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THE PRE-DAWN CHILL of the pavement leached through the soles of Lucie’s feet as she stood in her cotton nightie and gazed at the empty space where her family’s house had been. Though her toes and fingers were numb, there was a heavy throbbing in both her palms. She looked down and saw the blood dripping from her fingertips, splashing on the tops of her bare feet, running down between her toes. She pushed her palms against her thighs, clenching wads of fabric in her fists, and searched among her shattered thoughts. Gradually the images took shape—the breaking glass, the jagged shards, crawling through the window of her burning bedroom.

On the footpath a few yards away, her mother, Yvonne, stood wrapped in a blanket, mumbling softly to herself, repeating over and over in French, “Mon Dieu, Alfred. Mon Dieu.” Lucie went to her side and put an arm around her waist. Yvonne shuddered, then was quiet.

Lucie gazed back at the fragmented outline of the place she’d called home for the past sixteen years. It looked like a pen-and-ink sketch—just a few straight lines with shades of charcoal gray. A breeze blew through the blackened frame, lifting tiny flakes of ash that fluttered into the street. They settled on her hair and skin, powdery like snow.

All was strangely still now after the cacophony of the fight to extinguish the blaze: water, shouts, bells. And then the silence that came with the stretcher bearers—like those she’d seen in her father’s sketches from the Great War, white sheets draped over frozen bodies, stiff arms grasping at the air. Lucie shut her eyes tight against the image of her father’s body being carried down the gravel path.

From the gathered crowd, she’d heard the muffled question: “How could this have happened?”

But when Lucie pictured her father’s face that day last September, she knew the real question was: How could it have not? And though she tried not to hear it, there was another question ringing in her head . . . Had he meant to kill her and Yvonne as well?

* * *

When Lucie searched her memories of their life together in Kilcunda, she could count on one hand the conversations with her father. She remembered the last one all too well. It was the fourth of September the previous year—her sixteenth birthday. The day before, they’d learned of Hitler’s invasion of Poland, and Great Britain’s declaration of war against Germany. Lucie and her parents had listened to Prime Minister Menzies’ speech late that evening, informing the nation that, as a result, Australia too was now at war.

The next evening, after Lucie had blown out the candles on her cake, Alfred opened a drawer in the buffet and took out a small rectangular package wrapped in crumpled tissue paper.

“Happy birthday,” he said, laying it on the table in front of her.

She unwrapped the parcel to reveal a sketchpad bound in leather and a set of pencils. It was a surprising gift, not one she’d have expected from her father. She’d always loved to draw, but this was the first time he’d acknowledged her interest.

When Alfred spoke again, it was as he always did—in short, unadorned phrases; like telegrams sent without expectation of a response.

“You’re a young woman now. Living in the adult world,” he said. “It’s a brutal place. You’ll need art to make sense of it.”

Yvonne laughed nervously. “That’s a bit somber for a birthday wish, isn’t it, Alfred?”

Her husband frowned at a wine stain on the tablecloth. “There are somber times ahead.”

Yvonne pulled on a piece of skin next to her thumbnail. “Well, it’s lovely that you’re encouraging Lucie to draw,” she said brightly. “I think she’s inherited your talent.”

Lucie looked at her father. His head was still bowed.

“I didn’t know you drew, Dad,” she said.

Alfred didn’t respond.

“He was very talented,” said Yvonne. “When we first met in Paris, he showed me his sketches from the Western Front.” She turned to her husband. “Your drawings were so tragic, so powerful. Perhaps you could show Lucie your sketchbook? I think it might still be down in the basement.”

“No, I don’t think so,” said Alfred, rubbing at the wine stain, smudging its edges into the cloth. “I’m sure I threw it away.”

After her parents had gone to bed, Lucie crept downstairs to the basement, determined to see if her father’s sketchbook was there. After a few minutes of searching, she found it in the bottom of a dusty crate. As she pulled it out, she glimpsed a movement in her peripheral vision and turned to see her father standing in the doorway.

“I’m sorry, Dad,” she said. “I should have asked your permission.”

Alfred slowly came down the stairs and sat on the bottom step.

“Go ahead,” he said. “Take a look. You might as well know what’s coming.”

Lucie hesitated, then knelt, the sketchbook on the floor in front of her. She opened the stiff, leather cover and leaned forward to study the drawings. They weren’t the quick field sketches she’d expected. The pen-and-ink illustrations had been worked and reworked over time; precisely, meticulously, unflinching in their detail. Wounded soldiers crying out in agony. A man with only half a face. Corpses decomposing in the mud. Lucie took a deep breath in—the dank, earthy scent of the basement settling like silt in her throat. She tried to imagine her father’s eyes moving back and forth between the paper and the scene before him, only his pen to translate the indescribable. She wondered if these were the images that visited him while he slept. His screams had punctuated Lucie’s nights for as long as she could remember.

She closed the sketchbook and looked up at him.

“So now you know why,” he said.

Lucie wasn’t sure what he meant, but she knew it was useless to press him for an explanation. She’d seen other men like her father, with scars both visible and not; some veterans of the war, some who’d fought the devastating Black Friday bushfires back in January that year. That was why people around these parts knew not to ask too many questions. Everyone had suffered. Everyone was tired of remembering.

Alfred brought his hand to his forehead and pulled on a strand of greasy hair. “And now there’s going to be another horror like the last one,” he said. “Well, I did my duty once, and I saw the result.” He nodded towards the sketchbook.

“But you’re not a soldier anymore, Dad,” Lucie reminded him. “You won’t have to do anything this time.”

“There’s no such thing as doing nothing,” her father replied. “Doing nothing is still a choice. A choice to stand aside and let it happen.”

Lucie didn’t know what to say; she’d never heard her father speak this way. In his eyes she saw something she hadn’t seen before: a look of utter desolation.

