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For my dad, one of those American flyboys









When elephants fight, it is the grass that suffers.


—AFRICAN PROVERB
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One




Lamorlaye, Occupied France, March 31, 1944





A little freedom. Lucas had only a few deliveries this afternoon, and if he was quick with them, he’d finally have a couple of hours to himself before he’d have to show up back at the abbey.


Lately, his life felt like a coat that was too small, so tight he could barely move. The same damp stone walls confined him while he slept, ate, and went to classes; nuns and teachers monitored his every step, and the other abbey boys crowded him for trouble or position. And the occupation, of course, nearly four years of it. The Germans with their restrictions and checkpoints, the sharp “Halt!” and “Nein!” of their orders. A couple of hours wasn’t much freedom, but he knew just where he wanted to spend them. His prized fishing lure was already in his pocket.


First, though, to the greengrocers’ to pack up the orders. He hurried to his bike and even that felt like an escape. Just as he dialed open the padlock, though, he heard a commotion of curses and cat yowls coming from the rear of the abbey grounds.


Lucas paused. He hadn’t been fishing since the fall. But those sounds. Sighing, he snapped the lock back on and followed them.


Two pairs of thrashing legs extended from the toolshed. Sister Marie-Agnes was standing beside the legs, waving an empty sack and shouting, “Get them all! Every one!”


Lucas easily identified the boys under the shed by their pants—abbey orphans had only two sets of clothes, “One for wear and one for wash,” Mother Antoinette always said as she pulled them from the ragman’s cart—and he took a step back to stay hidden. At fifteen, Marcel and Claude were the oldest boys at the abbey, both mean as cornered rats, and Lucas was their favored target.


His heart fell as he realized who the cat must be. He’d been wondering for weeks where the church’s friendly tabby was hiding, hoping she’d find a better place to have her kittens this year. The spring before, she’d chosen a pile of altar cloths in the sacristy. When the organ began playing one Sunday morning, they’d started mewling. Sister Marie-Agnes had stormed down the aisle, bagged them up, drowned them, and was back before the final hymn, the hem of her habit dripping canal water.


Now, she called, “Too many mouths to feed as it is. But spare the mother, she’s a good mouser.”


Claude and Marcel wriggled out, fists full of struggling fur, the mother cat tearing fiercely at their legs. Even from the distance he was keeping, Lucas sensed how scared those kittens were. Anger flared hot in his chest.


The little tabby kept fighting as they stuffed her kittens into the sack. Lucas cheered silently when she leaped to Marcel’s shoulder and slashed at his face, drawing bright red lines from brow to chin. But then Marcel flung her off and she hit the corner of the stone shed with a thud Lucas felt in the pit of his gut. The cat staggered back to cower under the shed, as if she understood there was nothing she could do.


When Marcel cinched the sack, Lucas squeezed his eyes shut. There was nothing he could do, either. Two against one; the two known to relish brawls, Lucas famous for running from them.


Still, when the boys left, the sack bumping off Claude’s shoulder, he made himself get on his bike and follow them at a safe distance. He had no illusions he’d suddenly grow brave enough or stupid enough to challenge those boys. Petit Éclair, that was him, after all. And he knew it would make him miserable for days to see the drownings. But he also knew he would feel ashamed if those kittens died alone without even a witness. And he was sick of feeling ashamed.
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Two


Lucas dropped off his bike and stood quietly a few meters back from where Claude and Marcel had stopped at a bridge. As they were prying up rocks to weight the sack, though, Marcel glanced around, as if to make sure no one was watching. “Hey! What are you doing here?” he shouted, rising with a rock in his hand.


Lucas spread his hands. “I … Can I have them?”


Marcel and Claude exchanged looks, half-annoyed, half-amused. “Why?” Marcel challenged.


Lucas approached a few steps. “Because … the greengrocers want a cat. They’re having a problem with mice. The baker, too.”


The boys scoffed at the ridiculous lie. No one was looking for a cat these days; dozens of them slunk through the streets, thrown out when food became too scarce to spare for a pet.


“Just … please. I won’t tell Sister Marie-Agnes.”


