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For Sidi ​Abdel-​Qadir Benghabrit and all the unsung 

heroes who follow maps of light against all odds. 

For every child affected by the darknesses 

of war. May you be the last.
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1
It is only in holy places of worship and libraries that you 

have to whisper, for they are both sacred in their own 

special ways. Safiyyah spent as many afternoons as she 

could here in the dusty stillness of the library, poring 

over atlases, maps and travelogues. Madame Odette, the 

kind librarian, never asked her unnecessary questions; 

she knew why Safiyyah came. Perhaps it was the same 

reason Madame Odette worked there. The promise of 

pages, the silence that seemed to shimmer.

Madame Odette would lead Safiyyah down the echoey 

hallway with its dark mahogany walls, her small heels 

clicking all the way to the World section. She wore pleated 

skirts and bright ​cardigans – ​Safiyyah’s favourite was black 

wool with tiny colourful stitches all over, as if handfuls of 

sugar sprinkles had been thrown across it like confetti.

Safiyyah would choose where in the world she wanted 

to explore and Madame Odette would roll out the right 

maps and pile up helpful books on the ​leather-​topped 

desk. The names of faraway places enchanted Safiyyah. 

Some in particular seemed to call out to her from the ​

coffee-​coloured pages of old maps: Jerusalem, Manila 
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and Harare summoned her in sacred hushed library 

tones. She whispered the names of cities, towns, islands 

and lagoons like secrets, feeling a thirst for the world.

Not everyone was allowed into these rooms whenever 

they liked, you needed permission and a special pass, 

but Madame Odette made an exception for Safiyyah. 

Two years ago when Safiyyah’s father had first brought 

her to the library, Safiyyah had wandered off and found 

Madame Odette sitting behind her desk, chewing a 

strawberry bonbon.

‘Sorry to disturb you, Madame. I’d like to see a map 

of Algeria, please. My grandma showed me one she has 

but it’s ripped on the Tunisia side. Everything to the right 

of Annaba, El Bouni, Souk Ahras and Tebessa is gone 

and I’d really like to see the El Kala region properly.’

Madame Odette had stopped chewing and peered at 

the peculiar child with curiosity. The girl was wringing 

her hands nervously, and thick curls had wildly escaped 

from her plaits. She spoke softly but fast, and Madame 

Odette saw a spark in her eyes. Children rarely came to 

this part of the library and when they did, they never 

asked questions like this.

‘D’accord . . . Is this for a school project?’

‘No, I’m going to be an explorer. My grandma is from 

Tlemcen in the ​north-​west and I know from there through 

Oran and Chlef to Algiers pretty well, but I can’t continue 

to the east until I have the full map, of course.’
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Looking surprised and quietly impressed, Madame 

Odette chuckled to herself and told Safiyyah to follow 

her. By the time her father finally found her half an hour 

later, Safiyyah had six different maps laid out in front of 

her and was contentedly sucking a strawberry bonbon. 

Madame Odette marvelled at Safiyyah’s ​interest – ​it was 

like the lines and curves of the continents joined up with 

the patterns of her brain! Ever since then, she allowed 

Safiyyah access to whatever she liked in the library, and 

always supplied her with a stash of strawberry bonbons.

Today, Safiyyah popped one of the powdery pink 

sugar balls into her mouth absentmindedly. Goose bumps 

appeared on her arms as she traced her finger gently 

down the ocean. Safiyyah wore the special white gloves 

that the librarian had given her in order to handle this 

book. Its pages felt like delicate tissue, as if they might 

float away if ever the book’s spine came unbound. Her 

pulse quickened as her finger reached Manaus, in the 

state of Amazonas, Brazil.

She could almost hear the intense pulsing and 

throbbing of the Amazon, an orchestra of a million 

cicadas, squawking parrots and howling monkeys. The 

best kind of music, it filled the room, interrupted only by 

the ticking of the grandfather clock in the corner.

THE TIME! Safiyyah remembered suddenly that she 

was supposed to have been home ten minutes ago and 

leaped up in a panic. She closed the atlas and the book 
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with gilded pages and rolled up the maps carefully, 

grabbed a bonbon for the journey home and left.

Safiyyah ran as quickly as she could through the 

familiar streets, her schoolbag on her back. Her mother 

always told her to make sure she was home on time each 

day, and this would be the second time that week that 

Safiyyah wouldn’t be. She wove through the streets and 

alleys, swerving to avoid two women wearing sunglasses 

and hats so huge it seemed the hats were wearing them. 

