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  Prologue

  
  




My sisters and I clasped each other’s hands, while the rest of the family stood in a line in front of us. The priest’s voice droned through the liturgy. Shoes shuffled on the damp grass while stiff dress coats whispered against shirt sleeves.

I kept my eyes firmly fixed on my shoes. They weren’t new, but they were my best. I’d spent time last night polishing them, checking the soles were clean as well. Now the buckles shone in the watery sunlight, the dew rising as steam around my feet as the morning heated up. The breeze wafted Yvonne’s rose-scented perfume over me. As much as I tried to block out the words the priest was saying, I couldn’t help but hear those dreaded final lines:

“We commend to Almighty God our sister and we commit her body to the ground, earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust. The Lord bless her and keep her, the Lord make His face to shine upon her and be gracious to her, the Lord lift up His countenance upon her and give her peace.”






I

Part One







  
  1

  
  
  Spring 1942

  
  




“Come on Elise! Maman will wonder what has happened if you take such a long time.” 

I had dawdled behind my sister and brother, kicking up dust as I scuffed my feet. I looked up to see Yvonne stopped further up the hill, hand on her hip and a frown on her pretty face. “All right Yvie. I’m coming.” I drew closer. 

Yvonne extended a hand. “Do I need to hold on to you like I did when you were little?”

“Very funny, Yvie. How about you try keeping up with me?” I challenged her as I began to run. Her laugh chased me up the last part of the hill until I caught up to Leon. 

At home, I threw my things onto my bed and went to find Maman and Grand-mère out by the flower beds at the far end of the garden. The late afternoon sun was hot through my hat and I saw the garden beds had dried to a pale brown. Perfumes wafted up from rows of lilies and roses, competing with each other for dominance in the heat.

Maman’s flowers were always in high demand. We lived on the road to the local cimetière, on a hill above the town. It was a perfect spot to grow the flowers and sell them from a booth at the front of the house. Every Sunday local families would walk up to choose fresh blooms with which to show their respect at the cimetière. 

Maman rose from where she had been crouching over one of the flower beds. She turned, smiling as I hurried over.

“Oof! Elise, gently my darling!” Maman stumbled back a step as I barrelled into her for a hug, laughing and wrapping her arms around me. Her skin warmed me where we touched. I buried my face in the worn folds of her apron. I loved how it smelled of flowers and sunshine. After a few moments, she carefully prised my arms from her, then lifted my chin to look into my eyes. “Does this mean you did well on your spelling test today?” One corner of her mouth lifted in her lopsided smile.

I nodded. “I came second in the class Maman.”

“It just so happens that while I was busy in the garden, Grand-mère baked some treats for dessert before coming to help me. She must have known we’d have something to celebrate. Go wash up, I’ll be in shortly.”
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  Summer 1942/1943

  
  




“Elise, I am sure you can cope with this last one by yourself,” said Maman, as she pushed herself up from the grass beside me. The three of us – Maman, Yvie and I – were working on the flower beds. “The box should be full but not overcrowded. Oh, I don’t need to tell you this!” She reached over and gently stroked my face. “I shall see you inside. I think I have been working too hard in this heat!” She smiled again as she turned away, walking back to the house with slow, measured steps, a few last words of instruction drifting over her shoulder. “When you have finished, go and help Yvonne out by the calla lily bed. Don’t take too long now.”

“Yes, Maman.” I watched her make her way along the path to the house. Something was wrong. I knew it was not the heat. Maman loved summer, she had always said so. As I watched, I saw her stumble and grasp the frame of the kitchen door. As soon as she was inside, I scooted over to my sister.

“Yvie,” I hissed, gesturing towards the house. “Did you see? What’s wrong with Maman?”

Yvonne shook her head. “Like she said, she’s probably just been working too hard. You know how she can get when the mood takes her.” 

I frowned. “But it’s never made her almost fall over before. She loves being out in the sun. I think there is something else. Yvie,” I tugged her sleeve as she started to dig again with her trowel. “I am really worried.” I bit my lip to keep from crying.

