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            Chapter
1

            Aurelia

            

Paris, France

10 June 2017

         

         The woman was nude.

         Painted in a swirl of angry scarlets and oranges, the woman’s arms were flung over her head, her hands outstretched, her hair a cloud of midnight floating behind her. Caught in the shaft of light that fell through the open apartment door, she gazed out with dark eyes from her canvas, angry and accusing, as if she resented the intrusion into her space and privacy. Lia froze in the open doorway, one hand clutching the heavy key and the other gripping the packet of neatly organized legal papers that said she had every right to be here.

         And that this unknown apartment, along with all its contents, now belonged to her.

         It is an incredibly valuable property, the lawyers had assured her. Your grandmother must have adored you, the administrative assistant had said enviously as she had examined the printed address. And Lia hadn’t replied to any of them because Grandmère’s motives in death were as murky as they had been in life, and Lia couldn’t be sure that adoration had figured in either.

         “Utilities should be on,” the building’s concierge said from the top of the stairs behind Lia. The property caretaker was a surprisingly young woman with a close-cropped pink bob and a quick smile who had introduced herself simply as Celeste. Lia had liked her immediately. “I’m not often in the office but I’m always around if you need anything else. Just ring me.”

         “Thank you,” Lia replied faintly, slipping the key into her pocket.

         “You said on the phone this place was your grandmother’s?” Celeste leaned casually on the stair railing.

         “Yes. She left it to me when she passed.” Or at least that was what the lawyers had said when they had summoned her to their offices and laid a steady stream of documents before her. And while the flat had been paid for and maintained from an account with Grandmère’s name on it, as far as Lia knew, Estelle Allard had never lived anywhere other than Marseille.

         “Ah.” The woman’s expression softened. “My condolences on her passing.”

         “Thank you. It wasn’t unexpected. Though this apartment was a…shock.”

         “Not a bad one as shocks go, I think?” Celeste remarked. “We should all be so lucky.”

         “True,” Lia acknowledged, playing with the enameled pendant at her throat. Until this morning, the antique necklace had been the only gift Grandmère had ever given her, presented without fuss on her eighteenth birthday. She considered the concierge. “How long have you worked here?”

         “Six years.”

         “I don’t suppose you know anything about this apartment? Or my grandmother? Estelle Allard?”

         Celeste shook her head. “I’m sorry, I don’t. While I’m familiar with most of the tenants in the building, in truth, I had no idea who owned this apartment, only that it’s been unoccupied since I started.”

         On impulse, Lia jammed the packet of paper under her arm and unzipped her portfolio bag. From inside, she withdrew a small painting, about the size of a legal document. It was a vivid, if somewhat clumsy, painting of a manor house surrounded by clumps of emerald trees and silhouetted against a cobalt sky. Along with the key to this apartment, the painting had been the only other thing her grandmother had specifically left her.

         “What about the name Seymour? William Seymour? Does that sound familiar?” Lia asked, holding the painting toward Celeste.

         Celeste shook her head again. “No. May I ask who he was?”

         “No clue. Other than the artist who signed this painting.”

         “Oh.” Celeste looked intrigued. “Were you thinking that he was once a tenant here?”

         “I have no idea.” Lia sighed, sliding the little painting back into her bag. She hadn’t really expected an answer but she had nothing to lose by asking.

         “I can check the building’s records for you if you like,” Celeste offered. “We have archives going back a lot of years. If a William Seymour lived here at one point in time, I might be able to find out.”

         Lia was touched by the kindness of the offer. “No, that’s all right.” She didn’t want to waste this woman’s time. At least until she had done a little research of her own.

         “Sure. But if you reconsider, just let me know.”

         “Thank you. I will.”

         Celeste seemed to hesitate. “Are you planning to live here?” she finally asked.

         Lia opened her mouth to answer and then closed it. The simple answer was yes, at least temporarily. But beyond temporarily? Lia had no simple answer for that.

         “None of my business.” The woman ducked her head. “Sorry.”

         “Don’t be.” Lia smiled. “I haven’t made a decision yet.”

         “I hope you stay,” Celeste said sincerely. “It would be nice to have—”

         The sound of a lock being released, accompanied by a brief torrent of hysterical barking, made Lia turn. An elderly woman emerged from the apartment across the landing and shuffled toward her. A small bundle of writhing white fur was clamped under one arm, a pointy cane clutched in her other hand. She was dressed like a model from a midcentury American advert peddling soap or vacuums, in a wide-skirted floral dress with a pinched waist and a string of heavy pearls at her throat. Her white hair was curled around a liberally powdered face, her lipstick an angry crimson. Color had bled into the deep lines that tracked outward from her lips, and the whole effect was rather macabre. Unbidden, Aurelia could almost hear Grandmère tsk in disapproval.

         One should never notice your cosmetics, Lia. Unless, of course, you only wish to be noticed but not seen.

         At the time, an adolescent, lip-gloss-loving Lia remembered being annoyed by the cryptic, critical comment. Now, Lia couldn’t say Grandmère had been wrong.

         Lia’s neighbour was now shuffling across the marble floor, her eyes fixed beyond Lia at the tall, nude painting propped up inside the apartment and visible in the meagre light. She looked as shocked as Lia had felt when she had first opened the door, though that shock was fading into clear condemnation. Lia pasted on a smile and stepped more fully into her doorway, blocking the view inside.

         The woman scowled and craned her neck, trying to peer past.

         “Good afternoon,” Lia said politely, her ingrained boarding-school manners demanding that she make some sort of greeting.

         In response, the dog resumed its frantic tirade, the shrill noise bouncing mercilessly off the marble floor and plaster walls. The woman’s face soured further, and she produced a piece of sausage from somewhere in the folds of her dress. That silenced the barking, two beady eyes now fixed not on Lia but on the prize held in clawlike fingers.

         “You own this apartment?” the woman asked into the ensuing quiet with a voice like sandpaper.

         “Yes.” A fact that was still so new and novel that it was hard to answer with conviction.

         “I’ve lived here my entire life. Since 1943,” the woman said, her eyes narrowing.

         Lia’s smile was slipping. “Um. That’s a long time—”

         “I know everything that goes on in this building. And in all that time, no one has ever gone in or come out of that apartment. Until now.”

         “Mmm.” Lia made some noncommittal sound. She wasn’t sure if that was a question, a statement, or an accusation. She adjusted her grip on the legal envelope, pressing it against her chest.

         “You living here by yourself?” Her gaze shifted to Lia’s left hand.

         “I beg your pardon?” Lia resisted the urge to shove her hand in her pocket.

         “You seem old to not have a husband. Too late now, I suppose. Unfortunate.”

         Lia blinked, uncertain she had heard right. “I’m sorry?”

         “I know your type,” Lia’s neighbour sniffed, her eyes lingering first on Lia’s heavy backpack and the portfolio bag, and finally on her bare shoulders and the straps of her red sundress tied around her neck.

