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      Somewhere over France

      The pilot had been trained to fly his RAF Whitley over enemy territory at night, memorizing the bends of the French coastline, the railways, and the location of the villages, while trying to avoid German emplacements. He was prepared for almost everything that night except for a change in the weather. Thick clouds blanketed the moon, dangerously concealing the cliffs along the shore and threatening not only the crew’s lives but the fifty special agents he was ordered to drop over Belgium.

      It didn’t take long before the pilot had flown off course, lost above enemy territory with only a vague idea of where they were when anti-aircraft fire popped against the fuselage. Tink, tink, tink, tink…

      As the pilot struggled to keep his crew alive and the aircraft steady in the air, he got annoyed with himself for even flying at all. Why was he taking such risks for pigeons?

      Pigeons indeed.

      He’d had quite the discussion with his supervisor about the birds before he’d taken off from the airfield at Newmarket. Nobody at the Air Ministry thought messenger pigeons would win the war. Nobody. He’d heard the few pigeons that survived previous missions had flown back with hand-drawn cartoons and personal messages to family, but no hard, usable intelligence. Definitely not information that was worth his life or his crew’s, he’d decided.

      He shouted to one of the crewmen in the back. “Dump the cargo!”

      “But we don’t know where we are, sir!” he answered.

      “We’re turning around,” the pilot said, hands white as chalk gripping the yoke, “and I’m not taking those birds back up again! Dump the bloody things!” A barrage of enemy bullets punched holes in the wing. “Now!” he barked.

      The crewman pushed the pigeons out of the plane as the enemy fired—all fifty of them, individually packaged in tiny bird boxes with parachutes like agents of war.

      “Rest in peace, you poor little buggers,” he said as they spiraled toward their doom.
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      Every step I took down the rickety old stairs sounded like knuckles cracking in the silence of the night. I winced, wondering if my neighbors could hear across the road, but it was freezing and the warmest shawl I had was downstairs. I tried to walk a little softer, squeezing behind my piano and pulling the shawl by the collar from the back of the chair.

      I often wished for an electric heater on these cold coastal nights, but we couldn’t afford electricity for heat every night, especially in April.

      I slipped the shawl over my shoulders, trying to remember when I’d bought it new—that corner shop in Paris on Boul’Mich. I felt a small thread of comfort remembering the life that once was, running my hands up and down my arms for warmth and feeling the cottony yarn when the front door snapped open and closed.

      My eyes sprung open. Outside air breezed over the black lumps of furniture, prickling my cheeks. My heart sped up, hearing the soft pad of footsteps move across the shadowy parquet floor and down the old cellar stairs.

      My sister Simone was asleep upstairs, and Martine would never be so delicate—she didn’t know how to tiptoe—and that’s what scared me. We’d had intruders before; bad French who knew there wasn’t a man in the house must have come back to steal whatever jewels the Germans had yet to take.

      That’s what everyone called the collaborators—bad French. The good French kept to themselves and would never do business with a German.

      I lit a candle, walking the few steps through the main salon to the cellar.

      A crash under the floor shook me with a gasp—glass and falling crates. I followed the noise with my eyes, knowing whoever it was had walked the length of the house to the coal chute before stomping back over to the stairs, making their way up. Thump, thump, thump…

      I set the candle down, reaching for Martine’s beloved porcelain vase, the only thing big enough to crack a skull. She’d be angry when she found out that’s what I used, and as I lifted the vase, I regretted not having enough time to search for something else.

      Six steps left—five, four, three, two…

      I grunted, flinging my arms over my head to get enough momentum as Martine threw open the cellar door, screaming at the sight of me. “Ack!” She covered her head with her arms. “What are you doing?”

      I collapsed against the wall, nearly dropping the vase. “Me?” I asked. “What are you doing? I thought you were an intruder.”

      “I asked you first.” Martine watched me struggle against the wall, trying to breathe after the scare, before noticing what was in my hands. “And my vase?” She took it gingerly from my fingers to carefully set it back on the side table. “Gaby, how could you?”

      “I’m sorry. It was the only thing—” I stood straight, noticing her dirty fingernails in a flick of light, and a smear of dirt on her cheek. “What are you up to?” I glanced once at the cellar door, then back to Martine. “What’s down there?”

      “No, don’t!” she said when I reached for the doorknob, and if there was one thing I knew about my little sister, it was that when she asked me not to do something, it usually meant she was hiding something.