Yvonne sat back on her heels and studied me. “You really are, aren’t you? If it will make you feel better, I will talk to Papa. I’m sure it’s nothing.” She pulled me closer, hugging me. “Now, how about you get back to what Maman asked you to do, hmm? Unwell or not, she doesn’t need the trouble of telling you off!”

As I hugged Papa goodnight later that evening, he whispered in my ear. “Yvonne tells me you are worried about your maman, little one.”

I nodded, watching his face. “I saw her trip on the back steps.”

“It is true that she has not been feeling the best lately, but she has seen the doctor. He thinks she has just strained herself with all the garden work lately.” He smiled at me. “So no more worrying, all right? If there was anything to worry about, that would be my job. Now, off to bed with you.” He ruffled my hair before opening the door and ushering me out.
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  Autumn 1943

  
  




“Elise, when you have finished eating, go and help Yvonne with the garden.” Grand-mère’s quick fingers flicked water as she signed her words before turning back to the dishes in the kitchen sink.

I licked the last crumbs from my fingers and placed my plate on the counter beside her. “Merci, all done.” I signed back.

Skipping out the door, I picked my gloves up from the hall table, making my way through to the far end of the garden. I marvelled as always at the clever way Maman had laid out the flower beds. From certain spots you could see every colour of the rainbow in one sweeping view. Whites, palest yellows, all the way through to deep reds and purples so full they were almost black. The lawn was still damp with dew under my feet and at this time of day, before the sun warmed up the flowers, the raw aroma of the soil filled my nostrils.

I loved helping out here. As I walked towards Yvonne, my fingertips gently brushed the blossoms that edged the beds. I adored the tickling of the bottlebrush grevillea. The stamens of the lilies, proudly pushing past their petals, stained my skin with their golden pollen.

Maman smiled at me from the chair Papa had put outside for her. The sight brought me up short: though she refused to talk about it or let us ‘fuss’, it made it clear that something was very wrong with my dear maman. I forced a smile in return and made my way to the other side of the rosebed.
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  Winter 1943

  
  




“Elise.” Maman called, as I shut the kitchen door behind me. As I drew near she smiled, though tiredness carved new lines into her face. “How was school today? Has Aimée’s maman finished her dress yet?”

“Not quite, Maman. But she asked if I may come over this weekend? Her maman has said all of us can come and see how it is going.” Aimée’s older sister was getting married and my friend was to be a bridesmaid. We were all excited for her; the first of our group to see a brother or sister married.

“I am sure that will be fine. Now,” –she waved a hand to the garden– “this bed is most in need, so if you’d like to start down at the other end and work towards Yvonne, you should get it tidied up quickly. Once that is done, I need a fair amount of whites and yellows, as they’ve been the most popular lately.” A table had been set beside her, with her flower arranging tools and supplies close at hand.

I got to work. It was both tedious and rewarding – tedious in that the more I looked, the more weeds I saw, and rewarding when I could see the progress I was making. 

While we worked, Maman picked up from where she’d left off a week before, sharing her knowledge of the flowers themselves, and what the market – our neighbours – demanded. Though I was just a child then, these times with my Maman would stay with me throughout my life; her peaceful patience at this time of suffering teaching me even more than her words.
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  September 1943

  
  




The new collège term had started. Our first day back was bittersweet. 

“Where is Mme Allard?” Aimée said, as we put our bags in our desks. 

I looked up. A stranger was sitting at the maîtresse’s desk, apparently absorbed in the book in front of her. When the classroom door shut behind the last student, though, she shut her book and stood in one fluid movement. Her eyes swept over us, standing in silence behind our seats.

“Bonjour tout le monde!”

“Bonjour, madame.”

“Asseyez-vous.”

Chair legs scraped against the hard floor, filling the room with ear-splitting shrieks as we pulled our seats out and sat down. The noise settled quickly while the teacher waited in front of her desk.

