
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Copyright​


[image: ]




[image: ]

www.EvolvedPub.com

To make sure you never miss out on any important announcements related to our books, special promotions, etc., please subscribe to our newsletter at the address below. And fear not, we’ll not spam you, nor will we share your information with anyone else.

Subscribe to the Evolved Publishing Newsletter

~~~

[image: ]


THE SOAP MAKER

A World War II Historical Novel

Copyright © 2024 Terrence Pershall

~~~

[image: ]


ISBN-13 (EPUB Version): 979-8-89025-144-2

~~~

[image: ]


Editor: Lane Diamond

Cover Artist: Kris Norris

Interior Designer: Lane Diamond

~~~

[image: ]


PUBLISHER’S NOTE:

At the end of this novel of approximately 151,596 words, you will find two Special Sneak Previews: 1) THE TREASURE OF JOAQUIN by Terrence Pershall, a harrowing adventure set in the 1950s against the backdrop of the “Pastures of Heaven” in California, and; 2) A DEBT OF WAR by Michael Ringering, a story of fear and honor, life and death, war and humanity, in a journey binding World War II history to a modern-day family. We think you’ll enjoy these books, too, and provide these previews as a FREE extra service, which you should in no way consider a part of the price you paid for this book. We hope you will both appreciate and enjoy the opportunity. Thank you.

~~~

[image: ]


eBook License Notes:

You may not use, reproduce or transmit in any manner, any part of this book without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations used in critical articles and reviews, or in accordance with federal Fair Use laws. All rights are reserved.

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only; it may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, please return to your eBook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

~~~

[image: ]


Disclaimer:

This is a work of fiction drawing on some real history. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, or, in the case of actual WWII events and Vatican ratlines, the author has used them fictitiously.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Books by Terrence Pershall​


[image: ]




~~~

[image: ]


The Soap Maker

The Treasure of Joaquin [Summer/Fall 2025]

The Lookout [Late 2025]

~~~

[image: ]


www.EvolvedPub.com/TPershall

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



BONUS CONTENT​


[image: ]




We’re pleased to offer you not one, but two Special Sneak Previews at the end of this book.

~~~

[image: ]


In the first preview, you’ll enjoy the first three chapters of THE TREASURE OF JOAQUIN by Terrence Pershall, a harrowing adventure set in the 1950s against the backdrop of the “Pastures of Heaven” in California.

~~~

[image: ]


OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY! (Coming Summer/Fall 2025)

FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

Terrence Pershall at Evolved Publishing

In the second preview, you’ll enjoy the first six chapters of A DEBT OF WAR by Michael Ringering, a story of fear and honor, life and death, war and humanity, in a journey binding World War II history to a modern-day family.

~~~

[image: ]


[image: ]

~~~

[image: ]


[image: ]

~~~

[image: ]


“Michael Ringering weaves a beautifully layered story, against the most extreme of circumstances, reminding us that what we share will always be more powerful than contemporary forces that would seek to divide. A Debt of War is truly a masterful and timeless piece.” ~ Lt. Col. Casey Grider, United States Air Force

~~~

[image: ]


OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

MICHAEL RINGERING’S Books at Evolved Publishing



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Dedication​


[image: ]




To Andy, for her support, sharp eyes, and caring.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​[image: ]



[image: ]




​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Introduction​


[image: ]




“There never was a good war, or a bad peace.”

~ Benjiman Franklin, 1783
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March 1939

“Anton, did you spread the manure like I asked you?” his father asked as he exited the barn. “We need to start planting in a few days and I want the coming rain to soak it into the soil.”

“Yes, Papa. It doesn’t look like it is going to rain though,” he replied as he looked up at the crystal-clear blue sky.

“Don’t you worry, son, by this time tomorrow it will be raining cats and dogs, as the Americans like to say. Now, you need to feed the goats and the pigs, then you can go and visit your Papy Philippe.”

“Oui, Papa.”

Anton set off for the barn where they stored the hay for the goats and the buckets of slop for the pigs. Luc, Anton’s father, farmed 10 hectares—approximately 25 acres—in the south of France just north of the town of Toulouse. Their small family farm, which produced beans and other vegetables, as well as pigs for the local butcher and a couple of milk cows, was their place of refuge, a world unto itself. The days and months passed with little concern for the outside world. Anton felt safe here with his family.

Papy Philippe was Anton’s beloved grandfather on his mother Lily’s side. His parents had lived with Papy, in the house he had built, ever since they had wed. His grandfather had not wanted to, but his mother insisted because, as she once explained to Anton, Papy was lonely since the death of her mother.

Papy Philippe spent his days in the small barn he had built, doing what he loved best: making soap. He had been taught by his mother as a child and had always loved the process, and the blending of ingredients, in order to create a substance that would not only clean a body but could make it smell good as well. He had been around enough smelly bodies in the first world war to know that this was a noble and altogether practical pursuit. Over the years, he experimented with various methods and techniques, developing the process into an art form, so much so that his soap remained in constant demand throughout the countryside, and even as far away as Paris. To most people, he was simply known as “The Soap Maker.”

Anton, now twelve going on thirteen, spent all his free time with Papy Philippe, observing his process and helping in any way he could. He helped Papy tend the section of the garden where he grew the botanicals from which he extracted the oils. He used these oils to infuse the soap, for their medicinal qualities as well as fragrance. As time passed, Anton became quite proficient in the process and was ecstatic whenever Papy praised the results of his work.

Every Saturday, after his morning chores, Anton helped Papy Philippe load their old pick-up with the week’s production of soap. He always looked forward to traveling with him to the nearby village of Toulouse, where he would deliver his soap to various shops, and sell the rest at the local farmer’s market.

***
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The following Saturday, as they rolled down the bumpy, dusty, dirt track, Anton loved the smell the fields of lavender starting to bloom mixed with the smell of the old Renault truck. The sky was a mix of electric blue and billowing white clouds, and as they moved, the sun appeared to dance in and out as in a game of hide-and-seek. Anton treasured these Saturdays with his Papy. He would get to see some of his friends, and always prided himself on the fact that Papy would leave him in charge of soap sales at the market while he visited with his old friends.

As they drove, Anton could see the distant vineyards of the Armagnac region to the west, where they produced the great brandies of France. They appeared as a small patch of green against the contrasting fields of wheat and corn. As they approached the outskirts of the ancient town of Toulouse, Anton remembered Papy telling him it was a city that could trace its roots back to 400 AD and had a rich history of occupation. Papy always told him a new story of the history of the city as they drove across the ancient Pont Neuf Bridge.

As usual, Papy Philippe negotiated the busy streets effortlessly as they made their way into the old section of town. Here they found the small shops that sold the varied soaps he produced, as well as the home of the farmer’s market. After dropping his soap off at the various shops, Papy pulled into his usual spot at the market. Anton knew that once he had set up, he would go to meet his friends at his favorite café and spend the afternoon drinking Pastis, leaving Anton in charge.

As the busy afternoon wore on, Anton had almost sold out. Later, while standing by the cab of the truck collecting money for some soap that he had just sold, he caught something out of the corner of his eye and looked back. A boy, not much younger than himself, slipped a bar of soap into his pocket and started to walk off. Anton turned and shouted for the boy to stop, but instead the boy started to run. The boy had too much of a head start, but Anton reacted quickly and grabbed one of the barrel staves Papy kept in the back of the truck. He wound up and threw the stave at the fleeing boy’s legs, catching him in the back of the knees. The boy went down hard, and Anton was on him like a big cat on its prey. He turned the boy over and sat on his chest, pinning his arms to the ground. The boy tried to squirm away, but Anton was big and strong for his age and the boy was too thin and weak.

“I’ll have that bar of soap you stole,” said Anton.

The boy started to cry, and through his blubbering said, “It is for my mother, who is very ill.”

At first, Anton thought that the boy was lying, but he looked closer and noticed the boy’s clothes were in tatters, and it appeared that he hadn’t had a bath in a long time. In fact, the poor boy smelled terrible.

Anton got up off the boy and stood looking down at him trying to decide what to do. Finally, he reached his hand down and helped the boy up. They stood there looking at each other, and finally Anton turned and motioned for the boy to follow him.

The boy hesitated until Anton called to him, “Come along. I won’t hurt you.”

Reluctantly, the boy followed him back to the truck, where Anton opened the door to the cab, reached in, and grabbed a small basket. In it was his lunch, consisting of a small baguette, a hunk of cheese, and an apple. He handed it to the boy and added another bar of soap to the basket.

“Here,” he said. “Take this. You look like you need it more than I do. I’m sorry that I hit you with the barrel stave, but I thought you a common thief.”

The young boy’s mouth dropped open, and he stuttered a barely discernable, “Thank you,’ and then said, “I’m sorry. We are poor and desperate. It is just my mother and me, and she is very ill. Thank you again.”

The boy turned and walked off, turning to look back several times.

Anton thought of how lucky he was to have healthy parents who cared and provided for him.

***
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On the way home, Anton noticed Papy Philippe was not in his usual good humor. He normally told a couple of jokes he had heard while at the café, and told Anton stories about his war time experiences or the history of the area, but today they rode home in silence.

When they pulled into the farm, Anton’s mother greeted them. She had just come from the rose garden, her arms holding a massive bunch of roses.