Claude and Marcel looked at each other again. When Marcel smiled, Lucas suddenly realized how much trouble he was in.


Marcel, clever and sly, loved nothing more than to see other people fight. His crooked nose and the scar through his eyebrow indicated that he’d taken some beatings himself in the past, but now he strictly preferred fighting as a spectator sport. He had groomed Claude, who had nothing going for him but resentfulness and muscle, for his ready-made entertainment, feeding the bigger boy grievances like custard. Claude was too dim to question them, and Marcel could easily rile him up until he threw some punches.


Lucas saw Marcel eye the plane tree beside them, its wide lower branches a safe place to watch a fight, and knew just what was going to happen. A shiver of sweat bloomed down his spine. It was all he could do to not run back to his bike.


“Hey, Claude, you going to let a coward like him tell you what to do?” Marcel goaded.


“No, Claude, I wasn’t telling you what to do. It’s just … they aren’t hurting anybody. Let me have them. Please?”


Claude squinted, thinking it over. For a minute, it looked as if it could go either way. Then Marcel sealed Lucas’s fate. “He’s not listening to a petit éclair like you, begging for a few kittens like a girl.”


Claude took a step forward and Lucas took a step back. “Please,” he pleaded. “Why don’t you just let them go? Look. You’re bigger than them. It isn’t fair.”


“Fair? What … you think they should be able to fight us?” Marcel sneered.


That was exactly it, actually. Fully grown cats could fight back, at least. He couldn’t help glancing at Marcel’s face, still oozing red from the mother tabby’s attack.


“What are you staring at?” Marcel snarled. Then, suddenly he reared back and threw his rock.


For a moment, Lucas stood there, his mouth filling with coppery blood. His whole body vibrated with the shock. Fists clenched, he leaned over and spat.


“Oh, Petit Éclair is getting angry!” Marcel taunted, his hands waving in mock alarm. He whispered something that made Claude snicker—Lucas caught only the word coward—and then they both crouched to fill the sack, their backs turned to Lucas in insult: He wasn’t even dangerous enough to warrant watching. Claude tossed in a last stone, then got up and hoisted the sack.


Lucas knew then that whether he stayed or left, those kittens were going in the cold canal beneath this bridge. He jammed a hand into his pocket to rub the horse chestnuts he kept there for times like these. When he was upset, their smooth surface calmed him. And in his pocket, he found one more chance.


“Wait!”


Marcel and Claude turned, as if they couldn’t believe their ears. He was asking for more?


Lucas pulled out his hand and offered them his fishing lure. Finely painted with iridescent scales and feathered fins, it had been a gift from a retiring teacher who’d taught him to fish. “I won’t tell,” he promised again.


For an instant, it looked as if it had worked. Marcel grabbed the lure, then nodded to Claude.


Lucas began to thank him, but Claude didn’t hand over the sack. He swung it out toward the canal and let go. Then both boys ran off, laughing.


Lucas sprang to the rail. The bag was only partly submerged, the dry burlap darkening fast. He skidded down the bank and pulled it out. Kneeling in the mud, he lifted out six tiny bodies from the stones, wet fur clumped over fragile bones.


Five of them sputtered and mewed and shook beside him.


One body was still. Lucas lifted that one, gray-striped like its mother, and draped it over his fingers. It was impossibly light. He dabbed the mud from the kitten’s face with the tip of his shirttail, but the kitten didn’t stir. He blew at its face, but the kitten didn’t stir. He knew then. He knew. Still, he shook the little body softly; still, he pressed on its chest with a single finger, felt the tiny ribs give and not spring back.


At last, he stopped. “I see you,” he mumbled because words had to be said, and those were the only ones he could find. “I saw you.”


Then he prized a big rock out of the ground and settled the dead kitten into the cavity. He held the rock over the hole—at least the body wouldn’t be picked apart by hawks or badgers—but he could not drop it over the grave. He could not leave this little body in this place, alone.


Lucas sat back on his heels. He felt sick, but he swallowed it down and scrubbed at his welling tears. Then he picked out the dead kitten and nestled it back in the sack.


He turned to gather the other kittens, now squirming away, their tiny claws grasping for anything solid.