“My name is Madame Gagnon.” A giggle near the back of the room was quickly stifled. “I am sorry to say I must give you some sad news. Madame Allard has asked that you be told. She received a telegram last week and will be on compassionate leave for a little while. Her brother was a pilot in the Normandie squadron. Sadly Mme Allard’s brother did not survive after his plane was shot down over the ocean.” Though her face was stern, I heard her voice break slightly in her final sentence. “I am sure your thoughts and prayers will be appreciated by her at this time.”

For the first time the war in Europe had touched very close to home. For several moments there was complete silence as we took in the dreadful news. A boy beside me raised his hand.

Mme Gagnon spoke again.

“If you have a question about Mme Allard, I am sorry, that is all I know at this point.” He lowered his hand. The teacher nodded. “Now, let us turn to our books.”

After my last class of the day, I walked home in silence, thinking of my maîtresse and her loss. I opened the front door, hung up my bag in my room and washed my hands before heading to the kitchen. Because my mind was still with Madam Allard, I didn’t notice at first. It was while I poured myself a cup of water at the sink that the silence of the house encroached upon my thoughts. I frowned.

“Maman?” I called, walking back down the hall, looking into the rooms as I passed. Not finding her or my grandmother, I checked the back garden. “Maman?” My voice trembled. I reached the back of the garden with still no sign of my family. A bang sounded from somewhere near the house and I ran, automatically picking the quickest route. I got to the hall just as my papa came in the front door. He stopped when he saw me.

“Papa? What has happened? I cannot find Maman or Grand-mère anywhere!”

He strode forward and hugged me briefly. “I didn’t know we would be gone so long. Please, go and turn down the blanket on Maman’s bed. No questions yet, Elise, please. I need you to do as I say.”

“Yes, Papa.” Though every part of me wanted to cry out, obeying Papa was ingrained and I found my feet taking me to their bedroom, my hands reaching out and doing as he asked. I heard murmurs in the hallway and turned to see him supporting Maman as they came through the doorway. Maman’s skin was white and her hair tumbled past her face instead of being smooth and pinned neatly in place.

Papa glanced up. “Would you help Grand-mère in the kitchen? I will just settle your maman and be with you shortly.” 

I had never seen my mother so helpless, nor my father so gentle. I backed out of the room.

Grand-mère looked up. It was uncanny how she could always tell when we entered a room, even when she wasn’t looking. Now she beckoned to me. Her hands spoke quickly.

“You will have lots of questions. Your papa will explain. Set a cup on this tray for your maman.” I did as she directed, taking it through and setting it on the cabinet beside their bed. As strange as it was to have him home on a weekday, it was also a comfort. He drew me to him and enveloped me in a hug. I breathed in his solidity. 

“Little one, I will tell you more once your brothers and sisters are home, but you are not to worry. Maman was feeling unwell today so your grandmother got a message to me. That is why I am home. We must take care of your maman so she can rest and get well. Will you help Grand-mère to get dinner on the table?” He rubbed my back as tears threatened. “Keep yourself busy for now. I will explain to you all at dinner. I will stay here with Maman for a while. Off you go.” 

It seemed as though Grand-mère had decided to use all the food we had available. I was kept busy peeling, chopping and washing the vegetables from the garden. She prepared pancakes and let me help whip some cream. We were to have dessert – a rare treat in the week. Part of me understood this was all a distraction, but I allowed myself to go along with it.

When our older brother and sisters were finally home, we gathered at the dinner table. Our plates filled with the main course before Papa began.

“You are all aware that your maman was taken ill today. We still don’t know why, but your maman collapsed” –he held a hand up as a collective gasp of shock went up– “Grand-mère sent for me. Your oncle brought me home in his car so we were able to take Maman straight to the doctor. He has done some tests and now we have to wait for the results.” He looked around the table, his own face reflecting our worry. “I know this is scary for you. As it is for Maman, Grand-mère and me. But all we can do now is take care of her, help her to rest, until we know more.”

For the first time in my life, our bedtime routine was reversed: I went to Maman’s room to say bonne nuit. I walked in slowly after knocking on her door. She pushed herself up to sit against her pillows, smiling at me.

