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    Praise for A Bookshop in Paris


‘Masterful. Magnificent. A passionate story of survival and a real page turner. This story will stay with me for a long time.’ Heather Morris, author of The Tattooist of Auschwitz


‘This is an exquisite novel – one that gives us what we’re hungry for: an intelligent, complex female character who challenges our ideas of right and wrong, morality and immorality. We’re reminded, too, of the dangers of drawing easy, swift conclusions. Feldman achieves all of this with wholly admirable precision and wit; she takes aim and does not miss.’ Elizabeth J. Church, author of The Atomic Weight of Love


‘Feldman’s characters – in the Paris bookstore that harbors many secrets or the Manhattan publishing house with its marvellous cast of misfits – are both terrifying and utterly engaging. With more twists and turns than the back streets of Paris, the story is as propulsively readable as a spy novel, and as rich and psychologically rewarding as only the finest literature can be.’ Liza Gyllenhaal, author of Local Knowledge


‘Completely compelling. I tore through it. This novel pivots on how we manage to survive surviving… Charlotte’s visceral story will stay with me.’ Naomi Wood, author of Mrs. Hemingway


‘Feldman’s powerful exploration of some of the most profound questions about love and loyalty resonates strongly today: What would you do to save your child? What is morality in wartime? How do we make peace with the past?’ Christina Lynch, author of The Italian Party


‘A thrilling achievement… I was thoroughly drawn into a deep, rich, vivid world of engrossing characters and emotional and moral crises… A great piece of writing in every way.’ Frederick E. Allen, Leadership Editor, Forbes


‘Ellen Feldman’s writing is riveting in this beautiful novel that tells the bittersweet story of a young mother’s strength and survival during WWII. From a tiny bookstore in Nazi-occupied Paris to a post-war New York publishing house, Feldman effortlessly captures the terror, immediacy, and inextinguishable human spirit.’ Noelle Salazar, author of The Flight Girls


‘A fluid, rich, and nuanced novel, expertly crafted, guaranteed to follow you around long after you’ve turned the last page. I gulped it down.’ Stacy Schiff, author of The Witches


‘A vivid and precise portrait of that city under German occupation during the Second World War, but it is also an exploration of the courage and cowardice of those bitter years, as well as offering a slyly persuasive love story. The swift, engrossing narrative conceals, in the best way, the fact that Feldman is also giving us a wise and troubling lesson about the great moral crisis of the last century.’ Richard Snow, author of Iron Dawn


‘Things are seldom as they seem in this engrossing tale of identity, survival, loyalty, and love… Recommend with enthusiasm.’ Library Journal


‘Fans of Anthony Doerr’s All the Light We Cannot See and Kristin Hannah’s The Nightingale may want to pick this up.’ Booklist


    ‘A memorable, thought-provoking moral conflict, and dialogue [that] crackles like a duel… A Bookshop in Paris succeeds as a meaty moral tale.’ Historical Novel Society


‘The best works of historical fiction have a way of illuminating the present, allowing readers to better understand themselves through well-defined characters reflected in the prism of time… Feldman does this beautifully in a multi-layered, tender story that explores the emotionally charged, often parallel terrains of truth, deception, love and heartbreak.’ Shelf Awareness


‘Nothing is quite what it seems… Wartime Paris is described in vivid, sometimes harrowing, detail… [An] engrossing page-turner.’ Kirkus


‘A nuanced WWII story of love and survival in Occupied Paris… With its appealing heroine and historically detailed settings… a dangerous secret gives Feldman’s story a gasp-worthy spin.’ Publishers Weekly
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For Stacy Schiff And once again for Stephen Reibel









To hate except in the abstract is more difficult than it might seem.


    Flora Groult, Diary in Duo: Paris, 1940–45


    Do not judge your fellow human being until you have stood in her place.


Hillel the Elder










Prologue


Paris, 1944


They were ripping off the stars. Filthy fingers with broken dirt-encrusted nails were yanking and peeling and prying. Who would have thought they still had the strength? One woman was biting the threads that held hers tight to her torn jacket. She must have been a good seamstress in her day. Those who had managed to tear off their stars were throwing them to the ground. A man was spitting on his. Who would have thought he had the saliva as well as the strength? Charlotte’s mouth felt dry and foul from dehydration. Men and women and children were stomping the worn scraps of fabric into the mud, spreading a carpet of tarnished yellow misery over the fenced-in plot of French soil.


Charlotte crouched beside Vivi and began pulling out the stitches that held her daughter’s star to her soiled pink blouse. The law had stipulated that only children six or older had to wear the star, and Vivi was four, but the blouse had been left behind when another child had been abruptly added, in a moment of bureaucratic desperation, to a transport that had come up one short of the required one thousand bodies. Charlotte had taken the blouse before anyone else could—they were permitted possessions in the camp, if they still had any—but she hadn’t removed the star. Wearing a blouse with a dark six-pointed shadow where a star used to be, denying, even if you were only four, was asking for trouble. Now Charlotte could remove it. Only when she had did she straighten and start pulling off her own.


