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CHAPTER 1 — THE DEPARTURE
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January 1944

The bottle exploded against the mirror behind the bar.

The crash drowned out the shouting for only a fraction of a second before the chaos roared back even louder — chairs overturning, curses flying, the screech of the old record player someone had just knocked into. A rain of shattered glass fell over the bottles lined up like drunken soldiers. The smell of beer and blood instantly mixed with the stale scent of tobacco.

Donald froze.

In front of him, the two girls kept fighting like animals. One had both fists tangled in the other’s blonde hair; the second clawed at her face with painted nails. Their torn stockings hung around their knees. A table had just collapsed beneath them with a sharp crack.

— Stop it! somebody shouted.

Nobody listened.

A sailor tried to step in. A bottle smashed against his temple, and he collapsed into the counter with a muffled groan. Blood immediately ran down along his collar.

Donald stepped forward.

Too late.

His father burst out of the back room.

— Goddamn it!

His voice cracked through the bar like a gunshot.

The conversations died almost instantly. Even the two girls stopped struggling, breathless, cheeks flushed, hair hanging loose.

The old man crossed the room heavily. His eyes moved from the shattered mirror to the injured sailor, then to the overturned tables. Finally they settled on Donald.

And something gave way.

— Just look at this...

Donald said nothing. He knew that voice. Not anger yet.

What came before it.

Shame.

— You think this is a game?

The silence stretched.

Max had disappeared a good ten minutes earlier. As always. His brother had an almost supernatural instinct for sensing disasters before they happened. He slipped away before the explosion and came back once there was nothing left but ashes.

Donald stayed.

— They’re fighting over you like goddamn dogs!

The father pointed at the two girls with a trembling hand.

— Look at them!

One of them was crying now, trying to hide her split lip. The other had blood on her chin. Both avoided Donald’s eyes.

— I didn’t ask for any of this, he finally said.

— Didn’t ask for it?

The old man let out a short, bitter laugh.

— Didn’t ask for it? For months this place has been turning into a circus because of you! Girls hanging around here morning till night, jealous men, fights, broken bottles—

He pointed toward the wounded sailor.

— And now this!

The sailor glanced down at the blood-soaked rag pressed against his head.

Someone muttered:

— Maybe we should call a doctor...

The father didn’t even hear him.

His eyes stayed fixed on Donald.

— You think I’m gonna spend the rest of my life cleaning up your messes?

The silence in the bar was getting heavy. Some customers looked away uneasily. Others watched Donald with that cold curiosity people have when tragedy is happening to someone else.

The father stepped closer.

Donald caught the smell of sweat, tobacco, and cold whiskey clinging to the old man’s coat.

— Answer me when I’m talking to you.

Donald looked up at him.

And for the first time in his life, he thought he looked old. Not old the way men slowly grow old over time. Old all at once. As if every year of work, bills, rationing, and exhaustion had suddenly dropped onto his shoulders at the same time.

The finger pointed at him trembled slightly.

— Your stupid antics are gonna ruin us.

Donald looked around him. The shattered mirror. The overturned tables. The crying girls. The sailor still pressing the rag against his temple. Then he looked at the dented cash register near the counter.

And something quietly broke loose inside him. Like a final thread snapping.

— Clean this up, the father muttered.

He turned away.

Donald slowly removed his apron.

His mother appeared in the kitchen doorway.

— Donald...

But he had already laid the apron on the counter. His fingers trembled slightly. Not with anger.

Something worse.

The sudden feeling of suffocating.

He moved around the overturned tables without looking at anyone. One of the girls whispered his name as he passed her.

He didn’t answer.

When he pushed open the bar door, the freezing air struck his face like a slap. 
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January 1944 smothered Philadelphia beneath a crust of dirty snow and damp wind.

The streetlamps cast a yellow glow blurred by the fog. Donald walked without knowing where he wanted to go.

Behind him, the bar was probably still buzzing like a wounded hive.

He never looked back.

The Irish neighborhood smelled of wet coal and hot laundry. Hurried figures slid across the icy sidewalks, collars pulled up to their ears. Farther away, a streetcar screeched around a corner.

Donald shoved his hands into the pockets of his coat, which was too thin for the cold. The freezing wind was already cutting through the lining.