“Elise, ma chèrie. Come, come.” 

I came close and felt her arms go around me. 

“Thank you for helping your grand-mère with dinner tonight. It was delicious.” 

I nodded against her shoulder, not trusting myself to speak.

“Now, you mustn’t worry, all right? I’m sure it is nothing, I just need to learn to rest a little more, now I’m such an old woman, yes?” She laughed then, releasing me. I gulped and searched her face.

“You are not old, Maman!” 

She laughed again. “That is sweet. Now, off to bed with you. You need to rest too, so you can grow strong. Bonne nuit my little one.”

I was sure I would not be able to sleep for worrying, but my maman’s voice replayed in my mind until sleep overtook me.
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  November 1943

  
  




Time stretched unfairly while we waited. Each day, as I went to collège and returned, I could see Maman was no better. Some days she was up and in the kitchen when I arrived back, but she moved slowly and her smile no longer reached her eyes. I was careful when I hugged her.

They sat us down, all of us. Then Papa stood near Maman, but did not touch her. He looked at her, and she lifted her eyes to meet his. Maman turned to us, and in halting words, explained what the doctors had found. It was cancer. I had not heard the word before, but the way Maman said it, I knew it was something — very bad. And apparently it was in her stomach. 

“The only help I can get is in Australia.” 

Australia! Only Edmond, my oldest brother, had ever left Noumea, let alone the country.

“But I have told them that is out of the question. It is more money than we have in a whole year, to get me there and pay for the treatment. And there are no guarantees of success. So, we will keep going. We will pray and trust God. We will do our best.” Her voice broke. 

Papa placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed gently. I could barely look at him. Even through his ravaged features, his agony for Maman was evident. That was almost harder to bear than Maman’s words. 

“I am so sorry, my little ones.” 

We sat for a moment, stunned into silence. Then Odette spoke up, doing her best to put our thoughts into words. One by one we went to Maman, both offering and needing comfort. Even the usually taciturn Edmond was moved to hug Maman, before turning to Papa and grasping his shoulder. It was in such moments that I recalled he was only twenty, barely out of childhood himself. When I finally reached Maman, she smiled, drew me in for the tightest hug I could remember, then began stroking my hair.

“Elise, my littlest one. My helper. I know this is scary for you. You must be brave, for me, yes?” Holding me firmly, she continued: “We must trust God’s will, yes? His Word says we will share in the suffering of His Son. We will go to mass, and we will pray for strength.” I nodded into her shoulder, not trusting myself to speak. Her hands on my shoulders now, she held me at arm’s length. “Look at me, Elise.” I raised my eyes from the floor between us, meeting hers. “I will need to rest more, so you and your sisters will need to share my work between you. While you are at collège, Grand-mère will do her best to help me, but she has her own work to do. So, I can rely on you, yes?”

Again, I nodded. She smiled, patted my shoulders and let go. As I left the room, I saw that my brothers and sisters had left before me. I made my way to the bedroom I shared with Yvonne, my hands brushing the wall, but as I approached the door I could hear sobbing. Yvonne. I spun around, running back down the empty hallway, my footsteps loud in my haste. I ran outside, around the back towards the flower garden. Once at the far end, I hid behind the tall frames of frangipani trees. My knees hit the soft earth, a sharp dead leaf digging into my skin as I collapsed, arms reaching out to hug the trunk of the nearest tree. I welcomed the scrape of its bark on my face. Hot tears burned down my cheeks, my stomach clenched and my mind fixated on Papa’s expression, which had said more than Maman’s words.

* * *

It was the end of summer. Somehow we’d got through another Christmas, though none of us had much heart for celebrating. I straightened up and brushed my hair out of my eyes. Though still early, the sun was hot and my face glistened with perspiration. Maman’s garden had been neglected lately and weeds were starting to take advantage. I looked back along the section I’d been working on, checking I hadn’t missed anything, when I caught sight of Maman’s face looking out of her bedroom window, watching us. I smiled and waved. Yvonne was working across the flower bed, her back to Maman’s window.

