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Motherhood: All love begins and ends there.


—ROBERT BROWNING
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September 1939


The summer was lingering, but the air was crisp at the edges that morning, autumn already tapping at the door, as Elise LeClair hurried toward the western edge of Paris. She usually loved the summer, wanted it to last forever, but this year was different, for in just four months the baby would be here, and everything would change. It had to, didn’t it? She cradled her belly as she slipped into the embrace of the shady Bois de Boulogne.


Overhead, chestnuts, oaks, and cedars arched into a canopy, gradually blotting out the sun as she took first one winding trail and then another, moving deeper into the park. The same sky stretched over all of Paris, but here, beneath it, Elise was simply herself, not a woman defined by her neighborhood, her station, her husband.


When she married Olivier four years earlier, she hadn’t realized that the longer she stood by his side, the more invisible she would become. They’d met in New York in early 1935, and she had been awed by his raw talent—he did things with brushstrokes that most artists only dreamed of. He’d been twenty-​nine to her twenty-three, and it was the year he’d first been splashed across the magazines. Art Digest had called him “the next great artist hailing from Europe”; Collier’s described him as having “the brush of Picasso with the looks of Clark Gable”; and even the New York Times had declared him “a Monet for a new day,” which wasn’t quite right because his style didn’t resemble the French master’s, but the point was clear. He was the toast of the art world, and when he turned his gaze on Elise, she couldn’t look away.


She was an artist, too, or rather, she wanted to be. She loved to sketch, she loved to paint, but her real medium was sculpture. Her parents had died when she was nineteen, leaving her lost and adrift, and Olivier had offered her a raft to a different life. He had been the first one, in fact, to introduce her to wood as an alternative to clay. With a mallet and a chisel she could work out her grief, he’d told her, and he’d been right. When he proposed to her two months later, her reaction had been one of gratitude and disbelief—Olivier LeClair wanted to marry her?


Only in the years since had she realized marriage was supposed to be a partnership, not a practice in idolatry, and as she gradually got to know the Olivier the world didn’t—the one who snored in his sleep, who drank too much whiskey, who slashed canvases in a rage when the images in his head didn’t match the ones he’d painted—he had begun to slip off his pedestal. But in time, she had come to love him for the darkness as much as for the light that sometimes spilled out from him, eclipsing everything else in his orbit.


The problem was that Olivier didn’t seem to want a partner. She’d thought he’d seen in her a raw talent, an artistic eye. But now, with the clarity of hindsight, it seemed that he’d only wanted a qualified acolyte. And so life in their apartment had grown tenser, his criticisms of her carvings more frequent, his frowns at her work more obvious. Even now, with his baby growing in her belly, changing the shape of her from the inside out, she felt corseted by her marriage to him, choked by the lack of oxygen left over for her in their large sixth-floor apartment in Paris’s tony seizième arrondissement.


It was why she had to come, as she often did, to the sprawling park that spilled over into Paris’s western suburbs. Here, where no one knew her as the wife of Olivier LeClair, she could feel the corset strings gradually loosening. She could feel her fingertips twitching, ready to carve again. Only once she walked through their apartment door would the tingling stop, the creative spirit in her retreating.


But the baby. The baby would change everything. The pregnancy hadn’t been intended, but Olivier had embraced the news with a fervor Elise hadn’t expected. “Oh, Elise, he will be perfect,” he had said when she delivered the news, his eyes shining with tears. “The best parts of you and me. Someone to carry on our legacy.”


She sat heavily on a bench beside one of the walking paths. Her joints ached more than usual today; the baby had shifted and was sitting low, pressing into her pelvic bone. She bent to pull her sketch pad and a Conté crayon from her handbag, and as she straightened back up, she felt a sharp stab of pain in her right side, below her rib cage, but just as quickly, it was gone. She took a deep breath and began to sketch the robin on a branch above her, busy building its nest as it paid her no mind.


Her sketches always looked a bit mad, even to her, for she wasn’t trying to commit precise images to paper, not exactly. Instead, the sketches were to capture the complexities of angles, of curves, of movement, so that she could find those same shapes in the wood later. As she quickly roughed out the right wing of the robin, she was already imagining the way the thin ribbons of wood would peel away beneath her fingers. The bird turned, laying some sticks at a different angle, and at once, Elise’s hand was tracing its neck, the sharp, jerky movements as it shortened and elongated.


As the day grew brighter, she lost track of time, sketching the bird’s beak, its inquisitive eyes. And when it flew away, as she knew would eventually happen, she found another robin and flipped the page, once again tackling the delicate perch of its wings, the way they were folded just so against its wiry body. And then, suddenly, that bird, too, lifted off, glancing at her before it soared away, and she looked down at her pad expectantly. Surely she had enough to work with.


But instead of the crisp avian sketches she expected to see, her page was filled with an angry tangle of lines and curves. She stared at it in disbelief for a second before ripping it from the pad, balling it up, and crumpling it with a little scream of frustration. She leaned forward, pressing her forehead against fisted palms. How was it that everything she did seemed to turn out wrong these days?


She stood abruptly, her pulse racing. She couldn’t keep doing this: going for long walks that led nowhere, returning home with her thoughts still tangled, her hands still idle. She took a step away from the bench, and suddenly the pain in her midsection was back, more acute this time, sharp enough to make her gasp and stumble as she doubled over. She reached for the bench to steady herself, but she missed, her hand slicing uselessly through the air as she fell to her knees.


“Madame?” There was a voice, a female voice, coming from somewhere nearby, but Elise could hardly hear it over the ringing in her ears.


“The baby,” Elise managed to say, and then there was a woman standing by her side, grasping her elbow, helping her up, and the world swam back into focus.


“Madame?” the woman was asking with concern. “Are you all right?”


Elise blinked a few times and tried to smile politely, already embarrassed. “Oh, I’m fine, I’m fine,” she replied. “Just a little dizzy.”


The woman was still holding her arm, and Elise focused on her for the first time. They were about the same age, and the woman’s face, though creased in concern, was beautiful, with the kinds of sharp, narrow lines Olivier loved to paint, her lips small and bowed, her eyes the slate gray of the Seine before a storm.


“Maman?” The voice came from behind the woman, and Elise peered around her to see a little boy of about four with chestnut curls standing there in blue shorts and a crisp cotton shirt, his hand clutching the handle of a carriage that held a smaller boy with matching clothes and identical ringlets.