When she went back up to her bedroom, Lucie sat at her desk and took a pencil from the drawer. Opening the sketchbook Alfred had given her to the first page, she started to draw her father’s face. She examined his features one by one, pulling each into focus. She had always been told she looked nothing like him, that she was the spitting image of Yvonne. It was true that she had her mother’s rounded cheeks, the same small chin, the same straight auburn hair. But Lucie had always thought she had her father’s eyes—dark and slightly melancholy. As she continued the portrait, she tried hard to capture the expression she’d seen in those eyes just minutes before, tried to understand the thoughts that lay behind.

* * *

Four months later, standing barefoot on the pavement with the odor of destruction in her nostrils, Lucie knew she should be grieving the loss of her father. Instead, what she felt was grief for the father she’d never known. She recalled the look in his eyes that night in the basement. She hadn’t understood it then, and she still didn’t now. She wondered if she ever would.





2

FOR THE NEXT month, Yvonne and Lucie lived in a cottage that the headmistress of Lucie’s school, Miss Freeman, let them use for free. She was exceptionally kind to them. She was also very discreet, telling the students and their parents that the fire had been caused by a frayed electrical wire. No one questioned her explanation—except, of course, the Catholic Church and Empire Assurance Company, both experts in the uncovering of “willful self-destruction.” The Church denied Alfred a funeral and Empire refused to pay out on either the house or life insurance policy.

When they informed her, Yvonne didn’t dispute the findings. She’d guessed what was coming. That evening as she washed the dishes with Lucie, she told her daughter of the decision she had made.

“I’ve written to my brother in France to ask for his assistance.” She spoke in French, as she always did when the two of them were alone.

Lucie put down the plates she was carrying. “I didn’t even know you had a brother. Why have you never mentioned him?”

“We haven’t had any contact in a long time.”

“Why not?” asked Lucie.

Yvonne paused and pushed a strand of hair from her cheek with the back of her hand.

“Gérard wasn’t happy about my decision to marry your father and move to Australia. He thought I should stay and help rebuild our country after the war.”

Lucie paused, struggling to imagine how someone could make such a demand.

“Were you close before that?”

Yvonne nodded. “When I was young, yes. We were quite close, actually. He is ten years older, but I adored him and he doted on me. He was very protective.” She ran her fingers across the surface of the water. “I was fourteen when he went off to the war. He was away for three and a half years. After he was wounded he was captured by the Germans. They sent him to a prison camp. When he returned, he was a different person.”

Lucie handed her more dishes.

“Is he married?”

“He was,” said Yvonne, pushing the plates below the surface of the water, “but his wife died in childbirth a year after your father and I left for Australia.”

“That’s so sad,” said Lucie. “Was the baby all right?”

“It was a little girl. Gérard wanted me to go back to France to help look after her, but I couldn’t—you were just a newborn yourself, and we were so far away.” She rinsed a plate and handed it to Lucie. “He was living in Paris; the apartment we grew up in. It was big, so he would have had room for us. That wasn’t the problem. But things were difficult in France after the war. Food was still being rationed, there was terrible unemployment, and so many people dying of the Spanish flu. I didn’t want to take a little baby back to such a situation.”

“He must have understood that,” said Lucie.

“I don’t know. We never discussed it. And his little one died of pneumonia when she was three.” Yvonne pulled another plate from the sink, but held it dripping in her hand. “He took it very hard.”

Gérard had written her long, rambling letters at the time, she explained, cursing the Germans for the death of his wife and daughter. He blamed them for the misery the war had brought to France, for the lack of coal to banish the winter cold from his home, for the malnourishment they’d endured for so many years.

“Anything he could blame them for, he did,” she said. “Even when things improved, and he was doing well enough to buy a country house in Normandy, he was still bitter. And then, about ten years ago, he stopped writing.”

“Do you think he’ll be willing to help you after so long?”

Yvonne pulled the plug from the sink and watched the water drain away.

“Hopefully,” she said. “I don’t think money is a concern for him nowadays. If he could just lend me enough to buy a small house, that’s all we’d need. I don’t think he’ll deny me that.”

* * *

One February evening a month or so later, Lucie went down to the beach. She waded out to her knees and unwound the bandages from her hands for the last time, trailing them through the waves. The cuts had been deep but had healed well. She was left with a series of scars; fine white lines that crossed and followed the deep creases of her palms and wrapped themselves around her hands.

The sun had just set, but the air was still warm when Lucie arrived back at the cottage. Yvonne was standing in the kitchen holding a letter, the skin of her cheeks blotched red and white.

“It’s from Gérard,” she said. She spoke quickly, hardly pausing to take a breath. “He’s only sent a small sum of money. Nowhere near enough for a house. He says that’s all he can afford.”

“What are we going to do?” asked Lucie.

Yvonne pulled out a chair at the table and sat down.

“He says we should come and stay with him in Paris. He’s already booked tickets for us.”

Lucie took the letter from Yvonne’s hands and scanned the tightly scrawled words. “But how can we go to France when there’s a war?”

Yvonne brought a hand up to her throat and wiped the sweat away. “It’s just a phony war for the moment. There’s been no real fighting.”

“But no one knows when it might begin,” replied Lucie.

“Gérard doesn’t seem concerned,” said Yvonne. “He’s confident it’ll be over in a short time. France and Germany have always fought over territory. The Germans probably just want to win back the Alsace and Lorraine regions they lost in the last war.”

Lucie sat down next to her mother. “It’s so far away, though. I won’t know anyone there.”

“I know, ma chérie. But I don’t think we have a choice.” She squeezed Lucie’s wrist, a smile pulled tight across her lips. “We’ll make a new home in France. You’ll see. We’ll start a whole new life.”

