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THE RESISTANCE LILY

DANA LEVY ELGROD


PROLOGUE

In times of liberty, freedom and peace, each of us has a dream.

Sometimes we fail to define the dream before we are robbed of it, and our hope of realizing it.

In times of war, exciting dreams vanish, to be replaced by one simple dream. Survive.

Driven by an animal instinct, we tread along a winding path, littered with potholes. Some of us lose our way, others stray into dark alleys, but unique individuals see the way clearly. They know that ultimately a light will shine upon us, restoring our ability to dream.

I resolutely fought to reach it.

I gave up the exciting dreams, and discovered that even in the darkest hours we, as human beings, have an instinct that is stronger than survival.

Love. Unconditional, infinite love.


CHAPTER ONE

Smoke rises to the vaulted ceiling of the hall and I squint to prevent the spreading, burning sensation in my eyes. I look around. There doesn’t appear to be a single person in the hall that didn’t have a cigarette between his fingers. Cigarettes seemed to have become an inseparable part of hands. Deep inhalation and rapid exhalation. Another inhalation, another exhalation. The smoke, thickening and stinging.

Talking animatedly, men in tuxedos and formal uniforms are standing in small groups. Women, in elegant dresses, are standing among them, smiling, giggling, occasionally managing to join in the conversation. But not even the broadest smiles can hide the prevailing fear. In a flash, a smile vanishes, replaced by beseeching words. Occasionally, a single word is enough to evoke a suspicious look, followed by a scribble in a notebook. Once noted, you will never manage to fake another smile.

Round tables are scattered along the walls, each covered in white with colorful vases of flowers set in the middle. The black and white floor tiles seem like a huge chess board. When I tilt my head, I can imagine those in uniform on one side of the board and, on the other, frightened men in tuxedos and women in their finery, holding glasses of champagne. They continue to giggle and laugh until their cheeks collapse with the effort.

I imagine moving the pieces on the board, one step at a time, but time after time my king fails to avoid the looming threat, and I am defeated. I’ve never been any good at this game. My father claimed I wasn’t focused and was shamelessly reckless. I’m not surprised by the fierce burning in my heart I am feeling now. The longing for my parents is always there, unrelenting, even in my dreams. Dreams that yearn to take me back to the past, but inevitably toss me into the gray present and uncertain future.

I pull a cigarette out of the pack, slightly raising one hand. Not three seconds go by before a man in a tie, holding a gold lighter, lights it. I am forced to assume a polite smile and nod my head in gratitude.

He opens his mouth and I imagine he wants to introduce himself. Quickly, I turn my head and lean towards Odette. His shadow moves away and I sigh with relief.

“He actually looks rather nice,” Odette chuckles and takes a sip of her wine.

“So why didn’t you introduce yourself?” I say, stubbing out the cigarette in the ashtray. “Nice boys no longer excite me,” she says, arranging her gold curls on her shoulders and scanning the hall. “And I really need to be excited.”

“Well, have you found anything exciting?” I look down as an officer in a gray uniform goes past.

“You know I have.” She grumbles. “But he simply refuses to acknowledge my existence.”

Looking up, I follow her glance in the direction of the bar. Her bright eyes are fixed on a massive figure in a tailored suit, and her teeth bite gently into her lower lip.

“Do you understand, Josephine?” She murmurs without looking at me. “That man excites me.”

“No, quite honestly, I don’t understand.” I pour myself a glass of wine, examining the man she longs for. His soot-black hair is brushed ceremoniously to one side. His eyelashes are long so it’s impossible to tell whether he is asleep on his feet, or simply bored to death. His upper lip is trembling slightly, spoiling the aesthetics of his perfect face with its rough, chiseled masculinity. He nods at a German officer facing him, and an unpleasant shiver goes through my spine. In a moment, anger burns as well. “How in God’s name can you be excited by a man who collaborates with that scum?” “Shshsh…” She turns her head towards me in alarm. “Someone might hear you.” A fake smile stretches across her lips, and she flutters her eyelashes at a group of men standing nearby. “Smile!” She orders me, without moving her lips.

I clench my fists under the table and smile. The men continue to talk amongst themselves and Odette stands up.

“How can he not notice my flirting, it’s unacceptable.” She smooths down her long, blue, velvet dress with her hands. “No man has ever ignored me, and he will not be the first.” She winks at me and strides to the bar, swaying her hips scattering smiles in all directions. The artificial smile is wiped off my face. I’m supposed to feel fortunate. Supposed to thank my hosts for enabling me to get through this terrible period without experiencing the hardship of the French people. I’m also supposed to feel anxiety looking at the soldiers of the occupying army, perhaps even fear, but the only thing I feel is shame. Intense shame at sitting here in this hall, full of food and dressed up to the nines while my friends, acquaintances and neighbors are fighting every single day for their right to exist with dignity.

Crumpling the edge of the tablecloth between my fingers, I sigh. I really don’t want to be here. I really shouldn’t be here. A proud French girl at a ball for cowardly collaborators and loathsome German officers who have devastated our country. I’d be willing to be in any other place in the world, except this damned place.

My eyes burn with cigarette smoke, but it doesn’t stop me from pulling another cigarette out of the pack. I place it between my lips and again, like magic, a male hand pops up holding a lighter, and once again smoke spirals upward.

“Thank you,” I filter through my teeth without raising my head to face the man in the black suit.

“Smile.” The command comes from a familiar male voice and I nod and smile.

The chair beside me is pulled back and Claude tranquilly sits down.

“I’m assuming you don’t really want to be here.” He pours wine into my glass and smiles his calm smile.

I don’t respond.

“You know, the day you chose to move in with us, we chose to relate to you as one of the family.”

It wasn’t a question, but I nod in agreement.

“I’m sure you’d prefer to be with your parents in New York, but…”

“You’re wrong,” I whisper and take a sip of wine. “I prefer to be here, in

France. In my home. It’s just that some of the French have forgotten that this is their home, and behave like cowards. They flatter these Germans as if they were our masters.”

“Josephine, be careful of what you say,” his tone hardens. “We lost the war and now we are struggling to survive with dignity.”

“What dignity are you talking about?” I smile with bitterness and stub out my cigarette in the ashtray. “Every week you host traitors who collaborate with the enemy. And if that weren’t bad enough, we also have to smile at the enemy.”

“Smile!” He commands quietly, standing up to shake the hand of a German officer in a black uniform who has come to thank him for his hospitality. The German bows and holds out his hand. I shake it, smile deviously and introduce myself with only my first name. The moment he releases my hand, I wipe it on my dress. “Is this beauty also your daughter?” The officer asks in French with a foreign accent.

“Josephine is a family friend, she’s been living with us for several years.” Claude continues to stand, holding onto the back of my chair. “Her parents moved to the United States before the war and she stayed with us to finish her schooling.”

“The United States?” The officer asks without taking his eyes off me.

“They moved a year before war broke out.” I can hear the tension in Claude’s voice. “Her father was a highly respected engineer in France and he decided that…”

“He’s still a highly respected engineer in France,” I burst out. “It’s just that now, he prefers…” I feel Claude’s hand pressing down hard on my shoulder. “His wife isn’t well,” Claude says hurriedly. “So he wants to help her recover and will then return to help in the important effort we are all making, that all Europeans are making.” He emphasizes the last words.

The officer continues to stare strangely at me and I realize I should have kept quiet. My hands are trembling and sweating and I rub them on my lap. “Do you manage to stay in touch with him?” He asks coolly, putting his hand in his pocket.

I shake my head. “We haven’t been in touch for several years now,” I tell the painful truth but it doesn’t seem to calm him.

Please God, don’t let him take out his notebook. It seems to me that if his bright eyes continue to scan me, he’ll be able to read my thoughts, and I won’t leave this hall in the same elegant way I came in. I repeat the desperate prayer in my heart and recover. I fumble for my pack of cigarettes and quickly take one out.

Two lighters flame and for a moment I close my eyes and lean over the officer’s elegant lighter. He lights my cigarette and I nod in thanks.

“Claude is right.” I shrug and fake a chuckle. “I’m really sorry my father is missing my host’s successful balls. I’m sure he’d prefer to be here, enjoying your company.”

