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AXIS OF POWER 

 

On the 5th of June, 1940, after two days of fierce fighting, German tanks, led by 

Rommel, broke through towards Rouen; by the 9th of June they crossed the Seine. 

On the 12th of June, General Maxime Weygand, the French commander, told the 

French premier, Paul Reynaud, that the battle for France was lost. 

France was split into a number of administrative zones:  The main two being the 

German occupied north, and the free south.   

By 31st August 1941, all radios and bicycles owned by Jews were confiscated; all 

telephones owned by Jews were disconnected, and they were forbidden from using 

public telephones. Jews were banned from all public places including parks, theatres, 
swimming pools, restaurants, cafes, cinemas, music halls and many shops.  
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She sat there silently.  The flat was small and her eyes were distant 

as she held the jar in her hands.  Round and round it went; the 

glass thick and cold to her touch.   

How long had it been? It was hard to tell.  So many years.  

So many memories.  So many forgotten.   

She stared down at the jar.  The yellow jar.  And a face 

appeared in her mind, just as it always did.  It was a pale face with 

burning red hair.  No older than twenty one.   Fresh and naïve but 

haunted by the uncertainty of tomorrow, the face never changed 

or aged.   

She glanced outside.  A line of ducks waddled past the 

window, under the hanging red heads of her geraniums.  It was 

the same family every day.  She looked up to see the young 

ducklings battling to keep up with their mother; her mottle-brown 

feathers looking worn and dishevelled under a grey sky.   

Three.  She could count only three little ones.  Yesterday 

there had been four.   She waited.  Across the lawn, trees looked 

away as the wind tugged at them towards the East.  But the fourth 

duckling never appeared.   

She peered back at the jar. It still felt cold as she read the 

label.   

She hadn’t known Janine Levy that well.  But she would 

never forget her.   
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Rouen, German Occupation Zone, May 1942 

 

“Are you coming to Janine’s party?”   

Huguette’s whispered question remained unanswered as 

they crouched quietly, trying not to make a sound.  The doorway 

was small; large enough to hide perhaps three people, but 

certainly not six.  

 Genevieve had heard of Janine Levy.  Aline had often 

spoken about how wealthy her family was, but how things had 

changed since the occupation. ‘Spoilt’ was how Aline had 

described her, but then Genevieve remembered how rich that was 

coming from her older sister.   

None of them made a sound as the boots marched past; 

each step scuffing at the cobbles as they swung.  She could just 

make out their silhouetted outline as the two officers chatted to 

each other in loud bursts of German.   

Genevieve wondered why she had ever listened to her 

sister in the first place.  Rouen after dark was not a safe place to 

be.   It had seemed exciting at first; she had enjoyed exploring the 

hushed streets of the city, staring at the German soldiers as they 

lounged around Rouen’s many smoke-filled cafes.  But staying 

here after eleven – after the curfew - was just asking for trouble.  

She bit her lip and tried to keep her breathing shallow and quiet.   

 The officers stopped and peered around.  The nearest one 

struck a match, lighting a cigarette before offering the flame to his 

comrade. Both faces glowed briefly behind twisted smoke; two 

expressions carved deeply in shadows – their smiles lurid and 

sinister as they continued to bark their conversation.   
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    She glanced over to her sister and the others.  Everyone 

remained still.  Aline was closest to her; her perfume as strong as 

ever.  Huddled behind was Huguette, Aline’s friend, but 

Genevieve wasn’t entirely sure who the three boys were.  Aline 

always seemed to attract boys, no matter where they went - her 

confidence seemed to demand it.  It had always been different for 

Genevieve.  

Slowly, she twisted back round, conscious that her 

breathing was becoming heavier.  Genevieve could see the 

officers’ peaked caps nodding under a silver-white moon; 

glowing orange orbs hovering underneath.  Their faces were now 

masked in darkness but, judging by the position of their cigarettes, 

seemed to be looking in their general direction.   She held her 

breath once again.   

One of the boys made a sound.  It was a re-shuffling of 

feet.  In the still air the sound travelled, and the officers 

immediately stopped talking.   

Silence.   

The nearest German took a step forward and whispered 

something to his comrade.   

Genevieve could feel her eyes widening, her heart-beat 

increasing.  She couldn’t keep her eyes away from the nearest 

officer as he took another tentative step towards them; orange orb 

disappearing by his side.   

“Wer ist da?!” The words seemed to snap in the air as he 

spoke.   

