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Dedication

For Emma Lee-Potter




Author’s Note

This novel continues the story of Jacques and Mathilde Duval, whom I first wrote about in The Forgotten Bookshop in Paris. Early in that book, Mathilde is forced to leave her husband Jacques in occupied Paris while she travels south, and the following chapters focus on his efforts to help those escaping from the Nazis. Mathilde only reappears in The Forgotten Bookshop at the end of the war, when she’s come back to Paris in search of her husband. She’d become one of my favourite characters and I often wondered how she was getting on in Provence while I was imagining Jacques’ adventures. She was so brave, energetic and impulsive: surely she would have been as active in the Resistance as her husband? 

The Secrets of Provence focuses on those intervening years from Mathilde’s point of view, and I hope it will complete the portrait of an ordinary couple who risked their lives to save others. During the course of my research, I learned about so many heroic Frenchmen and women like Jacques and Mathilde, who took extraordinary risks sheltering those fighting against the German occupation. Silent Heroes, by Sherri Greene Ottis, tells many fascinating stories of the local helpers who took downed airmen into their homes and looked after them until they could be filtered into an escape organisation. 

I also read several memoirs of the various female agents sent undercover into France to work for the Resistance. Particularly illuminating were The Last Secret Agent by Pippa Latour, Moondrop to Gascony by Anne-Marie Walters, and The White Mouse by Nancy Wake. It was both sobering and inspiring to read about the deprivations these women had to endure and the unflinching courage they showed in the face of danger. For a vivid picture of wartime France, I can also highly recommend the television series, Un Village Français (broadcast in the UK under the title, The Line), about the fictional village of Villeneuve in the Jura and its inhabitants living under German occupation.

To date, I’ve received more lovely messages of appreciation for The Forgotten Bookshop in Paris than any of my other novels. Probably the most moving was a letter from a reader suffering from cancer, who told me the book gave her some respite and made her feel as though she was walking the streets of Paris; I shall always treasure her words. I hope readers will feel The Secrets of Provence is a worthy companion, and take Mathilde to their hearts as willingly as they’ve embraced Jacques.
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Prologue

Paris, December 1940

The German sighs, placing both hands flat on the table: such long, elegant fingers, the nails carefully manicured. Mathilde knows he’s a man of culture and refinement, one of her husband’s best customers. She’d be happier if Jacques refused to serve Nazis in his bookshop but, as he reminds her, his mother’s medical treatment is expensive and the family has to eat. So he sells Kriminalassistent Werner Schmidt first editions at knockdown prices, thanks to an exchange rate that favours the Germans, and the two men talk about the relative merits of Racine and Shakespeare without acknowledging the fact they’re on opposing sides, and that Schmidt holds all the power in their relationship, such as it is. The Boche are terrorising and starving Jacques’ fellow Parisians, while their officers eat in the best restaurants and send furs stolen from Jewish women home to their wives.

Schmidt picks up the leaflet and shows it to her with a sad smile, raising his eyebrows as he places it back on the table. Really? he seems to be asking. Is this the best you can do?

‘Do tell me how you came by this document,’ is what he actually says.

‘Someone must have dropped it into my basket,’ Mathilde replies. ‘As I’ve already told your colleagues, I was jostled by a stranger, but by the time I realised what had happened, he’d gone. Or she.’

‘How convenient.’ Schmidt lights a cigarette and blows out a column of smoke as he gazes into the distance.

Hold your nerve, Mathilde tells herself; they need more to arrest you than a single tract. When she realised she was being followed, she managed to push most of her papers into a conveniently placed post box without being noticed. Only this last folded sheet remained, caught at the bottom of her basket.

‘It’s not just one leaflet, though, is it?’ Schmidt remarks, as if he can read her mind. ‘We know what you and your colleagues at the museum are up to, and sooner or later, we’ll catch you in the act.’

‘I have no idea what you mean,’ Mathilde tells him, though her heart is beating faster. Have the Gestapo found the printing press in the basement of another bookshop? Should she warn the others, or is it already too late?

Herr Schmidt leans across the table, fixing her with his cold, clever eyes. ‘The war is over, Madame Duval, and these petty acts of rebellion are pointless. What do you think a call to arms such as this will achieve?’

Mathilde shrugs. ‘I don’t even know what the leaflet says.’

But she has a clear answer to his question: if a single person in the whole of Paris reads their message and realises there are others who won’t accept defeat, who are banding together to fight back, then the risks she’s been running will be worth it. A spark of resistance is all that’s required, because that spark can be fanned into a flame and fire spreads rapidly when the conditions are right: when people are humiliated, and hungry, and desperate. These small gestures of defiance – every Nazi poster she’s torn down, every leaflet she’s distributed, even the lost German soldier she sent the wrong way – they must add up to something. Others will notice, even if they don’t have the nerve to follow her example.

‘I don’t actually need another reason to lock you up,’ Herr Schmidt says, tapping a cylinder of ash on to the floor. ‘There are enough grounds already.’

‘Hearsay and one piece of propaganda?’ Mathilde replies. ‘I doubt it. Besides, what would my husband think?’

Schmidt looks at her sharply and she knows she’s hit a nerve. The German can’t hide his interest in Jacques; he’s always hanging around the bookshop, reeking of cologne and intention as he engages her husband in awkward conversation. He’s probably lonely and it can’t be easy for a homosexual in the Gestapo – although Ernst Röhm, the former head of the SA Brownshirts, seemed to get away with it if the rumours were to be believed. Mathilde’s tried to warn Jacques what Schmidt’s after, but he refuses to believe her. Dear Jacques: he has no idea how handsome he is, and he’s never been particularly worldly.

‘Perhaps it would be better if you went away,’ Schmidt muses, almost to himself. He stands and walks to the window, drawing on his cigarette, then grinds the stub beneath his heel and turns to her. ‘Yes, I want you gone. There’s no place in Paris for a troublemaker like you. Either I throw you in prison – and I can do that in a second, believe me – or you leave the city and in fact the whole occupied zone immediately. Which is it to be?’

