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Praise for Alan Furst

‘Furst’s research is such that one gets the impression he hasn’t just travelled, he has time-travelled. He evokes beautifully the haunted, precarious existence of Europeans caught up in the march of war’

Financial Times

‘Furst’s tales … are infused with the melancholy romanticism of Casablanca, and also a touch of Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon’

Scotsman

‘Your heart will be pounding with tension’

Guardian

‘The most talented espionage novelist of our generation’

Vince Flynn

‘Eloquently told, with Furst’s customary mastery of both atmosphere and character – not to mention his delicate touch with tension – it is confirmation he is a writer without peer in the recreation of wartime espionage’

Daily Mail on A Hero in France

‘Furst creates these fantastic pictures: the details about the smells and sounds and feel of walking along cobbled streets in the dark, and the noise it makes, clattering and echoing’

Observer on A Hero in France

‘Typically atmospheric, there’s a magical je ne sais quoi to Furst’s storytelling’

Sunday Times on A Hero in France

‘When the theme is espionage during the dark days of wartime Europe, Alan Furst is one of its elite novelists … The tale of French resistance during 1941 is told with Furst’s customary elegance, mastery of atmosphere and knowledge of his subject’

The Times on A Hero in France

‘Once again, Furst succeeds in turning history into tense, humane – and in parts surprisingly sexy – drama’

Mail on Sunday on A Hero in France

‘There is no better news than the arrival of a new Alan Furst … sinister, fascinating’

Antonia Fraser on Midnight in Europe

‘Furst’s novels of World War II and the years immediately before it are becoming something of a genre of their own – a richly enjoyable mix of spy adventures, love stories, thrillers and social histories’
Mail on Sunday on Midnight in Europe

‘Mission to Paris is as intricate and enjoyable as anything Furst has written … Furst’s high level of surface period detail is expertly deployed to make us feel as if we’re stranded in the past without a guide. Nothing is needlessly explained; it just happens quickly and thrillingly’

Guardian on Mission to Paris

‘Intensely cinematic … the visual texture is rich and the Furst-world closes around the reader with an agreeable chill from the outset’

Times Literary Supplement on Spies of the Balkans

‘A delight from first page to last … Seductive, unexpectedly sexy … it’s told with an elegance that reverberates long after it’s finished: it is quite superb’

Geoffrey Wansell, Daily Mail on Spies of the Balkans

‘Furst’s uncanny gift for place and period lift his city, and its dubious cast of characters, well above the espionage norm’

Boyd Tonkin, Independent on The Spies of Warsaw

‘Furst draws a wonderfully convincing picture of a continent on the verge of destruction’

Spectator on The Spies of Warsaw

‘Intensely romantic and nostalgic, but with a pounding, bullet-ridden climax on an icy river guaranteed to make your hair stand on end’

Literary Review on Blood of Victory
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In the spring of 1941, as British bombing raids over Germany intensified, some of the returning aircraft, badly damaged and losing altitude, managed to escape German territory, their pilots and crews parachuting into the Occupied Zone of France. Here they were hidden, until they made contact with small groups of French men and women who had organized escape lines that led out of the country and, eventually, back to England.

This was the beginning of what came to be known as the French Resistance.
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OCCUPIED PARIS, THE TENTH DAY OF MARCH, 1941.

At eight-twenty in the evening, the man known to his Resistance cell as Mathieu waited in a doorway where he could watch the entrance of the Métro station on the Boulevard Richard-Lenoir. He tried to look beyond the entrance, at the tree-lined boulevard, but there wasn’t much to be seen, only shapes in the night – the streetlamps had been painted blue and the windows of apartment buildings curtained or shuttered in the blackout ordered by the German Occupation Authority. A sad thing, he thought, a dark and silent city. Silent because the Germans had forbidden the use of cars, buses and taxis. But in that silence, nightingales could be heard singing in the parks, and in that darkness the streets were lit by silvery moonlight when the clouds parted.

A night earlier, at the same Métro, Mathieu had noticed a grey bicycle, bound to the trunk of a chestnut tree by a stout chain. Now he saw that it was still there. Bicycles had never been more valuable, and soon enough this one would be stolen if its owner did not retrieve it. Where was he? What had happened to him? In a cell at some police Préfecture? Possibly. But if the Paris police arrested you, friends or family would be notified and someone would have come for the bicycle. Maybe its owner was floating in the Seine – a bad fate but not the worst fate, the worst fate was to be taken by the Gestapo. And if that were so he might never be heard of again: Nacht und Nebel, night and fog, Hitler’s very own invention; people disappeared and nobody would ever find out what had become of them. They went out to run an errand and never returned. A sharp lesson for family and friends, punished forever by their imaginations.

