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There is bread and salt between us

An Arabic saying expressing an alliance, a bond, an oath not to be broken




They say Lot’s wife was turned into a pillar of salt for looking back.

I have tried to write of the future, but I cannot find the words. I have tried to write of freedom, but I can’t remember its taste. And so, look back I must, to the beginning of what might prove to be my final summer on this earth. If my punishment for that is salt, so be it.

It has been a summer stolen. A summer of sky. A summer of riches. Of clear water tasting of far-off winter. Of meat and blood, the flesh of the mountain, carved from bone. Of wild fruit, ripe as honey, sundering at a touch. A summer of wheat, ground by stone and transformed by an ancient recipe, of bitter herbs and oil as old as a distant land across the sea.

Mountain and flesh, sweat and skin, bread and salt: life. Love. This summer has drained me, drenched me, wrung me dry, but still I reach for more.

I reach for you.

How far must I go back? The root of this summer is buried in the bleak, hard earth of February 1943, when you were cold on the mountain and I was cold by the shore, and neither of us knew the other one existed.

I will unearth it for you, my love. I will try to remember how I came to be sitting here. I will look back, so that you can live it again, through my eyes.

Then, whatever comes next, whatever happens to us, these words will remain. 




Saint-Antoine, Alpes-Maritimes

February 1943

They say that April is the cruellest month, but for me, it was always February.

The last gasp of the season, the short, fretful days before spring. Not like midwinter, beautiful and treacherous as glass. February was a month that wheezed between sickness and health, when the sheets of ice on the mountain groaned before they fell.

On the February day when everything changed, I had a headache from the sky. It was leaden, made me want to crawl into bed beneath the blacked-out window and not wake up again until spring.

Instead, I forced the barrow down the street. The wooden wheel jarred and rattled over the cobbles, the unease working its way into my bones. An afternoon mist was rolling down the mountainside. Soon, it would tumble into the narrow streets and settle there, closing us in for the rest of the day. In February, Saint-Antoine felt like the fortress it once had been. Ancient houses, squashed together, like animals huddled for warmth on a bare outcrop, so close you could hear every word of every argument, see the stains on other people’s washing, strung from windows and balconies.

I stopped to catch my breath on the main street, where icy water trickled down the gargouille. It had confused me as a child, to learn that the ugly stone monsters that spouted water from the church roof were called the same thing. Our gargouille was different. It wasn’t a monster at all, but a waterway; a stone channel as old as the town, running from a fall in the mountains, all the way along our steep, main street and down into the river. Generations of people had channelled the flow so that it seemed to spout on almost every corner. Its water washed our clothes and bathed our children, filled our cooking pots and drenched our thirsty plants in the summer. It was the throat of the mountain, and we drank from it.

I shivered and pushed the barrow towards the town square, the cold wrapping around my wrists, exposed by my too-small jacket. In the doorway of a closed-up café, a couple of Italian soldiers were hunched, waiting for the bus.

‘Madre mia!’ one of them called out at me. I ignored him, until the other stepped into the path of the barrow.

‘Zitto, l’ho vista prima io,’ he said, grinning down at me. His face was wind-tanned, a shadow of dark stubble staining his chin and cheeks. Beneath his jacket, his shirt-collar was undone.

I stared straight past him, annoyed at the heat that crept on to my face.

‘Principessa, vuoi che ti accompagno a casa?’ the first one said, leaning closer.

‘You!’ A shout echoed across the square. ‘Stop that!’

Old Madame Gougeard had come puffing around the corner, a basket in her hand. When he saw her, the Italian removed his boot from my path.

‘Ciao, nonna,’ he catcalled. ‘Non vuoi divertirti?’

Madame Gougeard jerked her chin at me. ‘Come, Ceci,’ she said, throwing them a filthy look.

Together, we turned our backs on the Italians and went to wait on the other side of the square.

‘Sales Piémontais,’ Madame Gougeard muttered as we walked. ‘You should not encourage them, poupée.’

I forced down a wave of frustration. Eighteen and still I was a girl to most of the town, a doll to be protected. As we walked, I snuck a look into Madame Gougeard’s basket, which clinked as it moved. There was a bottle of brandy in there. No surprise. The Gougeards ran the hotel, and everybody knew they were masters of le Système D – ‘making do’ in a way that often bordered on illegal. They were always able to get hold of things the rest of us could not.

‘Are you meeting Olivier from the bus, Madame?’ I asked innocently, though I already knew the answer. Madame Gougeard was as hungry for gossip from Nice as the rest of us were for butter and sugar.

‘I am. He has been there on an errand.’ She slid a look at me, letting me know that she knew something important. Behind us, one of the soldiers let out a bark of laughter.

‘Louts,’ she muttered, not caring to keep her voice low. ‘Look at them, they do not even dress like soldiers any more. Have they no respect?’

It was true, the Italians had begun to look ragged as the winter wore on, ever less like occupiers. One of the soldiers behind us had mislaid his belt, and the other wore woollen mittens that I was certain were not part of his uniform.

‘No, Madame,’ I said.

‘They should go home and eat Mussolini’s bread.’

I pressed my lips together. I did not like the Italians, but even I knew it was more complicated than that. The Germans may have taken the rest of the south back in November, but here it was the Italians who had marched in, clinging to German coat-tails.