         “My type?” Lia’s patience was wearing thin, and irritation was starting to creep in.

         “I don’t want to hear your music. No drugs or booze or parties. No strange men prowling around my door at all hours of the night looking for you.”

         “I’ll try to keep the men confined to daylight hours,” Lia replied pleasantly, unable to help herself.

         Celeste, who had remained silent through the entire exchange, snorted in laughter before trying to cover it up with a fit of coughing.

         The woman’s head snapped around.

         “Good afternoon, Ms. Hoffmann.” Celeste composed herself. “How are you doing today?”

         Madame Hoffmann gave the woman’s pink hair a hard look, scarlet lips twisting into a sneer. “Degenerate,” she muttered.

         Celeste’s phone chimed, and she glanced down at the screen. “Duty calls,” she said, shooting Lia an apologetic glance. “Let me know if you need anything. And welcome to the building.” She pushed herself off the railing and vanished down the stairs, triggering another hysterical tirade of barking.

         Lia used the distraction to retreat into her apartment and close the door behind her, abruptly enveloping herself in a stuffy darkness but saving herself from further conversation.

         “No wonder you’re angry,” she muttered in the direction of the nude canvas that rested somewhere in front of her. “I’d be angry, too, if I’d lived across from a neighbour like that since 1943.”

         She didn’t get an answer.

         The air in the apartment was thick with the scent of age and dust, suggesting that the apartment had been unoccupied far longer than the six years Celeste knew about. Lia set her belongings down and let her eyes adjust to the gloom. Deeper in the apartment, on the side that would face the wide, sunny street, faint lines of light were seeping around what Lia surmised must be heavy curtains covering the windows. Enough light to give the suggestion of shapes but not enough for her to see anything clearly.

         Carefully, Lia inched forward out of the foyer, past the dim outline of the canvas, and made her way toward the windows. The floor beneath her creaked with each step as if it, too, resented her intrusion. She reached the curtained wall and extended her hand, the tips of her fingers colliding with a heavy fabric that felt like damask. So far, so good. Nothing had jumped out or fallen on her head or run over her toes. She found the edge of the curtain, rings rattling on their rod somewhere above. Without hesitating, she pulled the curtain back.

         And regretted it immediately.

         As blinding sunlight spilled through the antique panes, thick, choking clouds of dust billowed around her. Lia gagged and coughed, her eyes instantly watering. She fumbled frantically with the latch on the window, relieved beyond measure when it reluctantly gave way. She pushed one of the leaded-glass panels open a crack, ignoring the groan of protest from the hinges, and pressed her face out into the fresh air.

         She stayed that way for a good minute, her head stuck out the window, gasping and hacking and trying not to imagine how ridiculous she must look to people passing by down below. Perhaps she should have just left the apartment door wide open. Perhaps she should have sent the charming Madame Hoffmann in first.

         Her coughing finally subsiding, Lia took a deep, fortifying breath and straightened, bracing herself for what she might find. She turned slowly away from the window. And discovered that, upon her death, Grandmère had not left Lia an apartment after all.

         She’d left Lia a museum.

         Dust still swirled but the brilliant light illuminated walls covered in patterned wallpaper the grey-blue of a stormy sky. Dozens of painted landscapes and seascapes in gilded frames were hung on the wall opposite the windows, some capturing images of bucolic country scenes, others freezing ships forever in their quest across the horizon, and each one bursting with saturated color.

         In the center of the room, upholstered Louis XV sofas in dust-covered turquoise faced off against each other across a wide Persian rug. A long writing desk bridged the ends of the sofas closest to Lia, and it was against the desk that the tall, nude canvas had been propped, facing the door to greet anyone who entered.

         On the back wall adjacent to the windows, an elaborate marble mantelpiece swept over an empty hearth. A bracket had been mounted to the wall high above the fireplace, suggesting that a piece of art had once hung in the tall space, although whatever was once there wasn’t now. And above her head, a chandelier hung in the center of the room, its dripping, dazzling crystals muted only partially by dust.

         On unfeeling legs, Lia headed deeper into the apartment. She stopped at a dainty side table at the far end of a sofa and examined a collection of framed photos. With care, she picked up the first and wiped the glass. A young woman had been captured leaning against a light post in front of a jazz club, wearing a silky, beaded dress that clung to each and every curve like a second skin, a fur stole draped carelessly over her shoulders. She held a cigarette holder in one hand, eyes meeting the camera’s lens with smoky, sensual indifference. Lia turned it over. Estelle Allard, Montmartre, 1938 was written in pencil across the back.

         Lia swallowed hard.

         Though she had been told repeatedly by the estate lawyers that this apartment was the domain of Estelle Allard, Lia realized that she hadn’t truly believed it until right now. She hadn’t truly believed that her grandmother, who had not once in her life mentioned that she had ever travelled to Paris, much less lived here, had kept a secret of this magnitude for this long.

         And Lia couldn’t even begin to imagine why she would have done so.

         She set the photo back down and examined the second. In this one, the beautiful Estelle was behind the wheel of a low-slung Mercedes, leaning out the window and laughing at the photographer. Her hair was loose over her shoulders, a jaunty hat cocked over one eye. Lia blinked, trying to reconcile these sultry, fearless images with the rigid, reserved woman Lia had known. She failed miserably.

         She turned her attention to the last of the photos and frowned. A German officer stared back at her, unsmiling and severe. From his uniform, it was clear that it was an image from the First World War. Lia frowned and turned it over but there was nothing written on the back. She set the photo down and glanced at a pile of magazines stacked beside it.

         She slid the top one to the side. The issue beneath, devoid of dust, was easy to read. Signal blazed from the upper left corner in bold red text, the cover beneath dominated by an image of a Nazi soldier with an intense expression. A strip of the same bold red color ran down the spine of the magazine, September 1942 easily visible at the top. Lia snatched her hand away.

         “This is not happening,” she said into the silence, as if saying it out loud would make it true. Because she already knew without opening the magazine what she’d find. German propaganda and glossy pro-Nazi photos, all published at a time when Nazis had overrun and occupied this very city.

         Lia stared again at a young Estelle Allard laughing from her Mercedes and the nameless German officer before she turned away from the photos and the magazines and all their ominous implications. With a queasy dread settling into her gut, she made her way past the ornate hearth mantel and around the corner. Here, the space narrowed into a formal dining room. The center was dominated by a rosewood table surrounded by eight matching chairs. On the wall to her right, a cabinet taller than she was filled the space, rows of crystal, silver, and porcelain dinnerware displayed on the shelves.

         On the wall opposite the cabinet was another collection of paintings, striking and arresting portraits of men and women in clothing from centuries past. Lia bit her lip hard enough to hurt as the dread intensified. Art had been a desirable souvenir for the Nazis during the occupation, entire collections stolen—

         “Stop it, Lia.” She shook her head, not caring how foolish she sounded, talking to no one. “Don’t be absurd.”

