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			Author’s Note


			Seattle, December 2017


			Dear Reader,


			This is my ninth novel to be published in the United States, and my tenth in the world. In all of my years of writing and travelling, I have always been drawn to Paris. And while life circumstances have never allowed me to move there (a dream since college), I have always known that I would one day write a story set in Paris. While bits and pieces of my past novels have taken place in the City of Light, I’ve never fully planted my characters there in the way I have in this book, which, for me, was exhilarating in its own right.


			While tending to my three young boys in Seattle in my daily life, I tagged along with my characters to the most charming cafés, beautiful balconies, and beloved sights of Paris. The journey was a memorable one: climbing the steps of Montmartre, admiring the colourful produce on the rue Cler, sipping espresso in secret cafés on little side streets.


			But this story delves far deeper than chocolate croissants and the Eiffel Tower on a spring day. It tackles heartbreak and trauma head-on, both in war-torn 1940s Paris and in the present day, with characters who have the ability – or inability – to resist, forgive, and love.


			This book is my love letter to Paris, and maybe someday, there will be another. For now, I hope you enjoy the little story I have dreamed up, its characters, and all of Paris, down to the very last petal.


			xo, Sarah
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			Caroline


			September 4, 2009


			Paris, France


			How could he? My cheeks burn as I climb onto my bike, pedalling fast down the rue Cler, past the street vendors with their tables lined with shiny purple aubergines and bunches of flowers, pink peonies and golden sunflowers standing at attention in tidy buckets, past Café du Monde, where I sometimes get a coffee when I’m too tired to walk to Bistro Jeanty, past an old woman walking her tiny white poodle. Despite the bright sun overhead, she pessimistically clutches a sheathed umbrella, as if at any moment the skies might open and unleash their fury.


			Fury is the emotion I feel. Furious, rather. He was the last person on earth I expected or wanted to see this morning. After everything that’s happened, does he not have the decency to respect my wishes? I told him I didn’t want to see him, now or … ever. And yet, here he materializes, at Café du Monde of all places, smiling at me as if nothing has happened, as if …


			I blink back tears, careful to regain my composure, the way I didn’t last night, when I threw down my napkin, shouted at him, and stormed off. A Parisian woman, in contrast, would never lose her cool like that.


			While I have a lot to work on in that department, on any given day I might pass for French, at least from a distance. I look the part, more or less. Scarf tied loosely around my neck. On a bike in a dress. Blonde hair swept up in a high bun. No helmet – obviously. It has taken three years to semi-master the language (emphasis on the ‘semi’), but it would easily take a lifetime to become adequately versed in French style.


			What does any of it matter now? Over time, Paris has become my hiding place, my cocoon, my escape from the pain of the past. I blink back tears. And now? Does he really think he can just waltz in and expect me to behave as if nothing happened? That everything should just magically go back to the way it was?


			I shudder, glancing over my shoulder to make sure he isn’t following me. As far as I can tell, he’s not, and I pedal faster around the next corner, where a man in a leather jacket catches my eye and smiles as though we’ve met before. We haven’t. Saying that Frenchmen are notoriously forward is an understatement. The truth is, they believe the world, and every woman in it, should be so lucky to be graced by their special good looks, charm, and intelligence.


			I’ve barely dipped my toe into the pool of French dating, and the experience hasn’t been great. There was dinner with the hairstylist, who couldn’t stop checking himself out in the mirror behind me; lunch with the artist, who suggested we go back to his apartment and discuss his latest painting, which, by chance, hung over his bed; and then the professor who asked me out last week … and yet I couldn’t bring myself to return his calls.


			I sigh and pedal on. I am neither American nor Parisian. In fact, these days, I don’t feel as if I’m anything. I belong to no country or person. Unattached, I am merely a ghost, floating through life.


			I wend past the rue de Seine, zigzagging down a lamp post-lined hill, the grandeur of the city at my back, my pale-blue sundress fluttering in the breeze as more tears well up in my eyes, fogging my view of the narrow street below. I blink hard, wiping away a tear, and the expanse of cobblestones comes into focus again. My eyes fix on an elderly couple walking on the pavement ahead. They are like any older French couple, I suppose, characteristically adorable in a way that they will never know. He in a sports coat (despite the humid eighty-five-degree day), and she in a gingham dress, perhaps in her wardrobe since the afternoon she saw it in the window of a sensible boutique along the Champs-Élysées in 1953. She carries a basket filled with farmers’-market finds (I notice the courgettes). He carries a baguette, and nothing else, like a World War Two-era rifle held against his shoulder, dutifully, but also with a barely detectable and oddly charming tinge of annoyance.


			My mind returns to the exchange at the café, and I am once again furious. I hear his voice in my head, soft, sweet, pleading. Was I too hard on him? No. No. Maybe? No! In another life, we might have spent this evening nestled in a corner table at some café, drinking good Bordeaux, listening to Chet Baker, discussing hypothetical trips to the Greek islands or the construction of a garden greenhouse where we would consider the merits of growing a lemon (or avocado?) tree in a pot and sit under a bougainvillea vine like the one my mom planted the year I turned eleven, before my dad left. Jazz. Santorini. Lemon trees. Beautiful, loving details, none of which matter anymore. Not in this life, anyhow. That chapter had ended. No, the book has.


			How could I forgive him? How could I ever forgive him …


			‘Forgiveness is a gift,’ a therapist I saw for a few sessions had said, ‘both to the receiver and to yourself. But no one can give a gift when she’s not ready to.’


			I close my eyes for a moment, then open them, resolute. I am not ready now, and I doubt that I will ever be. I pedal on, faster, determined. The pain of the past suddenly comes into sharp and bitter focus. It stings, like a slice of lemon pressed to a wound.