      “What are you up to?”

      She crossed her arms. “Nothing.”

      “Something,” I said, reaching for the doorknob again, but she threw her back up against the door. “You’ve been at the cliffs again, haven’t you?”

      She chewed her thumbnail.

      “Are you hiding a boy?” My eyes narrowed, and she shook her head, but I didn’t believe her, not with how vigorously she was chewing on that thumbnail. “You know what the penalty is for keeping a boy from the factories?”

      “It’s not that.” She pulled her thumb from her teeth. “And nobody saw me,” she added, making my stomach swirl like a pot of cold soup. She had done something, and I was immediately reminded of when we’d fled from Paris and why. I covered my mouth. “Don’t do that, Gaby. Don’t make that face.”

      A lorry rumbled down our road, and we both turned toward the front door. In the dark, in the night, in occupied France, we’d been trained to know the difference between a lost lorry and a German one on a mission. The engine glugged instead of hummed, and the speed was recklessly fast followed by a lurching stop. Doors opened and closed and mounting footsteps walked the pavement in heavy boots.

      “Two,” she breathed, and I shushed her. “Three…”

      “Four,” I said, before pulling back the curtains. “They’re speaking with Antoinette.” I saw shadows and our neighbor holding a candle as she stepped out into the night, lighting up her face and her fast-moving lips. After a brief conversation with her shaking her head, she pointed an accusing finger at our home. I gasped, turning around, the curtains fluttering closed behind me. “She’s sending them here.”

      Martine squinted. “That woman. I swear she—”

      “Martine!” I said, my heart racing with the sound of their jackboots headed to my front door. “What did you do? Tell me.” But she refused to answer, and instead chewed her thumbnail again and watched the door.

      Knock! Knock!

      “You’re the best at talking to them, Gaby,” she said, and I glared. “Just don’t let them go into the cellar.”

      “I might never forgive you for this.”

      “You will,” she said. “One day.” She dusted the traces of dirt away from her face with hurried swipes. “Go on. Answer it.”

      I closed my eyes briefly, gripping the doorknob. “Coming,” I said a moment before answering the door.

      Three Germans in double-breasted coats and pointy hats stood before me, and while I wondered how I could have gotten the number wrong—four when there were only three—the last German appeared from behind. The others parted, making way for him, and I understood that meant he was in charge.

      “Gabriella Cotillard?” he asked, and I shivered, hearing my full name read aloud by a German.

      “Yes.” I examined his strange uniform. They weren’t SS, soldiers, or the police, and that was even more troubling. “Who are you?” I rewrapped my shawl, standing in the chilly open doorway with the faint flick of candlelight dancing over his shiny buttons.

      “Pardon us this evening,” he said in French, but I knew not to trust him despite his politeness, his smile, and the smooth way he spoke our language. I wouldn’t dare tell him I understood German. “However, we believe you have something that belongs to us.”

      “We have nothing that belongs to you,” I said.

      “Yes, of course.” He motioned with his head for the others to walk in and they pushed past us both, forcing me and Martine to stand flush against the wall.

      “We did nothing wrong!” Martine piped. “What gives you the right—”

      “Martine,” I said to quiet her, and she pressed her lips together.

      “Excuse my sister’s outburst,” I said, trying to sound civil amidst the wailing alarms going off inside of me, a warning of what I already knew: the enemy was in our home. I felt my chest.

      “Turn the lights on,” he said.

      “But it’s almost ten,” I said. “We’ll get fined.”

      “Turn them on,” he said, motioning with a curl of his fingers.

      I flipped the light switch, and Martine and I instantly covered our eyes from the brightness of the salon lit up in yellow, not accustomed to using electric light at night. “I have a right to know why you’re here, do I not?” I asked, squinting, as the others looked behind chairs and opened my kitchen cupboards. “If my neighbor sent you, told you something, I’ll have you know she’s known to make false claims.”

      “Is that right?” he asked.

      “It is right,” I said.

      “Your documents,” he said, holding his hand out.

      I heard the Germans circling my piano while my back was turned, the clunk of their boots against my floor feeling like hands grabbing at my limbs. I pulled our documents from our handbags.

      “Who plays the piano?” He’d given back Martine’s documents after a quick glance but was now examining mine, tilting my photo in the light. “Is it you?” His eyes flicked up when I didn’t answer. “The piano?”

      “I don’t play anymore.”

