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Prologue

 


September 1939, Paris

 


There was no mistaking the signs. The moment
André Tesseraud walked through the door he knew his wife was still
angry with him. Any hope that she had somehow managed to come
around to his point of view during the day and make his last
evening at home a peaceful one evaporated the moment he saw Marie
standing at the stove, doing her best to ignore him despite the
racket he created while stripping off his coveralls. Both her
sullen mood and the single place setting on the kitchen table told
him the quarrel he’d walked out on earlier that day would soon be
renewed. Unable to think of any way of avoiding the argument that
was but a hairsbreadth away, André heaved a sigh, loud enough for
Marie to hear before shuffling to his seat, a beaten man.

Only when she knew her husband was settled
did the red-haired Frenchwoman turn toward the table with pot in
hand, ready to serve up the boeuf bourguignon she knew André was so
fond of. It was the only way she could think of that would let him
know that although she was still angry with him over his decision
not to take advantage of his position with the railroad to avoid
being recalled to the colors, what she really wanted to discuss was
the other issue they’d quarreled over the previous night and again
that morning. Recognizing her gesture for what it was, André
relaxed as best he could as he savored the aroma of the stew being
dished out before him.

“Emile came by the depot this afternoon to
bid me farewell,” he stated while tearing a chunk of bread from the
loaf his wife had set next to his bowl. “He expects his unit will
be redeployed to an airfield close to Metz before the end of the
week.”

Despite the care with which André chose his
words, there was no mistaking the pride in his voice as he spoke of
Emile, their oldest son, who was a pilot in the Armée de
l’Air. If the truth were known, Marie was just as proud of him,
though she would never openly admit it. In many ways, Emile
reminded her of André when he was a young man. He even carried
himself with the same confident swagger his father had when André
had been a fresh-faced recruit on leave from the Army. As she
stared at her husband, Marie could not help but wonder if Emile
would be changed by war as his father had been.

Of course, he would, she quickly
concluded before whirling around and setting the pot back on the
stove. War changed everything it touched. The man who returned home
to her in 1919 was not that same cheerful youth who’d marched off
in the fall of 1914 with a smile on his face and a flower she’d
tucked into a buttonhole of his uniform. Which was why she was
bound and determined to make sure their youngest son would never be
drawn into it.

André pondered his options as he enjoyed his
meal in silence. Without having to give the matter a whit of
thought, he knew there was no point in trying to explain once more
why he had turned down the exemption his position in a reserved
occupation afforded him. Besides being flattered that his old
colonel had sought him out and personally asked him to be his
Adjudant-Chef, André could not help but find the prospect of
returning to the Army more than a little exciting. In addition to
the camaraderie, he fondly recalled from his youth, he still
possessed a degree of patriotism sadly lacking in many of his
fellow countrymen. While he suspected this war would be just as
brutal and bloody as the last one, he knew the alternative was
worse. He had little doubt that the same desire for revenge that
had consumed his generation prior to 1914 was driving the Germans
to strike out at its neighbors. With Russia no longer a threat and
Poland on the verge of collapse, it was only a matter of time
before the Germans turned their eyes westward and sought to humble
France for the humiliation she had heaped upon them at the end of
the last war. Why his fellow countrymen could not understand that
the Bosch would not stop until they had done so was something André
simply could not understand. Perhaps, in time, they would wake up
to the awful truth, just as he hoped his wife would come around to
the realization that their youngest son had little choice but to
respond to his call to the colors.

As if reading his mind, Marie spoke up
without turning away from the stove. “Have you given any thought to
what I asked you this morning?”

Suppressing an urge to groan, André braced
himself for the row he knew was coming. “The boy has no choice,” he
muttered without looking up from his bowl.

Whirling about, Marie launched into her
husband, “You mean you’re not willing to give him a choice?”

Looking at her over his shoulder, he
responded in a low, almost mournful tone, “It is more than the law,
Marie. It is his duty. France needs him.”

Having expected as much from her husband,
Marie marched over to the table with her hands firmly planted on
her hips. She leaned over until her nose was but a scant centimeter
away from André’s.

“France already has one of my sons. And
tomorrow, she will have you. Isn’t that enough?”

“No.”

Her husband’s crisp response and the look in
his eye told Marie this line of attack would get her nowhere. So,
she changed her approach. Standing upright, she folded her arms
across her chest, haughtily gazing at her husband down the bridge
of her nose.

“Have you given any thought to what will
happen to John-Paul in the Army? Do you think they will treat him
any better there than the boys did when he was in school?”

His wife’s sudden change in tactics caught
André unprepared. Easing back in his seat, he blinked a few times
as he tried his best to come up with an effective counterargument.
Unfortunately, the more he thought about what she had just said,
the more he found himself agreeing with her. Whereas Emile took
after him in every way imaginable, John-Paul was his mother
incarnate. It was more than his China blue eyes and flaming red
hair that betrayed his Norman heritage. John-Paul possessed the
same delicate features that had once made Marie all but
irresistible to him, leaving no doubt in André’s mind that his
youngest son did not have it in him to be the sort of soldier this
war would demand. Even if he could somehow manage to secure a staff
position for John-Paul with a rear echelon unit, André had little
doubt that the treatment he would receive at the hands of his
fellow soldiers and NCOs would make what had happened to the boy in
school seem tame. Still, the alternative was worse. At least, in
the Army, John-Paul had a chance. Having stood witness with the
rest of his regiment during several executions in 1917, he knew
that deserters had no chance at all in a time of war.

Taking up his spoon, André prepared to finish
his meal, but not before putting an end to his wife’s badgering.
“If I must, I will drag John-Paul down to the regimental depot in
the morning before I leave,” he announced in a manner that left no
doubt he was serious.

Realizing her husband was leaving her with no
choice, Marie stormed out of the kitchen and straight to her son’s
room. She flung open the door without so much as a knock, catching
John-Paul by surprise.