Anton exited the truck and headed over to her while Papy Philippe pulled his truck up next to his small barn.

“How was your day, Cheri?”

“It was fine, Mama. We sold all our soaps.”

“Oh? Then why the long face?”

“I think Papy Philippe must be mad at me.”

“And why do you think that, Cheri?”

“Well, he usually tells me jokes and stories on the ride home. Today, he didn’t say anything. He just drove... like he was mad.”

“Well, I’m sure it was nothing you did. Now, go clean up and get ready for supper. I’m sure Papy will say something at supper if something is bothering him. He always does.”

That night, around the dinner table, it was apparent that something indeed was bothering Papy Philippe.

Lily, who always had a way with him, spoke up. “Okay, Papa, what’s got you so grumpy? You’re not your usual happy self.”

Philippe looked up from his plate like he was about to choke on his food. “Merde,” he said.

This clearly surprised Anton’s mother, and him too, as Papy never cursed, especially in front of Anton.

“It’s those Huns,” Papy said. “I hear there’s this lunatic called Hitler stirring up all of Germany. He’s talking of invading Belgium and Poland. If he’s not stopped, we’ll be next, and then into another war. The last one was bad enough.”

This surprised everyone at the table. They had never known Papy to express any political opinion before.

“And where did you learn all of this, Philippe?” asked Luc, who had been enjoying his dinner up to now.

“Oh, there was talk at the Café. I understand that it’s common knowledge throughout the country,” he said with a scowl.

“Well, I’m sorry, Philippe, if we don’t keep up on current events. We have a farm to run. I’m sure it’s just talk. It will probably blow over soon.”

“Not from what I understand,” Philippe shot back. “If you would turn on the wireless occasionally, you would hear what’s going on out there. They call themselves Nazis and this Hitler is a madman.”

“Don’t get yourself all worked up, Papa,” said Lily. “We can turn on the wireless after dinner and see what we can find out. For now, can we please enjoy our dinner?”

“Yes, my dear,” replied Philippe. “I just don’t want to see us involved in another war, especially with the Huns.”

With dinner finished and the dishes done, they all convened in the parlor where the wireless sat on a table in the corner. Luc turned the power on and waited for it to warm up.

“Would you like a cognac, Lily?” he asked. “How about you, Philippe?”

They both nodded and he grabbed a bottle of cognac from the cupboard and three glasses. When he returned, hearing the static on the wireless, he asked Anton if he could adjust the dial to see if they could find a news broadcast.

Anton fiddled with the knob until he found a station broadcasting some news. The voice of the announcer came through the static with every other word garbled beyond recognition. Anton carefully worked the knob back and forth until finally the announcer’s voice was reasonably clear. As they listened, they realized that it was a station in Bordeaux and an announcer they had heard before. There was a music program coming up, but they were able to catch the end of the news. It appeared that what Papy Philippe had heard at the café was in fact true, and that President Reynard had sent a diplomatic envoy to Germany to meet with Hitler.

As the music came on, Luc turned the set off, turned to Philippe, and said, “Well, it appears that your friends are much better informed than we are. We will have to pay closer attention to this in the months ahead.”

Philippe stood and raised his glass to both Luc and Lily, and threw back what was left in it. Then he said his goodnights, patted Anton on the head, and left the room.

“This sure seems to have Papa worked up,” said Lily. “I hope that this all blows over and that this Hitler is just another bag of wind.”

“Time will tell, my dear,” replied Luc. “Now, we must be up early in the morning, as we need to finish planting the corn. I suggest we all turn in, especially you, Anton.”

“Yes, Papa,” said Anton as he got up. He wondered what all the worry was about as he made his way to his room. Why would anyone want to go to war with France?
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Chapter 2​
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May 10, 1940

As had become habit, the family gathered in the parlor every night after dinner to listen to the news of the day. Tonight’s news announced that Germany had successfully invaded the Netherlands and was now occupying the country.

Papy Philippe exploded out of his chair, spilling his evening glass of cognac, and started pacing. “I knew it,” he grumbled. “Merde! Those stinking Nazis won’t be content until they have occupied all of Europe.” Looking around, he shouted, “Where’s my cognac?”

“Papa, please calm down,” said Lily. “You spilled your cognac when you jumped out of your chair. You face is all red and I’m afraid that you’ll have a seizure.”

Philippe snorted, picked up his glass, and left the room to refill it.

Lily looked at Luc and shook her head.

Anton just sat there, not sure what to make of everything. It was a lot to take in for a boy just short of his thirteenth birthday.

“What do you think, Luc?” Lily asked.

“I think that Papy Philippe is correct, my dear. I’m afraid the Germans won’t stop with the Netherlands. I’m afraid they’ll come knocking on our door next.”

***
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As if Anton’s father had been prescient, just three days later, the Germans crossed the Meuse-Albert Canal and entered France with a military presence. All pretense of diplomacy had evaporated, and Hitler’s intentions were clear. His army was on the march, and all Premier Reynard could do was hope that the Maginot Line would hold until Britain came to their aid.

The day after Papy’s explosion at the news of the German invasion, Anton was a little hesitant to visit Papy in his barn, but on this day, he steeled himself, deciding he would go and see what kind of mood Papy was in.

On this beautiful spring day, the sun shone warm on his face as he left the house and headed for the soap barn. He walked across the yard, noting that several cars and small trucks headed south on the road.

That’s unusual, he thought. There’s never any traffic on that road.

He reached the door to the barn, and instead of barging in like he usually did, he knocked softly. He waited. Getting no reply, he knocked a little harder.

This time he heard, “Come in, come in, whoever you are.”

He opened the door and slipped in to find Papy sitting at his work bench cleaning his soap molds. He turned, surprised to see his grandson. “Anton, come in, my boy. You never have to knock.”

“Well, Papy, I didn’t want to disturb you if you were busy.”

“Look, my boy, you never disturb me. Are you thinking that I am still upset like I was three nights ago?”

Anton stood there staring at his feet. “Well, yes, Papy. You seemed really mad.”

“Come. Sit.” He motioned to a stool next to him. “I think you’re old enough to understand some things, so I will explain.”

Anton felt a little more at ease and scrambled up on the stool, where he usually sat when he helped his Papy.

“Anton,” Papy started. “During the first war, I experienced some things I never wanted your mother and father or you to ever experience. When there is a war, it affects everyone, even those people across the oceans. There is collateral damage that can be enormous.”

“What is collateral damage, Papy?”

“It is injury inflicted upon someone or something that is not the intended target. In other words, many people suffer who are not directly involved in the conflict. To put it simply, it’s not just the soldiers that are hurt and killed.”

Anton sat quietly thinking about this.

“I saw horrible things done to my fellow soldiers, as well as the residents of the towns and villages invaded by the Huns. There were many old and beautiful buildings blown up, and many women and children killed senselessly. I am afraid, my boy, that all of this will be repeated. This Hitler is a madman, and I am afraid for my family and my country.”

“Oh, I see,” said Anton, beginning to understand why Papy became so upset. “So, Papy, do you think we will be collateral damage?”

Papy Philippe gave Anton a look of sadness and resolve. “No, my boy, not if I can help it. Now, we have some work to do here. You can finish cleaning these molds, and I will go and tend to the cooking pots. Let’s have no more talk of war this day.”

***
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The following days and weeks were tense and uncertain around the farm. Luc moved forward with the spring planting not knowing if he would be around to harvest the crops or fighting for France in their army. He had driven into Toulouse to see about enlisting, but was told that he was more valuable to France as a farmer, producing food that the military would need to fight a war.

Lily tried to stay busy with her chores around the farm, and tried to reassure Anton that everything would be fine. She too had noticed the increase in traffic on the narrow dirt road that bordered their farm, knowing that these were refugees fleeing the fighting in the northern part of the country. She threw herself into preparing the best meals she could so that dinnertime would be a respite from the dark cloud of war that was relentlessly approaching.

Each night, they would huddle around the wireless, listening for news and hoping to hear that Germany had retreated back beyond their border.

This wasn’t to be. A little more than a month after Germany had crossed into France, they launched a full-scale assault on June 10th, and France was officially at war.

The news at night was intended to be reassuring, promising that the famed Maginot Line would hold and that the Germans would be repelled.

The Germans attacked on several fronts, however, and soon it became apparent that France was in serious trouble.
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Chapter 3​
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Vichy

The German presence in France grew exponentially, and the French army was no match for the German military machine Hitler had spent the last five-plus years building. On June 22, 1940, an Armistice was declared, and there was hope among the French people that they would be able to avoid an all-out war and the devastation it renders.

As a condition of the armistice, France became divided into northern and southern sections. The northern section would be ruled by the Germans, the southern section by the newly formed Vichy government headed by President Lavall, who was nothing more than a German puppet.

The roads to the south were filled with French, Belgian, Polish, and Dutch refugees fleeing the German tyranny in the north. In the nearby village of St. Sulpice, rumors circulated of the German atrocities and the campaign against the Jews. Rumors circulated of concentration camps that had been built just to detain any person of the Jewish race. The conversation around the dinner table was of little else these days.