Both Germans took another few steps before the nearest 

one called out again, this time in French. “Who is there?!”  The 

voice was shrill and heavily accented. 

Silence.     

One of the boys suddenly leapt from the darkness of the 

pharmacy doorway.  Scrambling to his feet from a sitting position, 

he initially stumbled on the cobblestone road.  Both officers 

jerked backwards, feeling for their pistols as the boy accelerated 
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past the cathedral and down Rue St Romain.  The nearest German 

took chase, but the second hesitated, his peaked cap flicking 

between his comrade and the doorway the boy had fled from.  As 

the first officer disappeared into the alleys, the second seemed 

indecisive, unsure; his silver outline continuing to stare directly at 

Genevieve.  She could hear his comrade’s cries echoing in the 

night; the sound stern and fading, but still he didn’t follow him.  

Time froze.  The remaining five didn’t move.  After what seemed 

like an eternity but was probably only seconds, something caught 

his attention near the cathedral ruins.  He turned.  Paused again.  

Then trotted off; pistol shimmering in the moonlight.  

Genevieve slowly exhaled, muscles momentarily relaxed. 

The officer reached the entrance to Rue St Romain. 

Then stopped.   

And turned back.    

Like pheasants startled in the undergrowth, the other two 

boys exploded into action.  Genevieve felt a sharp shove in her 

back as they scurried off in the opposite direction to their friend, 

closely followed by Huguette.  Genevieve watched in horror as 

the officer dashed towards the doorway, screaming his orders in 

abrasive German.   

“Genevieve!” Aline grabbed her little sister by the arm and 

hauled her to her feet.  “Quick!”   

They were running.  Sprinting.  Where?  She didn’t know.  

All around her was darkness.  Ahead she could just make out the 

shifting silhouette of Aline as she darted between buildings and 

narrow alleys.  Behind her – somewhere – was her pursuer.  Fitter.  

Stronger.  Faster.   

With a gun.   

Genevieve had heard what had happened to others caught 

during the curfew.  Jean du Monde had been forced to clean the 

soldiers’ boots.  But there were rumours of much worse 

punishments.   

Grainy images of half-timbered shops and cafes blurred 
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into one as Genevieve raced through what felt like a city of 

tunnels.  Her breathing was wild and her lungs were beginning to 

burn.  With every weighty step her pace was slowing.  She felt 

dizzy, and through the gloom she had lost sight of her sister.   

 Any moment she would be caught.  As she ran she thought 

of her father, and the night air cut the tears from her eyes.   

 Her legs began to wobble and she stumbled to the ground.  

Her lungs continued to heave beneath the gothic facades of 

Rouen’s streets.  Although they tried their best to hide her within 

their shadows, Genevieve knew they were only delaying the 

inevitable.  She closed her eyes and rested her head against the 

cobbles.  They felt cool and welcoming against her cheek.   

 Beyond the erratic rattling of her breathing, Genevieve 

heard footsteps.  They sounded soft and cat-like as they 

approached.   

 “Gene! This way!” 

 Genevieve wiped her eyes into focus to see Aline 

whispering from above, one hand gesturing, the other holding a 

pair of shoes.   

 “Come on!” 

 With the little energy she had left, Genevieve hauled 

herself to her feet and followed her older sister down a 

passageway.   

 After another few steps a door opened and they were both 

ushered inside. 

 The room was unlit.  

“Shh!” It was Huguette, closing the door quietly behind 

them.  “My mother will be asleep.” 

Genevieve stood still, frantically trying to remain in 

control of her breathing.  Her eyes were desperately trying to 

make sense of where she was.  The room was spinning and she 

felt sick.  After a few seconds of silence, she collapsed to her 

knees; one hand open-palmed against the wall.      

“Gene!”  
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There was a sense of concern in Aline’s voice that seemed 

so unfamiliar to Genevieve.   

“I’m ok,” was her simple response, eyes now closed again.  

“Just give me a moment.” 

  Perhaps Aline was genuinely worried for her safety – 

after all, she did come back for her.  Or maybe she just felt 

responsible for what had happened; concerned as to what their 

mother would say.   

She remained on the floor, her breathing and heart rate 

slowly returning to normality.  The other two girls were silent – 

listening intently to any sounds outside the house.  On the other 

side of the room Genevieve could hear the muffled whispers of 

the two boys.   

All five waited in the room silently.  After opening her 

eyes, Genevieve could see the faint outlines of Aline and Huguette 

standing above.   