“Come with me,” she commanded.

Startled, John-Paul all but dropped the book
he’d been reading on the floor as he came to his feet, asking his
mother where they were going.

“To your cousin’s flat.”

Under normal circumstances, such an
announcement would have been greeted with a smile, for John-Paul
found everything about his cousin and the life she led to be
exciting and glamorous, two elements sadly lacking in his life. The
look on his mother’s face, however, told him that this little foray
would be anything but fun. Hesitating, John-Paul glanced down at
his disheveled appearance.

“Mama, I must change first.”

“There is no need to. What you have on is
fine for now.”

Not understanding the last part of his
mother’s comment, he tried to protest. “I cannot go there looking
like this. What would people think?”

The sight of her doe-eyed youngest son
standing across the room from her caused Marie to set aside her
anger. Moving around the foot of John-Paul’s bed over to where he
was standing, she took her son’s face in her hands and stared into
his eyes. He belongs seated at a piano, Marie thought to
herself, not at a machine gun.

“You must learn to ignore what people think,”
she cooed in an effort to calm him, as she ran her fingers across
his smooth, unblemished cheeks.

His inability to spout facial hairs, a quirk
that had caused him so much grief in school, would finally prove to
be a blessing.

“Difficult times lay ahead, John-Paul, times
that will leave us little choice but to do things that yesterday
would have been unthinkable in order to survive. Do you understand
what I’m saying?”

Though he had no idea what his mother had in
mind, John-Paul trusted her. She had always been there when he
needed her, ready to soothe his troubled mind and tend to the cuts,
scrapes, and bruises left in the wake of the countless beatings his
fellow classmates had felt compelled to visit upon him. Unlike his
father, her love was as tender as it was unconditional and
uncompromising. So, he accepted her judgment without question,
mustering up a shy smile before nodding his head.

“I think I understand, Mama.”

“Good,” Marie replied giving her son a quick
hug. “Now,” she announced as she took John-Paul’s hand and led him
away. “There is much to be done and not much time.”

They made their way from the apartment
building adjoining the busy rail yards where her husband worked,
and, for the first time, Marie found herself thankful her brother’s
only daughter had left the provincial farm where Marie had grown up
and sought a life in Paris where she cavorted with some of the more
notorious elements of Parisian society. If she was going to succeed
in saving her son, Marie would have to draw upon some of the unique
talents of the enfants terribles her niece lived among.

That she would be able to rely upon Pauline
Valery to cooperate in this desperate venture was never in doubt.
Despite her disapproval of Pauline’s chosen lifestyle, Marie was
incapable of turning her niece away whenever she came to her for
help, a kindness for which the young girl was eternally grateful.
And while Marie found some of the things she’d done on Pauline’s
behalf immoral, in her mind it was an even greater sin to make
their children pay for the sins of others, not when there was an
alternative.

 




Chapter 1

 


March 1944, Normandie

 


The room fell silent the moment
Feldwebel Erich Gerhart entered. Although he was not the
section’s senior ranking NCO, everyone assigned to the
communications section of the 21st Panzer Division knew
better than to mess around when Gerhart was present. It wasn’t his
stature or the manner with which he carried himself that caused
subordinates to straighten up whenever he walked past them. At a
little over 1.8 meters in height and weighing less than 75 kilos,
he was far from imposing. If anything, to the untutored eye he
looked rather out of place in a uniform.

It wasn’t until a person took the trouble to
study him more closely, especially his eyes, that they came to
appreciate that he was not a man with whom to be trifled. To
someone who understood such things, Gerhart’s eyes betrayed all the
brutalities and horrors he’d been witness to in the six years since
he’d left the university, abandoning his study of music and
languages in order to pursue the fine art of modern warfare.
Together with the section’s commanding officer, Hauptman Franz
Kassel, he’d served in the 3rd Panzer Division during
the heady days of victory when they’d ripped through Holland in
four days, rolled across Belgium in less than two weeks, and
humbled France. When Kassel was transferred to the newly formed
21st Panzer Division in late 1940, Gerhart had gone with
him. Together they had survived more than two years of unrelenting
desert warfare, escaping the final collapse of Panzer Armée
Afrika in May of 1943 by the barest of margins and then only
because they had both been wounded during an air attack that had
left the divisional headquarters in shambles.

When the 21st Panzer Division was
reconstituted in France, the two men were once more reunited. Along
with a pitiful handful of desert veterans, they were assigned the
task of cobbling together an effective wireless communications
section from an eclectic assortment of occupation troops and raw
recruits. In the process, and without anyone having to tell them,
these latecomers to the war came to appreciate that if they were to
survive the coming ordeal, they would have to rely on the judgment
and skills of men like Gerhart.

That didn’t mean the feldwebel was
immune to being the butt of jokes or the subject of barracks gossip
from time to time. Some of the cheekier members of the wireless
section couldn’t help but make fun of the former university student
when he was out of earshot. On this day, after ensuring that all
was in order, Gerhart informed the unterfeldwebel on duty he
would not be back until later that evening. He didn’t bother
telling him where he was going. He had no need to. Everyone in the
section, including Hauptman Kassel, already knew that.

A dispatch rider, who was lounging next to
the door, watched as Gerhart trooped past him and into the
courtyard where he climbed into Kassel’s Kübelwagen.
Chuckling to himself as he watched his feldwebel drive off,
the dispatch rider turned to his companion.

“You would think our fearless leader would
get it into his head that he’s never going to get anywhere with the
Ice Queen.”

From across the room, a switchboard operator
cocked his brow, “What makes you think he hasn’t?”

“Because I’ve tried, my friend. I think every
Landser who has ever passed through that pathetic backwater has
tried to engage with her. I’m told even the local men don’t bother
anymore, which leaves me wondering why our dear, sweet little
feldwebel thinks he’ll be able to break through her
defenses.”

“Perhaps she prefers something different,”
another soldier on duty offered.