Mathilde thinks quickly. Schmidt obviously wants her out of the way so he can cosy up to Jacques, but her husband is a grown man and can look after himself. Schmidt won’t do him any harm, apart from a certain amount of embarrassment. Leaving the occupied zone would also solve a problem that’s becoming more urgent by the day: the fact she and Jacques are hiding an English neighbour in their apartment who would otherwise have been interned in a camp for foreigners. Madame Scott-Jones needs someone to escort her south and Mathilde would be the ideal person.

‘I have a cousin in Avignon,’ she tells Schmidt.

‘And you’d guarantee to stay there?’ he asks.

She nods. Jacques can’t join her immediately because his mother is dying, yet when the inevitable happens, he’ll surely travel south. He might love his bookshop but he loves Mathilde more, and although they might be parted for a few months, even a year, they’ll be together again eventually. She can carry on fighting the Nazis from Provence; her cousin Pierre was a fervent Communist before the party was banned, so he’s bound to be active in some kind of resistance.

Schmidt claps his hands against his thighs. ‘That’s settled, then. I’ll give you an Ausweis for the unoccupied zone. You must leave tomorrow morning, though, before you change your mind.’ He gives a wolfish, sardonic smile. ‘You and your husband have reason to be grateful to me. I hope you realise how lucky you are.’

Mathilde can’t bring herself to utter the thanks he’s clearly expecting; she merely stares at him, trying to keep the contempt out of her eyes.

When her pass has been arranged and she’s finally discharged from police custody, he drives her back to their apartment and tells Jacques what’s been decided. She watches from the doorway as the two men talk together. How can Jacques be so unaware of the hunger in Schmidt’s eyes, and the air thrumming with tension? She wonders with rising dread whether she’s made the wrong decision. But what choice did she have? Schmidt was going to get rid of her somehow, and rotting in jail is pointless.

Saying goodbye to Jacques’ mother is hard enough, knowing she’ll never see the old lady again, but parting from her husband is agony. After a supper that no one has the appetite to eat, the two of them climb the steep hill to Sacré-Cœur and stand with their backs to the ghostly white building, gazing into the dark. A thousand everyday tragedies are playing out in the city below: lovers quarrelling, children crying, broken hearts mourning their dead. In an attempt to assert some sort of control, she and Jacques agree that they’ll try to meet in this spot every year on the evening of their wedding anniversary: 3 September. They were married the day war was declared and the world changed for ever.

‘That’s what we’ll do,’ Mathilde says, clinging on to his hand while she still can. ‘It may be difficult until the war’s over but we’ll keep coming back until we find each other again.’

She’s trying to convince herself as much as him, because a terrifying image has flashed into her head: a young man with dark hair, lying with his head thrown back in a pool of blood on the cobblestones. She gazes into her husband’s beloved face, committing every feature to memory.

‘Don’t be afraid, chéri,’ she says. ‘Death is coming for all of us, sooner or later. It’s how we live that matters.’




Chapter One

Paris, December 1940

It was a fraught and tiring journey, that train ride south from Paris in the dead of winter.

Madame Scott-Jones (or Madame SJ, as Mathilde and Jacques had taken to calling her) looked so obviously out of place, despite their efforts to Frenchify her with a velvet beret and a fur-collared coat belonging to Jacques’ mother; it was her teeth, perhaps, or maybe her embarrassed, apologetic attitude. She also wore a long woollen scarf wound several times around her neck and sucked menthol lozenges because she was pretending to have lost her voice; despite having lived in France for years, she still spoke the language with a resolutely English accent that would have betrayed her immediately.

Mathilde was sitting in the same compartment as SJ so she was on hand in case of trouble, though they had taken their seats at different times and were pretending to be strangers. The train was busy, not helped by the fact that a whole carriage was locked, with a note on the door announcing it had been reserved for the Wehrmacht. Mathilde threw a surreptitious glance at her fellow passengers. A young priest sat opposite, dozing with his hands crossed over his black soutane, and opposite was a mother with two pale, fretful children. A countrywoman in a shawl and clogs held a covered basket on her lap, while the man in a suit and tie beside her took a sheaf of papers out of his briefcase and looked through them with an air of importance.

No cause for alarm here, but she sensed Madame SJ stiffen as a beefy policeman slid open the door and sat himself down with a great deal of huffing and puffing – which caused the countrywoman to shift her basket, whereupon an indignant chicken put out its head with a squawk. The children laughed, the priest woke up and the policeman threatened to arrest the chicken for insubordination, which made everyone smile. The atmosphere lightened, and soon they were talking about the weather, and when the train would finally leave, and whether there would be more food in the south than there was in Paris.

Still the train waited, letting out the occasional disconsolate puff of steam. And now a stream of German troops in field-grey uniform barged their way down the corridor outside, calling to each other in guttural voices and laughing. Mathilde stared after them, caught the eye of the mother opposite and dropped her gaze. More shouting followed, before the compartment door opened again and two young soldiers squeezed inside. The mother hoisted her younger child, a girl, on to her lap and everyone shuffled up to make room. The soldiers, who couldn’t have been more than twenty or so, nodded at their fellow passengers as they swung their kitbags into the luggage rack and settled into their seats.

Mathilde couldn’t contain herself. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, leaning forward and speaking slowly, ‘but there’s a carriage for German troops further along the train.’

‘I know,’ replied the taller of the pair in halting French, ‘but it is locked and no one finds the . . . Schlüssel.’

‘The key,’ said the businessman helpfully. ‘Typical, eh?’

‘Cigarette, Fraülein?’ the other soldier asked Mathilde, taking a pack from his pocket and offering it to her. His cheeks were pockmarked with acne but his eyes were very blue, with thick, dark lashes. He would probably be handsome in a few years’ time, if he lived that long.

‘No thank you,’ she replied coldly, looking away.

The others in the compartment – apart from SJ, the priest and the children – accepted cigarettes and the air was soon thick with smoke. Several interminable minutes later, the train finally pulled out of the station. Mathilde rubbed the grimy window with her handkerchief to catch a last glimpse of Paris, wondering when – and if – she would ever return. Not until the city was free of the occupying forces; that was for sure. She had to believe the country would be liberated one day or life wouldn’t have been worth living. Jacques was prepared to compromise, to accept the inevitable and make the best of a bad situation, but Mathilde would fight the Nazis until her last breath.

