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“Sébastien, stop.” I giggled. “My parents are in the house this time.”


He grinned. His cold, chapped lips connected with my chin and then lingered on my forehead. “You so beautiful, Corinne,” he whispered in broken English.


“Stop!” I commanded, this time more sternly. “We’ll get into big trouble.”


An hour-and-a-half ago, I had snuck out of the house and raced down to the barn to meet an overly eager Sébastien stretched out on a mounting haystack with a single strand of hay dangling between his lips. My parents thought I was secured in my twin bed, tucked away and fast asleep under the covers. If they found out, I would be in more trouble. This would make the second time Sébastien and I were caught together. The first time I had skipped history class to meet him behind the schoolyard, but when Mistress Gaielle spotted us, she immediately notified my parents and I was banished to scooping horse excrement for three weeks.


“What do you expect me to do?” Sébastien whispered. He blew tiny puffs of smoke in the frosty night air. “You’ve been my girlfriend for eight months, no? I thought you loved me.”


“Of course I love you. I thought I proved that before.”


“I need more.”


Sébastien LeFevre was the most popular boy in our colored school. His fútbol ability outmatched any of those white boys in the bigger schools. They knew it, too. His superior athleticism was met with many enemies as well as admirers, one of them being Claudette Beauchamp. At the white schoolhouse, Claudette was one of the prettiest girls with her sun-kissed hair and naturally rosy cheekbones. She also had a corseted waist that was smaller than any girl’s I had ever seen. I thought it a crime for a girl to be that petite. All women in my family, with the exception of Momma, had the same features—full bosom, thick waist and an even larger backside.


“I don’t know,” I told him. “But—” But what? I had no reason aside from the fact that I was scared, the same way I was scared to stand in front of my intermediate French class and not speak my native English, even though as a child, my French mother had taught me the language. As Momma had said, “La confiance d’une fille vient de ne pas la façon dont elle regarde, mais par la façon dont elle parle”—“A girl’s confidence comes from not how well she looks, but by how well she speaks.”


“You know I care so much for you, so please—” he begged, this time locking his fingers behind my waist and pulling me closer to him.


I didn’t want to lose Sébastien the same way I had lost Arnaud six months ago or even Frédéric the year before that. Those were just boys. Now, at fifteen, I understood that I had to do more in order to keep Sébastien. If I didn’t, plenty of girls waited for the smallest opportunity to be the one to keep his body warm in some cold, dank barn well after daylight.


We had only lived in Cherbourg, a tiny city just outside of Paris, for four years. Daddy had brought the family over from Canada in search of better job opportunities. Leaving Winnipeg and Emma, my best friend since grade three, was the hardest thing I had ever done. I had cried for three days straight. That was the last time I had shed a tear for anyone.


“Come on,” Sébastien pleaded, suddenly serious. “We’re both fifteen, Corinne. We need to be together as often as possible or else. . .” He pulled me closer. His dry lips lightly brushed against my cheek and his large hands fumbled around, finally resting on my shoulders. Slowly, he pushed me downward onto the haystack. The sharp edges of the hay poked me in the back.


“Une belle femme, you are, with your long hair and light-brown skin. Do you know how beautiful you are?” His voice was barely above a whisper.


My arms held my body upright as his strong hands pushed against my shoulders, trying to force me onto my back.


“Sébastien, wait. Please.”


Frustrated, he threw his hands in the air. His narrowed eyes seared right through me and I felt a cold chill travel down my spine. He was almost unrecognizable, but then he took a deep breath and softened his expression. He hesitated a moment, then calmly stood up and brushed the hay from his trousers. “I must leave.”


“Don’t leave just yet,” I begged. “My parents are still in the house. They don’t even know I’m out here. I can stay for a little while longer. There are other things we can do.”


“I don’t understand you, Corinne,” he said, pulling up one suspender. “One minute you want me to leave and the next, you want me to stay. Which is it?”


“I just want. . .” I began, not sure of what I wanted. “I. . .”


He stood there staring at me, waiting for an answer. I had none.


“I understand.”