“Hitler seems to have it in for the Jews,” commented Papy Philippe between mouthfuls of roasted potatoes. Dinner tonight, a cassoulet with sausage and fresh greens, was a family favorite, but no one seemed to be enjoying it.

Lily, who had been quietly hopeful up to now, feared that Papy Philippe was right when he declared that the Germans wouldn’t stop until they subjugated all of Europe. Although having spent many years laboring on their farm, she was still quite attractive and very high-spirited when provoked. Petite at five feet four inches, her reddish brown, shoulder-length hair framed a lovely face with high cheek bones, a small, straight nose, and bright blue eyes shaded by long, dark lashes. When she smiled, with her perfect white teeth, she lit up a room. Conversely, she could also freeze a person in their tracks when she set her jaw and administered a verbal lashing.

Tonight, she seemed pensive. She had told them she encountered many women, during her weekly trips to the village of St. Sulpice, who’d experienced brutality at the hands of the Nazis and Vichy police. Out of concern and caring, she joined with several other women in the village to gather surplus food, clothing, and other items needed by the refugees, many of whom had escaped with only the clothes on their backs.

“Well, I am going into the village this Friday to meet with the other women of our group,” she announced. “So please gather up any items of clothing that you don’t absolutely need, so I can take them with me.”

“I have some pants that are too short for me, Mama,” offered Anton.

“Thank you, darling. For the most part, these poor people have nothing but the clothes on their backs. They really need shoes, as most of them have walked here from the north and have worn out their shoes.”

“I think I have an old pair of boots I can contribute,” said Luc.

“I think I too can dig up some old shoes and some gloves,” added Philippe.

“Thank you, my dears. I try to think, if we were in the same situation, of how much these small items would mean.”

“Well, just keep your eyes open, daughter,” said Philippe. “I understand that the Vichy government has their police everywhere, looking for rebellious French citizens. They’re just another arm of the Nazi SS.”

“They don’t intimidate me, Papa.”

“Just the same, be careful. Now, what’s for dessert?”

The mood around the table lightened a bit when Lily announced that she had made a berry pie. This immediately peaked Anton’s attention.

His father pushed his dinner plate aside, and cautioned, “Don’t eat too much, son. We still have the animals to feed, and you have to help Papy Philippe package the soap for market.”

Papy smiled. “You need to keep up your strength, boy. I would definitely recommend a large piece of pie.”

“You spoil that boy,” said Luc.

“That’s my job, son. That’s my job!” He grinned under his large bushy moustache.

***
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Friday morning, Lily loaded up the old pickup with every scrap of clothing, shoes, and spare blankets she could find, and prepared to leave for St. Sulpice, the village nearest them. The anger in her had grown slowly over the past months, as she saw what the Germans were doing to her country, a cultured country whose people loved food, wine, art, and the natural world surrounding them, as well as life in general. Now they were being told where they could go and what they could do by a bunch of thuggish cretins whose only code was blind obedience to a madman.

She kissed Luc goodbye and gave Anton a ferocious hug. She found her Papa working in his barn. She hugged him and promised to have the truck back early enough so he could load his soap for the trip to Toulouse the next day. She waved as she pulled out onto the dirt track and headed for St. Sulpice.

As she drove, she encountered a steady stream of refugees headed south. She figured they were headed for Narbonne or Marseille to try to find passage on a boat to Spain, Portugal, or across the Atlantic to America.

Italy is no longer a safe place, she despaired. Mussolini is just another thug in the thrall of Hitler. Our world is shrinking around us.

A half hour later, she rolled into the little village of St. Sulpice, and as she negotiated the streets, she smiled. She never got tired of the scenery or the ancient buildings that dated back to medieval times. She was reminded of the culture that had evolved here over the centuries, and of the generations of families born and raised here. Now they were being forced out of their generational homes by these barbarians from the north, so they could be used for military posts or officers’ quarters.

She pulled up to the little café where she usually met her friends, and parked the truck. She entered the café, stepping across the ancient stone threshold, and saw her friends Brigitte and Lauren sitting at a table. As she walked over, she smelled the intoxicating aroma of fresh brewed coffee and fresh baked pastries, and thought it felt normal and comforting. Lily greeted her friends, hugging them and kissing them on both cheeks. As she sat, she noticed three men in the uniform of the new Vichy government sitting at a table in the corner, drinking coffee.

As the three women sat chatting about their families and catching up, the three men finished their coffees and rose to leave. As they passed the table where Lily and her friends were sitting, one of the men made a crude comment about the women, suggesting that he could show them a better time than their husbands. The other two men smirked and stopped, waiting for a reaction. Lily and her friends ignored the comment, not wanting to start something, as they had their work for the refugees to consider.

Seeing that they were being ignored, the man who made the comment once again spoke up, referring to the size of Brigitte’s breasts, and made a squeezing motion with his hands. Seeing this, the owner of the café rushed over and suggested that the three men leave the women to their coffee and pastries. The three men looked at each other, shrugged, and turned to leave.

Lauren looked at Lily and Brigitte and said, “I know the little foul-mouthed one. He’s a bully, always picking on women and children.”

As the men reached the door, Lily looked at her two friends and uttered, “Cochon,” meaning pig.

The last man out the door overheard this and stopped. He turned and re-entered the café, and walked up to the table where the women sat.

“Did I hear you correctly?” he said, standing over Lily, his hand on a wooden baton that he carried in his belt.

Lily looked up at him with fire in her eyes.

This man was a bully, and wore it like a stench he couldn’t remove regardless of how often he bathed.

“I wasn’t addressing you,” she said. “I was speaking to my friends here. Do you make it a habit to eavesdrop on other people’s conversation?”

“Did you call us pigs?” he asked much more forcefully.

“I don’t know,” replied Lily. “It seems that your ears are plenty big enough to hear what I said. Is it against the law now to have a private conversation?” The other two women smiled at this, which seemed to enrage the policeman further.

“I think that you need to respect the uniform of the government police,” he said in a menacing tone.

By this time, his two companions had joined him and had surrounded the table.

Brigitte and Lauren were clearly a little nervous, and shot Lily a look that said, ‘Back off.’

“I think you should apologize to me and my fellow officers,” said the man standing over her.

Lily could see that his uniform had the stripes of a sergeant, and he acted superior to the other two. She knew he probably didn’t want to lose face in front of his two companions, but what they had done was rude and insulting. She would not give him the satisfaction of an apology.

“I will not apologize to you or your friends for making a private comment among friends, especially in light of your rude remarks.”

The sergeant turned red in the face. “You country bitches think that you are so much better than everyone. You need to be taught to respect your government,” said the sergeant, now clearly angry.

“So, what are you going to do, beat us with your little baton?” Lily shot back. Her friends all giggled, picking up on her reference. “You speak of government. The Vichy is nothing more than a puppet of the Nazis. Are you blind to what they are doing to our country?” Lily, furious now, let all her feelings and frustration of the past months come boiling out.

The sergeant clamped his hand on Lily’s shoulder and said, “You clearly don’t know which way the winds are blowing. I think some time in jail will change that bitchy attitude of yours.”

Lily moved so quickly that even she was surprised. She stood and turned on the sergeant, who, as her friends could now see, clearly dwarfed her, and slapped the big man across his face so hard that it left a mark. “Get your filthy hands off me,” she screamed.

The big sergeant flew into a rage. He grabbed Lily by the throat and lifted her off the ground, choking her.

Lily struggled, but was helpless in the larger, stronger man’s grip. She gasped for air, and her friends were now screaming. The owner of the shop ran over and tried to pull the sergeant’s hand from her neck. Finally, his two companions rushed over and grabbed him, forcing him to release Lily and drop her to the ground. She struggled to regain her breath, coughing as her head swam. Both Brigitte and Lauren rushed to her side to help her glaring up at the sergeant.

Lily’s breathing gradually settled and she stopped coughing. The other two officers had pushed the sergeant outside, so Lily and her friends were alone for the time being.

“What got into you?” Brigitte asked. “You looked like you wanted to kill the man.”

“Actually, I think I did. I’ve never had someone put their hands on me like that. Especially a secondhand, Nazi goon.”

“My, you have quite a mouth on you, madam,” came a voice from the doorway.

The three women’s heads snapped around to see a tall man in a German uniform standing in the doorway looking down at them. He had an air of superiority about him, and wore a long double-breasted wool coat that hung to his knees, giving way to gray pants with a stripe running down the side, and polished boots. Lily noticed his red-trimmed collar with the double lightning bolts, indicating he was SS.

“And why does this concern you?” croaked Lily, still in rage.

“You see, Madam, these men are under my command, and anything you say or do to them, you do to me. Here, let me help you up,” he said bending over and offering Lily his hand.

Lily slapped his hand away and struggled to get up on her own with a little help from her two friends. She stood squarely facing the tall German officer, and said, “Since when do you allow your underlings to go about harassing, making rude comments, and attacking women who are minding their own business.”

“I can see that this incident will have to be looked into. I’m afraid, however, you will have to come with me so we can get to the bottom of this. If my men were out of line, they will be reprimanded.”

Lily hesitated, then said, “I see no reason why I should go anywhere with you. Your men clearly started this, and I have three witnesses who can attest to it.”

“Oh, perhaps I didn’t make myself clear. I will be taking all of you in for questioning.”