He was their solid. It was their bad luck there was no one else.
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Three


Lucas rode away from the canal and up the road toward the hills above Lamorlaye. The place he’d been planning to go to after his deliveries, an empty stable he had discovered a couple of years before, would be a good place to hide the kittens. The stable had been abandoned, like hundreds of others in the forests of Chantilly and Lamorlaye, when wealthy thoroughbred owners pulled their horses out so the Germans couldn’t steal them. He kept a fishing pole in this one, since it was near a string of ponds.


The road narrowed. It grew harder to pedal and his calf cramped. It felt like a penance he deserved.


Over and over, he replayed his feeble actions at the canal. Why hadn’t he tried something, anything—raised a fist to those boys, picked up a rock himself? Why had he merely asked to have those kittens?


Lucas knew why. His knuckles whitened around the handlebars. Petit Éclair. The nickname fit.


He’d been ten when he’d gotten it. After only six weeks of fighting, France had just surrendered to Germany. In the village, all the boys suddenly wanted to play at war. Every stick was a gun, every stone a grenade.


But the idea sickened Lucas. A month before, on his birthday, he had been with a few kids kicking a ball against a brick wall when a squadron of German bombers had buzzed overhead. The kids had piled themselves at the base of the wall. The bomb fell on the wall with a thudding shock.


The kids had stumbled around for a while in the rubble and smoke, their ears ringing, before one of them yelled, “Elise’s arm! Her arm’s gone!”


That day, Lucas had learned that you could be kicking a ball one minute and stemming the blood from your playmate’s arm the next. And when the boys on the play yard rounded up for war games, Lucas just couldn’t stomach the idea. So instead, he began spending his free time learning chess with his friend Colette and a few other girls. This had enraged the boys. They’d circle the chess table, chanting “Petit Éclair, Petit Éclair.”


At first, Lucas tried to act tougher. But even Colette had rolled her eyes at his pitiful impression of a bully. For a while, he comforted himself with the thought that éclair also meant flash of light, or lightning bolt. The pastry was named for it. Maybe he’d be seen as quick and bright. Pretty soon, though, he came to accept that the boys were right: There was something wrong with him. He was too soft. A tender pastry.


Soon enough, most of the other boys stopped teasing him about his soft heart. Only Marcel and Claude continued to torment him.


This afternoon, at the canal, Marcel had also called him a coward. Well, he’d been scared, so that was fair, too.


“I’ll change,” he murmured aloud now. “I’ll be braver. I’ll show everyone someday.”


Lucas rode past the Nazi maternity home near the top of the hill and hoped no one in the guardhouse saw him. Right about now he should be delivering their order, and he hadn’t even been to the greengrocers’ to pack it up.


He turned off the road onto a horse trail. Branches slapped at his face and the kittens started mewing their displeasure at the jouncing, so Lucas dropped his bike and ran the rest of the way, cradling the muddy sack. When he reached the stable, he shoved its door open just enough to squeeze through.


In the half dark, he dropped to his knees and opened the sack. Five pairs of eyes, green and amber and blue, looked up from a mat of dark wet fur. He reached in, then stopped as he realized how threatening he must seem. “This is my secret place. You’ll be safe here,” he told them. Then he got up to let them find their way out on their own.


As he took a step back, a nearby whinny startled him.


Lucas spun around. In one of the two stalls at the back, a tall mahogany-colored horse with an ebony mane and a white blaze was watching him with an intelligent curiosity. Before he could recover, the back door to the stable bumped open and a teenage girl staggered in, her arms loaded with hay.
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Four


The girl was wearing farmer’s coveralls—a girl wearing coveralls!—rolled up over tall boots that although scuffed had the gleam of real leather. She kicked the door shut behind her and lifted her gaze. When she caught sight of Lucas, she gasped.


He held up his hands to show he wasn’t a threat.


The girl dropped the hay. She planted her fists on her hips and leaned back to peer down her nose at him.


That was all Lucas needed to know about her. “What are you doing here?” he asked; a stupid question, he realized instantly, since the answer was obvious.


The girl shot an eyebrow up, returning his question.