			I wipe away another tear as a truck barrels towards me out of nowhere. Adrenaline surges in the way it does when you’re zoning out while driving and then narrowly miss swerving into an oncoming car, or a lamp post, or a man walking his dog. I veer my bicycle to the right, careful to avoid a mother and her young daughter walking towards me on my left. The little girl looks no more than two. My heart swells. The sun is bright, blindingly so, and it filters through her sandy blonde hair.


			I squint, attempting to navigate the narrow road ahead, my heart beating faster by the second. The driver of the truck doesn’t seem to see me. ‘Stop!’ I cry. ‘Arrêtez!’


			I clench the handlebars, engaging the brakes, but somehow they give out. The street is steep and narrow, too narrow, and I am now barrelling down a hillside with increasing speed. The driver of the truck is fiddling with a cigarette, turning it this way and that, simultaneously swerving the truck across the cobblestone streets. I scream again, but he doesn’t seem to hear. Panic washes over me, thick and overpowering. I have two choices: turn left and crash my bike straight into the mother and her little girl, or turn right and collide directly into the truck.


			I turn right.
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			Céline


			September 4, 1943


			Paris, France


			‘Autumn’s coming,’ Papa says, casting his gaze out the window of our little flower shop on the rue Cler. Despite the blue sky overhead, there are storm clouds in his eyes.


			‘Oh Papa,’ I say through the open door, straightening my apron before sweeping a few stray rose petals off the cobblestones in front of the shop. I always feel bad for fallen petals, as silly as that sounds. They’re like little lost ducklings separated from their mama. ‘It’s only the beginning of September, my oh-so-very-pessimistic papa.’ I smile facetiously. ‘It’s been the most beautiful summer; can’t we just enjoy it while it lasts?’


			‘Beautiful?’ Papa throws his arms in the air in the dramatic fashion that all Frenchmen over the age of sixty do so well. I’ve often thought that there’s probably an old French law stating that if you’re an older male, you have the irrevocable right to be grumpy, cantankerous, and otherwise disagreeable at the time and place of your choosing. Papa certainly exercises this right, and yet I love him all the more for it. Grumpy or not, he still has the biggest heart of any Frenchman I’ve ever known. ‘Our city is occupied by Nazi soldiers and you call this summer … beautiful?’ He shakes his head, returning to an elaborate arrangement he’s been fussing over all day for Madame Jeanty, one of our more exacting clients. A local tastemaker, and owner of one of the most fashionable restaurants in town, Bistro Jeanty, she funnels many clients to us, namely, new admissions into the high-society circle who want their dining room tables to look as grand as hers. As such, Papa and I know we can’t risk losing her business and her demands must always be heeded, no matter how ridiculous, or how late (or early) the hour. Never too much greenery, but then never too little either. Only roses that have been snipped that morning. Never peonies, only ranunculus. And for the love of all that is holy, no ferns. Not even a hint of them. I made that mistake in an arrangement three years ago, and let’s just say, it will never happen again.


			It’s funny how different a child can be from a parent. Her son, Luc, for instance, is nothing like her. We’ve known each other since secondary school, and I’ve always thought the world of him. We have dinner together each week at Bistro Jeanty, and I’ve valued our friendship, especially during this godforsaken occupation. Luc and I might have been sweethearts under different circumstances. If the world weren’t at war, if our lives had taken different paths. I’d thought about it many times, of course, and I know he has too. The Book of Us remains a complicated story, and neither of us, it seems, knows the ending.


			I sigh. Who has time to think of such things now, when so much is at stake? Some of our friends have lost their businesses, others have been roughed up on street corners. And yet, so far, our little family has managed to avoid any significant personal or financial harm, and I’m grateful for that every day. I like to believe (pretend?) that we are immune to it, that this war could come and go and we’d continue being our little family of three: Papa, me, and my little girl, Cosi. As the storm rages, we’ll manage to stay in its peaceful eye.


			I’m no fool, however. There’s cause to be concerned, all kinds of it. But caution is a very different thing than paranoia, and I refuse to be ruled by fear. After all, we are French citizens, with the papers to prove it. Even though Papa’s mother was half-Jewish, she’s long since passed away in a small village outside of Normandy, miles from here. Though unashamed of his ancestry, he has never been defined by it. His father was Catholic, and his mother converted. As far as I know, no one is aware of Papa’s ancestry or could trace his bloodline. Besides, the Germans love our shop, stopping in for special bouquets for their wives or mistresses, or any pretty French girl they hope to woo. We will be fine. All three of us.


			The bells on the door jingle as Luc appears. He kisses my cheek, then shakes Papa’s hand.


			‘What are you doing here?’ I ask with a smile.


			He produces a perfect pink grapefruit from his coat pocket. ‘Look what I found at the market.’


			My eyes light up. ‘Luc, really?’


			He nods. ‘I thought you’d be pleased.’


			‘I haven’t had a grapefruit since—’


			The doorbells jingle again, this time, ushering in Madame Bernard, who walks up to the counter in a huff. ‘I need four dozen tiger lilies,’ she says to Papa, out of breath. ‘We’re entertaining some of Paris’s most important people tomorrow night.’


			Papa furrows his brow. He knows as well as I do that tiger lilies are hard, if not impossible, to come by.


			‘Madame Bernard,’ he says, clearing his throat. ‘Lilies are a rarity these days. May I suggest roses, carnations, even—’


			‘I said lilies,’ she barks, holding her hand out as if to halt any further discussion on the matter.


			‘Madame Bernard,’ Luc says suddenly. ‘How nice to see you.’


			‘Why Luc,’ she exclaims. ‘I didn’t see you there.’