“Like what?” the dispatch rider asked
warily.

“Like someone who resembled a human being and
not a slobbering, loud-mouthed buffoon,” the switchboard operator
replied sporting a cheeky grin.

Unable to let such an insult go unanswered,
the dispatch rider came to his feet as he made ready to pitch into
the man who had just insulted him. He was stopped from doing so by
the duty sergeant who was in the process of stuffing a newly
decoded message into an envelope.

“Enough! Here,” the junior NCO barked as he
sealed up the envelope. “Take this to the 125th
Panzergrenadier.”

Making no effort to hide his anger, the
dispatch rider reached out to take the message. He was prevented
from doing so by the unterfeldwebel who refused to release
his grip on it until the dispatch rider was looking straight at
him. Narrowing his gaze, the German NCO took this opportunity to
issue a warning to the obnoxious dispatch rider.

“You would be advised to keep your opinions
concerning the feldwebel to yourself.”

Knowing better than to trifle with a man
who’d spent two years on the Russian front and had beaten several
men in other sections to within a centimeter of their life for
mocking Gerhart when he wasn’t around, the dispatch rider lowered
his gaze, signaling his submission before turning to leave.

~

 


After reaching the intersection where he knew
the girl would have to pass on her way into the village, Erich
Gerhart pulled off to the side of the road and settled in to wait
for her to show. Just why he wasted his time coming all the way out
here, sitting in his vehicle, hoping to catch the attention of the
winsome young redhead who ignored him like the plague was a
question he could not answer.

Perhaps the poets were right, he
mused. Maybe it was the allure of chasing the uncatchable prey
that kept him interested in her. Or perhaps he sensed that despite
their differences, she was a kindred spirit, someone who, given a
chance, would be able to see past the uniform he wore and find in
him a person who shared the same love for music she seemed to
possess.

It had been in a music store in Caen, after
all, where he had first laid eyes on her. He’d gone there in an
effort to get away from his fellow soldiers and indulge his one
passion in life, if only for a few hours. Women were the furthest
thing from his mind when he’d set out in search of classical sheet
music. In a store not far from the town center, he found what he
was looking for, and so much more.

The place hadn’t been all that hard to find.
The sound of someone playing Mozart drew him in. Even before
entering, he was determined to set aside whatever reservations he
felt over mingling with French civilians and introduce himself to
the person who was bringing his favorite composer to life. What he
had not expected was the vision that greeted him or the effect it
had on him. Oblivious to everyone and everything about her, a tall
red-haired French girl sat before a well-worn grand piano, playing
as if she was determined to drown out a war that knew no end.
Before he realized what was happening, she managed to captivate him
in a way no other woman ever had, compelling him to set aside all
reservations and logic and do whatever was necessary to possess the
alluring young woman before him.

As if in a trance, Erich Gerhart slowly made
his way toward the piano, taking great care to ensure he did not
disturb the girl. Only when she was finished with the piece she’d
been playing and had allowed her hands to fall into her lap as if
her efforts had drained her, did she notice him standing there,
gazing down at her like a lovesick puppy. In the twinkling of an
eye, her cheeks took on a hue that rivaled her hair. Before he
managed to regain his ability to speak, she was gone, fleeing the
store as if chased by demons.

Following that encounter, Erich cursed
himself for days over his failure to find the courage to speak to
the enchanting creature he’d happened upon. In time, he’d almost
managed to put her out of his mind. Then, by chance, he spotted her
while driving Hauptman Kassel about the countryside during a search
for possible sites they could use as signal relay stations. She was
on a bike, making her way out of the village when he caught a
fleeting glimpse of her. Doing his best to make it seem as if he
was keeping to the task at hand, Erich casually suggested that they
take the same road leading out of the village that the girl had
taken.

“Perhaps, Herr Hauptman, we can find
something west of town.”

Far from being blind, Kassel had managed to
catch a glimpse of the redhead as well as the direction in which
she was headed. Deciding that there was no harm in indulging his
NCO, Kassel managed to suppress a smirk. After taking a moment to
glance down at his map and study it, he nodded.

“Yes, perhaps you’re right. There are some
promising sites between here and the next village that we should
look at. We’ll follow the road up ahead for a while and see if we
can find anything of interest along the way.”

Never once suspecting that his commanding
officer was onto him, Erich drove slowly along the country road,
taking great care to maintain a safe distance behind the young
woman while pretending to study the countryside they were passing
through. Only when he saw her turn off the road and into the
enclosed yard of a stone farmhouse not far from an old Norman keep
did he finally turn to Kassel and confess that perhaps he had been
wrong. Unable to help himself, the hauptman gave Erich a
wink.

“No, I think not.”

Only then did Erich realize his commanding
officer had been onto him the whole time, causing him to break out
into a very unmilitary-like blush before picking up speed and
zooming past the farmhouse. Before long, he found himself unable to
keep from joining Kassel as he laughed over catching his most
trusted NCO and comrade enjoying a waking dream. From that day on,
whenever Erich asked if he could be spared for a few hours in order
to conduct a reconnaissance of the countryside, Kassel would give
him a sly smile and wink, knowing full well that it wasn’t the
countryside his feldwebel was setting off to
reconnoiter.

As he navigated his way through the maze of
ancient hedgerows that turned the Norman landscape into a maze,
Erich hoped this would be the day when he would finally catch the
red-haired girl’s attention. And if it wasn’t, there was always
tomorrow. Given the sorry condition of the 21st Panzer’s
odd collection of obsolete and improvised equipment as well as its
sad state of training, even he knew it wasn’t going anywhere. It
was the first time since he’d been in the Army the young
feldwebel was glad to be in a unit that was so bad it wasn’t
even fit for service in Russia.

