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PART ONE
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All the darkness in the world cannot extinguish the light of a single candle.

—ST. FRANCIS OF ASSISI (1181–1226)
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June 1940

Agneaux, France

Candlelight flickered on the medieval walls as Gisèle Duchant stepped into the warmth of the nave. The shadows in the sacristy were the only witnesses to her secret—no one but she and Michel knew the same small room that stored the vestments and supplies for their family’s chapelle was also a hiding place.

She slid the iron gate across the entry into the sacristy, and after locking it, she set down her picnic hamper—emptied of its Camembert cheese and Calvados—and turned toward the pews.

Five women from Agneaux, the tiny commune at the top of the lane, knelt before the altar, the sweet fragrance of incense blending with the smell of cigarette smoke on their clothing. For centuries, women had visited this chapelle to plead with the Almighty to protect their husbands, sons, and brothers as they fought for France. Now they battled in prayer even as the men they loved defended their country against Hitler and his ploy to assimilate the French people into his Third Reich.

Gisèle slid her fingers over the amber rosary beads around her neck, gently fingering the ornamented handle of the brass crucifix in the center. A cross that was also a key.

“Secrets can destroy.”

The words of her university professor echoed in her mind. If a secret was powerful enough, her philosophy professor had declared from his lectern, it could demolish an entire army. Or shatter the heart of a family.

The narrow pew creaked as she knelt beside it. Looking up at the crucifix that hung above the altar, she crossed herself and then whispered, “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy Name.”

Her mind wandered as the familiar prayer tumbled from her lips.

The healing powers of a secret intrigued her, the layers that sheltered families and nations alike. A secret could destroy, like her professor said, but it could also shield a family. Like the tangled hedgerows of brushwood and bramble that fortified the nearby city of Saint-Lô, a secret could keep those you love from destruction.

When did a secret cross over the gray wasteland between protecting one you loved and destroying him?

Last month Prime Minister Chamberlain had evacuated all the British troops he’d sent to France, along with a hundred thousand French soldiers. Michel had been among those evacuated at Dunkirk, and Papa thought his son was safe in England.

But Michel snuck home after the evacuation, and she prayed God would forgive her for her trespasses, that her secret effort to save her younger brother’s life wouldn’t become a mortal sin.

The women whispered prayers around her, and like many of them, she couldn’t confess her sin to anyone, not even to the priest who came once a week to preside over Mass. With the world in turmoil, they all had to guard secrets to protect the men they loved.

Aeroplane engines buzzed in the distance, and she shivered. The German bombers flew over them almost every night now, showing off their power for the citizens of Saint-Lô. Her country refused to be intimidated by their display.

Candles rattled in their bronze holders.

“Deliver us from evil,” she whispered as the planes passed overhead. Then she repeated her words.

Unlike Austria and Denmark, France would fight the Nazis.

When the drone of engines settled into the night, the village women silently slipped out the door. Gisèle rose to attend to her duties.

Just as she was the keeper of Michel’s secret, she was the keeper of the Chapelle d’Agneaux. While other aristocratic women attended their formal gardens or antique collections, her mother had painstakingly cared for the chapelle for two decades. Instead of remembering her mother at the cemetery beside the chapelle, Gisèle liked to remember her inside these walls. When she was at the château, Gisèle unlocked the door of the chapelle every morning so villagers could pray, and every night she blew out the vigil candles and swept the stone floors.

Outside in the courtyard, the misty breath of the river Vire stole up and over the stone walls of the chapelle and the turrets of the medieval château that stood before her, the home of the Duchant family for more than three hundred years. While her family had lost sons and daughters to the guillotine during the revolution and to the wars that were waged across France, this fortress of stone towers and secret tunnels had sheltered many of her ancestors through wars and storms. It had been a solace for her mother. And for her.

Gisèle quickly crossed the gravel courtyard and hurried into the foyer of the Château d’Epines. Sliding off her red suede pumps, she padded across the marble floor in her silk stockings, the handles of the picnic hamper clutched in her hands. If she could store the hamper before she saw her father, she wouldn’t have to lie to him.

She snuck past the staircase that spiraled up to the second floor and the entrance to the drawing room, but before she reached the door to the kitchen, her father called her name. Then she heard the heels of his sturdy Richelieus clapping across the marble floor.

She dropped the hamper and kicked it to the edge of the antique console table.

The sight of her father in his brown cardigan and trousers, the familiar scent of applewood and tobacco, usually comforted her, but tonight the fear in his blue eyes wasn’t familiar at all. Papa—known in France as the esteemed Vicomte Jean-François de Bouchard Duchant—was never afraid.

She clasped the pumps to her chest. “What is it?”

His gaze wandered toward the tall window by the front door, like he was seeking solace from the chapelle outside as well.

“Hitler—” His voice cracked, and he hesitated as if he hadn’t yet digested the news he bore.

“Papa?” she whispered, pressing him.

“Hitler has taken Paris.”

Her shoes clattered on the marble and she stumbled backward as if the tiles had shifted under her feet. Her hands flailed, searching until they caught the banister.

Paris was a great city, the greatest in the world. How could it bow to a lunatic?

“But the war—” she stammered. “It has just begun.”

Papa’s shoulders dropped. “The government in Paris . . . they decided not to fight.”

She squeezed the iron banister. How could the Parisians refuse to fight?

If the French resisted together, if they refused to cower . . .

They had to resist.

“What will happen?” she whispered.

“Philippe is coming to drive you south, to the manor in Lyon.”

“I don’t care what happens to me.” Her voice trembled. “What will happen to France?”

He hesitated again, like he wasn’t sure he should tell her the truth. He might still have thought her twelve, but she was twenty-two years old now. A graduate of the prestigious Université de Caen. She was certainly old enough to know the truth.