The frozen face of the German softens but he still stares intently at me. “Forgive me, but all this talk of politics and war just bores me.” I shrug my shoulders and flutter my eyelashes at him. “Women shouldn’t discuss things like that, we need to deal with what is really important.” I take a small mirror out of my bag and look at myself. “We must make sure we look good so that you can continue to enjoy our company.” I pinch my cheek and titter.

“I’d be very glad to spend more time in your company.” The German takes his hand out of his trouser pocket and I sigh with relief. “Maybe you’d like to dance with me.” He gestures to the dance floor.

“I’ll be glad to accept your invitation after I’ve freshened up a little,” I stand up, holding my handbag. His eyes move coarsely over my body. “We French women, you know.” I titter again.

“We’re always equipped with a make-up and perfume kit in case we meet a charming man like you.”

His smile broadens and I turn away before he notices the expression of revulsion on my face.

I quickly cross the dance floor. Adrenalin washes through my body and my heart is beating at a dizzying pace. The long black chiffon gown rustles with each step and I glance in the direction of the bar. Odette is chatting cheerfully with two men. One of them was the commander of a Paris police station years before war broke out. He refused to move to Vichy after the invasion, but very quickly returned to his position, proving himself to be yet another wretched and spineless collaborator. The other man is a young French policeman I’d seen a few times before, one of Odette’s enthusiastic beaus. She notices me and smiles, shrugging ruefully. I realize that yet again she hasn’t managed to capture the attention of her traitor.

For one brief moment I was able to understand her frustration. Good French men had become a rare commodity in Paris, almost like good coffee, which people at the ball were drinking in abundance. Those who weren’t incarcerated in POW camps or hadn’t volunteered to help the Germans, were taken to work in factories in Germany. The few who are still around aren’t really eligible for the “good men” group. They enjoy their freedom, thanks to family connections with the occupying army and, as far as I‘m concerned, they are no better than those wearing gray or black uniforms.

I consider escaping to the stairs that lead up to the residential floor and locking myself in the bedroom. They were only a few steps away. But I notice a crowd of women around Brigitte and know that she would stop me, make me introduce myself and smile at her traitorous friends. She is wearing the purple dress I sewed for her, playing with the top button of her décolleté while one of the women touches and examines the embroidery on the belt on her hips. I love Brigitte with all my heart. She took me into the heart of her family, treating me like another daughter and I will always be grateful to her. But this game is too much for me right now and I stride towards the glass door.

The alarmed glances of the women standing at the door make me turn my head towards the lobby. Three men in brown coats enter with an arrogant stride. Their faces are cold and they stop at the first table. One of them tosses his hat onto the table and everyone sitting there stands tensely to attention. Three officers in gray uniforms quickly leave their chairs, and even those in black uniforms click their heels and nod reverently.

Claude signals to waiters to approach and walks over to greet the honored guests.

The hierarchy of evil. I roll my eyes in scorn. Military officers fear SS officers and everyone, without exception, is terrified of the secret police. Strange how they define it as the secret police when there is nothing secret about the sickening figures who have just turned the ball into a survival arena for all participants.

Fear prevails in every corner of the hall. If the smell of smoke wasn’t so dominant, I’m sure I could have smelled the fear. This game is far too much for me. I rub my nose and turn again towards the glass door. Opening the door, I peep out. Not a soul there. The garden is deserted. Walking over in my high heels, I lean my elbows on the low stone wall. The cold freezes my bones but I prefer turning into a block of ice than being warm in that terrible hall.

“Smile,” I murmur tiredly to myself. “Smile even when you feel like vomiting. Smile even when you want to scream, even when you feel like wiping out all those German bastards with a machine gun.”

“You don’t have to smile for me.”

The deep male voice stops my breath. Stressed, I bow my head. In a flash, my body stiffens and I realize the terrible implications of my murmurs.

“No, no, I didn’t mean…” I stutter, refusing to look at the man standing beside me. “Maybe I had a little to drink and you know French women… alcohol…”

“I most certainly know French women.” He sounded amused. “But I haven’t yet met a French woman who can indulge in a warm hall but prefers to go out into the cold.

Are things that bad in there?”

I frown in an attempt to identify his accent. Fear spreads through my body, eclipsing the sensation of cold, and I realize that this time I really am in trouble. My fingers are trembling on the clasp of my handbag and, finally, I open it and take out the pack of cigarettes. Playing with a cigarette, I place it between my lips, cautiously raising my head towards the offered flame of the lighter and choke. His upper lip is raised in a slight playful smile on his strong face. His long eyelashes hide the color of his eyes, and I cannot make out whether his smile is real or not. My anxiety increases.

“Thank you,” coughing, I take a step back.

“Gabriel Augustine.” He holds out his hand and, for a moment, I examine the long, thick fingers, trying to repress the thought of them closing around my neck and suffocating me. “And you, do you have a name?”

“Yes,” I whisper, inhaling the nicotine into my lungs.

“And your name is?” The tone of his voice is still amused. I wipe away the cold sweat on my forehead. Pull yourself together! I scold myself. You’ve managed to get yourself out of worse situations. It’s only a survival game.

“Josephine.” I cough and toss my cigarette onto the rough tiles. “Josephine Portier.” I hold out my hand and he takes it, his thumb sliding over it and then he shakes his head and quickly removes his jacket.

“Forgive my bad manners.” He approaches and I step back in alarm. “Your hand is freezing and while I’m talking to you, you could catch pneumonia.” He closes the gap between us and drapes the jacket over my bare shoulders. His gentlemanly behavior is hardly surprising, but I’m unable to recover from the anxiety enveloping me. I stare at his white buttoned shirt that perfectly matches his upper body. His shoulders are enormous and his prominent muscles are visible through the thin cotton, easily able to help him viciously grip my neck or break vital bones in my body. Unfortunately, I’ve seen this happen more than once. Too often in recent years.

“Would you like me to accompany you inside?”

I shake my head.

“Well, if you have no objection, I’ll keep you company out here.” He leans forward, placing his elbows on the wall. For a moment, he looks like an ordinary man. A tall, impressive man. What a pity he’s probably the one who will make me pay for my big mouth.

“I didn’t mean what I said.” I approach the wall, pulling the jacket more tightly around my body. “When I drink too much, I talk nonsense, like a little girl.”

“What are you doing here?” He asks, ignoring my beseeching comment. “I live here.” Another slip of the tongue. Maybe I shouldn’t have told him.

I may have gotten my beloved hosts into trouble now.

“You can’t possibly be Claude’s daughter.” He glances at me, then turns his gaze back to the garden. “They’re blond and blue-eyed and your exotic appearance is hard to miss.”

Is my assassin trying to compliment me now?

“I’m not his daughter. I’ve spent the last few years with them. They’re actually my second family.”

“And where is your first family?”

Half-closing my eyes, I try and work out what he’s staring at with such concentration, but the garden is dark and apart from the row of trees I can’t see a thing. Maybe he’s focusing on the quickest way to eliminate me.

“They moved to New York. I stayed to complete my studies. I was supposed to complete my fashion design course but when the Germans bombed…” I fall silent. Relative to someone who is supposed to be begging for her life and expressing trust in the new government, I’m not doing very well. “In any case, I didn’t complete my studies and I help Claude and Brigitte at their garment factory.”

“I’m sorry to hear that your plans have been disrupted by the war.”

The sincerity of his words confuses me, but I recover myself. It’s a test.

He’s testing me.

“Compromises must be made to aid the war effort,” I recite one of Claude’s speeches. “All Europeans must mobilize to help the Reich.”

“Of course,” he says indifferently.

“Your accent isn’t Parisian but neither is it German.” I hurriedly change the subject.

“Because I am neither one nor the other.” He moves away from the wall, and I am forced to straighten up and raise my head to look at him.

“I’m a Swiss diamond dealer and I’ve been staying in the city for the past few months.”

“You’re Swiss?” I ask in an attempt to gain some time to work out whether he’s leading me astray or not.

“Yes.” Again he smiles, a small smile that makes his eyes close even more. “And as you probably know, we’re a neutral country so we’ve decided not to force anyone to smile against their wishes.”