“You do?”


He shook his head. “No, not really, but if you do not want to be with me tonight, then yes, I will wait for another time. I had only assumed you would take no issue considering last time, but if you say no, then no it shall be.” He reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out a tiny leaf. He pinched the stem and held it up to my face, only inches from my nose. “This is for you, ma belle femme.”


“What is it?” I gently took it from his hand.


“It’s a leaf from the tree we sat under,” he said. “Remember? The first time we met?”


My heart sank. He actually remembered. I reached for the precious memento and held it close to my heart. It was so beautiful, not so much the crumpled-up dried leaf, but rather the symbol of our togetherness. I looked up to thank him, but he was already headed toward the barnyard doors.


“Where are you going?” I asked, pulling away loose strands of hay from my hair. “Please don’t leave.”


There was a very quick but uneasy hesitation before he responded, “I have to go to the market for ma mère before it gets too dark. I’ll see you at the schoolhouse tomorrow, yes?”


“But—” Before I could protest, he passed through the barn doors and headed down the dirt drive.


I looked down at the leaf in my hand. I pulled myself up from the haystack and followed. I peeked out of the double wooden barnyard doors and when he was far enough down the road, I followed, making certain to remain at least ten paces behind as he strolled along the dusty path and toward the market. The strong winds carried his soft whistle and his strides picked up pace. Dark clouds partially concealed the half moon as thunder roared off in the distance.


It was about a quarter of a mile before he turned down a side dirt road and made his way through Fresca Fields, clomping down on every flower in his path. Without a care, he glided into the grocery store like a drink of cool water would down your throat on a steaming, hot, sunny day.


A feeling of relief washed over me immediately followed by a feeling of guilt. How could I have ever doubted his fidelity? Sébastien LeFevre was probably going to be my husband and the father of my children some day. It didn’t feel right not trusting him. If I wanted to be with him, I had to believe he was faithful.


Before I turned to make the trek back up the dirt path and to my house, the tiny bell fastened to the store handle chimed. A shadowy figure entered the store. As the person entered the market, she turned. That was when I clearly saw the heavily made-up blue eyes.


It was Claudette Beauchamp.


Her blonde hair was tied in a ponytail and she wore a full, poufy skirt that somehow managed to add curves to her otherwise emaciated figure.


As Claudette disappeared further into the dimly lit store, I crouched behind a bush and patiently waited.


This has to be a coincidence, this has to be a coincidence, I kept repeating to myself. It had to be. Tears stung my eyes as I squatted in the dirt, brushing away the ants and bugs making their way up my skirt. Tiny droplets of rain started to sprinkle down.


I took the back of my hand and swiped at the falling tears. No way was I going to cry over the likes of Claudette Beauchamp, but the tears kept rolling and that frustrated me even more. The more I watched and waited, the angrier I became to the point where I wished I could snatch out every single strand of her hair and shove it down her boyfriend-stealing throat. And no way was that two-timing Sébastien going to get away with this either. I was going to make sure of that.


I glanced down at the bald dirt holes and realized I was yanking out patches of grass. The tiny droplets fell harder and faster and soon my hair was matted to my forehead. Tears continued to roll down my cheeks as I slowly stood up, preparing to gather up what dignity I had left and return home.


Before I had the chance, the store bell chimed once again and Claudette emerged. She wasn’t alone. Her arm was locked in Sébastien’s. Outside the store, they embraced passionately, with him giving her a long, wistful kiss as he had me only minutes ago. With the back of my hand I wiped my lips and then leaned over and spat out any lingering germs of his betrayal. That cheat!


The mixture of rain and tears trickled down my cheeks as I stomped up to both of them. They were so engrossed in their embrace they didn’t even notice me. When Sébastien’s gaze finally lifted, he saw me—fuming and with balled fists—standing in front of him. My heart pounded in my chest and I struggled to keep focus on the disloyalty in front of me without getting sick right there in front of the store.