She willed strength into her voice. If he thought her strong, perhaps he would be honest. “You must tell me.”

He seemed to consider her words before he spoke. “Hitler won’t stop until he takes all of Europe.”

She released the banister to pick up her pumps, her hands trembling. “I can’t go to Lyon.”

Compassion mixed with the fear in his eyes. “We must leave. Hitler seems determined to take London next, and his army will march through here on their way to the port at Cherbourg.”

She rubbed her bare arms. Lyon was ten hours southeast. “If they’ve taken Paris, it won’t be long before the Germans take Lyon too.”

“Perhaps.” Papa tugged on the hem of his cardigan. “But Philippe can take you to Switzerland before then.”

Hitler’s appetite for power seemed insatiable. He’d taken much of Europe now, but she doubted conquering the rest of France and even London would satisfy the German führer. With the French government refusing to fight, they needed courageous Frenchmen—former soldiers like Michel—to stop him.

But ten years ago, before her mother died, she’d begged Gisèle to care for Michel. Even though she was just a girl, Gisèle had sworn, on the crucifix of her mother’s rosary, that she would give her very life to watch over her brother. Michel may have been nineteen now, but he was just as headstrong as when he was a boy. How could she protect him from an onslaught of the German army and their bombs?

Papa rang a bell. “Émilie will help you pack your things for the trip.”

Seconds later their housemaid rushed into the hall, her white apron tied over her black uniform and her graying hair pinned back in a neat knot. But instead of stopping, Émilie rushed past Gisèle to the front door, a valise clutched in each of her hands.

Papa called out to her. “Where are you going?”

Émilie set down one of her bags. “My sister just called from Cahagnes. German tanks are moving through the town.”

Papa swore. Cahagnes was just thirty kilometers away.

As the door opened and then rattled shut, Gisèle slipped on her shoes. Before she left, she had to warn Michel that the Germans were near.

“You must pack your things,” Papa said as he glanced at his watch. “Philippe said he would be here within the half hour.”

Her chest felt as if it might explode. The Germans might kill them if they stayed, but she couldn’t leave without telling her brother. He had to flee as well.

“I need more time,” she pleaded.

“Ma chérie,” he said tenderly as he reached for her hand, imploring her. “It is not safe for you to stay here any longer.”

Her heart felt as if it might rip into two. How could she make him understand without revealing Michel’s secret?

He nudged her toward the steps. “I will meet you in Lyon.”

Still she didn’t move. “You must come with us, Papa.”

“I will follow soon, after I hide the silver and your mother’s jewelry. If they arrive while I’m here—” He cleared his throat. “The Germans won’t harm a member of the aristocracy.”

She nudged her chin up. “Nor will they harm his daughter.”

A siren wailed and the floor shook from more aeroplanes sweeping low in the valley. Hair bristled on the back of her neck.

Papa turned her shoulders toward the stairs. “Hurry, Gisèle.”

“I can’t—”

“You don’t have a choice.”

She knew he was afraid that he would lose her, just like he had her mother, but if she left right now—

She feared they would both lose Michel.



— CHAPTER 2 —


June 2014

Richmond, Virginia

The clock at the back of my classroom ticked past the hour of four, and I shoved my MacBook into its pink-and-brown-striped case.

Don’t be late!!!

Tommy Dawson, my favorite third grader, eyed the text on my phone. “Who is that?”

Mrs. Dawson nudged her son. “Miss Sauver doesn’t have to tell you.”

“It’s Austin,” I said before I turned off my phone.

He was sending a car to pick me up at five for tonight’s gala in downtown Richmond, and he hated it when I was late. It would take a good fifteen minutes to drive home and another forty-five to dress and do something decent with my hair, but I couldn’t rush Tommy or his mother.

Tommy plucked his backpack off the hook one last time and lingered beside my desk for a final good-bye before summer break. Mrs. Dawson reached for Tommy’s backpack and slung it over her shoulder before she turned back toward me. “When are you getting married?”

I smiled. “On August 10.”

“I’m sure it will be a gorgeous wedding.”

I maintained my smile, a talent I’d honed to perfection over the past six months. It had to be a dream wedding, the most beautiful one in Richmond that summer, or my first months of marriage would be a nightmare.

Mrs. Dawson handed Tommy a coffee mug, and he set it on my desk. After five years of teaching third grade, I had dozens and dozens of mugs, each one displayed on a shelf in my condo as a happy reminder of the student who’d given it to me. My students knew me and my passion for France well, gifting me every year with trinkets that displayed the Eiffel Tower or the Palace of Versailles or the Cathédrale Notre Dame in Paris. I admired the photo of Mont Saint-Michel on Tommy’s mug and thanked him and his mother for the gift.

Then Tommy reached into his pocket and pulled out a miniature plastic lion, the kind that comes in a box along with giraffes and elephants at the craft store. He lifted it up to show me.

“Who’s this?” I asked.

“It’s Aslan,” he stated with certainty, as if I should know exactly who it was.

Mrs. Dawson flashed an apologetic smile. “He’s been obsessed with Narnia ever since you read The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe.”

“Narnia is one of my favorite places too.” My gaze slipped down to Tommy and the lion clasped in his hand. “My grandmother used to read me the stories when I was about your age.”

His eyes grew wide. “Have you been to Narnia?”

I almost laughed until I realized Tommy was serious. “Not yet . . . but perhaps one day.”

He rewarded me with his grin.

“We’ll both miss you.” Mrs. Dawson glanced down at her son as he raced Aslan across the desk. “But I told him that he’d see you next year.”

My poised smile began to crack. “Unfortunately, I won’t be coming back to teach.”