“I …” Lucas gestured behind him. The five kittens were out now, staggering around the wood-plank floor. “Some boys were going to drown them in the canal. I took them …”


The girl looked to the muddy kittens and visibly softened. “Oh, poor things.” Her French was smooth, but accented. She was British. She stiffened again. “But you can’t be here.”


“I thought this place was abandoned. It was abandoned.”


“Well, I’m using it now. So you have to leave.”


“No. I need to hide them. You don’t understand, if they—”


“Hide them somewhere else.”


The horse whinnied and kicked at its stall. Lucas backed away. He didn’t like horses, always felt anxious around them.


The girl reached over the gate and stroked its withers. Without turning, she said, “Look, I do understand. I’m hiding my horse, too. Here. So go find another place.”


“You’re hiding your horse? Why?”


“Same reason as you.”


“Come on. Someone wants to kill your horse?”


The girl turned to him then. One look at her face and Lucas regretted his mocking tone.


“The Germans issued orders,” she said, sounding as if she was spitting out each word. “‘All healthy horses are to be seized for the war effort.’ They don’t mean the racing horses still here—the Germans love their horse racing too much. But Bia doesn’t race, so they would take her. They would probably use her to move artillery in Poland where the roads are gone, until she was wounded or dropped dead of exhaustion. Then the soldiers would eat her. So yes, my horse would probably be killed, one way or the other.”


“Sorry, I didn’t—” Lucas began.


The girl held up a silencing finger. “If Bia did manage to live, they’d use her as a broodmare, to turn out more war horses. Kind of like what they’re doing at that maternity home around here.”


That surprised him. Bois Larris, the big manor near the top of the hill, was highly secretive, tightly guarded, a complete mystery to nearly everyone in town. As a delivery boy, Lucas was one of the few villagers allowed inside, but he’d been severely warned not to speak of anything he saw in there. As far as he knew, the greengrocers were the only local people besides himself who knew it was being used as a maternity home. “You know about that place?”


“It’s a Lebensborn. They’re breeding a new crop of blond soldiers, I know that much, and that’s enough,” she muttered. “But I don’t care about that. I care about what the Germans are doing to horses, and I’m not going to let them do it to mine. I won’t let them find her.”


“Pretty hard to hide a horse,” Lucas couldn’t help noting.


“We’ve been doing just fine until you showed up. And it’s only for four more weeks. But we can’t have you coming and going, calling attention to—”


“What happens in four weeks?”


She took a sharp breath, then shook her head. “Nothing,” she said, eyes narrowed. “Nothing happens in four weeks.” She waved a hand toward the kittens, clumped together now and mewing. “Take them away now,” she said in a voice clearly used to delivering orders.


Lucas was used to obeying orders. But not this time. “I’ll go. But I’m not taking them with me. They’d be killed.”


The girl tossed her palms up. “All right, leave them. But you get out. And don’t come back.” She turned away, walked into the stall, picked up a brush, and began currying her horse, the second time this afternoon Lucas had been dismissed.


He didn’t argue anymore; he had to get back into town and start his deliveries anyway. But first, he went over to a trough feeder, brushed out the debris, then knocked off its legs and set it on the floor. Into it, he dumped an armload of hay.


He took off his shirt, then his undershirt, keeping his bony-ribbed chest turned from the girl, and then buttoned his shirt back up. He tucked the worn undershirt over the hay.


One by one, he wiped the kittens clean of mud with a clump of hay, then settled them in the trough. Then he brought over a board and roofed one end to make a cave.


The girl came to stand beside him. Lucas smelled lavender, not the harsh lye soap everyone had to use these days. She was rich. “It gets cold in here at night,” she said. “You really should bring them back to their mother. They look about a month old, but they still need her. They could die without her.”


Lucas glanced down at the sack, empty except for one dead body. “I can’t take them back. I’ll bring the mother to them.” He wiped at his throbbing lip and felt it split open again.


“No. I told you, don’t come here again.” The girl stopped, studying Lucas’s face. Her expression changed. She tapped her lip, then pointed to his. “Did you get that rescuing them?”