         Yes, there was Nazi propaganda in the apartment. But a single photo and a handful of magazines did not mean that the paintings on these walls had been stolen or otherwise illicitly obtained. It did not mean that her grandmother had deliberately kept this collection here, in this apartment, for any reason other than that she had liked art when she had been younger. Conjuring conspiracy theories was best left to Hollywood. And radical zealots.

         Lia tore her gaze from the paintings and continued through the dining room, stepping into a hallway. On her right, a doorway opened up into a kitchen with a tiny stove, a small refrigerator, and a deep sink set into a countertop free of clutter, save for a single crystal tumbler.

         Just to her left, a set of French doors stood open, the dim outline of a four-poster bed identifying this last space as a bedroom. As in the living room, lines of sunlight from tall windows were visible on the far wall. Lia entered the room, skirted the bed, and, with a great deal more care than she had taken earlier, eased the heavy curtains open.

         In the light, the room was a decidedly feminine space, the walls papered in a shade of rose, the edges near the ceiling only slightly yellowed and discolored. The room consisted of a double bed, a dressing table and chair, and an enormous wardrobe, all carved with a provincial flair. The bed was neatly made, and the linens, once washed, would likely be the same rose hue as the walls.

         The room was impeccably tidy save for a garment that had been tossed carelessly on top of the smooth coverlet, crumpled and forgotten and dulled by dust. It was an evening gown, Lia realized, moving to lift it by its thin straps. A stunning creation of lemon-yellow chiffon and crepe, beaded with crystals, and something that would have been obscenely expensive no matter what century it had been purchased in. Not something one would toss aside like an old pair of socks.

         Bewildered, she let the dress drop back to the bed and eyed the narrow, arched doorway in the corner beside the wardrobe. It led into what looked like a modern walk-in closet. A dressing room, Lia guessed, though there was almost no space to walk in. On both sides, dresses and gowns and furs and coats hung crammed together, spilling out on top of one another in such numbers that Lia couldn’t even see the back wall. Shoes lined the floor, dozens and dozens of pairs, and along a shelf at the top, hat boxes were stacked. Smaller jewelry boxes, some of them covered in leather and satin, were piled in front.

         “Good Lord,” Lia mumbled, the excess hard to comprehend.

         She backed away and cautiously opened the wardrobe next, expecting to be inundated with another jumble of extravagance. But the wardrobe was almost empty, the cavernous interior yielding only a half-dozen gowns.

         These gowns, protected from the years of dust, were a collection of couture silks and satins, each one exquisitely embroidered, appliquéd, and detailed. Lia ran her fingers along the length of a sapphire-colored skirt before pulling her hand back, afraid that she would soil the fabric. She closed the wardrobe and rested her forehead against the double doors. The gowns, the shoes, the furs—there was a fortune in clothing here. Just like there was a fortune in fine furnishings and fine art.

         All of it hidden for over seventy years.

         Lia had fallen down a rabbit hole. An overwhelming, insane rabbit hole that made a jump to abhorrent conclusions far too easy. She lifted her head and took a steadying breath. Assumptions never ended well—a career dedicated to science had taught her that. She would give her grandmother the benefit of the doubt. She would not believe the worst until such time as she was presented with irrefutable proof.

         For right now, she would put conjecture aside. Instead, she would make a list of things that needed to be done, tasks that required her attention immediately. Lists were made of numbers and needs, and not speculations and suppositions. Lists were ordered and rational, and they had always helped her focus on what she could control when presented with disorder and uncertainty. Yes, a carefully curated collection of lists was exactly what she needed right now.

         Feeling a little better, Lia headed back toward the bedroom doors but stopped abruptly as she caught sight of her reflection. A little tarnished and spotted, the mirror mounted above the dressing table nonetheless revealed the troubled lines that still suffused Lia’s features. Almost involuntarily, she sank onto the little chair, ignoring the dust, not taking her eyes off her reflection. Had her grandmother been the last to be reflected in this mirror? And if Lia could go back in time, what would she have seen? Whom would she have seen?

         Her eyes dropped to the surface of the dressing table. A collection of decorative glass bottles huddled in the center. A pair of women’s gloves lay discarded beside them, abandoned where they had been dropped. Beside the gloves, propped up against the bottom of the mirror, was a small card. A postcard of some sort, Lia thought as she reached for it.

         It was a black-and-white photo of a long, looming building, a row of Roman columns lining the entire façade like an ancient temple. An impressive display of architecture, marred only by the Nazi flag snapping proudly in the wind in the foreground. Dread returned and manifested into something far more sinister. Very slowly, Lia turned the postcard over.

         For the lovely Estelle, it read in scrawled, faded ink. With thanks, Hermann Göring.

         Lia dropped the postcard as though it had bitten her and stumbled to her feet, knocking the little chair to the side. Despair warred with revulsion, leaving her nauseated. She was such a fool. Only a fool would have clung to hope. Only a delusional fool would have refused to truly accept the evidence scattered all over this apartment. As far as irrefutable proof went, Lia couldn’t imagine anything more damning.

         She still had no idea why her grandmother had chosen to leave her this apartment but the reason that she had kept its existence a secret was abundantly clear. Because her grandmother, a woman who had hung the French flag out every May in celebration, a woman who had repeatedly declared her love for her country, hadn’t been a patriotic citizen at all. Her grandmother had been a liar and a traitor and a fraud.

         Her grandmother had been a Nazi collaborator.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter
2

            Sophie

            

Wieluń, Poland

31 August 1939

         

         Sophie Seymour had been eight years old when she’d first heard someone refer to her as unnatural.

         It had been at Heloise Postlewaithe’s birthday party, an event that Sophie had attended only because Mrs. Postlewaithe had invited the entirety of her daughter’s summer Sunday school class. The party had been an affair marked by fancy frocks with copious ruffles, rich cakes and tepid tea, and games that had bored Sophie to death, quite frankly. She’d wandered away from the shrill fracas of musical chairs and pass the parcel without anyone noticing and made her way to the Postlewaithes’ library that was up on the first floor.

         The Postlewaithes’ country manor was impressive, their library equally so. Here, amid the blessed silence and the soft afternoon light, Sophie had found a Latin primer, no doubt a leftover from a previous Postlewaithe’s Eton days. At eight, Sophie was already fluent in French, Spanish, and Italian, though she’d never seen the root language from which all of those had been derived. She’d been instantly captivated and settled down in a warm corner of the room to read.

         As absorbed in her newfound study and tucked away upstairs as she was, she hadn’t heard the discovery of her absence. She hadn’t been aware of the uproar and panic when it was finally discerned that an eight-year-old girl was missing or hearkened to the fears that, as the initial search had turned up nothing, she might have fallen into one of the manor’s ponds and drowned.

         It wasn’t until a frantic Mrs. Postlewaithe had finally discovered Sophie in the library an hour later that Sophie had any indication that anything was wrong. She’d yanked Sophie to her feet, relief dissolving into fury, and snatched the primer out of Sophie’s hands.