His fingers had gone numb.

He walked for a long time. At first he thought about his father. Then about Max. Then he stopped thinking about either of them.

The whole city seemed turned toward the war. Recruitment posters covered the walls:

WE NEED YOU.

BUY WAR BONDS.

DEFEND FREEDOM.

Everywhere, women were replacing the men who had gone overseas. They came out of the factories with scarves wrapped around their hair and grease staining their hands. Some of them weren’t even twenty.

Donald watched them pass with a strange sense of distance. As if he had already left the city behind.

Above the rooftops, industrial smoke formed a gray ceiling that swallowed the sky.

He crossed Market Street. The river carried slabs of ice the color of lead.

Military trucks rumbled slowly up the avenue. Kids ran after them shouting. Sometimes the soldiers tossed cigarettes or chewing gum down to them.

Donald watched the uniforms. Something about them had fascinated him for months.

Not glory.

Even less heroism.

Certainty.

Those men were going somewhere.

He was just going in circles.

He kept walking until he reached the covered market. An old man was fiddling with a radio sitting on top of a wooden crate.

The thing crackled with static.

— Damn piece of junk...

Donald slowed down.

— Want some help?

The old man looked up at him with pale eyes.

— If you can get me the news, I’ll buy you a coffee.

Donald crouched beside the radio and pulled off his gloves. He carefully turned the tuning knob. Fragments of music appeared and disappeared inside the electric hiss.

Then finally a clear voice broke through.

“...Allied preparations continue in England...”

The old man nodded.

“...a major offensive on the European continent is expected within the coming months...”

Donald listened without moving.

Europe. France.

Distant names that kept appearing in the newspapers.

Normandy. Brest. Cherbourg.

Places he wouldn’t even have been able to find on a map a few months earlier.

— It’s gonna be a slaughter, the old man muttered.

Donald said nothing.

“...thousands of American soldiers are expected to be deployed...”

The old man sighed.

— Young guys like you are all gonna end up over there.

This time Donald looked up.

— Maybe.

The old man studied him more carefully.

— You enlisted already?

Donald hesitated.

Then he shook his head.

— Not yet.

The old man let out a tired laugh.

— Then enjoy the cold here while you still can. European cold kills you differently.

Donald stayed motionless for a few seconds in front of the radio.

The words thousands of American soldiers kept vibrating in the frozen air.

Then he put his gloves back on.

And started walking again.

The words kept echoing in his head now.

Not yet.

But he knew his decision had been made a long time ago.

Maybe even before the fight. Before the girls. Before his father’s shouting.

Something inside him had been searching for an escape for months. Something big enough to contain his rage, his shame, his need to become someone else.

The war offered him that door.

Or a grave.

But at least it would be far from here.

He finally stopped in front of a pale brick building.

UNITED STATES ARMY RECRUITMENT OFFICE.

The white light from the windows reflected off the wet sidewalk.

Donald remained across the street.

A young man in uniform stepped out of the building laughing with two other soldiers. They smoked despite the cold. One of them used a crutch.

Donald watched their faces for a long time.

They looked exhausted.

Alive, too.

A nurse crossed the street clutching her coat tightly around herself. A distant train wailed somewhere in the night. Donald felt his heartbeat quicken.

He could still go home.

Climb the creaking stairs again. Smell soup and beer.

Hear his mother ask him to dry the glasses. See Max laughing with a girl at the counter.

The thought tightened painfully in his chest.

He hated that bar.

And yet the idea of never seeing it again made him want to turn around.

An icy gust swept down the avenue.

Donald looked up at the sign above the office.

Then he crossed the street.

The door opened with a metallic chime.  
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When he stepped back outside, night had almost fallen.

The papers were folded inside the inner pocket of his coat. His fingers kept touching them. As if to make sure they were real.

Snow had started falling again. Small dirty flakes that melted instantly on the cobblestones.

Donald walked more slowly now. Every street looked different to him. As if the city had changed during the few minutes he’d spent inside the office. Or as if he had.

He passed a tailor’s shop window and caught his reflection.

Tall. Broad shoulders. A face still too young.

The recruiter had asked:

— You know how to fight?

Donald had answered:

— Yes.

The lie came back to him now. Fighting in a bar had nothing to do with war.