Brigitte, Lauren, and the café owner all looked surprised, and more than a little concerned.

Another German in a soldier’s uniform, and the three Vichy policemen, appeared at the door behind the SS officer and moved into the room. They took custody of Lily and her friends, as well as the café owner.

The big sergeant grabbed Lily’s arm and squeezed so hard that it made her wince. He bent down next to her ear and whispered, “I’ll soon have my turn with you, you little bitch.” Then he smiled and pushed her toward the door.

Lily knew she was in a tight spot. She was sorry that she got the others involved, but there wasn’t much she could have done other than submit to the rude and stupid police officers. However, the presence of a Nazi officer suddenly made things a bit more serious.

***
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Later that evening, as Lily sat alone in a cool and damp cell, which had been around since medieval times, she regretted her impulsiveness. She had been held for hours now, but not questioned. She wondered if her friends and the café owner were in the same situation.

It was now dark outside, she saw by looking through the high, tiny, barred window above her. Surely, Luc and Papy would be getting worried by now and come looking for her. Luc would have to drive the big produce truck, as that was the only other vehicle they owned besides the tractor. Suddenly, she heard muffled voices outside the wooden cell door. She couldn’t make out what they were saying, but she was sure that she recognized the big sergeant’s voice. A chill ran through her, and she suddenly felt utterly helpless.
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Chapter 4​
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Missing

Luc and Philippe sat at the kitchen table, worried now that Lily wasn’t home.

“Perhaps the truck broke down and she is stranded on the road,” offered Philippe.

“Philippe, it’s nine o’clock at night. I think that we need to go look for her.”

“Then what are you waiting for? I can stay with Anton. You will need someone to stay here and tend to the livestock. You go and find her.”

Luc nodded, grabbed his coat and hat, and headed out the door to the barn where the produce truck was parked. He had to remove several stacks of produce crates, then he hopped into the cab and fired up the diesel engine. He anxiously waited for the truck to warm up, then headed out the gate on to the road to St. Sulpice.

He drove as fast as he could over the rutted and bumpy road. The old headlights cast their faded yellow lights a few yards in front of him, and beyond that was darkness. He barely missed hitting a couple of cows that had wandered onto the road from a neighbor’s farm, but pressed on with a sense of urgency.

It was a little after ten o’clock when he entered the cobbled streets of St. Sulpice, having no idea where to start his search. Driving slowly, he looked for the police station. As he passed a side street, something caught his eye. He stopped the big truck and backed up to confirm that he wasn’t seeing things. There, parked just down the side street, sat their truck. He turned the big produce truck down the street and pulled up behind it.

He shut off the engine, stepped out of the cab, and looked up and down the street but saw no one. He walked up to their truck and looked in the window, and could see the pile of clothes still sitting on the seat where Lily had put them. He started to get a bad feeling. He heard a noise behind him and turned to see a shopkeeper locking up his café across the street.

“Pardon, Monsieur, I am looking for my wife. This is her truck, but she doesn’t seem to be around.”

The shopkeeper seemed a bit frightened and kept looking up and down the street like he expected to see someone coming after him any minute.

“No, no, I have seen no one. I have been at the police station all day. I just now got back to my café to lock up.”

Luc told the café owner that his wife, Lily, was to meet her friends there, then go on to the church to distribute clothes to the refugees. When he described Lily in detail, he saw the expression on the café owner’s face change.

“So, you have seen her?”

“Oui, this morning there was an incident in my café involving your wife and her friends. They took her to the police station along with her friends and me. I am sure that she is still there. Now I must go.”

“Wait, can you tell me what happened?”

“No, Monsieur, I must go.”

“At least tell me where the police station is.”

The café owner was scurrying down the narrow street already, but turned and shouted back, “It is down that street a way. You can’t miss it.” He threw his arm up and pointed the direction that Luc had originally been heading.

Luc stood there a moment wondering what kind of trouble Lily had gotten herself into. He turned and walked over to the smaller truck and slid behind the wheel. He figured the smaller truck would be easier to maneuver through the narrow streets, rather than the much larger produce truck. He pressed the starter button and the engine roared to life. As he sat there, he could smell the faint scent of Lily’s perfume, and his throat tightened.

***
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Confined in the small, dank, cell Lily lost all track of time. She figured it must be well into evening by now, and worried now since no one had bothered to question her or even check on her. She was getting cold and hungry and dearly wanted to get back to her home and family. She heard a noise outside the thick wooden door, then what sounded like a key being inserted into the lock.

The heavy wooden door swung open, groaning on its original iron hinges. Standing in the doorway, filling it completely, was the sergeant she had accosted in the café. “You need to come with me,” he growled. “Get up and turn around.”

Lily felt a shiver run down her spine and she was nearly frozen with fear. She rose shakily and thought, I’m not going to show this bastard any fear. It’s what he wants. Slowly, she turned around and faced the cell wall. She heard the big sergeant approach, then felt him grab her wrists and put manacles on, locking them tight.

He spun her around and pushed her out the cell door and down the hall.

“Where are you taking me?” she demanded.

“My German friends wish to have a word with you, then it will be my turn.”

The big sergeant led her to a door, then opened it and pushed her out onto the street where a car was waiting. He opened the back door, roughly pushed her in, closed it, and slid into the front seat next to the driver.

Sitting next to her in the rear seat was the tall German officer. He nodded and gave her a friendly smile. “Good evening, miss.... I’m sorry, I never got your name.”

Lily looked at him and decided that if she softened her tone, she might get through this and be on her way home. “Lily,” she said. “Lily Lemieux. I live on a farm to the northwest of here.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Lily Lemieux,” said the SS officer. “And what brought you to St. Sulpice this morning?”

“I was meeting my girlfriends for coffee. That is, until those men accosted us.”

“I see,” said the German. “You were just here to have coffee with your girlfriends. Is that it?”

“Yes, and I brought some clothes for the needy.”

“I see,” said the German once again. “And by needy, you mean refugees fleeing the country?”

Lily sensed a trap and thought before she answered. “I’m not sure who they are. We drop the items at a church and let the priests pass them out.”

“So, you’re saying that you have nothing to do with aiding the refugees who are fleeing the country?”

“Yes, that’s correct,” she answered as calmly as she could. “Where are you taking me?”

“We are transporting you to somewhere that will be much more comfortable than that damp cell you were in. We just have a few more questions, then you can be on your way.”

Lily decided she would play along, although she didn’t trust the Nazi.

The car wound through the ancient, narrow streets of St. Sulpice and climbed into the hills above the village. It came to a stop in front of a large home that had two German soldiers standing guard at the front gate. The driver stopped the car and got out, then opened the rear door for the SS officer.

The sergeant got out and opened the door for Lily, grabbed her by the arm, and lifted her out of the rear seat.

The SS officer walked around the car and motioned for Lily to lead the way up the steps.

Once inside the imposing entrance, they removed the shackles and Lily was allowed to use the bathroom and to clean herself up. She was then led to a dining room, where a table was laden with food and a bottle of wine.

The German officer was already seated, and stood when she entered the room. “Ah, I see that you have freshened up. Please sit and have some food. I’m sure you’re quite hungry.”

Lily was terribly hungry, and was feeling a bit better now that she’d had a chance to freshen up. She sat and picked up her fork, preparing to dig in, when a soldier stepped up to the table and poured her a glass of wine, then turned and left the room. Lily cut a piece of meat with her fork and put it in her mouth. She found it quite tender and tasty.

The officer looked over at her and smiled. “This is a traditional German dish called Sauerbraten. Do you like it?”

Lily swallowed and said, “Yes, it’s quite good, but I’m sure that you didn’t bring me here just to have dinner with you.”

“It’s refreshing to find a woman who is not only attractive, but smart as well. Yes, Lily, I’m afraid that you’re quite correct. You see we need to root out these groups who are helping people leave France.”

“And how does this concern me?” she asked.

“Well, it seems that your two friends have given you up as the leader of a group that is helping these refugees.”

Lily was stunned. She knew that this couldn’t be true because there really was no organized group that was actively helping the refugees. Besides, she had been friends with Lauren and Brigitte for many years, going back to her childhood, and knew that they would never do such a thing. She suspected the German was fishing.

“I don’t know how they could have said such a thing because there is no such group,” answered Lily, continuing to eat.

The officer just sat there twirling his fork in his hand and shaking his head. “I was afraid that you would say something like that. This simply means that we will have to use a more persuasive method to extract the information we need.”

“I have no idea what you are talking about, Mister.”

“It’s Colonel, Colonel Gerhard von Stott. You may address me as Gerhard.”

“Thank you, Colonel, but I only address my friends by their first name.”

“I see,” said the Colonel. “Have it your way. However, I feel it’s important you know that I have been posted here for one purpose. You see, I married a lovely woman back in the Fatherland, but it turns out that her father didn’t like me very much. Normally, this wouldn’t have been a problem for me, but her father happened to be a Field Marshall who is very close to the Fuhrer. Therefore, I was sent to this backwater to root out any and all subversive elements. The only way I will get back to my wife and my old command is to be successful here.”

“And that is my problem, how?” asked Lily, wiping her mouth and thinking that she would really like the recipe for this sauerbraten.

The Colonel’s face reddened, and he slammed the flat of his hand on the table, causing Lily to jump. He looked at her with anger in his eyes.