~

 


Pauline Valery was far too busy addressing
more pressing matters to notice much of anything around her. At the
moment, she was debating whether it would be better to turn around
and go back home or continue on to the village in the hope of
finding someone to fix the flat tire on her bike. She still had
several kilometers to go along a muddy track that tugged at her
shoes with every step she took. Were it not for the fact that she
knew she had no hope of repairing the well-worn tire herself with
what they had on hand back at her aunt’s farm, she would have
turned back long ago.

With this in mind, she trudged on, wondering
as she did so if Anton Poup, the owner of the shop she frequented
would be able to find her a new tire. In addition to the paltry
wares he maintained on the shelves, Anton dabbled in the black
market. And while she dreaded the idea of asking him for anything,
she knew she might not have any choice. The blown tire had been
repaired so many times that there were now patches on top of
patches. That it could very well be beyond saving this time left
Pauline in a mood that matched the grey, leaden skies.

Pausing, she took a moment to stare up at the
threatening clouds hovering above her. In a way, days like this
reminded her of the grimness that had permeated her lonely life
since she’d left Paris. While she’d never been into the glamour and
excitement that made Paris so famous, she did miss the opportunity
to attend concerts from time to time and play the pianos at a local
music academy where she had worked and hoped to attend one day as a
student. The thought of going back, of returning to her former life
was tempered by her mother’s uncompromising warning not to do so
until she sent for her. While the reasons that had caused her to
flee to Normandie were no longer valid, Paris wasn’t a safe place
for a person such as her. If what everyone said was true about an
invasion by the Allies, very soon the tides of war would crash down
upon her beloved city. Only when they had receded, when peace once
more came to France would she be free to leave the safety of the
provinces and pick up her life where she’d left off.

Well, perhaps not exactly where she’d left
off. On those rare occasions when Pauline allowed herself to look
back at the way things had been, she found it necessary to remind
herself that it just might prove to be impossible to go back to the
life from which she’d run away. Too much had changed, both in the
way she now viewed herself and the way others viewed her. The best
she could hope for was to find some sort of middle ground, a
solution that gave her some hope things would be better for her.
Perhaps something good could come out of this war, if not for
everyone, at least for her.

With a sigh, she turned her attention once
more to the drudgery of simply surviving another long, lonely day.
It was only when she raised her eyes that she noticed the German
Kübelwagen parked off to the side of the road up ahead. Like
an unwanted specter, the young Boche soldier who drove it
had an annoying habit of parking along the route she took into
town. In the past, she’d always managed to pedal by him before he
had a chance to say anything to her. Today, with a flat tire and
mud-caked shoes, she’d be unable to zip through his little ambush,
causing her to hesitate as she looked back over her shoulder,
wondering once more if it might not be better if she just turned
around and returned home. She had just about decided to do so when
a voice calling out caused her to jump.

“Well, hello!”

Looking back up the road to where the German
vehicle was parked, she watched in horror as the young German
sergeant threw open the door of his vehicle and proceeded to climb
out. Seeing she no longer had a choice, Pauline took a deep breath
before drawing herself up and pushing her crippled bike
forward.

Long before she reached the spot where he was
standing, Erich saw that the front tire of her bike was flat. While
he felt sorry for the young French woman’s plight, he could not
help but thank his lucky stars for this spot of luck. Today, she
would not be able to blitz by as he sat there, struggling to find
the courage needed to finally speak with her. Determined to take
advantage of this opportunity, he drew himself up and took a moment
to straighten his side cap before boldly stepping out into the
road.

“Excuse me, Mademoiselle, but may I be of
assistance?” he asked haltingly, taking great care to downplay his
command of French.

Doing her best to ignore the German, Pauline
bowed her head as she continued to push her bike along.

Unwilling to give up without a fight now that
he’d finally managed to muster up the courage to speak to the
red-haired girl, Erich fell in beside her.

“I am sorry, but I could not help but notice
you have problems with your machine.”

Despite her best efforts, Pauline found it
impossible to suppress a laugh as she listened to the way the
German was butchering her language as well as his clumsy attempt to
chat her up.

Feigning confusion, Erich regarded her with
furrowed brows. “What is it you are finding so funny?”

Glancing over at him out of the corner of her
eyes, she smirked. “You.”

“Me?”

“Well, you’re the only other person here,
aren’t you?” she shot back, doing her best to be haughty, but
failing miserably.

Sensing she just might be warming up to him,
Erich pretended to look about as if searching for someone before
looking across the bike at the fetching young redhead. “Yes, this
is true. Except for you, I am the only person who is here with you.
So, tell me, please, what is it you find to be so funny?”

“Your accent. It’s appalling. And your choice
of words, Mon Dieu! Where did you learn to speak French? In
Poland?”

“No, they do not speak very much French in
Poland, not that I found. Most of what I know, I learned in
Munchen. I was a student at the university there, you know,” he
proudly announced. “I studied music and languages.”

Unable to help herself, Pauline’s ears perked
up when she heard this. Still, she reminded herself that the man
next to her was a German. As much as she would have liked to have
asked him about his musical studies, Pauline continued to do her
best to shoo him away.

“Well, I hope your musical talents are better
than your linguistic abilities. Your French is pathetic.”

“I was studying English when I left.”

In a deliberate effort to irritate the German
and perhaps get him to leave her alone, Pauline sighed. “What a
pity you never got a chance to use it.”

Not understanding the real meaning of the
backhanded swipe that she had just delivered, Erich brightened up.
“Oh, but I have had ample opportunities to put what I learned to
use, in North Africa.”

For the first time, Pauline took the time to
study the annoying young German. The silver-trimmed tan band
emblazoned with ‘Afrika’ flanked by palm trees that graced
the left sleeve of his uniform and the casual way he’d mentioned
Poland left little doubt in Pauline’s mind that this man was a
hardened veteran, one who, in all likelihood, had even trampled her
father’s Army into the ground. Yet, despite that possibility, she
found herself slowly being drawn into the deep blue eyes that
returned her penetrating gaze.