Madame Gougeard was sneering at the soldiers. ‘Un coup de poignard dans le dos. They are cowards, aren’t they, Ceci?’

I nodded, and fought to keep silent, though I wanted to remind her that half of her own relatives were from across the border, that my own grandfather had been Italian. The Gougeards were our main customers. Mama would murder me if she found out I had been rude.

Madame Gougeard sniffed. ‘At least that brother of yours has the spirit to stand up to them. Your father should be proud. We need more young men like him.’

My smile was growing tight at the edges, and I began to wish she had left me to fend off the Italians on my own. Perhaps she sensed this, for her voice grew softer.

‘You have had no news of him, then?’

I shook my head, staring into the damp mist, wishing the bus would arrive. ‘Papa went to Menton early this morning,’ I told her, ‘to try to petition for his release.’

I said nothing of the envelope Papa had carried in his jacket, the collection of francs inside that had taken us the best part of two weeks to scrounge together, but Madame Gougeard nodded, as if I had.

‘God willing, the capitano there is blessed with greater intelligence than his inferiors.’

‘God willing,’ I murmured, and for once, I meant it.

As usual, we heard the bus before we smelled it, smelled it before we saw it come wheezing through the mist and into the square. The gazogène engine on the back made a terrible racket for something so useless. It was no match for the steep mountain roads. Sometimes, passengers even had to get out and push. Still, it had come all the way from Nice, where there were cinemas and department stores with goods that no one could afford, and restaurants that could still serve you meat, if you had money and knew the right way to ask.

I hurried towards the slowing bus, looking for my father through the fogged windows, looking for the familiar face he might bring back with him. I was so busy looking, I almost collided with a trio of soldiers who were disembarking, duffel bags on their backs.

‘Scusi, mademoiselle.’ They smiled, showing their teeth and touching their buttoned-down caps. I looked away, heard them barging other passengers aside to greet the soldiers who had been waiting in the cold, all shoulder slaps and hair ruffling; raucous young men, perhaps the same age as my brother. One of them caught me looking, and winked.

I turned my head. Papa was shuffling down the bus’s steps, head lowered beneath his cloth cap.

‘Leon?’ I asked uselessly as he stepped down to the square.

He shook his head, and I knew I would get no more out of him, not here, in the open, where ears were always listening.

‘Did you bring the barrow?’ he said wearily.

By the time I returned with it, he was already hoisting himself up on to the wheel arch of the bus, loosening a tarpaulin tied to the roof to reveal the slumped shapes of sacks beneath.

‘What did you get?’ I asked, trying to shove down the disappointment, the fluttering anxiety that filled my chest.

‘Two wheat,’ came his muffled answer. ‘Two bran. And chickpeas.’

Before I could groan I had to brace myself to take the weight of one of the sacks. The familiar, dusty scent of cloth and flour filled my nose and I took a step back, only to slip on one of the cobbles.

Hands caught my shoulders, steadied me. I looked up, face hot, as Paul took the sack from my arms and dropped it into the barrow.

‘Merci, Paul,’ Papa called, already stretching for the next one.

‘De rien.’ Paul brushed the white wings of flour from his dark gendarmerie jacket. ‘I’ll help you with the others as well. They’re too heavy for Ceci.’

I threw him a withering glance.

‘Ceci,’ Papa said, catching the look, as Paul dropped the second sack into the barrow, ‘go and tell your mother I am home. Both of you wait for me in the kitchen.’

I left him with Paul, made my way slowly back to the bakery. My brother’s name echoed with every step as I walked. Le-on, Le-on: strong arms lifting me far easier than a sack of flour, a boisterous laugh, the beginnings of a dark beard. Le-on, cried by my mother when he was once again in trouble. Le-on, muttered by my father, summoning him into the kitchen for another ‘talk’, now that he was a man and too old for the strap. But that anger, that exasperation, always faded into fondness, a chuckle, a shaken head at my brother’s devious expression. Le-on, people tutted, dragging out the sound as they smiled, Le-on.

Ce-ci sounded small in comparison, and however hard I tried, I could not outstep it.

I stopped in the street outside the bakery, not wanting to see my mother’s hopeful face, the shape of my brother’s name on her lips. From here, the place looked sombre. Melting ice had slid down the window, leaving trails in the winter dirt. Inside, the shelves already stood empty.

Five years ago, they would have been stacked high with herb-flecked fougasses and flour-dusted boules, leaf-like epis and sticky fougassettes, fragrant with orange blossom and honey. I would have been able to sneak a fresh brioche from the tray, the dough slicked bright, or pilfer one of the first, rich croissants of each morning’s batch, made with only the best butter from neighbouring farms, where cows grazed on sweet grass and herbs in the high pastures. Such things had once been my reward for a night of sleepless work, for piling the baskets and shelves high with loaves of all shapes and sizes, ready to feed the town, to delight the tourists.

At fourteen, Leon would take the loaves we made and fly like a demon through the streets on his bicycle, delivering them to the villas of wealthy families who came to take the air. At seventeen, he would smile at their daughters when they came in to buy their picnics, the baker’s smock rolled up to show his tanned arms. At eighteen, he began to take his pay down to Nice in the evenings, sneaking away when he should have been working, leaving me to take his place in the kitchen. At twenty-one, being a baker was the only thing that had saved him from being called up but still, he didn’t care for the life, still he was wayward, and still Papa turned a blind eye. Perhaps, if he had been more stern with Leon’s excesses, if he had said something sooner …

I pushed open the door.