      “And you two are sisters?” he questioned, studying the stark difference between me and Martine, her light hair on a petite frame, cut bluntly near her shoulders, compared to mine, which was brown and wavy and pulled delicately back with a few silver clips—we couldn’t look more different. Aunt Blanche said we might have different fathers, but our mother died of fever when we were children and we had nobody else to ask.

      “Yes, we are sisters,” I said, and he finally handed me my documents.

      The Germans sat down at my piano, opening the lid and plunking a few keys. My neck turned warm—forced to watch and forced to listen. They had no idea what kind of instrument they were dealing with. It was the piano I learned on with my aunt as my teacher, right up to the day I was accepted into the Paris Conservatory.

      “God, enough! You’re awful,” he said to his men, and the brief wave of relief I felt as they abandoned the piano was replaced by utter panic when they became interested in the cellar door.

      Martine batted my hand to act, to say something. We’d fashioned it to look like a closet, complete with a wardrobe of hanging jackets. They’d only know about the stairs behind if they crawled through the jackets.

      “Well!” I said, throwing my hands up in the air before swinging open the door. “Want to see our closet, too?” I asked, pointing a finger inside. “Better yet, want to buy a jacket?” I motioned to the old jackets we had hanging on the dowel. “We run a seamstress shop in the village and use the extra fabric for altering clothes because of the rations.”

      Martine smiled, chest puffed from a sudden intake of air, knowing I had outwitted them by opening the door first as the officer scanned the empty top shelf and the space below the jackets. Nothing to see but the floorboards.

      “Seamstress shop? Is it near the harbor?” He had a questioning look on his face, probably trying to place us among the black ribbon shops. “And you have a ribbon?”

      “No,” I said, yet he seemed unaffected by this and motioned for his men to leave. A black ribbon was the unofficial sign that a shop welcomed, if not catered specifically, to the Germans.

      I followed him out, but he stopped to touch the wall that separated the main salon from my aunt’s private apartment. He gave it a press, testing the wall’s strength.

      “Odd to have a division here, isn’t it?” His eyes skirted over the wall.

      “I… Ah…” I straightened, trying to recapture the upper hand I had seconds ago when they were on their way out, but it slipped effortlessly away. If he’d gone around the back, he’d see the apartment had its own entrance too, but I wasn’t about to admit the truth—that our home had been completely split in two from when it was a boarding school, and my aunt had been dead for six months. Vacant apartments were supposed to be declared. It was a wonder Antoinette had never found out. She’d reported on us for just about everything except the truth.

      “And you are the only two who live here?” he asked, looking at me over his shoulder. “In this large home? Detached, too, when there are so many row houses on this street.”

      Simone burst through the front door before I could reply, startling me more than anyone else because I thought she was asleep upstairs. My mouth gaped open when I saw her dancing shoes, and I moved to block her from the Germans, keep their eyes on her face and not those shoes peeking out from under her long coat. She tucked a blonde curl behind her ear.

      “Another sister?” the officer asked, and I nodded, waiting for him to question us further about the private apartment, but instead he motioned for his men to leave for good this time.

      “Now, I believe you wanted to know who we were?” He patted his pockets from his breast to his trousers, pulling out a simple white card with his name on it. “Commandant Streicher. German Abwehr.”

      “Abwehr?” I took the card with a furrowed brow. I’d never heard of the Abwehr before. “Who—”

      “We hunt spies.” He took one glancing look at my sisters standing behind me before walking out the door and into the dead of night.

      “Spies?” I turned off the lights and shut the door. “At our house?”

      Martine paced the foyer with the candlelight flickering over her shirt and women’s trousers. “The nerve of that woman next door. One day she’ll get what’s coming to her.” She pointed in the air. “One day!”

      “Who’s in the cellar, Martine?” I asked, which drew a gasp from Simone.

      “Someone’s in the cellar?”

      Martine stopped pacing. “It’s not a who,” she said. “It’s a what.”

      I stepped toward her. “What do you mean?” Another scheme, I thought. Another one of her ridiculous plans that would never get off the ground, ending with one of us getting caught. In Paris, she had an idea to stuff rags into the Reich’s tailpipes, and when that didn’t work, she’d hatched a bad plan to poison their gin at the brasseries. “Why do I have a feeling this is another one of your dangerous ideas?”