Unable to discern what was going through the
redhead’s mind, Erich let out a nervous chuckle. “Is there
something wrong?”

When she finally realized she had been all
but gawking at the German, Pauline looked away, as much to hide the
blush she felt rising in her cheeks as to rein in the troubling and
unwanted thoughts that had suddenly popped into her head. This
is not right, she told herself. She should hate the man, not
only for what he was but for the sheer audacity he was displaying
by accosting her in such a brazen manner.

Without looking back at him, she shook her
head, “No, nothing is wrong. It’s just that I, ah… I must be
getting along. There are errands I must tend to in the
village.”

Having met with a modicum of success thus far
by being bold, Erich decided to push his luck a little further.
Reaching out, he took hold of the bike’s handlebar, an action that
caused Pauline to stop in midstride and snap her head around toward
him.

“Your machine, it is broken,” the German
announced. “Perhaps, I can take you into the village where it can
be mended.”

“It is a bicycle.”

“Excuse me?”

Once more Pauline found she was unable to
keep from laughing. Giving the bike a shake, she corrected the
German, speaking to him as if he were a child just learning to
talk. “This is not a machine. It is a bicycle. Can you say bicycle
in French?”

Erich hid the joy he felt over the success of
his strategy of using fractured French. “Bicycle,” he slowly
repeated.

“Very good.”

“And you? What do they call you in French?”
Erich asked shyly.

Dropping her chin, a smidge, she looked over
at the German soldier through her lashes. “Pauline.”

 




Chapter 2

 


March 1944, Normandie

 


Erich could not help but notice how the smile
disappeared from Pauline’s face the moment they reached the
outskirts of the village. Slouching down as low as she could, she
made every effort to make herself as inconspicuous as possible.
Unfortunately, nothing the Germans did around here went unnoticed
by the people they had conquered in the spring of 1940.

Coming to a stop in front of Anton Poup’s
shop, Pauline all but jumped out of the camouflaged
Kübelwagen, putting as much distance as she could between
her and Erich while he retrieved her crippled bike from the back
seat. With bowed head and arms folded tightly across her chest,
Pauline quietly thanked him for the lift as he was handing her bike
back.

Bending down, he did his best to look up into
her downcast eyes. “May I see you again?”

Nervously glancing from side to side, taking
note of who was watching them as she did so, Pauline nodded ever so
slightly. “Um, yes, perhaps.”

Though he was delighted, Erich knew better
than to tarry too long or make any overt display of familiarity.
For now, the young woman would be able to use the flat tire on her
bike to explain away why she had been with him. So, he left things
to stand as they were, hoping against hope that the few moments
they’d shared during the drive into the village would be but a
prelude to a friendship with the red-haired French girl.

~

 


From behind the counter of his shop, Anton
Poup took in every detail of the scene unfolding outside with great
interest. Only when he saw the look on Pauline’s face as she
watched the German drive away, was he sure. Telling his wife to
mind the store, he ducked into the back room where he made a call
to the local garage. When the owner answered, Anton told him that
he’d just received an important package for Henri, a mechanic who
worked at the garage. Understanding Anton’s meaning, the owner of
the garage informed him Henri would be right over.

~

 


Upon entering Anton’s shop, Henri Fabre
casually glanced over to where the Valery girl was standing before
making his way toward the back room. He’d often wondered if the
stories about her were true. From time to time, he had even been
tempted to ask her out just so he could find out for himself.
Whether he would actually be able to succeed in prying her away
from the farm, where she lived with her mother and half-witted
father, when men far younger than he had failed to do so was
another matter altogether. Chuckling, he imagined that, were it not
for other, more important things that demanded his full attention,
he probably would have given it a try right then and there.

Banishing all thoughts of the somber young
woman from his mind, Henri disappeared into the back room where he
found the store’s owner waiting for him. After accepting a cup of
coffee, real coffee that Anton never seemed to run out of, the
mechanic took a seat. Leaning back, he swung his feet up on the
cluttered roll-top desk where Anton managed his books. “Well, what
is it today?” Henri asked as he savored the aroma of his coffee
before taking a sip. “Fresh rumors of a pending invasion by our
noble allies?”

Ignoring Henri’s attempt to mock him, Anton
sported a self-satisfied smile. “It seems as if our reclusive
little belle has a boyfriend.”

Unable to help himself, Henri groaned.
“Please tell me you didn’t drag me away from my work just to share
the latest rumor about Mademoiselle Frost.”

Anton smiled. “He’s a German, an NCO from the
21st Panzer’s signal battalion.”

In the twinkling of an eye, Henri brought his
feet back down and sat up straight, setting aside his coffee as he
did so. “Are you sure?”

“Of course, I’m sure. He dropped her off
right in front of my store in a staff car bearing the markings of
that unit. While I have no idea how she came to meet the bastard,
the expression on her face as she watched him drive away told me
she was—oh, how can I say this?—interested in him.”

“Do you think he’s interested in getting to
know her?” Henri asked without thinking.

Unable to help himself, Anton broke out
laughing. “Henri, please! Are you dumb as well as blind? He is a
soldier. She is a woman, a rather attractive one.”

“So they say,” Henri muttered as he eased
back into his seat and turned his thoughts to how he could exploit
this opportunity. Before he could come up with anything resembling
a plan, Madame Poup entered the room. “Excuse me for interrupting,
but Pauline Valery would like to have a word with you, Anton.”

“About?” Henri asked.

Hesitating, the woman glanced over at the
mechanic, then back at her husband. “She has a problem.”

“What kind of problem,” Anton asked, making
little effort to check the exasperation that he felt over her
reluctance to come to the point.

Though she was always nervous about
discussing her husband’s black-market dealings in the presence of
others, when she realized Henri wasn’t going to be leaving anytime
soon, she came right out and told Anton the girl wanted to know if
there was any way he could obtain a new tire for her bike. “She
doesn’t seem to think the one she has now can be repaired. She says
it has been patched too many times already.”

