward they were equals, the grouchy baker and his apprentice of sixteen, seventeen, and more. Production increased. The shop’s reputation grew. People traveled from Caen, from Bayeux, from Honfleur, saying they had heard of this cake or that pie, this bread or that pastry.

The story of the shop was part of its appeal. Nearly every customer had heard about the pie crust made with butter and olive oil, about the baker who wanted no women but took as apprentice a young girl. Yet no tale would make Emma an expert. Talent was but one ingredient in a lengthy recipe. She knew enough to make mastering the basics her first goal. Also she continued to pay attention, interrupting herself midtask to watch Uncle Ezra whisk sugared cream of tartar violently into a gentle meringue, or fold one batter into another to make a third, new thing. Soon enough she began to intuit how to apply basic principles in new circumstances. She started to improvise, baking raisin muffins, adding a flourish to frostings, making sauces and reductions for Odette’s café.

One Christmas Eve—Emma was nineteen, taller than Uncle Ezra, more confident every day—she stood in the shop doorway beside him, helping distribute the fabled sticky cinnamon rolls. They had shared the work equally: him baking, her toasting the pecans, him kneading the dough, her blending brown sugar with butter to make the glaze, and both of them pouring the sweet nectar over finished rolls for the village children with so much care it could only be an act of love. He gave the treats on squares of wax paper while Emma kept track, making sure no clever boy managed to get himself more than one.

Up skipped the Monkey Boy, whistling and wearing an elfin cap. His mother prodded him to say thank you. “Happy Christmas, Aunt Emma,” he said.

“Never,” she shouted, surprising herself. “It will not be.”

She turned and bolted back into the shop. Uncle Ezra frowned at the tray of rolls in his lap, then groused at the next child to hurry along. Emma did not speak of it until she sat with her father and Mémé that evening at Christmas dinner.

“I will not become Uncle Ezra,” she declared, balling her hands into fists.

“Of course not,” her father said, but then he coughed into his sleeve.

“You have vastly more talent,” said Mémé, which Emma felt missed the point entirely.

After the big meal she met Philippe for a stroll on the sea path, along which young men and women had meandered since the time of the Romans. The ocean lay flat in December cold. Three large vacation homes on the bluff sat dark and empty, as if the windows were scanning the horizon for summer’s return. Below, a retreating tide seethed against the beach.

“I will not become Uncle Ezra,” she said. Philippe was trying to kiss her neck but she squirmed out of reach. “I refuse to be solitary for all of my life.”

“And what if you are?” he teased. “You will always have a score of admirers, as long as you make that raspberry trifle.”

“Oaf,” she said, giving him a swat. “I will be alone and you will laugh.”

“Of course you will not be alone,” Philippe said, going suddenly still. “It is out of the question.”

“It is not out of the question.” Emma stamped her foot. “I am working his early hours. I am slaving in his shop. I am learning his skills as if they were devotions. Yesterday I spent whole minutes deliberating between two eggs, trying to decide which one suited a recipe better.” Emma’s breath rose as a cloud in the darkness. “For seven years I have skipped down this path like a foolish schoolgirl, without a single moment’s foresight that I could wind up in the exact same life. What is to prevent that from happening?”

He took both of her hands. “I am.”

With that, she calmed. Emma accepted his kisses, allowed him to pin her against a tree trunk, and as an immodest Yuletide gift, permitted one of his hands a brief entry within the folds of her cloak. His fingers were cold against her waist and her skin surprisingly warm.

Mémé disliked Philippe because she thought he was short. In fact he stood an average height but Grandpère, her husband, had been nearly two meters. As Emma’s father, Marcel observed how quietly the young man talked, wondered whether a repairer of engines by trade could support a family, and kept any opinions to himself. He had married against his parents’ wishes, their pressure and ire serving only to drive their son away. When they refused to attend the wedding, the break was permanent. Therefore Marcel vowed on his late wife’s soul that whatever his reservations, he would not inflict that suffering on his daughter. She could give her love to an octopus and he would not object.

Emma, however, knew things her family did not: Philippe listened to her as attentively as she did to Uncle Ezra. While other boys pawed at their girlfriends without respect, Philippe walked with a hand around her waist only when they were alone. Emma was serious to a fault, whereas he laughed and his eyes became dangerous. When she confessed one day that she could not remember her mother’s face, Philippe held her close and his hands did not wander.

Afternoons, he met Emma after work at the bakery and leaned near. “You smell like sugar.”

“Go away,” she laughed, but gave him her knuckles to kiss.

The sole time he felt fickleness from her came when they encountered the Goat. Philippe could not help wondering what history was between them, that the sight or scent of that young man some days made her ardent, and other days turned her temporarily into stone.

Philippe had been eleven when his family moved to Vergers, and her enmity was already fully established—as was the Goat’s perpetually lingering, apologetic presence.