“Oh dear,” Elise said with a laugh, pulling away from the woman though she still felt unsteady. “I’ve frightened your children. I’m terribly sorry.”


“There’s nothing to apologize for, madame,” the woman said, flashing a small smile before she turned to her sons. “Everything is all right, my dears.”


“But who is the lady?” the older boy asked, looking at Elise with concern.


“My name is Madame LeClair,” Elise replied with a smile she hoped would reassure the child. Then she glanced at the mother and added, “Elise LeClair. And truly, I’m perfectly fine.”


“Juliette Foulon,” the woman replied, but she didn’t look convinced. “Now, shall we go, Madame LeClair?”


“Go?”


“To see a doctor, of course, Madame LeClair.”


“Oh.” Olivier would be worried if she didn’t return to the apartment soon. She had already stayed out longer than she’d intended. “That’s very kind but no, thank you. I need to get home, you see.”


Madame Foulon took a step back, and it was only then that Elise noticed the bulge in the other woman’s belly, slightly bigger than her own. She was expecting a child, too. “We can call you a car after we’ve called a doctor,” she said calmly. “But . . .” Something flickered in the woman’s eyes. “Well, I couldn’t live with myself if I let something happen to you. When is your baby due to arrive?”


Elise hesitated. “January, the doctor says. Yours?”


Madame Foulon’s eyes lit up. “January, as well! I think it will be a girl this time; I can feel it. Who knows, perhaps they will even be friends, your child and mine. Come now, my shop is very near the park. You can lean on the carriage if you need support.” She was already herding Elise away from the bench, and to her surprise, Elise found she was relieved to be led.


“If you’re certain,” Elise said. “I don’t want to be an inconvenience.”


“No inconvenience at all. In fact, I insist. Now come, boys,” Madame Foulon said to her children. The older one trotted after his mother; the younger one craned his neck to look back at Elise from his carriage, his eyes daring her to disobey. “We’re taking Madame LeClair home with us.”
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Juliette could tell, even before the woman collapsed, that something was wrong. Juliette’s pregnancies had come in rapid succession, enough to make her an expert in such things. Claude, who was now four, had arrived first, followed quickly by Antoinette, who had died just thirteen days later and who now lay beneath the cold dirt of a cemetery just south of the park. Alphonse, who was two now, had arrived next, a surprise borne of grief, and now Juliette was pregnant once again with a child she knew was a girl, a child she was terrified of losing just as she’d lost Antoinette. She couldn’t bear that kind of pain again, and so she prayed each night for the gaping hole in her heart to one day be filled.


The other woman—Elise LeClair—had reminded Juliette of a nervous colt, her motions jerky, her muscles tensed to run. But Juliette had plenty of practice in coaxing Claude and Alphonse to do what she needed them to, so it was not difficult to cheerfully nudge the woman toward the path that led to the southern edge of the park while keeping up a steady stream of chatter.


Madame LeClair had likely thought it was merely an expression when Juliette had said she wouldn’t be able to live with herself if she let something bad happen. But it was quite true. Even before she’d had children of her own, Juliette had always been drawn to lost children, maimed birds, stray cats, anyone who might need her help. It was one of the things her husband, Paul, said he loved about her. In fact, they had first met in this very park, the sprawling Bois de Boulogne, five years earlier when Juliette was spending the summer with her elderly grand-tante Marie, her mother’s aunt, who lived in the seizième, just east of the park. She’d been strolling down a wooded path that day when she’d come across a tiny, injured sparrow. She’d scooped it up with tears in her eyes and looked around quickly for help, her gaze landing on a tall, broad-shouldered man walking toward her. His hair was sandy with flecks of gray.


“Excuse me,” she’d said in her very best French. Her mother, who had died a few years earlier, had insisted she learn the language of her ancestors, though her family had been in the States for two generations. “Do you know whether there might be someone who could help me save this bird?”


The man had stopped and stared at her before breaking into a kind smile. “Américaine?”


Evidently her French hadn’t been as flawless as she’d hoped. “Oui, monsieur. I am just visiting, but this poor bird . . .”


“Come with me,” the man had answered, his English slow and deliberate. “I will take you and your bird to Docteur Babin.”


Docteur Babin, it had turned out, was not a veterinarian, but rather a general physician and a frequent customer of the small bookshop the handsome man—who introduced himself as Paul Foulon—had taken over just the year before, following the death of his parents. Juliette’s parents had died, too, she told him, and he’d given her a tender smile before saying, “I’m sorry,” in English, and, gesturing back and forth between the two of them, “Deux orphelins.” Two orphans. In French, it didn’t sound quite as pitiful.


By the time Grand-tante Marie died of pneumonia two months later, Paul, fifteen years Juliette’s senior, had already proposed, and by the end of 1934, they were married and Juliette had reorganized the bookshop into one that carried both French books and English-​language classics, a destination for local residents of Boulogne-Billancourt and western Paris’s thriving expatriate community.


Later, Docteur Babin had delivered her two boys—Claude in 1935 and Alphonse in 1937, but between their two births had been the tragedy of Antoinette, who had simply ceased breathing in her sleep. Juliette had never forgiven herself, although Docteur Babin had assured her it wasn’t her fault. “Sometimes, Madame Foulon, these things simply happen,” he had said, but she had known the words were a lie. Juliette was Antoinette’s mother, and she had failed to keep her child alive.


So no, she could not bear the thought of leaving another pregnant woman alone if her baby was in peril. What if something went wrong? Perhaps this was a test from God. She would not fail, not this time.


“Come, then,” she said, slowing slightly so that Madame LeClair, who had paused with a gasp to clutch her belly again, could keep up. “We’re nearly there, and I’ll send my husband to fetch Docteur Babin right away. Hurry along now, Claude!”


Claude looked up at her, his big gray eyes, which matched hers exactly, wide with concern. “Is the lady going to be okay?” he asked in a loud whisper.


“She’ll be just fine, dear,” she reassured him cheerfully, glancing over his head at Elise. “Nearly to the shop!”


“What kind of shop?” Madame LeClair asked, putting a hand on the carriage to steady herself as she kept pace.