         “What is wrong with you?” she’d demanded, her face flushed an alarming shade beneath a stylish coiffure that was still perfectly in place.

         “Nothing,” Sophie replied, blinking with incomprehension.

         “You left the party.”

         “The noise was hurting my ears,” Sophie explained, trying to be polite.

         “You ruined Heloise’s party,” the woman hissed. “Ruined it all.”

         “I don’t understand.”

         “We all had to look for you. We thought you’d drowned.”

         Sophie shook her head. “I know how to swim,” she tried to reassure her hostess. “My mum made both my brother and me take lessons before we were allowed to go exploring on our own.”

         The woman’s lips curled in disgust. “Perhaps your mum should have also taught you that stealing is rude. Taking things that aren’t yours.”

         “I wasn’t stealing,” Sophie told her. “I was just reading. And I was going to put it back when I was done.”

         Mrs. Postlewaithe looked down at the Latin primer. “And you’re a liar too,” she sneered. “You can’t read this.”

         “I can.” Sophie had never been called a liar by a grown-up before. It made her stomach feel awful. “It’s just Latin,” she tried to explain. “And this book starts with basic grammar in tables and uses that to build up more complex sentences. It’s not that hard. I could show you.”

         “I don’t need you to show me anything. I know my place in this world. You need to learn yours.”

         Mrs. Postlewaithe stared at Sophie and Sophie had stared back.

         “You are an unnatural creature,” the woman continued, her expression as hard and cold as the diamonds that hung from her neck. “No one will ever want you. There is something wrong with you.”

         That conversation had been thirteen years ago, but Sophie had never forgotten it.

         “Am I unnatural?” Sophie asked, staring up at the ceiling.

         Beside her, Piotr rolled over in bed. His dark hair was thoroughly tousled, eyes the color of the Baltic Sea thoroughly amused. “Is this a trick question? A test for new husbands?” He propped his head up on his hand.

         “You’re laughing at me.”

         “You deserve it with questions like that.” He reached over and stroked her bare shoulder. “You’re not having regrets, are you?”

         “I regret we did not do this sooner.”

         “That makes two of us.” Piotr Kowalski was smiling as he said it. “If I had known that you would have said yes, I would have asked you to marry me the day you ran me over with your bicycle.”

         “I did not run you over. I avoided you and hit a tree. Mostly.”

         “No, I think you ran me over on purpose. You couldn’t help yourself,” he teased.

         “I ran you over because I was late for work. And you should know that I did my best not to fall in love with you.”

         “Mmm.” Piotr leaned forward and kissed her with a thoroughness that curled her toes. “You never stood a chance, wife.”

         Sophie managed to nod because he was right. Love had been wearing the green-brown uniform of a Polish cavalry officer and had not cursed or seethed when he’d been sent sprawling by her inattention and haste. Instead, love had gently helped her stagger to her feet, her hose torn and beyond salvage, her knee scraped and throbbing, and her lip split and bleeding. He’d righted her bicycle with easy motions before turning back to her, concern stamped across his features.

         She’d made a cake of herself after that, in the face of his kindness and his devastatingly vivid blue eyes, babbling apologies and stammering something about needing to get back to the embassy. He had only wet a linen kerchief with his canteen and wiped the blood from her lip with a tenderness that had suddenly made her want to burst into tears. She’d fled, clambering back on her bicycle and pedaling away, realizing only when she’d reached the embassy that she was clutching his kerchief, now stained and crushed.

         She’d locked herself in the loo and unsteadily put herself back together as best she could, thoroughly mortified. The practical part of her knew she’d likely never see the kind blue-eyed officer again but instead of relief, she’d felt an intense regret.

         “Why did you come back that day?” she asked suddenly. “To the embassy?”

         “Because the extraordinary, beautiful blond girl who kept apologizing in at least four languages stole my only kerchief, and I wanted it back.”

         “You brought flowers.”

         “Because she had also stolen my heart. Though I never got that back, nor do I want it returned. That will be yours forever, moja kochana.”

         Sophie glanced down at the band around her finger. In the long rays of the sun that was beginning its descent over the roofs and spires of the city, the ruby and tiny pearls gleamed with a lustrous glow. “You, Piotr Kowalski, are a shameless romantic.”

         “Guilty.” He flashed her a roguish grin. “It’s why you love me.”

         “I love you because you are kind and brave and honourable. Because you are patient and gentle and smart.”

         “What about handsome?”

         “The most handsome man of all.” Sophie smiled.

         “Indeed. Do go on. What else do you love about me?”

         “Now you’re just fishing for flattery.”

         “Yes. You can have a turn later. I promise I’ll make it worth your while.”

         Sophie laughed before sobering. “I love you because the day I told you that I would become a professor of languages at Oxford, you asked why I hadn’t already applied. And where we would live.”

         “Perfectly reasonable questions.”

         Sophie toyed with the edge of the sheet. “Most men wouldn’t think so.”

         Piotr caught her hand. “And I am not most men. Where is this coming from?”

         “Childhood insecurities,” Sophie mumbled. “I’m sorry. This is embarrassing and not at all a romantic topic on our wedding night.”

         Piotr sat up, the hotel bed protesting the movement. He slid an arm under her shoulders and hauled her up against him. “Any man who would wish to extinguish the fire that burns so bright in you is no man at all. Whatever dreams you wish to chase, I will chase them with you.”

         “I am the luckiest girl in the world right now,” she whispered, looking up at him.

         “Careful,” he replied, his eyes dancing. “You might be accused of being a shameless romantic.”

         “I’ll have you know that the women in my family are not romantics, shameless or otherwise,” she sniffed. “We leave that to our menfolk.”

         “I can’t wait to meet them.”

         “You will.”

         “They will not be angry? That I married their daughter without even meeting them?”

         Sophie bit her lip. For as long as she could remember, marriage had ever been an enemy to her ambitions and dreams and an adversary to her independence and freedom. Her antipathy toward the institution had increased each time some meddling matriarch told Sophie that it was well past time that she abandon her frivolous studies and do what was natural—marry well and settle down.

         A thousand times she had sworn to her family that she would never fall in love. Never marry. A thousand times she had sat down at her writing desk to tell her family that she’d been a liar. And each time, the words hadn’t come. She would remedy that as soon as she got back to Warsaw tomorrow.

         “They will love you,” she told him. That was the truth.

         “I wish my parents were still alive and could have known you,” he said, his finger tracing patterns along the top of her arm. “Though they would have been appalled that I did not marry you in front of a hundred people, in a church filled with flowers, with a brass ensemble to serenade us out. Or that I did not take you to Paris or Vienna for our honeymoon and sleep on silk sheets.”

         “That all sounds complicated.” Sophie squeezed his hand with hers, twining her fingers through his. “This world is complicated enough.”

         “I didn’t even manage a proper photographer.”