Her breathing remained laboured.  Back in the doorway of 

the pharmacy – the same pharmacy her grandfather had trained to 

be a chemist - the fear had seemed exciting.  But this was 

something else.  It felt overwhelming.   

Minutes past, and the tension began to subside.  In its place 

came relief.  The boys’ voices became more audible, while Aline 

and Huguette had trouble stifling nervous laughter.  But 

Genevieve couldn’t help wondering what may have happened if 

they had been caught.  If Huguette had been caught.  The story of 

Jean du Monde had scared her, but what if the rumours of worse 

punishments were true? She glanced at the outline of Huguette.   

It was then that the lights came on.  Huguette’s mother, 

Madame Missika, stood ominously in the doorway of the room. 

Everyone remained silent. 

“Mother.” Huguette’s gentle tone matched the way she 

looked.  The soft light accentuated her beauty in a way Genevieve 

found hard to understand.  It was as though the light itself had 

focused on her beauty, rather like the morning sun to a flower. 
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Her hair was long and golden; her eyes a striking blue.  It was 

strange, Genevieve thought, how the cloudy grey of the afternoon 

had understated her in such a way.   

Madame Missika stood with her nightgown pulled tightly 

around her chest.  She glanced around the room.  “Huguette, what 

is going on?” 

“Mother,” her daughter continued, “I’m sorry.  We were 

walking back from the picture house… it was later than we 

thought.”  

“Were you seen?” 

“Two officers spotted us.” 

Her mother raised a hand to her mouth. “Huguette…” was 

all she said.   

“It’s ok, Madame Missika,” Aline stood tall.  She had a 

confidence that Genevieve had always admired.  “We ran.  

Huguette helped us.  We are safe now.” 

The two boys were silent.  They didn’t raise from the 

settee they were perched upon.  Madame Missika took a few steps 

forward and leant against the arm of a chair.  Aline took a nervous 

glance towards Huguette.   

 “Domino allowed you to leave at that time?” Madame 

Missika asked.   

“Domino is not my father,” Huguette curtly responded. 

Her blue eyes held a defiant stare that her mother could not match. 

“He is his friend, and as such should have known better.” 

The light was not as kind to Madame Missika as it was to her 

daughter.  Instead of softening her features, Genevieve’s eyes 

were drawn to where the light couldn’t reach.  As if sketched with 

a heavy pencil, her face was a picture of lines and shaded areas. 

Never lifting her head that high, her eyes were colourless behind 

their shadows.  There was a brooding sadness about Huguette’s 

mother that Genevieve found both unsettling and depressingly 

familiar.  
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After a pause Huguette spoke again.  “In truth, our walk 

may have lasted longer than perhaps it should have.” 

“What about Janine?” 

“Safe. She went home earlier,” Huguette said.   

One of the boys edged forwards.  “Madame Missika, my 

name is Thierry Cointreau.  My father used to work in the 

boulangerie on the street of your husband’s cinema.” 

Genevieve noticed a framed photograph of a man in his 

early fifties on a side cabinet.  The man looked happy in the 

picture. 

Huguette’s mother raised her head distractedly. The lines 

drew the faintest glimmer of a smile.  “Yes, yes, Claude 

Cointreau. Henri knew your father well.” 

The boy smiled graciously.  “I wonder, Madame Missika, 

if we could rest here tonight.” 

“Here?” 

“Just for the curfew,” Huguette interjected.  “Please, 

Mother, you know Aline, this is her little sister, Gene.” Huguette 

glanced a smile in Genevieve’s direction.  “And the boys will be 

no bother.  It’s too late to send them home.” 

Madame Missika scanned the room before rising from the 

arm of the chair. She re-pulled her nightgown across her chest and 

turned towards the door she had appeared from.  “I will leave this 

door open,” she said simply with her back to the room. Then she 

disappeared.     

Genevieve listened to Madame Missika’s footsteps as she 

climbed the stairs.  Nobody spoke as they settled themselves into 

a position to sleep.  Genevieve’s breathing had calmed down and 

an all-consuming tiredness had taken hold.  The lights were turned 

out and within minutes Genevieve could hear the rhythmic sound 

of the others sleeping.  Her heart was still slightly racing as she 

closed her eyes.   

She was drifting off to sleep when she heard a whisper. 
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“Gene.”  Huguette’s voice was relaxed, yet still tinged 

with a sense of excitement.   

“Yes?” Genevieve replied. 

“You were nearly caught!” 

“…Yes.” She re-opened her eyes to the darkness.   

“How did you escape?” 