Suddenly he imagined the mud, the screams, the bodies, the explosions. A cold fear slid into his stomach.

For a few seconds, he considered turning around and going back to cancel everything. Then he saw a military train rolling past, covered in khaki tarps.

And he kept walking. 
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When he got home, the bar smelled of black soap and stale tobacco.

His mother was putting glasses away behind the counter. She looked up sharply when she heard the door.

For a second, her face seemed to relax. Then the worry returned immediately.

— You’re back.

Donald took off his coat.

— Yeah.

She wanted to say something. Thought better of it. The silence between them wasn’t hostile. Just worn out.

Donald grabbed a rag and started wiping down the tables without being asked. His mother watched him discreetly.

— Your father went out.

— I know.

— He’ll be back late.

Donald nodded.

The sound of the damp cloth against the wood echoed through the empty bar.

Every table still carried traces of the fight.

A scratch. A chipped glass. A forgotten stain of blood near the counter.

Donald scrubbed harder.

As if he could erase something else.

A few minutes later, Max came downstairs.

— Ah. There you are.

He wore his usual crooked smile. The one that let him avoid conflict the way other people avoided puddles.

— Nice evening, he added.

Donald kept wiping the counter.

— Where were you?

— Out.

— Figures.

Max shrugged.

— I knew how it was gonna end.

Donald finally stopped.

— You mostly knew how not to be there.

Max’s smile faltered slightly. For a few seconds, the two brothers stared at each other without speaking. They looked enough alike that people sometimes mistook them for twins from a distance.

But Max had a lightness Donald would never have.

Max survived. Donald endured.

— You think I can do anything about it? Max finally said.

— No.

— Then why are you looking at me like that?

Donald slowly set the rag down.

Inside his coat pocket, the military papers felt like they weighed a ton.

— Because you’re always gone when everything blows up.

Silence fell again.

Then Max sighed.

— And you’re always there when you should leave.

The words hung between them.

Donald looked away first.

His mother brought over a pot of steaming soup.

— That’s enough, both of you.

They sat down around the small table in the back.

Steam drifted slowly from the bowls.

Nobody was really eating.

Max finally murmured:

— Remember when we wanted to run away to New York?

Donald lifted his head slightly.

— We were twelve.

— Yeah.

A faint smile crossed Max’s face.

— We stole twenty bucks from the register.

— Seventeen.

— Right.

For a second, something softer passed through the room.

The memory of a time when everything had still seemed possible.

Max looked at his brother.

— You were convinced we were gonna get rich.

— So were you.

— No. I just wanted to see the skyscrapers.

Donald felt his throat tighten slightly.

He suddenly realized he was going to lose moments like these. The stupid little memories. The pointless arguments. Even the silences.

Their father came back shortly afterward. The cold followed him like a second skin.

He slowly removed his gloves, hung up his coat without looking at Donald, then sat down at the table. The newspaper tucked under his arm carried headlines about the war.

None of them spoke for several minutes. The only sounds were the spoons against the china, the wind behind the windows, the ticking of the clock.

Then the father opened the paper.

— They say the invasion’s coming soon.

No one answered.

— The Germans are falling back in the East.

Still nothing.

The old man turned a page.

— The whole world’s going crazy.

Donald looked at his father’s hands. Swollen knuckles. Old cuts. Fingers worn down by barrels and winters.

Suddenly he felt afraid. Afraid of becoming like him one day. And the thought immediately filled him with shame.

The old man looked up.

— What?

Donald felt the military papers against his chest.

His heart was pounding all the way into his throat.

If he didn’t speak now, he never would.

He set his spoon down.

The sound seemed enormous.

His mother immediately looked up at him.

Max stopped moving.

Donald opened his mouth. Nothing came out.

The silence became almost unbearable.

Then:

— I’m leaving.

His mother froze.

Max slowly raised his head.

The father kept staring at his newspaper for a few seconds before asking:

— Leaving where?

Donald felt his mouth go dry.

— I enlisted.

Nobody moved.

Even the wind behind the windows seemed to stop.

The father slowly lowered the newspaper.

— What?

Donald pulled the papers from his pocket.

Set them on the table.

His mother went pale immediately.

— Donald...

— I’m going to Europe.