      It was true, we were already breaking the law by keeping our aunt’s death a secret, but it was necessary in order to give Mme. Leroux our aunt’s ration coupons for her sick boy. At most, I thought we’d pay a fine when they found out, which was what I told my sisters and what made them agree; it was definitely not a crime that should warrant a search by Germans looking for spies.

      Martine paced again, and Simone and I reached for the doorknob at the same time—whatever she had down there was going to cost us more than a fine.

      “Don’t,” Martine said, blocking us. “Let me tell you the story first.” Martine swiped her fringe back, and Simone and I gave up the door to listen. “I was at the sea cliffs.”

      “So, you were at the cliffs,” I said. “Nothing good has ever happened at those cliffs, and we’ve talked about the danger. The German patrols, the bunkers… the… the…”

      “Let me finish!” Martine closed her eyes briefly. “I was at the sea cliffs, as I said, and there’s a cave there, you know the one. It’s where I—” She coughed into her fist.

      “You met a boy there, didn’t you?” Simone asked, and Martine stomped her foot.

      “Can I finish, please? Would you rather we talk about your shoes and where you’ve been?”

      Simone shook her head. Dancing was forbidden—only the résistants and the communists didn’t seem to care—and she’d have to explain herself, but now was not the time.

      “I thought so.” Martine pushed her sleeves up. “As I said twice already, I was at the sea cliffs, minding my own business, and I heard this plane. It was flying low and I knew it wasn’t a German plane because I know these things.” I rolled my eyes because Martine thought she knew everything. “It flew off, and the next thing I heard was this popping noise—puh, puh, puh.”

      “What was it?” I asked.

      Martine threw a finger at Antoinette’s house. “She sent those Germans here. They didn’t come because they saw me. I believe it. And we can do something with this. Something extraordinary. Something…” She took a deep breath through her nose before opening the cellar door. “Stay here.” She pushed the jackets aside and disappeared into the cellar.

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “If she’s brought a boy back here destined for a factory, I’ll… I’ll…” I let out a heavy breath and Simone reached for me.

      “She wouldn’t,” she said, delicately, then our eyes met.

      “She would,” we both said, and we peered through the open door, and down into the cellar where it was pitch black.

      Martine came back up with her hands behind her back.

      “Now,” Martine said. “Don’t scream.” She moved her hands out, showing us a plump little bird in her palms.

      I blinked once.

      “Well?” Martine pushed him at us, and his wings flapped wildly, scaring us both into screams too loud for the night.

      “Shh!” Martine rasped. “What’s wrong with you two? It’s a bird. He’s nice. Here, pet him.” She pushed him at us again, and Simone leaned in.

      “I didn’t expect a bird.” Simone stroked the bird’s head after some coaxing from Martine, sliding her hand down the back of his smooth neck. “I bet his skin will crisp right up like a chicken’s.”

      “No!” Martine said, pulling the bird away, and a poof of feathers floated up between us. “We’re not frying him!”

      “We can stew him,” Simone said, which made my mouth water. “I have a bottle of wine under my bed, and there’s just enough left to add to his juices and make a nice brown sauce.” She clutched at her stomach over her coat.

      “Mmm…” we both said, and Martine looked horrified, face stretching.

      “He’s not to eat,” Martine said. “This is the spy the Germans were looking for.”

      I scoffed. “The pigeon’s the spy?”

      She nodded incessantly. “You’ve heard the stories. The secret pigeons from Britain.”

      “Those stories aren’t real,” I said. “They’re made up.”

      “This is a messenger pigeon,” she said. “He came in a box with a parachute, all very English in how he was packaged, including instructions for care.”

      “A parachute?” I laughed and Martine’s face turned the color of a tomato with the candlelight flickering on her cheeks. She marched back downstairs into the dark with the bird. “Wait! Martine,” I said, but she’d already stuffed the bird back into the coal chute where she’d evidently made him a nest and was pounding her way back up.

      “You didn’t have to laugh,” Martine said. “I wasn’t even going to show you until tomorrow. That… That…”—she flicked her chin toward Antoinette’s house—“miserable neighbor of ours ruined it.” She let out an angry huff, then looked us up and down, waiting for us to say something. “Well, are we going to do it?”

      “Do what?” we both asked.

      She couldn’t be thinking what I thought she was thinking, but then again this was Martine.

      “Spy on the Germans of course,” she said.

      “Keep your voice down!” I tossed up the curtains, making sure our neighbors were in their homes. Everything appeared to be normal. “Do you want to get us arrested?”