My lips stretch into a smile. This very natural action seems strange to me and I rub my cheeks to see if I’m smiling a real smile.

“When a woman isn’t forced to smile, her smile is so much lovelier.” He winks at me and his other eye opens slightly. Just before it closes again, I notice that it’s a dark green color. The sensation of heavy cold disintegrates into a warm tingling down my spine, and the smile is wiped off my face.

It’s a test. It has to be a test. I’d seen how my brave friends had spoken out in the past and been attacked by someone posing as a suitor. I’d heard about torture, humiliation and severe punishment meted out to their families. It was a game of survival and I couldn’t allow myself to lose.

“Thank you for the jacket.” I take it off and hand it to him. “Nobody forces me to smile.” I arrange my black wavy hair on my shoulders and raise my chin. “I smile because I’m happy. I’m proud of the German Reich’s decision to save the European peoples from failing leadership, and unite us under a strong leadership that will provide economic and social stability.”

Gabriel’s face remains expressionless and I put on my fake smile and enter the warm hall that has never felt so cold to me.


CHAPTER TWO

Lying in bed, I leaf through an old fashion magazine, absorbed in impressive designs of the elegant evening dresses worn by models, my fingers traveling over the perfect finish of the high collars. My course in fashion design was abruptly and brutally disrupted in June, 1940. I will never forget that cursed day when the Germans invaded Paris. The memory of their grandiose parade makes me shiver. “Invaded Paris,” is not an accurate way to define it. Our army was defeated, and German soldiers simply strolled into the streets of the city. No-one tried to prevent them and no-one believed that three years later these cursed invaders would still be here.

In my naiveté, I believed it was just a bump along the way, that our great leaders would join forces with the British. Stroking the edge of the worn page, I laugh contemptuously. The flag with its swastika was hung at the front of the building and the classrooms were confiscated and turned into Nazis’ offices, but this was only the beginning. When I was told that several of our brilliant lecturers had been accused of communist ideology and disappeared one by one, I still hopped over the bumps and maintained cautious optimism.

During this period, we were still meeting once a week at Nita’s house. She was a friend from the course who kindly agreed to host us. We’d sit in the spacious drawing room, drinking wine, laughing, comforting and being comforted and, from time to time, one of our lecturers would join us and give us a precious hour of intensive study.

I skip a few pages to the picture of a model in a long yellow skirt and shudder. I’d always loved the color yellow. I begged Claude to find me some yellow fabrics. It was such a summery, optimistic color. I loved it until the evening I arrived for a meeting at Nita’s and found her wearing a patch in that color on the lapel of her blouse. I was so busy feeling sorry for myself about the way in which my life had changed and the shattering of my dream to complete my studies and open my own boutique, that I hadn’t really listened during dinner to Claude’s explanations of the sensitive situation of certain groups in the French population. I lived in my own melancholy bubble, completely indifferent to the plight of others. Even during that gathering, I didn’t grasp the meaning of the patch, none of the students asked her about it and Nita didn’t volunteer information.

At the meeting a week later, only half the girls came and the guest table was laid with relatively modest food in comparison to previous meetings. This time, Nita spoke. She told us that her father had lost his job as a chemistry lecturer at the university, and her mother, who had never worked a day in her life, had started working in a friend’s bakery on the corner of the street. She apologized for being unable to continue hosting us and asked if we could hold the meetings at one of our houses.

I remember with shame how the girls squirmed uncomfortably in their seats and how, one by one, with weak excuses, left. Out of a group of twenty proud and smiling girls, four were left. Not really proud or smiling. That evening, we didn’t discuss design, studies or dreams, but the hardships that had sprung up in our lives since that damned invasion. It was only then I began to realize I was living in a bubble. Each one shared the difficulty of making a living and when it was my turn I told them about the foreign and oppressive presence in Claude’s factory. How in one day, all the soft, colorful fabrics vanished, and the prestigious factory became a production center for gray and black uniforms.

Simone shuddered and censured me for cooperating with the Germans, and Natalie rolled her eyes and cursed. Nita was the only one who said nothing but I will never forget the look of disappointment on her face.

And so, that evening, a few months after the invasion, the season of meetings came to an end for me, and the season of shame began.

I throw the magazine onto the dresser and burrow into my soft, pampering duvet. My thoughts drift to the dining room on the ground floor, to the small family dinner, three years previously, when Claude told us he faced two possibilities. Turn the clothing factory into a factory for the production of uniforms, in exchange for a fair price from the Germans, or part with it with nothing.

Brigitte burst into tears, and while Claude attempted to comfort her, Odette made an impassioned speech about our being an occupied nation, and how history has proved that whoever cooperates with the occupier, manages to survive the hardship of the times.

Given that she had never taken any interest in history lessons and the only thing that mattered to her were her many suitors, her speech managed to impress me. I found myself nodding in agreement, and so the die was cast, formally turning us all into collaborators.

The door to my room opens and, flushed and smiling, Odette bursts in. She takes a step forward, spins round and leans back against the door with a dreamy expression.

“I’m a genius,” she declares, giggling. “The dress you sewed for me, simply doesn’t allow any man to remain indifferent.”

Reluctantly, I sit up and look at my new artistic creation. I had undoubtedly succeeded with a stylish finish on the delicate, velvet fabric, and Odette is the perfect model for this special gown. The truth is that she is the perfect model for any gown, but the blue color blends with her eyes and her gold curls give her a look of nobility.

“Did you succeed in getting the attention of the man who excites you?” I’m surprised that my question about him makes me uneasy.

“Which one?” She giggles again and turns her back to me.

Standing up, I unzip her gown.

“Uh, you mean the man who accompanied you from the garden into the hall?” Stripping off the dress, she tosses it onto the back of the chair.

“No, he didn’t accompany me, he only…” I stammer with embarrassment.

“Stop being so serious,” she scolded me affectionately, stretching down on my bed in her transparent slip. “If there’s a man who prefers you to me, I’m willing to accept defeat.”

I stare appreciatively at her perfect figure, inadvertently sliding my hands over my hips. She is taller and more slender than I am, but every time I compliment her, she firmly maintains that she’d sell her soul to the devil for my full, round curves.

“He’s not at all my style.” I grumble. “Vile collaborators don’t excite me.” I open my closet door, toss her a nightdress and lie down beside her.

“Shshsh…” she hushes me in alarm. “The cleaners are still here. They mustn’t hear you, you know none of them can be trusted.” She gives me a hard look, and deftly puts on the nightdress. Indifferently, I roll my eyes.

“Father told me he’s one of the most successful diamond dealers in Europe.” She pulls the fine pins out of her hair. “He says that during the war, only a few dealers managed to build up their businesses.”

“I’ve told you…I don’t care if he’s French, Italian or Swiss, he’s still a traitor!” I whisper in her ear.

“You’re incorrigible.” She digs her elbow into me, and turns on her side to look at me. “In any case, tonight I finally met a man who excites me, and I think I excite him too.”

“Who’s the lucky man this time?” Covering my mouth with my hand, I yawn.

“He’s an intelligence officer.” She bites her bottom lip. “He only arrived in Paris two weeks ago, and is considered a rising star in this war.”

“A German?” I shriek.

“You say that as if they aren’t human beings.” Her glance hardens. “There are two sides in every war. One side wins and the other side loses. That doesn’t make the losing side inhuman.”

“Do you hear yourself?” I move away to the edge of the bed. “They aren’t only a winning side. They are scum who exploit their victory in order to brutally trample anything standing in their way. They…”

“Shshsh…” Odette silences me, frowning with annoyance. “I told you, the cleaners are still here. And in any case, you’re talking nonsense. If we, the French, had won the war, do you think we’d behave any differently?”

“There is no doubt about it.” I get off the bed and move to the armchair near the window.

“So how do you explain the fact that so many honest, decent French people collaborate with them?” She scrabbles in my handbag on the dresser, takes out a cigarette and a lighter and gestures to me to open the window.

I open it and shiver with the cold breeze coming in.

“The honest and decent don’t collaborate with them.” I sigh and hug myself. “The honest and decent don’t spend time with them at balls, don’t make a living from their filthy money, and don’t smile at them as if they’d come here to save us. The honest and decent are lying in bed and dying from hunger.”