He pulled away, practically shoving Claudette into the bushes. “What are you. . .I mean, I thought you—”


I lunged at a stunned Claudette, knocking her to the ground, which by this time had turned into a cold pile of mud. I smashed her face into the sludge. She reached around and grabbed my hair. With my left hand, I tugged at her blonde ponytail while with my right, I jerked at the sleeve of her white blouse. Riiiiiiip! I pulled away, but I was still clutching the sleeve of her mud-stained blouse. I attacked again, this time preparing to strangle her with her own sleeve.


“L’arrêter!” Sébastien shouted. “Stop it!”


I felt his hand on my shoulder, but I shook it off. I bent down, reached for a handful of the cold, dirty mud and smeared it into his face.


“Descendre de moi vous le gros cochon!” Claudette screamed.


“I’ll get off you after I make you choke on this!” With my extra twenty pounds, I could have strangled her with my bare hands. Instead I took her dirty, torn sleeve and shoved it into her mouth. We rolled around for a few minutes until Sébastien finally pulled me off her.


“Prostituée sale!” I screamed.


Claudette, still on the ground, sobbed as she brushed herself off and picked pebbles from her blonde mane.


“And you!” I whirled around to face Sébastien. “Je vous déteste.” With the same ferocious tenacity, I lunged toward him. My fingers were inches from his broad neck.


I felt warm palms pressed against my shoulder, holding me back.


“Quittez s’il vous plaît mon magasin!” Mr. Brousseau, the shop’s owner, commanded. In heavily accented English, he repeated very slowly, “You. Kids. Leave. My. Store. Or. I. Will. Call. The. Police.”


I turned and sprinted down the dark road, each step angrier than the last. As I ran, I listened for a second set of footsteps behind me.


There were none.


I continued racing through the fields and toward home. With each choppy step, I thought of revenge. She was not my concern anymore. Watching her squirm in the mud like the sneaky worm she was was enough. Like others, I had entrusted Sébastien with my heart, only for him to stomp all over it as if he was squishing a bug. I never asked for much from him, only loyalty.


“Lord, please get me away from here, s’il vous plaît!” I yelled, running faster and harder.


Tired, my fast run had turned into a jog and then into a hasty walk. Heated tears stung my eyes, making it even more visually difficult in the darkened night. I tripped on a stone, fell to the ground, got right back up and continued. Each infuriated step brought on a painful sting in my right knee. I looked down and saw a tiny trickle of blood.


When I reached the edge of my driveway, I hunched over and caught my breath. Each deep breath brought the cold evening air into my lungs. When I looked up, I saw two police cars at the top of the drive, parked side by side. Inside, I heard loud muffled voices. When I heard the sound of crashing glass, I pushed open the door.


Two brash-looking police officers in full uniform stood over Daddy, who was lying on the floor, bleeding from his mouth. One of the officers stepped on Daddy’s neck while the other repeatedly jabbed at Daddy’s leg with his large, shiny black shoe.


“Daddy!” I screamed.


“It’s all right, Corinne!” Momma yelled from the corner of the room. She was crying hysterically while a police officer held her back.


“You live here?” one of the officers asked. He had an English accent and was fat. Not just a few pounds overweight, but extremely obese. He smelled like cologne and cigar smoke.


I wanted to shout, Why else would I be here? But instead, I nodded. “Yes, sir.”


The two officers holding down Daddy folded their arms across their chests and glanced at each other. The one securing Momma in the corner released his grip and in French, he commanded her to leave the room. She did not comply immediately, so the irate officer grabbed her arm and forcefully removed her from the room. When they disappeared into the kitchen, the portly officer turned back to me.


“You a Negro, too?” His neck fat jiggled when he spoke. “Well?” He turned to the officer in the corner and mumbled something in a language I did not recognize. The other officers laughed.


Scared, I looked down at Daddy.


“What are you doing here?” the officer asked. “You don’t look like a Negro.”


My heart pumped faster. I glanced around at each one of the angry-looking officers. The one with his foot on Daddy’s neck eased his hand toward the black, shiny gun in his holster. The other glared down at me with such hate, I thought he would have killed me right there if he had the opportunity.