“Perhaps I can help,” Henri announced as he
came to his feet. Both Anton and his wife shared a quick, knowing
glance, but neither dared to say anything. Like her husband, she
had witnessed Pauline’s little indiscretion in front of their shop
and knew without having to be told Henri was going to go out there
and do his best to find a way to use the shy young woman to further
the cause of liberation from the Nazis. As with all who were
associated with the Resistance, Henri was willing to risk his life
for the liberation of France. Unlike Anton and some of the others
in their tiny cell, he had no reservations whatsoever when it came
to risking the lives of others as well.

~

 


Before Pauline even had a chance to remove
her rain-soaked coat her aunt was there, wrapping her in a tight,
smothering hug. “Oh, thank God you’re all right, child. I was so
worried. It’s almost dark.”

Setting aside her own concerns, Pauline
managed to muster up something of a weak smile as her aunt took to
helping her shed her wet clothing. “I’m all right, Mama.”

“You’re soaked,” her aunt countered. “Come,
sit by the fire while I warm your supper for you.”

Chilled to the bone, Pauline went over to
where her uncle sat staring blankly into the fire. After greeting
him with a light kiss on the top of his head that he made no effort
to acknowledge, she took a seat next to him, taking one of his
hands between hers. “Hello, Papa. Have you been out wandering
today?”

“No, thank God,” her aunt answered for him as
she scurried about in the kitchen. Like Pauline’s own father,
Victor Valery was a veteran of the last war. Unlike him, Victor was
never quite able to put that experience behind him. According to
Pauline’s mother, at first, he had seemed to be all right when he
was mustered out in 1919. He even managed to sire a daughter,
Pauline’s cousin, who had fled to Paris as soon as she was old
enough to do so.

It all happened quite suddenly, as Pauline’s
aunt explained to her shortly after she’d arrived in Normandie. One
day, without so much as a word, Victor simply wandered off. It was
days before anyone found him sitting among the ruins of the old
Norman keep that lay not far from their farm. From that day on he
never spoke again. During the day he would walk through the
neighboring fields as if searching for something, or someone. At
night, when he did return to the farmhouse, he would sit before the
fire silently staring at the flames as they consumed the logs
Pauline and her aunt gathered in the surrounding forests. Some of
the people in the village claimed, half-jokingly, that Victor spent
his days looking for his mind. Pauline thought otherwise. His mind
was there all right. The problem as she saw it was his inability to
escape from the memories of what he had witnessed during the last
war. They were memories that were seared too deeply in his mind to
be easily forgotten or set aside, just as Pauline’s memories of her
past were, a past that had been little more than a succession of
heartache and pain.

Coming over to where Pauline was seated,
Claire Valery handed the sad young woman a bowl of thin soup.
“Here, start with this. I will fetch you some bread in a
moment.”

Looking up at her aunt, Pauline managed to
smile. “Thank you, Mama.” The habit of referring to her aunt and
uncle as mama and papa even when they were alone like this was
something Pauline had learned to do not long after she’d arrived at
their farm in the fall of 1939. It was the only way she could keep
from slipping up and giving away the dangerous little game her
mother had talked her into. In the beginning, her mother’s scheme
had seemed so reasonable, so safe. Now, Pauline found herself
wondering if anything she did was reasonable or safe. Even a simple
trip into the village could present her with unforeseen challenges
and dangers that threatened to expose her to the very risks from
which her mother had once sought to protect her.

As she stared into the fire, mechanically
bringing spoon after spoon of soup up to her lips, Pauline could
not help but think it would have been better to do what her father
had wanted her to do all along and simply answer her call to the
colors. Pausing a moment as she set aside her spoon, she looked
over at her uncle. No, she sadly concluded. The thought of winding
up like her uncle, or worse, was too terrible to contemplate. As
bad as things were at the moment, she knew they could be worse,
much worse.

Finished in the kitchen, Pauline’s aunt
joined her. “Why were you so late in getting back?” she asked.

Munching on a chunk of bread, Pauline turned
away from her aunt and took to gazing at the flames as they danced
along the logs, wondering just how much she dare tell her of what
had happened. At first, Henri Fabre had been content to chat about
this and that while he worked to repair her tire. Thankful for his
help, and with her head in a muddle after her encounter with the
German, Pauline answered Henri’s innocent inquiries as to the
health of her parents, how things were going out where she lived,
and listened as he shared the latest news and rumors, to which he
was privy. It was only when he was finishing up that he mentioned
the German. “It was fortunate for you that he took the trouble to
stop and help. Soldiers like him can be—how can I put
it—demanding.”

“Erich is nothing like that,” she blurted
without thinking.

“Erich? Does Erich have a last name?” Henri
asked trying to make his question sound as innocent as he
could.

Realizing she had blundered, Pauline stepped
back away from Henri, dropping her gaze down to the ground before
her as she brought her arms up and folded them tightly across her
chest. “Yes,” she muttered.

“Well, are you going to share it with
me?”

Peeking up at the mechanic, Pauline began to
suspect his interest in Erich was more than simple curiosity.
Knowing she had no choice but to answer, she once more averted her
eyes before nodding. “Gerhart.”

“Do you plan on seeing him again?” Henri
asked, again doing his best to make his question sound as if it
stemmed from nothing more than idle curiosity.

“No,” Pauline responded quickly.

Finished with his repairs, Henri made as if
he were about to return the bike to Pauline. Anxious to be on her
way, she grabbed the handlebars and attempted to go. “Thank you,
monsieur.”

Unfortunately, the mechanic did not release
the grip with which he held the bike, causing Pauline to look up at
him. The friendly, easygoing expression he’d managed to maintain up
to that point was gone. In its place was one that caused Pauline to
shiver. “I think you should continue to see him.”

Unsure why the mechanic was suggesting she do
so, Pauline asked the obvious. “Why?”