Lucas flushed with shame at the word rescue. The five kittens were alive only because Claude hadn’t thrown the sack far enough. “It’s nothing,” he mumbled.


“What’s your name?”


Lucas told her.


“I’m Alice.” She sighed. “All right, Lucas. Bring the mother tomorrow. But make sure no one sees you coming here.”


“I’ll be careful.” He picked up the sack and held it to his chest. “I’ll bring her in the morning.”


She sighed again. “Morning is a long time away.” She went back to the hay bale and lifted a leather pouch from behind it. From it, she withdrew a waxed cloth packet. She walked back to the trough and unwrapped the packet. Inside was a wedge of cheese. She crumbled the cheese in front of the kittens.


The kittens tumbled over each other to investigate. When they began to lick at the cheese, Lucas felt his whole body relax. “Thank you,” he said.


Beside him, the girl nodded sharply. “Just make sure you’re not followed. Leave the mother and after that, don’t ever come back here again.”
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Five


Lucas dropped his tote onto the wooden counter in the maternity home’s huge kitchen, beside a big tray of pastry. “Sorry I’m late today.”


“Keep your dirty paws off those tarts, they’re for the mothers, not thieving little scroungers like you,” the cook warned, shaking a floury finger at him.


“I wouldn’t touch them. I never do!” Lucas raised his hands in proof. “I’m only looking.” He was used to it—some people simply decided that if your clothes were ragged you must be a thief and unwashed as well—so her malice didn’t surprise him. But it always felt like someone slamming a door shut before he’d even decided if he wanted to come into the room.


The cook made her usual performance: thumping the cabbages down on the scale and counting the potatoes out loud to show she didn’t trust him. Lucas had barely pocketed the receipt when she grabbed a broom and made to sweep him out the back door—the garbage door, as if he were garbage.


Again, no surprise. The cook seemed to take the occupation of France as a personal duty. I rule over you, her every gesture announced. “Raus, raus, filthy urchin,” she growled, jabbing him with the broom. Out was her favorite word.


“Wait. Does Madame Garnier need me for anything today?”


The cook ignored him and chased him out the door, still muttering “dirty thief.”


Lucas planted himself at the coal bin until she stomped back in. He wasn’t a thief; he had ways to get food, even now, four years into the occupation. But it rankled that she called him dirty. His hands especially, he liked clean. He’d scrubbed the canal mud off them at the greengrocers’, and in his locker right now there were three different bits of fine soap.


In a small act of defiance, he climbed onto the coal bin and began paring a ragged spot on his thumbnail with his pocketknife. Brown curls flopped over his eyes as he worked. After a minute, he folded the knife and leaned back.


He always made this place his final stop because the road to it was so steep that he wanted all the other groceries out of his delivery box, every last bean. But also because over the year he’d been delivering here, Mme Garnier, the head housekeeper, had become a friend, the only grown-up he could call that. Often, he’d stay to do a chore for her and visit. It wasn’t a bad place to spend time, this grand manor.


Bois Larris had been the estate of the Menier family, the famous chocolatiers. Designed by one of the Eiffel Tower’s architects, it had been the pride of the village. When the Germans invaded, they’d seized it right away as a convalescent home for their troops. But the past winter, they’d suddenly converted it to a Lebensborn.


Back then, nobody in Lamorlaye knew what a Lebensborn was, only that the word meant “wellspring of life.” Lucas, delivering several times a week, still didn’t know that much, only that it was a place where teenage girls had their babies in luxury. Not just any girls, though. Only those carrying the babies of Nazi soldiers were admitted.


Those girls lived like queens, he could see that. The mansion was the only place in town that the Germans hadn’t stripped of its valuables. In here, the girls ate well, while throughout France people got by on the scraps the German occupiers didn’t want. The smells from the kitchen—roasted meats, spiced sauces, frosted cakes, things he’d never had in his life—made Lucas’s mouth water every time he delivered.


The Lebensborn was extravagant outside, too. The Germans had lined the gardens with gravel paths for the young mothers to walk along and scattered benches around so they could admire the views. Lucas liked to tell himself that since he could see them from the coal bin, they were his views, too, weren’t they? He lifted his gaze through the tall iron fence to the garden.