Now the journey was under way, she couldn’t help a frisson of excitement at the thought of setting out on an adventure, responsible for no one but herself – and Madame SJ, for the next few hours, until the Englishwoman was safely handed over on the next stage of her journey at Avignon. Jacques worried constantly about Mathilde – she knew that – and there had already been so much she couldn’t share with him. If he’d known what she and her colleagues at the Musée de l’Homme had been planning in their meetings after work, he would have forbidden her from attending them. He was her husband and she had to accept his authority, so she’d kept her activities secret and he’d never asked what she and her colleagues had been discussing.

The train limped along until they had at last left the apartment blocks, factories and warehouses of the city behind, and were entering the suburbs. The policeman read a newspaper and the businessman abandoned his papers and fell asleep, snoring gently. The little girl dozed on her mother’s lap while her brother fidgeted, drumming his heels on the floor, until the priest shifted so the child could sit by the window and spot particular things to earn a toffee: a dog, someone riding a bicycle, a woman with a pram. The chicken had retreated into its basket, the countrywoman took out her knitting and Madame SJ read a book – although she hardly ever turned its pages. Their closely packed bodies had warmed the air but the Englishwoman still sat in her coat and scarf, occasionally giving a hollow cough and avoiding everyone’s eye.

The soldiers stretched out their legs, their leather boots shining like glossy black beetles, smoking and chatting between themselves. Mathilde was aware of the glances they kept shooting in her direction, though she was careful never to look at them herself. She’d been receiving unwanted attention from men since the age of thirteen and was used to discouraging it. She tucked her feet under the seat, conscious of her shabby canvas lace-ups. Clothes and shoes had been rationed since the summer, along with food, and those available in the shops had wooden soles and cloth uppers. One of the young men let out a bark of laughter at one point and the book jumped out of Madame SJ’s hands, clattering to the floor. Mathilde returned it to her with a smile that said (she hoped): there’s no need to panic; just keep calm.

The taller soldier caught her eye. ‘Going all the way to Marseille?’

‘No,’ she replied, taking a book out of her bag.

A couple of hours later, the train ground to a halt and the corridor was crowded with German soldiers again. One of them banged on the window of their compartment, shouting to the pair inside, who laughed as they gathered their possessions and left, the pockmarked youth giving Mathilde a last lingering look.

‘And now, Madame, we shall have a little more room,’ she said to SJ, who had huddled into the depths of her scarf like a broody hen.

‘Ach, they’re only boys,’ said the policeman, yawning. ‘They don’t mean any harm.’

‘Boys with guns,’ Mathilde replied, unable to restrain herself. ‘Boys who think they have the right to humiliate grown men and women, to strut about like lords in a country that isn’t theirs.’

The priest peered out of the window. ‘We’re approaching the demarcation line, I believe, so soon we shall be in Vichy, under the tender care of Marshal Pétain.’

‘For all the difference that’ll make,’ said the mother, settling her daughter on the seat beside her. ‘Pétain just does what Hitler tells him to.’

The policeman sighed. ‘You may be right, but there’s precious little we can do about it. Stay out of trouble and keep your head down; that’s my advice.’ He reached into his breast pocket. ‘Papers at the ready.’

For now a border guard was at their compartment door: a short, fussy Frenchman who made Mathilde’s heart sink. A German wouldn’t have recognised Madame SJ’s accent, but it would make this man immediately suspicious. She gave him one of her most brilliant smiles as she handed over her identity card, ticket and pass, receiving only a wary glance in return. SJ fumbled with her handbag when her turn came and her hand shook as she passed her documents over. She looked like an amateur actress playing the part of a guilty woman. Mathilde watched out of the corner of one eye, her heart thumping. The guard frowned as he perused the papers, making the most of what power he had, before fixing SJ with a beady stare.

‘And what business do you have in Avignon?’ he demanded.

‘My cousin,’ she croaked, holding a hand to her throat with a wince.

The guard held her identity card up to the light, scrutinising its photograph. ‘Show me your face, Madame,’ he demanded.

Madame SJ pushed back her hat and fumbled to unwind the scarf. Without them, her naked, bristly face looked unbearably vulnerable – and overwhelmingly foreign.

‘Is this really necessary?’ the priest asked mildly. ‘As you can see, the lady is clearly unwell, and she’s—’

‘Mon Dieu!’ cried Mathilde, leaping to her feet and pointing out of the window. ‘Look!’

‘What?’ asked the guard, one hand reaching for his baton.

Mathilde clutched the cross around her throat. ‘A man, running down the platform. There, by the steps.’

The guard thrust Madame SJ’s papers back at her without another glance and pushed his way forward. ‘I can’t see anything,’ he declared, peering out.

‘You must have just missed him.’ Mathilde shrugged. ‘Maybe he had to get home in a hurry, but you can’t be too careful these days, can you?’ She smiled at the guard again and sat down.

‘We must all be vigilant in these difficult times,’ said the priest, passing over his documents.

The guard glared at them both and took an excruciatingly long time with the priest’s papers before he left them all in peace and went off to interrogate the next compartment.

‘Thank you,’ SJ said to the priest – in English! What was she thinking? Mathilde’s stomach lurched and the other adult passengers exchanged glances. Alarm? Suspicion? Concern? It was hard to tell.

But the policeman sat back in his seat. ‘Live and let live – that’s my motto. I’m off duty, anyway. Going south to bury my mother, God rest her soul.’

‘At least she’s gone to a better place,’ sighed the mother, reaching into her basket for a half baguette. She tore off a chunk for her children and waved around the rest. ‘Casse croûte, anyone?’

At last the train lurched into motion again and on they went, across the border into the unoccupied zone.





Madame SJ could have stayed on the train until it reached Marseille, but apparently there had been a security crackdown in the city, and it had been decided she should get off at Avignon with Mathilde and continue her journey to the port by boat, down the Rhône and along the coast. From there, she would find passage to Gibraltar and eventually, home to England. Her escape had been arranged with the help of Mathilde’s friend and colleague at the museum, Béatrice Lemoine, who had contacts in the south. Although Mathilde didn’t know the precise details of the plan – it was safer that way – and there wasn’t much she could do to help, she kept the Englishwoman in sight until their documents had been checked for the hundredth time and they’d passed through the turnstile into the main station concourse.