Now the ground trembled beneath Mathieu’s feet and he could hear a rumble from down below as the train pulled into the station. Moments later, the passengers appeared, climbing up the staircase to the boulevard. They were still wearing winter clothes because it was cold in the city, apartments and offices barely heated for want of coal. As the crowd emerged, one woman caught his eye, she was lovely to look at; the face of a fallen angel, and dressed in the latest Paris fashion: she wore ski pants – warmer than a skirt – a ski jacket, and boots. She was lucky to have the boots; some passengers wore clogs, wood-soled shoes, as there was no leather to be had for repair. To Mathieu, the passengers looked tired and worn – they might well have looked like that at the end of a working day before the war but for Mathieu the weariness was different, deeper. Lately one heard the expression Je suis las, it meant I am tired of the way I have to live my life, and this was what Mathieu saw in their faces, in the way they walked. But then, he would think that, he cared for the people of Paris, as though he were a guardian. The woman in the ski jacket returned his look; a glance, nothing flirtatious, rueful perhaps, in other times than these …

Ah, at last, here was Lisette, seventeen years old, a lycée student. She appeared not to notice him but, as she walked past the doorway, she said, her voice low and confidential, ‘They have crossed the border. They’re in Spain.’

12 March. In Senlis, thirty miles north of Paris, RAF sergeant Arthur Gillen was hiding in the cellar of a barbershop.

At six-thirty in the evening, Mathieu found him sitting on a blanket – as much of a bed as he had – and whittling a block of wood with a clasp knife. Looking up at Mathieu he said, ‘Are you the man taking me to Paris?’ Mathieu spoke good English but Gillen, with a heavy Manchester accent, was hard to understand.

‘Yes, that’s me,’ Mathieu said and offered Gillen a cigarette.

The RAF man was very grateful. Mathieu, lighting it for him, said, ‘We have a few minutes to make our train, Arthur, so we’d better be going.’

The barber, shaving a customer, gestured to Mathieu as they left the shop. It was a chilly twilight in northern France, with a lead-coloured sky and a mean little wind, so the two walked quickly, heads down, as they made their way to the railway station. Gillen was young, surely not yet twenty, and looked to Mathieu like a worker – most likely a worker in the Manchester fabric mills. He was small and thin with something of the factory gnome about him, he just needed a stub of cigarette stuck to his lip and a worker’s cap. He wore a soiled grey overcoat and was, Mathieu saw, walking with a limp.

‘Are you hurt, Arthur?’ Mathieu said.

‘Not much. Sprained an ankle when my parachute came down, but I’ll be fine. I just want to go home.’

‘Well, we’ll try and get you there.’

With luck, he would get there and then, after a brief furlough, he’d go back to the war, and that was very much the point of Mathieu’s work in the Resistance. It would have been nice to think that Mathieu’s efforts were inspired by humane instincts, but Europe was not so humane that year. Sgt Gillen was trained and experienced in a demanding job, wireless operator on a Wellington bomber, and was in fact a weapon. And Britain needed any weapon – especially pilots but aircrew were almost as valuable – it could get its hands on because it was losing the war.

When the railway station came into view, Mathieu said, ‘No more talking, Arthur, we don’t want anybody to hear you speaking English.’ The station platform passport control was, as usual, perfunctory – local police glanced at the passengers’ identity documents and waved them on towards the waiting train. There were fewer trains now – French coal was used to make German homes cosy and snug – and they were all overcrowded; the compartments filled, the aisles packed with cold, tired travellers shifting from one foot to the other; with the train crawling at this pace they would never get home.

Then, twenty miles from Paris, the locomotive was shunted to a different track, one that swerved away from the passenger line. A businessman next to Mathieu said, ‘What the hell are they doing now?’

A man standing nearby said, ‘There’s no depot here, this is a track used by freight trains, leads to a water tower and a coaling station.’

A few sighs of despair and a muttered curse or two could be heard in the aisle – now what?

Very slowly, the Senlis local passed lines of freight cars on two tracks to its left. On the right-hand side, a weedy field bordered by partly thawed mounds of soot-blackened snow. At last, with a hiss of steam from the locomotive, they stopped by a water tower. ‘They must need water,’ the businessman said. ‘Couldn’t they get it in Senlis?’