			He smiles. ‘How is your husband? I’m told he was ill recently.’


			‘Well, thank you. He made a fine recovery.’


			‘Good,’ he says.


			Madame Bernard looks at me, then Luc, and then back at Papa again. ‘Roses will be fine. I don’t mean to make a fuss.’ She glances back at me, then Luc. ‘Especially in these times. Three dozen roses. Various shades of pink will do.’


			Luc blows me an air kiss, then heads out the door. Papa transcribes the order into his notebook as he always does. ‘And shall we bring them by at three? Four?’


			‘Noon,’ she says. ‘Last time your delivery boy was late. Make sure he isn’t again.’


			‘Of course, madame,’ Papa says.


			‘And the flowers were a bit wilted.’ She shakes her head. ‘If you’re not careful, you’ll lose your best customers, including myself.’


			‘With respect, madame,’ I interject. ‘We don’t sell wilted flowers. Perhaps your memory is what has wilted.’


			‘My memory?’ she huffs, turning to Papa. ‘It’s a shame you didn’t manage to teach your daughter any manners. On second thought, cancel that order.’


			After she’s gone, I fall into the chair behind the counter with a sigh. But it’s apparent Papa doesn’t find any of this funny.


			‘Céline, you can’t let your temper get the better of you like that.’


			‘And let people like Madame Bernard boss us around?’ I shrug. ‘We have plenty of customers, Papa. We don’t need her.’


			He sighs. ‘And what if she tells her friends and they all stop ordering?’


			‘They won’t,’ I say. ‘Our customers are loyal. Madame Bernard, on the other hand, is a known Nazi sympathizer.’


			Papa looks tired and unconvinced. ‘All the more reason we should keep her happy.’


			Just then, Cosi barrels into the shop, my little eight-year-old, with the spirit of a lion and the heart of an angel, and just like that, Madame Bernard’s nonsense evaporates into thin air. ‘Mama,’ she says, throwing her arms around me. ‘Look what I made in school!’


			She produces a piece of paper from her satchel, a watercolour painting of a beach scene. ‘Do you recognize it?’ she asks, wide-eyed and expectant. ‘It’s Normandy!’ she blurts out with gusto, too excited to wait for my reply. ‘Where you were born, Mama!’ Beaming with pride, she points to the rocks she’s painted along the beach and the tide pool to the right, just as I’d described to her on so many nights before she drifted off to sleep. My childhood home, Normandy remains deeply embedded in my heart. We lived there in a little cottage by the sea before my mother passed away, the year I turned twelve. After that, Papa moved us to Paris. It’s been so long, but if I close my eyes and let my mind travel back, I can still smell the sea air, the blossoms on Mama’s lemon trees on our back patio. It’s as if I’ve never left. I suppose part of me never did.


			‘Do you miss it?’ my daughter asks, studying my face.


			My eyes are misty, so I turn away and pretend to busy myself with a bucket of greenery that will end up in one of Papa’s arrangements, for one fancy party or another.


			I collect myself, then turn to Cosi, nodding. ‘Yes, love,’ I say with a smile. As much as my heart aches for Normandy, it aches for Mama more. As magical as our little seaside life was, we could have lived anywhere, in the desert or the darkest forest – as long as my mother was there, we’d have been happy.


			As such, nothing was the same after her death. Much of the joy had been snuffed out of our lives, like the flame of a candle, especially for Papa. Our sweet life in Normandy made way for a busy life in Paris, where people moved faster and smiled less. Papa opened the flower shop and we forged a new existence without Mama.


			A stoic man, Papa has cried only once, as far as I’ve seen: on Christmas morning, the year I turned thirteen. Just after breakfast, I had given him a photograph I’d found of Mama in a box buried deep in the attic. She couldn’t have been older than eighteen, so beautiful, with her wavy dark hair, just like Cosi’s, falling over her shoulders. I found the perfect frame for it at a second-hand shop and wrapped it for Papa. To this day, I’m not sure if he’d ever seen the photograph before, but when he set his eyes on it, he wept.


			Yet, despite Papa’s efforts to keep his sadness at bay all these years, it’s still there. He wears it like a scarf, permanently tied around his neck. The truth is, as big as Papa’s heart is, Mama took half of it when she passed. When you lose a love as deep as they had, can the void ever be filled?


			‘Mama?’ Cosi asks, jarring me from my memories.


			‘It’s beautiful,’ I proclaim, turning my eyes back to her little watercolour masterpiece before planting a kiss on her cool, rosy cheek. ‘You’ve captured it like a true artist. It’s just as I remember.’


			She tucks a lock of her dark hair behind her ear and looks up at me with a confident smile. ‘Will you take me there someday?’


			‘I promise,’ I tell her.


			‘And can we get a tarte normande, the kind you used to love as a little girl?’


			The mere mention has my mouth watering and my heart aching. I can almost taste the apple tarts my mother used to make, with apples from the trees in our garden, loads of freshly grated cinnamon, and a dollop of whipped cream on top.


			‘And can we look for treasure on the beach?’


			‘Yes, sweet child.’


			‘And can we throw rocks in the water and look for starfish in the tide pools?’


			I nod, fighting back tears. She’s as much like her father as she is like me. An optimist through and through who sees the good in all people, with a fierce, determined spirit. Pierre would be so proud. I clutch the gold necklace he gave me on our wedding day, with the tiny diamond pendant reminding me of the life we once had together.


			His death was sudden, just as Mama’s, but unlike her, he wasn’t struck by illness. Six months after our wedding, just after I’d discovered I was pregnant with Cosi, I awoke to the sound of him opening the wardrobe door, then the rustle of fabric as he pulled on his trousers. The clink of a belt buckle, feet slipping into shoes. I opened my eyes with a yawn. ‘I’m sorry, darling,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to wake you.’