Tommy’s lips trembled, and I leaned over, nudging his chin. “But I can still visit, can’t I?”

He nodded and then hugged me. Mrs. Dawson finally coaxed him out the door, but the truth was, I didn’t want them to go.

For the past nine months, Washington Elementary had entrusted twenty-seven students to my care. This year had been a challenging one, with two students, in particular, who felt quite confident in their leadership abilities. While I loved to teach—and loved the children—I hated conflict.

The year had been spent in a silent battle between two kids who were stronger than me in spirit. I’d had to feign confidence I didn’t have, but in the end, I was stronger for it. Perhaps I wouldn’t miss the demands of those two students, but I would miss the enthusiasm of the other twenty-five.

When I powered up my phone again, there was another text from my fiancé.

Chloe?

I typed back a quick response.

On my way.

I turned off the overhead lights and rushed to my car.

Thankfully the weeks ahead would be so full of wedding planning and campaigning, I wouldn’t have much time to think about missing my kids. Then by summer’s end, I would join Austin Vale and his political aspirations in matrimony. Come November, if public opinion held, I would be the wife of Virginia’s youngest governor in history, and I’d promised Austin that I’d dedicate myself full-time to this new role. I would no longer be teaching elementary kids, but Austin and I both hoped parenthood would follow soon after our wedding.

My ’68 Mercedes roadster had no air-conditioning and the heat was as temperamental as Virginia politics, but the body was a beautiful burgundy color and the convertible top still worked. When I turned twenty-one, my dad had bought it just for me. The doors had gotten dinged up over the past seven years and the fender was slightly askew, but when my dad offered to buy me a newer model, I declined. I liked the mystique—the charm—of the old much more than the sheen of the new.

Austin didn’t have the same appreciation or affection for mystique. He’d asked me twice to replace my vehicle with a newer model, something more trendy, like a BMW or an Audi. I’d compromised much in our relationship, but I wasn’t trading in my car just because it had a few bumps and bruises. It had taken a few weeks of finagling, but Austin and I finally reached an agreement that worked for both of us. I drove the roadster to and from school. When he couldn’t pick me up for political events or meals with his parents, he sent a driver in a shiny sedan.

The sunshine lit my path home this afternoon, and the river beside the road seemed to beckon me. Come play. But there would be no time to kayak this weekend. Almost every minute was scheduled. Tonight’s gala. A luncheon tomorrow in the Fan. Dinner at the Vales’ plantation home. Sunday would be church downtown with Austin and then a golfing fund-raiser at the country club. Every event, Austin said, was another brick mortared on the monument of his campaign, each stone solidifying what his manager told the press. Austin Vale may have been young, but he was passionate, articulate, and qualified to lead the Commonwealth of Virginia. And his future wife would be leading alongside him.

Event-hopping was exhausting at times, but I understood the importance of it. We were a team, working together to win this governorship. What bothered me most about the election process was when Austin and I talked about our wedding. Instead of a ceremony, sometimes it felt like he was helping me coordinate another meet-and-greet. With the bloated guest list, half of whom I didn’t even know, we would be meeting and greeting half of Richmond the same day we said our vows.

The local media had been mesmerized by our story from almost our first date, a year ago. Austin Vale, the successful attorney and son of the Honorable Richard Vale, a justice of the Supreme Court of Virginia. Chloe Sauver, granddaughter of a French war hero and daughter of a French nobleman who now owned the largest investment management company in the Common wealth of Virginia. My mom was an accomplished business owner in her own right, but the political powers that be ignored her successes with the popular Bliss Bakery.

Austin and I had met by accident, when he literally bumped into me and my chai latte at a local coffee shop. When he asked me to dinner, I hadn’t known he was being courted as a candidate and he hadn’t known about my family. I’d fallen almost immediately for the charming attorney who brought me flowers on our first date and asked me a dozen questions, the man who stopped by every week for lunch at my school in those first few months of dating and called for no other reason than to inquire about my day.

The morning after Austin announced our engagement, the national media became fascinated with the minutiae of our relationship. The morning shows were enchanted by our wedding plans, speculating on the cake, the flowers, even our choice of music for the reception. But when the tabloids came out each week, my heart sometimes felt like it would bleed, the doubts inside me fighting against the truth. The tabloids couldn’t have cared less about our wedding plans, speculating instead on our faithfulness, as if either Austin or I had the time or desire to be cheating on the other.

Thankfully, there would be no media on our honeymoon. I didn’t know where we were going, but Austin had promised it would be a million miles away from cameras and campaigning. Secretly, I hoped he was taking me back to France.

I pulled into the garage under my condo. Tonight I couldn’t get hung up on the details for the wedding or our honeymoon. Instead I had to focus on getting ready for this gala. A new dress was waiting for me in my closet, a cobalt-blue affair that Austin handpicked in Manhattan, along with some strappy black stilettos to go with it. I tossed my casual skirt and blouse into the laundry bin and began the transformation.

Austin’s driver was on time, but I wasn’t. It took an extra fifteen minutes to finish my makeup and torture my long hair with the flatiron. The mirror displayed an elegant woman with eyes the color of her dress and blond hair tucked behind one ear, but I felt a bit like a broken gift hidden under pretty paper and a bow. Sometimes I felt . . . well, sometimes I wondered if I was the right woman for Austin Vale. And if he was the right man for me. He said he loved me, that he was confident in our relationship and our future. Why couldn’t I be confident as well?

With our wedding a little over two months away, it was much too late to reconsider. Our months of dating had been a firestorm of sorts—a romantic inferno. He had literally swept me off my feet the night he proposed, wading across a reflecting pool at the Madison Inn to our dinner waiting on the other side. Dozens of candles reflected in the pool and rosebuds dangled along the patio’s trellis, sweetening the air. Before we ate, Austin got down on one knee, and my doubts faded in the lights.