When a conductor appeared from the next car everybody turned towards him, waiting for what they sensed would not be good news. ‘Mesdames and messieurs, all passengers must leave the train.’

As Mathieu and Gillen got out, they saw a nightmare: in the white glare of floodlights, a surprise control; gendarmes – French military police in khaki uniforms – were everywhere, there were two of them by the steps that led to the ground, herding the passengers towards a concrete slab beneath the water tower, where four tables manned by gendarme officers awaited them, the control guarded by gendarmes carrying submachine guns. As the passengers formed a ragged line, getting their documents ready for inspection, the businessman said, ‘They are looking for somebody, a fugitive.’

Mathieu pressed the inside of Gillen’s arm, holding him back, trying to get as far away from the tables as possible. Gillen would be asked questions; there was no way he could answer them. For fifteen minutes, the lines moved slowly; stopping, taking a step or two, and stopping again. Then, something went wrong at the tables. A well-dressed older woman, harassed beyond patience, was screaming at the officers. A moment later, two of the gendarmes took her by the elbows, arresting her, which drew growls of muted protest from the passengers. She refused to move and, when they lifted her off the ground, she kicked her feet – one of her shoes flew away – and shrieked. From the crowd of passengers, a gasp.

‘Now,’ Mathieu said and, with Gillen following, dropped to the ground and, expecting a police whistle or a bullet in the back, rolled beneath the coach, crawled over the rails, and, with Gillen beside him, crouched behind the high wheel of the local train. Then they climbed over a coupling to reach the next track, where a locomotive was taking on coal. By the cab two railwaymen, one in an engineer’s cap, were talking and having a cigarette. When Mathieu approached them, the engineer said, ‘What’s going on over there?’

‘Surprise control. We have to get away from here or we’re dead.’

The engineer paused for a close look at the two, then said, ‘On the run? Is it you they’re looking for?’

‘No, but my friend can’t be questioned.’

‘What’d you do? Hold up a bank?’

‘Defied the Boche.’

‘Hmm, they could do with a little defiance. Well, you can ride down to Paris with us but we can’t stop on the way, we’re going to the La Chapelle freightyards.’ The engineer led them to one of the freight waggons and rolled the door back. ‘We’ll let you out in Paris. In an hour, maybe, we have to go slow, we had to paint the locomotive’s windows blue because of the blackout, so we can’t see much. And don’t disturb the freight in here, it’s going to Germany on another train. Oh yes, and good for you, whatever the hell it is that you’re doing.’

Sitting with his back against a pile of wooden crates, Mathieu, who had been a tank captain in 1940, smelled Cosmoline, the grease used to protect weapons when they left the armoury. Mathieu shook his head. ‘Look at this, Sergeant, a shipment of arms made in French factories, headed for the Wehrmacht.’

Gillen made the sound of spitting. ‘Maybe some of my mates will take care of them once they’re on German railway tracks, could be some ammunition there too, it makes a great show when you hit an arms train.’

For a time they were silent – the only sound in the darkened freight car the rhythmic clatter of the train’s wheels – then Mathieu said, ‘How did you get to Senlis?’

‘I landed near a village and found the local priest, that’s what we’re taught to do if we bail out over France. Fine old man, Père Anselme, looked like a prophet in the films, you know, white hair, face like a statue. I’d been in the woods for two days, I was wet through and banged around, shaking like a lost dog. He fed me, gave me some brandy, got in contact with the right people, and took me to the barbershop.’

‘You were shot down over France?’

‘Well, hit in Germany, came down in France. We were on a night bombing run to the railyards at Essen, and dropped incendiaries and regular bombs, there were fires below us when we banked in a turn and headed back towards the RAF airfield at Croydon. A good amount of flak that night but I’ve seen worse.’ He paused, then went on. ‘And then, as we headed west, the portside engine caught fire, probably hit by ack-ack, and failed, and when the pilot tried to restart it he couldn’t. The Wellington can fly on one engine but we faced a headwind over France and, with the loss of power, we began to lose altitude. Lower and lower we went and then something, not one of their eighty-eight cannon, maybe it was quad-mounted fifty-calibre machine guns, which are very fast and put out a lot of rounds. Whatever it was raked us, nose to tail, we saw tracer bullets pass through the cockpit.