Madame SJ stood for a moment, gazing around, until a porter wearing a beret and smoking a pipe came forward to meet her. They had a brief conversation before she handed him her suitcase and turned back, searching the crowd. Spotting Mathilde, she smiled briefly and placed her hand on her heart. Mathilde knew what the gesture meant: she and Jacques had hidden SJ in their apartment for several days and, later, in a secret storeroom at the back of the bookshop. They had risked their lives to save hers: a debt that could never be repaid, only accepted with love and gratitude.

‘God speed,’ Mathilde wished the Englishwoman silently, then picked up her suitcase and prepared to take the first steps into her new life.

She’d met her cousin’s wife only once, eight years ago at the wedding, and was worried she wouldn’t recognise her after all that time. But then a young woman touched her arm and there was Renée, unmistakably, holding a small child by the hand. They embraced before Mathilde held Renée at arm’s length to look at her. The same calm, smooth face, though a little thinner now, and dark shadows beneath her eyes. She had always looked like a Madonna, Mathilde thought, and now she had a son to complete the picture.

‘Thank you for having me,’ she said, and kissed Renée again. ‘It’s so kind of you.’ She hadn’t been able to explain much in her telegram but Pierre had quickly wired back to say she was welcome to stay with them as long as she wanted, and she knew he would have asked his wife’s opinion first. Renée had played a crucial part in the invitation.

‘Of course,’ Renée replied. ‘Come, you’ve had a long journey. We’ll go home and you can tell me everything.’

‘And you must be Louis.’ Mathilde bent to chuck the little boy under the chin. He stared solemnly back at her with the same clear blue eyes as his mother. ‘Thank you for sharing your home with me.’

They took a bus that skirted the ramparts of the old town, golden in the setting sun. ‘So beautiful,’ Mathilde murmured, ‘and so . . . safe.’ There wasn’t a swastika in sight.

She felt a pang of guilt, imagining Jacques settling down for his first evening alone. Was Werner Schmidt sniffing around already? Jacques was clever and thoughtful, with an almost child-like sweetness that made him irresistible; she had known as soon as they’d met that here was the man with whom she would spend the rest of her life. He told her she was beautiful but he loved her mostly for her spirit and her intellect: qualities most other men seemed to find threatening. Although she was often frustrated by his caution, he was the safe harbour that allowed her to travel through the world. How would they cope apart? Well, they would have to do their best. There was no alternative: she had to leave Paris and Jacques had to stay behind, and perhaps this separation would help them each develop something of the other’s strengths.

Soon they had reached the bus stop nearest to Pierre’s garage. He came out to meet them as they walked from the bus stop, the sleeves of his overalls rolled up and his arms covered in grease to the elbow. ‘Welcome,’ he called to Mathilde. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll save the hugs for later.’ And he chased Louis with his oily black hands, making the little boy shriek with laughter.

Mathilde’s spirits rose. Pierre was always so cheerful and positive, and she hadn’t spent nearly as much time with him as she’d have liked since they were adults. She was an only child, and summer holidays in Provence with her cousin and his two sisters were the highlight of her year. Monsieur Bouchon was a tenant farmer with olive trees and a vineyard on his land, so there were always chickens running around the yard, dogs to walk and kittens to play with.

She could remember helping to pick the grapes one year when harvest came early: the sun beating down from a bright blue sky and her back aching as she inched along the green tunnels, bent double, filling her basket with sweet, juicy clusters of fruit. Friends and neighbours worked hard together and in the evenings there were communal suppers on long trestle tables outside in the velvety dark. Madame Bouchon would cook a huge vat of cassoulet or rabbit braised in red wine, with plenty of bread to dunk in the juices, and they would all drink last year’s wine (watered down for the children) and discuss whether the next vintage would be better or worse.

Five years later, the idyll ended. Monsieur Bouchon died suddenly of a heart attack and his wife suffered a massive stroke the following spring. Pierre’s older sister married an Italian and went to live in Tuscany, while the younger one fell in love with a French Canadian and moved with him to Quebec. The family was scattered, with only Pierre remaining in France. He’d always been more interested in machinery than farming, so he trained as a mechanic and eventually opened a garage with his parents’ inheritance. He, Renée and Louis lived in the small two-bedroom apartment above the workshop.

‘You’ll be sharing a room with Louis, if that’s all right,’ Renée said as she led the way upstairs.

‘Of course,’ Mathilde replied. ‘But I can sleep in the kitchen, if that’s easier.’

The room was low-ceilinged, with just enough space for a child’s truckle bed, a mattress on the floor beside it, and a bowl and jug on top of a chest of drawers. Yet it was warm and cosy, and Mathilde felt immediately at home.

‘Don’t think of me as a guest,’ she told Renée. ‘I want to help, not be a burden. Let me cook for you in the evenings, or look after Louis – just tell me what would be most useful. You look tired, chérie.’

Renée sank down on the edge of the bed. ‘I am, a little.’ She smiled ruefully up at Mathilde and said quietly, so that Louis playing in the next room wouldn’t hear, ‘The truth is, I’m expecting again. It’s early days so don’t say anything – I haven’t even told Pierre yet.’

Mathilde sat beside her. ‘That’s wonderful news! And such perfect timing, now I’m here to take care of you.’

Renée twisted her fingers together. ‘Is it, though? Oh, Matti, I’m so worried about Pierre. Of course he can’t admit to being a Communist now the Party’s banned, but he’s still meeting his old comrades regularly and they’re planning something, I’m certain. The police called round the other day. He told me it was just a routine paperwork check but he went out that night and didn’t come home till the morning. How can I bring another child into the world with all this going on?’

Mathilde took Renée’s hands in hers. ‘Try not to fret. Once the baby comes, everything else will fall into place.’

Renée wasn’t listening. ‘Maybe he’ll talk to you. You’ve always been close. Can you find out what he’s up to and persuade him not to do anything stupid?’

‘Well, I can try,’ Mathilde replied. ‘But you know what Pierre’s like once he gets an idea in his head.’