“I am through playing nice with you, Madam. You either tell me who your co-conspirators are, or I will be forced to employ other, more persuasive methods.”

“I can’t tell you what I don’t know,” replied Lily, now feeling quite uncomfortable.

“Otto,” the Colonel shouted.

A soldier appeared through the door within seconds. “Yes, Colonel.”

“Please escort this woman to the interrogation room.” The Colonel rose, threw his napkin on the table, turned and left the room.

The young soldier stepped forward and stood behind her chair, preparing to pull it out as she stood. Lily sat there, not moving, until the soldier said, “Please, Madam, if you don’t come with me now, they will send others who will move you forcibly and not very kindly.”

Lily, wanting no part of the big sergeant who had accompanied them here, finally nodded and stood up. She followed the young soldier out of the room and down a stone-lined hallway to another thick wooden door. The young soldier pushed open the door, and Lily could see a small room with a single chair in the center, a bare lightbulb hanging from the ceiling directly over it.

The soldier motioned for her to enter and said, “Please sit,” pointing at the chair.

Lily nodded and sat in the chair. The soldier turned and left, and as the bolt slid home, she thought, that soldier isn’t much older than Anton.

She waited for what seemed like an hour or more, and wondered what was next. Realizing the desperate Colonel was grasping at straws, looking for something that didn’t exist, she hoped he would soon tire of the charade and release her. The only thing that made her feel a little better was that the big menacing police sergeant had not reappeared. She got up and walked around the little stone-lined cubicle, feeling a mixture of anxiety and anger. Perhaps she would get involved in some subversive activity when she got out of here. Dampness lingered in the air, the stone walls being very old.

I wonder what this room was used for originally. Probably storage, or even wine. Now these bastards have turned it into an interrogation room.

She paced for a while longer, then stopped at the sound of a key being inserted in the lock of the door. The bolt slid back and the door opened inward. Lily gasped.

Filling the doorway was the hulking figure of the sergeant from the café. He stood there grinning and staring at her with dead, black eyes. “It’s time for a little question and answer session,” he muttered in guttural French. “We’ll see if we can rid you of some of your uppity attitude.”

He stepped into the room with his sweat-stained armpits and the feral scent he wore like his uniform, his face covered with a sheen of sweat that reflected off the bare bulb hanging in the middle of the room. He moved toward her with deliberate steps.

Lily froze, not knowing what to do. She knew instinctively that she couldn’t reason with this moron or appeal to his better nature—he had none—so she just stood there shivering and closed her eyes.

She heard him approach and could smell his stale breath, rank with garlic and cheap wine. She waited.

“What’s the matter, you little bitch? Nothing to say?”

Lily heard a clicking noise, and opened her eyes to see him holding a folding knife he had just opened. Her eyes opened wide, afraid of what he would do next.

He grabbed her by the collar and pulled her toward him, his face just inches from hers. He lifted the knife, pointed it at her throat, and sliced downward, slowly cutting the front of her dress open with the razor-sharp blade. He sliced the fabric all the way down to her stomach, then folded the knife and put it back in his pants pocket. He then reached up with both hands and tore her dress off her shoulders, leaving her standing there half naked.

His eyes seemed to consume her body as he lifted his massive hands and covered her breasts, all the while smiling and leering. “I see that you don’t have much to say now, do you?”

Lily closed her eyes tight. The only man to ever touch her in such a way had been Luc, and now she felt completely violated. Suddenly, she felt something inside her. A combination of anger, rage, and purpose welled up until she couldn’t control herself. Her hands flew up from her sides and she dug her fingers into the big sergeant’s eyes, clawing and gouging for all she was worth.

The sergeant howled, released her and pulled her arms away. He howled like a blinded mad bull, swinging his arms with all his might, hoping that a fist would connect with her.

Lily was quick, however. She ducked and ran to the other side of the room.

“You’re going to pay for this, you little bitch,” said the big man as he wiped the blood from his eyes.

Lily saw him approach and knew that if she was caught in the corner, it would be all over. She ducked under another swipe of his massive arm and ran for the other corner. As she did, she caught her foot on the leg of the chair and fell.

That was all the big sergeant needed. He was on her like a cat. His vision was clearly blurred from the attack, but he saw well enough to grab Lily around the neck. He lifted her off the ground, and once again she clawed at his eyes. This time he was ready. He moved his head at the last minute and, in a fury, threw Lily across the small chamber.

***
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The door to the cell swung open at that moment, and the tall Colonel stood there taking in the scene. He saw the big sergeant standing with his face covered in blood, and looked across the room to see Lily’s half nude body lying in the corner with her neck at an odd angle. He knew in an instant that she was dead.

“Who gave you permission to enter here?” the Colonel demanded.

The sergeant stuttered and tried to speak, but nothing came out.

“You imbecile. I was going to question her, then release her. Now you’ve made that impossible. I will have the whole countryside down on us now. Her husband is at the police station asking about her. You have put me in a very bad position.”

The Colonel was apoplectic. He slowly reached for his holster, unsnapped the flap, and withdrew his Luger. “There’s no room in my command for animals like you.” He raised his arm, aimed at the sergeant’s forehead, and pulled the trigger.

The big man collapsed as the back of his head splattered against the wall in back.

The Colonel turned and left the room, and told the soldier posted outside the door to shut the door and let no one in until he gave further orders. He needed to think.
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Chapter 5​
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A Hole in the Sand

The three of them sat around the table completely oblivious of the beautiful spring day outside the kitchen window. It felt as if a storm front had moved in, and each one, Papy Philippe, Luc, and Anton, sat brooding with their own bruised thoughts and crushed hearts.

They’d laid Lily to rest under the spreading oak tree on the hill above the house. Papy and Luc sat with their glasses of cognac, and Anton with his glass of wine mixed with water. Silently, they each harbored thoughts of anger and hate, mixed with grief and sadness.

They had been sitting for some time when Papy finally spoke. “I will get to the bottom of this business. I have my old friends in St. Sulpice and the surrounding villages who will make inquiries. We will find out what really happened to our girl.”

Luc just stared into his glass. Anton knew his father was still numb, that he couldn’t believe his Lily was dead. The Vichy police had told him that she had been hit by a passing truck when she left Vichy headquarters, and was found a short while later. Luc had told them of seeing the bruises on her arms and the discoloration around her neck, as well as the odd angle that it rested on her shoulders. If she had been hit by a truck, her legs would have been either bruised or broken, or both, and the bruises on her body would have shown evidence of this.

“I don’t believe their cock-and-bull story, Philippe. I can tell you this, though: someone will pay.”

Anton sat quietly taking this in. He couldn’t believe that his beautiful mother was gone. He’d felt her love every day in everything she did for him. She seldom uttered a cross word or got angry, and always knew just the right thing to do or say when he was down or upset. He would never know that again, and he was certain that the anger he felt, though still a small seed, would soon grow into a full-grown rage and hate for the Vichy government and the Germans.

Papy rose from his chair, put his hand on Anton’s shoulder, and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I’m going to my barn, if either of you need me.” He turned and trudged out the door, his shoulders stooped and head down, his spirit crushed.

“Well, my son,” said Luc. “We still have work to do. Nature doesn’t stop for sadness or grief, or anything else for that matter. Let’s get changed into our work clothes and get to it. It might help take our minds off your mother.”

Anton stood and nodded, then shuffled off to his room to change clothes. He felt lost, and knew his Papa was having a hard time dealing with the loss as well. He was glad to have Papy here. Papy always took time to listen to him, and always had the best advice. He was patient and kind, but stern when it came to teaching Anton something. He made sure that whatever he had Anton do, Anton did it right.

He worked the rest of the day by his father’s side and finished around dark. They had a small dinner of some cheese and bread and fruit, and Anton immediately fell into an exhausted sleep as the moment he climbed into bed.

He woke the next morning feeling refreshed, but as he came awake, all the sadness and grief came flooding back into his mind.

After a breakfast of corn mush, milk, and honey, he went outside to find his father. He looked all around, but could find him nowhere, so he decided to check in with Papy Philippe. He entered the soap barn quietly and found Papy sitting at his workbench in his apron and smoking his pipe.

Papy looked over and smiled at Anton, and waived him over to the stool next to him. “Sit, my boy. I think it’s time we had a talk, man to man.”

Anton thought he was going to get another lecture, but as Papy continued, the tone in his voice belied any lecture. Instead, it was caring and kind, which Anton took comfort in.

“Anton, my boy, our lives will never be the same after yesterday. There are events happening in the world that we can’t control or ever hope to. There is a war coming, and I’m afraid that it will make the previous war look insignificant by comparison. We can be subjugated by it, or we can take as much control of our lives as we can, and fight.”

Anton could see a light in his Papy’s eyes that he had never seen before. Papy was full of passion and determination, and it made Anton sit and take notice.

“Now, I know that you’re grieving for your mother, just as your father and I am. You need to know this, however: your grief can take over you and suck the life out of you. It is like pouring water into a hole in the sand, you see.”

Anton gave him a curious look.