‘In the Wellington, the wireless operator and the navigator sit in a raised position above and behind the pilot, and that saved our lives. The pilot … the pilot had his head back over the seat with his eyes open, and there was blood all over the cockpit. There’s only one pilot in that bomber and when he was killed there was nobody at the controls and the plane’s nose dropped down and we began to dive. By now there was smoke in the cockpit and on the intercom we could hear the tail gunner shouting, “Get out! Get out!” We never saw him again, and when we called the bomb aimer there was only static. The navigator and I jumped from the midships door and I saw his parachute open, but we drifted away from each other and came down in the woods. That’s when I hurt my ankle, I landed on a tree root. As loud as I dared, I called out the navigator’s name but nobody answered. I was still in the air when the Wellington came down, there was an explosion west of me and I saw the flash reflected off the clouds. You know the rest, I walked through the woods all night, because I knew the police were going to show up as soon as they could get there.’

A minute passed, then Mathieu said, ‘I’m sorry about your comrades, Arthur. The worst part of war is when you lose friends.’

Gillen nodded but said nothing – what was there to say?

It was after ten when the train stopped and the door of the freight car was slid aside. What awaited them was darkness – no streetlamps or lit apartment windows, a sky overcast with dense clouds, so no starlight or moonlight. Mathieu could make out objects only a few feet away from him – after that, whatever was out there was swallowed up by the night. The La Chapelle freightyards were three blocks wide and some thirty feet below street level, with a dozen tracks appearing from one tunnel, then, a few blocks later, crisscrossing past switching equipment and disappearing into another tunnel that led to the Gare Saint-Lazare.

When Mathieu and Gillen jumped to the ground, the engineer was waiting for them. ‘That’s your way out of here,’ the engineer said, pointing. ‘Just about directly across from where we are now, there’s a steel ladder set into the wall that leads to the street above – it’s about thirty feet high. Now is the time to get away – there are German inspectors who show up here in the morning. Be quiet about it, you’ll have to watch out for the railway police, who patrol the yards all night long.’ As the locomotive moved off, Mathieu watched as its light eventually disappeared.

They set out in the direction the engineer had indicated. When they had to circle around parked freight waggons, Mathieu made sure they returned to the path he was trying to follow, counting tracks to give himself some idea of where he was. Then Gillen grabbed his arm and whispered ‘Stop’ and cupped his hand around his ear. What he now heard were footsteps, and an idle conversation. Railway police. As the voices came nearer, Mathieu and Gillen slid under a freight waggon. The approaching footsteps stopped and one of the policemen said, ‘What the hell was that?’

‘I don’t hear anything,’ said the other.

Mathieu held his breath; the voices were close to them.

After a minute, the first policeman called out, ‘Come over here, whoever you are. Now.’

Silence. ‘Maybe a rat,’ the policeman said.

‘Could be.’

The two policemen began to walk, coming closer and closer until Mathieu could see their boots as they passed the waggon. Then they stopped again, waiting for their prey to break cover. Finally one of them said, ‘Whatever was here is gone.’ When their footsteps were no longer audible, Mathieu and Gillen made for the wall. After a try in the wrong direction, they found the ladder. As Mathieu looked up, it seemed much higher than thirty feet – three storeys of a building.

On the narrow ladder they would have to climb one above the other, so Mathieu led the way, but he was only a few feet off the ground when he heard Gillen below him – breathing hard and unable to stop a muffled sound of pain every time he put pressure on his injured ankle. Mathieu stopped and said, ‘Can you make it, Arthur?’

‘I will.’

‘I am going to help you, we’ll use a double-grip – you hold my wrist, I’ll hold yours – and when you push off on your bad ankle, I’ll pull you up.’ The method slowed them down but they took one rung at a time together and managed to climb two-thirds of the way to the top. Then, from the foot of the ladder, the policeman’s voice. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing? Get back down here!’

Mathieu whispered, ‘Keep going, Arthur.’

From down below, ‘We’re railway police, I’m going to shoot you if you don’t stop.’

They kept going.

‘Look, be sensible, we just want to question you.’

A few more rungs, Mathieu could see the curved handles at the top.

‘Do it, corporal.’

The corporal tried shooting from below but the bullet pinged off a steel rung and whined away into the darkness. Mathieu felt the impact where his hand gripped a rung, instinctively pulled it off, fought for balance, then started to climb again. A second shot passed behind him.