So much had changed since those years of brightness and plenty, but not the smell of the bakery. The deep nuttiness of a crust forming, the sweetness of wheat, the tang of proving dough that caught sharply in my nostrils. My stomach, always taut with hunger, constricted a little further. I shut the door behind me, closing out the grey day, the Italians in the square, Madame Gougeard’s gossip.

Mother was sitting at the end of the wooden counter, behind the box we used for money. The accounts book was open before her. Too few inked lines on one side. Too many on the other. She looked up, a frown creasing the skin between her brows.

Leon? she asked silently.

I shook my head, and turned away to rearrange the two remaining loaves of heavy pain bis in their basket.

‘Papa said to wait for him here,’ I told her, and glanced towards the empty window. ‘Mama, what if—’

‘Ceci,’ she stopped me. She did not want to hear my wonderings, not about Leon. ‘Why don’t you go and make the coffee?’

I turned and did as I was told.




Cheshire

April 1993

‘Want some coffee, pet?’

I look up in shock. A waitress is standing over me, pot of filter coffee poised. How long has she been there? I’ve been miles away. Decades.

‘No,’ I hear myself say automatically, before I realize it sounds rude. ‘I mean, yes, thank you.’

She makes a face as if to say suit yourself, and pours. The coffee looks watery, slightly yellow. I don’t really want it, but too late now.

‘Early start for you, then?’ she asks. I risk a glance up. She looks bored, tired beneath the thick make-up. We are the only people in the hotel breakfast room.

‘Yep,’ I tell her, looking at the coffee.

She stands there, waiting for me to say more. Music is playing in the background. ‘Up here for work, is it?’ she tries again, after a moment.

I nod.

‘Come from far?’

‘London.’

‘London,’ she repeats, making the syllables bounce. ‘That’s nice. You like it there?’

Yes, I want to tell her, I live in a tiny flat in Bloomsbury, above a grocer’s shop. The windows rattle when buses go past and it’s hot in summer and freezing in winter, and the hallway always smells of overripe bananas. But it’s close to my work and the library and just about big enough to put up my mother when she comes to stay …

I don’t. The words would tangle themselves in my mouth. Instead, I nod.

The waitress doesn’t quite manage to keep down a sigh.

‘Well, enjoy your day,’ she says, giving up.

‘Thanks,’ I murmur, but she’s already gone.

My cheeks are burning as I reach for the sugar bowl. Pathetic, Annie. The sugar is in cubes, the hard, brilliant white kind. Carefully, I break one in half.

Someone else walks into the dining room. I glance up, hoping it isn’t one of my colleagues. I’m in luck. It’s a businessman, smiling broadly at the waitress. She’ll have more success with him.

I stir the sugar into the coffee, take a sip. It’s awful. I put it down again, and turn back to the file that’s open on the table beside me, with its lists of catalogue numbers. So much to do. And the sooner we are done with it, the sooner we can go back to London.

Back to what, exactly? I push the thought down and pick up my highlighter pen.

The dining room has started to fill up, voices bouncing back from the drab, peach-coloured walls. My stomach complains, finding the coffee and nothing else. I don’t want the full English breakfasts that have started to emerge, greasy and piled high, from the hotel kitchen. We never had them when I was a kid. Because we’re not English, Mum would always tease. Fried bread? Your grand-mère would never forgive me.

I could have toast, but that would mean walking past the waitress to get to the buffet … With a sigh at myself, I close the binder, grab my bag and leave the coffee unfinished on the table.

Quarter to eight. Too early to go to work, even by my standards. Ducking my head as I pass the receptionist, I make for the alcove with the payphones and take out twenty pence to dial my answerphone in London.

‘You have no new messages.’

I press ‘1’, listen to the last saved message.

‘Hi! Annie!’

My mum’s voice fills my ear. I know exactly what the message says. She left it a week ago, to say that she had landed safely in Australia, to tell me about her colleagues and the project, about the onwards flight they will have to take to the islands. Listening to her, my heart gives a squeeze. She sounds bright, but tired. I hope she’s taking care of herself. I wish I was there to make sure that she rests, that she takes her medications on time.

‘Anyway, I have to go,’ I hear her say as an airport announcement booms in the background. ‘There’s … another thing I want to talk to you about, but it can wait until next time we speak. Bisou, chérie. Ciao!’

Outside the hotel, the morning is cool and clean as freshly washed skin, not yet dirtied by day. I take a breath of it, trying to smooth away the worries. Another thing I want to talk to you about. She would have told me if it was health-related, surely? What then? I grip the handle of my bag tight. There’s no use speculating. Nevertheless, as I walk briskly towards the bus stop, I can’t quite stop the thoughts, or dreaded words like legacy and executor, from creeping through my mind.

The office isn’t far; a short bus ride out of the town and into the Cheshire countryside, where spring has peppered the winter hedgerows with brilliant green buds. I’m the only person to get off at a nondescript-looking compound, a sign that reads CHESHIRE NORTH SALT MINE above the gate.