“When this war is over, there will be a
reckoning,” he responded with a deliberateness that was
unmistakably menacing. “Those who stood up and did their duty, who
did whatever was necessary to liberate France from the Nazis will
be rewarded. And those who failed to do their duty… well,” he added
as a sinister smirk crept across his lips, “let’s just say they
will find themselves standing before the bar, exposed to the nation
for what they really are.”

~

 


The sound of her aunt’s voice finally managed
to pull Pauline back from her frightening encounter with Henri
Fabre. Giving her head a quick shake in a vain effort to banish all
thoughts of what had happened earlier in the day, Pauline looked up
at her aunt. “I’m sorry. I was thinking.”

Though she suspected her niece was doing more
than simply thinking, Claire Valery chose to ignore her concern and
instead, ordered Pauline to run up to her room and change before
she caught a cold.

Acknowledging her aunt with a nod, Pauline
took a moment to once more gaze into the fire. Until that moment
she’d never seen anything more than wood burning there in the
fireplace. Tonight, she imagined she finally understood what it was
that her uncle saw as he sat there staring into the flames. The
logs that her aunt so casually tossed into the fire were like the
lives that nations threw into the wars they waged on their
neighbors and the flames… well, they were like the raging passions
all wars brought to the fore, passions that consumed all who were
touched by them.



Chapter 3

 


April 1944, Snetterton Heath, England

 


Once he finished updating his charts, Bill
Wheeler gathered them up in his arms and made for the door,
bouncing off several other navigators who were blocking his way.
Ignoring the threats and curses they hurled at him, Wheeler pushed
on past them until he spotted his friend, First Lieutenant Keith
Foster, the bombardier for their B-17, The Ugly
Duckling.

“Keith! Hey, Keith, wait up.”

Slowing his pace, Foster waited until
Wheeler, still struggling to hold onto an armload of maps and
charts was next to him. Rather than helping his friend, Foster
looked over and smirked. “If you’re going to lose one, make sure
it’s not the one we need to get back, ’cause, after today, I’ve got
one more mission, and then, bingo, it’s time for Uncle Sam to carry
this good ’ole boy back to Virginia.”

“Yeah,” Wheeler snickered. “So you keep
reminding us poor bastards who have to stay and finish what you
started.”

Raising his hands, Foster made a face. “Hey,
I think you’ve got that wrong. I didn’t start this mess. I just
volunteered to help sort it out.”

“Well, the least you could do is stay until
it’s over. I mean, don’t they teach you southern boys to finish
what you start?”

“I intend to,” Foster countered, unable to
hold back a grin. “That recruiter back home in Bedford, Virginia
looked me right in the eye and said ‘Keith, old buddy, if you
promise to fly twenty-five missions for God, country, and the girl
next door, I’ll give you a uniform, a set of wings, and a tour of
Europe. Why, I’ll even pay you.’ Well, after I took a minute to
think things over, I said sure, what the heck. I’m not doing
anything for the next few years. Where do I sign?”

Wheeler was going to miss the irreverent
Southerner. He had a knack for finding something to joke about even
under the grimmest of circumstances. Once, on a mission over the
Ruhr after the pilot had been killed, one of the waist gunners
wounded, and an engine on the verge of failing, the co-pilot called
down over the intercom to Wheeler, asking him if they’d be able to
make it back to England with the fuel they had left. With nothing
more to do now that the bomb run was finished and no need to man
his machinegun since the German fighters had backed off to let the
flak have a go at them, Foster watched Wheeler over his shoulder as
he tried to work out an answer for the co-pilot. “Hey Bill,” Foster
yelled over the roar of the engines and the pock-pock-pock sound
the flak bursting nearby made. “Do you remember what your math
teacher always told you back in high school?”

Already rattled by what was going on around
him and finding it hard to concentrate on what he was doing,
Wheeler turned to his companion, wondering as he stared at him if
he’d lost his mind. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Bringing his right hand up, Foster shook his
index finger at Wheeler’s nose. “Pay attention in class, ’cause
someday algebra is going to save your life. Well, good buddy, I
think that day has come.”

At the time, Wheeler didn’t find Foster’s
joke particularly funny or appropriate. Only later, after he had
survived a few missions that proved to be no less harrowing did the
navigator come to appreciate what Foster was doing. All the glamour
that people back home tended to associate with being an aviator was
just so much bullshit. Perhaps, it was different for fighter
pilots, Wheeler reasoned. But it was different for bomber crews,
very different. Their war was a brutal endurance test, one that
pitted them against the Luftwaffe, nests of large caliber flak
guns, the bitter cold that accompanies operating at high altitudes,
and the ever-present law of gravity that demanded that everything
that went up, had to come down, regardless of what shape it was in.
Only five members of The Ugly Duckling’s original
crew were still with the aircraft. The man Wheeler had replaced had
been killed by a 20mm cannon shell fired from a Bf-109. The patch
covering the hole made by that hit was at eye level right over the
small desk at which Wheeler worked. Though no one ever told him
where the former navigator had been hit, they didn’t need to,
Wheeler was able to figure that out on his own.

“So,” Wheeler asked as they climbed into the
truck with the rest of the crew, “what are you going to be doing
back home while I’m still over here, getting my ass shot at in an
effort to make the world safe for democracy?”

Foster pretended that he was giving the
matter some serious thought before answering. “Well, after drinking
my fill of daddy’s best liquor and enjoying momma’s home cooking
for a while, I’m going to settle down and start making little
Fosters.” Never having heard his friend talk about a particular
girl, Wheeler asked if he had someone special in mind. Dropping all
pretenses, the bombardier eased back in his seat and looked over at
Wheeler. “Oh, I’ve pretty much decided on the specifications I’ll
be requiring. I just haven’t settled on an exact make or model
yet.”