‘The angle’s no good,’ the policeman said. ‘We have to back up a few feet.’

His breathing hoarse with effort, Mathieu reached the curved handles at the top of the ladder and, with Gillen still hanging on, dropped flat at the edge of the street. ‘One more, Arthur, I’ll pull from here.’ For a moment Mathieu felt that his shoulder joint was going to give out, then Gillen struggled over the last rung and fell next to him.

Down below, more shouting, more threats, as the two moved off down the street.

14 March. Taking the Métro, then walking through the darkness, Mathieu made for the neighbourhood of crumbling tenements by the Les Halles market. On the Rue du Cygne, a giant doorman with gold epaulettes on his uniform stood beside a discreet sign that said LE CYGNE, the swan, a nightclub named for its address. As Mathieu turned towards the entrance, the doorman said, ‘You are early, monsieur, we don’t open until ten-thirty.’

‘I’m here to see Monsieur de Lyon.’ The name was pronounced like the animal, not the city.

The doorman put two fingers to the visor of his cap and said, ‘Ah then, welcome to Le Cygne.’

Descending the staircase to the cellar, Mathieu could hear a piano – a slow version of the cancan – and a woman’s voice, rising over the music, that called out, ‘And one, kick … and two, kick … and three, kick … and four, oomph!’

The piano player, a cigarette held between his lips, said, ‘Again, madame?’

The woman calling out the numbers, apparently the dance director, clapped her hands twice and said, ‘Once more, ladies.’ She had a pale, refined face, the body of a ballet mistress, and wore a kerchief over her hair. Four young women, or maybe not so young, wearing only bra and knickers, kicked in time to the music, then stuck their bottoms out on the ‘oomph!’.

At a table on the far wall was, Mathieu supposed, the man he’d come to see, the owner of the nightclub. De Lyon stood as Mathieu reached the table and extended his hand. ‘I’m Max de Lyon, you must be Mathieu. Red wine? Champagne? A cognac for a cold night?’

‘A cognac, please.’

De Lyon, perhaps fifty, had a still face and hooded eyes – narrow and low-lidded with a faint downward slant – that were at once amused and threatening. The gaze in those eyes was conventionally known as penetrating; they read deep and they knew who you were. For the rest: a receding hairline, a compact build, and a double-breasted suit over a black shirt and a pearl-grey tie. He looked like a gangster, but Mathieu knew this was a costume. A gangster de Lyon might be, but not the sort who wore such clothes. He looked the way a German officer might expect him to look: the owner of a nightclub on the dark side of Paris. The effect was completed when he spoke: low, determined tones with just a hint of a Slavic accent.

De Lyon produced a packet of long cigarettes in brown wrapper leaf, offered one to Mathieu, then lit both with a brass lighter designed to work in the wind. ‘They’re made in Turkey,’ he said. ‘And what I have to pay now, since the Occupation …’ He shook his head. ‘It’s everything. You can’t imagine what it costs to buy an ostrich plume these days, but we must have them, for the dancing girls, just like the Folies Bergère.’

‘To please your new clientele?’

‘Yes, German officers. At first, they came here to watch the typical nightclub crowd, you know, thugs of the better class, swindlers, Parisians getting rich off the black market, their fancy girlfriends, a spy or two, some local courtesans. But now we need dancing girls who look good with their clothes off – they used to wear G-strings, but not lately. So, as you see, we’re having an audition tonight, which one do you like?’

‘They all follow the routine,’ Mathieu said diplomatically. ‘Is one better than the others?’

‘Oh yes. It will be the one on the far left with the big behind – Germans are partial to big behinds.’

Standing by the piano, the director said, ‘All right, ladies, turn your backs to me and jump, up in the air, as high as you can. Now, one at a time, starting from the left, and … jump!’ The dancers did as they were told. When de Lyon’s candidate jumped, her behind jumped with her, then bounced as it landed. The director walked over, placed a firm hand across the dancer’s lower derrière, let it rest there, then said, ‘Very nice. What is your name, dear?’

‘My name is Lulu, madame.’

‘A stage name?’

‘Yes, madame, my real name is Marie.’

‘Very well, Marie, let’s you and I visit the ladies’ WC and take your pants down.’

‘My, my,’ de Lyon said, raising his eyebrows.

The three remaining dancers stood together and talked, while the man at the piano began to play something classical, which Mathieu recognized, after a few bars, as Chopin.