No one else is here yet, apart from the security guard. He always nods and says hello to me. Once, he smiled a little longer than usual and asked me where I was from. I pretended I hadn’t heard and hurried away. It’s a question without an easy answer, too complicated to explain to a stranger.

I can feel myself flushing at that memory as I step into the silent reception. ‘I—’ I dig through my bag for my ID badge. ‘I’m—’

‘It’s OK, I know who you are,’ he says easily, dark eyes creasing. ‘Early start, eh?’

I nod. Part of me wants to stop there in the corridor, wants to chat with him about the morning, about anything. I want to, but when it comes to it, I can’t find the words. Anything I say always seems to come out wrong. Easier to stay silent. I look away, and escape through the door.

I dump my bag on my chair and am heading for the kettle when I see it: a delivery note, lying conspicuously on Iain’s desk, marked CONFIDENTIAL. My fingers twitch. I shouldn’t look at it. I’m only supposed to be working on administration, data entry, getting the new catalogue system up and running. I shouldn’t even be touching the archives, even though I’m as qualified as the rest of the team.

It’s not a demotion, Annie, my boss had insisted, it’s just that during your time off Iain has really stepped up. He’s a more natural fit to manage this project. And we need someone like you to do the admin, someone who’s conscientious, good with computers, someone who’ll knuckle down.

Turning my head away, I walk past and go to make tea. But even as I stand there, with the kettle rumbling and steam rising, I can feel them, those red-stamped letters just behind me, waiting for me to take a closer look. I glance into the corridor.

The envelope is a thin, brown one, only lightly sealed. I wouldn’t even have to tear it, just ease it open. My fingers seem to be a step ahead of my thoughts, because they’re already working at the flap, freeing it, pulling out the piece of paper inside.

I recognize the crest at the top of the letter immediately. Foreign Office. That means the delivery is a whole new series of government files, declassified for the first time ever, waiting to be checked, inventoried, safely archived. This is the work I should be doing, not sitting behind a computer, punching in endless numbers. Above, the clock reads half past eight. The others won’t be in for half an hour. Who would know if I went and had a quick look?

Across the compound, I step into the lift that will take me down into the old mine, descending through layer after layer of rock. The moment the doors open on the holding bay I see them: new archive boxes, stacked one atop the other. I creep forwards, the soles of my shoes raising clouds of salt dust. It never settles here, not really. When I return to the surface it will be with the taste of salt in the back of my throat, on my lips.

I stop, listening. The miners haven’t yet started the machines for the day, haven’t yet begun to claw rock salt from the walls. It’s eerily quiet, makes me feel tiny, insignificant. Gently, I brush the top of one of the archive boxes. My fingers come away rimed with pinkish dust. If I were to go back thousands of years, I could be underwater, at the bottom of a vast inland sea that stretched for hundreds of miles across Europe, its salt tinged pink by the sand blown in on desert winds. Now, that salt is dug from the rock to coat roads in winter, to flavour cooking pots, leaving caverns behind to be filled with history of a different kind.

Dry and cool and sparkling, these caves have been chosen to hold the past. Precious documents, hundreds of years old, scrolls, medical records, government archives, army lists, court cases and tax papers, all safer down here than in any building above ground. My head spins when I think of it all. No wonder Iain is so precious about security clearance. With time and the right know-how, a person could find anything …

My hand rests on the stack of boxes. I certainly don’t have clearance. Iain saw to that. We’ve been in competition for the same jobs ever since we were interns. Now that he is finally above me, he won’t let me forget it.

Abruptly, I haul the top box down and gingerly lift the lid. The sugar-sweet smell of degrading paper rises around me. The files are from the 1940s, I can tell that just by looking at their covers. They’re a dull government green, stamped and stapled and scrawled on by many hands, perhaps shoved into a filing cabinet in Whitehall fifty years ago and never thought of again, until now. Until me.

Curiosity killed the cat. But I can’t help myself. I look through them, peering at the names and dates, until one in particular catches my eye, its cover torn. I ease it open and come across what looks like an official communiqué, a handwritten note that probably should have been shredded. A historian’s dream. I turn the pages, one after another. They teem with clues. One letter bears a coffee stain on the top right corner, another is smudged, as if by rain. I lower my nose to the surface of a paper and close my eyes. Yes, the smell of old ink and must, but something else too, dusky and cloying, cigarette smoke and … a woman’s perfume?

‘Annie?’

I straighten in an instant, blood rushing to my face. Iain is standing behind me. I hadn’t even heard him approach. My cheeks burn, so hot they almost hurt.

‘What’re you doing?’ he asks, eyes narrowing.

‘I—’ My throat is dry with salt dust. ‘These Foreign Office files. I was just checking them.’

‘Checking them,’ he repeats flatly. ‘You don’t need to check them. That’s Marta’s job. You shouldn’t even be down here.’

Someone else would make a joke right now or snap back and tell Iain to mind his own business, but I can’t. I mumble something like an apology; place the file back in the archive box.

‘Annie,’ he says, sounding pained, ‘you’re not drifting around some library in Bloomsbury now. These are government archives. The PRO takes security very seriously. You’re a junior staff member without clearance. What if you damaged something, or lost it? How would I explain that to head office?’