For the rest of her life, every time she sat on an airplane and listened to a smiling stewardess warn that in case of trouble she was to put on her own oxygen mask before taking care of the child traveling with her, she would remember this morning and think the airlines had logic on their side but no heart.





She’d come across the scene in a square in Drancy, the suburb ten kilometers northeast of the city, not the camp for the detention and deportation of Jews, communists, socialists, and other enemies of the Reich. If she hadn’t already known staying in the area was safer than returning to her old haunts, the incidents that day would have persuaded her. She hadn’t wanted to watch, but neither had she been able to tear herself away. She’d stood riveted to the spot, mesmerized by the hatred, immobilized by the fear.


They had stripped the woman down to her brassiere and underpants, threadbare graying scraps of dignity or modesty or some barely remembered decency from better times. The brassiere was torn at the nipple, whether from current violence or past passion was impossible to tell. An old man with a tobacco-stained beard reached out a filthy hand and pinched the pink flesh. The crowd roared its delight. A young man brandishing a rifle used it to prod the woman first one way, then another, until she was stumbling on the high heels she was still wearing. The shoes made her nakedness more obscene. As she lurched, the crowd caught sight of a brown stain on the seat of her torn underpants. Again it was impossible to tell whether it was the sign of current terror or past slovenliness, but the jeering grew louder. It drowned out the sound of the church bell that had begun to toll and continued after the bell went silent. It was only two o’clock.


Collabo, a woman in the crowd howled, collabo horizontale, another screamed, and the women in the mob took up the cries and passed them around as they would, under other circumstances, have handed a baby from one to the other. Both instincts were primitive and protective, though in this case of self. Only the hardest or most forgetful among them, those who had never given a civil nod to a billeted soldier or uttered a merci for a door held, could fail to see themselves in the place of that woman huddled in shame as her hair fell to the ground in greasy clumps. Her days of black market meat and eggs and shampoo were long gone.


Charlotte thought of the patches of hair missing from her own scalp as a result of the malnutrition. She’d been able to live with that, but when the tufts of Vivi’s fine baby hair had begun to come away in her hands, she’d stopped brushing it, as if that could do any good.


The women in the pack howled their rage, but the men, especially the silent men, were more dangerous, and not only because they brandished the rifles and wielded the shears and razors. The men reeked of sexual malice. Some of them clutched their crotches as they heckled and punched and kicked the woman. Others sweated and smirked and wiped the spittle from their mouths with the backs of their hands, then ran their tongues over their lips as if they could taste the thrill. Their country had been defeated. They had been humiliated. But this wreaking of vengeance, this rendering of justice, this half-naked woman, stained with blood and tears and feces, made them men again.


Two boys—they couldn’t have been older than sixteen or seventeen—began pushing the woman, her bald head glistening in the afternoon sunlight that slanted past the church steeple, toward a truck parked in a corner of the square. The three women, one almost naked, two half dressed, who were sprawled in the flatbed didn’t look up when the boys shoved the newcomer among them.


Now the crowd was tightening the circle around another woman. This one was holding a baby. Her soiled cotton dress hung beltless, one sleeve torn away, but she was still wearing it. Perhaps the presence of the baby shamed the men, or perhaps it only tamped down the sexual voltage. She wasn’t cradling the baby against her, the way a woman usually holds an infant, but carrying the child under one arm like a package. Its legs hung limp; its head, unsupported, drooped to one side on its fragile neck. Its eyes were closed, and its small face was screwed tight against the world.


Charlotte picked up Vivi, who’d been clinging to her skirt, and hid her daughter’s face in her neck. This was nothing a child should see. This was nothing anyone should witness.


One of the men who seemed to be in charge, if anyone could be said to be in charge, grabbed the woman by the hair and yanked her head back. The sound she let out was more a bleat than a cry. Charlotte waited for the baby to begin to wail. It merely screwed its face tighter.


The hair began to fall to the ground. It was longer than the short bob of the woman they’d stripped to her underwear and took more time. Perhaps that was what made the man in the crowd do it. He was getting bored. While the tondeur was still shearing the woman, the man darted forward and inked a swastika on her forehead. The crowd roared its glee.


Still whimpering, still clutching the silent baby, the woman was shoved toward the truck, and another was hauled into the center of the square. Holding Vivi tighter, Charlotte began pushing her way through the mob. Drunk now on justice and the wine an enterprising woman and her young son had begun selling, but not yet satiated, the crowd pushed back against her, urging her to stay, sneering at her for her tenderheartedness, taunting her for her lack of patriotism. She put her hand on the back of Vivi’s head to shield her and kept going.


At the edge of the crowd, Berthe Bernheim, the woman from the camp whose stitches had been so expert she’d had to bite off her star, stopped her.