The father stared at the documents without touching them.

As if they might explode.

— You’re talking nonsense.

— No.

— You’re too young.

— Apparently I’m old enough to die over there.

His mother pressed a hand to her mouth.

Max stared at his brother as if seeing him for the first time.

— Since when? he asked.

— A long time.

The father shook his head.

— Because of that thing at the bar?

Donald let out a short laugh.

— The bar has nothing to do with it.

But that was a lie.

Everything had to do with the bar.

The girls. The fights. The shame. The feeling of suffocating.

The father stood up abruptly.

— You think war’s gonna make a man out of you?

Donald held his gaze.

— No.

— Then what?

This time, Donald hesitated.

Then he answered with a sincerity that surprised even himself:

— I think if I stay here, I’m gonna end up becoming someone I hate.

The old man stood motionless. As if he’d been hit in the stomach.

His mother was crying silently now.

Max stared down at the table.

Donald continued:

— Over there at least... everything will mean something.

The father burst out laughing bitterly.

— Meaning? You think there’s meaning in watching kids get their legs blown off?

Donald didn’t answer. Because deep down, he was afraid of exactly that.

The old man stepped closer.

— You know what war is?

Donald felt his stomach twist. No. He knew nothing about it. Only newspapers. Posters. Radio voices.

But he answered anyway:

— No.

— Then why?

The words had been there for months.

Trapped behind his ribs.

— Because I have to leave.

The father stared at him for a long time. Then his face slowly closed off. Not anger this time. Something worse.

Resignation.

— You’ve already made up your mind.

— Yes.

His mother whispered:

— You could wait a little longer...

Donald gently shook his head.

— If I wait, I’ll stay.

No one could think of anything to say. A military truck rumbled past outside. The glasses behind the bar trembled slightly.

Finally, the father sat back down very slowly. He picked up his glass of water. Set it back down without drinking.

Then, in a lower voice, he asked:

— When?

Donald felt his throat tighten.

— Tomorrow morning.

His mother stifled a sob.

Max closed his eyes for a few seconds.

The father didn’t move at all anymore. As if something inside him had just gone out forever.
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Donald went upstairs to pack his things. A suitcase. A few clothes. Blank letters.

Every object he touched felt unreal.

Outside, a distant siren sounded.

He opened the drawer of his nightstand.

Inside: movie stubs, a crumpled picture of him and Max as children, a worn baseball.

Donald picked up the photograph.

The two of them were smiling.

Before the bills. Before the arguments. Before the war.

Suddenly he felt his eyes burning.

For a few seconds, he stood motionless beside the bed.

Then he slipped the photo into his pocket.

When he came back downstairs, the bar was empty.

Max was smoking by the window.

— You really decided all this on your own?

— Yeah.

Max slowly nodded.

— You’ve always been braver than me.

Donald gave a faint smile.

— No. Just dumber.

Max crushed out his cigarette.

— Be careful over there.

Donald wanted to answer. But the words stayed stuck in his throat.

So the two brothers shook hands briefly. An awkward gesture. Rare. Sincere.

Then Max murmured:

— If you die over there... Mom’s never gonna recover.

The sentence hit Donald harder than he expected.

He looked away.

His mother came out of the kitchen. She was holding his scarf in her hands.

— You’re gonna catch cold.

She wrapped it around his neck the way she had when he was a child.

Donald felt his throat tighten.

— I’ll write, he whispered.

She nodded without managing to speak.

His father was no longer in the room.

Donald looked around one last time.

The old bar. The crooked tables. The smell of beer. The cracked mirror.

His whole life fit inside those walls.

And yet he already felt separated from it.

He opened the door. The cold rushed in immediately.

— Donald.

He turned around. His mother was trembling.

— Come back.

He wanted to promise her.

But he thought about the newspapers. The lists of the dead. The thousands of boys who had already left.

So he only smiled.

Then he walked away.
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The father waited a long time before coming downstairs.

When he finally entered the empty bar, Donald’s chair was still slightly pulled back from the table. As if he were about to come sit in it again.

The old man stood motionless.

His wife was crying softly in the kitchen. Max had gone upstairs.

The silence of the bar felt immense.

He slowly walked to the counter. The mirror behind the bottles still carried the scar from the fight. A long white crack split his reflection in two.