* * *

A week later, Lucie was wiping down the kitchen counter when Miss Freeman appeared at the open front door.

“Oh, good, you’re still here,” she said. “I was afraid I might have missed you. When are you leaving?”

“We’re taking the train to Melbourne at eleven. Our ship sails tomorrow morning.”

“Well, I’m glad I caught you. I found this in your desk at school.” She held out the sketchbook that Lucie’s father had given her for her birthday. “I thought you might want it.”

Lucie had taken it to school the day after her birthday and hidden it in her desk. She hadn’t drawn anything in it since the portrait of her father.

“Did you do this?” asked Miss Freeman, opening the book to the first page.

“I’m sorry,” said Lucie. “I shouldn’t have had it at school.”

Miss Freeman cut her off. “No, don’t apologize. It’s very good. A beautiful portrait.” She handed Lucie the sketchbook. “You have a talent for art,” she said. “I hope you’ll use it one day.”

After Miss Freeman left, Lucie studied the sketch of her father, trying to make sense of who he’d been and of his final actions. She thought she might have begun to understand, but he was still no more than a shadow. She tore out the page, folded it in four, and put it in her pocket. She left the house and walked towards the beach, following the damp sand beside the creek. As she passed under the trestle railway bridge, she stopped and slid the paper from her pocket, then reached up and wedged it tight between the thick round upright and one of the diagonal beams. She hoped that someone would find it there one day. Perhaps they would be able to make sense of it.

* * *

The next morning, Lucie stood at the railing of the RMS Orontes, her home for the next four weeks. She’d looked at the route they’d be taking. Fremantle, Colombo, Port Aden, Port Said, the Suez Canal, Marseille, London, and finally a ferry across the English Channel to France. She struggled to define what she was feeling as they prepared to leave. Anticipation at discovering the land of her mother’s birth, and the majesty and beauty of Paris was undercut by a growing uncertainty about what awaited them there. She would be living with an uncle she’d never met, in a strange and crowded city. And despite Yvonne’s assurances that they’d be safe in France, she worried about what it would mean to live in a country officially at war with its powerful neighbor.

As the last mooring lines were cast off and the ship began to pull away from the dock, Lucie looked at Yvonne standing a few yards further along the railing. She tried to imagine how her mother must be feeling about returning to Paris after all these years. She was barely twenty when she left; she was now a woman of forty-one. Lucie took her sketchbook from her handbag and started drawing the outline of Yvonne’s face. It wasn’t turned to the crowds down on the pier but up towards the overcast sky, limp strands of auburn hair escaping from a carelessly fastened bun. Lucie drew her in profile, her eyes half closed, the mist of the cool March morning condensing on the warm skin of her cheeks. When she’d finished, she tore the page from the book and folded it in four. She leaned over the railing and let the paper fall. It fluttered and spun in the upward draughts and eddies, and then was lost among the paper streamers that stretched from the ship to the pier below. Lucie felt like she was floating too—between the past she was leaving and the future that awaited.
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WHEN THEIR FERRY from Portsmouth docked in Le Havre, Lucie and Yvonne disembarked and waited with their luggage on the quay. Once the crowd had cleared, Yvonne put her hand on Lucie’s shoulder and pointed out a tall, thin man advancing towards them. He walked with a slight limp, a lopsided roll of his hips.

As he stopped in front of them, he removed his faded blue workman’s cap to reveal light brown hair, plastered down, with strands of gray that sprang up from his scalp. The skin of his cheeks was tight and red, as if he’d scrubbed his face with steel wool. A tobacco-stained moustache curled down over his upper lip. He leaned towards Yvonne and kissed her on each cheek.

Lucie smiled at him. “Bonjour, Oncle Gérard,” she said.

He glanced over and cleared his throat. “Just Gérard will do,” he said. “It feels odd to have a stranger call me uncle.”

Lucie hesitated before responding, taken aback by the coolness of his tone. “Of course,” she replied.

Gérard fiddled with the set of keys he was holding, then looked at Yvonne. “I’m sorry about Alfred,” he muttered.

Yvonne took a deep breath and turned her head, her eyes searching left and right. “We should get going. Where did you park?”

Gérard found a trolley and piled their luggage onto it. As he strode along the quay, Yvonne and Lucie hurried to keep up with him. On the street outside, he loaded their cases into the back of a van emblazoned with the words Déménagement Hébert—Hébert Removalists—and the three of them climbed into the front seat.

As they drove out of Le Havre, Lucie gazed out the window, eager to see the French countryside, but the fatigue of the journey caught up with her and within minutes she was asleep.

When she woke, it was almost four o’clock and they were already in Paris, practically at the foot of the Eiffel Tower. She craned her neck to see the top.

“I can’t believe it,” she said.

Yvonne squeezed her hand and smiled.

Continuing along the river, they crossed a majestic bridge adorned with gilded sculptures, then rounded a vast open space with a huge Egyptian obelisk at its center. They cut across to a long, wide street, one side lined with stone arcades. Through metal railings high on the right, Lucie caught glimpses of vast, formal gardens filled with people sitting, walking, children running, riding ponies. Looming ahead was an ornate building that she recognized as the Louvre. It was so much bigger than she’d imagined. Its sculpture-studded walls seemed to go on forever. They continued until they saw the Cathedral of Notre-Dame, standing strong and solemn on its island in the very heart of the city. Gérard turned left down a street that led away from the river and into a residential area. He told Lucie that their apartment was in the fourth arrondissement. The area was called Le Marais as it had once been swampland. The streets they drove along were narrow and filled with people, most of the buildings ancient and dilapidated. Some, though, were elegant, with wide porte-cochères and large courtyards or gardens.