‘I wouldn’t,’ I murmur. ‘I … I’m sorry.’

Iain gives a frustrated sigh as he walks over to the boxes and pointedly rests his hand upon the stack. I have no choice but to duck my head and make for the lifts, my face burning with embarrassment.

‘Annie,’ Iain’s voice reaches me, the moment before the doors close, ‘don’t let me catch you down here again.’




Saint-Antoine

February 1943

The bitter smell of roasted acorns filled the bakery kitchen. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d had real coffee. The acorns were similar enough, I supposed, in that they were hot. I wrapped a cloth around the pot handle and brought it to the counter, poured the dark liquid into four cups. Mama, Papa and Paul watched the steam as it rose.

‘Here.’ Papa stood up from his stool, brought something over from the ovens. ‘This one burned a little too much to sell.’

Gently, he set down a loaf of pain aux noix. It was blackened at one end, but only slightly, just enough to excuse keeping it back from the customers. Paul and I exchanged a glance, trying not to smile. We both knew that Papa would never allow a loaf to burn by accident. I took a slice when he cut it, dipped it into my acorn coffee and let the taste of fresh bread and tiny shards of walnuts fill my mouth.

‘Did you speak to the capitano?’ Mama asked, a strange expression on her face: anxiety and hope plaited together. 

Papa put down his piece of bread, cleared his throat. ‘I went to the gendarmerie first, to see if they could intervene. I mentioned your father’s name, Paul, but they said that since it was the Italians who arrested Leon, they can’t do anything about it.’

‘Surely in the city they have some power to—’

‘They don’t.’ My father sounded curt. ‘They have to answer to the Italians like the rest of us. They had their guns confiscated too.’

I could tell he was trying not to look at Paul, at the empty holster that sat on his belt.

‘And the carabinieri?’

Father held up his hand, trying to keep my mother’s questions at bay while he gathered his words. ‘The Italian army arrested Leon, and the Italian army locked him up. I – I went to the barracks where they are keeping prisoners, tried to speak to the captain, but he wasn’t there.’ He looked at us. ‘Neither was Leon.’

‘What?’ I think we all asked that, but my mother’s voice was loudest, edged with panic. ‘Has he already been released? Or transferred?’ That bland, official word came chained to dread now, to knowledge of the internment camps scattered across the south, or the work camps in Germany that had swallowed so many of our young men.

‘He was released,’ Papa said, but there was something in his voice that stopped us from breathing out. Awkwardly, he took the envelope full of francs and laid it on the table. ‘Someone got there before me.’

‘Who?’ I burst. I could not stop myself, not when my mother’s face was so white. ‘Leon doesn’t know anyone with that kind of influence.’ I looked at Paul. ‘Does he?’ 

Paul shook his head, his eyes wide.

‘Then if he’s out, where is he?’ My voice rose. ‘Why doesn’t he come home?’

‘You don’t think he’s joined the maquis?’ my mother whispered. ‘Jean-Claude’s eldest did, to avoid the draft.’

We sat in silence, that word and many more hanging over us. Paul and I met each other’s eyes, and I could tell we were both thinking of the many times Leon had done something rash, something foolish. He had always been able to bluff his way out of it in the past. But this was different. None of us could predict what might happen, not any more.

‘There is no use in speculating.’ Papa’s voice was heavy. ‘Wherever he is, we just have to hope that he’s safe, that he’ll be able to send word, sooner or later.’

No one spoke for a while. The coffee pot made a clicking sound as it cooled. My stomach grumbled, wanting more than bread.

‘Nice was crowded,’ Papa said, to break the silence. ‘Never seen so many people at the market. Nothing there, of course. No vegetables but old cabbages. Saw one man cutting up a cauliflower to make it go around. And more are arriving every day, they say, some with little more than the clothes they stand in.’

‘Jews?’ Mama sounded distracted still. ‘Where are they all coming from?’

Papa shrugged. ‘I have to say, many of them did not look well.’

‘And the Italians are letting them in?’ Paul asked, hand on his belt. ‘Don’t they have orders to stop them, turn them back? From the Germans, or—’

‘If they do have orders, they’re ignoring them.’ Papa drank the dregs of his coffee, grimaced. I could tell he had more to say, and was thinking of how to say it.

‘I saw Olivier on the bus,’ he told us eventually. ‘He seems to think that the Italians will send some of them here.’

‘Send who?’ Mama frowned. ‘Not the foreigners? The Jews?’

‘Yes. He said that the Italians don’t want them in Nice, so near the coast, that they will be sending some of them to the villages.’ Papa breathed through his nose, not enough to be a laugh. ‘The Gougeards are obviously expecting business. I saw Olivier buying back all those sheets he pawned before Christmas.’

Abruptly, I remembered Madame Gougeard waiting impatiently for her son to step from the bus, with his news from the city.

‘But why here?’ Paul asked, frowning.

‘It is not as if Saint-Antoine is short of space,’ Papa said, ‘all those holiday villas, standing empty—’

‘There is not enough food to go around,’ Mama said quietly. ‘Not with the Italians already taking so much.’

Nobody answered.