The father rested a tired hand on the counter.

Then he looked at the door his son had just disappeared through.

And for the first time in years, he realized he knew almost nothing about Donald. Not what he dreamed about. Not what he feared. Not even how long he had been suffering in silence.

The old man looked up at the shelf behind the bar. A photograph still rested there.

Donald as a child. Maybe eight years old. A baseball glove too big for his hand.

He was laughing.

The father stared at the picture for a long time.

Then he sat alone in the empty bar.

And stayed there until the middle of the night, unable to look away from his son’s face.
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CHAPTER 2 — THE TWINS
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On that June morning in 1944, a soft humid warmth, mingled with birdsong, wrapped itself around the city of Marseille.

Lucie woke first, as always. Through the open window on Rue de la Prison — an ironic name for a street where people were desperately trying to live — she could already hear the sound of German boots against the cobblestones. Not military marching, no. Ordinary footsteps. Men going to get bread, newspapers, tobacco rations.

That was occupation: horror turned into routine.

But those footsteps beat against the pavement like the warning rhythm of a retreat that would come the following year beneath the crushing advance of the Allied forces.

She got up and moved quietly so as not to wake Lucette, who slept on the other side of the room, arms spread wide, mouth slightly open. The room they had shared for nineteen years.

The two sisters looked so alike that the neighbors sometimes confused them. But Lucette still had that animal way of surrendering completely to sleep — something Lucie envied.

Their mother was already making coffee in the kitchen.

Paulette. Fifty-two years old. A face hollowed out by years of widowhood and four years of war. Hands stained from the dye tablets she used to make worn collars look newer than they were.

— Sit down, she said without turning around. You can’t dance on an empty stomach.

Lucie sat silently.

She waited for the water to boil while tracing the red checkered patterns of the oilcloth tablecloth with her fingertips, following them the way one follows a silent musical score.

She was thinking about the piano.

The piano stood in the living room — though nobody called it that anymore, since they no longer entertained guests. No sugar to offer. No light left in people’s eyes. And above all, they had to avoid attracting the jealous attention of the Nazis.

It was a 1924 Pleyel, bought by their father the year the twins were born, or so he claimed. But Lucie had always suspected that was simply an excuse to satisfy his own love of beautiful things.

Their father had played poorly.

She played well.

Ever since he’d disappeared — “an accident,” their mother had said, in the kind of tone that meant we will never speak of this again — Lucie had played in secret.

The Germans banned French music on the radio, and Chopin was Polish, certainly, but Chopin was also too much of something. Too many notes. Too much soul.

The militia disliked souls that were too full.

The Nazis could send in their special art-confiscation unit, the Sonderstab Musik, and seize the family’s Pleyel.

Lucie played at night, when Paulette thought she was reading. She would lift the keyboard cover slowly, almost tenderly, press the soft pedal to muffle the lower notes, and let her fingers drift over the ivory keys.

Chopin, always.

The Nocturne in B-flat minor.

She didn’t know why that piece in particular. Maybe because her father used to hum it while washing up. Maybe because it gave her the feeling that the war was only a terrible film one could leave simply by closing one’s eyes.

Or maybe because after a dangerous day, she felt safe while playing it.

That morning, though, she wouldn’t have time to play.

City Hall was waiting for her.
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That month, Marseille City Hall resembled a beehive where the bees worked under the constant threat of being crushed.

Lucie worked there as a typist.

She typed reports, lists, summonses.

Names passed before her eyes — names she should have recognized, names she had been quietly instructed not to notice.

The Brutus network, through the baker, had told her:

“You write nothing down. You remember nothing. You type, and then you forget.”

She forgot so well that at night, lying in bed, she could recite by heart the lists of “departures” bound for the East.

Her supervisor, Monsieur Rampal, a man whose chin trembled whenever he spoke to German officers, had told her the previous week:

— Mademoiselle, you’re the best typist I’ve ever had. Shame you’re a woman.

She had smiled.

She had thought: Shame you’re a coward.

She said nothing.

That morning, while crossing La Canebière, she passed a patrol. Three German soldiers with rifles slung over their shoulders, laughing about something. One of them, the youngest, looked at her.

She lowered her eyes.

She had learned to lower her eyes.