No one could ever guess at my fear of living in the spotlight for the rest of my life or my haunting doubts about Austin’s love.

But tonight wasn’t the time for soul-searching. I’d have to do that later on the river, a paddle in my hands.

As I slid out of the town car and into the lobby of the Jefferson Hotel, my cell phone began to play the first bars of “Do You Hear the People Sing?”—one of my favorite songs from Les Misérables. I glanced down at my mother’s picture on the screen and stuffed my phone into my beaded handbag. I’d have to call her back later tonight. Or first thing tomorrow.

I rushed through the lobby, and by the time I entered the elegant ballroom, the orchestra had already started playing. Hopefully Austin wouldn’t notice I was late.
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Philippe tossed her two suitcases into the luggage compartment of his new cabriolet, and then he opened the passenger door, waving her inside. “Hurry, Gisèle.”

Instead of moving toward the car, she turned toward her father. He stood dazed in the courtyard, like one of the winged statues displayed at the Louvre. He should have been flying away from the château with them, but he couldn’t seem to move at all.

Her cousin waved toward the car again. “We have to get through town before the tanks arrive.”

The stained glass on the chapelle glowed in the moonlight, not twenty meters from where she stood. Michel had sworn her to secrecy, but perhaps she should still tell Papa . . .

Her father still hadn’t moved. She understood the fear that seemed to paralyze him—more than twenty years ago, he’d lost both of his brothers and a cousin to the Germans during the Great War. Then, less than a decade ago, he’d lost his wife. Now the Germans were threatening his home and the rest of his family.

If Michel refused to leave, Papa wouldn’t leave either.

Stepping away from the car, she pleaded. “I must visit the chapelle, Papa. One last time.”

But it was Philippe, not Papa, who responded to her plea. “You can pray at a chapel in Lyon.”

She shook her head. “I can’t wait.”

Philippe brushed both hands over his short hair, frustrated with her delay. “Then pray in the car.”

“He’s right, Gisèle,” Papa said, urging her forward.

She eyed the chapelle one last time. She could sprint toward it, but Philippe would follow her and so would Papa. She doubted they would force her into the car, but they would never allow her to be alone in the sacristy.

Papa finally stepped forward, kissed her cheeks. “I will see you before the week ends.”

A bomb exploded to the east, the night sky sparking near the town.

“Come with us now,” she begged her father one last time.

But he pushed her into the seat and closed the door.

“Soon,” he mouthed on the other side of her window.

Over her shoulder, she watched him at the end of the drive, waving to her. She rolled down her window and waved back, her heart in shreds.

She felt like a coward, running away when her brother—and her father—needed her.

Philippe rode in silence beside her, under the long row of beech trees that lined the entrance to the château. His gloved fingers circled around the steering wheel, his eyes focused on the narrow road lit by the moon as he sped through Agneaux, turning left toward the city of Saint-Lô.

She and Philippe were distant cousins and they both looked like their ancestors with hair the chalky tan color of the Norman beaches and eyes the same light blue of the English Channel. Her father and his mother—Corinne Duchant Borde—were technically second cousins, but she called his mother Tante Corinne.

Philippe’s father had been killed during the Great War, but Tante Corinne and Gisèle’s mother had been dear friends. Today Gisèle, Michel, and Philippe were the last descendants of the Duchant bloodline.

Philippe had asked her father twice to marry her, to reunite the Duchant family again through matrimony, but she didn’t love him the way a wife should love her husband. Whenever Philippe brought up the subject, Papa had stalled, saying she must finish at the university first.

Now Gisèle had her diploma and her own desires for the future, desires that didn’t include wedding her cousin. The Germans had muddied her plans to lounge on the beaches in Brittany for the summer and perhaps, to her father’s dismay, obtain a position teaching literature in the fall. Papa couldn’t understand why she would want to work, but the thought of living on her own, supporting herself even, thrilled her. And women did it these days. Her friend Odette had begun working in Paris last year and telephoned almost every week, begging Gisèle to join her.

Had Odette left Paris before the Germans arrived?

As lights flashed again in the distance, Gisèle retied the laces on her most sensible brogue shoes and clutched her sweater over her chest. They were two kilometers from Saint-Lô now, and on the other side of the city, the main road curled south toward Lyon. The Germans may have been bombing, but she prayed the tanks hadn’t arrived in the town yet.

Philippe glanced over at her. “Your brother is the lucky one, hiding out in England with your mother’s family.”

“Lucky for him,” she whispered.

“Your father should have sent you to England a long time ago.”

“There was no reason for me to leave.” She slowly unfolded her arms. Philippe didn’t need to know that her father hadn’t spoken to the Eckleys since her mother’s death. “None of us guessed that Paris would surrender.”

They rode through the forest and then over the stone bridge, the Vire flowing underneath. They trailed the river as they drove into Saint-Lô. Ahead was the tall steeple above the cathedral, a proud symbol of their faith in God and in France. Their government may have failed them, but she prayed God would not.

The main road was crammed with people. Dozens of cars and horse carts, bicyclists, and crowds of people fleeing on foot with their luggage in hand or strapped to their back. Her heart raced. How were they supposed to get out of town before the Germans arrived?

Philippe honked his horn, and the pedestrians divided like the Red Sea. But a truck blocked the road.

Philippe opened his window. “Get out of the way,” he shouted out, the gasoline fumes flooding into the coupé. The truck didn’t move.

Another explosion ignited the sky, and Gisèle gasped. People fled from their automobiles into shops on both sides of the road.

Smoke poured into Philippe’s window. Coughing, she waved her hands in front of her. “They’re going to kill us all.”