Paul pushed back his cup. ‘I should be getting along,’ he said. ‘My father will want to hear about this.’ He smiled at me – a small, pressed-lip smile – and all at once I was filled with gratitude towards him, for being here, when Leon was not. ‘Thank you for the bread, Madame Corvin,’ he said.

‘Here,’ Mama turned to find a napkin, ‘take some for your mother.’

I walked Paul to the bakery door. On the other side of the thin wall that separated the kitchen from the shop, my parents had started up talking again.

‘You shouldn’t blame yourself about Leon,’ I murmured, opening the front door. ‘It isn’t your fault he got arrested.’

Paul shook his head. ‘I shouldn’t have let him go to that bar. I knew he was spoiling for a fight with the Italians, but I never thought he would be so stupid as to …’ He trailed off. The distant sound of the river crept up the street, filling up the space where his words had been. ‘I’m here for you, though,’ he said softly. ‘Whenever you need. You know that, don’t you, Ceci?’

All at once he was too close. I felt myself flush despite the chill from the open door, felt acutely aware of my parents, only a few paces behind us.

‘I know,’ I said. ‘Thank you, Paul.’

He smiled, looking into my face. For a moment, I thought he would say more, but then he was raising his hand in a mock salute and striding away down the street. 




Cheshire

April 1993

I grip the office door handle, not wanting to go inside. Iain’s words are lingering in my mind, making my eyes burn. Alone with the archives, I feel so sure of everything. There’s a number for every file, a stack for every box. But out in the world everything’s a jumble, too big or too small, all tangled up and confused, and however hard I try, I can’t seem to make anything fit.

Inside, Marta and Kai are working away, Marta poring over a stack of documents, Kai clacking at his computer terminal. I focus on walking. The cheap carpet snatches at the soles of my shoes, threatens to make me trip and embarrass myself in front of them, but I make it to my desk, sink into the prickly office chair with relief.

‘Morning,’ I force myself to say into the stuffy air.

‘Hi,’ mumbles Kai. He’s the youngest one in the team, always hidden behind his hair, his headphones. We’ve hardly spoken, but he seems all right. He’s another number puncher, like me. Before I can look away, he meets my eyes. ‘Message for you,’ he says.

For a second, I wonder if I’ve misheard. No one leaves me messages. ‘Sorry?’

Marta hears. ‘Message,’ she says slowly, as if to a child. ‘On the machine. From your mum. What’s she doing, checking you got to school on time?’

My cheeks flame as I dial into our work messages. The message is a short one: Mum calling to leave the number for a satellite phone where I can reach her. The line is fuzzy and faint. Hurriedly, I scrawl down the details. She called at seven thirty this morning, probably forgetting the exact time difference between us. Perhaps if I’m quick, she will still be in range. I punch the digits into the phone, hold my breath as the international dialling tone rings, once, twice. A crackle, a moment of silence and then …

‘Hello?’

The voice is muffled by distance, but it’s hers, distinctly hers.

‘Mum!’ I can’t keep the relief out of my voice. ‘Mum, c’est moi. I’m sorry I missed you—’

‘Annie! It’s so good to hear your voice.’

I press the phone hard to my ear, not wanting to miss a word. ‘Where are you?’

‘In the middle of the ocean, somewhere east of Cairns, if you can believe that!’

I close my eyes while she tells me about the trip, imagining myself there with her, surrounded by waves, the growing heaviness of a tropical storm in the air.

‘Don’t let me get carried away,’ she breaks off after a while. ‘Et toi, ma chérie? How is everything there?’

‘All right, I guess,’ I answer cautiously, glancing at the others. I switch to French. ‘The work isn’t exactly challenging. I miss London. Here I’m stuck with—’

‘People?’ Mum asks shrewdly.

I don’t need to answer for her to know she’s right.

Her snort of laughter is quick, warm. ‘What did I do to make you so antisocial, Annie?’

‘I’m not antisocial,’ I protest. ‘I just—’ I stop, short of saying, I just don’t know how to talk to people. ‘I just didn’t inherit your charm.’

‘You have plenty of charm, chérie, but I’m afraid you got your grand-mère’s stubbornness, too.’

A silence stretches between us, over continents, vast distances. Talking about my grandmother always makes her sad.

‘Mum,’ I change the subject with mock-sternness, ‘are you looking after yourself? You sounded tired on your last message.’

‘I was tired, but that was just the flight. I’m fine.’

‘You promise?’ I wish I was there to see her face. ‘You can’t overdo it. You’re still not completely over the operation.’

‘Annie!’ she laughs. ‘I’m supposed to worry about you, not the other way around.’ When I don’t answer, she sighs. ‘Chérie, I’m all right. I’m doing everything the doctors said. I’m even resting. There was no way I was going to miss this trip, you know that.’

‘Just because they gave you the all-clear, it doesn’t mean—’

‘Enough,’ she says gently. ‘There’s something more important I want to talk to you about. Something I thought about a lot during all that treatment. Do you have a minute?’

Iain has come back in and is staring at me, but I don’t care, not now. ‘Of course,’ I tell her, my stomach knotting. ‘What is it?’

I hear her take a breath. ‘I don’t know if it’s everything that’s happened,’ she gives a dry sort of laugh, ‘being ill or turning fifty this year, but I’ve been thinking a lot about Grand-mère.’