“You can’t leave,” she said, and pointed to a group of women and one man in a corner of the square waiting their turn with the tondeur. “It’s not over.”


Charlotte shook her head. “As long as this goes on, it never will be,” she said, and kept going.


Berthe Bernheim stood looking after her. “Holier than thou, that one,” she observed to no one in particular.










One
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New York, 1954


Charlotte spotted the letter as soon as she stepped into her office. There was no reason it should have caught her eye. The desk was littered with papers and envelopes. Stacks of manuscripts and books filled the shelves of the small cubicle and spilled over onto the two chairs. Certainly the air mail envelope didn’t make it stand out. Most of the books she published were American editions of European works, and a good deal of her mail arrived in those tissue-thin blue envelopes. The only explanation for its attracting her attention was that she’d already gone through her morning mail and the afternoon delivery hadn’t yet arrived. Perhaps the letter had gone to another editor by mistake, and he or she had left it on Charlotte’s desk while she was upstairs in the art department. Or perhaps the mailroom had overlooked it in the morning sorting.


Gibbon & Field was a prestigious publishing house, but a certain loucheness lurked behind the scenes. That was the fault of Horace Field, the publisher. He was too forgiving, or perhaps only cannily manipulative. She’d had her earliest inkling of the trait the first Christmas after she’d come to work at the house. Leaving the office one evening at the same time, she and Horace had entered the elevator together to find a young man from the production department struggling to balance two or three oversize art books and several of a more conventional trim size. When he saw Horace, he colored an unhappy Christmas red.


“I see you’ve taken our ads to heart, Seth,” Horace said. “ ‘There’s a book for everyone on your Christmas list.’ ”


The young man turned a deeper red and shot out of the elevator as soon as the doors opened. That was unusual. The staff usually deferred to Horace getting on and off elevators, and everywhere else.


“Are you going to take the books out of his salary?” she’d asked as they’d followed him across the lobby.


“Not on your life.”


“It would teach him a lesson.”


“The only lesson I want to teach him, Charlie, is to work his tail off for the greater glory of G&F.”


“And you think encouraging him to walk out the door with an armful of purloined books will do that?”


“I think the next time he asks for a raise and doesn’t get it, he’ll remember all the books he’s filched and feel guilty, or at least compensated. Same with the expense accounts the editors and travelers turn in. They think they’re stealing me blind, but a guilty conscience breeds contrition. Maybe even loyalty. They feel they owe the house something in return. That’s why I worry about you. Those expense accounts you file are a travesty. If the other editors get wind of them, they’ll never forgive you for spoiling the game.”


Horace’s philosophy permeated the entire publishing house from the grand larceny of the production department, run by a man rumored to have ties to the Mafia, to the petty pilfering and general slacking off of the mail-room. That must be why the letter had been delivered late. And the timing was the only reason she noticed it. It had nothing to do with a sixth sense, in which she definitely did not believe.


She sat behind the desk and picked up the envelope. Her name and the G&F address were written, not typed. The handwriting wasn’t familiar. There was no return address on the upper left-hand corner. She turned it over. As soon as she saw the name, she realized why she hadn’t recognized the handwriting. When had they put anything in writing? No, that wasn’t true. He’d written her once, a year or so after the end of the war. The letter had taken months to wind its way through the Drancy records and the various agencies to reach her in New York. She’d taken solace in that. He didn’t know where she was, and he was still in Germany. She’d never answered that letter. The return address on this one was Bogotá, Colombia. So he’d got out after all. She was glad. She was also relieved. South America was still a long distance away.


What troubled her was not where he was but that now he knew where she was. She’d thought she’d been so careful. Neither her address nor her telephone number was listed in the book. The people who had tried to help her settle into her new life—social workers and do-gooders from various refugee organizations; her colleagues here and at other publishing houses; Horace Field’s wife, Hannah—had found the omission foolish and antisocial. “How do you expect to make a life for yourself in a new country,” Hannah had asked, “if no one can find you?” Charlotte hadn’t argued with her. She’d merely gone on paying the small fee to be unlisted. Gradually Hannah and everyone else had stopped asking and chalked it up to what she’d been through. No one, including Hannah, knew what that was, but that didn’t stop them from speculating.


She wasn’t much easier to find in the office, though apparently he’d managed. Her name didn’t appear in the list of editors that ran down the left-hand side of the company stationery. Most publishing houses didn’t list editors on the stationery but that was another of Horace Field’s peculiar indulgences. A year after she’d come to work at G&F, he’d asked if she wanted to be included.


“Think of it as a sop,” he’d said.


“A sop?” She spoke four languages, could read two others, and had taken her degree at the Sorbonne in English literature, but in those days she was still having trouble with some American slang.


“Compensation for the slave wages we pay you.”


“At least you didn’t suggest I make up the difference by stealing books,” she’d said, and added that she didn’t want her name on the stationery but thanked him all the same.