He honked again. “Now would be the time to pray.”

She clung to the cross on her rosary beads and closed her eyes, begging the Almighty for a way out.

Something exploded on the left, and her window shattered. She froze on the seat, too shocked to even scream.

Philippe leaned over, pushing her door open. “Get out.”

“But—”

“Please, Gisèle.”

She stumbled onto the sidewalk, the smoke suffocating her. Villagers screamed around her, some colliding into each other as they fled. She didn’t know in which direction to run.

“Philippe!” she screamed.

In the clamor of the crowd, she heard Philippe call her name, his voice muffled. She tried to run around the car, but the crowd pressed up against her and she tripped over the handles of an abandoned bicycle.

“Philippe,” she said again, this time a whisper. It didn’t matter how loud she screamed. He would never hear her.

In the blackness, the smoke, she ran west. Back toward the safety of her home, toward her father and brother.

Hundreds of people dashed back over the bridge alongside her, but on the other side of the river, she ducked into a narrow passage between the towering hedgerows. Her legs burned as she ran down another passage and then out into the forest of tangled hawthorns and apple trees.

Branches slapped against her body, the thorns snagging her arms and clothes. She shielded her face, rushing past the dozens of wooden beehives among the trees. She didn’t stop until ahead of her, concealed in the forest, she saw a cottage. The home of her friends, André and Nadine Batier.

An aeroplane dipped over the trees, and she shivered. The château was still a kilometer away.

If the Batiers hadn’t run away, perhaps she could wait with them until first light. Then she would meet Philippe back at the château.



— CHAPTER 4 —


A crystal chandelier rained shards of light over the crowded ballroom. Columns of red, white, and blue balloons swayed at the front, on each side of the podium. There were two rows of chairs along the walls and in the middle of the room was an open space crowded with several hundred people. Under the archway at the back of the room, a buffet table teemed with hors d’oeuvres, but no one in the room seemed to be eating.

I eyed the table of food from afar. No one on Austin’s staff wanted to insult me by explaining protocol, but on nights like this it would have been nice if Olivia Larson, Austin’s campaign manager, handed me a brief list of the dos and don’ts. The most pressing question being, was the candidate’s fiancée allowed to eat the stuffed mushrooms and crab wontons? Or was she simply to stand and smile?

It seemed such a waste to leave all that food on the table, especially when I’d had no time for either lunch or dinner. My tight dress wouldn’t allow me to do anything except nibble, but it wouldn’t pay for me to pass out during the function either.

Austin’s parents were at the front of the room, and as I inched toward the buffet, Mrs. Vale eyed me from afar. With her slow nod of greeting, I knew she was scrutinizing my appearance as well, from my heels up to my hair. Like I was a package for display.

Perhaps I should have worn a bow.

Austin stood near his mother, hemmed in by admirers. With his wavy black hair parted on the side, his tuxedo a perfect fit, he breathed confidence. I admired him for a moment, like the hordes of women who gawked whenever we went out. Then I stepped closer.

His familiar laughter sounded genuine, his gaze focused on the man he spoke with, like his colleague was the only person who mattered in the world. The older constituents liked to compare his charisma and his appearance to JFK’s. The younger ones said he looked more like Patrick Dempsey. Personally I thought he was even more handsome than either man.

When Austin’s gaze met mine, he greeted me with his smile, his gaze admiring my dress. After clapping the shoulder of his friend, he turned and kissed me on the cheek. “You look amazing.”

I smiled back. “Thank you.”

“I was worried.”

“I’m sorry.” I reached for his hand, lacing my fingers through his. “Last day of school, you know.”

“I thought your day ended at three.”

“Tommy Dawson stayed after. He—”

Austin’s attention wandered over my shoulder. Fifteen seconds into the conversation, and I’d already lost him. He let go of my hand, stepping around me to greet one of the trustees from the University of Richmond. Sighing, I inched back toward the banquet table. Sometimes it seemed as if I was the only person who couldn’t hold his attention.

But it was only a season. After the wedding, we’d have a whole week together, not a constituent in sight. And then a lifetime of nights to ourselves.

I reached for a plate on the table.

“Chloe!” Olivia, the thirtysomething woman whom Austin had hired to be his campaign manager, was barreling down on me. Olivia was an organizational wizard, but unlike Austin, she had little concern for her appearance. Her glasses had crept an inch or two down her nose, and the hair she’d tied back was falling out in frizzy chunks. It was as if she singlehandedly severed every ounce of stress that might infect Austin before it festered.

Olivia retrieved the plate from my hands and returned it to the stack. Then she reached for my wrist and tugged me toward the side of the room. “I’ve been looking for you.”

“I was with Austin,” I said as if I’d been hanging out for an hour.

“The program starts in twelve minutes,” she rattled on. “Dr. Everett is going to speak about the future of the party for ten minutes, and then he’ll introduce Austin. Austin will introduce you.”

“I know.” I shook my arm to free it from her grasp. “You emailed me the schedule.”

“When Austin says your name, I want you to smile and give an elegant wave to the cameras on your left.” Olivia attempted to demonstrate a wave that wasn’t the least bit elegant.

“Like this.” I showed off my well-rehearsed smile and wave.

“Exactly.” Olivia glanced down at her tablet. “Austin will speak for a half hour and then the orchestra will start playing. You’ll move up front for a dance with the candidate.”

“Who is also my fiancé.”

“Right.” She tapped her tablet.

Of course I was right. Why did I feel like I had to convince Olivia—and Austin’s family, for that matter—that I was more than a campaign volunteer? Austin was the one who’d pursued me. He was the one who’d proposed.