         “I didn’t particularly want to marry a proper photographer.”

         “Very funny.”

         “I love you,” she said simply, those words seemingly inadequate for the storm of emotion that was constricting her chest.

         He glanced over at her, holding her eyes with his own, the smile slipping from his lips, his expression intense. “I love you too,” he replied.

         “I wish your leave wasn’t so short. I wish you didn’t have to go back to your regiment tomorrow. I don’t want to lose you again so quickly—”

         “This was the best leave of my life.” He cut her off. “And you can’t lose me. You’re stuck with me for good. Your last name is now the same as mine. You are wearing my grandmother’s ring. I’m well and truly yours.”

         Sophie closed her eyes and listened to the steady beat of his heart beneath her ear.

         “The answer to your question is yes,” he said presently. “You are unnatural.” His lips found the hollow behind her ear. “Unnaturally brilliant, unnaturally beautiful.” His hand slid under the sheet over her hip. “And most of all,” he whispered, “unnaturally bewitching.”

         Sophie opened her eyes. “Show me,” she said.

         And he did.

         
              

         

         Sophie wasn’t sure what had woken her.

         She lay in the bed, listening intently, but nothing disturbed the stillness aside from Piotr’s steady breathing. Her husband had indeed had more than a few ideas on how best to spend what little time they had left before he was required to report back, but then so had she. Both had finally fallen into an exhausted, sated sleep sometime in the small hours before dawn.

         She crept from the bed with care and opened her small suitcase as quietly as possible, feeling for her clothes.

         “Leaving me already?” Piotr’s sleepy voice mumbled out of the dark.

         “Just to watch the sunrise,” she said, pulling a simple frock over her head. “Go back to sleep.”

         “Not a chance. This is the first dawn of the first day of our life together. I’m coming with you.” The bed creaked, and a light flickered on.

         Sophie buttoned the collar of her dress and slipped on her shoes. Piotr joined her a moment later, and they exited the old stone building and stepped out in front. Turning away from the empty street that led back in the direction of the town center, they circled the hotel and found themselves in a deserted, grassy expanse. Based on the long, dilapidated building that sagged forgotten on the south side of the space, Sophie guessed that, in a century past, the expanse might once have been a carriage yard.

         Dawn was pushing at the horizon, a soft gold glow layered below the bruised purples of a retreating night. The air was cool, sharp edges of an encroaching autumn lurking on the breeze. Sophie caught Piotr’s hand and tugged him along a well-trodden path that crossed the yard to end near a pasture gate, dew making the toes of her shoes wet where they brushed the grass.

         They reached the gate, and she leaned over the rail. The wood was rough beneath her arms but she paid little attention, delighted to find that the fenced enclosure was home to a dappled mare and her foal, both appearing like apparitions in the watery light. With fingers of mist swirling through the tall grass and an ever-lightening sky behind them, the horses looked like they might be posing for a postcard, the sort of photograph of the Polish countryside that was sold in the streets of Warsaw. The beauty of the scene made her sigh. She wanted to fix this moment in her memory forever.

         “Isn’t it lovely?” she breathed happily.

         “He is a handsome little fellow,” Piotr replied. “I like his shoulders and legs already.”

         Sophie made a face at her husband. “The landscape, dear,” she said dryly.

         He kissed her. “That too.”

         In the pasture, the copper-colored colt pranced and bucked before nearly toppling sideways.

         Sophie laughed. “I think he’s trying to impress you. Angling for a cavalry job, maybe.”

         “Perhaps.” He ducked through the rails and held out his hand. “Come,” he said, grinning. “Let’s go make friends.”

         Sophie followed him and took his hand. She’d never ridden as a child—her parents hadn’t kept horses at the family’s Norfolk estate—but Piotr had taken her often. It was not long before his deep love for the noble creatures became hers as well.

         The mare whickered a greeting and turned toward them, approaching as the colt continued to prance beyond. The mare stopped beside Piotr and blew gently against his arm. He reached up and scratched between its ears, murmuring something that Sophie couldn’t hear. The horse lowered its head.

         “You’ve cast a spell on her.” Sophie joined him, watching the way his hands moved over the horse. She’d always loved Piotr’s hands, strong, rough, callused, and yet infinitely gentle. Even the most nervous of mounts seemed to settle under his touch.

         “I have done no such thing,” he said softly. “Merely introduced myself. The colt will come when he’s ready.”

         Sophie watched the colt circle Piotr and the mare, tossing its head. Finally, it inched closer, its nose almost touching Piotr’s shirt. Piotr didn’t move, merely continued to stroke the mare’s neck, speaking quiet words. The colt moved closer still, and Piotr shifted his hand from the mare to the colt. It shied away. Piotr returned his attention to the mare.

         “He’s skittish,” Sophie said.

         “No,” Piotr murmured. “Trust needs to be earned. He is only reminding me of that fact.”

         The colt came back toward Piotr. This time it didn’t shy when Piotr lifted his hand. He rested his palm on the colt’s withers for only a few seconds before removing it. The colt lowered its head and took another step closer.

         “There you are,” Piotr breathed. He ran a hand along the back of the colt with slow, gentle movements. “Trust cannot be a single-sided affair. One day, this horse might be asked to do the impossible. Charge into a situation when every instinct he possesses is telling him to flee the opposite way. But he will do what you’ve asked because you have earned his trust. Trust is everything.”

         He dropped his hand and stepped away from both the mare and the colt to join Sophie and slip an arm around her.

         She laid her head on his shoulder, a quiet ache constricting her heart. She wished that she could stay in this perfect moment forever but she could feel time slipping away from her. From them. “I wish you didn’t have to go,” she whispered.

         “You’re the one who stole a car from the Foreign Office and needs to return it before they come looking.”

         “I didn’t steal it, I borrowed it. I’ll have it back before they even know it’s gone. And what I do with my days off are my business. Don’t change the subject.”

         He squeezed her shoulder. “My regiment isn’t even mobilized.”

         Sophie grimaced. “But they were.”

         “Everyone was, for a day. And now we’re not. It seems it is just a great deal of hurry-up-and-waiting for something that might never happen. Most of the boys in the squadron don’t think we will see action.”

         “Most of the boys in your squadron haven’t heard what I’ve heard in the embassy,” Sophie muttered.

         “Hitler is ambitious and arrogant, yes, but he is not stupid. I have to believe that he will not risk war with Britain and France by pushing into Poland.”

         “I’m not so sure, Piotr. I’m worried.”

         Piotr turned to face her. “I know. I am too.”

         Sophie sighed and watched the mare and her colt wander away a few paces. “I’m sorry. We agreed that we wouldn’t talk of politics and war in what little time we have here—”

         “Don’t apologize.” He tucked a loose strand of her hair behind her ear. “Maybe we should. Maybe we need to talk about what should happen if the Germans do decide to do something stupid.”

         She frowned.

         “I think you should leave Poland.”

         “What? No.”

         “Just until things settle—”

         “And go where?”