“It’s a bookshop!” Juliette kept her voice deliberately bright, for she had always felt that sunny chatter had the power to distract. It was what she employed each time one of the boys came to her with a skinned knee or a bruise. She simply pretended until things were all right. “It belonged to my husband’s parents, and we’ve worked so hard to make something of it. We’ve even put in a children’s section, because children need to fall in love with words, don’t they? If you give a person a book, you give him the world. And children deserve the world, don’t you think?”


Madame LeClair was staring at her, and Juliette wondered if her attempts at sunny chatter had instead made her sound like a raving lunatic.


“I must apologize,” Juliette said. “I tend to warble on sometimes.”


“No, it’s not that. It is just—am I mistaken?—your accent sounds American.”


Juliette groaned. “Is it that obvious?”


“No.” Madame LeClair smiled and switched to English. “It is just that I am American, too.”


“Well, what are the odds?” Actually, come to think of it, the chances were decent. Juliette had read in the newspaper that there were now nearly thirty thousand Americans living in or near Paris. It was why it had seemed so important to include English-language books; for Americans and Brits on the western side of Paris, it was more convenient to come to her store than to trek to the more well-known Shakespeare and Company on rue de l’Odéon near the Jardin du Luxembourg, more than an hour’s walk away.


They emerged from the edge of the park near the Stade Roland Garros and hurried down the avenue Jean-Baptiste-Clément. “Almost there!” Juliette declared brightly, hurrying Claude along. “La Librairie des Rêves, here we come!”


“La Librairie des Rêves?” Madame LeClair repeated, panting.


“Oh yes. The Bookshop of Dreams. It was my idea; we renamed the store the year after we married, when we were living the kind of life we always imagined. I’ve always believed that books are simply dreams on paper, taking us where we most need to go.”


They turned left on the small rue Goblet, and the bookshop loomed ahead of them on the left. Juliette breathed a sigh of relief. “Here we are!” She pushed the carriage through the door and held it open for Claude, and then for Madame LeClair, who entered tentatively. Madame LeClair stared around, taking it in, and Juliette wondered what the other woman was seeing. She knew the store was a tangle of shelves, but she loved them all deeply; they carried new books and used books alike, for the age of a book was of no importance; all that mattered was that stories could belong to each of us in individual ways. Still, some might call it cluttered or chaotic. She hoped Madame LeClair was not that sort of a person.


“I love it,” the other woman said in a whisper, gazing around, and Juliette felt her own shoulders sag in relief.


“Thank you. Now sit, sit. I’ll send my husband out to retrieve Docteur Babin, and in the meantime, Claude will fetch you some water.” Her older son raced off immediately toward the door in the back, the one that led to the family’s apartment behind the store. A split second later, Paul emerged from the same door, glancing first at Madame LeClair, and then at Juliette.


“What’s all this, my love?” he asked, approaching and kissing her, a full second longer than what might be considered obligatory. She loved that whenever she was gone, even for an hour or two, he always greeted her return with the same relief and happiness. She loved him more each day, and he her; she could feel it in the heat of his gaze, the way he touched her, the way he kissed her.


“This is my new friend Madame LeClair,” Juliette said brightly, nodding at the other woman, who looked embarrassed. “I was hoping you might go fetch Docteur Babin, my dear. Madame LeClair is just fine, I think, but she was feeling a bit unwell, and it’s better to be cautious.”


“Yes, of course. A pleasure to meet you, Madame LeClair. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He cast a worried look at Juliette, who nodded her encouragement. He hurried out the front door of the shop just as Claude emerged from the door that led to their apartment, carrying a glass of water he’d filled to the top. He handed it to Elise carefully, spilling a few drops on her dress, but she didn’t seem to mind.


“Merci beaucoup,” she said, smiling kindly at him, but a few seconds later, it was clear that another wave of pain was traveling through her body; she set the water down and clenched her teeth, looking away.


Her concern growing, Juliette lifted Alphonse from his carriage, ruffled his curls, and asked Claude to take him to the children’s section to play. Claude headed off, clutching Alphonse’s hand as he pulled the unsteady toddler behind him. “Will this be your first?” Juliette asked.


The other woman smiled shakily. “Yes. And I’m certain he’ll be all right. I think I was just winded.”


Juliette accepted this with a nod, though they both knew one didn’t get winded simply from sitting on a park bench. “You think he’s a boy, then? Your child?”


“My husband is certain of it.”


“And what do you think?”


“I think—I don’t know yet.” She hesitated. “I’m afraid a daughter would disappoint him.”


“Nonsense.” Juliette reached over and squeezed Madame LeClair’s hand, which was cold and trembling. “Fathers fall immediately in love with their little girls.” She had to blink back tears for a second as she thought of Paul’s face when he first saw Antoinette, tiny and quiet. Claude, their firstborn, had come out screaming; Antoinette had emerged like a startled butterfly not yet ready to leave the cocoon.


Madame LeClair gazed around the store, and then another wave of pain seemed to hit her. Her face went white, as she bent to cradle her belly once more.


“They’re getting worse, aren’t they?” Juliette asked as calmly as she could, looking toward the front window, praying that Paul would return with the doctor soon.


“I’ll manage,” Madame LeClair rasped, straightening back up again.


“Well, of course you will. But you’re about to be a mother, and soon, you’ll realize that mothers need all the help they can get.” Juliette took Madame LeClair’s hand again. “Being a mother is well worth it, of course, but it can be difficult,” she added, glancing toward the children’s section, where Claude was playing quietly with Alphonse, their heads bent conspiratorially together. She felt guilty saying the words aloud, for her children were a great blessing, and she knew she’d found her place in the world, but in becoming a mother, she’d lost so much of herself, too.


“More difficult than being a wife?” Madame LeClair gave her a wan smile, and Juliette swallowed a lump of unease in her throat. Juliette couldn’t imagine thinking that being a wife was difficult, but she also understood that not everyone had what she and Paul had. That kind of love came along but once in a lifetime.


“I think that love is always difficult, because it requires us to lose a bit of ourselves to gain so much more,” Juliette said at last. “But I believe that whatever we give up is worth it in the end, if we give those pieces to someone who loves us back just as fiercely.” She meant the words as a comfort, but they seemed to trouble Madame LeClair, who looked quickly away.
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Where was she? This bookstore, La Librairie des Rêves, felt like something out of a dream, making its name seem all the more appropriate. The shelves towered around them, chaotic and beautiful, and even from her perch near the front of the store, Elise had already spotted a few of her favorite titles, including La Condition Humaine by André Malraux, to whom Olivier had introduced her once; they knew each other through their work with the now-defunct left-wing Front Populaire. It was one of the few books on which she and Olivier agreed.