She dodged people chatting outside cafés, eating 

macarons and sipping coffee, shop carts laden with 

plump tomatoes and a hundred types of cheese.

All Safiyyah wanted was to get home and tell Setti 

everything she’d discovered about South America, but 

dread of her mother’s inevitable scolding loomed like a 

cloud over her. Her mother hadn’t always been this strict, 

it had only started in autumn last year when war was 

declared. Soldiers had dug bomb shelters around the city 

and handed out gas masks to families. Safiyyah knew it 

was only really because her mother worried, but there 

had been no bombs or danger or anything ever since 

and she longed for her to relax. She ducked beneath the 

low branches of a magnolia tree bursting with elegant 

pink flowers, panting and sweaty.

Almost in the 5th arrondissement where she lived, 

Safiyyah stopped to catch her breath for a minute, leaning 

against a lamppost.  In between the noisy motorcars 
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spluttering and coughing out fumes, Safiyyah noticed a 

man standing in front of the shops on the other side of 

the road. He wore a black suit and had absolutely no 

hair on his head. He was crying silently, and the child 

holding his hand, not much older than Safiyyah’s little 

sister, looked up at him anxiously. Safiyyah had never seen 

a grown man cry in the street like that before, and she 

felt bad for the young boy beside him. The whole scene 

disturbed her deeply, and despite the sun overhead she 

felt a chill in the air.

Safiyyah started running again, almost colliding with 

a bicycle as she looked back over her shoulder at the 

pair. She wished she could take them home with her, 

Setti would definitely know how to fix whatever the 

problem was. She always did. The man wiped his wet 

cheeks with a handkerchief, and then Safiyyah was round 

the corner.
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2
The mosque’s green roofs and white walls came into 

sight and Safiyyah began thinking up excuses as to why 

she was late again. She bounded through the doors and 

into the courtyard, relieved to see Setti there before she 

needed to face her mother. Her grandma was sitting 

beside the tiled fountain, a silk shawl the colour of 

biscuits wrapped around her shoulders. As soon as 

Safiyyah stepped into the serene courtyard she had 

known for as long as she could remember, she felt calmer. 

The bustle and smoke of the streets of Paris gave way to 

the sounds of gently trickling water and Safiyyah’s 

footsteps on the shining white tiles.

Safiyyah breathed her grandma’s scent in deeply as 

she sat down beside her: jasmine, musk and honey. She 

knew not to disturb the old lady, whose eyes were closed 

as she passed worn wooden prayer beads between her 

wrinkled fingers. She swayed slightly from side to side as 

she prayed, her shadow moving across the colourful, 

intricately patterned mosaic tiles framing the fountain.

Safiyyah looked from Setti’s hands to the creamy 

wrinkled skin on her rounded face. The lines etched from 
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age onto her forehead and at the corners of her eyes 

looked to Safiyyah like the lines on a map, as if the 

voyages and paths of Setti’s life had appeared on her skin. 

Safiyyah’s mother always said Setti was beautiful once, 

but to Safiyyah, her grandma was still the most beautiful 

human she had ever met. Safiyyah closed her eyes too, 

the whispers of Setti’s invocations blending with the 

fountain’s gurgling, and she felt suddenly exhausted, as if 

she could have lain down and slept right there.

‘Safiyyah, darling, are you all right? You know you’re 

late again, don’t you? My goodness, look at you all ​pink-​

cheeked. Come, let me fix your plaits, there’s nothing left 

of them! Where have you been?’

She moved to sit in front of her grandma, allowing 

her hair to be coaxed back into place.

‘I went to the library after school, I had barely even 

got started and somehow it was four o’clock already! I 

hope Yemma won’t be too angry with me . . .’

Setti laughed affectionately. ‘I know what you mean, 

darling, time feels like a thief sometimes. Just remember 

each breath you are given is more precious than a pearl. 

If you use them wisely, don’t worry about the tricks of 

time!’

‘Is learning maps a wise use of my breaths?’

‘I’d say so, yes. Although ultimately it depends on 

what you intend to do with all that knowledge.’

‘Travel the world of course, Setti!’
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Setti reached the end of her second plait, and turned 

Safiyyah to face her again. ‘A very wise plan, but only if 

you take me with you!’

She winked at Safiyyah, her gappy smile almost 

reaching the white headscarf framing her face, deepening 

the grooves beside her eyes.