Back to my grandmother. I lean on the desk, glad she can’t see my frown. Whenever I’ve tried to question Mum about Grand-mère in the past, she has always clammed up. Too painful, she once said. ‘What about her?’ I ask.

There’s a long pause. ‘I want to try to find her,’ she says quickly, as if she’s worried the words will disappear before she speaks them. ‘I want to see her, tell her that what happened between us doesn’t matter now. I want to apologize, tell her I never should have said the things I did—’

She breaks off. I hear her gulp and I hold the phone tighter, wanting to step out of it and hug her.

‘I shouldn’t have stopped you from looking for her before,’ she carries on, slowing down. ‘I just didn’t want you to get hurt. But it’s different now. We were a family once, the three of us. I’d like that again. You deserve a family, Annie.’

Even from far away, over the vast distances her voice is travelling, I hear the words she is not saying: You deserve more family than just me, in case … Tears wash into my eyes.

‘Mum—’

‘What do you think?’ she says briskly. ‘Will you help me look for her? I can’t think of anyone more qualified for the job.’ 

I manage a weak laugh at that. ‘Of course. If it’s what you want.’

‘It is. We can make a start when I get back.’ I can hear my mum’s smile, even down the phone.

‘Well,’ I say, trying to sound more cheerful, ‘when will that be?’

‘In just under a month, now. It’s a bank holiday weekend there, isn’t it? Do you have plans?’

‘A few things,’ I lie. ‘I’m really busy, with all this data.’

‘Annie,’ my mother says warningly, ‘promise me you won’t sit at home worrying, that you’ll go outside, at least once. You’re young, you should be enjoying yourself.’

‘Bien, je sais, Mum,’ I reel off, ‘I will, I will.’

‘All right then. I had better let you go. À tout à l’heure, chérie, love you.’

‘Love you too,’ I murmur.

There’s a rustle, a click, and then the phone goes silent. It’s only when the dialling tone starts to whine that I remember to put it down. Noises filter back in to my hearing.

‘… not listening to you,’ someone says.

Marta and Iain are both staring at me. ‘Annie,’ Iain says, beckoning me over to his desk. ‘A word?’

I push the desk chair away and walk over, my mind still reeling from the conversation.

‘Was that a long-distance call?’ Iain asks when I get to his desk. ‘A personal one?’

I stare at him, at the disapproving slant to his eyebrows. ‘What?’

‘You know you shouldn’t be making those on company time.’

‘It was just once,’ I stumble. ‘It was important. My mother—’

‘Annie.’ He sighs, a short, impatient sound. ‘We’re behind schedule as it is. I can’t have you wasting time when there is real work to be done. If you’re still struggling to concentrate even after all that time you took off, then—’

All at once I can’t stand it any more. I turn and hurry out of the office without a word. In the toilets, I run cold water over my shaking hands, splash my face, the awful worry of the past few months welling up in me again. Iain doesn’t know that the weeks I took off work were spent with Mum. He doesn’t know they were filled with appointments and scans, with holding her hair while she was sick, caring for her in the wake of operations. I can’t blame him for not knowing.

The smell of disinfectant in the toilets is overwhelming, too much like the hospitals, but I’m not ready to return to the fishbowl of the office, not yet. I shunt open the narrow window above me, lean against the wall, breathing in the mild spring air.

After a while, a squeal breaks through my thoughts, a scraping sound. I hear the murmur of voices, the sound of a lighter, and fresh cigarette smoke begins to drift in through the window. The fire exit; the others are always going out there to smoke. And Iain goes on about me wasting time.

‘What do you think all that was about?’

It’s Marta.

‘God knows,’ Iain answers, around a lungful of smoke.

‘I thought she was about to cry.’ There’s the sound of an indrawn breath. ‘You probably shouldn’t have said that to her, about the phone call.’

‘Why not? It’s true, none of us go around calling the bloody ends of the earth just to speak to Mummy.’

Marta shushes him. ‘Annie’s mother’s quite famous, you know,’ she says idly, ‘in academic circles. She’s an anthropologist. I read an interview once, about some tribe she studied in New Caledonia.’

Iain snorts. ‘And she ends up with a library nerd for a daughter. Gutted.’ There’s a thump, as if Marta has hit him on the arm, but they’re both laughing. ‘What?’ Iain protests with mock-indignation. ‘You know I’m right. She’s weird.’ He lowers his voice, but it doesn’t matter, I can still hear. ‘You know, when I went down to the mine earlier, I caught her smelling one of the files.’

Marta snorts and coughs, dissolving into laughter. ‘You did not …’

I shut my eyes tight, clench my jaw until I can hear the blood rushing through my ears, blocking them out. Eventually, there’s a scrape, a slam and they’re gone. 




Saint-Antoine

February 1943

Over the next few days, rumours about the Jews from Nice spread through Saint-Antoine like a fever. No one seemed to know what it meant, how long they would stay, how many would arrive. All I heard, over and over, was that ‘they’ would come soon. No one could say what ‘Jews’ even meant exactly, whether they would be old or young, rich or poor, French or Russian or Polish.

We were used to tourists in Saint-Antoine, or at least we had been before the war, but this was different. Across the alleyway, I heard our neighbours whispering about criminals and communists. It wasn’t fair, some said, that Saint-Antoine should be expected to accommodate them, not when we already had the young men of the Italian Fourth Army eating us bare.