Elise used to read all the time, and she’d loved it, for doing so always transported her to worlds far away. When had she stopped? It had been sometime after she’d married Olivier, who wanted her to read the books he was reading so they could discuss them over long, wine-fueled dinners, and so she’d be conversant with his friends and their wives. And it wasn’t that she didn’t want that; she longed to be a part of his world, to have him look at her the way she’d seen Monsieur Foulon gaze at his wife. It was just that she had little interest in the books he gave her, books written by socialists such as Marx and Cabet. They felt like assignments she was bound to fail, not least of all because she didn’t agree with the things they said.


At parties, Olivier was fond of explaining to people that true art was found in life’s difficulties, but as she looked around now—at this perfectly imperfect shop overflowing with stories, at the two brothers playing together quietly among the shelves, and at Juliette, a woman who didn’t know her but had gone out of her way to care for her—she wondered, not for the first time, if perhaps life didn’t have to be hard to be beautiful.


But the thought was lost in another wave of pain, and the bookstore spun around her as she clutched her belly. All that mattered was the new baby, who might be coming into the world far too soon.


By the time her vision cleared, Monsieur Foulon was hurrying back through the front door with a balding, bespectacled middle-aged man in tow. He had evidently summoned the man in the middle of his lunch; there was a large crumb hanging conspicuously from the left corner of his lip, and he still had a napkin half tucked into his collar.


“Madame LeClair, this is Docteur Babin.” Monsieur Foulon was breathing heavily as he made his introduction.


“Bonjour, Docteur.” What if this was nothing, if she’d interrupted Madame Foulon’s day in the park and this poor man’s lunch for no reason at all? “Thank you for coming, but I’m certain I’m fine.”


“I’m glad to hear that you’re certain, Madame LeClair.” The doctor’s eyes were kind as he bent beside her. “But perhaps you should let me be the judge of that. Otherwise, those years at medical college would be quite a waste. Now, shall we take a look?”


Elise let Monsieur Foulon help her up, and she leaned into him for support as he led her through the store’s back door into an apartment with a kitchen and small sitting room on the ground floor and a stairway leading up. “The rest of our apartment is upstairs,” he said conversationally, guiding her first around a pile of blocks, and then past a toy bunny with one ear ripped off. “But as you can see, the boys bring their toys down here. You’ll have to excuse the mess.”


“It’s no mess at all,” Elise said. “It’s beautiful.”


Monsieur Foulon smiled as he helped Elise settle down on a small settee. “I’m not sure I’d call it beautiful, madame, but it’s a nice thought.” Then he backed out, gesturing to the doctor, who had trailed behind them. “Let us know if you need anything, Docteur Babin.”


“Certainly.”


The doctor knelt beside her as Monsieur Foulon retreated to the bookstore. His hand was warm, even through the cotton of her dress, as he palpated her belly, pressing first on her lower right side, then her left. “When was your last contraction, madame?”


Elise struggled to sit up, propping herself on her elbows, as her heart thudded. “Contractions? Is that what these are? I can’t have the baby, you see. It’s far too early.”


He looked calm, which reassured her slightly. “I suspect these are false contractions, but let’s check. When did they begin?”


“About an hour ago. In the park.”


“And how many have you had since then?”


She thought about this. “Five, I think. Every ten minutes or so.”


“They’re not coming closer together?”


“No. I don’t think they are.”


“And have you had plenty of water? Sometimes false contractions are triggered by dehydration.”


She couldn’t actually remember the last time she’d had a drink prior to Madame Foulon’s older son bringing her water in the bookshop a few minutes earlier. She was just about to say so when another wave of pain began. The doctor must have seen it in her face and in the way her body suddenly tensed, because immediately, his hands were on her belly again, and as she fought through the uncomfortable spasms, he closed his eyes and felt around her midsection, pressing here and there. When the pain subsided, he was smiling slightly and nodding to himself.


“Just as I thought,” he said, stepping away from her. “Practice contractions.”


“Pardon?”


“You are not having a baby today.” His tone was firm, reassuring.


“Are you certain?” Elise struggled back into a sitting position, unsure of whether to feel relieved or dismissed.


“Quite. In fact, Madame LeClair, it means your body is preparing for the birth. Like calisthenics for the big event.” He brushed his hands off. “Have a few glasses of water and rest here for a bit, then you can be safely on your way home.”


 


Though Elise was disinclined to believe the simple explanation, she did feel better after finishing the first glass of water, and better still after drinking a second glass at the small dining table while Madame Foulon fluttered around.


“I’m very sorry,” Madame Foulon said after refilling Elise’s glass once again. “You were fine on your own, and I should not have intervened.”


“I’m glad you did.” Elise realized she meant it. “I was frightened. I still am, to be honest. Do you think the doctor was right? That it’s nothing to worry about?”


“I do, yes. I should have realized.” A shadow swept across her features as she hesitated. “You see, I lost a baby. I—I tend to overreact sometimes. But you can’t imagine what it felt like. I—I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.”


“How did it feel?” Elise asked softly, but when Madame Foulon didn’t answer right away, Elise realized she’d said the wrong thing. Sometimes, she thought too much like an artist, fixating on feelings and how she could render them rather than remembering her manners. “I’m very sorry,” she added hastily. “That was terribly rude of me.”


“No, it’s all right. Nobody has ever asked me that before.” Madame Foulon finally looked up and met her gaze, her eyes damp. “It was the most helpless I’ve felt in my life.” She hesitated and glanced at the floor. “And the grief, it felt like a flock of birds, so many of them, taking flight with nowhere to go.” She looked back up. “Goodness, I sound mad, don’t I?”


Elise thought of the birds in the park, the ones whose movements she’d been trying to capture. Somehow, Juliette’s words brought them alive in a way her crayon hadn’t been able to. “Not at all. You sound like you’ve endured a great loss.” She felt something within her stir, an urge to pick up a chisel, to give form to the symbol of anguish. “I’m very sorry, Madame Foulon.”


“Please, call me Juliette.” She wiped away an escaping tear.


“Only if you’ll call me Elise.”