			‘Come back to bed,’ I said groggily. That evening, I’d planned on telling him the news of the baby I carried. First, I’d stop by the butcher and select a special steak to accompany his favourite dish, gratin dauphinois, a simple yet inexplicably divine mixture of thinly sliced and layered potatoes, garlic, Gruyère cheese, and cream. I’d watched my mother make it a hundred times, but it would be my first attempt in my own kitchen.


			I remember the look on his face that morning. I always will. So handsome, with eyes filled with passion, just as much for me as for life in general. Pierre had such dreams, and a plan for all of them. When his business picked up, a little wine shop in Montmartre, he planned to open a second, and then a third, with the ultimate goal of becoming the most successful wine merchant in Paris. After that, he said, we’d buy a country house in Provence and spend our summers lounging beside a mineral-rich pool, breathing in lavender-scented air. Papa would come, too, of course. Pierre’s success would allow my father to finally retire and rest his weary, arthritic hands. A beautiful life and future to look forward to, and it was ours, all ours.


			That morning, full of all those big dreams and love, he’d walked back to bed, lowered his majestic body, and pressed his lips against mine, sending a rush of energy through me like only the very best espresso can. No man had ever had that effect on me, and sometimes I wondered if it could really be possible to love someone so much that you might burst.


			‘Don’t leave,’ I said.


			‘I won’t be gone long,’ he replied with a wink.


			‘But it’s so early,’ I muttered, from that foggy place between sleep and waking, glancing at the clock. Half past six. ‘Where could you possibly need to be at this hour?’


			‘It’s a surprise,’ he said. ‘Go back to sleep, my love. When you open your eyes, I’ll be back, and you’ll see.’


			Just as he instructed, I closed my eyes and my exhausted, newly pregnant body drifted back to sleep in moments. But when I awoke an hour later, Pierre hadn’t returned. The morning hours dragged on, and by afternoon, he still hadn’t come home. I busied myself preparing dinner, pulling off the gratin dauphinois without a hitch, thankfully. I poured the wine. I set the table. And by a quarter past six, the apartment smelled heavenly. But Pierre still hadn’t come home.


			Panicked, I enquired at nearby cafés, the barber on the corner, and with Madame Benoît, who was just closing up her bakery. I still remember the bit of flour on her cheek. ‘Sorry, Céline,’ she’d replied with a shrug.


			No one had seen Pierre.


			Then the call came. The ring of the telephone had never sounded so loud or frightening. I ran to it, not a second to waste. It would be Pierre. He’d let me know that he’d taken a detour to check on the shop, just as a new shipment of Bordeaux had come in. His assistant, Louis, young and inexperienced, was not capable of categorizing the bottles and stocking them on the right shelves, so he had to do the job himself. The life of a business owner, of course. I knew it well. I would be mildly annoyed, but understanding. I’d encourage him to bicycle home as quickly as possible. ‘Dinner is getting cold! I’ve made your favourite dish!’ He would calmly say, ‘Sorry to keep you waiting, my love. I’ll be home in a flash.’ And there he’d be, fifteen minutes later, standing in the doorway, with that handsome, expectant smile. He’d beg my forgiveness and he’d have it, in an instant.


			The voice on the phone was not Pierre’s but a police officer’s, calling from the sixteenth arrondissement. ‘I’m sorry to inform you, madame, that your husband …’


			I don’t remember what he said next, not exactly. The officer’s words felt like bullets, but at one one-hundredth of the normal speed – so slow, I felt each one hit my body and tear through my heart.


			Pierre’s body had been found wedged between a delivery truck and a brand-new grey Renault. When the truck hit him, he’d been thrown from his bicycle and pinned against the other oncoming vehicle. The doctors said he died instantly. He hadn’t suffered.


			That night, I jumped on my bicycle and pedalled to the street where he took his last breath. I fell to my knees when I saw the most heartbreaking scene of my life: a badly mangled bicycle left lying on its side, and pink peony petals scattered on the cobblestone street like fresh snow, the remnants of what could only have been an enormous bouquet.


			My surprise.


			Losing Mama, and then Pierre, was like getting hit by lightning twice. After that night, there were dark moments when I felt I couldn’t go on. I looked over the edge of my balcony more than a dozen times wishing for a quick exit to end the pain, but the little life inside me kept me hanging on. Papa helped, too, as best as he could. He spoon-fed me broth when I was too nauseated, or distraught, to eat, and held me when I cried so hard I soaked the collar of his shirt.


			But, Cosi, my sweet Cosi, was ultimately the bandage my heart so badly needed. With her, I could go on, and I have. She is the reason I wake up in the morning and say my prayers at night. She’s also the reason I can see the beauty in every day, even this one.


			‘Bon après-midi,’ our delivery boy, Nic, says, appearing in the doorway. He’s about twelve and very tall for his age. A sweet, hard-working boy, he holds down several jobs, including helping at Jeanty and a nearby bakery to ensure that his family makes ends meet.


			Cosi blushes. I know she has a crush on him, but I dare not say anything to embarrass her. ‘Anything for me to take out this afternoon, monsieur?’ he asks.


			Papa nods and hands him an arrangement that’s ready for delivery. ‘Of course,’ he says, smiling at Cosi before patting her on the head as he rushes out the door.


			Cosi beams as she watches him leave, then turns to me, tugging at my apron. I look down at my little girl. ‘Can I go play in the park with Alina?’ she asks.