I turned back toward the garden, the smile fading. I sniffed as tears threatened. Yvonne looked up.

“What is it?” 

“Maman is so thin, Yvie.” My voice broke as I saw my own pain reflected in my sister’s face. As one, we bent back to the soil, cleansing it of the unwanted growth.
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  May 1944

  
  




The house was quiet now, kept dimly lit day and night, to keep maman as comfortable as possible. I woke suddenly to see Grand-mère standing by my bed. “Grand-mère! What is it?” I signed, my hands moving quickly in the trickle of light coming in from the hallway.

“Ma chérie, you need to come now.” Her eyes welled as her hands spoke.

I reached for my dressing gown and followed her quickly down to Maman’s bedroom. I fell to my knees beside her bed and grasped her hand. It was so brittle, I thought I could break it if I held it too tightly.

Gradually sounds encroached on my consciousness: Maman’s breath, rasping, slowing; quiet sobs of my sisters and Leon, the heavy breath of Edmond and Papa. I looked up from Maman’s hand to her face. It seemed impossible that she could look so at peace; already far from us, slipping away from this life to the next. My eyes met Odette’s, kneeling opposite me at Maman’s other hand. Yvonne was sitting by Maman’s head, stroking her hair from her forehead. Leon and Edmond perched at the foot of the bed, a hand each on her blanketed legs. Each of us touching her, none of us trusting our voices to let her know that she was loved, and would be missed. As much as we were loath to let her go for our own sake, we knew her suffering was coming to an end. Papa, I saw, stood behind my brothers. He alone did not touch her. They had walked together in this life for nearly 30 years. His grief eclipsed ours and it showed in every line of his face.

I turned back to see Maman. We had all heard it, that rattle in her lungs we had been warned of. Her chest rose as she took her last breath, her eyes fluttered briefly open as her head fell to the side, and she was gone.
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“Merci,” I tried to summon a smile as I took the coins in exchange for the posy, but my eyes slid away from the sympathy in my neighbour’s answering smile. He nodded and continued on his way. The afternoon sun was beating down on my head, my old sunhat barely offering any protection. When we had walked home from church earlier, the wind was brisk, fresh off the sea, competing with the sun climbing higher in the sky. Now there was no wind to move the heated air.

“Merci.” I barely noticed my lips move – I’d said the word so many times already this morning. 

Maman’s flowers were still as popular as when she had been here to tend to them. Many of her customers had come to her funeral. I felt a hand on my arm. 

“Merci to you. It must be very difficult to continue your maman’s business. Je vous bénis ma chère. We do appreciate it.” 

I nodded mutely, tears threatening to breach my self control. She moved on, one of a steady stream on the way to pay their respects at the gravesites. 

At last my stock was gone. I picked up the empty box, folded the deal table and carried it all back to the garden shed. Now it was our turn. Grand-mère was in among the flower beds, choosing just the right stems for Maman’s grave. For a moment I thought I saw Maman by her side. I ran inside, desperate to be alone before facing the cimetière.
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My errand today was at the fish market on the port side of town. The ocean glittered in the distance as sunlight glanced off its lightly rippled surface. Near the shore, homes of all shapes and sizes nestled between stands of palms and pines. I stopped to gaze out over the sea, imagining the islands we had learned about in school, far to the south and west of us. Nearer my path, flowers of every hue shone against the green foliage. I loved to notice the changes in gardens and along the roadside. The road itself was long and almost straight, its surface beaten down and flat from generations of feet and vehicles.

My basket swung on my arm in time with my footsteps. 

“Ouch.” Yvonne put a hand out to stop my basket, bringing me back to the present. I’d almost forgotten she was with me. This had been her job since Odette had begun working full time and now she was passing it on to me.

“Sorry, Yvie. My mind was far away.” 

Yvonne led the way to the fish market. The stall holders welcomed us, smiling and busy. At each one, she said the same thing: “Bonjour. You know my sister, Elise? She will be doing the shopping for us from now on.” 