“Does this man speak French?” the officer asked, motioning his head toward Daddy on the ground. “And if you lie, girl, I will see to it that both of you are punished severely.”


I swallowed hard while glancing at Daddy. He blinked twice. “Yes,” I mumbled to the officer.


“Speak up, girl!” his voice boomed.


“Y-y-yes, sir.”


The officer narrowed his eyes. “He is a citizen then?”


Slowly, I nodded. In my mind I pictured the officer asking for proof of citizenship, which we did not have.


To my surprise, the burly officer did no such thing. Instead, he turned toward the men holding Daddy down and in his English accent said, “Permettez-lui d’aller.”


The men removed their feet. Daddy slowly stood up.


The first officer called back to the man in the kitchen holding Momma. One-by-one they shuffled out of the house, with the last officer slamming the door behind them. As soon as they were gone, Momma burst out of the kitchen. “Joseph, are you all right?”


“What happened?” I asked. “Why were the police here?”


“Corinne,” Daddy said. “Please go to bed. I need to speak with your mother.”


“Daddy—”


“Now, Corinne!”


I turned and headed toward my bedroom. Daddy escorted Momma into the kitchen. I could hear Daddy’s voice whispering, “Those policemen will be back and next time, I don’t think they are going to be as polite.”
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“They’re all racist. Every last one of those officers,” my older sister, Astrid, whispered to me from her twin bed on the other side of our tiny bedroom. “They still treat us like we’re slaves. You should have seen the way those bastards barged in here like they owned the place.” Her words were so angry, they scared me.


I tried hard to focus on her accusations, but in the darkness I could only spotlight the hatred in her eyes. Astrid was eighteen years old, only three years more than me, but she had seen and experienced plenty. Right before I was born, she told me she had been placed in short-term care with strangers under the claims that Momma was not fit and Daddy was unable to properly support his family. She believed the authorities were only called because Daddy was a Negro man married to a white woman. Although only three at the time, that was Astrid’s first taste of racism and even at such a young age, she claimed she remembered every single detail.


Aside from Momma, of course, Astrid didn’t care much for white people and kept them at a safe distance. Often she would say she was going to America to find a good Negro man and have babies so black, they wouldn’t be able to be seen in the night. She stayed out in the sun all day, tending to the animals so she could gain more color to her skin. Astrid was lighter than I was and sometimes it felt as though she was jealous of my tanned skin. I would never tell her that I thought she could darn near pass for white if she wanted to. The only tell-tale sign of any black in her was her full lips, which she made sure everyone noticed. Last Christmas she rubbed on lipstick so bright, it blinded everyone within a ten-mile radius. In case anyone missed it—although I didn’t see how that was possible—she made sure to pucker up like she was kissing a frog.


The door to our bedroom was shut, but we could still hear Momma sobbing and Daddy yelling those words he told us to never use or we’d be punished by God.


“I hate this place,” Astrid whispered, staring up at the ceiling. “They treat Daddy like he’s some dog begging for their leftover scraps.” She leaned up on her elbows and turned toward me. “They must not realize that he is an educated Black man. He’s probably smarter than those white police officers that held him down on the ground like some soiled rat.” She flopped down onto her pillow and blew out a long, exasperated sigh. “I want to kill them all, just take a gun and shoot those pigs right between the eyes.”


For another few minutes, she repeated, over and over, those forbidden words Daddy had warned us about. I closed my eyes and begged the Lord’s forgiveness for both Daddy and Astrid. Eventually, I dozed off somewhere between Astrid’s reference of those porcs sales and bâtards de police.
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I wondered how long I had been asleep. It was still night because the sun was not shining through Momma’s homemade, white translucent curtains hanging from our bedroom window.


“Astrid,” I whispered.


There was no answer.


“Astrid,” I whispered again, slightly louder.


Still no answer.


I hopped up and tiptoed over to her bed. Her mattress was tattered and dropped in the middle—just the way she liked it. I looked down at a hump in the bed that was completely covered from head to toe. “Astrid,” I whispered, jabbing a finger into her.