“I… I don’t know.” 

“You could have been polishing boots!” 

Genevieve smiled nervously into the unlit room.  An 

image of her father flashed before her mind.  

“Imagine that, Gene – polishing the boots of the beastly 

Germans!  Could you think of anything worse?”  

Genevieve paused as she remembered wheeling a barrow 

full of geraniums through the garden with her father.  “No.  

Nothing worse,” she said after a time.    

“Gene.” 

“Yes?” Her eyes were still open, but turned away from 

Huguette. 

“You must come to Janine Levy’s party.” 

Her father’s image refused to fade.  “I’m not sure that I…” 

“Come on, Gene – all the boys will be there.  Janine’s a 

bit odd – things have affected her in a different way to me, but I 

think you’ll like her!” 

Genevieve didn’t reply.  Instead she fought the tears 

welling in her eyes. 

“Goodnight, Gene.” 

She closed her eyes, and the tears fell silently in the dark.  

“Goodnight,” she replied.      
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Genevieve stood in the courtyard of the garden looking down 

towards the valley.  Pinks and reds glistened on the far wall; 

retreating dew highlighting the colours of her father’s geraniums 

as they cascaded down the brickwork.  Deep greens bordered to 

her right; a mixture of broad and narrow leafed hedges looming 

no more than four feet above a late-spring wash of colour.  Roses, 

lobelias and the drooping bells of summer snowflakes quivered 

gently in a lavender breeze easing in from surrounding fields.  

Behind her, the cottage, clad with ivy, stood quietly amongst the 

few building of Bihorel, overlooking the three or so miles towards 

the centre of Rouen.  

 The sun felt warm on her face as Genevieve stood there. 

She glanced to her left towards a mottled row of yellow trilliums.  

Their delicate golden-white blooms had long since withered, 

leaving behind a line of marble green at the foot of her father’s 

old glasshouse.  She held her stare for a moment before looking 

away.  The rim of her glasses seemed heavy and she removed 

them to rub her eyes.   

 “He always loved his garden.”  

 Genevieve turned to see Aunt Fernand shuffling down the 

steps towards her. She smiled in response before turning back to 

the sun.  

 “You know,” Aunt Fernand continued, when she arrived 

by Genevieve’s side, “when he lost the business, the garden 

became his life.”  

 The air picked up slightly, ruffling her aunt’s tight, dark 

hair. Genevieve placed her glasses back on her face. Mixed with 

the faint scent of lavender, was Aunt Fernand’s homely mix of 

tobacco and herbs.    
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 “He used to like to stand here, didn’t he.  Stand and admire 

his work.” 

 “Yes,” Genevieve said, focusing on the back wall, “yes, 

he did.” 

They both stood in silence for a while, before her aunt 

spoke again. Her voice was quiet; the breeze gently teasing the 

words from her lips. "Ars longa, vita brevis," she whispered.  

Genevieve didn’t reply.  After his shop failed, her father 

had turned to teaching Latin in a local school run by an order of 

monks.  Ars longa, vita brevis was a phrase he would often mutter 

when working in the garden. Roughly translated it meant ‘the art 

is long, life is brief’.  

“It is still hard for your mother.” 

“I know.”   

 “Do you still think about that day?”   

From the corner of her eye, Genevieve could sense her 

aunt’s face peering towards her own.  

 “Always,” Genevieve replied.  
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Standing in front of the floor-length mirror, Genevieve almost 

stared through it as she combed her hair in a half-lit room.  She 

had a pale, soft complexion that made her lips seem much redder 

than they actually were.  Large lenses framed the dark-hazel eyes 

of a heart-shaped face, while her hair was brown and tightly 

curled.   

 “Come on, Gene, or we’ll be late.”  Aline pushed 

Genevieve to the side, and eyed herself up and down in the mirror.  

Genevieve was eighteen.  Her sister was a few years older.  She 

was taller, with golden hair that curled at the shoulders.  With her 

high cheekbones and scarlet lipstick, Genevieve thought of Aline 

as the more glamorous sister, always beautifully dressed and 

smelling of perfume.  “When we get to Janine’s party,” Aline 

continued, “I don’t want you showing me up.” 

 Genevieve had met Janine once before on a walk in the 

country.  She had a small dog that kept running in between their 

legs.  It was after the Nazis had arrived and Janine wasn’t allowed 

in the public parks.  Genevieve remembered how she was 

moaning about how things were so unfair. A boy had overheard 

her and had started to call her names.  The boy was about 

Genevieve’s age and wouldn’t leave them alone.  She 

remembered how he kept following them and goading them.  And 

she remembers how Janine went ever so quiet, not saying a word.  