Today, besides several pregnant girls, a few young mothers with their babies were outside. The sight always pulled him and wounded him equally. Lucas had been found as a newborn in the forest. The picture he was forced to draw of his own mother—poor and desperate—was so different from the image of these pampered Lebensborn mothers that it actually hurt. Today it also made him think of the motherless kittens.


They were all right now, he reminded himself. Well, five of them were. He closed his eyes and drifted off for a moment, thinking of those five, warm and safe in the stable. And trying not to think about the one in the muddy sack, in his delivery crate right now.


When he looked at the garden again, Lucas realized he was being watched.
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Six


Lucas recognized the young mother standing at the fence staring at him with longing. She’d arrived in February, frail, with such a big belly it seemed a miracle she could walk.


She lifted a hand to him with a smile.


Lucas didn’t return the friendly wave. The Nazis had rules about everything, obstacles to just about anything a person might want to do, and he’d been warned plenty of times about how protective they were toward these “Precious Mothers.” Trouble found him enough times that he didn’t have to go looking for it. Still, he slid off the coal bin.


At the fence, he asked stiffly, “Do you want something?”


“Oh, no, it’s only … I miss my brother,” she said. “You look like him. He’s twelve.”


“I’ll be fourteen in May,” Lucas answered, drawing himself up taller. “If you miss him, why don’t you go home?”


“They let you stay six extra weeks if you nurse your baby. I have three more weeks. Also, my parents are still angry. ‘You had a child with the enemy!’ Parents, you know.”


Lucas felt his heart catch the way it always did at the word parents, but he nodded as if he knew all about them.


“Once they meet Felix, they’ll come around.”


That surprised him. According to Mme Garnier, the babies born to French mothers here were sent to Germany to be adopted into Nazi families. “You’re going to keep him? In France? That’s allowed?”


The girl clutched her baby closer. “Well, no, it’s not. I mean after the war is over. I’ll get him back then.”


The girl’s warm, confiding tone emboldened Lucas. “I don’t understand. Why did you come here if you wanted to keep him?”


“I didn’t have a choice!” She motioned back toward the other mothers. “None of us did. Look, all the Frenchmen are gone. Some of the German soldiers are handsome, some are kind … Well, girls fall in love. Sometimes we get pregnant. Then what choice do we have? No food, no medical help, and everyone—your family, your neighbors—shunning you. Traitor! Consorting with the enemy!—unless you come here.” She looked down at her baby. “I made a mistake signing the papers giving him up. I’ll get him back. I wish the Americans would hurry, though.”


Lucas was skeptical of rumors about the Allies sweeping into France, chasing out the Germans. But maybe the girl had heard some real news living here, surrounded by German staff and soldiers coming and going. “You think they’ll come soon?”


“They’d better. I don’t want Felix forgetting me.”


“So … when they do, you’ll … ?”


She didn’t hesitate. “Wherever he is in Germany, I’ll find him. I have an uncle who’s a lawyer. We’ll get him back.”


The baby stretched out a hand, a fat pink star. As if it was a question, Lucas reached through the rails to answer with a touch of his fingertips. “I’m Lucas,” he introduced himself.


Felix’s cheeks lifted and his lips curved. That gummy smile loosened something inside Lucas that he hadn’t known was tight.


“Oh!” the girl said. “He likes you!”


At the crunch of gravel, Lucas pulled back his hand. A white-pinafored nurse was walking over crisply, aiming right for him. Another person coming to slam a door just as he was knocking, he thought bitterly. He said goodbye and hurried to his bike. As he dropped the empty grocery tote into the wooden delivery crate bolted to his handlebars, his face was still set in a scowl.


But riding away, his mood lifted a little. The day had been bright after a week of gloomy rain. The air smelled like clover. Gifts like those were tricks, though. You’d pay in the next cold week. Spring was treacherous that way.


But a baby had just smiled at him, too. It was hard to imagine how a gift like that could turn on him. He’d probably never even see that girl or that baby again.
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“Lucas Dubois is proof that a mere kitten can be
"the bravest of lions by always standing up for what’s right.”

—ALAN GRATZ, bestselling
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