‘There will come a day when you have the choice to 

use what you’ve been given in one way or another.’ Setti 

became serious, stern almost. ‘Choose courage and 

goodness, my dear. Maps have led many people only to 

terrible darkness; look at the horrors of what the French 

have done to our people in Algeria . . . There is no use in 

a million maps unless they lead you to light.’

‘But what do you mean, Setti? What choice? What day?’

Setti’s face softened, her coal black eyes twinkling. 

‘We all have choices, my love, all of the time. Forks in the 

road, twists and turns along the way. Sometimes there is 

no paper map, but really, the one that matters is the one 

in here.’ She put her hand to her heart and then reached 

out and wrapped Safiyyah in a hug. ‘All we have to worry 

about is choosing the path of light.’

Safiyyah didn’t really understand what Setti meant, 

but she hugged her back anyway, breathing in her 

warmth. Yemma was for ever telling Setti to stop speaking 

in mysterious riddles, but Safiyyah didn’t mind.

Setti tucked a curl behind Safiyyah’s ear and handed 

her a ​half-​moon orange segment, before placing another 
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into her own mouth. The tart sweetness of the fruit 

exploded as Safiyyah bit into it. ‘Sweeter than yesterday’s, 

don’t you think?’

Setti nodded in agreement, holding another piece up 

to the light to inspect it for seeds before handing it over. 

‘Oh yes, this one tastes of the Andalusian sunrise. I can 

tell it was picked with love.’

Safiyyah chuckled, closing her eyes for a moment to 

imagine golden light spilling over green hills in southern 

Spain. Setti had moved there with her family from Algeria 

when she was in her teens, and missed it dearly. Back in 

Algeria, Safiyyah’s ​great-​grandparents farmed vast rolling 

fruit orchards, and when they moved to Andalusia, Setti’s 

father had taken young orange, lemon and cherry saplings 

with him. They had taken root in the fertile soil and so 

the garden of Setti’s home was shaded by trees bearing 

sweet fruit like glowing gemstones. Sometimes Setti talked 

of the trees like they were her siblings. Like her, the trees 

had been uprooted and planted in a new land.

For as long as Safiyyah could remember, Setti was 

obsessed with oranges, lamenting the fact that in the 

colder climate of Paris there were no citrus trees. She 

could easily go without a meal but made sure no day 

passed without a zesty orange. She savoured the peeling 

process, inhaling the scent from the leathery peel and 

often infused oil with the rinds to rub into her skin.

Yemma joked that Setti had orange juice running 
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through her veins instead of blood! Baba teased that Setti 

could live without him but not without her fruit. She 

seemed to be able to produce them at will, there were 

always one or two in the deep pockets of her long 

dresses, and Safiyyah had recently seen three in Setti’s 

gas mask case. Setti claimed to be able to tell where the 

orange had been grown by tasting it, always ready with 

a commentary on the balance of tang with sweet, the 

ratio of acid and sugar.

Safiyyah often thought that for Setti, her beloved 

oranges had come to hold everything she had loved and 

lost in her life. Her parents, her memories of home, her 

husband, even. A million moments, a thousand emotions 

wrapped up in this fleshy round fruit that burst when 

you bit into it. Perhaps that was why Setti could taste 

things in them that no one else could.

‘Another!’ Setti pushed a second orange piece into 

Safiyyah’s hand. Setti had tried for years to save the 

orange seeds to plant them at the mosque, but it hadn’t 

ever worked. A few times seeds had germinated and 

grown, but they stayed small and never got close to 

bearing fruit. She still hadn’t given up though, and saving 

seeds was as much of a habit for Setti as grating the 

fragrant rind into yoghurt or stirring steaming pots of 

pulp into marmalade.

‘SAFIYYAH! Where is that girl? My god, why does 

she torture me like this!’
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Yemma’s voice was shrill, panicked almost, arriving in 

the courtyard before she did. Safiyyah leaped up just as 

her mother appeared, and thankfully Setti came to the 

rescue.

‘Sara, she’s with me, don’t worry, she is fine! I was 

fixing her hair.’

‘Oh thank god, thank god.’ Yemma breathed a sigh of 

relief, and so did Safiyyah. ‘I thought you hadn’t come 

home yet. Safiyyah, come on up, you need to get washed 

and changed before we eat. You can help me with the 

salad, Ammo Kader will be joining us for dinner.’