“Here we are,” said Gérard as they pulled up outside a building on the rue de Sévigné. Lucie noticed that the facade was quite ornate compared to most of the other apartment buildings in the area, although the details were encrusted with soot and grime.

Gérard got out and opened the heavy wooden doors leading into the courtyard. “I’ll unload your belongings and then take the van back to the garage,” he said.

As they drove in, a small woman who looked to be in her fifties appeared from behind a narrow door.

“Ah, Monsieur Hébert. You’re back.”

Gérard nodded. “Bonjour, Madame Maurel.” He laid his hand on Yvonne’s shoulder. “Do you remember my sister?”

“Bonjour, Madame,” said Yvonne. “You haven’t changed at all.”

“Oh well, a few more wrinkles, perhaps. But I would have recognized you anywhere, Mademoiselle Hébert.” She pressed both hands against her cheeks. “But I should say Madame Blackburn. Your brother told me about the tragic loss of your husband. I’m so sorry.”

Yvonne nodded. “Merci, Madame.”

“And this must be your daughter,” continued Madame Maurel. “Welcome, Mademoiselle. I’m the building’s concierge. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask—I’m almost always in my lodge. And if I’m out, I won’t be far, just cleaning or doing the daily mail delivery. In any case, my son will be here keeping an eye on the comings and goings.”

“Thank you, Madame,” said Yvonne. “We’re very happy to be here, aren’t we, Lucie?”

Lucie smiled and nodded. She glanced towards the door of the lodge, but saw no sign of Madame Maurel’s son.

Sharing the luggage between them, they climbed the wide wooden stairs to the fourth floor. Gérard opened the door of the apartment and stood aside to let Lucie and Yvonne in. Yvonne put her bag down and took a few steps from the entrance hall into the living room.

“It looks different from how I remember it,” she said.

“I had to divide it in two and sell off the other half a few years ago to keep my business going,” said Gérard. “There have been so many people arriving, migrants from the east. They came in their thousands, moved in, set up shop, created competition. As if it wasn’t hard enough already.” He hung his jacket and cap on a hook behind the door and ran his hand across his scalp, smoothing down his hair. “They’ve completely taken over the quarter. Did you see how it’s changed since we were children? Our grandparents wouldn’t recognize the area.”

Lucie could tell the apartment had once been quite elegant. In the living room, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the street and there was a fireplace with a pink marble mantelpiece. Above it hung a large mirror, the gilt of its frame peeling and worn, black stains seeping from the edges of the silver-backed glass. In addition to a couch and armchair, a dining table, chairs, and buffet were crowded against a wall. Lucie realized the original dining room must now be on the other side, part of another apartment. There were only two of the original bedrooms. Gérard had moved his things into the smaller one and given his to Yvonne. Lucie stood in the doorway as he dragged his sister’s trunk in and pushed it against the foot of the bed. The room was dark and masculine, the walls adorned with the heads of deer and wild boar.

After he’d carried all their luggage in, her uncle showed Lucie to where she’d be sleeping, a small room next to the kitchen that looked as though it had once been a storeroom. He’d added a narrow bed, pushed tight against the wall with a wooden shelf fixed above it, as well as a small desk and chair.

“There’s a maid’s room on the top floor, but I’m renting it to a couple from Alsace for extra money. Otherwise I’d have put you in there.”

“This is more than adequate,” said Yvonne, squeezing Lucie’s forearm as they stood together in the doorway. Lucie nodded at Gérard. Although he turned away almost immediately, she noticed the expression of shame that swept across his face.

After they’d unpacked their cases, they joined Gérard in the living room. Yvonne presented her brother with a merino wool cap in a mustard-and-black check.

“A small gift from Australia,” she said.

Gérard took the cap from her and turned it around in his hands, running an index finger along the leather trimmed edge, his thumbs pressed into the satin lining underneath.

“A bit fancy for a laborer,” he said.

Lucie saw the disappointment in her mother’s eyes. She didn’t know whether Gérard saw it too, but he paused before clearing his throat. “Thank you, Yvonne,” he added. “It’ll be very useful.”

The three of them sat together at the oilcloth-covered dining table and Gérard poured them each a glass of deep red cordial.

“Made with cherries from my property in Normandy,” said Gérard. “I had to sell the house in thirty-one, but I managed to keep a shed and a bit of land with fruit trees. I go there from time to time, spend a night or two when I can. It’s good to get out of the city. There’s a folding bed in the shed and a wood stove. That’s all I need.”

Yvonne gazed out the window at the stone facades and rows of windows and wrought-iron balconies on the opposite side of the street.

“It’s strange to be back,” she said. “I didn’t think I’d ever see Paris again.”

Gérard drank a mouthful of cordial. “It was the end of one war that separated us and the start of another that reunites us.”

Yvonne took a small sip of her drink. “Let’s hope this one won’t last as long.”

“There’s no need to hope,” said Gérard, wiping the condensation from his glass with the side of his thumb. “We’re well prepared. Germany stands no chance against our troops.”

Yvonne took another sip. “I don’t know if Herr Hitler would agree,” she remarked, setting her glass back down. “He seems quite confident in the might of his armed forces.”

“Herr Hitler can believe what he likes,” said Gérard. “There’s no greater fighting force in Europe than the French army. We’ll show the English how it’s done.” He wiped his palms together, as if washing his hands of the argument.

Lucie’s mother raised her glass to her lips again, but this time she didn’t drink. She stared into the bright rose-colored liquid. The light hanging low over the table reflected off its surface and turned the whites of her eyes a watery pink.

“I’m tired,” she said, putting the glass down. “If you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll have a lie-down before dinner.”