Olivia’s phone buzzed and when she twirled on her heel, I leaned back against the column. Perhaps my “pretty package” analogy was all wrong. On nights like tonight, I was simply a prop. The room quieted when Dr. Everett took the stage. He leaned toward the microphone to introduce Austin, but before he spoke, the music from Les Misérables echoed across the room. Swearing under my breath, I dove into my beaded bag, muted my cell.

The doctor made a joke about the interruption, and my cheeks warmed as the people standing nearby chuckled. Hopefully Austin wouldn’t find out whose phone disrupted his event. He wouldn’t find it nearly as funny as my neighbors.

The ringing stopped, but the phone continued to vibrate in my hand. I glanced down at a text from my mom.

CALL ME! ASAP

The capital letters screamed back at me, and my heart began to race. What if something had happened to my grandmother?

With apologies to those around me, I ducked my head and carefully backed out of the crowd, grateful my new heels held steady as I exited through the arched doorway behind me. I would be back inside the ballroom in five minutes for my obligatory wave.

In the hallway, I called my mom back. She answered on the first ring.

“Is Mémé okay?” I demanded.

“As far as I know, she’s fine.”

“And Dad?”

“Chloe wants to know if you’re okay,” she called out. There was a muffled response in the background before she spoke to me again. “Your dad says everything is fine.”

I took a deep breath, my heart slowing back to a normal pace.

“Where are you?” my mom asked.

“At the fund-raiser downtown. I have to get back inside—Austin’s about to introduce me.” I leaned back against a wall. “I thought it was an emergency.”

“It is an emergency,” she replied. “Is your passport up-to-date?”

“My passport?” I replied, agitated. Clearly we had different definitions of emergency. “My passport is not a matter of urgency.”

“But is it current?”

“Yes.” Just last summer, right before I met Austin, my best friend, Marissa, and I had kayaked through Costa Rica. But Mom and I would have to discuss my passport situation later. It wouldn’t be long before Austin took the stage. “I have to go—”

The following sigh would have impressed all twenty-seven of my third graders. “Between school and the campaign, it’s never a good time to talk with you.”

“I’ll have more time starting Monday.”

“Oh, good.” Mom paused. “Because your dad and I need you to do something next week.”

I drummed my fingers against my dress. “What exactly do you need me to do?”

“We need you . . .” She hesitated. “Well, we need you to go to France.”

“France?” The word came out as a shout. I stepped farther back into the hallway. My father was from France, and I’d spent two summers after college touring Paris and southern France. I loved everything about the country, but I couldn’t go back now, nine weeks before my wedding.

My mom talked faster now. “Have you heard of Riley Holtz?”

“The name sounds familiar—”

“He’s won all sorts of awards for his documentaries about historical events and he wants to film part of his new documentary at the château.”

I switched the phone to my left ear, confused. The Château d’Epines was my grandmother’s childhood home in Normandy, a grand fortress of beauty and legend that had captivated me since I was a girl. I’d only been there once, when I was eight years old. My grandmother wanted to honor her brother, Michel, with a tombstone in the family’s cemetery, by the old chapel. My parents wanted to go with her, but for some reason, Grandpa hadn’t been able to travel with us.

My family had spent an hour with a priest at a chapel, honoring Michel’s life, and then we’d left without going inside the château. Philippe—my third cousin, multiple times removed—lived there with his wife and son. I remembered Dad saying he wished someone would remove Philippe from our family altogether.

But Philippe was gone now and so were the three wives he’d accumulated over the years. His son, Stéphane, had lived at the château until his father’s death. After he moved to Paris, Stéphane sent regular letters to my grandmother, asking if he could return to the Château d’Epines.

My dad hadn’t wanted to visit his childhood home since that trip years ago.

I tightened the grip on my phone, trying to focus. I only had two minutes, maybe less, before Austin took the stage. “What does the documentary have to do with the château?”

“Mr. Holtz wants to hear the stories from World War II.”

I leaned back against the walls, which were striped with a muddy yellow and white. I knew plenty of stories about the château but very little from the years during the war. “I wish Mémé could tell him.”

“Me too.”

It was too late to ask her now. Even though her body was plenty strong, her mind had failed. “Why can’t Stéphane handle it?” I asked. “Or the caretakers Dad hired?”

My mom cleared her throat. “Your dad doesn’t want Stéphane back on the property, and this gentleman wants to talk to someone in the family.”

“Then Dad should go—”

“He has to be in DC on Tuesday.”

“This Tuesday?” My retort came out as more of a squeak.

“We thought you would be perfect—”

“I have nine weeks to plan a wedding!”

“The planning will be here when you return.”

My mind whirled. Going back to the château was a dream of mine, but the timing was terrible. Austin would be frustrated if I even entertained the idea of leaving the country, and I couldn’t blame him. The next weeks were pivotal to the campaign.

“I would go in a heartbeat if I could, Mom, but there’s so much to do—”

“Your dad really wants you to do this,” she whispered.

“But why now—” Austin’s voice thundered over the speakers, and I rushed out of the hallway. “I really have to go, Mom. Austin’s about to introduce me.”

Slipping my phone back into my bag, I hurried back toward the ballroom, but as I neared the door, one of my stilettos rebelled and my ankle teetered. My hands flailed until I caught myself on a railing, and with my ankle throbbing, I reached down and freed my foot from the straps.

The audience laughed at Austin’s opening joke, and for the first time, I hoped he would forget he was engaged.

Unfortunately, he didn’t.

“It’s an honor to introduce my lovely fiancée to all of you,” he said. And then I heard him say my name. “Chloe Sauver.”

Applause swept out the doors, into the hall. If I stumbled into the ballroom now, flustered and limping on one shoe, I would only create a spectacle, and there was nothing Austin hated more than attention being diverted from the campaign. Better for the audience to think—

Well, I wasn’t sure what they would think, but they hadn’t come to the gala to see me anyway. Austin would continue on just fine without me, and I would apologize to him after everyone was gone.