Juliette smiled. “Perhaps you could come back sometime, Elise?”


“I’d like that,” Elise said. “I’d like that very much.”


 


Juliette called a car, and after saying goodbye to the magical bookshop the family called home, Elise found herself in the back of a black Citroën headed to her own apartment on the tree-lined avenue Mozart in the seizième. It was a quick ride, and she bore it in silence, staring out the window at birds streaking by overhead, wild and free. She heard Juliette’s voice in her memory: It felt like a flock of birds, so many of them, taking flight with nowhere to go.


Before long, the car pulled to a stop outside her building; Elise took the rickety lift to her sixth-floor apartment in silence. It was empty, Olivier likely out at one of his meetings, and Elise made her way into her studio, a tiny, windowless room in the back that had once been a large storage space. Olivier, of course, had chosen for his studio a bedroom that looked east over the sunbaked zinc rooftops to the Place Rodin, but he’d been reasonable when he relegated her to what was essentially an oversize closet.


“You don’t need the windows like I do,” he’d said. “Wood is wood in any light. I need the sun, though, Elise, to ensure that I’m capturing exactly the right blends of colors on the palette.”


Of course he was right, but sometimes, in this space that he never entered, she felt lost. If she never emerged, would he find her here, or would she simply disappear into the apartment itself, absorbed into its walls?


For the first time in a while, she was feeling something, really feeling something. Meeting Juliette had opened a floodgate she hadn’t known was closed, and now, as she pulled out a block of limewood the size of a pile of Juliette’s books, a current passed through her fingers. She breathed deeply and leaned into the wood, absorbing its leafy, nutty scent, and then, without conscious thought, she reached toward the carefully arranged line of tools on her workbench. The chisels, gouges, and rasps, all of varying sizes and shapes, were laid out in neat rows, the blades facing toward her, an old woodworker’s trick so she could identify the instruments by their shapes without having to stop and think.


Now she wrapped her left hand around the smooth shaft of a large, curved gouge and picked up her wooden mallet with her right. Standing with her legs bent slightly to brace herself, she positioned the gouge and used the mallet to drive it into the wood block once, and then again and again, removing big chunks at the edges, already seeing the shape it would take in her mind’s eye. Before she had learned to work with wood, she had always imagined that carving, like sculpting in clay, was primarily a job involving the hands as they found the shape in the material. But this was a task that required her whole body, and while she worked, her shoulders ached from the effort of slicing form from a shapeless hunk, and the muscles in her back sang from the exertion. It was cathartic, becoming one with the art she was making, and she felt alive in a way she didn’t in her daily life. Here, her whole body knew what to do. Here, there were no wrong moves.


She had worried when she first found out that she was pregnant that her growing belly would get in the way while she carved, but she had learned to work around it, and besides, her belly had nothing to do with the strength in her arms and shoulders. If anything, it was invigorating to know that she was capable of creating life in both wood and her own body at the same time. And strangely, the more exhausted the pregnancy sometimes made her feel, the more the exertion of carving seemed to revive her.


She paused now and then to adjust the angle of her arms, or to grab a differently shaped gouge, as the figures of tiny birds began to emerge from the wood. Eventually, she put down the mallet and worked only with the sharp tools, moving from one stroke to the next. Her blades zipped effortlessly through the blond wood as paper-thin curls fell away.


As the afternoon wore on, she lost all sense of time. Somewhere outside, the sun was tracking toward the horizon, but she was blind to it in this dark room with no view of the world beyond her doors. All that mattered was that for the first time in a long while, she was creating again. She could feel the emotions that had churned within her bubbling up, funneling into the tools, slicing into the grain, and when she finally finished and sat back to look at what she’d done, it felt as if a great weight had been lifted.


Birds, dozens of them, hewn from the forgiving limewood, rose up from a marshy riverbed, their wings spread wide, their faces turned toward the sky. But narrow sinews, threads to the ground, held them firmly in place, and she had found the sadness in their eyes, the shock in their beaks, as they realized they were forever bound to the earth. It was Juliette’s grief, spilling from Elise’s hands—a flock of birds, so many of them, taking flight with nowhere to go—and she knew she had, after a long drought, shaped something special. She felt, for the first time in a while, that everything might be all right.


But as she emerged into the salon, depleted, the muscles in her arms, shoulders, and back singing in relief and distress, she could hear excited shouts from the street below, sounds that hadn’t reached her while she was in her closed studio. The herringbone oak floor was cold beneath her bare feet, though the breeze through the open double windows was still balmy. Night had fallen while she’d worked, and as the baby shifted in her belly, Elise felt uneasy. She looked to the ornate clock above the marble fireplace. It was past eight o’clock, and Olivier still wasn’t home. Something was wrong.


Elise crossed to the windows and pushed them open a bit wider, gazing over the wrought iron balcony. Below, on the usually quiet avenue Mozart, people milled about, some waving French flags, some arguing loudly, one man on the corner drunkenly singing “La Marseillaise” while embracing a lamppost. Elise watched, her stomach swimming. There was no reason to think that the stir below had to do with Olivier and the small circle of artists he huddled with in cafés, discussing their hatred of Daladier’s government. There were rumors of retribution against agitators, and Olivier wasn’t always as circumspect as he should be about his leftist leanings. Could there have been a police action tonight, ordered by the government?


But then she heard the key turning in the lock to their apartment door, and her whole body sagged with relief as she turned and saw Olivier enter, his dark hair, usually swept back by pomade, loose and unkempt, his eyes bright. His shirt was half tucked, torn at the sleeve, and his expression was wild, filled with a strange brew of fear and exhilaration.


“Darling?” she began, striding toward him, her concern spiking when she saw a thin ribbon of blood above his right eyebrow.


“It has happened, Elise.” He tripped forward into the apartment, flinging the door closed behind him, and it was then that she realized he was drunk.


“Olivier . . . ?” She reached out for him, wishing to comfort him, whatever it was that was wrong, but he impatiently swatted her hand away. He didn’t want comfort; he didn’t want her.


“The war, Elise,” he said, his eyes glimmering with something dangerous. “Where on earth have you been all afternoon? Hiding under a rock? Hitler has invaded Poland. The war has begun!”
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Two days after Germany invaded Poland, France and England had declared war, and though not much had changed in the French capital yet, Juliette could feel it, the palpable tension, the shift in the air, the way people cast their eyes downward now when they passed each other on the street. A week later, she and Paul were still walking around in a daze, waiting for something terrible to happen.