The quieter she was, the louder and more vicious the name-calling 

became.  Eventually the boy approached Janine.  She recoiled, and 

he hit her little dog hard with a swing of his boot.  Genevieve 

remembered how she pushed him away from Janine and her dog, 

and how he slapped her hard across the face.  What scared her 

most, was that the boy was a Frenchman.  
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 Genevieve didn’t say a word to Aline and carried on 

combing her curls; a fraction of her right side still visible in the 

mirror.   

 “There’s a boy,” Aline said. 

 “There’s always a boy.” 

 Aline stopped brushing and turned to Genevieve.  

“There’s a boy going to the party who I want to meet, Gene.  Make 

sure you stay out of the way.  It was Huguette who invited you - 

not me, remember.  I’m not going out just to babysit my little 

sister.” 

 “I don’t want you to.” 

 “Good. Let it stay that way.”  Aline spun round and 

slammed the door as she left.  She listened to her sister thunder 

down the stairs and then to muffled shouts from below.  Another 

door slammed followed by more footsteps on the stairs.  

Genevieve stopped combing as her mother opened the door. 

 “Hello, Mother,” Genevieve said with a smile.   

 Her mother tried to smile back, but her drawn face 

wouldn’t allow it to shine too brightly.  “Your sister…” she said 

quietly, “…your sister means well, I’m sure.  There is a 

wildness…”  

 Genevieve waited patiently with her comb by her side, her 

body still half reflected in the mirror.   

 “I just don’t…”  Her mother gazed desperately into her 

daughter’s eyes, her face flickering.   

 “I know.” 

 “She’s waiting for you beside the road. Stay close to 

Aline, won’t you?”   

“I will.” 

Her mother turned to leave, but hesitated by the door.  

“You look beautiful tonight, Genevieve.”  

She felt a surge of warmth flow through her.  Her face 

beamed back at her mother, but she had already disappeared from 

the half-lit room.  
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Genevieve had never seen anything like Janine’s apartment 

before.  Situated on the affluent Boulevard des Belges, a grand 

piano was the centre piece of the main reception room; the dark 

sheen of its wood mirroring the opulence of its surroundings.  

Antique-looking chairs and tables littered the room, each 

individually styled and embroidered.  Several crystal glass 

chandeliers hung from a high ceiling; their light sparkling off the 

polished floor like the evening sun on a lake.    

 Aline’s friends were busy talking as Genevieve stood 

taking it all in. Through a haze of cigarette smoke, Genevieve 

watched as the fashionable citizens of Rouen chatted and drank 

from fine wine glasses, listening to Marie Jose and Charles Trenet 

on the phonograph as if the German occupation had never 

happened.    

 “They’ve already taken the wireless and much of the more 

expensive furniture.”  A short, gaunt looking girl was standing to 

her left.   

 “Hello, Janine,” Genevieve replied, unsure what else to 

say.   

 “You’re much shorter than I remember.”   

 Genevieve smiled nervously.  Wearing a petite yellow 

dress, Janine Levy was slightly older than herself, but she wasn’t 

much taller.  With fiery red hair and a plain looking face, there 

was a stony coldness to her expression that Genevieve found 

unsettling. 

 “And your hair is different.”  

 There was a pause as the girl took a sip of wine from her 

glass.   
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 “We have two telephones but, of course, we can’t use 

them.” She gazed around.  “It all looks lovely doesn’t it? But I 

think it will look just as fetching in a plush Berlin townhouse.” 

 There was an uneasiness to Genevieve’s silence. 

“My father’s disappeared off to America with Henri 

Missika. Do you know Huguette?”  

“Yes,” Genevieve replied.  

“They did it before the Nazis could. They like sending the 

men away!”  The girl threw her arms outwardly, spilling her last 

drops of wine.  “That’s why he’s gone – to get away before they 

send him to prison.” 

 “What about you?”  

 The girl looked blankly at Genevieve.  There was a 

skeletal quality to her appearance. Shadowy eye sockets and wide 

nostrils dominated her features, while the angular lines of her 

jawbone were clearly visible under a pale skin.  But it was the 

contrasting fire in her hair that captivated Genevieve’s gaze.  “The 

Germans won’t do anything.”  The girl countered.  “They seem 

hell-bent on persecuting the Jews, as does Vichy it seems, but 

really it’s the men they are after.” 