			Papa casts a concerned look my way. ‘A child of eight should not be playing in the park in these times, she should—’


			‘It’s fine, Papa,’ I interrupt him before he can say anything further that might frighten her. Of course, I share his concern for her safety in our war-occupied city, but I am also keenly aware of Cosi’s need to be a child, to live openly and as carefree as possible even if the world around us seems to be falling down before our very eyes. Despite Papa’s concerns, I’ve tried my best to shield her from fear. Her life saved my own and gave my world new meaning. In return, I colour hers in shades of joy and happiness. Where there is darkness, I cast light. Where there is worry, I provide relief.


			She’ll be fine at the park. It’s just around the bend from the shop. And as cruel as the SS soldiers are, we have yet to hear a single story of a German officer harming a French child. There is still dignity in the world, and as long as there is, I intend to cling to it.


			‘Yes, honey,’ I say, ignoring Papa. ‘But be back by six for dinner.’


			She kisses me and dashes out of the shop and across the street. I watch her skip along as she disappears around the corner.


			Papa mutters something under his breath.


			‘What?’ I ask, folding my arms across my chest. ‘You disagree with the way I’m raising her. Just say it.’


			He’s quiet for a long moment. When his gaze meets mine, I can see that his eyes are misty, his expression tender, not cantankerous. ‘It’s only because I love her, and you, so much. I couldn’t’ – he pauses to compose himself – ‘I couldn’t … live with myself if anything ever happened to either of you.’


			I walk closer to him and place my hands on his shoulders, kissing both his cheeks. ‘Oh Papa, I know you worry,’ I say. ‘But nothing will happen to us. We are fine. We always will be.’


			He smiles. ‘You’re just like her.’


			I know he means Mama, and it’s the best compliment he can pay me.


			‘You see the way she did. Always through rose-coloured glasses.’


			I grin. ‘It’s more fun that way.’


			We both turn around when we hear the jingle of bells on the door, alerting us to a customer. This one I don’t recognize. A German officer, clearly, and high ranking, as evidenced by his decorated shirt pocket. He’s taller than the others who have come in, at least six feet four, with exceptionally broad shoulders. He has dark hair and a square jaw. His eyes are cold, steely, and his figure casts an intimidating shadow on the shop floor. I greet him with a cheerful bon après-midi, in the same manner that I greet all of our customers. It’s my one rebellion, showing no special treatment for the Germans and often regarding them with indifference.


			He grunts something at me, and I wait a long beat to respond. ‘May I help you?’ I finally say.


			He ignores me as he paces slowly around the shop, inspecting every corner suspiciously, as if the very flowers and their petals might be spies. I watch as he pulls a red rose from a vase, raises it to his nose, then tosses it on the ground. Papa and I exchange a worried glance.


			‘What has happened to roses?’ the man asks. His French is good, even if tinged with a heavy German accent. The question appears to be as much to himself as to us. Neither Papa nor I venture a response. ‘In the Fatherland, a rose smells like a … rose. These French roses smell like shit. French shit.’


			I open my mouth to speak, but the officer does first. ‘And these?’ he asks, pointing to a bucket of hydrangeas, variegated, purple and pink. They’re very hard to find this time of the year unless you have connections with the best gardeners in the south. ‘What the hell are these?’


			‘Hydrangeas,’ I say. ‘May I interest you in an arrangement, for a special someone? They’d look lovely with a sprig of—’


			‘No,’ he grunts, turning his gaze to Papa. He walks closer to the counter, where Papa stands. With each of his slow, heavy steps, I feel my temperature rise a degree. ‘What is your name, sir?’


			‘Claude Moreau,’ Papa replies. If he’s worried, he shows no sign of it. Just the same, my heart pounds wildly in my chest.


			‘Moreau,’ the officer says. ‘A proper French name.’


			Papa remains quiet, his face emotionless.


			The officer laughs to himself. ‘The Führer himself loves the French, so much so that we spared Paris. He’ll be living here before long, you know, setting up residence just up the way. The French are, you might say … special.’ He turns to me and smiles. ‘And, I might add, very attractive.’


			I shiver as Papa clears his throat. ‘Monsieur, if we may help you with an order, please let us know your requirements so we may begin assembling it for you.’ It’s an offer of service as much as a man-to-man warning. While it’s true that we’ve always remained somewhat guarded when a member of the German Army enters the shop, this is the first time I feel any real sense of fear.


			‘Oh yes,’ he says, glancing at Papa, then turning his gaze back to me. He seems amused by something neither Papa nor I understand. ‘You may help me.’ He walks towards me, stopping at an uncomfortably close distance. He reaches his large hand to my collarbone and, with his index finger, traces the outline of the gold necklace from Pierre, then smiles at Papa. ‘I’ll take two dozen of those shit roses.’ He laughs. ‘French girls like anything.’


			I nod. My hands tremble as I select the roses from the bucket beside me and carry them to the counter for Papa to arrange.


			‘What’s your name?’ the officer asks me.


			I look at Papa, then back at him. I know I have no choice but to answer his question. ‘Céline,’ I finally say.


			‘Céline,’ he says, as if both perplexed and amused. ‘Such a forgettable name for such a very memorable girl.’ He pauses to think, then nods to himself. ‘You look more like a Helga to me, a fitting name for a very beautiful Fräulein.’


			Papa’s hands work at lightning pace, and in a moment’s time, he extends the bouquet to the officer. ‘Will that be all?’ Papa asks, his tone firm – I worry, too firm.


			‘Yes, sir,’ he says, reaching into his pocket, then tossing a wad of cash on the counter top.


			‘Goodbye … Helga,’ he says with a laugh, tipping his hat to me. He walks to the door, turning to us once more. ‘Like I said, your daughter is a beautiful woman.’ He shakes his head. ‘A shame, sir, that you have such a prominent Jewish nose.’