It was true, the soldiers stretched the town’s supplies, especially at this time of year, when the harvests were long gone and summer was so far off. There had been reports of thefts, of soldiers seen stealing vegetables from gardens, chickens from coops. We fared better than most. The capitano had come to see Papa, and had made an arrangement. Now, we delivered bread to the soldiers once a day, and if we received a little extra money, or occasionally a bottle of precious olive oil for our trouble, we did not speak of it.

Still, we were always short of something. Our meals were scraped together: meat boiled with bones, cabbage leaves, a few potatoes. And so, like many other women in the town, Mama decided that we would rent our tiny apartment above the bakery to the foreigners, if and when they came.

News began to creep up the mountain from the lower villages of buses arriving, bringing dozens of people, and all of them in need of a place to stay. There was no point in preparing the apartment until ‘they’ arrived, I had argued, but Mama insisted. She said we needed to be ready.

On a gloomy Sunday evening, I began to pack up my room. I did not have much: my Sunday skirt, a few chemises and blouses, some much-darned woollen stockings. But it wasn’t only my possessions that needed to be taken care of. Slowly, I drew back the curtain that divided the little room into two halves. Papa had hung it a few years ago, to give Leon and me a little privacy, now that we were grown. Sometimes we’d leave it open at one end, so we could see the gleam of each other’s eyes as we talked at night. Other times, Leon yanked it closed, right up against the wall, and I knew I wasn’t allowed to disturb him. The room felt strange with that length of old brown fabric pulled aside. Suddenly bare and cold.

Leon’s half was as he’d left it the evening he went to Nice: bed hastily made, washbowl on the table, mirror and comb and razor scattered around. A picture of a red-haired woman in a bathing suit and sunglasses tacked to the wall next to the bed.

It felt wrong to touch his belongings. I knew he’d be angry when he found out, but I didn’t have a choice. Mama had asked me to pack them up, like mine. I balanced on the end of the bed to drag the old, leather suitcase from the top of the wardrobe. It was heavier than I remembered, hit the floor with a thump, something clattering within. I wrestled open the creaking straps. Inside I saw sackcloth wrapped about a strange shape. I picked it up, shook it without thinking. A heavy object rolled into my lap and I found myself holding a gun.

At first I couldn’t move, only knelt there, staring at the wooden grip, at the oily black barrel against the fabric of my skirt. Outside, it was raining, cold droplets spattering the windowpanes. My hands were shaking as I touched a fingertip to the thin, metal muzzle and I felt a rush of fear, familiarity. I knew this gun. It had been my grandfather’s – a carbine he had used for hunting, lighter and smaller than other men’s rifles. I had even fired it a few times, many years ago. Instinctively, I shifted my hand until my finger rested on the trigger. The wooden grip had a warm glow, darkened in places with the oils from my grandfather’s hands. I remembered his arms surrounding me, his rough shirt scratching the back of my neck as he placed his finger over mine, and squeezed.

Abruptly, I let go. When grandfather died, Papa had hung the carbine on the wall by its strap, and there it had stayed, a home for spiders, until the order came from the Italians that all weapons must be surrendered, on pain of imprisonment. Leon had been the one to lift the gun from the wall, wrap it in a sack, and take it to the capitano.

Yet here it was. Almost without meaning to, I reached for it again, pushed the lever up, slid it back, the way I remembered Grandfather doing. In the dim light, something glimmered deep within the casing, like gold in a tooth. It was loaded.

I shoved myself backwards. The gun tumbled off my lap and struck the floor with a clack.

‘Ceci?’ my mother called from the next room. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Packing,’ I shouted. I kicked the gun out of sight beneath the bed just as the door creaked open.

My mother’s face appeared. ‘Don’t stay up too late.’ Her eyes drifted to Leon’s belongings, exposed by the curtain. ‘Thank you, Ceci,’ she murmured.

As soon as she was gone, I retrieved the gun. Looking in the bottom of the suitcase, I found five shining, new bullets. Leon must have had a reason for keeping this secret. I smoothed the worn wood, repelled and fascinated in equal measure. Why hadn’t he told me? I couldn’t turn it in now, couldn’t tell my parents that Leon had hidden something like this from them. He’d never forgive me. They’d never forgive him, not with everything else that had happened of late.

Quickly, I packed the rest of his things: shirts, underwear, vests, kerchiefs, socks that were more darn than wool. I rolled his razor and comb up in his washcloth, stale with old soap as it was. I even untacked the poster of the busty woman, laid it in the case on top of his best suit. Everything fit. Everything except the gun. I wrapped the bullets in an old rag, tied it firmly and pushed both into the darkness beneath the bed.

I could hear my parents preparing to go to sleep next door, the creak of springs as they lay down. I lay down too, though I was fully dressed, my eyes wide in the dark. Across the room, the gun was a shadow. The room vibrated with its presence.

I listened to the church bells ringing across the rooftops. They struck eleven while I lay there, then half past, then midnight. I must have slept after that, for the next thing I knew, the alarm clock was making a dull thunk beside me. I grabbed it, turning it off before the blood-curdling ringing began.

Two o’clock in the morning. Ordinarily, I hated leaving the warmth of my bed
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