Something was strange. Before getting fired, Astrid had helped out at Jor’dan’s bakery in downtown Cherbourg, constantly binging on treats of puff pastries or hot buttered croissants. The mound lying before me was not fleshy enough to be her.


I flipped off the covers. As expected, the mound was a pile of pillows. Astrid was gone. That explained the cool draft coming from the window. She had left it open after sneaking out again.


In a panic, I ran to the bedroom door, careful not to step on the squeaky board right in the center of the room. I pulled the door open just enough for a one-eyed peek. I heard Daddy’s footsteps trudging against the wooden floorboards, so I quickly, but quietly, shut the door and headed back to my bed. In my haste, I stepped on the squeaky board. Crreeeeeeeekkkkk! Daddy’s footsteps stopped. So did mine.


In my nightgown, I stood frozen in the middle of the floor, quieter than a tiny church mouse, and listened. If I made the slightest move, Daddy would be in the room faster than a rooster at a cockfight, and he was definitely not in the best of moods tonight.


“What are you doing?” Astrid whispered as she squeezed herself through the half-opened bedroom window.


I lifted my finger to my lips. “Shhhhhhh.” The cold air rushing in from the opened bedroom window quickly dried the beads of sweat forming around my hairline. Realizing what happened, Astrid stopped in her tracks. She listened for Daddy’s heavy-laden steps. We stood frozen, wondering who would get the hide first if caught. The last time Astrid snuck out of the house, she had asked me to lie for her. “Tell Daddy I went to bed early,” she had told me. Well, I did and when Daddy found out, we both got the hide so hard we could not sit down for two weeks.


I turned back toward the door. The footsteps had stopped. No sooner than we had taken a deep breath did the footsteps begin again, this time much more quickly.


Seeing no way out of this, I raced toward Astrid who was stuck with one leg in and one out of the window.


“Come on,” I whispered in a panic. “He’s coming.”


“I can’t,” she told me, jerking back and forth. “I’m stuck.”


Desperate, I grabbed her by the elbow and pulled hard. “Have you gained more weight?” I asked between gasps of air.


“You’re one to talk.”


The footsteps were still coming. Any minute, Daddy would be at the bedroom door with a large switch in his hand, ready to make our worst nightmares come true.


“Come on.” I gave one last tug.


She dislodged and we both fell to the ground.


Kaathuddd!


Quickly, she hopped up and jumped into her bed, clothes on and all. I jumped into mine. As soon as both of us were safe, our bedroom door flung open. The hallway light shone through my tightly closed eyes.


Surely, he had to have heard the squeaky floorboard and if by chance he fell deaf for ten minutes and missed it, he had to have heard the struggle and the thud of his two not-so-tiny daughters.


There was an uneasy silence. I listened to Daddy’s deep, be-labored breathing and in that time, it crossed my mind to open my eyes and confess everything in the hopes that he would go easy on us. Instead, Daddy took another deep breath and then said, “Girls, get up. You’ve got to start packing. We’re going back to Canada.”
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Momma looked so peaceful as she quietly rinsed a tomato under the running faucet. She had a habit of softly humming to herself, which I liked. With her long, sinewy fingers, she gently scrubbed away the garden dirt, placed the tomato back into the basket situated on the kitchen counter, and then grabbed another. She glanced back at me sitting at the kitchen table, watching her, and gave a gentle smile.


“Do we have to go back to Canada?” I asked.


She handed me a tomato. I diced it up and placed the pieces into a container of water for her to boil.


“Mon petit chérie,” she wiped her hands on the apron fastened to her waist. “You’ll miss this farm, won’t you? And then there’s that young man.”


“Who?”


“That lovely boy who plays fútbol I see you talking to.” She handed me another tomato.


I wanted to shout, That lovely boy is a monster who supposedly cares for your daughter and, it would seem, every other girl he lays his eyes upon. In fact, I had never even heard him utter the word “love” before, especially when it came to me. It was always, “I care for you” and “I think you’re special” but never the word, “love.”