Nonetheless, despite her absence in the phone book and on the company stationery, her name did occasionally turn up in acknowledgments in the books she worked on. And my gratitude to Charlotte Foret for steering my vessel safely through the turbulent waters of American publishing. My thanks to Charlotte Foret, who first saw that a book about the Dutch Golden Age written by a Dutchman would appeal to American audiences. The question was how he’d managed to get his hands on a US edition in Europe, or now South America. The various consulates had libraries to spread the American gospel among the local populations, but the books she published rarely spread the American gospel. Nonetheless, he must have found one. Or else he’d tracked her down through a refugee agency. Once in America, she’d distanced herself from the émigré or immigrant or refugee—choose your term—groups, but she’d had to file the usual papers and obtain the necessary documents to get here. She was traceable.


She sat looking at the envelope. It wasn’t registered. There was no proof that she’d received it. Even if there had been, no law said she had to answer every letter she got. She did try to respond to the ones accompanying manuscripts from would-be authors, but she had boilerplate for that. While your thesis is cogent, I’m afraid the subject matter doesn’t quite fit our list. While the book is beautifully written, I fear the characters are not fully realized / the plot strains credulity / there isn’t an American audience for this sort of story. But she had no form letter to cover this situation, whatever this situation was. Reminiscences? He wouldn’t want to remember those days any more than she did. Love? Even then she’d told herself not to be ridiculous. Money? As of last year’s naturalization ceremony, she was an American, and everyone who wasn’t an American knew that everyone who was, was rich, but of all the indictments she’d brought against him, that one was the least likely.


She heard the sound of voices in the hall and inhaled the aroma of pipe tobacco floating over the frosted glass partition of her cubicle. The pipe would belong to Carl Covington, a faintly foppish man with a mane of white hair that he wore just a little too long. Carl aspired to be a grand old man of publishing, but it was difficult to be a grand old man of publishing when the house you worked for was owned by an only slightly aging wunder-kind of publishing. The voices belonged to Faith Silver, whose claim to fame was a brief friendship with Dorothy Parker in their heyday, and Bill Quarrels, a swaggering overgrown boy with a big brutal body and an adolescent mind. According to one of the secretaries who commuted from the same Westchester town as Bill, every morning as he stepped off the train in Grand Central Terminal, he put his hand in his pocket and slipped off his wedding ring, and every evening as he boarded the train home, he slipped it on again. The three of them were on their way to the Wednesday editorial meeting.


Faith stuck her head with its dark, dated Dorothy Parker bob around the partition of the cubicle. “Time to gird the loins for combat,” she said.


Charlotte looked up from the pale blue envelope. As if it had a will of its own, it fell into the wastebasket. She stood. “I’ll be along in a minute.”


The voices moved on down the hall.


She began gathering papers, then thought better of it, opened the bottom drawer of the desk, lifted out her handbag, and took out her compact and lipstick. She believed in going into these meetings with all flags flying.


As she lifted the powder puff and began to dab, she brought the compact closer to examine her skin. The fine porcelain grain that had made her vain as a girl was coarser now, but at least the sickly yellow cast of those years was gone. She smoothed the streak of white that ran through her dark hair. Occasionally she thought of dyeing it, but somehow she’d never got around to doing so. She wasn’t hanging on to it as a reminder. She just liked the dramatic effect. Her fingertips smoothed the web of fine lines beside her eyes, as if she could massage them out of existence, though she knew that was impossible. Perhaps it wasn’t even desirable. A few weeks earlier, an enterprising saleswoman in the cosmetics department of Saks Fifth Avenue had tried to sell her a cream to get rid of them. “It will erase your past,” she’d said.


The promise had been so terrifying in its appeal that she’d put down the tube of Helena Rubinstein lipstick she’d been about to buy, turned, and walked out of the store. No one but a fool would try to erase the past. The only hope was to stand guard against it.


Even now, in her dreams, she heard Vivi crying, not the childish whimpers and sobs of temporary discomfort but a shrieking rage born of an empty belly, and chilled-through bones, and the agony of rashes and bites and festering sores. Sometimes the crying in the dream was so loud that it wrenched her awake, and she sprang out of bed before she realized the sound was only in her head. Then, still sweating, she took the few steps down the short hall from her room to her daughter’s and stood beside the bed, listening to Vivi’s breath coming soft and safe in the miraculous New York night that was broken not by boots on the stairs or banging on the door but only by the occasional siren screaming that help rather than trouble was on the way.


Waking hours brought different nightmares about her daughter. Every cough was the first sign of tuberculosis, every stomach upset the harbinger of a bug that had been lying dormant, every rash the return of disease, and the knowledge that these days there was penicillin to treat it didn’t mitigate the terror. Vivi could not possibly have escaped without consequences. Her slight fourteen-year-old body had to be pregnant with dormant disaster.