Gérard watched as she left the table and closed the bedroom door behind her, then took a small sheet of paper from the pocket of his trousers and laid it flat on the table. He ran his finger along the lines of words and figures, chewing on his moustache as he read. Outside, the sky had begun to cloud over, but a thin ray of afternoon sun shone through the tall windows. In the slanted light, Lucie had her first good look at Gérard. His features were hard and precise, as if painted on. The curve of his nose and the arcs of his nostrils were outlined in thin, dark strokes. His eyes were paler than Yvonne’s, almost colorless, like a winter’s sky on a day of low gray clouds. They looked alert, on edge, as if waiting for an accusation. Two vertical lines like quotation marks were etched between his gray-flecked brows.

He finished his drink and cleared his throat.

“I’ll take the van back to the garage now,” he said, folding the sheet and slipping it back into his pocket. “I have to finish the paperwork I should have done today. Don’t wait for me for dinner. There’s beef and potatoes in the kitchen.”

He got up from the table, took his cap and jacket from the hook behind the front door, and left without saying anything more.

Lucie went to her room and took the sketchpad from her bag. She sat at the small desk and started drawing Gérard’s face. She wanted to understand this new person who was suddenly at the center of her life, on whom she and Yvonne were totally dependent. He was taking them into his home, providing for them, keeping them safe. Although she hardly knew him, she felt a tinge of pity for her uncle. She imagined he too was still carrying the pain of the war that had so damaged her father. She softened the lines of his nose and eyes, and drew him with his mouth half open, as if he was slowly breathing out, getting ready for a difficult task. When she finished, she tore the drawing from the pad and folded it tight. In the kitchen she opened a small window and dropped the paper, watching as it fluttered down four stories and landed in the tiny enclosed courtyard below.

* * *

When Gérard came home late that evening, Lucie was already in her room seated on the edge of the narrow bed. Through the thin wall, she heard him come into the kitchen and take the plate of food Yvonne had left in the oven. She listened as he set it down on the dining table and ate his dinner in silence. The scraping of his knife and fork against the china plate was the only sound he made. After a few minutes, she heard him push his chair back from the table. She followed the shadows of his feet through the gap at the bottom of the door separating her makeshift bedroom from the kitchen. He moved slowly along the floorboards carrying the empty dishes to the sink. Lucie pictured his stiff, lopsided gait and his thin, lonely face. From the living room, the ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece accompanied his footsteps, perfectly in time.

Once she’d heard him close his bedroom door, she got into bed and pushed her feet down under the sheet. It was pulled across and folded into the corners so tightly that she had to point her toes to slide them down. The thick white cotton pulled heavy on her chest. Each time she twisted her shoulders to loosen its grip, an odor of camphor squeezed out and pressed itself against her lips. She wondered how long it had been since anyone had slept in these sheets, since the heat of a living body had softened the stiffness of the fibers. She realized this might have been Gérard’s young daughter’s bed. Perhaps she’d slept here in her final fading days. Lucie shifted her weight against the springs of the thin mattress, shivering at the thought of her infant cousin lying between these same sheets all those years ago. If she’d lived, they’d be nearly the same age.
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THE NEXT MORNING, after a breakfast of stewed apples and coffee, Yvonne took Lucie out to do the grocery shopping and show her around the neighborhood. They took a round wicker basket from the corner of the kitchen and the money that Gérard had left on the bench.

There were almost no cars in the narrow streets of the Marais, but they churned with pedestrians. Lucie was overwhelmed by the strangeness, the newness of everything around her, so different from what she’d known back home, so different from what she’d imagined it would be. Stores lined the street—pastry shops with beautifully decorated cakes, bars, cafes, and restaurants, some little more than holes in the wall while others took up a whole block, enormous awnings stretching over tables and chairs arranged on the footpath. As they turned from the rue Pavée onto the rue des Rosiers, Lucie saw that many of the shop windows contained signs in Hebraic lettering. There were things that Lucie had never heard of—“kosher butchers,” and bakeries selling “matzo bread.” As they headed south towards the rue Saint-Antoine, there were clockmakers, shoemakers, tailors, stalls selling leather goods, chinaware; more shops than she’d ever seen. On a corner, a man leaned on a handcart piled high with vegetables, and a woman selling chickens in wooden crates called out at the top of her voice. People sold their wares right there on the footpath—secondhand crockery, pots and pans, clothes. Lucie breathed in the sticky-sweet smell of candied peanuts bubbling away in a copper pan at a street stall.

She followed Yvonne as they wove through narrow side streets, taking note of their names, trying to build a mental map of the area she could use to find her way. Finally, they emerged with the Seine in front of them. Down below, right by the river’s edge, women were seated at large wooden frames with striped mattresses strung between them, piles of fluff laid out on large sheets in the sun.

“We used to have the stuffing of our mattresses cleaned every spring and new covers sewn,” said Yvonne. The smell of fatty, earthy dust rose up as the women combed the yellowed, flattened wool.

Further along the riverbank, they passed lines of houseboats and barges tied up on the water. They crossed an old stone bridge onto the Île Saint-Louis, and walked along the edge of the small island, looking out across its mossy stone walls, then entering the maze of narrow shaded streets and ancient buildings.

As they emerged into the sun on the other side of the island and crossed the river to the Left Bank, people were seated on kitchen chairs on the pavements, soaking up the warmth and chatting to neighbors, and the river’s edge was lined with fishermen. Lucie noticed there were many more women than men in the streets, and that the men she did see were mostly older. She knew that all males between twenty and forty-nine had been mobilized to defend France, millions of them, but she hadn’t thought that their absence would be so visible.

Yvonne led Lucie through the Latin Quarter, showing her the famous Sorbonne University. She commented on the number of young women entering and leaving the building.

“There weren’t as many girls admitted before I left as there are now. If it had been like that when I was young, I might have tried to enroll.”

“What would you have studied?” asked Lucie.

“I don’t know really. Anything. Just to prove I was smart enough, I guess.”