			The door closes with a slam, and after a long pause, I run to Papa and throw my arms around him. ‘Do you think he—’


			‘Don’t worry about him,’ he says. ‘He’s just trying to scare us. That’s what they do. They prey on people’s fears so they can control them.’ He pulls me to his chest. ‘Don’t you worry, my Céline. He has no power over us.’ And with that, he turns back to the cash register and deposits the money in the till. We both notice the officer has under paid us by many reichsmarks, but we don’t discuss it.


			I reach for my jacket as a shiver runs down my body. ‘I’m going to go and get Cosi for dinner a little early,’ I say, heading to the door.


			‘Good idea,’ Papa says. ‘And, Céline?’


			I turn around to face him before exiting the shop.


			‘Be careful.’


			Looking over my shoulder two or three times, I walk with a brisk stride to the park to find my daughter. It feels colder than usual, and I pull the collar of my jacket up a bit higher.


			Somehow summer seems like a distant memory. Papa is right; autumn is coming, whether we like it or not.
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			Caroline


			Five Days Later


			I open my eyes and blink away the most terrible dream. There were sirens and lights. There was blood. A child. I sit up in bed and gasp for air. Everything aches.


			Where am I?


			The white walls and fluorescent lights are harsh, and I squint to make out my surroundings: industrial tiles on the floor, drab, sun-faded curtains shrouding a window looking out to a strange city. I notice a familiar monument out the window. The Arc … de Triomphe? And then it hits me.


			Paris. Good Lord, why am I in Paris? But the more pressing question is … Who am … I?


			I glance down at my arms, pale, a little freckled, foreign looking. My hands are thin, and my nails are painted pale pink. The polish on the right thumb is chipped. There’s dirt under the nail. I will my right hand to touch my left, like a stranger – the skin feels foreign – then sit up, heart racing. I’m in a hospital bed.


			‘Hello?’ I call out, both to anyone who can hear me and, I suppose, to myself. I am deeply and sorely lost. I am a strange soul trapped in an even stranger body. The only thing I know is that I am alive, and that I am in, well, Paris.


			A thin, middle-aged woman dressed in white bursts through the door. ‘You’re … awake,’ she says, dabbing a napkin to her face and swallowing the remnants of something. Apparently I’ve just interrupted her lunch break. I don’t have the discernment to tell if she’s annoyed or not. But, to be frank, I don’t have the discernment to tell if I’m, well, alive or not. I close my eyes tightly, and I am at once in some other place, some other level of consciousness, where trade winds blow through palm trees, making that unmistakable sound that only rustling palm fronds can. Wind blowing through evergreens is an entirely different thing – more of a low howl, a dull but reverent power, pushing through a wooded forest, haunting and enigmatic. But this? This sound is electric. It reverberates in my ears. It is the sound of something on the cusp. It is the sound of my past, and it’s the sound of something about to happen.


			Wind chimes clang as a little girl cries. I open my eyes, heart beating fast.


			‘Madame,’ the woman in white says, hovering over me. ‘Madame, you are awake?’


			I blink hard. ‘What happened?’ I mutter. ‘Why am I here?’


			‘You were in an accident.’ I notice her high cheekbones, over-plucked eyebrows, and freckles on the bridge of her nose. She has a thick accent, and I strain to understand each of her words. ‘It was a bad accident.’


			I was in a bad accident?


			Another woman enters the room, this one somewhat regal looking with dark hair pulled back, not a strand askew. ‘Hello,’ she says, also in a thick accent, taking a seat in the chair beside my bed. ‘We’re so happy to see you awake and conscious.’


			I reach for her hand, clutching it with a firm grip. ‘Please, tell me who I am. Tell me what happened to me. How did I get here?’


			She nods. ‘I’m a doctor,’ she says. ‘You are in the Pitié-Salpêtrière Hospital, in Paris. You were in a bike accident; well, you were on a bike when a truck hit you. You endured a serious injury – how serious, we don’t know yet.’ She places her hand on my arm and smiles for the first time, and the reflection from the window makes her white teeth glisten. ‘But it’s a good sign that you are awake. A very good sign.’


			‘Injury?’ I ask, sitting up. I don’t know if it’s winter or summer. Monday or Friday. If I am a good person or a bad one. I know nothing. Absolutely nothing.


			The doctor nods. ‘You have been unconscious for five days.’


			I move my arms and legs. ‘I’m not paralysed.’


			‘No,’ she says, leaning into me. ‘But you did have a great deal of swelling on the brain, which appears, from the scans, to be improving. Tell me, what do you remember?’


			I take a deep breath, trying to distinguish reality from dream. ‘I …’ I stammer. ‘I’m not sure.’ My head pounds. My mouth is dry.


			‘It’s OK,’ the doctor says. ‘Memory is a funny thing. It can return in bits and pieces, or in one huge wave, or …’ She pauses and looks out the window.


			‘Or what?’


			She swallows hard. ‘Or never at all.’


			‘Oh,’ I say, eyeing the thin gold ring on the middle finger of my left hand. Who am I?


			‘We will help you,’ the doctor continues, ‘to get settled, regain your life.’


			My life. What life?


			‘The paramedics retrieved your handbag at the scene of the accident,’ she says. ‘We made some phone calls but haven’t come up with anything concrete other than the fact that you have an apartment on the rue Cler. Once you’re stable, we’ll have a hospital staff member take you there.’


			I nod solemnly, blinking back a tear. ‘Do I have a … family?’


			The doctor shakes her head. ‘Not any relations in Paris who we can find. You appear to live alone.’ She stands up. ‘I know it’s hard,’ she adds. ‘You must be feeling so scared. But you must try to be happy that you survived. So many people don’t. You’ve been given a gift.’