Sitting in the audience at school performances, she measured Vivi against the other girls. Was she the runt of the litter? Were her bones permanently deformed by malnutrition? Had her mother’s fear and remorse scarred her psyche? But standing beside her classmates in her starched white blouse and blue jumper, Vivi bore no evidence of earlier hardships. Her hair gleamed dark and glossy in the glare from the overhead lights. Her legs stretched long and coltish in the navy-blue knee socks. Her wide smile revealed a sunny streak and improbably white teeth. All the hours Charlotte had spent queueing for food, every mouthful she hadn’t eaten so Vivi could, every chance she’d taken, even the compromises she’d made had been worth it. Vivi looked just like her classmates, only better.


Nonetheless, some differences did set her apart. She was one of twelve students, a single representative in each class, on scholarship. The other girls inhabited sprawling apartments, duplexes, and penthouses on Park and Fifth Avenues filled with parents and siblings, dogs and domestic help. Vivi lived with her mother in four small rooms on the top floor of an old—in America, a seventy-year-old building was considered old—brownstone on East Ninety-First Street. At Christmas, other girls headed to grandparents who inhabited Currier and Ives landscapes, or north or west to ski, or south to the sun. Vivi and her mother carried a small tree home from a stand on Ninety-Sixth Street, put it up in a corner of the living room, and decorated it with ornaments bought at B. Altman the first year they were here, and added to annually. The ornaments were new, but the tree, Charlotte insisted, was a tradition. Her family had always celebrated Christmas. It had taken Hitler, she liked to say, to make her a Jew. That was the other thing that set Vivi apart. There were fewer Jewish girls in the school than scholarship students. Neither condition was ever mentioned, at least in polite company, as the phrase went.


The point was, despite those deprivations and disadvantages, Vivi was flourishing. Only the other night, sitting in the living room, Charlotte had looked up from the manuscript she was reading and seen Vivi at the dining table doing her homework. There was a desk in her room, but she liked being near her mother. The experts whom Charlotte read said that would soon stop, but she didn’t believe them. Experts dealt in generalizations. She and Vivi were singular. Vivi had been sitting with one foot in her regulation brown oxford tucked under her, a silky curtain of dark hair falling forward as she bent over her book, her mouth pursed in concentration. Looking across the room at her, Charlotte had barely been able to keep from shouting with joy at the sheer miracle of it.


She put her handbag back in the drawer, left the cubicle, and started down the hall to the conference room.


Horace Field was already in his place at the head of the long table. He was always the first to arrive at meetings. That was partly the result of his impatience, but only partly. He sat, leaning back in his chair, but the relaxed pose and the loose Harris tweed jacket couldn’t hide the dormant power of his muscled shoulders and arms. Sometimes Charlotte wondered if, in his mind’s eye, he was still the lean loping young man, the former college tennis player, she’d seen in a photograph in an old issue of Publishers Weekly from before the war. In the picture, he sported a trim mustache, and as she’d sat at her desk studying it, she’d been sure he’d grown it to look older. She’d met him once briefly at the time, but she had been too young herself to realize how young he was. He really had been a boy wonder. The mustache was gone now, and his hairline was beginning to recede. She’d noticed that when Carl Covington looked at him, he couldn’t help stroking his own white mane. Horace must have noticed it, too, because once he’d barked at Carl to stop petting himself like a goddamn dog. Horace’s face, beneath the receding hairline, was still boyish, except occasionally, when he didn’t know he was being watched. Then frown lines, no, fury lines settled between his eyes, which were icy blue and watchful. No one was going to blindside him.


“Nice of you to join us, General,” he said using the French pronunciation of the title as she took a chair. In private, she was Charlie; before others she was Charles or General, both pronounced with French accents. She wished she weren’t. The nicknames, even the formal nicknames, implied an intimacy that didn’t exist. He’d been kind to her, and she was grateful, but generosity and gratitude were not intimacy. As far as she was concerned, they necessitated the opposite relationship. Especially with him. The youthful man in that old photograph had been reputed to be, if not a wolf, then a dangerous heartbreaker, though she was pretty sure those days were behind him.


The other editors were already seated around the table, restive as racehorses at the starting gate, mentally snorting and pawing the ground in their eagerness to break away from the pack with a surefire bestseller, or at least an en-viable quip in their own presentation or a droll jibe at a colleague’s. They got started.


Carl Covington had a biography of Lincoln by a leading scholar.


“Not another one,” Bill Quarrels said.


“One-decade rule,” Carl answered. “If there hasn’t been a biography in ten years, it’s time for a new one. And books about Lincoln sell.”


Walter Price, the sales manager, nodded. “Books about Lincoln sell. So do books about doctors and books about dogs. So what I don’t understand is why none of you geniuses has managed to find a book about Lincoln’s doctor’s dog that I can sell.”


The discussion turned to the author’s previous sales figures, the likely sum for paperback rights (a new phenomenon since the war), and how little the agent would take. Horace didn’t say much, but his nod at the end of the discussion was eloquent. Carl said he’d make an offer.


Bill Quarrels had a novel by a marine who’d fought his way through the Pacific.