And the response was fairly standard as well: “No! This can’t be little Elise! Look how you’ve grown! You look so like your dear Maman, may she rest in peace.” 

I recoiled in shock at first but Yvonne squeezed my fingers in warning. I smiled tightly as we moved on, steeling myself for the next encounter.

At each stall my lesson continued, my sister showing me how to select just the right fish or fillet, and the way to negotiate the price firmly and respectably.

“Yvie, stop.” I pulled on her arm as we came to the end of one row of sellers. “Can we sit for a moment, please?”

She shrugged her shoulders, sighed, and led me to the low brick wall at the edge of the market. “There. Now, what’s the matter?”

“I just needed to stop for a little. You’re used to this,” –I waved a hand at the scene around us– “but I’m not. How do you stand it?”

Yvonne dropped her gaze as she answered. “I guess I have gotten used to it. But I should have warned you. I’m sorry. They mean well, I try to remember that. And I ask God for strength.” She smiled gently and tapped my knee. “Shall we get this finished? Let’s head over to the bakers. We might find a nice treat to have on the way home.”

I brushed the sticky crumbs from my fingers on my skirt as we reached the top of the hill above the town centre, shifting my now full basket from my elbow to my hand.

“Yvonne?”

“Mm-hm?” 

I looked over to see her pop the last of her pastry into her mouth. She nodded for me to continue. “I am worried about Papa. He’s drinking again, like after the mine accident.” I had planned out what I would say when the chance came up but instead I just blurted it out.

We walked in silence for a few minutes.

“I’m not sure what to say, Elise. We are all worried, even Edmond. Odette especially. She has even mentioned postponing her wedding.”

“Oh no! That would be terrible. I know we will miss her, but it would be too hard on them both.”

“Not to mention the cost of changing their travel plans to America. I told her that. I know it won’t stop him drinking, but I said maybe it would help if she involved him more in the planning.” She put her free arm around my shoulders. “Grand-mère says it will just take time, that we must be patient with him. It was Maman who helped him stop before, and she is not here to show us what to do.”

Not long after this conversation, something else happened that would distract not just Papa, but us all. Yvonne met a young man. Being the dutiful daughter that she was, she had spoken with Papa as soon as she believed it was serious. Now here we were, preparing to meet Mr Carlisle as a family.

“Yvie, just sit down. Grand-mère has the dinner all in hand, I’ve set the table exactly as you asked.” My hands on her shoulders, I pushed her backwards until the chair caught the back of her knees. Yvonne glared up at me but I just grinned in response.

“Aren’t you Little Miss Bossy all of a sudden?” Yvonne said, shaking her head. Next minute we were laughing. 

I sat heavily on the floor at her feet. “Someone had to be; it’s pretty obvious you’ve gone all to pieces over Mr Carlisle.” I said his name in a teasing sing-song voice. 

She tapped me on the top of my head. “I have not gone to pieces. I just –” 

“ – want everything to be right.” I joined in on the phrase she’d been saying since last Sunday. She tapped my head once more. 

Despite my best efforts, Yvonne jumped up and left the room again, muttering her ‘to do’ list under her breath. I sighed and followed. If this was what being in love did to a person, I was glad that I was too young to have to think about it.

During dinner it was entertaining to watch Yvonne try to elevate Papa’s esteem for Mr Carlisle.

“So Mr Carlisle,” Papa asked, his tongue struggling with the English name. “What is it that you do here in Noumea?”

Mr Carlisle looked up, a bemused look on his face.

Yvonne spoke up. “Papa, Mr Carlisle doesn’t speak French. May I translate?”

Papa frowned but nodded assent.

Yvonne had learned English for her job. She passed on Papa’s question. “Mr Carlisle is here with the New Zealand army to build the new hospital.” She added her own words: “His commanding officer leaves much of the daily decision-making to him, Papa. He is very good at his work.”

Papa stared at my sister, fork halfway between plate and his mouth. “Hmph” he grunted, then went back to his questioning. Yvonne reddened. I bumped elbows with her in mute sympathy.