‘That’s what I’m afraid of.’ Renée sighed, then squeezed Mathilde’s hands briefly. ‘That’s enough about me. How is Jacques, and how are things in Paris? Can you say why you had to leave in such a hurry?’

‘Jacques is fine,’ Mathilde replied, ‘but his mother is ill and business isn’t so good in the shop. Paris is . . .’ She hesitated. ‘Well, Paris breaks my heart. There are swastika banners everywhere and signs in that ugly Gothic script over all the café awnings, and squads of Nazis marching about in their great boots, singing delightful songs about murdering Jews.’ She stopped. ‘I’m sorry, you don’t want to hear all this. I had to leave because . . .’ she hesitated, not wanting to alarm Renée ‘. . . because Paris at the moment isn’t the best place for anyone with outspoken views. So when I was given the chance of a pass, I had to accept it, and quickly. Thank you, dear Renée and Pierre, for taking me in; it won’t be for ever, I promise.’

By now Mathilde had managed to conquer her worst fears about Jacques’ death, telling herself she was letting her imagination run riot. Yet all the same, she had no idea what the future held: how long Jacques’ mother would live, and whether he could ever bear to leave his beloved bookshop and wangle a pass to the south. Maybe this separation would show him he could live without her. Well, in that case she would just have to return to Paris to be with him and try to stay out of trouble.

She watched Pierre and Renée over supper that night, noting every glance and gesture that showed how in tune they were with each other, and how deep was the happiness to be found in their little family. Pierre’s face lit up as Louis climbed on to his lap, and when Renée passed him a plate of food, he took her hand for a moment and pressed it against his cheek. Surely he wouldn’t put his loved ones in danger? But she knew only too well the call to arms that she herself had answered, the burning sense of injustice that compelled them both to act, no matter how great the risk. She was not the right person to talk her cousin out of resisting the occupation; her blood ran hot and high, too, and she would far rather have been out with him on a night-time mission than helping Renée with Louis at home.




Chapter Two

Paris, March 2025

There were times when Juliette’s life seemed like a dream from which she might awaken at any moment, with her husband Kevin – ex-husband now – sleeping beside her in their spacious house on the outskirts of Philadelphia. Yet here she was, leading a totally different existence in a one-bedroom apartment above a bookstore in Paris. She and Kevin had come to the city three years before on a bucket-list trip to find her roots and honour the memory of her French grandmother. The day before they were due to go home, she’d answered the phone to his mistress and her world had fallen apart.

She’d sent him back to Philadelphia alone while she decided what to do and one thing had led to another, until eventually she’d chosen to stay on in the city and ended up taking over the lease of a dusty, forgotten bookshop in a square where old men played boules and drank pastis in a café with a striped awning: the square she’d recognised from a painting that had hung on her grandmother’s bedroom wall. It was as though fate had brought her to the Place Dorée. While the challenges she faced sometimes threatened to overwhelm her, she had to pinch herself when she thought how far she’d come. The bookshop she was running, La Page Cachée, made just enough money to keep her afloat; she’d survived the end of her twenty-five-year marriage and now she was navigating a new relationship with a man she loved so much that it frightened her. No wonder she sometimes felt as though she were drowning.

Not that she wasn’t homesick occasionally. She missed so many things she’d taken for granted over the years: for a start, the ease with which wheels turned in the States, compared to the lumbering bureaucracy of French governmental departments, and customer service that sometimes felt more like a fight to the death. In summer, she missed air conditioning, decent-sized refrigerators and buckets of ice; all year round, she missed power showers, modern plumbing and electrical circuits that didn’t fuse if you plugged in more than two appliances at the same time. She missed American humour, too, because it was hard to be funny in French and their jokes had to be explained to her, and she missed wise-cracking comedians and the husky voice of Dick Vitale calling a basketball game: the soundtrack of her childhood. And of course, above all she missed her family and friends – even though her daughter Emily worked as a marine biologist at a scientific research centre in Colorado, her son Ben, Emily’s twin, was training as an architect in New York and her brother lived in San Francisco. Her friends had always been scattered all over the country, needless to say.

Yet now Ben was about to visit. Juliette had been counting the days until he arrived, her stomach flipping with excitement and her mind busy with plans. She would have to share Ben because he’d primarily flown over to see Sophie, his Parisian girlfriend – which was fine, because Juliette loved Sophie almost as much as he did. Sophie had worked as an assistant in La Page Cachée in the early days so it was Juliette who’d brought her and Ben together, which gave her a sense of quiet satisfaction whenever she thought about it. For the past eighteen months the two of them had been conducting a long-distance relationship, which Sophie at least was finding difficult; she and Juliette would have dinner together and talk about Ben, wondering whether there was any chance he might one day move to France. Juliette couldn’t imagine that happening and she was afraid both kids would end up broken-hearted.

‘Maybe some things just aren’t meant to be,’ she wanted to tell Sophie. ‘You’re young – there’s plenty of time to find someone else, someone you don’t have to travel thousands of miles to be with.’

She could imagine how that would go down, though, so she held her tongue. Juliette’s own mother had tried to persuade her not to marry Kevin and the advice had only made her more determined to go through with it. Recently it had occurred to her that Ben might be flying over to break up with Sophie in person; he was far too decent to dump her by phone or email. Well, they would just have to sort things out between themselves and she’d do what she could to be supportive. She’d hate to lose Sophie as a friend, though: despite the age difference, they’d become close over the past three years. Sophie had helped Juliette find her way around the French banking system and her local tax office, though the ways of the Paris Chamber of Commerce had defeated them both, had helped translate her business plan into decent French and, more importantly, had encouraged and reassured Juliette when she was feeling lonely and her problems seemed overwhelming.

‘Mom?’ Her son’s voice over the intercom made her heart leap. Rather than buzzing him into the flat, she ran down the stairs to meet him; it was a year since they’d last seen each other and she couldn’t wait another second.

‘Hey, steady on!’ he said, disentangling her arms from his neck. ‘You’re actually strangling me.’

He looked just the same: his dark hair a mess, an absent-minded expression in his lovely hazel eyes, and a smile that lit up his face and made you feel everything was right with the world.

‘I’ve missed you so much. Now come upstairs and tell me everything.’ She looked past him into the street, suddenly anxious. ‘Sophie’s not with you?’