“Prove it to whom?”

“My parents, Gérard.” She paused. “Myself maybe.” She pushed her hair behind her ear and gazed up at the heavy, ornate doors. “But then I met your father and life took a different path.”

Lucie wondered whether Yvonne regretted leaving France to follow her new husband to the other side of the world. How different would her mother’s life have been if she’d stayed in Paris? How different would her own have been?

From the Place de la Sorbonne they took the long narrow rue Champollion back towards the rue des Écoles. On the corner, Yvonne stopped and looked up at the curved white facade of a small cinema.

“This is new,” she said. “There used to be a bookshop here.” She ran her fingers across her throat. “Your father and I used to meet there. He was staying in a hotel a little further along the street while he waited to be sent home to Australia.”

Lucie looked at her mother, trying to understand what she might be feeling, remembering those days when her husband had been a different person from the man Lucie had grown up with. She wished she could have known him then.

As they turned the corner onto the rue des Écoles, Lucie’s eye was caught by a display in the window of an art supplies store next to the cinema.

“Oh, they have Winsor and Newton Series Seven paintbrushes,” she said.

“Are they good?” asked Yvonne.

“The best,” said Lucie. “Queen Victoria had them made especially. But they’re so expensive.”

“Shame,” said Yvonne. “Maybe one day.” She pointed to a notice in the window. “Did you see this? They’re looking for an artist to draw postcards of Paris. Maybe you should apply.”

Lucie shook her head. “I’m not good enough.”

“Why would you say that? You’re an excellent artist.”

“Maman, I drew in high school in Australia. It’s not the same as someone who’s studied in Paris.”

Yvonne shrugged. “Well, you should at least think about it.”

As Lucie followed her mother along the crowded pavements, conversation seemed to surge from doorways. The people she saw were more animated than back home. They reminded her of actors in a melodrama—gesticulating, speaking intensely, urgently. A group of men seated at a cafe terrace openly argued about politics. Two women standing in a doorway glared at each other angrily, then threw back their heads and laughed. Girls her own age strode about in pairs, arm in arm, talking loudly. They showed no sign of the self-consciousness Lucie felt as she walked the streets. She was sure that everyone could see how out of place she was. She tried to imagine one day possessing their confidence, speaking out like they did, holding her head as high. For the moment, though, she felt utterly incapable of being anything like these people.

She glanced at Yvonne walking half a step ahead. She seemed hardly any more at ease, despite being back in her home country. Lucie struggled to picture her mother as a young woman here in Paris twenty years earlier. Had she been like these young Parisian women? Had she looked as self-assured, laughed out loud, flirted with the young Australian soldier who would become her husband? Where had she found the courage to leave her home to start a new life on the other side of the world? Lucie wished she could ask Yvonne these questions, but she feared they’d evoke painful memories. If she could, the answers might help her face her strange new life with more assurance.

* * *

Over the next weeks, Lucie ventured out on her own, each day exploring new neighborhoods. She was mesmerized by the vibrancy; the chaotic, loud, gritty life that she encountered on every street. From time to time, she sought relief from the noise and constant presence of other people by taking refuge in parks and gardens: the Jardin du Luxembourg, the Place des Vosges, and the Jardin des Plantes. She also discovered the smaller, hidden patches of green dotted around the city where she could sit on a bench in the sun and listen to the birds in the trees overhead.

She especially loved exploring the wide tree-lined boulevards and the ancient narrow streets of the Latin Quarter. She often lingered by the Sorbonne and watched the students coming and going. They always seemed to have something important to say; frowning, gesturing, then laughing and continuing on their way. The weather was warm and Lucie was starting to feel less of an outsider, less overwhelmed, more relaxed. She’d started to fall in love with this city, to admire its determination to get on with life as if everything was normal. Perhaps Yvonne was right to be optimistic. Perhaps the “phony war” would turn out to be not a war at all.

* * *

One Sunday in late May, Gérard took Yvonne and Lucie to visit the Arc de Triomphe and the majestic avenues, like twelve spokes of a wheel, that converged at the Place de l’Étoile. As they drove around the area, Lucie was surprised to see the wide roads lined with large numbers of people on bicycles and on foot, laden with bags and large bundles. Gérard explained that they were refugees from Belgium and Holland who’d started arriving a few days earlier. Lucie had heard reports of the German onslaught in the north and the news of advancing troops. First Denmark fell, then Norway, the Low Countries, and Belgium. In the previous days, radio bulletins were still full of positive tales and the patriotic posturing she’d been hearing for weeks. But, when the news of the destruction of Rotterdam came through, it put an end to the illusion that the war would spare civilians. The city was in ruins. Reports spoke of hundreds killed, thousands of homes destroyed. And now Lucie saw with her own eyes the despair of the survivors, pushing slowly south, hoping that here they’d finally be safe.

As Gérard drove through the wealthy western areas of Paris, the streets were almost empty, many of the windows of the grand apartment buildings shuttered. Lucie gazed out the windshield at the expensive cars loaded with suitcases and monogrammed trunks. Gérard mocked the residents who were leaving, heading south towards the Loire Valley.

“They’re nothing more than panic merchants,” he declared. “Running scared. They should be ashamed.”

“Perhaps they know something we don’t,” said Yvonne.

“Nonsense,” her brother replied. “The government has promised that Paris won’t fall. Remember Verdun. They didn’t pass then, and they won’t pass now.”

Although Yvonne looked concerned, she didn’t contradict her brother.

As they returned towards the center of the city, the familiar streets were as crowded as ever and the terraces of the many cafes overflowed with people. These Parisians didn’t seem at all worried by the threat of German advances in the north. The predominant mood was one of carefree defiance. They seemed to share Gérard’s confidence that the French army would once again triumph over their traditional foes.