It was almost like Papa was giving Mr Carlisle an exam with all the questions he asked through Yvonne. I stopped paying attention to the conversation, contenting myself with quietly watching my sister and this man who had captured her heart. 

“You see?” I said as Yvonne and I washed and dried the dishes after dinner. “It was fine. I think Papa liked him.” 

She flicked soapy water at me, grinning. “It’s not polite to gloat,” Yvonne answered. Her face became pensive. “I hope you’re right though. I couldn’t bear it if Papa and Rex didn’t get along.”

Mr Carlisle – Rex – soon became a regular dinner guest. All too soon, Yvonne’s left hand bore a simple jewel, and my worry for Papa returned. Now he faced losing two daughters.
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Odette married her GI fiancé. They left for America soon after. That left just Leon and I living with Papa and Grand-mère, and Yvonne, for now at least. Our oldest brother, Edmond, had left home within months of Maman’s passing, when he joined the Bataillon du Pacifique.

Leon’s eighteenth birthday had brought more change. All of a sudden, my playmate, my brother, whose chief delight was to tease me, was a grown man. He came to meet me at the end of school one day, not long before his birthday.

“Leon! What is it? Is something wrong?” He’d not walked me home in a long time. My friend Aimée grabbed the back of my blouse in a quick pinch; I saw her blush out of the corner of my eye and stifled a grin. Oblivious, Leon turned and fell in step on my other side.

“I just thought it’d be nice to walk you home today.” He glanced around at my friends. “Just us, maybe. Is that ok?” 

I stopped and looked at him. I could see something was weighing on his mind. Nodding, I turned back to the girls. “See you tomorrow.”

“Don’t mind us. We can manage without you, this once.” Marine winked at me, grabbed Aimée’s arm and turned towards town. 

I smiled at my big brother and slipped my hand into the crook of his arm as we walked homewards. We continued in a companionable silence for a while. Dust from the beaten path found its way inside my sandals, irritating between my toes. I found myself pinching a fold of Leon’s sleeve between my fingers, rubbing the rough cloth back and forth against itself. I realised he’d shortened his stride to match mine.

Finally I spoke. “I’m sure you didn’t walk all the way to my school just to walk me home. So, what is it?”

He kicked at a pebble in his path. Shrugging his shoulders, he slowed down and looked at me. “I just…” He looked away. “I’m almost eighteen.” 

“Yes, I do know that. I have your present hidden somewhere safe.”

He grinned and nudged his elbow into my side. “I haven’t found it – yet. But that’s not what I meant.”

“You are starting to worry me, big brother. Just tell me.” I nudged him right back. Just four years my senior, he’d always ignored my shyness, including me in his playtimes at home when I was small. He accepted me just as I was.

He stopped walking and stared at the ground. “I’m going to be working down in the mine.” The words came out in a rush.

I felt the colour drain from my face. “What? No, Leon! But why? You already have a job up the top. Why change? What if you get hurt, like Papa did? Or worse?”

He raised his face, and I could see my own fears reflected in his eyes. “Apparently it’s what happens. You work at the top until you’re old enough, then they send you down below. But I didn’t know, I swear I didn’t, Elise!” He grasped my hands. “The crew I work with, they’re all younger than me. I never even asked Papa about what happened to the chaps who used to do our job. Well, you don’t, do you? I was fifteen when I started. I just worried about doing my job right and not getting into trouble!”

I shook my head, my own words stuck in my throat. I knew this was terrifying him, but I couldn’t think of anything to comfort him. Movement was at least doing something, so I tucked a hand back in the crook of his arm and continued our walk. We were almost home before I trusted myself to speak. “You just make sure you’re always last in and first out. I can’t lose you too!” He dropped a quick kiss on the top of my head in reply.



That night, I dreamt of Papa’s accident. I used to have the same dream often, soon after it happened, but in the aftermath of losing Maman, it had been drowned out. In my dream, I heard the explosion. I was near the mine. The details were vague – I’d never been there in real life. I tried to run to Papa but the ground was littered with




















