“Wait, let me guess,” Carl said. “The author’s name is James Jones.”


“The market for war books has peaked,” Walter warned.


He and Carl had been too old for the war, Bill too young. None of them looked at Horace as they spoke.


They moved on to Faith. She had a first novel about life in a small New England town. It was quiet, she admitted, but beautifully written, and didn’t they publish moneymaking potboilers precisely so they could afford to publish small literary gems like this? No one bothered to answer that particular question, though Charlotte, who’d read the manuscript, seconded Faith’s literary opinion. Horace gave a nod of approval. No one mentioned money. No one had to. Faith had been in the business long enough to know that an appropriate advance for a book like this would be a few hundred dollars.


Charlotte presented a book about the interaction of politics, diplomacy, and art in Renaissance Italy. That met with silence, too. She had what amounted to her own little fiefdom at G&F. Only Horace cared about the books she brought in, unless they were foreign novels that might be banned. Then suddenly everyone wanted to take a look. But this one squeaked through with a nod of approval. Again a paltry advance was taken for granted.


They went on that way for the better part of two hours. Editors presented books, formed alliances, switched sides. The process reminded Charlotte of the papal conclaves she’d read about. Only the white smoke at the end of the meeting was missing.


She had gathered her papers and was starting for the door when Bill Quarrels caught up with her.


“Did you have a chance to look at that novel? The one about the American spy dropped behind the lines in France before the Invasion?”


“Didn’t you get my memo?”


“All you said was that it was incredibly steamy.”


“I said it was steamily incredible. Any spy who spent that much time between the sheets would have been dead twenty-four hours after parachuting in. Forty-eight at the outside.”


He leaned his big body toward her. “Are you speaking from experience?”


She was debating whether to bother answering when it happened. Standing in the doorway with their backs to the conference room, neither of them saw it coming. Horace Field, his massive arms propelling the wheels of his chair, came barreling between them. He missed her by a hair’s breadth but managed to careen over Bill Quarrels’s cordovan-clad right foot. Horace arrived early at meetings because he didn’t like people watching him maneuver his wheelchair, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t skillful at it.


“Ouch,” Bill shouted, and jumped out of the way, too late.


“Sorry, Bill,” Horace called back as he sped down the hallway.





She hadn’t forgotten the letter she’d tossed in the waste-basket. Now and then during the editorial meeting, she’d found herself thinking about it. She didn’t want to read it, but she knew she would. She wasn’t sure why. She couldn’t erase the past, despite what the woman in the Saks makeup department had promised, but she had no intention of wallowing in it. Still, it didn’t seem right not to read it. She’d resolved to fish it out of the wastebasket as soon as she got back to her office, but she hadn’t counted on finding Vincent Aiello, the head of production, waiting in her cubicle.


“You know that mystery of yours set in Morocco?”


For a moment she thought he might actually have read one of the books he steered through production and wanted to tell her he liked it.


“We got bound books,” he said.


“They’re early. That’s good.”


“Not so good. They’re missing the last page.”


“This is a joke, right?”


He shrugged.


“It’s a mystery, Vincent. Not that it wouldn’t be a disaster if it weren’t. But readers do tend to want to find out who did it.”


“Look on the bright side. Now it’s a do-it-yourself whodunit. We could be starting a whole new trend.”


“The entire print run?”


“Every last copy.”


“This is coming out of your budget, not mine.”


“To hell with budgets. I’m taking out a contract to have the binders’ kneecaps broken.” He smirked, as if daring her to believe the rumors about him.





She was standing on Madison Avenue, waiting for the bus and brooding about the entire print run of the unsolved mystery, when she remembered the letter. For a moment, she thought of going back, then looked at her watch and decided against it. She didn’t mind leaving Vivi alone for a few hours after school, especially if Hannah Field had finished seeing patients for the day and lured Vivi in for her homemade cakes and cookies, but she did like to get home in time to make dinner and sit down to it properly. She’d fetch the letter out first thing in the morning. And if this was one of the nights the cleaning crew came through and emptied the baskets, so much the worse. It wasn’t as if she had any intention of answering it. In fact, so much the better. The matter would be taken out of her hands.










Two


[image: ]


She stepped down from the bus and started along Ninety-First Street, careful of her footing in the gathering dusk. The rain had stopped, but a carpet of wet leaves made the sidewalk slippery. Light spilled out of the wide bay windows and intricately worked fanlights of the brown-stones and lay shimmering in the puddles. Occasionally she stopped on the street and stood looking into those brilliantly lit rooms. The life going on within them intrigued her. The aura of safety mesmerized her, though she knew that was a mirage. As she stood there now, the faint aroma of a wood fire made her nostalgic, though she couldn’t have said for what. Certainly not for the acrid stench of burning papers. Then it came to her. The scent reminded her of a fire burning in the hearth on a damp night at Grandmère’s house in Concarneau. She and her mother had always wanted to go south for the summer holidays—one of the few issues on which she and her mother were arrayed against her father—but her father had been adamant about visiting his own mother. The older Charlotte had got, the more bored and sullen she’d grown during those weeks in Brittany, but what wouldn’t she give for them now, for herself, and for Vivi. She imagined the two of them walking down the long poplar-lined road and saw Vivi break into a run at her first glimpse of the sea. She straightened her shoulders against the image and started walking again.