“You and your disgusting judgements.” Rising, she goes over to the window. “Have you forgotten that you are here, well fed and satisfied, because of our ability, as your hosts, to live in peace with the occupiers?” Throwing the cigarette out of the window, she stares at me. “We patiently accept to your righteous outbursts, but you refuse to acknowledge that you put us all in danger.”

“I can’t continue to live like this!” I shriek. “I can’t continue to smile and giggle and eat excellent meat, while our friends pay outrageous prices on the black market for a rotten egg. I’d rather fight them for our existence and finally rid myself of this terrible shame that is consuming my soul.”

Odette closes the window and looks fearfully at the closed door. Tensely, I anticipate a counterattack but she bows her head, and when she looks at me her eyes are full of tears.

“Josephine, I’m just as proud a Frenchwoman as you are.” Taking my hand, she strokes it. “Ever since the beginning of the war, I’ve seen my people wither away. I’ve seen people drinking cheap coffee in a café one day, and disappear off the earth the very next. One neighbor informs on another, women fight to the death in line for food rations, men, who desert their women and children so they won’t be sent to Drancy.” She sniffs. “I’m not sure there is any French pride left.”

“But there are others.” I squeeze her hand. “There are those who hang on to their humanity, who help their neighbors, join the underground and hide people who are wanted.”

“All that heroism isn’t for me.” Her shoulders droop in defeat. “I’ve never been courageous, I’ve always chosen to keep my sanity, wear rose-colored glasses and repress all the evil in the world. My little war is not to allow them to break my spirit, and when the day comes for them to leave…” she leans over and whispers in my ear: “I will take off my rose-colored glasses and will have to live with the shame that you are feeling now. Until then…” She straightens up and stretches her neck. “Until then, I will go on living a lie and fantasizing about that man who managed to excite me.” Dropping my hand, she leaves the room.

Opening the window, I fill my lungs with cold air and dream about uniting with my parents. Allow myself to fantasize about my father’s loving hug and my mother’s comforting smile. Her serious illness distanced her from me for such a long time that I can’t remember when I last spent time with her. My father tried to compensate in every possible way, and I never felt anything was missing. Apart from mother. Mother is missing all the time. I supported his decision to travel with her to New York to try the new treatment. I prayed that when they return I’d finally have my mother back. The only thing that comforts me now is that they are safe there, not here with me, ashamed.

Going back to bed, I pray that we meet again soon, in a time when pride is restored to France.


CHAPTER THREE

The young boy standing in the entrance holding the huge bouquet of flowers, looks thin and pale.

“Don’t stand there like a scarecrow, come in and close the door after you,” Odette shrieks at the cold blast of air.

The boy takes a hesitant step forward, closing the door behind him. He looks wonderingly at the magnificent entrance, reverently examining the works of art hanging on the walls, the antique mahogany dresser and the massive carpet covering the floor. That expression isn’t unfamiliar to me. Visitors coming to our sumptuous apartment always pause in the entrance, impressed by Brigitte’s unique design.

The four of us stand in front of him, waiting tensely for Lucille, the housekeeper, to take the bouquet of flowers from him. The knocks on the door were heard exactly two minutes after we sat down to the evening meal, and although we had never feared uninvited guests before, these days, no-one in Paris wants to hear knocking at the door.

“It’s so exciting to receive a bouquet of flowers.” Odette breaks the heavy silence. “I can’t remember the last time I received such a bouquet.” She gestures to Lucille to bring her the bouquet.

The boy remains standing but sways on his feet. The smell of roast from the dining room is so strong I seem to hear his belly constricting again and again. My sense of shame is overwhelming.

“Would you like to join us for dinner?” I ask, to the astonishment of the other three.

“No, mademoiselle. Thank you for your generous invitation but I have several more deliveries.” The boy bows and rubs his belly.

Lucille opens the door and I look wretchedly at Brigitte.

“Wait.” She smiles at me and nods. “Lucille, make him something small for the way.”

The boy’s face lights up in gratitude, and Lucille closes the door, muttering grudgingly to herself. She goes into the kitchen, followed by Brigitte.

Odette holds the bouquet in her arms and removes a small envelope. “Wait until the boy leaves,” orders Claude quietly and she grumbles.

Brigitte returns and hands the boy an oblong box wrapped in a paper bag. He doesn’t peep inside, merely nods and eagerly thanks her. He quickly leaves the house; if he were to remain, someone might regret it and take the treasure away from him.

I continue to look at the closed door, my heart contracting inside me. “Papa, may I please open the letter now?” Odette wrinkles her nose pleadingly and Claude nods, caressing her head.

She removes the note from the envelope and her enthusiastic expression changes to one of open disappointment. She hands me the bouquet.

“For me?” I take a step back without taking the bouquet from her.

“Maybe you didn’t tell me everything that happened yesterday in the garden between the two of you.” She winks at me and waves the note.

“Nothing happened.” I still refuse to take the bouquet from her. Going back into the dining room, I sit down at the table and wait for them to join me.

I can’t believe that this collaborator thinks he can win me over with a bunch of flowers. He must have heard my traitorous words. He is probably trying to approach me to see if I am part of something larger. Maybe he even believes I’m a member of the Resistance and participate in activities against the occupation. I smile bitterly to myself. What underground would accept the services of a spoiled young woman who lives with collaborators?

“I repeatedly tap my fork on the edge of the table, and when I look up, the three of them are seated looking at me quietly.

“He wrote that he’ll come and fetch you at seven o’clock.” Odette puts the note on the table. “Father, the suitor is the diamond dealer you told me about.”

“He’s a good fellow,” said Claude quietly and seemed thoughtful.

“Josephine, you should go and get ready.” Brigitte glanced at the clock on the wall. “You can leave your meal. I believe that if he’s coming to fetch you at this hour, he’ll take you to a restaurant.”

“I have no intention of going anywhere with him.” I stick my fork into a piece juicy roast and thrust it into my mouth.

“You can’t refuse the invitation of such a man so rudely,” she insisted. “He has connections with high ranking people and we shouldn’t make enemies at a time like this.”

“And I shouldn’t accept his invitation if I’m not interested in spending time with him,” I say with my mouth full. “I won’t go out to dinner with traitors.”

“Shshsh…” the rebuke comes from all three together, and Brigitte looks anxiously in the direction of the kitchen.

“Go out with him tonight and explain gently that you aren’t interested in a relationship right now,” Odette joins in her mother’s attempts at persuasion.

“That isn’t good enough.” Thoughtfully, Brigitte rubs her forehead. “Tell him you have a longstanding relationship with a French soldier in a POW camp.”

“Or that quite simply, I won’t go out with him.” I smile maliciously at her.

“You will go out with him and you will tell him what Brigitte has suggested.” Claude concludes, standing up to pour wine into everyone’s glasses but mine. “Now go and get ready.”

I want to go on protesting but know that the battle is lost. Despite the attempts of my adoptive family to present family decisions as democratic, Claude always has the last word, and none of us dare protest.

“I also have a date this evening,” Odette jumps up from her chair and pulls me to my feet. “He’s a nice young man I met yesterday at the ball and I didn’t want to rudely refuse his invitation.” Not waiting for her parents’ reaction, she hurries out of the dining room.

“Liar,” I scold her when she comes into my room with several dresses over her arm.

“It’s not really a lie.” She tries on a black dress, shakes her head and takes it off. “He really is a nice young man and I can’t refuse the invitation of an intelligence officer, they know that, too. I simply prefer not to worry them, so I didn’t tell them he’s German.”

“But you don’t want to refuse the invitation.” I help her zip up the long wine-colored gown and, looking in the mirror, she nods to herself in approval.

“True. I don’t want to refuse. I’m tired of sitting at home bored and waiting for the next ball. Why should you be the only one to go out and enjoy yourself?”

I briefly consider sharing my indiscretion in the garden and my uneasiness at the real reason for his invitation, but she has turned to the dressing table and seemed so calm and happy. Sighing, I choose a long, buttoned down, dark blue gown with a modest neckline.

“Odette, do you remember what happened to Monique?”

“How could I forget?” She shuddered. “Unfortunate girl.”

“Don’t say that. She isn’t unfortunate, she’s a heroine.”