Genevieve continued to regard the girl for a while before 

speaking again. “But aren’t you worried?” 

 The girl threw her empty glass to her mouth and attempted 

to drain the remaining residue of wine.  “About what?  Women 

and children are no threat! The worst they can do is empty my 

house and ban me from my favourite restaurant.”  She peered 

around the room.  “Monique!”  The girl shouted across the room 

to a woman clearing glasses from a table.  “Monique!”   

    Genevieve watched silently as the woman first looked up, 

and then approached them with a bottle of white wine in her 

hands.  

    “I can tell you what will happen,”  the girl continued as a 

new drink was being poured, “the Germans will stay, they will 

continue to expand, life in France will become restrained and 
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unbearable and controlled, men will die fighting, some will be 

imprisoned. The Jews will suffer, just as they have always done.”  

She paused for a few gulps of wine.  “But France will be France.  

It will not change.  The Nazis may end up conquering Britain and 

most of Europe for all I care, but what will it achieve?” The girl 

seemed animated; her eyes began to stir in the shadows.  “We just 

have to be patient.  Wait.  Tolerate their fascism and agree to their 

whims.  But really, what do you think they are to gain from 

this…this…” Her arms, again, were outstretched.  Her wine was 

rocking in her hand.  “…imperial egotism?!”  

 Genevieve was unsure how to reply.  Living in occupied 

France seemed awful but, in truth, had made Rouen that much 

more exciting.  She didn’t want the Germans here, but the nation-

wide panic of the invasion had calmed somewhat.  Initially, 

Genevieve and her family had fled to the south.  But, after a time, 

they had returned.  Things were different, but much stayed the 

same.  People went to work, they studied and tended their gardens.  

Perhaps Janine was right; France would still be France. But she 

worried about what might happen to her Jewish friends.  

 “How about you?”   

 The girl’s question caught Genevieve by surprise.  “Me?” 

 “What’s your story?  You’re not Jewish are you?” 

 “No, I’m not Jewish.” 

 “Then at least you have your father.” 

 “No,” Genevieve peered over the girl’s shoulder to where 

Aline’s group were chatting to a group of boys.  “My father died 

three years ago.” 

 The girl looked taken aback.  There seemed genuine 

remorse in her otherwise cold expression.  “I am so sorry, listen 

to me going on, I can be horribly tactless sometimes.  I didn’t 

mean to…” 

 “I was the one who found him.  In the garden.  By the 

geraniums.”  Genevieve looked straight at the girl, who didn’t 

seem to know what to say.  Notre Espoir by Maurice Chevalier 
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was playing on the phonograph.  “It’s ok.  We have learnt to move 

on.  There are other problems that occupy our lives now.”  

 From behind them came a familiarly soft voice.  “There is 

a boy over there that keeps looking at you, Gene!”  Huguette 

grabbed Genevieve by her shoulders and twisted her round.  

“There, see?” 

 She pointed to the centre of the room where a tall, 

handsome man with fashionable dark hair was smiling in her 

general direction.  Genevieve immediately spun round.  She could 

feel her face reddening by the second.  The image of her father 

was already receding from her mind.  She peered back and the 

man was still looking.  A mixture of feelings and adrenalin then 

hit her all at once as the man began to walk over.  By the time he 

had arrived Huguette and the girl had both disappeared.    

 “I was watching you,” he began in a deep, confident tone. 

 “Yes,” Genevieve replied.  Her voice seemed an octave 

higher, her face was on fire, and her breathing felt ever-so slightly 

out of control. 

 “Do you know Janine well?” he asked, taking a casual 

drag from a cigarette.   

 “A little.” 

 He smiled as though she had said something funny.  It was 

a broad, warm smile that instantly put Genevieve at ease.  It 

brought with it a strange sense of guilt that teased at her from 

within. 

 “Come on,” he said grabbing her by the arm, “it’s 

‘Boum’.” 

 Before she had time to think, Genevieve was whisked off 

to the centre of the room, dancing to the tic tac ticking of Charles 

Trenet’s lively song.  

“My name’s Roland,” he said above the music.  

 “Genevieve,” she replied. 

 They danced without saying much more.  Occasionally 

she would glance into his eyes and a smile would spring up from 
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nowhere.  And every time she smiled that feeling of guilt bubbled 

away inside.   

As they danced, she noticed Aline through the gloom of 

the cigarette smoke, sitting and staring; her eyes stern and 

penetrating.    