I leaned my head back against the wall. My parents’ request had rattled me.

How could they ask me to visit France next week? They knew I loved France—that I’d dreamed about exploring the Château d’Epines—but life had collided with my dreams.

If I couldn’t talk my parents out of this plan, Austin would do it with his perfect mix of charm and reason, explaining perfectly well why someone else would have to entertain this filmmaker in Normandy.
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Gisèle woke with a jolt, sunlight stealing through the dormer window in André and Nadine’s guest room. The room was quiet, but instead of celebrating the silence, it terrified her. Where were the German bombers? And where were Papa, Philippe, and Michel?

Her arms and legs were bruised, and last night Nadine had helped her bandage her bloodied knees. Then her friend had loaned her a pink nightgown to wear to bed. On a chair near the window, Nadine had draped a fresh blouse and skirt for her to borrow.

Gisèle closed her eyes again.

If only she could be more like her mother—the former Lady Serena Eckley. The Vicomtesse Duchant after she married Papa. Her mother would have faced the Germans with courage and strength like she had in the previous war, but right now, Gisèle felt nothing but fear.

Forcing herself to rise, she smoothed her hair and stepped across the creaky floor to dress in her friend’s clothes. They were a size smaller than what Gisèle wore but a much better alternative than the smoky, torn clothing she’d arrived in last night.

Her forehead against the windowpane, she scanned the tips of the trees for Nazi planes, but only puffs of cumulus clouds hung overhead. As if the heart of France hadn’t changed overnight.

Had the Germans already taken Saint-Lô? The Batiers’ property stretched into the trees, all the way down to the river, and collided with her family’s property line. Most of the townspeople avoided this patch near the river due to the dozens of beehives along the path, some of them built centuries ago. Neither André nor Nadine tried to persuade them otherwise. The previous owner of their home had been an avid beekeeper, but André and Nadine had never officially kept bees. Even without the Batiers’ assistance, the insects continued to flourish between the hawthorns.

André and Nadine had bought the house three years ago, days after André accepted a position as a teacher at the secondary school in Saint-Lô. The house had been a disaster with its crooked shutters and crumbling fireplace and unpainted wooden walls. Apparently the previous owner had been more enamored of beekeeping than housekeeping.

Michel helped André repair the fireplace, and in the following months, before Nadine’s parents moved down to Grenoble, Gisèle assisted Nadine and her mother in painting the exterior a creamy yellow color, straightening the shutters, and planting a garden. There were few places more beautiful now than the Batiers’ backyard in springtime, but she couldn’t linger here.

In the clarity of morning, she knew what she had to do. She would sneak back to the château and tell Michel all that had happened. Then she would meet Philippe and leave with him and Papa—if Papa still remained.

Michel had enough food and apple brandy to last at least three days. Her brother didn’t want to leave, but she would convince him to go to Switzerland as well. Perhaps they could meet on the other side of the border. Or perhaps the British would come to their country’s rescue and they could return home.

Her door inched open, and she turned to see her dear friend standing in the doorway.

“I didn’t want to wake you,” Nadine said. “But it’s almost ten.”

She glanced back out the window. “Do you have any news?”

“I’m afraid not much of consequence.” She looked out the window. “The aeroplanes haven’t returned this morning.”

Gisèle pressed her fingers against the glass. “I suppose that is the best of news right now.”

“Come eat.” Nadine was small in stature, but André had nicknamed his wife “Flambée.” Not because of her temper—Gisèle had never seen her friend angry—but because she was passionate about her garden, her home, her family. Her charcoal hair was coiled at her neck, and her olive skin was flawless. Years ago, she’d been confirmed in the Catholic Church, the faith of her community, but it would have been impossible to hide the Jewish heritage in her features.

The three of them had stayed up past four, until the skies grew quiet, listening to the BBC on the wireless even though there was little news reported during the night.

André and Nadine decided not to run—they had no automobile and knew they wouldn’t get far on their bicycles. Besides, André said, Nadine’s family was in southern France and his family had moved to Morocco. There was no place for them to go. So they hunkered down in their cottage to see what would happen next.

Gisèle followed Nadine down into the living room. Nadine paused, lifting the corner of the curtain as if she were checking for the Germans before she turned toward Gisèle. “I’m afraid of what they will do if they stay here.”

For a moment, Gisèle flashed back to her years in primary school, before Nadine and her family emigrated from Austria. Even though she preferred riding her bicycle up the long path like the other children, her father insisted that their chauffeur drive her to school. Most of the kids in her class shunned her, refusing to play with the “queen from the castle.” She wasn’t a queen and never thought of herself as nobility in those years. She viewed herself as a Norman girl who happened to live in a big house. A lonely Norman girl who had only her family and her father’s horses for company.

Then Nadine arrived in Saint-Lô when they were both eight, and they became instant friends. They’d eaten lunch together every day, jumped rope on the playground, and stayed up late giggling on the rare occasions when Gisèle’s parents allowed a slumber party in the château. When Gisèle lost her mother, Nadine cried with her until no more tears would come, and even now, ten years later, Nadine sometimes mourned Gisèle’s loss. But her mother wouldn’t want them to grieve right now. She would want them to stand up to their enemy.

But how could they fight the Germans on their own?

Nadine rolled her hands over her belly and for the first time, Gisèle noticed the slightest bulge in her friend’s abdomen. She met the eyes of her friend and saw the anxiety in them. “Nadine?”

She nodded toward the closed door of the office, the buzz of the wireless seeping out to the living room. “André doesn’t know yet.”