I shook my head. “I don’t think we’re destined to be together, Momma.” I felt a lump forming in my throat as I blinked back tears.


Momma’s eyes softened. “Oh, what happened?”


I shrugged. “I tried, Momma, but being with Sébastien is so difficult. It shouldn’t be that way, should it?”


“Ahhh,” Momma said, “le garçon trichant.”


“The cheating boy?”


Momma nodded as she dried her hands with a towel and sat down next to me. “Every young woman encounters the boy who cannot commit. Looks like you found yours.”


“Why do they do that?”


Momma peered over her shoulder. When she was sure we were alone, she whispered, “I’ll let you in on a little secret. The man before your father was the same way—a cheat.”


“Really?”


“Yes. Adrien was a true ladies man, so good-looking and desirable any girl was fortunate to be with him. But I was the lucky one he chose to deflower.”


“Really?” I asked again. Momma had always told me stories of when she was a young girl. This was the first I had heard about a boy named Adrien.


Momma nodded. “Yes. And then as soon as our love affair began, it was over. Two days later I caught him with an older, more experienced married woman who lived only a few blocks down the road.”


“How did you catch him?” I asked.


“Very simple. I followed him one evening and watched as he met her in the field. Then, on my bike, I followed them back to her house. Her husband was a fisherman and frequently out of town. There they spent the evening. With a broken heart, I left and went to the store to get a kerchief. That’s when I met your father. He had seen me crying and offered to walk me home.”


When she saw my confused expression, she smiled and explained, “Corinne, dear, it simply means that the next man you encounter will be your soul mate. You will be attached to him forever—even through death—like your father and me.”


I laughed at how silly she sounded.


Her face suddenly turned serious. “Oh, no, no, no, ma chère fille. Never mock fate. It’s true.” She went back over to the kitchen sink, grabbed another tomato and began rinsing. “You’ll see.”


“Do we have to go back to Canada?” I asked again. “I don’t want to have to start over at another school.” I paused, deciding on how much I wanted to divulge. Finally, I said, “I won’t know anyone and all the Negro kids will say I’m white and all the white kids will say I’m black.”


Personal experience says this is so. Three-and-a-half years ago, before becoming affluent in the French language, another colored classmate of mine, Louise Laurent, called me une fille blanche in front of the entire class. For days, everyone snickered behind my back. With my French still being a little rusty, it took me a day or so to figure out what the name meant and that was only because Nicholas Bertrand shouted, “Look, it’s the white girl!”


The very next day I had felt very much justified in reaching into Louise’s sack and ripping out the page in her book that contained our housework. She received a zero for that day and every time I thought about it, it made me smile.


“Corinne, why are you smiling so wickedly?” Momma asked.


“No reason.”


“I know it’s très difficile,” Momma said with sympathy in her eyes. “But you cannot let people tell you who you are. You have and will always be strong, Corinne. Never doubt that.” It was sometimes hard to believe Momma had been living in English-speaking countries for so many years. Her French accent was as pronounced as it had been the day she met Daddy—at least that’s what he tells us.


“That’s just it,” I complained. “I’m not strong . . .compared to Astrid anyway.”


Momma laughed. “Astrid? Your older sister has always been made of le béton, but trust me when I tell you that underneath all of that stone, there is a soft, warm heart. Now you, you’re different. You have the strength of an army, but your emotions are more delicate than the petals of a flower. There’s nothing wrong with that, my dear, it shows your humanity. Listen to me, no one is going to treat you differently because of your mixed race. And if they do—” She rolled up a dishtowel and snapped it into the air. “If they do, I’ll burn their little hides,” she said, pronouncing the word hides like heeds.


Her beautiful, infectious smile made me grin. Momma’s heart was so pure and I was jealous I wasn’t born that way. She had never walked to the schoolyard with the vicious taunts from white classmates because of skin color. I didn’t necessarily want to be the one to let Momma in on the secret that these things still happen. The days of whipping enslaved Negroes may have been over, but the mentality was still there, lingering in the atmosphere like the foul stench of rotting fish.