			The nurse hands me a glass of water and a pill. I swallow it and then close my eyes as they both leave the room.


			I do not feel as if I’ve been given a gift. I feel as if I’ve just stepped into a nightmare.


			Three Days Later


			‘You’ve been cleared for discharge,’ the nurse – Aimée – says. I’ve come to enjoy her company since I’ve awakened from this strange abyss. Each night, I am tormented by nightmares of a bike accident that supposedly wiped the hard drive in my brain. The repetitive dream has me winding down a narrow street, a truck barrelling towards me and a mother with her young daughter walking ahead. Dr Leroy has said each day that she is hopeful my memory will improve, but for now, this is all I recall. And while I can tell you the colours of the rainbow or the days of the week or the sixteenth president of the United States, I can remember nothing of my life.


			The mother and her daughter survived, I was so happy to hear. They’d left flowers for me at the hospital while I was sleeping yesterday afternoon. Yellow roses. Claudine and Jeanette are their names. Two-year-old Jeanette drew me a picture, and for reasons I cannot explain, it made me weep, so hard, in fact, that Aimée gave me a Valium.


			‘You must have been quite a fancy lady,’ Aimée says, smiling as she hands me a black leather handbag.


			‘Fancy lady?’


			‘Yes,’ she says, pointing to the emblem on the side of the handbag. My handbag. ‘Chanel.’


			‘Oh,’ I say, running my hand along the quilted diamond pattern and eyeing the gold clasp at the centre. ‘So apparently I’m a … snob?’


			‘No, no,’ Aimée says, laughing a little. ‘Just good taste.’


			And a posh address, apparently. My credit card, the hospital staff informed me, was traced to a three-bedroom apartment overlooking the Eiffel Tower on the coveted rue Cler, which, apparently, I have rented for the last three years. Police went to the apartment to notify any potential family members, but found none. Further interviews with neighbours in the building rounded out my résumé: I live alone and rarely go out. In fact, no one seems to know me at all.


			‘I don’t understand,’ I say to Aimée. ‘I’m an American in Paris. I live in a fancy apartment with a fancy handbag. And I have no family, no friends?’


			‘I’m sure you have family … somewhere,’ she says. ‘And, well, no friends in the building, anyway. But those buildings are often filled with old people who care for nothing else but their miniature poodles, and their taxidermy.’ I imagine mounted antlers as she continues on. ‘A friend of mine has a grandmother who lives near you. I visited her for lunch last April. She said my hair displeased her.’ She pauses to smooth an unruly curl. ‘Maybe you didn’t want to be friends with those type of people anyway?’


			‘Maybe,’ I say. My eyes widen. ‘Aimée, what if I’m one of those people?’


			‘No, no,’ she says, reassuringly.


			‘Tell me the truth,’ I say, locking my eyes to hers. ‘Do I seem like the cantankerous type?’


			‘No,’ she insists. ‘People who are cantankerous don’t ask if they’re cantankerous.’


			I force a smile. ‘I guess you have a point.’


			‘Here.’ She hands me a shopping bag. ‘Your clothes were ruined in the accident, so I brought these from home. You’re about my size. I thought you could find something that would work.’ She smiles. ‘I mean, they’re nothing fancy, but we couldn’t send you home in a hospital gown.’


			‘Wow,’ I say. ‘Thank you.’


			I select a grey sweater and a pair of black leggings and tan, nondescript cotton pants, then Aimée hands me a white sports bra. ‘Hope this one fits all right,’ she says before turning her back to give me some privacy. ‘You’ve got a bit, well, more up there than I do.’


			I grin, letting my gown fall to the floor, exposing the naked body I’d only seen parts of in the bathroom since I’ve been conscious. Lean, strong legs (Dr Leroy commented that I must be a runner), a firm belly with a faded scar above my bikini line, full breasts with nipples the size of quarters, and strong slim arms. This is me.


			I run my hand through my medium-length blonde hair, then hold on to the side of the bed, threading my legs through the pants, then the leggings. I squeeze into the bra and pull the sweater over my head.


			‘Thank you,’ I say, staring down at my outfit as Aimée turns around. ‘This was … incredibly kind.’


			I open the Chanel bag and sort through its contents. I see a tube of red lipstick, a little cash, a receipt of some sort, a phone number scrawled on the back of a napkin, and a pack of chewing gum.


			‘Ready?’ she says, looking at me while reaching for the door handle.


			I shake my head. ‘Aimée,’ I say, ‘what’s my name?’


			She smiles. ‘I’ve been waiting for you to ask,’ she says. ‘Caroline. Your name is Caroline Williams.’


			I swallow hard and follow her out the door and down the hallway, to a life I know nothing of. My heart pounds in my chest.


			I am Caroline Williams.


			


			‘Here we are,’ Clément, the man from the hospital, says, pointing to a stately building outside the car. ‘Your home.’


			‘Really?’ I ask in disbelief, touching the window glass, then looking up at the centuries-old grey stone building with elaborate mouldings, window dormers, and little balconies trimmed in intricate wrought iron. Quintessential Paris. Could this really be my home?


			‘Yes, mademoiselle,’ he says, stepping out of the car with a bag in hand, and helping me with my door.


			‘But it’s so …’


			‘Chic?’ he says with a smile.


			I nod.


			‘Yes, it is. One of Paris’s most admired addresses.’


			I shake my head and exhale deeply. ‘How did I end up here?’ I say under my breath.


			Clément casts a worried glance my way. ‘Are you sure you’re ready to’ – he pauses to find the English word he’s looking for – ‘assimilate?’ I give him a blank stare as he adjusts the wire-rim glasses on his nose. ‘Dr Leroy said you—’


			‘What did she say—’ I begin, but stop when I hear my tone: desperate, scared. ‘I’m sorry.’ I take a deep breath. ‘I’m just so …’


			‘Lost,’ he says, finishing my sentence. ‘I know. But you’re home now. Let’s get you settled.’