Safiyyah’s eyes lit up at the mention of her father’s 

dearest friend visiting them that evening. He wasn’t really 

her uncle, but she called him Ammo as a mark of respect. 

She loved his company, he was always attentive to her 

and told the best stories. Safiyyah hoped she might get 

the opportunity to mention what she’d discovered about 

the Amazon jungle at dinner.

She followed her mother out of the courtyard and 

up the steps towards their apartment, trailing her hands 

along the hanging moon and star paper decorations she 

had helped to make the week before. She had glued 

gold glitter onto the shapes that her neighbours Ayah 

and Hafsa cut out to make them shine. They strung them 

from tulle ribbon and hung them outside their apartments 

for the festival of Eid. The ​three-​day festival ended a few 

days ago, but Safiyyah still felt the sparkle of celebration 
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in the air. A pile of gifts she’d received lay beside her 

bed, a heavy magnifying glass from her parents and tiny 

gold earrings from Setti among her favourites.

The children from the madrasah had a party in the 

grand prayer hall, playing games on the soft green 

carpets and eating pastries soaked in rose syrup. Now 

Safiyyah checked quickly through her pile of presents 

to make sure her burglar of a little sister hadn’t stolen 

anything. Fatima was for ever toddling around taking 

Safiyyah’s things and stashing them beneath her cot. 

Today it seemed she had chosen the bouncy balls 

Safiyyah had won during a party game. She made a 

mental note to ​re-​steal them once Fatima had been put 

to bed.

The fragrances of cumin and mint filled the little 

kitchen as Yemma stirred the tomato and lamb stew she’d 

been preparing. Safiyyah chopped bunches of parsley, 

red peppers and wedges of lemon for the salad before 

laying out the big stripy mat across the living room floor, 

where they would eat dinner. She straightened the orange 

tassels at its edges and had almost finished assembling 

the intricately patterned plates and jugs on it when Ammo 

Kader arrived with her father.

As she went to hug them both, she immediately 

sensed tension in her father. Perhaps he’d had a stressful 

time at work, Safiyyah thought, but he’d be back to his 

cheery self once he relaxed and had dinner. But even 
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half an hour later, with Setti, Fatima, Yemma and Ammo 

tucking into their food, Baba remained on edge, distant 

and anxious. His mood perturbed Safiyyah, as if his 

worries had crept across the room and gripped her too.

‘What have you been up to, Safiyyah?’

Ammo’s question startled Safiyyah, who had been 

pushing tiny beads of couscous around her plate for the 

last ten minutes.

‘Ummm, in the library today I learned that there are 

beetles in the Amazon jungle that are even bigger than 

my hand.’

Ammo smiled and then pretended to shudder: ‘Make 

sure you don’t bring any of those back here when you 

go exploring!’

‘Our Safiyyah is going to be the greatest explorer yet. 

And she said she’ll take me with her! The next Marco 

Polo.’ Setti winked at Safiyyah, grinning.

‘Ibn Battuta travelled even further than Marco Polo,’ 

Ammo replied, and then turned to Safiyyah. ‘But you will 

go further than both of them.’

‘Ah yes, Battuta! He was Algerian, wasn’t he?’

Yemma chuckled affectionately at Setti’s claim. ‘No, 

he was from Tangiers, a Moroccan. Setti would claim 

Abraham Lincoln as Algerian if she could!’

Everyone laughed, including Baba for the first time 

that night, though within a minute all traces of joy had 

vanished once again.
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Once everyone had eaten, he helped Yemma clear 

away the dishes and then set a tray of small cups of 

sweet mint tea down on the mat. Baba sat down again 

beside Yemma, placing his hand on hers. He took a deep 

breath with his eyes closed, bracing himself.

‘The Germans entered France today. They finally 

crossed the border through Ardennes.’

Yemma gasped, fear flushing her face. Setti closed her 

eyes and mumbled a prayer. Safiyyah felt strangely numb 

and cold. She remembered the man in the suit and the 

chill that had swept through her.

‘I saw a man weeping in the street today, Baba.’

‘Perhaps he was Jewish.’ Baba looked down at his 

hands sadly. ‘We don’t know what the invasion will mean 

for us as Muslims yet, but one thing that is certain is what 

it will mean for Jews.’

Safiyyah had a thousand questions circulating her 

mind, but she was told to go to bed early as the adults 

had important things to discuss. Fatima had already fallen 

asleep on Setti’s lap. Her podgy little face was peaceful, 

entirely oblivious to the world changing around her.