“You’re stronger than you think,” she said, wrapping her tiny arms around my broad chest. “I wish you understood that. You just haven’t had that chance to prove your strength because you’ve been under our wings for so long. But that time will come soon, dear Corinne. You’ll see.”


I pulled back from Momma’s bear hug. Being at least two inches taller, I looked down at her. “Je vous aime,” I told her.


She gently pecked the side of my face with her lips. They were dryer than usual. Her tiny hands were extra thin and pale and shook quite noticeably. Softly, she whispered, “I love you, too. Please never forget that.”
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“What do you want, Sébastien?” My arms were folded across my heaving chest like a drill sergeant.


Earlier during class when he had begged to meet in the barn that evening, I was disgusted with myself for being secretly happy at his request. I wanted to be angry, but whenever he smiled, all thoughts of Claudette and his infidelity dissipated into thin air. Together with him now, my words remained harsh, but my heart melted inside with every word he spoke.


“I love you, Corinne. You have to believe me.”


“What did you say?” I asked.


“You have to believe me.”


“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Before that.”


“I love you?”


My heart fluttered, but I pushed away, pretending his words meant nothing. It was my false anger that meant nothing. The truth was, I was shaking. This was the first time he had told me he loved me. What was I supposed to do now?


“What about Claudette?” I asked.


“What about her? You are the one I want to be with . . .forever.” He bent down and kissed me. His kiss was so soft, so gentle. It felt like someone tickling my lips with a sparrow’s feather.


“There’s something I need to tell you,” I said. Before I could, he reached around and locked his fingers behind my back, pulling me closer—so close I could detect the faint smell of mint leaves on his warm breath.


“You really love me?” I asked.


“Of course and I want to show you how much I love you right here.” He started pushing me down toward the ground.


“Wait!” I shouted. “I need to tell you something first.”


The barnyard doors swung open with hurricane force. My entire life flashed before my eyes. It had been months since the last time I had been caught with Sébastien. This must have been God’s way of punishing me for sneaking out to be with him again.
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“I thought I saw you creep in here.” Standing at the door, Astrid grinned with a smile so broad, I thought it would crack her face wide open.


“Get out!” I yelled. Then I remembered our parents were only a few feet away inside the house. I lowered my voice. “Leave us alone.”


“Hello, Sébastien.” Still grinning, Astrid crept into the barn, not once taking her eyes off him. “I’m surprised you’ve gotten this far with the little prude. I have to hand it to you, it takes a special boy to get my sister in the barn after daylight.” She shifted her attention back to me. “What was that other boy’s name you used to meet in the barn? You know, the tall, skinny one with the big ears.”


“Get out, Astrid, or else,” I warned.


“Or else what, dear sister? Or else you’re going to yell and tell Daddy that I followed you? Go ahead. I’d love to see you do it. I’m sure Daddy would love to catch you in the barn with a boy.”


She was right. “Just get out, please,” I whispered.


Her gaze remained fixated on Sébastien, who stood in the hay, shifting nervously back and forth. “Did my sister tell you she’s leaving tomorrow?”


Sébastien raised his brow. “Leaving? Where are you going?”


“I tried to tell you,” I stammered. “You kissed me and—”


“You didn’t tell him?” Astrid said with faux surprise. “How could you not tell your boyfriend you’re going back to Canada and never going to see him again?”


He frowned. “What is she talking about, Corinne?”


“I don’t have to stay in Canada,” I told him. “I’m just going back for a little while.”


“And how do you plan on getting back here?” Astrid asked. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”


“Shut up!” I yelled, not caring if Daddy heard or not.


I wanted to tell Sébastien this could only be a temporary thing . . . if I had something to come back for. The words wouldn’t come. The warmth rose up into my cheeks as feelings of confusion took over. I was upset about Sébastien, but at the same time, I wanted to squeeze the life out of my sister with my bare hands. I imagined my fingers wrapped around Astrid’s fleshy neck and her turning even paler than she already was. I had saved her from Daddy’s wrath several times when she snuck out of the house. Why was she doing this to me now? She was the evilest person to walk this earth.