         “To France, at least. From there you’d still be able to get back to England in case—”

         “No. My home is where you are.”

         “I want you safe.”

         “I will be safe. I’ll be in Warsaw. Where I’m needed. Where, in my own small way, I can still contribute to whatever diplomatic efforts are being made to avoid disaster.” She stepped forward and slipped her hands around his waist. “I will not run, and you will not send me away. We are in this together, come what may.”

         “But if the worst happens—if there is war—I need to know you are all right.”

         “I’ll be fine—”

         “Promise me that you will do the smart thing when the time comes, Sophie. That you will take care of yourself and not do anything foolish.”

         “Piotr—”

         “Promise me.” His demand was urgent.

         Sophie bit her lip. “I promise.”

         “Thank you.” Piotr rested his forehead against hers. “I didn’t really think you’d agree to go.”

         “Good. I’m glad we got that settled.” The breeze gusted, and she shivered.

         “May I at least take you inside and warm you up?” he asked.

         “Mmm. I like that idea much better.”

         Arm in arm, they started back toward the hotel. The dappled mare was cropping grass just ahead, her colt dancing in playful circles around her.

         Sophie’s stomach growled. “What do you think the chances are we might find something to eat—”

         The mare’s head came up abruptly, her ears pricked, her attention riveted in the direction of the hotel.

         Sophie stopped, Piotr along with her, but she could see nothing in the shadowed carriage yard that might have alarmed the mare. In the street beyond, a dog started barking incessantly, joined by a handful more. Sophie frowned. The mare snorted and backed away, head high and nostrils flaring, before breaking into a canter toward the end of the pasture, her foal at her heels. And as the sound of the mare’s pounding hooves faded, Sophie heard the engines.

         She didn’t understand where they were coming from at first. Her mind did not immediately register the high-pitched whine of rapidly descending planes until a flash of light in the southwestern sky caught her attention. She stared dumbly as the spots became larger and louder, approaching the village.

         “Are those ours?” she whispered.

         “No,” Piotr croaked.

         The first bomb detonated somewhere in the center of the village, the muffled thump and roar followed by a series of explosions. Smoke and dust billowed into the air and still the planes came, the white-and-black crosses painted on the undersides of the wings now visible. More explosions followed, a never-ending string of destruction that shook the ground. And through that, the chilling sounds of rapid gunfire.

         “They’re strafing the streets,” Piotr shouted, yanking Sophie forward. “We need to find cover.”

         They ran from the pasture, Sophie’s heart in her throat and terror clawing at her insides. She scrambled through the pasture gate, scraping her hands on the wood. The hem of her dress snagged on a nail as the planes screamed their approach. Desperately, she yanked herself free and pushed herself away from the gate, breathing hard. Piotr was beside her, urging her to run faster. She had taken only two steps forward when the hotel abruptly disintegrated before her eyes. Stone was hurled into the air, and the force of the explosion threw her back against the gate and then to the ground.

         The breath was knocked from her, and as she gasped for air a cloud of roiling dust enveloped her, filling her mouth and her nose and making her gag. She turned onto her stomach, ignoring the searing pain in her ribs, and dragged herself farther back into the pasture, past splinters of railings and posts. Disoriented, she pushed herself to her knees, and then to her feet, pressing her hands to her ears. The world had gone strangely silent, a distant ringing replacing the shriek of the planes.

         The dust was clearing, though flames and smoke still billowed heavenward, smears of horror against what once promised to be a perfect September sky. The space where the hotel had been was just a pile of scattered brick and timbers, only the northern wall jutting up like a broken tooth. Sophie staggered forward. Where was Piotr?

         She tripped over a pile of broken brick, a woman’s shoe sticking out incongruously from the mound. Beside it, the matching purse lay, papers spilling from the inside and fluttering back and forth. Around her, people appeared, covered in dust and blood and looking like ghostly spectres. Most were running blindly while some wandered aimlessly, and a few simply cowered on the ground. None were Piotr.

         A shadow passed over her head and then another. The ground seemed to vibrate under her feet. To her left, small puffs of smoke and dust were erupting, the bodies of those who had run by her jerking awkwardly and then crumpling to the ground. A pair of hands grabbed her and spun her around. She found herself looking into brilliant blue eyes, and she almost wept with relief.

         Piotr was shouting something at her as he pointed toward the dilapidated carriage house, which was still standing. He pushed her toward the building, and Sophie fought to make her legs work, the sensation that she was running underwater making her feel slow and sluggish. The ringing in her ears was starting to dissipate, replaced again by the roaring and shrieking of engines. Behind Sophie, a woman’s scream was abruptly silenced.

         Hidden by the wall of swirling smoke that rose from the remnants of the hotel, another plane was approaching unseen, its high-pitched whine filling the air. A thump reverberated through the ground followed by the rattle of more guns. Sophie stumbled as she ran on, panic making her clumsy. Piotr steadied her, urging her faster toward the darkened doorway that had long since lost its door.

         They had almost reached the carriage house when the plane burst through the veil of smoke and flame over the hotel. Clods of earth exploded as the gunner shredded the ground beneath him. Piotr shoved her forward, and Sophie landed hard halfway through the doorway of the carriage house. His weight came down on top of her as the plane roared past, punching the air from her lungs and driving her chin into the ground. She squeezed her eyes closed, the coppery taste of blood in her mouth. She tried to move but Piotr’s weight still had her pinned.

         “Piotr?” she rasped.

         He didn’t answer.

         “Piotr?” she asked again, a new sort of terror surging through her. Sophie shoved herself to her elbows, Piotr’s weight shifting slowly from her back. She made a sound she didn’t recognize and struggled feverishly out from under her husband, dread giving her a strength she didn’t know she possessed.

         “No, no, no, no, no.” She was on her knees beside him now, afraid to touch him, afraid not to.

         He had rolled onto his back, and his dark lashes lay still against dust-caked cheeks. Blood bloomed across his chest, mottling his once white shirt with a macabre pattern of red.

         He was breathing, but barely. With shaking fingers, Sophie used the torn hem of her dress to wipe a smear of blood from his lips with as much care as she could manage.

         His eyes fluttered open.

         “Did you…run me over…with your bicycle again?” he managed roughly.

         Sophie swallowed a sob. “Not quite.”

         “Didn’t…think so.”

         “You’re going to be all right,” she told him. “If you survived me, you can survive this.”

         He might have smiled but his eyes fluttered closed again. “Don’t cry.” His words were barely audible.

         She dashed away the tears that had escaped and tucked her hand in his. His fingers were cold. So very cold.

         “Look in my…front shirt pocket,” he whispered.

         Sophie did as he bid, her hand shaking. In the pocket of his shirt she found a photo, a black-and-white image of her mounted bareback on a big-boned gelding. She was grinning triumphantly at the camera, her hair tumbled around her shoulders, her clothing muddy at the elbows and knees. Sophie recognized it instantly.