A waiter arrived with Mathieu’s cognac and a red wine for de Lyon, who said, ‘So Mathieu, my lawyer tells me you’re a man doing good work, I know you can’t say too much, but …’

‘My friends and I take downed RAF pilots out of France.’

‘That kind of thing costs a lot of money.’

‘It does. Before the war I had a job and an everyday life, but I ran out of savings long ago. Now, people like your lawyer and a few others help out, otherwise … I don’t know.’

‘Don’t go robbing banks, Mathieu, that’s the old Bolshevik style, very unhealthy.’

‘No, no, that takes professionals.’ He paused, then said, ‘But we must do something.’

‘I agree,’ de Lyon said. ‘But what is it that makes you say “must”?’

Mathieu hesitated, then said, ‘When we lost the war, the heart went out of the people here. It was as though the city had died. This reached me, and soon enough I began to do things, small things, but they made me feel better. And the more I watched these arrogant bastards strutting around the city, my city, the more I did.’

From de Lyon, a sympathetic nod. ‘I understand, believe me I understand. This was my refuge, this Paris. I was born in a shtetl in the Ukraine, then, when my mother died, I was sent to live on my father’s estate in Poland, among Polish nobility, the result of my father’s youthful folly with a Jew. But these people didn’t want me there so, at the age of fourteen, I ran away and came here, where I’d never been before, but I knew I was home. Now they’ve taken my refuge, so, yes, I will give you money.’ He drank some of his wine, then a little more. ‘Call it my way of fighting back. I hate them, of course, but I must have customers or I close, and the customers these days are German officers.’ He shrugged. ‘Everyone in this city will tell you the same story, though there are those who go much further, who collaborate. Which, some day, God willing, they will regret.’

When Mathieu answered, he spoke slowly. ‘You are no collaborator, monsieur, I’m sure of that.’

‘No, I am not, but how can you be sure?’

‘It’s one of the things I do – make decisions about people, can they be trusted. I am good at it. And I’d better be, because I can be wrong only once.’ He had a sip of his cognac. ‘Very good cognac,’ he said. ‘I wonder if, some day, I could call on you for a favour?’

‘More than money, you mean.’

‘Yes.’

De Lyon smiled and said, ‘Are you recruiting me, sir?’

‘I am.’

De Lyon thought it over, then said, ‘My answer is “maybe”, we’ll see when the time comes. But, for now, the money. When they finish up here we’ll go to my office, and I can let you have five thousand dollars.’

‘A generous gift, monsieur, American dollars get an extraordinary rate on the black market, because people in flight desperately need them. Also, at a certain level, they are the currency of choice for bribery.’

De Lyon laughed. ‘How well I know,’ he said. ‘There was a time when I was an arms dealer, on a small scale, and I bribed everything that moved.’

The director and the dancer came out of the ladies’ WC; the dancer’s face was flushed pink. The director signalled to de Lyon, who said to Mathieu, ‘You see? I was right, she’ll have the job. Now we’ll go up to my office and visit the safe. I wasn’t planning to give you that much, but, once I met you … Anyhow, in the future, please call me Max.’

Back in the night, Mathieu made for the Châtelet–Les Halles station, where he would take one of the last trains – the Métro shut down at eleven as the curfew began. Eyes searching the darkness, he had to move slowly, pausing at doorways where he could hide if necessary, hurrying to cross a narrow street, and listening intently for the telltale sounds of police patrols. The Parisian police often talked to each other as they rode their bicycles, their voices loud in the strange silence of the city. This was intentional, the theory went, the flics making sure you knew they were around so they didn’t have to arrest you. As for the German patrols, the ring of their hobnailed boots on cobblestones carried a long way: useful for people like Mathieu, hated by the Parisians, captive in their blacked-out apartments.

The Parisian male of a certain class was finely made, slim and elegant, insoucient, and faintly amused. This was not Mathieu. To some, at first glance, he looked like an American. Perhaps he did, a former athlete with thick shoulders and big hands and, from an amateur boxing match when he was twenty and a student at the Sorbonne, a small, curved scar by his right eye. He leaned forward when he walked, as though in a hurry, and watched the world around him with a particular intensity. His eyes were a rich brown, his hair, always a little too long, a shade darker, his voice both strong and low-pitched, and he laughed easily. He had always been strong; a leader, a protector. From the age of twelve, he was the one who had confronted the playground bullies when they pushed some kid too hard.