He shook his head. ‘No, she’s giving us some quality mother and son time.’

They sat drinking coffee in the living room while Ben filled Juliette in on his news. Work was going well: he’d moved to a practice that was smaller but gave him more opportunity and responsibility, and his co-workers were great. He’d found a better apartment, too, which had a second bedroom he could use as a studio.

‘And you’re still here.’ He gazed round the cosy room with its wide oak floorboards, tall wooden shutters and pot-bellied stove. ‘I thought you might have moved in with Nico by now.’

‘I like my independence,’ she replied. ‘Living above the bookstore is perfect, and this way I feel closer to Mémé and Jacques. You know they lived in this very apartment, right?’

She’d discovered an extraordinary family connection to this small square in Paris. Her grandmother had been married to Jacques Duval, who had run La Page Cachée during the Nazi occupation of the city in the Second World War. Juliette and Nico had found a secret storeroom while they were renovating the bookstore, where it turned out Jacques had hidden refugees fleeing from the Nazis. He was alone by then, because Mémé had left Paris to live in the south. He’d been arrested and deported, and died in Dachau concentration camp just as the war was ending. Mémé had met an American soldier when Paris was liberated after the war, and started a new life across the Atlantic as a GI bride.

‘I still can’t believe it.’ Ben yawned, stretching his arms above his head. ‘Your grandmother had this whole other life before she married again, and she never breathed a word to anyone about it?’

‘Not so far as I know,’ Juliette said. ‘I guess it was just too painful. Wish I could talk to her now.’

The more time Juliette spent in France, the more Frenchified she became, the more she kept thinking about the grandmother she could barely remember: a white-haired old lady dressed in black who still spoke with a strong accent and was punctilious about table manners. What sights she must have seen, what secrets she must have been hiding! Did she feel guilty, having abandoned her husband to his fate? She had died when Juliette was young, and Juliette’s own mother had passed away a few years ago, so now there was no one left in the family to talk about Marie Garnier. Only one link remained: Nico’s ninety-nine-year-old grandmother, Zizi, who had known both Jacques and Marie. In fact, Jacques had been the love of Zizi’s life. She would have married him in a heartbeat if he’d been free, so instead she married his best friend, Henri, who became Nico’s grandfather.

Ben wasn’t listening. ‘Mom, there’s something I want to tell you,’ he said, his face serious.

Juliette’s heart sank. Uh-oh, she thought, assuming a neutral expression, here it comes.

‘So, I’ve been finding this past year really tough,’ he went on, ‘and I know Sophie has also. It’s just too hard, only seeing each other every couple of months and trying to cram our whole relationship into a week or so.’

‘I can imagine,’ Juliette told him. ‘I’ve been thinking you couldn’t carry on like this. Sophie’s a lovely girl but you’re both so young.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘Breaking up is painful but at least you’ll know where you stand.’

He snatched his hand away, frowning. ‘That’s not what I meant at all. Jeez, Mom! I’m going to ask her to marry me. This evening, over dinner, if the time feels right.’

Juliette gasped, her cheeks growing hot. ‘Oh, Ben! I’m so sorry. How stupid of me! Well, that’s wonderful news – I couldn’t be happier.’

‘Are you sure?’ He was still glowering. ‘Sounds like you were hoping we’d break up.’

‘Of course not. I adore Sophie – you know I do.’ She chose her words carefully. ‘I just didn’t think you were ready to make that kind of commitment. I mean, you’re only twenty-six and Sophie’s even younger.’

‘She’s older than you were when you married Dad.’

‘Yes, and look how that turned out,’ Juliette said without thinking.

Ben’s frown deepened. ‘Are you saying your marriage was a mistake?’

‘Not at all. How could it have been, when you and Emily were the result?’ She pushed back her chair and came around to give Ben another hug. ‘Honey, we shouldn’t be fighting. I’m thrilled – truly, I am. And I’m sure your sister will be too. Have you told her?’

He allowed himself to be embraced. ‘Yeah, a couple of days ago. She’s pretty excited.’

‘And what about Dad?’

‘Not yet. I mean, Sophie might say no, which would be embarrassing.’ Now he wore that secret smile Juliette remembered from his childhood and she found tears springing to her eyes. Darling Ben; she hoped life would be kind to him.

‘Have you got a ring?’ she asked, blinking them quickly away.

He shook his head. ‘If she says yes, I thought we could choose one together.’

‘Wait! I’ve just had the most brilliant idea. Stay right there.’ Juliette hurried into her bedroom and came back with a small velvet box. She opened it to show a single diamond with a sapphire on either side, set in white gold. ‘Do you like this one?’

‘It’s beautiful.’ Ben took out the ring and held it up to the light, turning it to look at it from each angle. ‘What’s the story?’

‘It was Mémé’s,’ Juliette told him. ‘Apparently my grandfather proposed to her in Paris on a bridge over the Seine, just after the war. They’d only known each other for two weeks but she married him and went to America, and the rest is history.’

‘Oh my God, which bridge?’ Ben asked, his eyes wide.

Juliette laughed. ‘I don’t know. I guess any one would do. It’s romantic, though, isn’t it? See, you’re continuing the family tradition. And by all accounts, they were very happy.’

Of course, it had been Mémé’s second marriage. Juliette found herself wondering what had happened to the first engagement and wedding rings her grandmother would have been given, and how she’d felt about embarking on a new life with another man, so far from home.

‘So how is this going to work, Ben?’ she asked, trying to think about something else. ‘Could you find a job in France, or will Sophie be prepared to move to the US?’

‘I’m hoping so,’ he replied. ‘Her English is way better than my French and her business skills are pretty transferable – she’s doing a lot of work with American companies already. But we’ll have to talk it over. She might not want to leave her family and I’d accept that. If I have to retrain and go on an intensive language course, I will. As long as we’re together, nothing else matters. She’s the one for me, Mom – I’ve never been more sure of anything.’

‘Oh, Ben,’ was all Juliette could say, her heart full. Her son had grown into a man and from now on, another woman would always come first for him. She’d known that fact for some time, and she couldn’t have wished for a kinder, more loving daughter-in-law than Sophie, but all the same, her joy was sharpened by a sense of time passing. Her role as a mother was over.