 When the song ended Roland’s friends dragged him away.  

“We will dance again,” he said, strutting backwards; fresh 

cigarette dangling from his lips.  “Meet me in half an hour.”  

 Genevieve turned to where Aline had been sitting, but she 

was no longer there.   

 “Come on!”  Huguette appeared from nowhere.  She 

gripped Genevieve by her hand and marched her into another 

room, where the lighting was much brighter and the music quieter.     

 “This is where we go when we want some peace!” Janine 

was sat at a huge table at the other end of the kitchen; a glass of 

wine perched in her hand.  The clinical white light of the room 

made her face look paler than ever, but it also made her fire-red 

hair burn even brighter. Huguette sat Genevieve down next to 

Janine, before pulling up a chair herself.   

 “Well,” Huguette began, “Tell us.” 

“Tell what?” Genevieve replied. 

 “Roland!  That’s his name isn’t it? What did he say?”  

Huguette’s excitement was electrifying.   

 “Well, nothing much.” 

 “Do you like him?” 

 “Well…yes,” Genevieve said.    

 Janine eased back and took another swig of wine.   

Huguette continued with the interrogation. “So what did you 

think of him?” 

 “I…”  Genevieve glanced at Huguette; her beam wide and 

wild.  And then Roland’s face appeared in her mind.  She smiled.   

 Huguette gave a little shriek and clasped Genevieve’s 

hands in her own.  A pang of guilt hit her hard in the stomach.  
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 “Where’s Monique?” Janine was looking round with 

blurry looking eyes.  

 Huguette looked up. “Monique?” 

 “I can’t bear the service,” Janine continued to no-one in 

particular.  “Look at the washing up.”  She gestured around the 

room to where dozens of piles of plates were heaped across the 

table.  “Father would never have stood for this.  Just look!”   

 The lady who had poured Janine the wine appeared in the 

doorway.   

 “There she is!” Janine sneered, her ghostly face contorted 

with disdain.  “Monique – look!” Again, her arms wafted 

outwards; her empty glass hung limply in her hand.  “Look at 

these plates!  Dirty! Dirty! Dirty!”  

“Janine,” Huguette tried to interject, but her pale host didn’t 

even hear her.  Genevieve sat silently, the excitement of her 

conversation about Roland now in the recent past.   

 Janine rose from her seat and approached the nearest pile 

of plates.  Monique stood impassively in the doorway.  

 “When were you thinking of cleaning these?” Janine 

glared at the mess without looking up at her maid.   

 “Madame Levy specifically asked me to serve the guests 

until ten O’clock, Mademoiselle,” she said calmly. “It is now nine 

thirty.”  

 As if unable to take the perceived incompetence any 

longer, Janine picked up the nearest couple of plates and threw 

them to the floor.  Food remains mixed with shards of china 

shattered around the room.   

In the middle of the floor, almost in a pool of its own, was 

a large splattering of yellow.  

“What’s that?” Janine shrieked, wide nostrils flaring.  

“Mustard? I hate mustard! I hate it!” 

Genevieve peered down at the yellow substance, and then 

back to the red hair of Janine.  She was incandescent with rage.  

Monique disappeared through the door, while it was left to 
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Huguette to drag Janine back to her chair in an attempt to calm 

her down.  

“Did you see that?” Janine continued. “The mustard?  She 

just left it.”  She felt across the table for her wine glass. 

“No more wine,” Huguette said with her right arm around 

Janine’s shoulders.   

 Janine’s eyes had receded back to their shadows.  

Although she hadn’t noticed, a long streak of mustard stained the 

side of her dress.  It was a much darker yellow to the fabric.  It 

appeared at such an angle – from the side of her back down to the 

top of her hips – that it almost seemed as if she had been cut, and 

that she was bleeding yellow blood. And high above, in contrast 

to the yellow stain, her wild hair continued to blaze defiantly.       

    Tears welled in Janine’s eyes.  “Things are not how they 

used to be, Huguette,” she said. “They have taken my bicycle, our 

telephone, even the phonograph was borrowed from a friend only 

for tonight!”  

 Genevieve sat listening silently in the brightly lit kitchen; 

perhaps three times the size of her own. She wondered whether 

Roland would be looking for her.   

 Janine edged forward, her face turned to Genevieve and as 

gaunt looking as ever. “Do you know - Huguette and I - we are 

no-one any more.  Huguette’s father owns the picture house and 

she’s not even allowed entry.”   