“I’ll explain.” He paused. “If you dig a hole in the sand, that represents your grief. When you pour water, which represents your heart and mind, into the hole, it will never fill up. You can pour your water into this hole all day long for as long as you live, and still, it will never fill up. Now, mind you, I’m not telling you not to grieve for your mother. God knows that I am grieving, as is your father. What I’m telling you, my boy, is don’t let it drain you and take your life away. Don’t let what evil men do diminish you. We must channel our grief into strength, and fight against the people who would take those we love away from us. You follow?”

Anton sat and thought about what Papy had said, and eventually nodded his head.

“Now, my boy, I have something else to tell you. I will be moving into St. Sulpice for a while, and will be making my soap there.”

Anton sat stunned. He had just lost his mother, and now it seemed he was going to be losing his Papy as well. His eyes welled with tears.

“Don’t get upset, my boy. It is something I must do in order to fight what is coming. I will expect you to come and see me every day and help me with the soap. We will also be making our Saturday trips into Toulouse, as usual, and I will still be coming out here for dinner several times a week, so you won’t miss me a bit.”

Anton wiped his eyes on his shirt sleeves, jumped off his stool, and threw his arms around Papy and started sobbing.

Papy just held on to him until he calmed down and stopped crying. He stroked his head and said, “It’s healthy to have a good cry occasionally. It helps flush the sorrow out. Now dry your eyes. I’m sure there’s plenty of work that your Papa needs help with.”

“I looked for Papa earlier but couldn’t find him, Papy.”

“That’s because he was visiting your mother up on the hill. I’m sure he’s back by now. Go on. I have some things to do.”

Anton wasn’t sure if he felt better or worse. He considered Papy’s soap barn a kind of sanctuary that only he and Papy Philippe shared. He understood that things were changing, and just hoped he could be man enough to accept it.

As Anton turned to leave, Papy called out to him, “Anton, wait a minute, my boy. I almost forgot. I have something for you.”

Anton turned and waited as Papy Philippe pulled what appeared to be a notebook down from the shelf above the workbench. He walked over and handed it to Anton. It was a well-worn leather-bound notebook that had turned dark with age.

“I want you to have this,” said Papy Philippe.

“What is it, Papy?” asked Anton, pleased to get any kind of present from his grandfather.

“This, mon petite-fils, is the secret to my soap. It contains all my formulas and has everything that you will need to make the best soap in the world. I want you to have it. Perhaps, one day, you will choose to pursue this craft.”

Anton was surprised but happy. He felt only peace and love for his Papy. “But don’t you need this, Papy? How will you make your soaps?”

“Not to worry, my boy, I have it all up here,” he said as he tapped the side of his head with his thick, knurled, index figure. “Besides, I will not be making much of my special soaps while this war goes on. I have something else in mind.”

Anton was a bit confused by this statement but didn’t pursue it, as he was happy just to get this special gift.

“I want you to keep this very safe, my boy. Don’t ever lose it or let it fall into the hands of anyone else.” Papy paused and stared off into the distance, as if suddenly remembering something of importance.

“You see, my boy, I started making soap when I was just a few years older than you. My mother, your great grandmother, complained one day that the soap she was using was causing her hands to dry out and crack, and cause her much pain. So, one day, when I was in the village, I stopped by the chemist’s shop to see if I could find a salve that would help her. The chemist gave me a salve made from what he called botanicals and suggested that I have her try it. I ran home and gave it to her, and several days later, she stopped me as I entered the house and gave me a crushing hug that I remember to this day. When I asked her why, she just held out her hands, and I could see that most of the redness and cracking had disappeared. Her hands were smoother and softer.”

Philippe sat back on his stool, smiling as he relived that moment.

“What does this have to do with making soap, Papy?”

“You see, my boy, I kept thinking that if the salve I gave your grandmother could work such wonders, why couldn’t someone make a soap that did the same. So, I searched for everything I could find about making soap. I visited the shop that sold the soap and found out where they made it. From there, I found the shop and observed how it was made. You see, they were using old formulas that incorporated harsh chemicals like lye. It was no wonder that my mother’s hands turned red and cracked. I thought this was a terrible price to pay for wanting to be clean.”

A light began to dawn in Anton’s mind. He could see where his Papy was going with this. “So, you discovered a way to make soap without these chemicals?”

“Not exactly, my boy. You see, a certain amount of these chemicals are needed to give the soap its effectiveness. My mother was using the old formulas to make our soap, and I was doing the same, but it dawned on me that I could mix in some of the salve the chemist gave me to counteract the harshness of the chemicals.” He glanced up at nothing and smiled again. “It took me quite a while to find just the right mixture. I almost abandoned my project several times, but every time I thought of the hug your great grandmother gave me and the look on her face, I carried on. Finally, one day, I found just the right mixture. Once I found that, I thought, ‘why can’t the soap smell good as well as be gentle?’ The rest is history, mon petite-fils. Now, I’m sure your Papa is wondering where you are and needs your help. Off with you.”

Anton exited the soap barn clutching the old leather-bound notebook to his chest like a treasure, thinking of the story his Papy had just related. As he walked across the yard to the house, the sun shone warm on his face, and he realized that it was mid-morning and he had yet to start his chores.

His Papa came out of the big barn and called to him. “Anton, where have you been? We have much work to get done.”

“Okay, Papa, I’ll be right there.” He rushed into the house and into his bedroom, slipped the treasured notebook under his pillow, then dashed back outside and into the barn to join his father.

They spent the day pulling suckers off the corn and weeding the beans, and by evening, Anton was beat. While they were working, he noticed that the stream of refugees on the road bordering the corn field had slowed to a trickle, and wondered what had changed. It was only idle curiosity, as he was so tired, he couldn’t muster the energy to give it more than a passing thought.

He ate a meal of bread, cheese, and fruit, and fell into his bed exhausted. As his head hit his pillow, he felt the presence of Papy’s notebook and pulled it out.

In the morning, he woke with the notebook resting in his chest, his hands folded over it, as if protecting it from some thief who might come in the night. Still dark outside, so he closed his eyes to steal a little more sleep, the notebook still close to his heart.

A short time later, Anton woke to shouting and heard the raised voices of his father and Papy Philippe outside his window. He bolted out of bed, threw on his pants and shirt, and ran barefoot into the yard. He stopped suddenly, horrified by what he saw. His father and Papy Philippe were standing across the yard, their bodies silhouetted by a raging fire that engulfed Papy’s soap barn. He slowly walked toward the ethereal scene as if in a dream.

As he neared Luc and Papy Philippe, he could hear Papy say, “You do what you want, Luc, but I will leave nothing of mine for those Nazi devils. I will be moving my soap making to St. Sulpice for reasons we have discussed.”

Anton stood there, shocked. A vital part of his existence had been suddenly ripped from him. Papy’s soap barn had been his sanctuary, a place where he felt safe among the scents of botanicals and chemicals. He let out an involuntary groan as he watched the flames consume the small barn.

Luc and Papy whirled around upon hearing Anton groan, having been unaware of his presence. Papy’s countenance darkened as he saw the look of pain on Anton’s face.

Luc turned and slipped his arm around Anton’s shoulder. “Come, son, let’s go have some breakfast and we can talk. It’s time that you understood some things.”

With that, Luc led him back to the house.

​
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Chapter 6​
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Occupation, June 22, 1941

All pretense of a separate Vichy government had evaporated, and the Germans now completely occupied all of France. Each day, their presence grew, and stories of their brutality spread throughout the countryside. As Anton and Luc labored in their fields, they noticed more and more military traffic along the roads surrounding the farm. The Nazis came more frequently to commandeer food for their troops, and Luc had little choice but to comply or be arrested.

Just after the harvest that year, Luc and Anton sat at the kitchen table eating a light meal. The harvest had been better than expected, and Luc hid the excess for them, as well as some of his neighbors nearby who needed it. They ate in silence, as usual, each consumed with his own thoughts and a feeling of void as Lily’s chair sat empty.

As Luc finished his meal, he looked at Anton and smiled. “I’m sorry that I have been so distant, son. I know that you miss your mother as much as I do. I’m also sorry that you are having to grow up so fast in this world of ours.”

“It’s okay, Papa,” replied Anton, happy that his father was finally talking to him. “I miss mama too. I’m so sorry that she had to get hit by that truck.”

Anton saw his father look at him with a face he had never seen before. A mixture of grief, sadness, and hate, all at the same time, consumed his countenance.

“What is it, Papa. Why do you look like that?”

“I don’t quite know how to tell you this, son, but I feel that you should know the truth. Your Papy has been investigating your mother’s death ever since he moved to St. Sulpice. He discovered that your mother was murdered while undergoing questioning. The Vichy police tried to cover it up by claiming that she was hit by a truck.”

Anton felt as though he’d been punched in the face. “You mean someone killed Mama?”

“Yes, Anton. It was one of the Vichy police, a sergeant who was under the command of a Nazi SS Colonel named Von Stott.”

“I... I don’t understand,” stuttered Anton. “Why were the police even questioning Mama?”

“That’s just it, son. She did nothing but try to help the poor and the refugees.”

“But the police are supposed to protect us, Papa. Aren’t they?”

“I’m afraid that we must look to ourselves for help, my son. This is something else we need to discuss.”

Anton sat quietly, the revelation about his mother bouncing around his head in a mixture of anger, bewilderment, confusion, and hate. He looked expectantly at his father, waiting for him to continue.