In her room, Safiyyah pulled on her pyjamas in a 

hurry. What did this mean for Jews? Would there be 

bombs? Would people be hurt, or worse, killed? What 

was it that had brought the man to tears?

Safiyyah realised she’d buttoned her shirt up all wrong 

as she jumped into bed. She wasn’t even remotely tired. 
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Her blankets, her pillow, everything felt cold. She tried to 

distract herself with thoughts of the humid rainforest, the 

heat of the Amazonian sun, but no warmth came. All she 

could think about was the little boy who had been 

holding the crying man’s hand.
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3
Safiyyah awoke early to the familiar crowing of the 

mosque’s resident cockerel. For a few blissful moments 

she was oblivious to the news of the previous night, but 

as she blinked away the heavy hands of sleep, everything 

came flooding back. She’d slept fitfully, dreaming that 

she was trying to outline the borders of Luxembourg, 

France, Belgium and the Netherlands on a huge map. No 

matter how much ink she had pressed onto the paper, 

the lines just kept disappearing, as the ragged shape of 

Germany grew and grew, unstoppable like liquid spilling 

across the floor. Safiyyah shuddered and threw open the 

curtains. Clear skies, smudged with pale pink and orange 

settled her heart a little, and she dressed and ran down 

to Baba’s office.

Baba could have earned much more money by 

working at a bank or somewhere else, but there was 

truly nowhere else he wanted to be. He took great pride 

in the mosque, which he called a shining gem of the 

community and the city. A person could come to wash the 

dust from their soul in the grand prayer hall, then wash 

the dust from their body in the steaming ​marble-​tiled 
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hammam. They could eat and drink to their heart’s content 

in the courtyard, relax in the lush gardens, peruse the 

mosque shop or little library and even see a doctor there!

At weekends, after the Fajr prayers, her father spent a 

couple of hours with the Imam of the mosque. He was 

another ammo Safiyyah was fond of, and since she’d 

learned to talk she called him Ammo Imam, literally 

‘Uncle Imam’. The Imam led the congregation for their 

five daily prayers and taught classes.

Ammo Kader was also there, he was the main authority 

at the mosque. As the rector, he oversaw things, made 

final decisions and liaised with politicians and other 

important people, while Baba assisted Ammo Kader and 

took care of everything technical and ​money-​related. 

The men would drink coffee in Baba’s office while 

catching up on the mosque’s affairs from the week. 

Between the three of them, the mosque ran smoothly, 

serving people from all across the city and even beyond 

Paris. They jokingly referred to themselves as les trois 

mousquetaires, the three musketeers, and Safiyyah was 

an honorary member of the club.

The congregation and visitors to the mosque were for 

ever gifting the Imam presents such as runny honey like 

sunshine in jars, green and black olives, or sweet semolina 

halwa that melted in your mouth. A few years back, 

Safiyyah had heard her father mention that Ammo Imam 

had been given a box of Turkish delight. Knowing Ammo 
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Imam would share some with Baba at their morning 

meeting, she’d jumped out of bed before him, washed 

and dressed, and begged him to let her join them. Of 

course she didn’t mention why she wanted to join them, 

and Baba was pleased at her interest (though as soon 

as he saw her ogling the painted wooden box on the 

table he figured out her true intentions). The squishy 

cubes of lemon, rose and ​pomegranate-​flavoured joy 

didn’t disappoint, and with a satisfied stomach and ​sugar-​

powdered fingers Safiyyah had curled up on the armchair 

and slept through the meeting.

Since then it had become a habit for Safiyyah to attend 

on Saturday mornings, and Baba had taken to involving 

her in his work where he could. Despite it being unusual 

for women to work unless they had to, he hoped that 

Safiyyah would later go to university and use her sharp 

mind to do something great. By enlisting her help with 

tasks around his office, Baba felt he was preparing her 

for something bigger one day. Yemma told him to leave 

her to do her homework and be a child, but Safiyyah 

enjoyed it and couldn’t imagine not being her father’s 

second pair of hands.

Now Safiyyah knocked on the intricately carved 

wooden door of the office. Her father’s voice welcomed 

her from the other side and she entered and sat beside 

him. Bitter black coffee steamed in small cups on the table, 

and Ammo Imam offered her a white ​chocolate-covered 
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date with a warm smile. It tasted fudgy and nutty and 

creamy and wonderful all at once.