“She was unfortunate because in the end she was hanged,” Odette said through clenched teeth. “And they forced her family to witness her terrible end, and immediately afterwards they disappeared. So with all due respect for your definition of a heroine, I prefer to call her unfortunate.”

“Her only mistake was to accept the invitation of a German officer.” I refuse to drop the subject. “And I’m certain there was a logical reason for a member of the underground to choose to spend time with an officer who ultimately betrayed her.”

“And that is precisely why I don’t get involved in unnecessary adventures.” Standing up, she helped me with all the buttons, then sat down again.

“And maybe that’s exactly why we shouldn’t be going out tonight with men we don’t know.”

“Don’t talk nonsense.” She waved her hand dismissively. “The only thing they can discover about us is how bored we are.” She giggles. “But more importantly,” her tone becomes serious. “You do know you can’t hide your body in that dress.” She arranges the pins in her hair and peeps at me in the mirror. “It’s a known fact that men are more attracted to women who hide their treasures.” Rubbing rouge into her lips, she smiles to herself.

“So maybe you should try it for once,” I tease her and sigh again.

“I like low necklines. I might not have a great deal to show, but what I do have, I show with pride.”

Vacating the chair for me in front of the dressing table, she brushes my hair. “We are two complete opposites.” She coils several black strands of hair, fixing them with clips to the side of my head. “You look like a mature woman and I still look like a girl.” Turning the chair, she skillfully applies make-up to my face. “Your eyes are huge and black while mine are small and blue. Your face is oval with high cheek bones and mine is round. My skin is white, almost transparent, and yours is a natural, blush pink.” She lightly powders my cheeks and hands me a red lipstick. “At least I have luscious lips like yours.” She sets a red kiss on the mirror.

“You’re beautiful.” I replace the red lipstick and choose a more delicate pink one.

“I know.” She puts on a hat, tilting it to one side. The lace decoration on it slightly covers her eyes. “We’re only twenty-six. There is still plenty of time to be a woman.”

“Odette, aren’t you afraid you’ll say something that might compromise you?” I ask quietly, settling the wool cloak around my shoulders.

“I’ve learned to talk a lot without saying anything.” She chooses a mink coat for herself, puts it over her arm and takes one more look at herself in the mirror. “In any case, the Germans are convinced that French women don’t have any brains. All we have to do is compliment them and remember to smile.” She smiles her perfect smile but I can’t smile back at her.

“Sometimes I can’t help it.” I put a packet of cigarettes and the lipstick into my handbag. “Sometimes I feel like standing in front of them and screaming at them to get out and go back to their own stinking country.”

“Let’s make a sisterly pact.” She stands in front of me, holding out her hands. I take them. “On the day they leave and France is ours once more, we will stand together under the arc de triumph. We’ll hold hands just as we’re doing now and we’ll scream all the curses we’ve accumulated inside us.”

“Let’s do it now.” I pull her in the direction of the door and she bursts out laughing. Her lilting laughter always sounds to me like music and now, too, manages to lighten my fear a little.

She pauses at the door to put on her shoes and I go out and put my hand on the banister. The sounds of conversation from the ground floor toss me back into wretched reality, and I go downstairs, repeating to myself the rules of tonight’s entertainment. Smile a lot, talk less. Answer only what he asks you, and don’t forget the tears when telling him about your invented lover.

I’m standing motionless on the last step when I see the man who insists I go out with him standing in the entrance. He is kissing Brigitte’s hand and shaking hands with Claude. Gabriel is much taller than Claude and his shoulders almost touch the door frames. His masculinity overpowers the air and when he raises his eyes to mine and smiles a little, a strange tranquility washes over me.

“Good evening, Josephine.” His deep voice rouses me from my daydream. “I hope I haven’t spoiled any entertainment plans you had for this evening.” “Josephine never goes anywhere.” Odette declared from behind, forcing me to descend the last step. “I suspect the neighbors already believe we treat her like a servant.”

“I’m sure everyone appreciates your fine hospitality,” he responds politely, and when she approaches, he kisses her hand. She examines him for a few seconds and then recovers herself and peeps behind his back.

It’s difficult to ignore the fact that Gabriel is scrutinizing her at length. The relaxed expression on his face has disappeared and his jaws are locked tight.

“Are you going out this evening?” He moves, blocking her view of the street.

“Yes.” She puts on her coat. “I also deserve to enjoy the night life of this city.”

“You can’t go out tonight.” His hard tone makes me shudder and I notice him glancing in Claude’s direction.

“If Josephine can go out this evening, then so can I,” she answers Gabriel impatiently, and I find it hard to understand why he thinks it is appropriate to address her so commandingly and impolitely.

His upper lip quivers and Brigitte and Claud exchange confused glances. Claude opens his mouth but at that moment, Odette manages to slip past Gabriel and skip down the steps leading to the access path, “Papa, the young man I agreed to meet has arrived.” She calls. “I don’t want to keep him waiting but don’t worry, I’ll be back before curfew.”

I hear the sound of her running and stare at the three of them standing with their backs to me, looking at the street. The sound of the car driving away reawakens the throbbing tension in my belly. When they turn around to face me, Gabriel seems to look through me at some mysterious point behind me.

“We need to go now.” He bows his head to me and then approaches and kisses my hand with an ostensibly mechanical gesture. He doesn’t look at me. The tension in the air could be cut with a knife.

“I’ll try and arrange it,” Gabriel murmurs quietly, pressing Claude’s hand.

My eyes are fixed on his long fingers and I could swear I saw a note passing between their hands.

Claude puts his hands in his trouser pockets and the note vanishes. “Try and enjoy the evening.” Brigitte caresses the fabric of my cloak and her eyes dart restlessly back and forth.

“Yes, have a delightful evening.” Claude nods and returns his gaze to the dark street as if expecting to see Odette come skipping back.

I want to distance myself from the arm held out to me. I want to ask what the hell just happened here and why everyone is looking terrified, but Gabriel taps lightly on my lower back and my feet move forward.

“We don’t have much time.” He urges me and I descend the steps with him.

We cross the access path and stop opposite a white Citroën. Tiny drops of rain fall on my face, and Gabriel looks up at the sky and hurries to open the door for me. Only after I am seated does he close the door and approach the driver’s seat.

“Tell me where she went and with whom,” he demands and I look at him uncomprehendingly. “Josephine, where did she go?”

“Uh…um…” I stammer in order to gain time, meanwhile debating if I’m supposed to share personal information about my best friend.

“I don’t have the time to explain to you why this information is important now.” He tries to soften his voice. “I simply need you to trust me.”

Trust him? I don’t even know him.

Glancing at the house I see that the entrance door is still open. What is going on here?

“Josephine, I need to know now!”

“I don’t know where she went.” I stammer in confusion. “She went out with a man she met yesterday at the ball.”

“What man?” He drums his fingers on the steering wheel. “An intelligence officer.”

“A German?” He shouts and I nod shrinking against the window.

“Then there’s a chance we’ll find them at one of the restaurants on the Grand Boulevard,” he concludes to himself, and starts the car. I glance at the house again and see that the door is still open.

The wheels of the car sail along the wet road, and the silence inside the small space blends with that outside. I want to ask him why he appears so stressed and whether it wouldn’t be better to take me home where I could sink into my warm, safe bed. I want to ask him what was written in the note and why the hell we have to find Odette and her German officer. I want to ask so many questions but his eyes are fixed on the road, as if he prefers to ignore my presence. I remain silent and practice my false smiles.

The gloomy view from the window fits my distress perfectly. I’m not used to being out in the evening and now I understand that I am not the only one. Two German soldiers are marching along the sidewalk and a boy is riding his bicycle at the side of the road. Lights shine in the windows of several buildings but all the curtains are drawn. People once lived in apartments that are now completely dark. They have been standing empty for several years. Since the invasion, so many families have escaped to the south and many were forced to do so.

I sigh heavily when I remember walks with my father on hot summer nights. The streets bustled with life. Full of colors, smells and the sound of children’s laughter. Now, even laughter has become a rare commodity.