War has come to Europe again. The thought of what was to come paralyzed her, because in war, no one was safe. She knew that firsthand; she had been only five in 1918 when her mother had received the telegram saying that her father had lost his life somewhere near the Marne and wouldn’t be coming back to their little blue cottage in Connecticut. Juliette had watched her mother struggle, and then later marry a man simply because she needed someone to take care of her and to keep a roof over the head of her daughter.


Paul had known war, too; he had been seventeen when the Great War began, and he’d enlisted just after. He had fought for nearly the entirety of the conflict before his right leg was injured by an explosion in his trench in 1918. He’d been sent home, and even now, he wouldn’t talk to Juliette about the things he’d seen. “It is too painful,” he told her sometimes. “I don’t want my nightmares to bleed into your dreams. I am lucky to have come home.”


With Paul, Juliette had found family. Belonging. The other half of her soul. She had never believed in things like that before she met him; all-encompassing love was something for novels and stage plays, not something one could find in real life. Certainly her mother and stepfather had never had it. But Paul was as real as they came, and somehow, she fell a little more in love with him each day. She kept waiting for her fluttering heart to level out and settle into a familiar rhythm, but then she’d see him whispering conspiratorially with Claude or rocking Alphonse to sleep, or she’d catch him staring at her with wonder from across the room or caressing her pregnant belly while he thought she was asleep, and her pulse would quicken once more, just like it had when they first met.


Did Elise LeClair have that, too? Juliette wasn’t sure why she was still thinking about the woman so many days later, when the specter of an oncoming conflict should have pushed everything else aside.


“Will France go to war?” Claude had asked that morning, his eyes as round as saucers. Paul and Juliette had exchanged concerned looks, and then Juliette had said brightly, “It is nothing for you to worry about, my dear! We are safe and sound!” Claude had seemed appeased, but then she’d caught Paul looking at her again, and the doubt in his expression took her breath away. They would be all right, wouldn’t they? After all, the fighting was far away, to the east. And the borders of France were fortified, impenetrable.


But one of her best customers, Ruth Levy, a widow who lived a few blocks away, had come in that morning with her children, Georges and Suzanne, and was now pacing the aisles nervously as the children played with Claude and Alphonse. Ruth had come from Germany after the Great War to marry her French husband, who had died just a few years ago. She had been talking about the prospect of war since the night the previous November that rioters across Germany had destroyed Jewish homes, businesses, and synagogues with the encouragement of the Nazi Party. Kristallnacht, she’d called it. The night of broken glass. “Hitler is getting bolder,” she had said then, her voice trembling. “He won’t stop, Juliette.”


Ruth and her children were Jewish, Juliette knew, and this morning, Ruth had told her that she hadn’t slept since war had been declared. “If the Germans invade,” she had said when she came into the shop, her voice hushed, “I fear the children and I aren’t safe anywhere.”


Juliette had tried to reassure her, but Ruth had shaken her head, her lips pressed together, and wandered off to browse.


Now Juliette was distracting herself by reshelving the books in the children’s section, placing them back in alphabetical order by author, when she heard the soft ding of the bell on the front door. She stood and brushed the dust from her knees, relieved to have another customer to focus on.


“I’m coming!” she called out as she rounded the corner from the children’s section into the main room of the store. She broke into a grin when she saw who was standing there. “Elise!” she exclaimed. “I wasn’t sure you’d return!”


“I have been eager to come back,” the other woman said, her smile not erasing the lines of concern on her face. “To be honest, the last time I felt like myself was here.”


Juliette smiled, trying to understand how it was possible not to feel exactly like oneself all the time. The two women exchanged kisses on both cheeks. “I’ve been worried about you,” Juliette said as she stepped back. “How are you? Have you had any more frights since that day in the park?”


Elise put a hand on her growing belly. “I think the baby is fine. I really must thank you for what you did for me. It was truly kind of you to—”


“Nonsense.” Juliette cut her off with a smile. “It was the least one mother could do for another. And how fortunate for me to have met a fellow American.” Juliette beckoned for Elise to follow her as she began moving into the store. “Come. One of my regular customers is here with her children. I’ll introduce you.”


Ruth was gazing absently at a row of travel guidebooks as they approached. “Ruth,” Juliette said. Ruth turned, her expression far away. “I’d like you to meet my new American friend, Madame LeClair. Elise, this is Madame Levy.”


“Bonjour, Madame Levy,” Elise said politely.


“Bonjour.” Ruth gave Elise a polite nod, but she still looked lost in her own world.


Juliette put a gentle hand on Ruth’s arm. “Let’s go see what the children are reading. Elise, you can meet Georges and Suzanne.”


Both women followed Juliette to the children’s section, and they all watched as Georges read dramatically to the other children from L’Oeuf magique, one of Claude’s favorite picture books.


“He can read?” Elise asked, and when Ruth smiled, a genuine smile, Juliette’s heart felt a bit lighter.


“He is very proud of himself,” Ruth said, her eyes never leaving her son. “I am proud, too.”


When Georges finished his story, he snapped the book triumphantly closed. The three women burst into spontaneous applause, and Georges laughed and came over to wrap his arms around his mother’s waist. His sister followed him over, as did Juliette’s two little boys.


Juliette put a hand on each of her sons’ heads. “Alphonse, Claude, my darlings, do you remember Madame LeClair?” Alphonse nodded, and Claude continued to stare at Elise.


“You’re all right, madame?” Claude asked Elise, worry shining in his eyes.


“I am,” she assured him. “Thank you, Claude, for being so kind. The water you brought me helped very much.”


His cheeks turned pink. “Good,” he mumbled.


“Georges, Suzanne, this is Madame Foulon’s friend, Madame LeClair,” Ruth said to her children, who looked up at Elise with curiosity. Suzanne gave a shy little wave, and Georges seemed to be assessing her.


“You look very fancy,” he said, which made Elise laugh.


“I promise you, I am not fancy at all. You are a very good storyteller, by the way.”


He waved her words away. “Do you live in a grand apartment, then?” he asked. “You look like you live in a grand apartment with lots of fancy dishes and maybe even a maid.”


“Georges!” Ruth chided. “That’s quite an impolite question!”