‘Ben Youssef brought them this morning to the prayer. 

His wife made them yesterday to celebrate their daughter 

passing her exams.’

‘Excellent, masha’Allah. Try the pistachio one, 

Safiyyah, delicious,’ Baba said.

‘He was asking me my opinion on whether people 

should think about leaving the country now. Just until 

everything blows over . . .’

Baba raised his eyebrows. ‘What did you tell him?’

‘I had no idea what to say. God only knows what this 

war will bring. I just told him we’ll know more in the 

coming days and weeks, and as we keep hearing in all 

the news, our army is strong and ready.’

Baba was about to respond but caught himself as he 

glanced at Safiyyah’s anxious face. Instead he replied, 

‘Our soldiers are fighting the Germans right now and I’m 

sure they won’t allow them to progress any further into 

the country.’

Safiyyah couldn’t help but ask, ‘Surely if our army 

was so strong, they would have stopped the Germans 

from crossing the border in the first place, Baba?’

Her father glanced at Ammo Imam for a second, and 

Safiyyah’s anxiety became horror as she realised he had 

been thinking the very same. ‘We’ll go through our 

mosque safety measures again today. Come, Safiyyah, we 
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have work to do. Insha’Allah, everything will be fine. I 

need you to type up two important letters, no time to 

waste.’

Safiyyah took a seat on the ​velvet-​topped stool at 

Baba’s desk. She rearranged his collection of paperweights, 

lining up the trail of camels in front of the Eiffel Tower. 

She wiped the dust off the surface of his old drum, feeling 

it vibrate at her touch. She had never once heard him 

play it, just as she had never heard him sing.

She had been told about his talent countless times by 

Setti, Yemma, Ammo Kader and others, but to Safiyyah it 

remained like a wonder from an ancient legend: marvelled 

at but never witnessed. Once upon a time her father had 

mesmerised crowds with his hauntingly soulful voice. He 

was often called upon to play the drum and sing at 

celebrations and religious gatherings. People would even 

travel from other cities to listen to him. Yemma said his 

voice was like rippling silk, that it filled the room and 

embraced everyone in it. When his fingers came alive 

and beat his drum, its rhythm transported her away from 

her burdens and from France, across land and sea to the 

heat and dust of far away. But that was before he became 

a soldier. Years before Safiyyah was born, Baba fought 

for France in the Great War and not only did it snatch 

away the hearing of his left ear, it also stole his voice.

When she was younger, Safiyyah had begged and 

bribed him to sing, to teach her to beat the drum, 
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frustrated at his refusal. It wasn’t fair that everyone else 

had heard him and she couldn’t! She had since given up 

asking, but still wondered what he would have sounded 

like whenever she heard someone else’s voice rise in 

song. Setti said his voice was still within him somewhere, 

the blasts and brutality had just pushed it deep into 

hiding.

Baba handed her two pieces of paper, one written in 

Ammo Kader’s looping writing, the other in Baba’s own 

neat, tiny script. Safiyyah loved the ​click-​clack of the 

typewriter, and took pride in how quickly she could 

make perfectly formed letters appear on the page. She 

typed them up quickly, carefully, not paying much 

attention to what they said. Her mind was on what Ammo 

Imam had said. The man who had asked about leaving 

had a son in her class at school. Were they really 

considering packing up and fleeing France? Would her 

own family leave too? Ordinarily Safiyyah loved travelling, 

but now her mind was filled with thoughts of soldiers 

and invasions she didn’t feel very adventurous at all.

Her father signed the letters, placed them in envelopes 

and dripped hot wax on the back. Safiyyah pressed his 

metal stamp into the runny maroon wax, waiting for a 

few seconds before revealing the perfectly imprinted 

pattern, her favourite part.

Next, she helped Baba carry buckets of sand to the 

top floors around the mosque, in case they were needed 
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to put out fires during air raids. Then, in every courtyard, 

they stuck directions to the nearest bomb shelter written 

in red marker pen.

Her final job of the morning was to deliver medication 

to an elderly friend of Baba and Ammo Kader. As she 

stepped out of the mosque door onto the street, armed 

with a paper bag of medicine, Safiyyah nervously 

anticipated the city looking different. She ​half-​worried 

she might see German soldiers, but of course they were 

miles and miles away, and the familiar roads and alleys 

were entirely unchanged. Shopkeepers were pulling up 

shutters, as if the buildings were opening their eyes from 

sleep. A baker arranged baguettes and croissants on a 

stall outside his shop, and two stray cats fought beside 

a row of bins.