The car turns left and we pass a small café. The rain intensifies and drops drum on the three tables standing on the sidewalk. Apart from one man inside, reading a newspaper, not a soul is to be seen. The deserted streets continue to accompany us and my distress increases. I debate whether this would be a good time to tell my strange suitor about my invented relationship, but the car turns left again and I choke when I see three men in wool coats and hats pushing a man in pajamas into a black car while he tries to protect his head.

I glance at Gabriel but he doesn’t take his eyes of the road. He seems not to have noticed what happened a second ago.

“We’ll see if they’re here,” he says without looking at me and parks the car next to the sidewalk. I hold my cloak tightly around me and thank him with a nod when he opens the door for me. He waits for me to straighten the folds of my dress and offers his arm to me in the most natural way. I have no interest in this intimate gesture but the distress refuses to abate, and I’m longing to end the evening. I slip my arm in his and we enter the restaurant. “A world within a world,” I murmur as we stop in front of the hostess. The opulent restaurant is full of people. The round tables, scattered about the wide space, are laden with good food, laughter is heard from all sides and French blends with German.

“I don’t see them here.” He turns his head right and left and I do the same. He apologizes to the smiling hostess and we go back out into the street.

Gabriel holds the steering wheel and looks at his gold watch. “Stupid girl,” he says angrily and beats his fists on the steering wheel.

I don’t know if this is directed at me or at Odette, but I no longer care about this man’s rude behavior. As far as I’m concerned, every passing minute brings me closer to the end of this evening. I clench my teeth and stay silent.

The car continues to sail along the asphalt and I hold my handbag close.

“Will you tell me why we’re looking for them?” I ask in a small voice.

“You don’t need to know the details,” he answers brusquely. “When we find them the only thing you need to do is persuade her to go home.”

“Why?” I insist, and see the tremor returning to his upper lip,

“Because she must be at home tonight.”

“If you’re upset because she went out with another man, why didn’t you invite her to go out with you? She tried to flirt with you so often, I don’t believe you could have missed it.”

He rolls his eyes scornfully and stops the car outside another restaurant. A flag with a swastika waves next to a sign with large printed letters of the name ‘Soldiers’ House.’

Now it’s my turn to roll my eyes. I pray we find them there, suppressing the most logical possibility that she will refuse to return home with me.

He opens the glass door for me and it seems as if we’ve entered the same restaurant. The very same abundance, luxury and even the laughter sounds the same. However, this restaurant has two floors, and in the corner of the ground floor are broad leather sofas.

“She’s here,” says Gabriel quietly, turning his head to me and smiling. I know it isn’t a real smile and I respond with one of my own fake smiles.

He asks the waitress for a quiet place for two and she leads us to a side table.

“I’ll go and call her.” I rock back and forth impatiently.

“Sit down!”

If until now I thought him rude and strange, now I suspect a far more serious problem. He pulls out the chair for me, waits until I’m seated and sits down opposite me.

I turn my head in the direction he is gazing and notice Odette. She is sipping wine, giggling and explaining something to those around her with exaggerated motions. For one brief moment, when I realize how happy she is, my smile is real.

“Go to her in exactly two minutes,” Gabriel requests in his deep voice.

“Explain to her that you aren’t feeling well and ask her to go home with you.”

“Will you tell me what the hell is happening here?” I whisper, ignoring the waitress who is pouring wine into our glasses.

“No,” he says shortly and stands up when a German officer in a black uniform stops before us. He shakes his hand warmly and exchanges a few sentences with him in fluent German but with a different accent from those in uniform. When he introduces me he speaks in French again and I hold out my hand so that the German can press his foul lips there and kiss it. The officer scrutinizes me at length then nods approval to Gabriel and thumps him on the back. Gabriel sits down and glances at his watch.

“Go to her now.” His tone is firm and I rub my neck in despair. If he has forgotten the basic rules of politeness, there is no reason for me to behave politely.

“If that’s what will shorten this nightmare of a date, I’ll do so with pleasure.” I push my glass of wine into the center of the table and stand up.

It should be a simple task, I tell myself soothingly, hesitantly walking over to Odette’s table. The arm of the tall, fair German sitting next to her lies casually on the back of the sofa behind her back, and he is looking at her with enjoyment while she motions to him to fill her glass with wine. She giggles incessantly, bouncing up and down on her backside.

At Claude’s balls, she was allowed to drink one glass of champagne and didn’t dare have any more. Here, surrounded by German officers, there is nobody to keep her in check. The task will be more challenging than I’d hoped. I take another step forward and she notices me.

“Josephine,” she calls out and jumps up. “What a lovely surprise!” She waves her arms, beckoning me to join them. “Franz, this is Josephine, my best friend in the whole world.” She picks up her glass from the table and sips at length. The German stands, bows his head and shakes my hand. His friends bunch together on the sofa, making room for me.

“I can’t join you,” I say apologetically. “I’m not feeling very well and I’d be glad if Odette could come with me to the cloakroom.”

“Oh, my poor girl.” Odette takes another sip of her wine then clumsily makes her way between the sofa and the table. “Of course I’ll come with you.”

Setting her glass down on the table, she blows Franz a kiss and links her arm in mine. Leading her to the cloakroom, I have to urge her to go inside. Her eyes are glassy and she doesn’t stop giggling; I realize I must choose my words carefully. Checking the cubicles, I heave a sigh of relief when I see they are all empty.

Leaning against the sinks, she arranges her curls on her shoulders.

“Odette, I have a terrible headache. I’d be glad if you could come home with me.” Standing beside her, I pucker my face in distress.

“I have aspirin in my bag.” She waves a finger in the direction of the restaurant and hiccups.

“I don’t think it will help.”

“And I don’t believe you really have a headache. You’re probably disappointed in your beau.” Giggling, she places her hand on her mouth when another hiccup appears. “It seemed strange to me too that he actually insisted I shouldn’t go out this evening. If it was me he was interested in all the time, I don’t understand what strange game he’s playing.” She pinches her cheeks.

“That’s really not the point.” Grasping her elbow, I make her look at me. “I honestly don’t feel well and I’d appreciate it if my best friend would accompany me home.”

“I’m sure Gabriel is a gentleman.” She shakes her arm free of my grasp. “Ask him to take you home and Mama will take care of you.”

“But I’d prefer you to come home with me.”

“Josephine, don’t be a baby.” She sways angrily at the door. “I’m sorry your suitor is behaving strangely because of me, but I’m really enjoying myself with my suitor. There’s no chance I’ll end the evening now.”

The door slams behind her and I realize I’ve failed in my mission.

I continue to stare at the closed door and her words filter down to me. What game is he playing? Why did he invite me to spend the evening with him if he desires her? Is all this unfairness to me the result of jealousy?

The volley of commands he fired at me from the moment we left the house echo in my mind, and anger overcomes me. The time has come to restore the self-respect he took from me.

Returning with resolute steps to the restaurant, I angrily sit down opposite him, pointedly ignoring the steak on an ornate plate in front of me.

“I don’t wish to be here,” I whisper between clenched teeth, lowering my head. “I’ve had a partner for seven years. He fought proudly for his country and, unfortunately, he’s imprisoned in a POW camp. I intend to wait for him to return to me and so I’m not emotionally available for a relationship. There is no point in continuing this evening.”

Slowly, I look up and see that he isn’t even looking at me. His eyes are fixed on Odette’s table and his finger is rhythmically tapping on the wine glass.

“Did you hear what I told you?”

“Yes.” He glances at his watch and brushes his hair aside. “I understand that you have failed.” His green eyes flash with anger.

“I tried.” I shrug, twisting the diamond earring in my earlobe. “I said exactly what you asked of me, but she prefers to remain here. I suspect she is already drunk and I won’t manage to appeal to her logic.”

“It seems you didn’t try hard enough.” A broad smile spread over his lips as he bowed to a man in a tailored suit who was passing by. Leaning forwards, he takes my hands. This intimate gesture makes me uncomfortable and I jerk back. “Josephine, come closer,” He tilts his head and his eyes bore into mine.

I straighten up and he presses my hands, signaling me to lean forwards. My head is close to his and he presses his lips to my ear.

“You didn’t try hard enough!” His forceful whisper makes me swallow and turn pale. “You have exactly five minutes to make your friend leave the restaurant and go home with you.”