By the evening, however, Juliette felt nothing but pure, uncomplicated joy. Cooking always soothed her and she’d found some early tender spears of white asparagus in the market, which she was going to poach and serve rolled in ham, with hollandaise sauce and a crusty baguette. Shopping each morning for what she wanted to eat that day still filled her with pleasure and she was humming as she moved around her cramped galley kitchen. There wasn’t even room for a dishwasher, let alone a food processor or a microwave, but she’d discovered it was possible to survive and even eat well without gadgets.

‘Someone’s in a good mood,’ Nico said, throwing his arms around her waist and lifting her up for a kiss. ‘I take it Ben’s arrived?’

‘And he’s going to ask Sophie to marry him,’ she said. ‘Isn’t that wonderful? They’re going for a romantic dinner tonight and he has my grandmother’s engagement ring in his pocket.’

‘This calls for champagne,’ Nico said, setting her down. ‘Do you have any, or shall I go to the café and buy some from Pascal?’

‘There’s a bottle in the fridge,’ Juliette replied, tipping salted almonds into a bowl. ‘Will you pour us a couple of glasses while I finish off here?’

His sleeves were pushed up, as usual, and the sight of his strong, competent arms as he eased the cork out of the bottle made her skin tingle. They had been together for two years now and he’d said he loved her from the beginning, but she often had to pinch herself when she looked at him. Of course, appearances shouldn’t matter so much, but she couldn’t help noticing the reaction he got from women – even some her daughter’s age. He was lean, with a thick head of hair that was turning attractively grey and a full, sculpted mouth. And his ex-girlfriend was a typically chic Parisienne, slim as a reed with razor-sharp cheekbones and innate style.

No matter how many times Nico told Juliette that Delphine was a mess underneath, self-centred and manipulative, she still felt awkward and fat on the rare occasions they met. Delphine would occasionally come into the bookstore and prowl the shelves like a tiger, taking out a book, leafing through the pages and then replacing it with a sigh. Nico, who knew about property, had supervised the renovation of her apartment and she frequently contacted him about some problem with the plumbing or electrics. She was still a presence in their lives.

Now was not the time to think about Delphine, though. ‘To the happy couple,’ Nico said as they chinked glasses.

Juliette was seized by a sudden doubt. ‘Maybe we should wait until we know for sure Sophie’s said yes before we celebrate. I mean, it’s a lot to ask, if they end up living in America and she has to leave her family and friends behind.’

‘Just like you did,’ Nico said. ‘What an adventure. And you don’t regret it, do you?’

She rested her head on his chest as they sat together on the chaise longue, his arm around her shoulder. ‘How could I?’

And yet her life felt so precariously balanced; it wouldn’t take much to derail her. Being with Nico was endlessly exciting, but they were still learning about each other, and although he spoke English fluently, sometimes the language barrier led to misunderstandings; trivial, mostly, but she also found it difficult to explain to him the moods that came over her. She might wake in the night with a sudden sense of dread, or be overtaken by a sad nostalgia that left her teary for days. Nothing in life is perfect, she told herself; maybe these highs and lows are the price one has to pay for being so deeply in love. Or maybe she was anticipating the day Nico would come to his senses and break up with her, as if she could soften the blow by rehearsing it.

Or maybe, even, these emotions belonged to another couple altogether. Juliette had been lost in wonder one early morning, sitting in front of the extraordinary stained-glass windows of the Sainte-Chapelle church on the Île de la Cité, when the idea came to her that buildings might absorb feelings, soak them up as if they were beams of sunshine warming the stone. Jacques and her grandmother would have been so frightened when they lived in this very apartment during the Nazi occupation of Paris. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have your country taken over by hostile forces, to feel unsafe even in your own home, to part from your loved ones not knowing whether you’d ever see them again. And Jacques must have known he was risking his life by helping Jewish refugees. Did he send Mémé away to keep her safe?

Nico kissed the top of her head, interrupting her train of thought. ‘You know, we could get married now your divorce has come through.’

She drew back to stare at him, momentarily lost for words. He laughed. ‘That’s not such a crazy idea, is it?’

‘No, of course not. It’s just—’ She wasn’t sure how to continue. ‘Do you want to get married?’ He’d been engaged once – she knew that – to a woman from California who’d broken his heart, but that was as far as he’d got in terms of commitment.

Nico shrugged. ‘If you do. I’m happy to carry on as we are, but I thought it might make you feel more secure, that’s all. Doesn’t have to be a big deal: we could go down to the town hall one day, just the two of us.’

Juliette sat up, setting her glass on the coffee table. They’d been speaking in French but now she switched to English, wanting to express herself clearly for her own sake as much as his. ‘Nico, the fact you could ask me this means more than you could ever know. I love you with all my heart but I’m not ready for marriage and maybe I never will be. I need to find my feet, build some secure foundations on my own. Is that OK?’

He smiled, although his eyes were serious. ‘Of course, chérie. But the offer’s there if you change your mind. Anyway, the first step is to have you move in with me and I still haven’t won that battle.’ They spent most nights together, either here or at Nico’s apartment a few blocks away, but he’d been suggesting for some time they should set up home together.

Juliette sighed. ‘I’m sorry – what an unsatisfactory girlfriend I am. I just need my . . . bolthole. How do you say that in French?’

‘Cachette,’ he replied, ‘or refuge. Well, at the very least you should stop paying me rent.’ Nico was technically her landlord, having bought the apartment from his grandmother, Zizi, so she could move into residential care.

‘And have my shower broken for ever?’ Juliette asked with a grin. ‘I need to have something to hold over you.’

That night she lay awake for a long time after Nico had fallen asleep, wondering whether she could ever leave a home that meant so much to her. After Zizi had married Jacques’ best friend, Henri, they had moved into this apartment when it looked like neither Jacques nor his wife would be coming back to claim it. Zizi had lived here until a couple of years ago and now Juliette was custodian of this special place, alive with memories. With Zizi’s help, she and Nico had uncovered Jacques’ heroism, but she still knew virtually nothing about her grandmother’s life during the war. Perhaps Mémé was telling her that the time had come for those secrets to be shared.