Halfway down the block, she opened the wrought-iron gate and descended three steps. A short cement ramp ran alongside them. Some people said sheer perversity made Horace Field go on living in a brownstone. If he and Hannah had moved to an apartment building, he could have whizzed from street to lobby to elevator with ease. Others insisted his remaining in the house he’d grown up in proved he wasn’t the cynic he pretended to be. Charlotte had a third explanation, though she’d never mentioned it to anyone, not even Horace, especially not Horace. The doorman and elevator operators in those apartment buildings would have fallen over themselves trying to assist a man in a wheelchair, and not merely for Christmas bonuses. They were, by and large, a respectful lot, at least on the surface, and many of them had been in the war. Horace could not have tolerated that. The solicitude would have embarrassed him. The condescension would have infuriated him. So he’d built the ramp for the steps outside the brownstone and installed an elevator inside.


She closed the gate behind her, crossed the flagstone enclosure blooming with planters of orange and yellow mums that glowed in darkening evening, and pulled open the wrought-iron and glass door to the foyer.


Later, when she thought about the incident, she’d blame it on the letter she’d thrown in the wastebasket. She wasn’t thinking of it at that moment, but it must have been lurking in her unconscious. There was no other explanation for her hallucination.


A woman was standing with her hand to her head, her fingers pointing to her temple as if they were the barrel of a gun. Suddenly Charlotte is back in the cold dank hall of the house on the rue Vavin. The concierge’s eyes, hard and black as lumps of coal, follow her and Vivi across the shadowy space. Just as they reach the stairs, the concierge in that old apartment house where her memory has transported her moves her finger at her temple as if she is pulling a trigger. “Après les boches,” she hisses, and the words scald like steam.


Then another night, and this is shortly before the Liberation, when Charlotte is carrying Vivi in her arms, the concierge steps out from the loge to block her path. Standing only inches away, she raises her cocked-pistol hand not to her own temple but to Vivi’s forehead. “Après les boches,” she croons, as if she is singing a lullaby, and pulls the imaginary trigger.


Charlotte grabbed hold of the doorknob and closed her eyes. When she opened them, she was back in the elegant little foyer with the black-and-white-tiled floor, watching a woman who was not her former concierge but must be one of Hannah Field’s patients tugging her hat into place in front of the gilt-framed mirror. The woman turned from her reflection, nodded to Charlotte, pulled open the heavy outside door, and disappeared into the night.


Charlotte went on standing in the foyer, suddenly sweating in her trench coat, though she hadn’t bothered to button in the lining that morning. She hated herself for the fear, but she hated the woman, too, for bringing it back. Après les boches. The phrase was always lying there in the murky polluted depths of her unconscious, just waiting to rise to the surface. That and the other expression that was even more chilling, but she wasn’t going to think of that.


She started up the stairs. She rarely used the elevator in the house. It always seemed like an invasion of Horace and Hannah’s privacy. Besides, the American habit of descending on anything other than one’s own legs struck her as self-indulgent. And she liked the exercise. She was glad the gauntness was gone. She’d read somewhere that the average Parisian had lost forty pounds during the Occupation. But she didn’t want to put on too much weight.


When she reached the first landing, it seemed gloomy. She looked up. One of the bulbs in the overhead fixture was out. That was uncharacteristic. Hannah ran a tight ship. She glanced back down at the entrance hall. It was cast in shadows. And the woman had been standing half turned away as she adjusted her hat. Anyone could have mistaken the woman for someone else.





They sat basking in the glow of the white-sprigged yellow wallpaper that Hannah had chosen for them before they’d moved in. Most landlords, Charlotte had since learned, would have slapped a coat of paint on an apartment in preparation for a new tenant and let it go at that, but as Hannah had often said since she’d met Charlotte and Vivi at the ship that morning almost nine years ago, they were more than tenants. Horace had known Charlotte’s father before the war, and Hannah was looking forward to having a child in the house. So she’d wallpapered as well as painted, taken Vivi shopping for curtains and a rug, and even replaced the old dying refrigerator with a new model. Charlotte hadn’t realized it at the time because all she’d seen at first was America’s abundance, but she knew now that Hannah’s managing to get her hands on a new appliance so soon after the war was a testament to her resourcefulness.


The wallpaper pattern Charlotte and Vivi sat basking in was called Innocence. Where but in America, Charlotte thought, would people believe they could shroud a room in naïveté? Nonetheless, she admired Hannah’s taste.