“I have joined a group of men who are trying to do something about this Nazi invasion, and I will be meeting with them in the evenings. Consequently, you may have to spend some time here alone at night.”

“It’s okay, Papa. I’m not afraid to be alone. Can I join this group too?”

Luc smiled, proud of his son and how he handled himself. He had his mother’s unselfish streak. He shook his head. “No, Anton, I’m afraid this group is only for adults.” He saw the look of dejection on his son’s face.

“However,” he continued, “Papy Philippe has a job in mind for you that will help our cause.”

Anton’s countenance brightened considerably upon hearing this. “What is it, Papa? I want to help.”

“You will be delivering his soaps for him.”

Anton couldn’t hide his disappointment, and his face drooped. “How can delivering soap help you fight the Nazis, Papa?”

“I’ll let Papy explain it to you. He will be here tomorrow, and we can all sit and talk. Now, we need to make sure that all the animals are fed and secured for the night. There are many without food, and they will steal us blind if given half a chance.”

***
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The next day, Anton discovered what Papy had in mind for him. As he sat listening to him, his whole body tingled with the thought that he was going to be a part of something bigger than himself, that he would be helping his Papy and Papa do something against these horrible invaders.

Papy sat across the table from him and explained. “You see, mon petit-fils, you will be delivering my soap to my customers, as well as a few very special people. They will be getting very special bars of my soap,” Papy said with a wink.

Anton began to get the idea that this had something to do with the activities of this group of men that his Papa had joined.

“I cannot give you any more details, Anton. This is for your own protection. Just remember, there are Nazi eyes everywhere, so everything you do must look natural and be above suspicion.”

Anton felt excited and a little fearful at the same time. The thought that the Nazis had something to do with his mother’s death fueled a resolute hatred in him, and he wanted to see them pay.

“When do I start, Papy?”

“Your Papa will let you know. It will be a short while from now.”

The weeks rolled by, and as fall drew to a close, the days grew shorter and the weather colder. Still Anton had heard nothing further about his soap deliveries.

As he sat outside the barn eating his lunch one day, Luc approached.

“Anton, Papy will need you to deliver soap tomorrow. You need to be at his lodgings in St. Sulpice right after your morning chores.”

“Yes, Papa, I will be there.” Excitement pulsed through his body.

“You will need to take your bike for now. I will show you how to drive the truck next week so you can use that in the future.”

Anton felt alive with anticipation. Finally, he would have a chance to help his Papa and Papy Philippe. He could think of nothing else the rest of the day and had a hard time falling asleep that night.

Still, he awoke well before dawn the next morning, and after a short breakfast, he attacked his chores and finished quickly, then asked his father if there were any last-minute instructions.

“Listen very carefully to what your Papy says, and do exactly what he tells you.”

“Yes, Papa,” he answered, then climbed on his bicycle and flew out the drive and down the road to St. Sulpice.

Upon arriving at his Papy’s lodgings, Papy hugged him and ushered him inside, where he a plate full of his favorite pastries waited on the table, along with a fresh pot of café au lait.

“Help yourself, Anton. You’re here a might early, and I’m not quite ready with my shipment. Have some pastries while I finish up.”

Later, after he had stuffed himself with the fresh pastries and finished his café au lait, Papy emerged from the back room with two baskets full of bars of soap. He set them on the table and sat down next to Anton.

“Now, this is very important,” Papy said. “I have made a list of where the soap needs to be delivered. Most of the soap goes to the small shops about the village, and some go to individual cottages. There are two special bars that go to numbers eleven and sixteen on your list. Can you remember this?”

“Eleven and sixteen,” Anton repeated. “Yes, Papy, I can remember.”

“Very good. Now, I have marked the outside of the soap wrappers with a small dot. See?” He held one of the bars up and pointed to a small black dot in the lower right-hand corner.

Anton nodded.

“Okay. There are only two of these, and they must go to numbers eleven and sixteen on the list. When you are done with the list, you may go home. Now, be on your way and be careful.” Papy gave him and hug and walked him to the door.

***
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Anton completed the deliveries efficiently, including dropping the specially marked soaps off to the cottages designated on Papy’s list. Upon returning home, his father asked him how his day had gone, and Anton told him that it was fine, although it felt a little anti-climactic.

Two nights later, Papy came to dinner, and afterwards they all sat around the wireless in the parlor. Luc spent a little time dialing in the channel he wanted, as all the regular wireless stations had been taken over by the Nazis, and the only news you heard was pure propaganda. Finally, Luc found the underground radio station he was looking for. There was news of the most recent German advances, and the nefarious activities that the Nazis had engaged in. Finally, there was a news flash: “Tonight the Prefecture of Police in St. Sulpice was bombed and burnt to the ground. There are reports of at least seven casualties. This was said to be the work of the Resistance, a group of men dedicated to fighting the Nazi tyranny.” It continued by saying that there was an ongoing investigation by the members of the SS, but that no suspects had been arrested.

Anton caught a knowing look that passed between Luc and Papy Philippe, and he knew that they had something to do with what he had just heard. He felt good that he might have contributed to this, and smiled.

***
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All through that winter and the following spring, Anton made his deliveries of soap. More and more, news of bombings and sabotage came over the wireless at night, and he knew beyond a doubt, that his Papy and Papa were deeply involved.

As a result of the increased bombings and sabotage, the Nazis enacted a curfew that required all residents of all homes and villages to be indoors from sunset to sunrise. Anyone caught after dark would be dealt with severely. In fact, the Germans made it their mission to look for those who were either daring enough or just dumb enough to violate the curfew. The Nazis’ hearts were as dark as their gray uniforms, and they enjoyed tormenting and brutalizing the locals.

​
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Chapter 7​
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Marie

Anton had one more of the specially marked bars to deliver, so he couldn’t put it off. It was growing dark, and he was concerned that he would be out after curfew, but thought he could make the delivery and still make it home before dark.

He dropped off this last bar of soap and turned for home as fast as he could peddle. Night was falling fast, but as he was only half a kilometer from home, he began to relax. He was not paying attention, however, and hit a newly formed pothole with a jagged edge. His front tire popped, sending him flying over the handlebars, and he landed in the middle of the road. He landed hard on his shoulder and felt something move, then excruciating pain. He lay there cursing himself for being so careless.

He slowly sat up and looked around. It was nearly dark, and he could see the outline of his bicycle lying in a heap behind him. He was still a ways from home, and now he couldn’t ride his bicycle, and he’d have some difficulty carrying it with his shoulder throbbing like it was. He started to panic a little as he got up, his head spinning from the pain in his shoulder, and looked around. It was now officially dark, and he didn’t want to get caught out, so he walked over to his bicycle, lifted it with his good arm, and moved it to the side of the road. He stood there for a second thinking he’d just walk the rest of the way.

Then he heard something that caused him panic.

The sound grew louder, and he turned to see a halftrack coming toward him with a German patrol inside, a soldier stationed at the machine gun above.

Anton froze. He recognized the mechanical hum of the half-track’s treads on the dirt lane, and looked around nervously for a place to hide. Then he heard a voice say, “Quick, in here.”

His head snapped around and he saw a small, dirty face staring at him from a stand of brush behind him. He spun around and dove under the brush just as the sweep of a searchlight passed over the spot where he had been standing. He lay there trying to slow his breathing, barely aware of the body lying next to him.

“Duck your head,” the voice said.

He did, and felt a tangle of brush slide over the top of his head. He could hear the halftrack clearly now, and it sounded was as if nearly on top of them. He kept his head down but could see the ground all around him lit up by the powerful searchlight.

He heard the voices of the German soldiers. Although he didn’t understand their language, they sounded terribly serious.

Then Anton breathed for the first time in several seconds as he heard laughter, and the searchlight moved to sweep the surrounding area again. Moments later, he heard the halftrack spool up again and start off down the road.

He waited a few minutes, making sure that they were gone, then started to raise his head, but a firm hand on the top of his head pushed it back down. He started to protest, but then heard footsteps a few feet away. He waited for what seemed like an hour, and eventually he heard the footsteps move away and the sound of the halftrack engines start up and move off.

A voice next to him said, “Now you can get up.”

He pushed the brush away from his face and dusted himself off as he slowly stood.

Rising from the spot next to him was a young girl with a dirty face, wearing a ragged dress and brushing herself off too.

“I suppose I should thank you for shoving my face back down into the dirt,” he said.

“It’s a German trick. They like to make you think that they’ve gone, but leave a man behind to see if anyone reveals themselves.”

“How did you know they would do that?” Anton asked.

“If you’ve been on the road as long as I have, you learn some things. What were you doing out here so late?”

“I was heading home, and my bicycle hit a pothole and I crashed,” he answered, realizing that he had forgotten all about the pain in his shoulder.

“Well, we need to get out of here. The Germans may come back.”

“What’s your name?”

“It’s Marie. Now, can we go?”

“Yeah, sure. My farm is just half a kilometer away. We can cut across this field and be there in no time.”

Marie bent down, picked up what looked like a bundle, threw it over her shoulder, and nodded to Anton to lead the way.

It was pitch black, but Anton knew the surrounding fields like the back of his hand. He led her to a gully where they wouldn’t be seen from the road, and they made good time. Soon the lights of the farmhouse appeared in the distance, and he knew they would be okay.