Before he could remark on his friend’s
ability to make selecting a wife sound more like he was shopping
for a new car, the truck stopped in front of The Ugly
Duckling where the crew dismounted and scattered to find the
hatch closest to their assigned position. “Well, seeing that
today’s mission is going to be a milk run, you’ll have plenty of
time to narrow down your search criteria,” Wheeler called out as he
watched Foster pull himself up through an open hatch in the
bomber’s belly.

Sticking his head back out the open hatch
before Wheeler could join him, Foster grinned. “What makes you
think I want to do that? I mean, haven’t you Yankees ever heard of
a test drive?”

 


April 1944, Normandie

 


Try as hard as she might, Pauline could not
see where Erich had parked his Kübelwagen. She knew he
wasn’t late. He was never late, proving that some of the stories
about Teutonic efficiency and punctuality really were true.
Pedaling past the spot where Erich normally parked, she continued
to look, amazed that a painted-on camouflage pattern, one that
struck her as quite garish when viewed close up could be so
effective in hiding something as big as a staff car.

This caused her to wonder if the Germans just
might really be unbeatable when it came to fighting wars. Perhaps
they would win after all. Maybe all the news she heard in the
village about Allied victories in other parts of Europe was nothing
more than propaganda, the same sort of lies and falsehoods spread
by her own government in 1940 that had led the people of France to
believe they were safe behind the Maginot Line. What would happen
when the Allies finally did try to land in France and failed? Would
Henri Fabre continue to wage his secret little war against the
Boche? Would Erich’s unit, no longer needing to guard
against the threat of an invasion from England, be sent elsewhere,
to fight on other fronts? The very thought that her German could
very well find himself in Russia where she was told it was always
cold saddened her. She didn’t know why it did. It just did.

She was in the midst of pondering these
troubling possibilities when the blast of a vehicle horn coming up
from behind caused her to lose her balance and almost fall off her
bike. Throwing her legs out, she managed to bring her bike to a
full stop and keep from tumbling over, but just barely. After
catching her breath, she whirled around, ready to give the bastard
who had frightened her so a proper tongue-lashing. Only the sight
of Erich, sitting behind the wheel of his commanding officer’s
vehicle, wearing an appropriately sheepish expression kept her from
doing so. Still, she found she could not let him off scot-free.
“You’re late,” she snapped.

Stepping out of the Kübelwagen, Erich
made his way over to where she was standing, still straddling her
bike. “I am sorry. It was not my fault. We were packing up,
preparing for a field exercise that starts tomorrow. While we were
doing so, some of the laggards in the section decided today would
be a good day to slack off. I had to give them a good kick in their
backsides in order to get the bastards moving.”

“Erich!”

Realizing that he had allowed himself to
lapse back into the language of the barracks he’d become so
accustomed to using, the German feldwebel tucked his head
down between his shoulders as he hastened to apologize.

“Sorry. It’s just that I’m around soldiers so
much I sometimes forget myself.”

After giving her hair a quick toss, Pauline
pretended to be offended. “Are you saying I remind you of one of
your soldiers?”

“Oh, no! Not at all,” Erich stammered.
“That’s not what I meant. What I was trying to say was... I mean,
ah...”

Amused by the worried look on his face and
his pathetic thrashing about in an effort to explain himself,
Pauline found she was no longer able to hold back her laughter.
Realizing that she’d been toying with him, Erich relaxed, but not
before wagging his finger at the French girl.

“You are a wicked one, you know.”

Dropping her chin until she was looking up at
the young German through her lashes, Pauline stared up into his
eyes while affecting what she hoped was a sultry smile, the sort
she used to see in the cinema back in Paris. “I know.”

Once more thrown off guard by the antics of
the alluring French girl, Erich didn’t know what to say or do.
Clearing his throat, he finally managed to ask if they would be
going to their usual spot. Though tempted to ask him if he knew
someplace that was better, she didn’t. As much as she enjoyed
spending time with him, Pauline wasn’t at all sure if she could
completely trust Erich. Even more disturbing, she was beginning to
wonder if she could trust herself when she was with him.

“Yes, of course,” she replied as she tried to
find some way of making the idea of going to the ruins of the
Norman keep again sound more appealing to Erich. “I would think
being around a castle would remind you of home.”

As he took the bike from her and hoisted it
up onto the rear seat of the Kübelwagen, Erich chuckled.
“That is not a castle. It is nothing more than a heap of rubble
that used to be a keep.” Pausing, he looked back over his shoulder
at Pauline. “You do know what a keep is?”

“Of course, I do!” she shot back as she made
her way around the Kübelwagen.

“Ah, good. Well, in Germany, we have
real castles,” he teased. “All kinds of castles. Have you
ever traveled down the Rhein?”

“No, but I’ve been along the Seine.”

Having crossed the River Seine in the spring
of 1940 while serving with the 3rd Panzer Division and
walked along its banks when he’d been on leave in Paris, in
Gerhart’s mind it paled in comparison to the stunning beauty of the
Rhein or the Donau as it flowed through his hometown of Passau. Of
course, he didn’t share this opinion with Pauline. The last thing
he wanted to do was to rile that girl’s Gallic temper by engaging
in a pointless game of nationalistic tit-for-tat. So, he did his
best to find a more tactful way of making his point as he made his
way around the Kübelwagen and opened its passenger door for
Pauline. Once she was settled, he swung the door closed, holding
onto its handle with his left hand while resting his right along
its upper edge, tantalizingly close to the French girl’s upper arm.
Leaning forward, Erich smiled. “Well, maybe one day I will be able
to take you down the Rhein, perhaps even the Donau where it meets
the Inn and River Iiz.”

It was now Pauline’s turn to be taken aback
by something the German said. Unable to help herself, she turned
toward him and stared into his eyes as he stood there, inches from
her, doing his best to gauge her reaction to what he had just said.
Her lips parted, ever so slightly as if she were going to say
something. But no words came out as she struggled to sort through
the jumbled thoughts and emotions that left her tongue-tied.
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