Emma refused to tell the story. A tale in which one is mortified does not bear repeating. However, that is not the same thing as saying the events never occurred.

He did not call himself the Goat, of course. Didier desired to be known as the Wolf. That was the title he invented for himself, instructing villagers, insisting that people elsewhere knew him by that name alone. Which people? Which elsewhere? Emma knew he was no traveler, with friends in other places, merely a farm boy gone adrift, no more wolf than she was field mouse.

Kinder villagers were indulgent, though, and called him the Wolf in his presence. Behind his back was another matter. From adolescence on, Didier had sought to be manlier than his nature. It always backfired. He volunteered for the national army, only to be dismissed for weak eyesight. He attempted to join the fishermen, but injured his back hauling a loaded net. He tried to grow a beard but it came in thin and only on his chin. One afternoon at the weekly town market, Odette joked that perhaps Didier had no onions, and Emma wisecracked that he looked like a goat. The gossiping biddies cackled and the nickname stuck.

Once upon a time, however, Emma and Didier had been classmates, their mothers dear friends. Yet he teased her all through childhood, and not playfully. He pulled her hair, stole her papers, called her names. One day his mother sliced her thumb while butchering a leg of lamb, and the resulting infection killed her in a fortnight. Adolescent Emma found that the funeral and sympathy made Didier oddly interesting.

His annoying behavior, meanwhile, only increased. One afternoon at recess when she was climbing the ladder to the slide, he ran up from behind and yanked down her bloomers, revealing her bare bottom to the entire schoolyard. Although he was punished—a ruler fifteen times on his backside in front of everyone—it did not absolve the shame Emma felt as she jerked her underwear back into place while all of her classmates stood laughing.

Years later she still wondered what had possessed him to do such a cruel thing. From time to time she turned the question over in her mind, as though it were a stone in her pocket. Now he was grown and ambitious, yet still he struck her as pathetic, his attempts at manliness not genuine but a compensation for something missing. The Goat wanted to rouse the citizens, to incite rebellion. But if he had a fist, he kept it in his pocket.

Somehow the occupying army had overlooked Didier at conscription time. Probably a census error by the old town clerk, Émile, doddering between his filing cabinets, which no one was in a hurry to point out. The army ordered the Goat’s father and brother to report, loaded them onto the train, then moved a dozen officers into their farmstead. From the upstairs window, they flew their red-and-white flag with its ugly black emblem. They smashed antique chairs for kindling, fed heirloom mahogany wardrobes to the flames. After that, no one knew where Didier called home.

Philippe did not need to hear the Goat’s story to observe Emma’s reaction to him, and to steer her wide of wherever he happened to be. Though it perplexed him, Philippe noticed that her affections were most ardent when they had seen the Goat and gone another way. Her kisses made a persuasive compass.

See Emma then, in the dim hour of dawn on the fifth of June, years later. The yearning for Philippe felt so similar to the hunger of her belly each day, she did not know which want was which. Given time enough, perhaps one can grow accustomed to all pains. So she baked—to save her life, and Mémé’s, and all the others in the village who depended on her secret network of food and fuel.

The skies threatened rain, the wind blew harshly, but the Kommandant’s expectation of baguettes remained as certain as the tides. Emmanuelle slid on quilted gloves, placed a bowl of water in the oven to harden the crust, and turned the loaves on their sides. They were brown and crisp, the V thinner but visible for anyone who looked.

Removing her mitts, Emma began her next task: preparing the following day’s straw. The oaken pestle spun quick in her hands, grinding against the marble mortar until the grass shafts became a soft powder the color of her hair.

The idea had come from the animals, and their departure. The occupying army requisitioned one species after another, cows, then pigs, then sheep, so that the demand for dry straw dwindled to nothing. The soldiers also confiscated all dogs over forty-five centimeters in height, though for what purpose Emma shuddered to imagine. Nonetheless, with no animals needing bedding, straw sat in the lofts unused.

One afternoon Monkey Boy wandered by, whistling his familiar tune, but shy when he reached the barn door.

“Are you going to lurk there all day?” Emma asked. “Because I have nothing to feed you.”

Monkey Boy’s shoulders dropped. He stumbled across the barnyard to the wall of beige bricks that separated Emma’s farm from the eastern well, flopped down with less care than a dog takes to settle on the dirt, and fell instantly asleep. Observing through the open door, Emma rose and crossed the grassless barnyard. As she stood over Monkey Boy, for once considering him with something other than dismissal, it became clear that he had collapsed not from fatigue but from hunger. He looked like a clothed pile of sticks.