As they reached the porch, the door flew open and Papa stood there. “I was getting a little worried, son.”

“I had a little accident, Papa, and was almost caught by a German patrol. This girl helped me.”

Papa stepped up and looked behind Anton to see the skinny, disheveled young girl standing there with her head lowered.

“Well, you both better get in here. I have dinner waiting.”

Anton stepped through the door and turned around.

The young girl hadn’t moved.

He said, “Well, are you coming?” He reached out his hand and grabbed the girl’s hand, and winced as his shoulder reminded him of his fall.

The girl took a step forward, then hesitated.

“Come on,” said Anton, this time gently. “I bet that you could use something to eat and would like to clean up.”

The girl looked at him and nodded slightly, then stepped across the threshold.

Papa had heated up a stew of lamb and vegetables that he’d made the night before, and served it with a day-old baguette. The young girl fell on the bowl like a ravenous animal, and before Anton knew it, the bowl was completely empty.

While the young girl ate a second helping, Papa took Anton into the other room and looked at his shoulder. “I believe you have dislocated it, son. I will have to pull it back into place. Here, bite on this.” He handed Anton a clean handkerchief. “It will hurt like hell at first, then you’ll feel fine.”

Papa placed his hand on Anton’s shoulder blade, and with his other hand, he pulled his arm out and back into the socket. Anton thought he was going to pass out from the pain, then suddenly the pain was gone and he could move his arm freely. Papa poured him a small glass of Cognac and told him to go lie down.

***
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Luc turned and left to see how their young guest was doing.

Marie was still at the table and starting to feel revived. She said she’d eaten little in the last three days, and it was apparent to Luc that she had been sleeping on the ground. He asked her if she would like anything else to eat, and she just shook her head. He told her to follow him, and after a brief, nervous pause, she complied as he led her to the bathroom.

“I lit the boiler just before you and Anton arrived,” he said, “so there will be hot water for your bath. Take as much time as you need.”

Marie looked at the bathtub with cautious delight, and stepped into the bathroom and shut the door.

***

[image: ]


An hour later, Anton and his Papa were sitting in the parlor listening to the wireless while Anton held a cold compress to his shoulder. They had it tuned to the local underground station, and were listening intently when they both caught a movement in their peripheral vision. They turned together to see what it was, and both were clearly surprised.

Standing in the doorway was Marie, freshly bathed, her wet hair combed back into a bun, wearing a clean dress. Anton was a bit stunned to see how beautiful she was. Without all the dirt, he could see that she had delicate features, which were offset by a strong, well defined jaw line and cheekbones. What really captured him, however, were her eyes—the deepest shade of violet he had ever seen. His mother Lily had deep blue eyes, but nothing like Marie’s.

After a moment of awkward silence, Papa spoke up and invited Marie to come and sit with them. He offered her a small glass of cognac, which she gladly accepted, then settled into a chair next to Anton. Anton had never spent much time around girls his age and was unsure how to behave. He had a few male friends whom he saw occasionally, and sometimes the conversation got around to girls, but that was the extent of his experience. In truth, he was so busy working on the farm and with school, he had little time for anything else, especially girls.

The news this night contained the usual talk of German movements and where they had set up command posts. There was no mention of any recent activity by the Resistance, and the announcer signed off with the time and date of the next broadcast.

Papa shut off the wireless and said that Marie could sleep in Papy Philippe’s old bedroom. He informed her that they rose early, before sun-up, to feed the animals before breakfast, but told her to sleep as long as she wished. He then headed off to bed, leaving Marie and Anton sitting there.

Anton couldn’t help staring at her, and finally Marie asked, “Why do you stare at me?”

Anton stuttered, caught off guard, and replied, “I guess it’s because you’re so pretty.”

Marie blushed and said, “You’re a foolish boy.”

Anton wasn’t quite sure how to take this, but he didn’t take offense. He stood and looked at her. “Come, I will show you Papy Philippe’s bedroom. I’m sure that you’re tired. I know I am.”

She stood and nodded, giving Anton a slight smile.

Anton led the way, opened the door to the bedroom, and invited her to enter. The room smelled of pipe tobacco and herbs, which Papy kept in pots in the corner. It was an unusual smell, but not unpleasant.

“Well, I’ll see you in the morning. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, Anton, and thank you.”

Anton turned. “For what?”

Marie smiled and said, “Just thank you.”

Anton shrugged his shoulders, and winced, forgetting his dislocation.

As he lay in his bed that night, he saw Marie’s face in his mind and thought how pretty she was. As he dozed off, he looked forward to seeing her in the morning.
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Chapter 8​
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The War Years

The next morning, Anton rose before dawn and hurried through his chores, anxious to see Marie at breakfast. He and his father talked while they worked, and Anton asked Papa what he thought they should do about her.

“Well, son, we need to find out more about her. For example, where she comes from, what happened to her parents, where she was going, and if she is being sought by the Germans. We know nothing about her.”

“But, Papa, it’s pretty obvious that she’s a refugee.”

“Most likely, Anton, but these are strange times we live in, and we must be careful. I will find out more at breakfast.”

“But, Papa, what if she has nowhere to go. We could always use more help around here.”

Papa just smiled, no doubt suspecting Anton’s underlying motive. “We shall see, son.”

***
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Later at breakfast, as they ate toast and soft cheese and drank coffee, Luc asked Marie where she came from.

She cleared her throat and said, “Tours, but I grew up in Paris.”

Luc was surprised. He had thought she came from some nearby town or village. Tours was roughly four hundred kilometers to the north. He noticed that she was holding her left arm in her lap and favoring it. He reached over and lifted it gently.

Marie winced and tried to withdraw it, as would a wounded animal that fears being touched.

“It’s all right, Marie,” Luc said. “It looks like you have a nasty scratch, and from the redness and swelling, it appears to be infected. I’ll go and get our medical kit.”

He rose and left the room, leaving Anton and Marie together.

***
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Anton was still intimidated by Marie’s beauty, and therefore, said little for fear of sounding foolish, but he did speak up now.

“How did you get that?” He pointed to her arm.

Marie looked down at her plate and spoke softly. “I caught it on a fence.”

“Papa will fix it up,” he said, with encouragement. “We have to do most of our own first aid here because the nearest doctor is in Toulouse.”

Marie kept staring at her plate, and soon tears streamed down her cheeks.

“Why are you crying?” he asked.

She suddenly got up from the table and ran out of the kitchen.

Anton was surprised and worried that he had said something to upset her.

Luc returned with the medical kit and looked around. “What happened?” he asked, looking at Anton.

Anton shrugged and shook his head. “I don’t know, Papa. I just asked her how she got the scratch on her arm, and she said, ‘From a fence,’ and started to cry. Then she got up and ran out of the room.”

***
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Luc guessed that she must have been through quite an ordeal, coming all the way from Tours, having to dodge Germans the entire time. He would have to be gentle with her, but still, he had to find out what had happened. He needed to know if the Germans were looking for her, as it would create a complication that he didn’t need right now.

“I’ll go find her,” he said. “Please clear the table and do the breakfast dishes, son.”

As he suspected, Marie had retreated to Papy Philippe’s old room. He tapped gently on the door and stuck his head in. He could see that Marie had bundled her clothing into her torn knapsack and had her coat on.

“Are you going somewhere, young lady?” said Luc, softly.

“I... I am leaving,” she replied, wiping the tears from her eyes. “I don’t want to trouble you any further.”

Luc nodded. “Well, before you leave us, I must attend to that arm. You have a bad infection, and it will only get worse if I don’t treat it. Please, sit.”

She did so, and he sat down next to her and set the medical kit down. He took out a small, brown, glass bottle and pulled the cork from the opening.

“I must clean out the wound first. This is alcohol and will probably sting,” he said, as he carefully lifted her arm. He daubed a small square of cloth with the alcohol and continued cleaning out the wound.

It must surely have stung and hurt, but Marie didn’t cry out.

Once the wound was clean, Luc removed another small bottle and once again removed the cork. “This will help it to heal quickly and relieve the pain. It’s a special compound that Papy Philippe came up with some time ago, and it works wonders. I’m afraid, however, that you will have a scar.”

Marie just nodded, and seemed to relax a little.

He thought it a good time to ask a few more questions. “Where are you going, Marie?”

“South,” she mumbled.

“I see. Do you have family there?”

Again, she started to tear up as she shook her head.

“So why then are you going south?”

“To escape.”

“Hmmm, I see. You know that the Germans have increased their patrols to the south, and are looking for anyone who is trying to leave the country.”

Marie looked up at Luc with an expression that was pure hurt and sadness. “I need to get away from these monsters. They killed my parents.” She broke down and started to cry in earnest now.

Luc reached out and put his arm around her, letting her cry herself out. Finally, when she stopped crying and began to sniffle, he handed her a handkerchief and let her compose herself. When she had stopped crying altogether, he stood and put his hand on her shoulders.

“I think you should stay with us for a while, at least until that arm heals. Besides, you won’t get very far with all the Nazis about.”

“What will you tell them when they come?” she asked.

“I’ll tell them that you are my niece and have come to live with us and help on the farm. You are not wanted for anything, are you?”
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