“It’s perfectly all right,” Elise said with a laugh. “My apartment is large, Georges, but not especially grand, and to be honest, I tend to drop fancy dishes when I’m washing them. It’s my curse.”


Georges regarded her suspiciously. “So you don’t have a maid to do your washing up, then?”


“Georges!” Ruth chided again, color rising in her cheeks, but Elise brushed the protest away.


“No, we haven’t a maid,” she said. “And the only reason our apartment is large is that my husband and I are artists. We both have studios there.”


“You’re an artist?” Georges echoed, his eyes wide now. Juliette was looking at Elise in surprise, too. “What do you paint?”


“Actually, my husband is a painter, but I carve things from wood.”


“You said your last name is LeClair?” Ruth was staring at Elise, too, something in her expression having shifted. “You’re not the wife of Olivier LeClair, are you?”


Elise went pink, and her smile wobbled a bit. “Yes, in fact, I am. You know of him?”


“Yes, of course.” Ruth looked impressed. “My husband—who died when the children were small—was an art collector. Olivier LeClair was one of his favorites. He would have loved to meet you.”


“I’m very sorry to hear about your husband, Madame Levy,” Elise said.


“Thank you. But to be honest, sometimes I think that if we were going to lose him anyhow, it’s good that he was gone before the world entered into another war. He fought for France in the Great War, you see, and when we first married, he told me he was frightened that our countries would once again be at odds. I fear what will happen now that they are.”


Elise didn’t seem to know what to say to that, and neither did Juliette, but finally, she said, “Please, Ruth, try not to worry. France will not go the way of Germany. You are safe here.”


“For now, Juliette.” Ruth held her gaze. “For now. But the Germans are coming for all of us, no matter what the newspapers say.”


•   •   •


That evening after closing up the bookshop, Juliette stood at the stove of their small kitchen, absently stirring leek soup. She couldn’t stop thinking about Madame Levy’s words.


“You look as though you are carrying the weight of the world,” Paul said, entering the kitchen with Alphonse in his arms and Claude trailing behind. He set Alphonse down gently in his wooden high chair and came up behind Juliette, putting his hands on her shoulders and squeezing her tensed muscles. He nuzzled her ear, sending a shiver of pleasure down her spine. “What is it, my love? Are you all right?”


Juliette glanced at the children; Claude was scribbling stick figures on a sheet of paper and showing his creations to Alphonse. “Ruth Levy came in today. She’s very worried about the war.”


Paul’s hands on her shoulders stilled, and he was silent for a few seconds. “I am, too.”


Juliette turned and locked gazes with her husband. Paul’s brown eyes always darkened, the pupils dilating, when he was concerned, and now, they looked black as night. “But surely our soldiers will turn the Germans back,” she said.


“What if they don’t? We will survive. But Madame Levy . . .” His voice trailed off in anguish. “I don’t know, Juliette. I don’t know. I fear she is in a bad position.”


Later, after Paul and the children had gone to bed, Juliette sat in the kitchen, her battered copy of Fitzgerald’s This Side of Paradise opened in front of her. Reading usually brought her comfort, but tonight, she couldn’t focus. Ruth’s words continued to march through her head. The Germans are coming for all of us, no matter what the newspapers say. What if she was right? What if this quiet, this normalcy, this stability they took for granted now was simply the calm before the storm?


“Maman?” Claude’s little voice came from the doorway, and Juliette turned to see her oldest standing there, his worn, brown mohair teddy bear clutched protectively under one arm. “Maman, are you all right?”


She set the book down and stood up, crossing the kitchen and kneeling down so that they were eye to eye. “My darling, why aren’t you asleep?”


“I heard you.” He sniffled and wiped his nose with the back of his free hand. “Maman, what’s wrong?”


“It’s nothing, sweet boy.” She pulled him into her arms, feeling his heartbeat against hers. “There is nothing you should worry about. Go back to sleep, my love.”


He let her hold him for a few seconds, but then he pulled away. “Maman, I am big. You don’t have to protect me anymore. Is it Madame Levy? Is she in danger?”


Claude seemed to see everything. “Not right now, my love. Not right now.”


“But I heard you and Papa talking . . .”


Juliette felt a pang of guilt. She knew better than to speak of worrisome things in front of the children; Claude was always listening, even when he seemed to be occupied with something else. He would grow up one day to be a kind, thoughtful man, like Paul. “My darling boy, everything is fine just now. We are safe, all of us.”


She could feel him tense, and then relax as he leaned into her shoulder. “Do you promise me, Maman?”


“I promise. Now, let’s get back to bed, shall we?” But as she picked him up, his body heavy in her arms, she felt a chill.


She sat beside him on the edge of his bed, rubbing his back until he fell asleep, but in the silence, with his heavy breathing and an occasional sleep-soaked mumble from Alphonse the only sounds, her skin prickled with the sense of something terrible coming their way. She put her hand on her belly, trying to comfort the baby, who was kicking now, as if she wanted to get out. “It’s okay, my love,” she whispered into the darkness. “I will protect you.” But when the words went nowhere, impotent in the stillness, she wondered whether she could really promise anything when the future was unknowable, the storm clouds rolling in.
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Now that the war was on, Olivier had become a new man whose eyes always glittered, who barely slept, and who rarely inhabited the bed he shared with Elise anymore.


“You must be careful,” she told him over dinner one night in early October, the first night he had deigned to make an appearance at their table in weeks. Each day, she prepared a meal, hoping he would talk to her, and each night, he came in the door later and later, usually past midnight, often mumbling about Communist Party meetings he’d attended in secret. Sitting across from him now, over a roasted chicken nestled on a bed of greens, she could practically feel him vibrating, humming with anger.


“Careful?” He looked up at her, his eyes glinting. He brandished the knife in his hand and then sliced through one of the juicy legs of the bird without moving his gaze from her face. “Careful, Elise? Do you hear yourself?” He looked down at the steaming chicken, pulled the leg onto his own plate, and then, after a pause, sliced a small piece of the breast meat for her. “Daladier is going to roll right over, the old bastard. Don’t you see it? We’re all that’s left. People like me, we’re the only ones standing up to what’s coming! You want me to be careful rather than doing my duty to France? To mankind?”