Pulling back my hands, I stand up. They’re sweating and I wipe them on my skirt.

Picking up his knife and fork, Gabriel smiles as he cuts a piece of his meat. I no longer care about the reason for his bizarre demand. I have to leave this restaurant. With or without her, but primarily without him. I have no choice but to try another tactic. Glass in hand and smiling in all directions,

I slowly walk over to Odette’s noisy table and stand beside her.

“Josephine, have you decided to join us?” She receives me enthusiastically and to my relief doesn’t mention our argument.

“I think I’m really drunk.” The giggle coming from my throat sounds really embarrassing.

“This is precisely the place to be when you’re drunk.” One of the officers laughs and thumps the place next to him.

“I think I’m about to vomit.” I cover my mouth and he moves away in alarm.

“I thought you knew how to drink like a man.” Odette stands up unsteadily on her heels. “Your beau has given you too much to drink, apparently he has no intention of being a gentleman this evening.”

Everyone around bursts out laughing and when I turn my head to Gabriel, his harsh expression is fixed on me. His insulting commands add to the disgusting laughter of the Germans, and holding Odette’s hand, I collapse into her arms. “You have to come home with me right now. Please, Odette. Come home with me now.”

Pushing me away, she gazes intently at me. For a moment I mistakenly think she is focused, but her eyes cloud again and she scowls in anger.

“Has your honorable beau insulted you?” Folding her arms on her chest, she thrusts out her chin. “Tell me right now if he’s behaved disrespectfully to you. I’m sure Franz will put him in his place. Won’t you, Franz?”

The officer jumps to his feet and salutes her. His friends burst out laughing and she collapses onto the sofa, joining in with her lilting laugh.

I’ve failed again.

Tears of insult and despair fill my eyes but I refuse to give up. “Odette, get up and come home with me!” I shout, stamping my feet.

The sounds of laughter stop, and I anxiously realize that not only the Germans are staring at me, but all the diners in the restaurant. My cheeks turn hot and I freeze.

“She’s gone mad…” Odette murmurs, evading my glance.

“I just…I just want to go home…” A tear rolls down my cheek and I don’t even try to wipe it away. I feel so humiliated.

“Go away.” Franz waves his hand. “You’re bothering us.”

“Please, Odette. Come home with me.” Tears sting my eyes. Turning her body towards Franz, she pointedly ignores my presence.

I jump in alarm when huge arms close round my belly and a large body holds me from behind. I can barely breathe.

“Forgive her,” the deep voice booms over my head. “She’s a little disappointed in how our date is progressing.”

Odette glances suspiciously at me. The Germans gaze at him with complete indifference.

“Josephine, my dear, the evening isn’t over yet and I promise you will not leave here disappointed.” He turns me to him, leans forward and kisses me on the cheek.

“What are you doing?” I whisper, my throat suffocated.

“Shshsh…” He caresses my head and straightens up. “I suggest you stay because in a moment her tears of sadness will turn to joy.” He places his hand on my back and leads me back to our table. I collapse onto the chair.

“I failed,” I murmur, taking a large sip of wine.

“Do you believe that you tried your best?” He puts his hand on mine, gently caressing it.

“I think so.” I wipe away my tears and sniff. The extreme change in his mood confuses me even more.

“You tried several times.” He leans forwards and wipes a tear from my upper lip with his thumb. “It seems that no matter what you said, or how often you tried, she would have chosen to stay here.”

I nod, finding strange comfort in the rough thumb gently moving over my cheek.

“Good. I need you to remember that.” He smiles a small smile and this time it seems real. “And now I must ask you to trust me.”

“I don’t know you.” I stare into the green eyes flashing under the long lashes.

“I don’t know you either but nonetheless I’m taking a chance on you.” He holds my chin in his palm and I frown uncomprehendingly. “It’s too late for her. For them.” He seems momentarily pensive, and then his hand leaves my chin and he takes a gold ring set with tiny diamonds from his little finger.

“What are you doing?” “I’m saving you.”

Standing up he whistles loudly. Silence prevails in the restaurant.

Gabriel smiles at me and goes down on one knee in front of me.

“What are you doing?” My shoulders tremble and I stare at him in horror,

“Josephine Portier, will you marry me?”


CHAPTER FOUR

Silence.

My heart beats wildly and the walls of the restaurant close in.

This strange man is on one knee in front of me, presenting me with a ring that until a moment ago was on his finger. His smile is broad and there is no tension in his face.

Could I be dreaming?

“Look at me,” he whispers without moving his lips, his eyes not leaving mine.

The anxiety is so strong that I can’t breathe. I realize I am conscious and surrounded by strangers who are waiting with bated breath for my response, but his response, which still echoes in my mind, prevents me from escaping from this place. I am saving you…I am saving you…

“Josephine.” Gabriel takes my hand and kisses it. “Will you consent to be my wife?”

He nods slowly, hinting to me to do the same, and my neck tilts forwards as I imitate his movement just once.

Pandemonium.

The ring is slipped on my finger and I am swept into the air and whirled around in his arms. Clapping and happy cries in German and French are heard from all sides, and a crowd presses in around us. His large hands hold my cheeks and his fleshy lips are pressed to mine in a powerful kiss.

I barely have time to recover when I’m back on my feet and pressed to his large body. I hear Gabriel thanking everyone for their congratulations. My back trembles with cold.

“What the hell is going on here?” Odette’s agitated voice jerks me back to reality. I am forcefully removed from the protective wall of his body. Her blue eyes stare at me in amazement.

“I…I…” Words escape me and my eyes fill with tears.

“I assume this has caught you unawares.” Gabriel smiles at her, putting his arm around my shoulders and drawing me back to him. “I preferred to keep it a secret so that no-one would spoil her surprise.”

“But you don’t even know each other.” Her glance darts from me to him and she sways on her feet.

“We didn’t want to make our relationship public until we were sure it was the real thing.” Gabriel sounds so sure of himself that for a moment even I believe him. “To tell the truth, I knew the first time I laid eyes on her, but Josephine hesitated.” Tossing me into the air again, he laughs in pleasure.

“It’s impossible.” Odette scratches her head and tries to focus her attention. “I’d have noticed something. Only yesterday evening she called you a traitor.”

I open my eyes in horror and again Gabriel laughs.

“Women…” This time he turns to Franz, and only now do I realize that he is standing beside her. “One little argument and you’re called names.”

Franz smiles and nods in understanding.

“Is it true?” Odette refuses to be persuaded. “It isn’t just a joke? Because I think I’ve had a glass too many.”

The only thing I can do is nod my head.

“I don’t know whether to shout at you or hug you,” Odette stammers.

“Better hug me.” I burst into tears and hug her. Stress threatens to paralyze me again, and only when she wraps her slender arms around me do I manage to sniff and breathe in some air.

“Congratulations,” she whispers and I am grateful she’s so intoxicated she doesn’t continue to interrogate me.

“We have to tell mother and father.” She pushes me backwards, her eyes shining with excitement, “They’ll be astonished!” She bursts out laughing. “Let’s all four of us go home and continue the celebration.” She turns to Franz, her eyes pleading. He nods assent and she claps her hands in joy. “You can tell us about your secret relationship. It’s so exciting!” Running back to her table, she fetches her bag and fur coat.

“With your permission, I’ll drink another glass with my future wife.” Gabriel pulls back my chair and gestures to me to sit down. “We’ll join you in a few minutes.” He senses that I’m delaying and presses my shoulder, forcing me to bend my knees and sit down.

“Don’t be too long.” Odette links arms with Franz. “I’m not sure that in my condition I will be able to keep your secret.” She frowns as she examines me, and then allows Franz to lead her outside.

I stare at the ring and my fingers tremble. My breathing sounds like a groan. Gabriel’s large hand caresses my own, but the trembling doesn’t stop.

“I suggest you have a little wine, you have a difficult evening ahead of you.”

I take two large sips, pleading for the red liquid to calm my storm of emotions. When I am about to take another sip, Gabriel gently takes the glass from me.

“Not too much, you will need to stay focused.”

I nod.