By the start of June, however, Lucie found it more and more difficult to ignore the relentless westward progression of the German troops. At eight one evening, Gérard tuned the wireless to the nightly radio bulletin and the three of them moved their chairs from the dining table and drew close around the sideboard. The tall windows of the living room were shut tight and draped in black, but the glow of the long midsummer evening seeped through the gaps and gleamed like gold dust on the polished parquet floor.

Lucie sat close to Yvonne, her knees pressed against the glass-paneled doors of the sideboard, listening in silence to the broadcast. Like the rest of France, she wanted to believe the reassuring and patriotic news from the front, desperately hoping that the fabled Maginot Line would hold, not daring to think of what would happen if it didn’t.
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ONE THURSDAY MORNING towards the middle of June, Lucie went out to buy bread as she did each day. This morning, though, everything was different. The pavements were filled with people heading for the train stations or cramming luggage and possessions into cars. The streets echoed with the clattering of iron shutters being pulled down over shopfronts, sending pigeons swirling from the footpaths. As she lifted her eyes, Lucie saw the sun just above the rooftops. It was dull and gray, dimmed by a heavy shroud of smoke. In the streets, she overheard people saying that the fuel reserves had been set alight and the consulates and ministries were burning documents before the German troops arrived. There was a sense of confusion and disquiet that Lucie hadn’t felt before. No one had been told whether Parisians were expected to stay and fight.

“Should we hide? Should we flee?” they asked one another, knowing very well that nobody had the answer.

Lucie rushed home to tell Yvonne what she’d heard and seen. “I’m scared, Maman,” she said, sinking onto the couch. “I don’t know what’s happening.”

Yvonne sat beside her, her arm around her daughter’s shoulders.

“It’ll be all right,” she said. “The government will tell us what to do.”

Gérard came home from work late morning. He strode into the kitchen where Lucie and Yvonne were making lunch.

“We have to leave now,” he said, his voice flat, his face expressionless. “Pack your clothes, food, cooking utensils. Take only essential items. We need to keep room for the mattresses.”

“Where are we going?” asked Lucie.

“South,” he replied. “German troops will be here soon. They’re approaching the northern suburbs. Paris is gone.”

“No!” cried Lucie. She couldn’t believe that the city she’d grown to love was about to fall to the Germans, that it would be annihilated like so many other cities before it.

“They can’t let them destroy Paris,” she begged. “They have to keep them out.”

“It won’t be destroyed,” said Gérard. “Paris has been declared an open city.”

“I don’t understand,” said Yvonne. “What does that mean?”

“It means we’re not defending it; there’ll be no battle. The Germans can enter unopposed and take it over.”

Yvonne shook her head. “What are the authorities doing? Surely they can’t have given up.”

“The government has fled to Bordeaux.” Gérard wiped the sleeve of his shirt across his chin. “We don’t have time to discuss it. We have to leave before they get here.”

“Where will we go?” asked Yvonne.

“Toulouse? Maybe Bayonne?” he replied. “As far away as possible.”

* * *

Gérard filled metal cans with petrol and water and secured them in the back of the van. Lucie and Yvonne helped strap mattresses to the roof and load up the inside with as much as they could fit. As they prepared to drive out of the courtyard thirty minutes later, Madame Maurel came to bid them farewell. She was staying behind in Paris. Traveling with her invalid husband would be too difficult, she said.

“Will you be all right, Madame?” asked Yvonne.

“My son is staying with us. He’ll protect us if needs be.”

Lucie had seen Madame Maurel’s son a few times in the last month. He looked to be just a few years older than her, but with something jaded in his attitude that made him seem middle-aged. Although she’d passed him on the stairs several times, he’d never introduced himself.

Yvonne gave Madame Maurel some apples and bottled beans they had no room for, and left the key to the apartment with her.

“I hope you’ll be back before too long,” the concierge said.

“Of course,” said Yvonne. “This will all be over soon and life will return to normal.”

Lucie wondered if her mother really believed that, or if she was lying for her daughter’s sake. There was no way to tell, but for the moment it was a comforting illusion they all needed to hold on to.

As they drove towards the rue Saint-Antoine, Lucie noticed the eerie silence in the streets. It took her a minute to work out what it was. No fluttering, no chirping, no cooing. The complete absence of birds. She looked up at the blackened sky and wondered if they had been poisoned by the smoke.

* * *

As they drove out of Paris, the whole city felt like a giant ship foundering in the middle of the ocean. On the roads that led south, cars like overloaded lifeboats desperately tried to pull away. Lucie stared blankly at the slow procession of trucks, cars, bicycles. There were thousands on foot as well: men pulling handcarts loaded high with household goods, sometimes with a grandmother perched on top, slumped and sweating in a thick black dress; women pushing prams with red and crying babies squirming between bundles of clothes and blankets; the glowing faces of early summer tinged with gray, heads bent low, advancing in total silence. Despite the heat, some people wore several shirts and jackets, three hats one on top of another, anything to avoid leaving them behind.

“Madame Maurel said some people killed their pets rather than be burdened with them on the road,” whispered Yvonne.

Lucie had heard the same thing in the streets that morning. She’d also heard of elderly relatives being left behind. She couldn’t imagine the despair that would drive people to such a decision—and she didn’t want to imagine what horror might pursue them as they fled.

* * *

As they joined the exodus south, the creeping tide of those fleeing swelled by the hour; the traffic so heavy that those on foot advanced more quickly than the vehicles.

Occasionally they encountered French soldiers in army trucks, their faces hidden under caps and helmets, the weary slope of their necks and shoulders betraying a mix of shame and disbelief as they fled the advancing German troops.