At the end of winter, he wore what he’d worn before the war: jacket, scarf and gloves. An old jacket but expensive, in a brown-and-grey Harris Tweed, collar up, over a heavy woollen scarf looped at the throat, then a charcoal-black, hand-knitted sweater. This had started out to be a polo neck but here his aunt had tired of the project and left the neck low, a soft roll that didn’t quite fold over. Which was fine with Mathieu, who didn’t like polo neck sweaters. Or hats. Against the cold, he wore black leather gloves lined with rabbit fur.

Mathieu had never married; he’d had some long and serious love affairs but the wedded life – shared home, children, in-laws – had never appealed to him. Still, it was always there if he changed his mind: women found him attractive, rough around the edges but with two notable qualities that won hearts; he was funny and he was kind. Mathieu would turn forty in the summer of 1941 – he had always looked younger than his years but, after he’d begun to work in the Resistance, a patch of grey had appeared above his ear. The pressure of clandestine work had aged him and there, in the mirror, was the result.

When Mathieu left the nightclub, headed for the Métro, he passed beneath a propaganda poster: a portrait of Marshal Pétain, the leader of the Vichy government, with the printed legend RÉVOLUTION NATIONALE. In June of 1940, the Germans held the upper third of France and, when Pétain signed the surrender, this area became the Occupied Zone, ruled by the Germans, while the remainder of France was governed by Vichy and led by Pétain.

Traitor, Mathieu thought, anger rising within him. A traitor with a snow-white moustache that some took as a symbol of his moral purity. Pétain was the one who, in the 1930s, claimed that France had been weakened by decadence – too many love affairs, too much wine, rich food and liberal politics. And then, in June of 1940, when the French lost the war, well there you had the reason. Thus the phrase National Revolution; no more soft, corrupt people, no more indulgence, now France and the French would have to change.

Instinctively, Mathieu reached into his pocket for a pen, meaning to draw a Cross of Lorraine with two bars, the Gaullist symbol, and write VIVE DE GAULLE beneath it. He had begun his resistance in just this way, a ‘small thing’ to be sure; still, it had helped him feel better in the summer of 1940 that followed the Occupation. But the pen stayed where it was. In the summer of 1940 he hadn’t cared about being arrested but not now, not on a night when he was carrying a lot of money.

And that wasn’t all he was carrying.

He turned into the Rue Pierre Lescot, not far from the Métro, but his luck didn’t hold. Up ahead of him he heard the sound of shattering glass, followed by a gleeful, triumphant snigger, and out of the gloom came three teenaged boys in uniform. Uniforms of a sort, cheaply made jackets, trousers and ties, which meant membership in one of the youth organizations created by Vichy operatives. Called the Garde Française or the Jeune Front – Young Guard, French versions of the Hitler Youth – they were packs of teenaged thugs who roamed the streets and set upon those they took to be enemies of the Vichy regime.

For Mathieu, it was too late to slip away. Inspired by the bully’s edge – three against one – they decided they didn’t like him and that they would do something about it. One of them, the smallest of the three – scrawny, hair shorn above the ears, and, from the set of his face, mean as a snake – showed Mathieu a tyre iron, probably used to break the shop window. ‘See this?’ he said. Mathieu stood where he was, stared, and was silent – if they thought he was going to grovel, they were wrong. When the Young Guard took a step towards him, Mathieu reached under the back of his jacket and drew, from his belt, an Italian automatic pistol, a Beretta, then held it loosely by the side of his leg.

For the Young Guard with the tyre iron, a moment of reflection. There were those who gestured with a weapon, but most would never use it. Was showing the gun an act of bravado?

Mathieu read his mind, and smiled. A tolerant smile – he understood them, could only hope they understood him.

The Young Guard glanced at his friends, would they think he was a coward? But then he came to a conclusion and stepped aside. If this went any further Mathieu would kill him and he knew it.

It was frigid inside the Métro carriage, and there wasn’t much electricity, so the lights were dim. In the semi-darkness, the crowd was silent, a sea of white faces. The train stopped at Vaneau, then Sèvres-Babylone. Next came Mathieu’s station, Mabillon, where he left the train and hurried along the platform as he looked at his watch. He might just make it indoors before the curfew began.

Leaving the entrance, he took the Rue de Buci, a market street where produce was set out on stalls in front of the shops, a street that smelled like rotting vegetables. Just after eleven, he turned onto the Rue Dauphine – a few shadows
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