Chapter Three

Paris, March 2025

Thank goodness, Sophie said yes. Ben texted Juliette with the news first thing the next morning and the two of them called in at La Page Cachée early that evening, just as Juliette was closing up the store. Sophie looked radiant, her eyes sparkling and her cheeks flushed with joy.

‘Welcome to the family,’ Juliette said, hugging her as tightly as she had Ben. ‘Nico and I finished off the champagne last night so let’s have a drink in the café while you tell me all your plans. I want to know everything.’

‘Who could ask for a better mother-in-law?’ Sophie said, smiling as she put her arm through Juliette’s.

Their happiness was so obvious that Pascal, who ran the café, asked the reason and opened a bottle of champagne on the house, and then Nico came over, bringing along his pal Arnaud and Arnaud’s wife, Thérèse, who’d become one of Juliette’s closest Parisian friends. Sophie texted her best friend, Florence, who dropped by with her partner, Félix, and what was meant to have been a quiet chat turned into an impromptu party. The ring looked beautiful on Sophie’s slim young finger and Juliette thought how delighted Mémé would have been to know that her American great-grandson had fallen in love with a French girl.

Nico was clearly thinking along the same lines. ‘Here’s to love, not trade wars,’ he said, raising his glass in yet another toast.

Sophie had spoken to her parents on the phone and she and Ben were heading south to visit them in Arles that weekend so the celebrations could continue and wedding preparations begin in earnest. They were hoping to get married there in September with a civil ceremony at the town hall, followed the next day by a service in the church where Sophie had been baptised, and a reception at her parents’ farmhouse.

‘But that’s only six months away,’ Juliette exclaimed, images flashing through her head of the engagement parties, dress fittings, bachelorette weekends and bridal showers that every prospective bride seemed to post on social media.

‘I’m planning to wear my mother’s gown, if it fits, and the wedding will be very simple,’ Sophie told her. ‘We don’t want to wait until next year, and Provence is perfect in September – not too hot, and everyone busy with the wine harvest. You’ll love it.’

They would be eager to start their new lives as soon as possible. ‘And afterwards?’ Juliette asked, trying not to sound pushy. ‘Have you decided where you’ll live?’

‘We’ll set up home in New York,’ Sophie replied, her eyes fixed on Ben. ‘Maybe not for ever, but a few years to start off with at least.’

‘I guess that makes sense.’ Juliette swallowed her disappointment. It had been crazy to hope they’d settle in France but she couldn’t help having dreamed they might, so she could be on hand to help if babies came along. This is not about you, she reminded herself sternly. And how lucky was she, to share this moment with dear friends and people she loved? She remembered those bleak early days in Paris when she had been so lonely and sad, grieving the end of her marriage and wondering if her life would ever get back on track. Well, just look at her now.

‘Have you spoken to Dad?’ she asked, turning to Ben.

He nodded. ‘He sounded pleased. Says he can’t wait to know Sophie better and meet her family.’

‘Great,’ Juliette said carefully. There were bound to be complications in the planning of any wedding, and Kevin was one of them. She and her ex-husband managed to be civil with each other but they were far from being friends, and she wasn’t sure they ever would be. How Kevin would behave when he saw her with Nico was anyone’s guess. He was quick- tempered and had made his jealousy clear when meeting Nico in the past.

‘You know he has a new girlfriend?’ Ben asked.

‘He dropped that into the conversation,’ Juliette replied. ‘This one must be serious. Have you met her?’

‘She’s OK, actually,’ Ben said. ‘I guess we’ll have to invite her to the wedding.’

Another complication. ‘If they’re still together by then. He doesn’t have a great track record.’

‘Now then, Mom. Don’t be petty,’ Ben told her. ‘I think she’ll be good for Dad. Coral’s . . . Let’s just say, if she comes over in September, you’ll see.’

Juliette’s curiosity was piqued but now Sophie was tugging Ben’s arm with a question about the guest list, so she couldn’t find out more. He was right: she could afford to be generous.

Nico dropped his arm around her shoulder and drew her close. ‘Happy?’ he murmured in her ear and she nodded, though she had to force herself to relax. She still wasn’t entirely at ease with public displays of affection, especially in front of Ben; unlike Nico, who was supremely comfortable in his own skin.

‘Zizi will be pleased, don’t you think?’ she asked him. ‘I’ll tell her when I visit on Sunday.’ Nico’s grandmother had met Sophie and thoroughly approved of her; she would think Ben had done very well to find himself a French wife.

‘Sure you’re OK?’ Nico asked, squeezing her shoulder.

‘I’m fine.’ She smiled, though her eyes were misty. ‘I just wish my mom was here to celebrate with us. She adored Ben.’

‘I know how you feel.’ He’d also lost his mother, at an even earlier age than Juliette. ‘But she’s in your heart – and Ben’s too. You can still talk to her, and sometimes she might even reply.’

‘Ah, you again.’ Zizi greeted Juliette in her customary fashion, and Juliette replied, as usual, ‘Comme un vrai pot de colle’ – like a real pot of glue. She’d become used to Zizi’s abrasive humour by now, and the care-home staff had told her how much the old lady looked forward to her visits.

Formalities over, Zizi accepted a honey madeleine from the box Juliette had brought and they sipped their tea in companionable silence. Juliette usually saw Zizi alone: Nico loved his grandmother but he liked to be active and found the atmosphere in her residential home depressing. He preferred to take her out for meals or excursions, although recently Zizi had lost her appetite for outings. It took her too much effort to transfer from the wheelchair to the car and then repeat the same process in reverse, and she hated to be seen as incapable. She was undisputed queen of the residents’ lounge, the oldest but – when she concentrated – still the sharpest knife in that particular cutlery drawer. Her white hair was cut in a stylish bob and she was always immaculately dressed. Although she might not have been able to remember what happened yesterday, she could tell you the name of her best friend from childhood, and which of her neighbours had fraternised with Nazis during the war in exchange for their patronage or maybe a travel pass. Most of those neighbours had died years ago but Zizi had still not forgiven them.

‘So, what news from the outside world?’ Zizi asked eventually, and Juliette was able to tell her about Ben
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