Each evening for those first chaotic days, Gérard pulled the van over by the side of the road or in a field. They ate the food they’d managed to bring, and when that ran out they bought produce from the farmers on whose land they camped. Around them, Lucie heard the panicked conversations of their fellow refugees. It was clear that the memories of the last war were still very present—the brutality, the atrocities towards civilians. Rumors of what would happen when the German troops caught up with them flowed from group to group; supposed firsthand tales of savage hordes that slit women’s throats and chopped off children’s hands.

On the third day, they stopped to eat lunch in a field. Lucie was lying on a blanket, her arm draped across her eyes to shade them from the midday sun, when suddenly Gérard yelled, “Run! Take shelter! Not in the van!”

Lucie sat up and heard the rumbling of Stukas, the German dive bombers, approaching low from the north. She grabbed Yvonne’s hand and started to run, surrounded by hundreds of other frantic people, like swarms of mice, scrambling left and right, off the road and into ditches or under trees. She threw herself facedown next to Yvonne beneath a towering elm, her hands clamped over her ears. She bit down on her tongue as the planes screamed towards them, their sirens drilling through her skull. As they passed overhead, she felt a dull percussion in her stomach as bullets pierced the ground and ricocheted off trees. She lifted her head and watched in horror as some of those fleeing panicked and ran along the road, becoming moving targets for the planes as they swooped and fired on cars and carts and horses.

As the noise of the motors faded, she looked around. She saw Gérard not far away, sitting up unharmed. At first there was nothing but a terrifying silence. Then the wails and pleas for aid began. Yvonne took her daughter’s arm and pulled her up.

“Come on,” she said, her lips trembling. “We have to help.” As they started towards the road, Lucie saw a horse convulsing in a ditch, its back leg torn and broken. Its unanswered pleading screams cut through her like a knife.

Fifty meters further, they found two children lying in the middle of the road next to an abandoned car. The older child, a girl of nine or ten, wore a mauve-and-black-checked dress. Her arm was draped across her little brother’s chest. He couldn’t have been more than three, with caramel hair and a sailor suit. Both were dead, a dotted line of bullet holes etched across their torsos.

“Where are their parents?” Lucie cried. “Why did they leave them alone?”

Yvonne took off her cardigan and laid it over the children, then put her arm around Lucie’s shoulders and led her away. “Come,” she said. “There’s nothing we can do.”

Lucie lifted her face and took a slow breath in. Above her the sky was brilliant blue without a single cloud. Somehow that made the attack seem even more horrific.

* * *

That evening they stopped for the night in a small village near the town of Tours. While Yvonne prepared dinner, Lucie went to the public washtub in the town square to rinse out her dirty clothes. As she was walking back along the main street, a woman came running from the town hall.

“Marshal Pétain has been made head of government,” she yelled. “France has surrendered to Germany.”

As Lucie hurried back to her mother, she saw people walking aimlessly, muttering, clasping their heads, grown men weeping in the street, not bothering to hide their sorrow.

When she reached Yvonne, she told her what she’d heard.

“What does it mean that we’ve surrendered? What’s going to happen now?”

“I don’t know, ma chérie. I guess it means the fighting’s over.”

“But will they take us prisoner?” asked Lucie, her eyes filling with tears. “What will they do with us?”

Yvonne cupped Lucie’s cheek in her palm and pressed her lips to her daughter’s forehead. “We’ll be safe,” she assured her. “They’ll surely stop shooting civilians.”

“But who is Marshal Pétain?” asked Lucie. “Why has he taken over?”

“He’s a good man, a very old and respected soldier,” replied Yvonne. “In the Great War, he led France to its grandest victory at Verdun. It lasted nine months and cost hundreds of thousands of lives. People call him the Lion of Verdun. He’s a national hero.”

“Then why has he surrendered?”

Yvonne shook her head slowly. “I don’t know,” she whispered. “Perhaps your uncle can explain it.”

They found Gérard leaning against the van, talking to another man. His face was red but his demeanor was strangely calm. Lucie told him what she’d seen, the old men crying in the street.

“It was awful,” she said. “Such a sad sight.”

Gérard dismissed their shows of grief as hysteria. “They need to act like men,” he said. “Not fall apart like women.”

Lucie understood the need for strength, but she was surprised that Gérard seemed to accept the surrender so readily. She’d thought his hatred of Germany would drive his desire to continue the fight.

“What will happen now?” asked Yvonne. “It feels like the government has abandoned us.”

“Marshal Pétain hasn’t abandoned France,” said Gérard, his tone firm and defensive. “He’s setting her up to re-emerge even stronger than before. We have to put our trust in him. He’s the cool head we need right now, a brilliant military strategist. We’ll soon see what he has planned.”

* * *

That evening, when they gathered to prepare their dinner in the school hall with dozens of others, the mood was mixed. Some showed their approval and expressed relief that the fighting would be over. Lucie was surprised. She’d expected more anger and regret. She sat quietly and listened as others talked about their fears of Germany, France’s enemy in so many wars.

As the conversation continued, Lucie felt the mood become more solemn. Some people wept quietly in the dark. Some spoke of fleeing France, trying to make it down to Spain or even across to England. Gérard remained silent throughout the evening. When he’d finished eating and drunk his coffee, he stood up from the table and went to sit in the front seat of the van.

While the talk around them continued, Lucie leaned close to Yvonne. “What if we can’t go back to Paris?” she whispered. “Where will we live? How will we survive?” She wrapped her fingers around Yvonne’s wrist. “We have to leave France, Maman. We should go back to Australia before it’s too late.”

Yvonne didn’t move. She kept her eyes on the untouched food on her plate. When she answered, her voice was somber. “Where would we get the money?” she asked. “And who could I ask for help? I don’t know anyone here. Only Gérard. And he already spent most of his savings to bring us here.”

* * *

When they stopped to spend the next night in another village further along the route, it was clear that something had
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