			I follow him into a foyer and together we enter a small elevator, which jerks upwards after he presses the fourth-floor button.


			‘Here we are,’ he says, proceeding down the hallway. He inserts a key into the lock and nods as it releases. The hinge creaks as the door opens, beckoning me into a home that is foreign to me. My hospital companion flips on a light switch, illuminating our surroundings.


			‘Wow,’ I reply, running my hand along a modern blue velvet sofa – tufted, with brass legs. ‘It’s … very nice.’


			Clément smiles. ‘I’ll say.’


			The apartment is spacious but decorated minimally, which makes it look grander somehow, and also lonely. Three large windows in the living room lead out to a balcony, where I expect to find potted plants and a chair, or two, but when I unlock the three separate latches and open the French doors to inspect the space, only a lone pigeon sits on the ledge, startling and flying away as I walk out.


			‘Funny,’ I say. ‘It’s lovely out here. Why would I have kept it all locked up and sparse, as if I hated the idea of a balcony?’


			Clément shrugs. ‘I don’t know. But my wife would die to have gardening space like this.’ He points to the corners of the balcony. ‘She’d fill every square inch with flowers.’


			Why didn’t I?


			I walk through the other areas of the apartment, which wraps around the right side of the building’s top floor. There are three bedrooms. Two are empty; the third must be mine. I sit down on the queen-sized bed, blankets pulled tight and tucked so precisely around the edges that I worry about leaving a wrinkle when I stand again, as if the indentation I’ve just made might somehow disturb my former self.


			‘Looks like there’s a bathroom down the hall, and the kitchen is just beyond,’ he says.


			I turn back to face him, pulling my attention away from the wardrobe. Why do I feel anxious about opening the drawers? They’re mine, or so I’m told. And yet, somehow, I don’t feel ready, or right, about digging through the most private contents of my life. What sort of bras do I wear? Do I have a good sense of fashion? Are there letters or a secret photo of an old lover hidden inside a sock?


			‘I’ll just leave this bag of groceries here,’ he says, clearing his throat. ‘One of the nurses went to the market earlier and picked up a few things for you as you get settled.’ I see a baguette poking out of the paper bag he sets down on the wood floor.


			‘Thank you,’ I say, feeling my heart pound inside my chest.


			‘If you need anything,’ he says, turning back once more, ‘just call the hospital and page Dr Leroy.’


			I nod, swallowing hard.


			‘You’re going to be just fine,’ he says with a smile that does little to reassure me.


			


			A clock ticks somewhere in the distance. I sit down on the sofa, then stand again, walk around the living room examining a strange and yet eerily familiar painting on the wall, of a scene from a California garden, perhaps: a pool edged with palm trees and a bowl of lemons on a wooden table. I touch the corner of the frame as if wishing it could speak. Had this painting been special to me?


			I sigh. Everything evokes a feeling of déjà vu. The fruit on the counter. The clock ticking on the wall. The smell of the soap in the bathroom. I don’t remember encountering any of it before, and yet I feel that I somehow have.


			I scan the apartment once more. Where do I begin? It feels like moving, when the movers deposit the last box and leave you there alone with all your stuff. I am so paralysed by the monumental task of unpacking my life that I have no idea where to start. The kitchen? The bedroom?


			Inside all of the unseen boxes here are memories that need to be unpacked. I have so much to do, but I feel weary. I retreat to the sofa, where I rest my head on a pillow. I let my heavy lids close. Tomorrow will be less hazy, I tell myself. I hope.
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			Céline


			September 8, 1943


			I stare at my reflection in the mirror above my dressing table, noticing a few new lines beneath my eyes. No longer fresh-faced and girlish, the way I was when I married Pierre; I’ll be thirty-three before long. I sometimes wonder what he’d think of me now, almost a decade older. So much has changed since his passing, for good and for bad: the birth of a daughter he never knew, our city pinned down by the terror of occupation, and my heart’s desire, be it slow and cautious, to yield to love again.


			Luc. I smile to myself. I’ve been harbouring feelings for him for some time, feelings I pushed back for one reason or another (timing, Cosi, the war), but now I’m beginning to feel clarity – even more, a sense of urgency to tell him how I feel, before it’s too late. Would he share my feelings or find them foolish?


			I reach for a tube of lipstick and carefully apply a coat before giving myself a final look in the mirror then fluffing the pillows on my bed.


			The apartment we share with Papa, the same one I’ve lived in since moving to Paris the year I turned twelve, isn’t anything you might call grand, but it’s larger than most, with two bedrooms and a sunny living room with windows facing out onto the rue Cler. Down the hallway is Papa’s study and bedroom, and the one I share with Cosi, which overlooks the back-alley garden between buildings, where Cosi and I tend a little plot of land. The butter lettuce and carrots fared quite well this year, as did the broccoli (even if Cosi turned up her nose at it). The sweet peas were also so glorious this past spring that Papa even snipped a few for arrangements for extra-special clients. No matter the state of the world, or how dark the shadow that has fallen on our city, I find it curiously comforting to know that if you plant a seed and give it sunlight and water, it will grow.


			All these years, the apartment has been our comfort, too. When Papa first laid eyes on it, pleasantly situated on the rue Cler, he knew it would be our home. His checklist was simple: sunny, clean, and with a balcony where he could have his coffee in the morning. We couldn’t smell the sea or hear the seagulls squawking their morning hellos, and it would never be Normandy, but still, our modest perch over Paris was special in its own way.
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