“I guess you both keep secrets, don’t you?” Astrid asked. Like the cat that devoured the canary, she had a secret. Her eyes narrowed and the corners of her mouth turned upward.


I looked at Sébastien, waiting for his response. He kicked at the hay and kept his mouth shut.


“What are you talking about, Astrid?” I finally asked.


“I’m surprised he didn’t tell you, but then again, this isn’t something you’d want to tell your girlfriend.”


“What are you talking about?” I was becoming impatient.


“Moments ago, your devoted boyfriend came from the bushes with the one and only Claudette Beauchamp.” With her narrowed eyes, Astrid stared him up and down. “Now, I’d be inclined to think that perhaps they were only bird watching, but when she hopped up from the bush and her blouse was undone and he was buttoning up his trousers, I said to myself, ‘Something is not right here.’ ” She turned to me. “Hmmm, now what do you suppose they were doing in those prickly little bushes all alone?”


“I, I can explain.” He didn’t need to say a word. His expression told all.


“I’d like to see you try,” Astrid said. “Go ahead, explain it. Were you sewing a button on her blouse or maybe Claudette is the trouser inspector and she—”


“Shut up, Astrid!” I exclaimed, still staring into Sébastien’s cheating face. He couldn’t even get a word of explanation out before I reached down, picked up the first thing within my grasp and tossed it at him. The handful of hay landed right in his face.


“You have to do better than that,” Astrid said, disappearing behind the barnyard door. When she returned, she pitched a medium-sized rock that landed at my feet. “Try that.”


I reached down and picked it up, preparing to crack open Sébastien’s head with it. As I drew back, Sébastien sprinted toward the door. Astrid stuck out her foot and he went crashing to the dirt. He pulled himself up and dashed out the barnyard doors and down the driveway. He tripped again but this time over a sticky bush. It ripped a piece of material from his suspendered trousers and left a gaping hole. He hopped up and continued his sprint without even a glance back.


“Sorry about that,” Astrid said, still looking after him. “But I thought you should know before you get all upset about having to leave that cheat.”


With much skepticism, I glared at her, hoping words weren’t necessary.


“What?” she asked. “I know I was cruel, but—” She shrugged and then tiptoed toward our bedroom window. I followed. “Go in this way,” she commanded. “Daddy’s still up.” She raised the window and I climbed through.





[image: Image] 4 days until . . . [image: Image]





[image: Image]


APRIL 10


7:10 P.M.


The next morning had started nippy but then warmed up a few degrees by mid-afternoon. By the evening the temperature had dropped several degrees, creating an unpleasant chill. From the docks, I stared up at the ship in total disbelief that something so big could float on water. From the tip of the bow all the way down to the stern, it had to have been as big as the city of Cherbourg itself. Even the ship’s name printed boldly on the side, Titanic, gave way to indestructible images. The ship resembled those colossal iron tankers in Daddy’s old engineering manuals, only this one was more decorative. To those already on the ship, we must have looked like tiny ants climbing aboard.


The evening of April 10, 1912 was a melancholy one. Wrapped in a shawl, I stepped onto the large gangway and glanced back at the onlookers waving good-bye to their families. It saddened me to leave, seeing as I had come to love the town, especially in the spring when the fresh scent of honeysuckles floated through the air or during the cold winter months when Cherbourg came alive with the lightest coating of snow. Cherbourg had been my home for over four years and I was going to miss it.


“Have you seen Sébastien?” Astrid asked.


“Was I supposed to?” I replied curtly. “The only way I would want to see him is only to spit in his face.”


Astrid smirked. “Good. I was afraid he’d show up and beg you to stay behind. Knowing you and your incredible sense of gullibility, you probably would. Then you, he and Claudette would live happily ever after.”


I fought hard to ignore her, but she made that feat nearly impossible. Every time we took another step aboard, she’d giggle and whisper Sébastien’s name, adding what a fool I had been for trusting him in the first place. Her attitude was precisely the reason I was going to carry what had happened at the store the other night with Claudette and Sébastien to my grave.
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