“Why not?”

“At first . . .” She swallowed. “At first, I wanted to be certain, and then when I confirmed it, I was scared. It’s a terrible time to bring a baby into the world.”

Gisèle thought of the joy a child would bring to all of them. “The baby won’t know it’s a terrible time.” Just like she hadn’t known there was a war when she was born. Until her mother died, she only remembered peace and happiness in her home.

“I pray the fighting will be done before she’s born,” Nadine said, the strength of her desire pressing through her words.

“How do you know it’s a she?”

A gentle smile lit Nadine’s face. “Just a hunch.”

From the next room, she heard the crackle of a voice. Nadine nodded toward the office door. “André’s been glued to the wireless all morning.”

“Perhaps there is new information.”

Nadine pointed toward the door. “You go listen with him. I’ll bring lunch.”

Gisèle knocked on the door, and André told her to come in. Nadine’s husband sat on a padded footstool, his head almost resting on the small speaker of the wireless. His light brown hair was messy, and his wire-rimmed glasses crept down his nose.

The announcer said the French people were fleeing south by the thousands, the French army running alongside them. The French people had been assured that their army was strong enough to resist a German attack, yet everything was crumbling.

As the news broadcast ended, Nadine set a tray with small sandwiches on the desk along with a pot of coffee. “It is too late for us to fight.”

André shook his head. “It is never too late. The people in France won’t let the Germans stay here.”

Nadine collapsed onto a chair. “But what do we do now?”

“We may not be able to fight them with weapons.” André reached for his wife’s hand, and with his other hand, he pounded his chest. “But we can fight them with our hearts.”

Nadine shook her head. “The Germans care nothing about hearts.”

“It doesn’t matter if they care,” André insisted. “It matters that we care about our country. About our fellow man.”

Gisèle poured a cup of coffee and took a sip. “Sometimes, I fear, our hearts can steer us wrong.”

“We will fight for the good in France,” André said. “No matter what happens, we will know we did the right thing.”

His words resonated with her. No matter what happened, she needed to fight for what was good as well.

They listened to the BBC, eating their chicken salad sandwiches, but it was the same news. France was still running, reeling, from the German blitzkrieg. And then there was news from London about Winston Churchill, the new prime minister in Britain.

She didn’t want to know what was happening in England. She wanted to know what was happening right here, on the streets of Saint-Lo. And at the château.

When the announcer finished, Gisèle stood.

“Please stay with us,” Nadine begged her.

“Philippe will be waiting for me,” she said as they walked toward the front door. “And I must check on my father.”

“Surely the Germans will be gone soon,” Nadine said before Gisèle kissed both of her friend’s cheeks.

Gisèle tried to smile as she whispered, “Long before your baby is born.”

“I pray so.”

“What will you name her?”

Fear flickered in Nadine’s eyes before she returned Gisèle’s smile. “It depends on André, of course, but if it’s a girl, I want to name her Louise, after his mother.”

Perhaps by the time Louise was born, the world would be righted again. “It’s a beautiful name.”

“With that name . . .” Pride flashed in her eyes. “No one will ever question whether or not my daughter is a Frenchwoman.”



— CHAPTER 6 —


Leaning my head back against the wall, I sank onto the floor of the ballroom and surveyed the damage. A half hour ago, Austin’s supporters began trickling out, leaving behind a room littered with plates, napkins, and fancy toothpicks pierced into remnants of food.

At least someone had eaten tonight.

I tossed my sandal toward a chair but nailed a plastic cup on the floor instead. Red wine streamed onto the flecked carpet, and I watched, mesmerized, as the river grew hairline passages of fingers and toes. I should have run for paper towels, mopped up the mess before it stained, but it was half past two in the morning. Somewhere back around one, my energy had begun spilling out like the wine. Now there wasn’t a single ounce left in me.

Closing my eyes, I breathed in the blessed silence. My hunger pangs had been numbed, the need for sleep replacing my need for food. Olivia drummed up a chai latte for me around midnight, but the effects had been minimal. No amount of caffeine could replace the benefits of a decent pillow.

The door creaked open on the other side of the room, and in the dim light, I watched Austin moving toward me. I’d botched up his introduction, but I made it for the first dance of the night. Barefoot. He hadn’t said a word about either faux pas. Instead he smiled and I smiled, and for about three minutes, in the magic of the music and the lights, I had his attention.

“Dr. Everett was the last one to leave.” Austin turned a chair around to sit beside me. “You think it was a success?”

Somehow his tux had managed to stay wrinkle-free for the entire event and his wavy black hair remained set perfectly in place.

“It was a blockbuster of a night,” I said, coaxing my fingers through the stiff spray in my hair. “These people adore you.”

He took a long sip from his bottled water. “I tried to introduce you, but you seemed to have disappeared.”

A headache clustered over my eyes, and I pressed my middle fingers against my eyebrows. “I’m sorry.”

The pout in his smile reminded me more of a kid like Tommy Dawson than of a confident candidate or movie star. “Better to ditch me here than at the altar.”

“I didn’t ditch you.” I pressed harder on my brows, as if I could massage the pain away. “My mom texted and said she needed to speak with me. I thought it was urgent.”

“Everything is urgent for your mom.” He set his water bottle beside the chair and reached for my left hand, tugging it away from my face. Then he entwined my fingers through his. “What was it this time?”

“Something about a filmmaker shooting a documentary in France. Mom wants me to meet him at the château.”

He leaned forward a few inches. “When does she want you to go?”

“Tuesday,” I said, “but don’t worry. I told her I couldn’t do it.”

He eyed me for a moment before speaking again. “Is this a documentary about World War II?”

At my nod, he leaned closer, his eyes intent on mine. “When will it air?”
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