         “You took this picture the first day you took me riding.”

         “Yes.”

         “I lost count of how many times I slid off that poor horse.”

         “Yet you kept…getting back up.” Bright blue eyes opened again to meet hers. “You need to get up again today.”

         She shook her head, her breath catching on a sob. “Not without you.”

         “Make it count, Sophie. Every day after this one. Make it all count.”

         “I love you.” Her tears were falling unchecked now.

         A new, distant thunder was approaching, and Sophie crouched over Piotr, as if she could protect him from whatever new threat was coming. Out of the corner of her eye, hooves flashed as the mare galloped wildly past, the copper-colored foal nowhere to be seen.

         Sophie straightened and pressed a soft kiss to her husband’s lips.

         And fourteen hours after she had become a wife, Sophie became a widow.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter
3

            Estelle

            

Near Metz, France

17 June 1940

         

         Twenty-two widows.

         Twenty-two was the number of men wearing wedding bands who died before Estelle Allard could get them to the field hospital in her ambulance. And it was barely past noon.

         She wasn’t entirely sure when she had started noticing that detail or why it seemed to matter so much to her. Each one of the men she transported from the front lines was a loved one to somebody, married or not. Perhaps it was because she had always wondered what it might be like to love and be loved with the entirety that a marriage suggested. To have someone simply accept your flaws and love you despite them. Or maybe for them. To love so deeply and so completely that you couldn’t imagine a future without that person.

         The thought of a love like that was as terrifying as it was enviable because it could be lost in a second. As it had been for the twenty-two women who were waiting for a love who would never come home again.

         Estelle’s ambulance bounced over the deep ruts across the field, and she shifted down to bring the battered vehicle to a shuddering halt, eyeing the rows of men waiting on stretchers. Rows of writhing, screaming, and bleeding men and still more who were simply lying in ominous silence. So many. Too many.

         “What the hell took you so long, Allard?” a haggard medic barked at her as she shoved her door open and slid down from the hard bench.

         She swayed slightly as her feet hit the ground. “And it’s good to see you’re still alive too, Jerome.”

         “You were gone too long.” Jerome de Colbert ignored her greeting, kneeling beside one of the prone figures on the ground. “You need to be faster.”

         “There’s no fuel,” she replied dully. It was always the fuel that slowed her down. That slowed all the drivers down. The little that was in the ambulance’s tank had come from a newly abandoned farmyard a mile south, the inhabitants terrified enough to have left everything behind in the face of the invading Germans.

         “Rachel driving behind you somewhere?” he asked, standing.

         “Maybe?” The truth of the matter was that she hadn’t seen her dearest friend since dawn, and then only as they had driven past each other in the farmyard being used as a field hospital. Estelle had tried very hard all day not to think about all the awful things that might have befallen her. Tried very hard not to imagine Rachel wounded or dead, her ambulance crippled or obliterated by the steady shelling.

         Even now, the ceaseless guns roared and rattled, almost drowning out the screams and moans of the wounded and dying awaiting transport. The air was stagnant and gritty, and the stench of gunpowder and smoke mingled with the sharp scent of blood and urine. Estelle put a hand on the ambulance door for a moment to steady herself before she hurried forward toward the next group of wounded men waiting to get to the field hospital.

         She crouched beside a soldier lying motionless on his stretcher, his arm flung to the side, his entire head swathed in blood-and-dirt-caked rags.

         “Leave that one,” Jerome said gruffly. “He didn’t make it. See if the one beside him is still alive. I’ll be right back to help you load.”

         She reached for the soldier’s lifeless hand and rested it gently on his chest. The gold of a wedding band glinted in the sunlight filtering through the haze.

         Twenty-three widows.

         She touched the band. A Hebrew word had been engraved in a familiar—

         “No.” Estelle froze for a fraction of a second before she fumbled for his tags. She pulled them from beneath his stained uniform. They were sticky with congealing blood but were still legible. Alain Wyler.

         Estelle dropped the tags and lurched away from the body as if that would make what she already knew less real. Her throat constricted, and she fought the urge to simply collapse and weep, because that would accomplish nothing in the face of so much suffering and death and loss. Instead, she struggled to her feet, though her vision seemed to waver and the ground tilted precariously beneath her. She found herself on her hands and knees, nausea roiling through her.

         “Jesus, Allard, when did you last eat?” Jerome was back, crouching beside her, one of his hands resting on her shoulder.

         “Yesterday?” It was hard to remember. It was harder still to keep the days separate.

         Jerome grunted. “Here.” What looked like a piece of dried sausage was thrust in front of her face. “Eat this. I’ve got enough casualties without adding you to the goddamn list.”

         Estelle sat back on her heels and did as she was told. She accepted the additional offer of a canteen and took careful sips of tepid water.

         “Have you slept?”

         “Enough.” An hour or so sometime between midnight and two. There wasn’t time for sleeping.

         The spots before her eyes were clearing, and the nausea receding, though the tightness in her throat was still there along with a chronic, aching sadness that seemed to have settled deep in her chest. She put a hand over Alain’s for the last time.

         “You knew him?” Jerome was watching her with reddened, tired eyes, unnaturally bright against the dark smudges of soot and mud that covered his face.

         “Yes,” Estelle managed.

         “Who was he?”

         “Rachel’s brother.” My brother, she wanted to say. Because he was just that, in every way but blood. Though in Estelle’s experience, blood didn’t count for much when it came to family. “He has a wife. Hannah. And a three-year-old daughter. Aviva.”

         “Goddammit.” Jerome dropped his head. “Goddammit,” he repeated.

         “I should be the one to tell Rachel.”

         “Yes,” he mumbled. “I’m so sorry, Allard.”

         Estelle handed the canteen back to him. “Me too.”

         Jerome stood and held out his hand, helping her to her feet. He had kind eyes, Estelle thought numbly as she took his hand. The color of melted caramel, steady and—

         The ground in the field beyond Estelle’s ambulance suddenly erupted. She dove to the ground, soil and debris flung into the air like a geyser raining down on them and the patients. Something stung the skin near her temple but Estelle ignored it.

         “Goddamn Boches,” Jerome was screaming in the direction of the front lines. “Goddamn stop for a goddamn minute so I can do my goddamn job!”

         Estelle clambered back to her feet. Something warm trickled down the side of her face, and she brushed at it angrily with her sleeve.

         Jerome turned and thrust an empty tin at her. “I need you to drive,” he said, hoarse from shouting. Bits of debris fell from his shoulders. “And bring back more bandages. We’re stripping corpses to use their goddamn uniforms for wraps. I can’t keep up.”

         Estelle took the box and tossed it in the front of the ambulance. She returned to help load those who were still living into the back.

         “Hurry back,” Jerome panted as he slammed the back shut. “Please.”

         “Yes,” she said. “Don’t die on me in the meantime.”

         “Likewise, Allard.”