Monsieur Cassin lived in the 4th arrondissement just 

across the river. He was always delighted to see Safiyyah; 

she had been delivering his medication once a month for 

almost a year now. His house was an old white building 

set back from the main street. With its intricate iron 

balconies and old trees separating it from the road, 

Safiyyah thought it looked very grand. But that was 

nothing compared to the inside, which took her breath 

away every single time.

When he was younger, Monsieur Cassin was a ​well-​

known botanist, travelling across India, Sri Lanka and 

Malaysia to research plants and trees. His spacious hallway 
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was framed with tall palms, their long fronds fanning 

through the air, while feathery ferns spilled over the 

edges of their pots on the floor. On every step of the 

generous spiral stairway was a potted plant: some had 

leaves shaped like umbrellas, others like string threaded 

with tiny hearts. The copper hat stand had been taken 

over by heavy leafy ivy vines, as if Monsieur’s single felt 

hat at the top had grown hair. It felt like stepping into a 

lush green forest, and it was the only way Monsieur 

Cassin knew how to live.

Safiyyah understood why he needed his plants, 

somehow it seemed easier to breathe in his home. A 

serenity descended on her when surrounded by the 

thousand leaves, beautifully alive, growing imperceptibly 

every second. Though she did wonder where he ate his 

dinner  . . . His dining table was covered with pressed 

flowers and leaves, a pair of tweezers and a scrapbook. 

He wore a green cardigan, as if to match his surroundings, 

and his willowy figure was bent at the shoulders, like a 

windswept tree.

‘Welcome, welcome!’ He cleared some straggly ivy 

and a messy sketchbook from a chair and beckoned to 

Safiyyah to sit down. He always insisted that she come in 

for a little while, and she was all too happy to oblige. He 

must have been in his eighties, and despite the fact that 

his knees weren’t too good any more and he didn’t make 

it out of the house much, he still made sure to always 
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have a batch of ​mille-​feuille ready for Safiyyah when she 

came. The creamy, custardy vanilla flavours melded 

delightfully with the light pastry layers as always, but 

Safiyyah resisted the urge to eat more than two. Her 

mother most definitely would not approve of dessert 

before breakfast! But then again, her mother hadn’t tasted 

Monsieur Cassin’s speciality.

‘How is your book coming along, Monsieur?’ Safiyyah’s 

words were muffled, her mouth ​half-​full of pastry.

‘Quite well, thank you!’ He heaved out a stack of 

papers he had typed up, so thick you could practically 

use it as a stool. ‘I’ve just completed the chapters on 

medicinal uses of the jungle species, it felt like I’d never 

finish but finally the day has come!’

‘Mazel tov!’

Monsieur Cassin’s face lit up, he had taught her a few 

Hebrew words over the months and was impressed that 

she’d remembered how to offer congratulations.

‘Thank you so much! I now really just need to get 

going on the appendix on insect species. There’s a terrific 

book I once had that would be a useful resource, but I 

can’t seem to find it anywhere . . . Knowing me I probably 

left it on a boat or something silly.’

‘I can try and find a copy for you, I’m friends with a 

librarian, you see!’ Safiyyah felt excited all of a sudden at 

the prospect of being able to help him.

‘Lucky you, librarians truly are a wonderful species! 
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That’s a terribly generous offer, but don’t trouble yourself 

with an old man’s little request, I’m sure you have far 

more important things to do.’

‘Monsieur! This book is your life’s work on paper, I 

can’t think of anything more important.’ Over the years 

he had written many articles and papers, but only since 

retiring had he the time to finally compile all the precious 

knowledge he had acquired. Monsieur Cassin looked so 

genuinely touched that Safiyyah worried he might shed 

a tear.

‘How kind of you, dear child. I should be eternally 

grateful if you’d mention the book to your librarian 

friend, whether it is ever found or not.’ He scribbled the 

book’s name onto a little square of paper with a fountain 

pen.

‘I’ll do my best, I promise! My mother will be cross if 

I’m not back for breakfast so I must leave you now. 

Thank you for the delicious ​mille-​feuille.’

Safiyyah brushed flakes of pastry from her dress, 

carefully stepping over plants towards the door. She put 

the scrap of paper with the name of the book into her 

pocket and headed back home.
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