The mirror over the mantel was tilted so she could see the reflection of the two of them sitting at the small table angled between the fireplace and the swinging door to the kitchen, her in the shirt and trousers she’d changed into to cook dinner, Vivi still in her school uniform. The wallpaper was so sunny, the light from the wall sconces and lamps so soft, they really did seem to be basking in radiance. Then Vivi spoke.


“How come you never talk about my father?”


“Why don’t you ever talk about my father?” Charlotte corrected her. She wasn’t stalling for time. At least that wasn’t her only motive.


“Why don’t you ever talk about my father?” Vivi asked.


The question wasn’t new. Vivi occasionally asked about the father she’d never known. But this was the first time she’d framed it as an accusation. Or did Charlotte hear it that way only because of the imaginary encounter with the concierge in the foyer?


“I talk about him. I talk about him all the time. What do you want to know?”


She shrugged. “What was he like?”


Charlotte thought about that for a moment. Now she wasn’t stalling. She was trying to remember. But it was like trying to capture the feeling of a fever dream after your temperature is back to normal. After the whole world’s temperature is back to normal. Sometimes she wondered if they would have married if the war hadn’t come, if he hadn’t been called up, if they hadn’t felt time bearing down on them, if they hadn’t seen themselves as actors in a tragic play or movie. Would her skin have gone so hot at his touch in less heated times? Would they have been able to hold each other with tenderness rather than desperation? She didn’t regret any of it. She was grateful for what they’d had. And without Laurent, she would not have Vivi. But the haunted intensity was not something you could tell a child.


“He had an original mind,” she said finally.


“What does that mean?”


“It means I was never bored with him. More than that, I was dazzled by him. He saw things other people didn’t, made connections others didn’t.” This was better. She was getting the hang of it.


“What else?”


“He had a finely calibrated moral compass.”


“A what?”


“A well-developed sense of right and wrong.”


“Oh.”


This clearly was not what Vivi was looking for.


“He would have been proud of you.” Charlotte tried again.


“How do you know?”


“Because you’re smart. He cared a lot about that. And pretty.” Vivi made a self-deprecating face. “He cared a lot about that, too, at least in women. And you have a moral compass, too.”


“I do?”


“You care about other people. You try to do the right thing.”


Vivi considered that for a moment. “Sometimes I’m not sure what the right thing is.”


“You’re in good company there.”


“Even when you’re a grown-up?”


“Especially when you’re a grown-up.”


“But you said my father knew.”


Charlotte thought about that. Laurent had had principles and scruples, but he hadn’t faced many choices. One of the advantages, perhaps the only advantage, of dying young. She wasn’t about to tell Vivi that. “He did his best,” she said.


Vivi took a bite of her omelet, finally. “Tell me more about him.”


Charlotte sat thinking. She was an editor. She dealt with words and images and stories all day. Surely she could create a father to capture Vivi’s imagination.


“He was over the moon when you were born.”


“I thought he wasn’t there when I was born.”


She is alone in the bare white room, more alone than she has ever been in her easy cossetted life. The nuns come and go at intervals, but the nuns are no help. At least, they are no comfort. She is on her own. We are born alone and we die alone, Laurent used to say. We also give birth alone, she wants to tell someone, but there is no one to tell. Laurent is off at the front, though in this rout no one knows where the front is. The nuns and other patients sob as the radio, taken over by the Germans, blares that the French army is nothing more than a rabble with no idea in which direction to flee. Her mother died three years ago. Charlotte still hasn’t got over the unfairness of the timing. She’d been a rebellious child, closer to her iconoclastic father than her more conventional mother, but just as she’d begun to know the vulnerable woman behind the exquisitely dressed, irreproachably behaved public persona, her mother had succumbed to a rapid and virulent cancer. Her father, a leftist publisher who was a friend of the Jewish socialist prime minister Léon Blum, barely got out before the Germans marched in. He hadn’t had to be told that his name was on their list. Laurent’s elderly parents are safe, she hopes, in the South of France. They’d wanted her to go with them, but she was afraid of delivering the baby on the road. Besides, what if Laurent somehow finds his way home? She has to be there for him. She’d refused to go with Simone for the same reason. “In that case, I’ll stay with you,” Simone said, but Charlotte was adamant, and in the end Simone didn’t put up much of a fight. They’d been friends, almost like sisters, they always said since neither of them had one, from the days when they’d played together as little girls in the Luxembourg Gardens, but now Simone had her own child to worry about. She’d taken three-year-old Sophie and left, too. Even the local tradesmen had fled. She’d seen them as she’d made her way on foot to the hospital, people hijacking taxis, tying their possessions to automobiles, piling wagons with beds and pots and pans, portraits of ancestors and cages full of canaries and parrots. She doesn’t understand that. Dogs and cats, yes, but birds, when the city is hemorrhaging, when the world is coming to an end? Ashes rain down from the sky. Smoke stings her eyes and sears her nose and throat. The government offices and foreign consulates and embassies are burning their records.
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