         Estelle swung back into her ambulance and stomped on the clutch, jamming it into gear. The vehicle gave a tortured groan and then rolled forward, jolting mercilessly. A soldier in the back shrieked in pain. She maneuvered the ambulance onto the uneven road and accelerated over the rise, driving as fast as she dared. She’d gone only perhaps a half mile when she was forced to slow to a crawl. In front of her, the road was clogged with people fleeing away from the front lines that were continuously inching closer. Most were walking, many with small children in their arms. Some had wheelbarrows or dog carts. The lucky ones had horse- or ox-drawn carts or bicycles, and there was even a tractor farther up, belching black clouds of exhaust. But all had fatigue and fear etched deeply into their faces.

         She stayed on the road for long minutes before she veered away from the crowds and bounced into a pasture, following a rutted track that had once been a livestock trail. She burst through a hedgerow and found herself almost at the newest field hospital that had been set up yesterday in a modest manor house abandoned by its previous tenants. Surgeries were being conducted in the kitchen and what had once been a parlour. In the rest of the rooms, men were laid wherever there was space, waiting. Waiting to die, waiting to live.

         Uniformed men came out to meet Estelle as the ambulance coughed and jerked past the barn and empty livestock pens. They unloaded the patients from the back, but instead of turning toward the manor, they headed for the barn.

         “Stop,” she protested. “These men need to go to the manor. They need a doctor.”

         “No room,” one of the men mumbled, adjusting his grip on the stretcher. “Manor’s full. An’ they all need a damn doctor.”

         Estelle stared after them and sank down on the back edge of the ambulance, the doors still hanging ajar. She rested her head in her hands, her palms pressing hard against her eyes. She was tired. So very tired.

         She forced herself to sit up. She had never been a quitter, and she would not quit now, not when men like Alain had sacrificed everything for her and for their country. She returned to the cab of her vehicle and checked the fuel gauge. She would not make it to the front lines and back with the fuel she had left.

         Estelle stood. Perhaps in the last hour someone had secured more fuel or perhaps a cache had been brought up from—

         “Estelle!” The sound of her name had her spinning, and she saw Rachel running toward her. Most of her dark hair had escaped its bindings and spilled across her shoulders in a tangled mess, and her uniform, like her face, was filthy.

         The immediate relief at seeing her friend alive and whole was snuffed violently by a suffocating wave of grief. She swallowed hard.

         “Estelle,” Rachel said again as she reached her and enveloped her in a hug. “I was so worried. The men coming back said that some of the shells were reaching beyond the lines and—” She stopped and pulled back. “You’re hurt.” Rachel reached up to touch Estelle’s temple, and her fingers were bloody when she withdrew them.

         “I’m fine,” Estelle whispered. She realized that the tears she hadn’t shed with Jerome were now running freely down her cheeks.

         “What’s wrong? What’s happened?”

         Estelle tried to speak but couldn’t seem to make the words come out.

         Rachel backed up a step. “Alain.”

         Estelle nodded.

         Her friend put a hand out and grasped the ambulance door. “Is he—” She couldn’t seem to say it either. As if neither of them saying what they both knew would make it not true.

         “I’m sorry, Rachel,” Estelle said. “I’m so sorry.”

         Rachel staggered and sat down hard on the back of the ambulance. She didn’t speak, didn’t move, and Estelle had no idea what to do. Or what to say.

         After a moment, Rachel stood and approached Estelle. “How much fuel do you have left?”

         “What?” Estelle shook her head, not understanding.

         “How much fuel do you have? My ambulance isn’t drivable anymore; the front axle broke when I—”

         “Rachel.” Estelle cut her off. “What are you doing?”

         “I’m doing what Alain would have wanted us to do,” she said, her voice shaking. “There are men out there he would have considered friends, men he fought beside, men who are still fighting. Men who need our help. He would not want us to fall apart now.” She took Estelle’s hand and squeezed it tight.

         “Rachel—”

         “I won’t cry now,” she said, and the pressure on Estelle’s hand increased. “Because if I do, I won’t be able to stop. And that helps no one. We need to find some fuel.”

         “Yes.”

         Rachel let go of Estelle’s hands. “We need to get back to Jerome.”

         The two women started across the yard, skirting the smallest of the outbuildings. Estelle hadn’t gone more than a dozen steps before she stopped, abruptly aware of the stillness of the yard. Vehicles sat unattended, posts had seemingly been deserted. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a young soldier running toward the barn.

         “What’s happening?” she called out.

         “A radio address,” he replied without slowing down. “From our government.”

         Estelle exchanged a look with Rachel, and for the first time in a long while, hope surfaced. Estelle started forward, daring to believe that this would be the announcement they had been waiting for. That somehow, some way, more troops and more help would be coming. That the goddamn Boches would indeed be driven back to where they had come from and their seemingly unchecked aggression halted before it was too late.

         The barn doors had been propped open, and Estelle and Rachel stepped into the cavernous space. Along the wall to Estelle’s right, a dozen patients languished on beds of straw. The one closest to her was moaning and mumbling, an empty space where his lower left leg should have been beneath his thin blanket. The others lay motionless, a handful watching her with haunted eyes shadowed by pain and exhaustion.

         At the far end of the barn, a radio had been set up on a barrel, the long antenna snaking up through the hayloft and out the roof. A knot of men in various uniforms was crowded around. Estelle picked up her pace, anxious to hear what was being said. Rachel was on her heels. But as they got to the end, someone reached up and turned off the radio, the silence in the space unnerving and absolute. Only the whimpers of the patient by the door could be heard.

         Estelle faltered. The expressions on each face ranged from grave to dismayed, furious to forlorn. One aging soldier, old enough that he had likely fought the Germans twenty years ago, was crying openly.

         She grabbed the arm of a nearby medic. “What has happened?”

         “We’ve surrendered.”

         Estelle stared at him, not comprehending. “I don’t understand.”

         “Reynaud has resigned, Pétain has taken power, and his first action as premier has been to ask the Germans to let France surrender.”

         “That’s not possible.” Because that would mean everything in these last months had been for nothing. That all this suffering and death and sacrifice had been for nothing.

         That Alain’s sacrifice had been for nothing.

         “It’s done.” The medic pulled his arm from Estelle and stalked away.

         Rachel made a tortured sound in her throat and sank to the ground on one knee, her hand over her mouth.

         The others who had been listening to the radio were dispersing. Estelle and Rachel were left alone, staring at the space the crowd had just occupied. Dust motes danced in the light streaming down from the open loft door above, disturbed by their movements.

         The generals in resplendent uniforms and the politicians in tailored suits had assured Estelle and everyone else that France was prepared for Germany. They’d asserted that France would crush any hostile overtures the Germans might dare to make. They’d proclaimed that the Maginot Line, with all its tunnels and troops and arms, was indestructible and impenetrable. And they’d affirmed that there was no tactical way an army could invade through the Ardennes or navigate the River Meuse. France would never fall.

         They had all been liars.
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