He continues to eat in a leisurely manner, stopping occasionally to thank people who come up to congratulate us. I press the knife to the meat but it falls when the trembling of my fingers increases. I put down the fork and twist the new ring on my finger. I can’t think of even one thing he could say now that would soothe me. I look right, staring at the Germans dining at their pleasure, look left and then return to look at the man opposite me. Did he really make me an offer of marriage? Did I really consent?

I let out a dry laugh, but it breaks off the moment Gabriel’s eyes are fixed on me.

He looks at his watch, sighs and signals to the waitress to approach. He asks for the bill and after she congratulates us both with exaggerated enthusiasm, the restaurant owner approaches, warmly shakes Gabriel’s hand and refuses to take any money from him.

The way to the exit door seems to take forever. Gabriel’s arm is around my shoulders and he stops at every table to be congratulated. When the glass door slams behind us I rub my burning cheeks. I didn’t even notice that my lips were constantly stretched in a false smile.

I sit down in the front seat and the moment he starts the car I open my mouth to take a deep breath. “Gabriel, please tell me what is going on.” I look tensely at him, removing the ring and placing it on his knee.

“Put it back on your finger immediately!”

Confused, I take it and put it on again.

“Do not take it off again.” His commanding tone softens and he glances at me. “There are things it would be better for you not to know yet. All you need is to continue to trust me.”

“Maybe if you told me what is going on, I might calm down a little.” I open the window and close it again when rain drops splutter in. “I understand that…”

“You don’t understand anything.”

The car turns right and turns again. The streets are deserted and the gloomy weather makes the landscape even more dismal and gray.

In a few minutes I will be home, I comfort myself. I’ll reach my safe and protective bubble. I’ll tell Claude and Brigitte about the awful evening I had to endure, and they will calm me down. Every time I returned upset, they’d manage to calm me. This time too they’ll do it, I’m certain.

The car stopped three buildings before the house.

“Move forward a little,” I say impatiently, having to fight the urge to open the door and run home. The ring is like a handcuff pressing on my finger, I long for the moment I will be able to take it off.

“Shshsh…” He silences me, fixing his gaze on the street ahead.

A black car is parked behind Claude’s Citroën, another in front of it. I assume that one of the cars belongs to Franz, but don’t understand whom the second belongs to. The last thing I feel like doing now is smiling politely at unwanted guests.

Gabriel taps twice on the steering wheel and then looks at his watch.

“Well, why aren’t we getting out?”

“Shshsh…” Again he taps on the steering wheel and I shake my head, putting my hand on the door handle. “Not yet!” He presses my thigh and I look anxiously at him. “Look.” Continuing to press my thigh, he nods towards the house door.

The door is open. My eyes open in terror when I see Claude being dragged out by the police station commander. His young aide is urging Brigitte to descend the steps and she hugs her handbag. I can’t hear the voices but see Odette waving her hands and trying to pull her father to her. Franz is standing behind, his arms folded, doing nothing.

“Dear God, we have to help them,” I shout and pull the door handle downward.

“You can’t help them.” Gabriel leans forward and his upper body holds me in place. “But if you act correctly, you might be able to save yourself.”

“Are you mad?” I try to push him away. “Let me out so I can help them.” Panic leaves no room for logic. “Why are they taking them away? Where are they taking them? In any case it doesn’t matter, I have to go with them.” “Control yourself.” The harsh command shocks me and I try and push him away once more. “Josephine, this is no longer a game. This is about your life. Everything you do from now on will determine whether you save yourself or whether you will meet the same fate they do.”

“You can help them.” I gasp when his shoulder presses on my lungs. “You can certainly help them. You have friends in the police, I’m sure you have friends in…”

“I have tried to help them.” He draws back a little, and again I’m forced to look into his worried eyes. “You also tried, don’t forget that. But now your fate is tied to mine, and anything you do will have direct implications on me. Don’t make me regret saving you.”

“I don’t understand what is happening here.” Tears blur my vision. “I have to try and help them.”

“We should try and help ourselves now.” He sighs and gets out of the car. My door opens and he holds out his hand. I take it and don’t let go even when he starts walking towards my beloved, adopted family. My knees knock against each other, I am extremely dizzy. The closer we get, the louder the pleadings of the humiliating images.

“Please, leave my wife and daughter alone.” Claude holds onto the door of the car and refuses to get in. “Please, take me and leave my family alone, they know nothing. They have nothing to do with it.”

“Father, where are they taking us?” Odette is weeping hysterically and the stunned Brigitte is caressing her head.

“Good evening.” Gabriel stops in front of them on the other side of the car. “Pierre, why are you arresting them?” He addresses the police commander by name.

“I have an immediate warrant for their arrest,” the police commander answers sternly, looking embarrassed.

“On what grounds?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

Again sounds of pleading and weeping and I sway on my feet. I look from Claude to Brigitte to Odette. For the first time I see my host weeping. Real tears down his cheeks, and he sobs aloud.

I pull my hand from Gabriel’s and run around the car. I hug Claude murmuring words of comfort. I don’t know what I’m saying, don’t know if he responds, but my heart is weeping and all I want is for this strong man who has become my second father, to straighten up and reassure me that this is all a nightmare.

“Mademoiselle, I have to take you as well.” The commander’s authoritative voice makes me choke and I step back in alarm. “I’ve received instructions to take the whole family.”

Terror. Terrible anxiety. This time I can actually smell the fear, it bursts out of me, overcoming any other scent.

“Josephine is not a member of the family.” Gabriel walks round the car and pulls me to him, distancing me from my dear ones who are looking so lost.

“But she lives with them and I believe that…”

“I asked her to marry me this evening.” Gabriel maintains a calm manner, showing the policeman my engagement finger with the ring. No-one but the commander seems to notice this declaration. The family are huddled in an embrace, attempting to comfort one another.

“Congratulations.” The commander scratches his head. “But in any case she lives with them, and I think I have to take her as well.”

“There is no clause in your warrant that instructs you to think” Gabriel’s tone hardens. “Only family members are written there and my fiancée is not a member of their family but of mine.”

The commander exchanges a glance with his aide and then stares fearfully at Franz who is lounging against the fence in his spotless gray uniform.

My beating heart threatens to burst out of my chest, and without noticing, I link my fingers in Gabriel’s, feeling as if this is the only thing keeping me upright.

The screech of a car on the wet asphalt breaks the awful silence. It stops next to the police car and two men in brown coats dart out without switching off the engine.

“You’re taking your time.” The man in spectacles vindictively addresses the police commander.

“We were waiting for the girl,” stammered the commander and, without any preparation, the men pass the police car and drag Claude away with them. Odette’s screams shatter the air around me.

“Dear God…” I murmur, trying to rush forward and stop them. Gabriel’s fingers release mine, his strong arm surrounds my waist and I am pulled back.

“Don’t say a word!” He whispers into my ear and I sob quietly.

The men don’t have to drag Brigitte and Odette. They both hurry into the car and sit close to Claude. Again sounds of weeping and pleading and my sobs turn into prayers.

Odette peeps out with weeping eyes. “Josephine, save us,” she begs, and the door slams in her face.

I can’t breathe.

The spectacled man sits in the driver’s seat and the other man leans against the door, arranging his hat on his head and looking directly at us.

“Are those the only family members?” He asks the police commander without taking his eyes off us.

The police commander opens and closes his mouth. It seems to me that this moment of silence is the longest second of my life. My sobs cease and pictures of a dark cellar and cruel torture race through my mind.

“Those are the only family members,” responds the police commander firmly.

I choke back a sigh of relief.

The man doesn’t seem satisfied by the answer he’d received. “So who are those two?”

“You’ve probably heard of Gabriel Augustine,” answered the commander in a placating tone. “Everyone at your headquarters knows the Swiss diamond dealer. Thanks to him, the Fuhrer manages to purchase more equipment for the war.”

Gabriel bows his head and the other man responds with the same motion of the head, then fixes his eyes on me.

“This is my fiancée.” This time, Gabriel precedes the police commander and his arm shifts from my waist to my shoulders.

“I was present at the proposal.” The surprising intervention comes from the fence. Franz smiles and lights a cigarette. “And with your permission, I will return to the bar to celebrate your successful operation.” He gets into his car without another glance at the secret police car.

“We should also go and celebrate our engagement.” Gabriel says, caressing my head.
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