Emma considered the thousands of hours her hands had spent cooking under Uncle Ezra’s critical eye, dicing onions or pinching salt or adding the tiniest soupçon of dry mustard to sharpen a broth. Wasted luxury, pointless education. What good was finesse in the face of starvation? It would be like needlepointing while the barn burned. She needed to do something. Her training, and yes, she could admit it, her talents, demanded better use than frosting cakes or sugaring muffins.

Emma turned from the emaciated boy and marched back into the barn, her hands in fists. Dough for the next morning’s baguettes sat in metal bowls, three rounds taking their rise on the sunlit sill. She rested a palm on one as if on the brow of a sleeping baby. Outside Monkey Boy whimpered in his sleep. At that moment, her gaze fell on the heap of straw sitting in the loft unused.

So it began, one pinch ground fine and stirred into the twelve-loaf mix. Emma baked as usual the next morning. She slid the arms of warm bread into the green canvas bag the Kommandant’s aide used when he came to fetch them. She wrung her hands as he motorcycled away with the bag over one shoulder, wondering if she had just sentenced herself to death.

Emma barely slept that night. If she were found out, who would look after Mémé? She rose before dawn, as ever, and when the dough was ready for final mixing, she added that pinch once again. Later, when the aide motorcycled into the barnyard, he held the canvas bag toward her without a word. No praise, but more importantly, no complaint.

Soon one pinch became two. Every few days she added slightly more, until a morning several months along when the aide asked in broken words if she had changed her recipe, because lately the crusts were tough. That was the ceiling, therefore, five handfuls, beneath which she remained ever after.

Now each day Emma scooped powdered straw into a mass of dough the size of three melons, adding salt to aid with concealment. She baked the Kommandant’s twelve loaves, and portioned the extra two among Monkey Boy, or Madeleine whose eyesight had gone bad, or Fleur the veterinarian’s beautiful daughter, or the newly married Argent couple, or Pierre, the cowman too affable to comprehend a time of war.

“I give them my milk and they leave me alone,” Pierre confided in Emma one day. He removed his pipe from his mouth. “I am not being disloyal to my country, I am protecting my girls.” He blew a kiss to the trio of bovines grazing in his dooryard, with their long eyelashes and bashful ways.

Emma handed him one third of a loaf. “I only want to keep as many people alive as possible.”

“Yes, until the liberators come.” Pierre tucked the bread in his coat pocket.

“They will never come.”

“Emmanuelle, my dear.” He chomped on the pipestem. “Of course the Allies will free us. At this very moment they might be massing and preparing to attack. Or do you have no hope at all?”

“You cannot eat hope.” Emma fidgeted with the harness straps on her wagon. “You cannot trade it for butter.”

Pierre patted his chest. “I fought in the Great War. I know the world will not stand by idly. Therefore I am filled with hope. The day of our liberation will be a great moment in history.”

Emma turned away to continue her deliveries, calling back over her shoulder, “They will never come.”

One morning Emma was busy kneading when she heard a noise in the yard. Pirate came charging out from behind the rain barrel, crowing like the last defender of civilization. She slid the mortar and pestle for grinding the straw under a table. Then she gathered her skirts and hastened to the wide barn door.

Beside the opening in the barnyard wall stood a man dressed entirely in black. At Emma’s approach he turned his head only, glaring back before strolling away toward the eastern well.

She hesitated. If she did not follow, though, the rooster would awaken half the village. Pirate sought constantly to escape the barnyard confines; Emma thought he probably imagined whole harems of hens on the other side of the wall, each of them eager to be bred.

She had seen pictures of hedgerows elsewhere, the demure low walls of Ireland, the fence with a gate in England’s Lake District. But in the region of Vergers, hedgerows were something else: thick warrens of bracken and root that stood twice the height of a man, arched over the lanes like a chapel roof, dividing properties as impenetrably as any wall. Those bushes contained all manner of predators that would make short work of a three-pound bird.

Emma shooed him away, and he quieted once she had passed through the wooden door in the barnyard’s brick wall, pulling it closed behind her.

The man now stood on the far side of the well. He wore a dark beard, trimmed thin along his jaw, and heavy black glasses. “That infernal rooster should be served for supper,” he said.

“He makes an excellent watchdog,” Emma replied evenly, wiping her hands on her skirts. “You never know who might be sneaking up.”

“I was not sneaking,” the man said. “The scent of your baking is a torment.”

“You know I am following orders.”

“Emmanuelle.” He shook his head. “Emmanuelle.”

“That is my name.”

“Who would know better than the man who baptized you?”

Emma crossed her arms. “Why does the Monsignor visit me on this rainy morning? Surely my obedience to the Kommandant commits no sin.”

“I dare not speculate about you and sin,” the priest said. “That is for God alone to condemn. It is for me only to pity and lament. But I am here to make a request. Actually, two.”

“I have nothing to offer you.”

“Do I seem that much of a fool?” he said, wiggling his fingers at her. “I know all about your little network.”

“I have no idea
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