“No,” she said quietly as he pushed her plate across the table to her and dove into his own chicken leg, not bothering with a knife and fork, eating like a caveman gnawing on a bone. He looked wild, his hair askew, his whole body jittery, as if he wanted to jump out of his own skin. “I want you to remember that you’re about to be a father. That your duty isn’t only to France. It is to this baby. And to me.”


He paused, the chicken leg suspended in air, as he glanced first at Elise’s belly, then at her face. She couldn’t quite read his expression, but then he blinked a few times, and when he looked up again, there was something softer in his eyes. “I know, Elise. I know.”


She waited for him to say more, but that seemed to be it. He ate the rest of his chicken leg in silence, then he reached for the other leg, sliced it cleanly off, and ate that one, too. She took a few bites of the breast on her plate, not because she was hungry, but because she knew she needed to feed the growing baby. She rubbed her belly, feeling a strange blend of emptiness and fullness at the same time.


That night, Olivier finished his work early; he had vanished into his studio to paint, so she had assumed she wouldn’t see him again, but as she nervously cleaned the kitchen top to bottom, the clock ticking past ten, he appeared in the doorway, the sharp scent of turpentine clinging to him like a layer of armor.


“I’ve done it, Elise,” he said, his eyes burning with something different now, something like hope. “Come see.”


She set down her dishrag and walked after her husband, realizing as she moved in his shadow that she would follow him anywhere. Was that a sign of strength or weakness, the fierce loving of someone who didn’t let you in? He took her hand and smiled at her, a real smile, not one twisted with the anguish and fire of chasing a cause, and then opened the door to his studio.


The acrid smell of fresh paint assaulted her nose and made her stomach lurch, a side effect of pregnancy that had startled her when it first appeared, but as she followed him into the room, she quickly forgot the discomfort as she gazed around in awe.


There were four large easels set up, one in each corner of the studio, each holding a large canvas. What Olivier had painted on them over the course of the past few days was breathtaking.


In the north corner of the room, a tangle of broken chains snaked through a burning battleground, a discarded Phrygian cap, the color of blood, with its singular bent apex, in the corner of the frame, smoke rising from it. “Liberté,” Elise murmured, turning to the painting in the east corner, which seemed set on the same flaming field, the French Revolution’s winged woman rising from the ashes, a teardrop of blood falling from her right eye as she reached in vain for a stone tablet. “Égalité,” Elise said, turning once more, to the painting in the south corner. In it, a bundle of rods wrapped in torn ribbons of blue, white, and red, representing France, sat in the center of the fiery field, the symbol of unity born from the French Revolution, representing the strength of togetherness. But in Olivier’s painting, the rods were burning, and the soldiers standing around the bundle were tossing logs into a pyre, feeding the flames. “Fraternité,” she whispered.


But it was the fourth painting, the one in the west corner of the room, that left her short of breath. It was a heavily pregnant woman, standing in the same burning battlefield, one hand on her rounded belly, the other clutching a sickle by her side as she looked toward a rising sun to the east. From this angle, one could see that beyond the battlefield lay endless fields of grain. From the woman’s eyes fell tiny red tears in the shape of stars, forming a pool of blood beneath her feet. She was looking skyward, her face anguished, toward dark clouds gathering on a sunrise horizon. It was the most overtly communist thing Olivier had ever painted—the stars and sickle left no doubt—and though it was stunningly beautiful, it would spell the end of Olivier’s career, and perhaps even his life, if it was ever displayed.


“You can’t. . . .” It was all Elise could manage to say as she turned to him, her eyes damp, her heart thudding with something she couldn’t quite name.


“Why can’t I?” Olivier asked, his voice low and thrumming with anger.


“You will put yourself in danger,” she said at last. She looked back at the woman in the field. “You will put us in danger.”


Olivier took a step closer and folded his hand around hers, following her gaze to the painting. “She is you, you know. You were the inspiration. You inspire me.”


The woman didn’t look like Elise, except for the swollen belly, and she wondered if the words were a lie to placate her. She wanted to be by her husband’s side, fighting for France, fighting for a path forward, but this wasn’t the way. This was a road that would destroy them both and harm their unborn child in the process, for if the baby was born into a world in which his parents were marked as traitors, there would only be grief and despair ahead. Already, there were rumblings that Daladier’s government would ban communist propaganda, perhaps even impose the death penalty for those found guilty of creating it. And while the first three paintings could be construed as nationalist, the fourth was undoubtedly a nod to Moscow. “No,” she said. “No, my love, you have not painted me. I would protect my baby at all costs.”


“But don’t you see, Elise? That’s what I’m trying to do!” He pulled away from her, raking both hands through his thick hair, disappointment radiating from him. “You act like this art is selfish, but it is what is inside me, Elise, all of it. It is what I’m called to do. It’s my duty.”


“But your duty has already alienated you from your peers,” she said. “Your dedication to the party and their ideals of art and culture have forced us out of the circles we used to be a part of. Think of what Picasso said the last time we were there!”


When Elise had first arrived in Paris, she had been welcomed with open arms at the studio of the famed Spanish painter on the rue des Grands-Augustins. Olivier hadn’t been part of Picasso’s inner circle, exactly, but he’d been an accepted member of Paris’s artistic community. Elise used to dream that one day, the artists who gathered in Picasso’s salon would see her as belonging, too, but in that orbit, women were too often treated as subjects rather than creators, with few exceptions. She had said that to Olivier once, and he had bristled, defending Picasso and bringing up Picasso’s respect for his partner, photographer Dora Maar, as an example; but as Olivier’s relationship with the painter had soured over their difference of opinion about art as a social statement, he had admitted to Elise that he’d seen her point.


Anger flashed across Olivier’s face. “They’re all communists, too, Elise, even if they can’t admit it to themselves.”


“Do you even know what you’re fighting for, Olivier? Do you even understand this movement you seem so willing to lay your life down for?”


Olivier didn’t seem to hear her. “Pablo has André Gide in his ear anyhow, mumbling about censorship and freedom.”


As she looked around at the paintings again, she felt the baby stir. Until now, Olivier had kept his communist leanings to himself, attending party meetings in secret, managing to keep the imagery out of his art. But letting the world see this painting, as the continent slid into war, would put them in great danger. She imagined this moment as a tiny snowball clutched in Olivier’s fist at the top of a mountain. If she let him release it, it would roll down the incline, gathering size and speed, until it flattened and destroyed everything in its path.
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