 “Domino allows me in,” Huguette said in a whisper, 

“though I am banned from watching the films.”  

 “I am sick of it.  Sick of it.”  Janine eased her head into her 

hands.  “And now I hear they are to publish another ordinance.  

What will it say this time? Perhaps they will deny us our 

citizenship!”   

 “But,” Genevieve said, recalling their previous 

conversation, “remember what you said about waiting - that 

France will still be France.” 



 

28 

 “Yes,” said Janine, “I believe that France will never be 

anything other than France.” She turned solemnly to Huguette. 

“But for today it wears the mask of Germany.” 

 All three sat in silence, the yellow pool of mustard 

motionless on the floor.    

 “Come on,” Huguette said quietly, “let’s get you to bed. 

Gene needs to get back to Roland.” She winked at Genevieve, but 

it came without her normal smile. 

 Genevieve watched as Huguette and Janine shuffled out 

through the back entrance of the kitchen.  For a few seconds she 

was alone.  She pushed her chair out and walked over to the door 

she had entered through.  She slowly eased it open and stepped 

back onto the polished floor of Janine’s party.  Edith Piaf was 

playing.  She scanned round and noticed Roland in the middle of 

the room.  He was dancing with Aline.  Her stern look from earlier 

had disappeared; her blond shoulder-length curls flicking from 

side to side. They were both laughing.   

 A knot tightened itself in the pit of Genevieve’s stomach.  

She rushed past Aline’s other friends and across the room.  She 

opened the front door of the apartment and escaped into the 

evening air.  

 The walk home was long.  She fought the tears, but found 

it hard to remove the image of Roland and Aline from her mind.  

As she turned the corner to the lane of her house, the thought of 

her father pushed past her sister.  That nagging feeling of guilt, 

she realised, had disappeared.  And, by the time Genevieve had 

reached her home, the image of her father had itself been replaced 

by Janine, and the yellow stain of mustard on her dress.   
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Genevieve sat staring at the jar.  The yellow jar.     

 The party was the last time she ever saw Huguette and 

Janine.  She remembered Aline’s face when they were told they 

had been taken away only a few days later.  She thought about 

their fathers and how they must have felt when they heard the 

news, all those miles away in the safety of America. 

She looked outside.  The wind had eased, and a glimmer 

of sunshine had begun to peep out from behind the clouds.   

And she thought about her own life.  She thought about 

Aline and Roland, and her other brothers and sisters; Aunt 

Fernand and her mother and father; of her life growing up in 

Rouen, and of her own marriage; her husband, John, and of their 

children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren.  

And then she stared back at the yellow jar as it rolled 

like a stone in her fingers, and a face appeared in her mind.  It 

was a pale face with burning red hair.   

It was the face of the girl who hated mustard. It was the 

face that never died. 
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The Eighth Ordinance  

 

 

 

 

 

On 29 May 1942, the Eighth Ordinance was published 

which ordered Jews in France to wear the yellow star.  Over the 

following months, Jews were systematically rounded up, aided 

by the full resources of French police, and sent to the 

concentration camps. 

 

Janine and Huguette and their families were taken from 

their homes in Rouen and sent to Auschwitz. 

 

They never returned. 
 

 

Levy (Janine, Rachel) 

Born: January 15, 1922 (Rouen) 

Died: July 23, 1943 (Auschwitz) 
Source: legifrance.gouv 

 

 

Missika (Huguette) 

Born: October 29, 1921 (Rouen) 

Died: March 10, 1943 (Auschwitz) 
Source: memorialgenweb.org 
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About 

 

                  
 

Aline and Genevieve in the garden in Bihorel, around 1942.   

 

 

 
After the war, Genevieve married John Murphy, an Englishman, and has lived in England for 

over 65 years. 
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Genevieve hadn’t known Janine Levy that well. 
But she would never forget her. 

 
 

 
 

 

Rouen in 1942 is not a safe place to live.   
With France defeated, and the north of the country occupied by 

the Germans, no-one is allowed out after 11pm.  
  

Genevieve is an eighteen year old girl coming to terms with her 
past, living with the uncertainty of the future.  She soon learns that 

France under Nazi rule is much worse for some, than it is for others.   
 
 

The Girl Who Hated Mustard is based on the true 
accounts of Genevieve Murphy.   

 

 
 

“A superb snapshot of life in France during World War 2.” 
The Times 

 
“Barron’s engaging style combines all the ingredients of 

good story telling with uncompromising historical fact.  A must 
read.”  

‘i’ newspaper 