It was a skill, like typing without mistakes, or making a pound of butter last three weeks.

She entered City Hall.

The smell of wax and paper. The yellow light of rationed bulbs.

Rampal was already at his desk, forehead creased.

— Mademoiselle, he said without looking up, you’ll have extra work today. The Kommandantur wants an updated list of Jewish civil servants.

Lucie widened her eyes, then instantly returned to her usual expression.

— I thought there weren’t any left, sir.

— There aren’t, in fact. But they want the names of those who used to be here. For the archives.

For the archives.

The way people say for memory’s sake. The way people say for later.

She sat down at her typewriter.

Pulled out a sheet of paper.

She typed the names slowly.

She would not forget them.

At that moment, it was the only resistance she could offer: not forgetting. 

––––––––
[image: ]


— ❖ — 

––––––––
[image: ]


At the same hour, Lucette pushed open the door of Blanchet’s bakery on Rue de la Loge.

The smell of bread — a smell capable of driving people mad in a city where the daily ration had fallen to two hundred and fifty grams — filled her lungs.

She inhaled deeply, eyes closed.

— You dreaming or working? called Blanchet the baker, a huge man whose tobacco-stained mustache was always dusted white with flour, his hands covered with oven burns and scars. Your route starts in five minutes.

Lucette opened her eyes.

She grabbed her cap, her basket, her special travel pass — a precious permit very few people in Marseille possessed, allowing her to cross checkpoints without trouble.

Blanchet was Resistance.

Not the kind who made speeches.

The kind who hid explosives inside bread deliveries and pamphlets beneath loaves.

— Today’s mail, he murmured, slipping an envelope beneath the kitchen towel. Priority delivery.

She nodded.

She never asked who it was for.

She would never know.

Better that way.

Her bicycle waited outside, leaning against the shop window.

She climbed onto the seat, adjusted the basket on the handlebars, and rode off.

In the mornings, Marseille smelled of sun-heated pavement, fish from the Old Port, scarce gasoline, and laundry drying from open windows.

Lucette loved the city with the fierce devotion of someone who had never known another.

She knew every shortcut, every alleyway, every carriage entrance where someone could disappear during an inspection.

She rode along the harbor.

Fishermen repaired their nets. Barefoot children chased a ball made of rags. A German soldier sitting on a low wall strummed a guitar — Schlager, that syrupy German music the occupiers had brought with them.

Lucette passed without slowing down.

First delivery: a loaf for Madame C. on Rue du Panier, an old woman who talked to herself and gave half her bread to a stray cat.

Lucette left it on the windowsill, knocked three times — the signal — and rode away again.

Second delivery: the envelope.

She stopped in front of Saint-Ferréol Church.

A man was waiting for her. Soft felt hat. Overcoat too heavy for the season.

Without a word, she slipped the envelope into his hand.

He nodded once.

Then disappeared.

One more, Lucette thought.

One less person for the Germans to kill.

She didn’t know exactly what was inside the envelope. False papers, probably. Or a map. Or a list.

Maybe even a list like the one her sister was typing at that exact moment in City Hall, without knowing it.

The two sisters worked for the same cause from opposite sides, and neither knew it.

That was Marseille’s secret:

Everyone resisted in their own way, and nobody talked.
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Evening fell over Rue de la Prison.

Lucie came home first.

Her wrists hurt — too much typing, too little hurry. The names still drifted behind her eyelids.

Abraham. Benichou. Cahen. Crémieux...

She had counted them.

Seventy-eight.

Seventy-eight families.

Seventy-eight addresses.

She entered the apartment.

Her mother stood in the kitchen over a pot of simmering water containing three bay leaves and a bone.

— Smells good, Lucie said, mostly to say something.

— Smells like hot water, Paulette answered. But thank you.

— Perfect, Mama. So we’re officially a three-star restaurant now.

Paulette rolled her eyes.

— Careful. Keep criticizing the cuisine and you’ll end up drinking hot water for dinner.

Lucie burst out laughing.

— As long as it’s properly seasoned with mint, why not?

Despite herself, Paulette smiled.

Lucie walked into the living room.

She looked at the piano.

Her fingers itched.

She sat down, gently lifted the cover, pressed the pedal.

She played.
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