      “Fate brought this pigeon to us,” Martine said. “It’s a way to get back at the Germans. A way to help!”

      “You’re mad, Martine. Fate—a way to get back,” I said. “A way to get killed, you mean.”

      “This isn’t like my other ideas,” Martine said. “Besides, I know we can outsmart them.”

      “Outsmart the Reich?” I said, not sure if I should laugh or cry. “Listen to yourself.”

      “Gaby!” Her mouth hung open for a moment. “You opened the cellar door and they couldn’t see the stairs beyond the jackets. They’re like turkeys in the rain.”

      I shook my head.

      “You always think my schemes are impractical, that they’d never work,” Martine said. “I’ll admit that stuffing rags into their tailpipes wasn’t thought out, but this pigeon has physically flown into our lives—sent from the British—it must work!”

      I folded my arms. “But it’s so risky.” I knew Martine needed this. She craved revenge daily, and I’d always been able to talk her out of it, pointing out that her schemes were sure to fail against the Germans and their resources. “I need some time to think before I can agree.”

      “Well, what does Simone think?” Martine asked and Simone’s eyes shifted to mine.

      “I’d rather eat him,” she said, but when Martine pressed her lips, Simone quickly added, “but it depends on what Gaby decides.”

      Martine slapped her thighs with frustration but she’d have to wait for my decision. It had been our pact since we fled Paris. All three or none.

      There was a knock on our door, and we peeped through the curtains to see Antoinette.

      “What’s she doing here?” I whispered, though I shouldn’t have been surprised, not after she’d sent the Abwehr to our doorstep. She’d want to know about their visit—figure out what new fact she could exploit—and she still had a few minutes to do it before curfew.

      “Don’t answer it,” Martine hissed, but how could I not? She knew we were home, and it would look suspicious if I didn’t.

      “I have to,” I said, and Martine huffed.

      Antoinette turned Martine in to the police once, saying she was a man dressed as a woman since she liked to wear trousers. Only the police didn’t believe Martine’s documents, and she was forced to prove she was a female in some other way. She never told us how, and she never forgave Antoinette.

      “Be civil,” I said, as if she would be.

      I patted my hair back, tucking in all the strays, before answering the door. “Hallo, Antoinette,” I said. “Is there something wrong? It’s late.” I had smiled, but purposely changed my face to look more concerned as she shivered in her blue housecoat on my doorstep.

      “I thought I’d check on you.” She stood on her tiptoes to look over my shoulder, trying to get a good look inside, scrunching her nose. “I worry about you girls.”

      “We’re ladies to you,” Martine shouted from behind me, and Antoinette’s feet fell flat. “Go home, Marie Antoinette.”

      “What did she call me?” Antoinette questioned, eyes squinting, and I shook my head as if I didn’t know, though it was Martine’s favorite nickname to call her. “I saw the Germans on your doorstep.”

      “I saw them on yours first,” I said, which drew a giggle from Martine.

      Antoinette threw her voice over my shoulder. “I wouldn’t laugh about a visit from the Abwehr.”

      “I wasn’t laughing at the Abwehr,” Martine said back.

      Antoinette’s mouth hung open before shivering again from the coastal sea breeze, but I wasn’t about to ask her in.

      I smiled, and she cleared her throat.

      “Did the Germans tell you why they were on our road?” she asked.

      “No,” I said. “Did they tell you?”

      She handed me a folded piece of paper from her pocket, a plea from the Germans to turn over any pigeons in exchange for a reward. Martine leaned in, reading over my shoulder.

      “Pigeons?” I asked, playing dumb.

      “Oh, they are a nuisance—droppings, disease, and pillaged gardens,” she said, her lips pruning, “but even more so when they carry information to the British.”

      Martine and I exchanged a shift of eyes. Bad French. As if we needed confirmation—Antoinette was one of them. If only her soldier husband was alive to see her now; fought his heart out defending the Maginot Line was the rumor.

      I handed her back the paper. “It’s late, Antoinette.” I moved to close the door when she poked her head in.

      “Do give my regards to your aunt. I haven’t seen her in months. Is Blanche feeling well?” Her eyes roved over my foyer.

      “Why would you ask?”

      “Why wouldn’t I ask?” she countered. “She’s my neighbor.”

      With that, Simone took a step toward the door, and Martine too. There were only so many questions from Antoinette we’d allow.

      She turned to leave but then spoke back up. “Oh, I should tell you one more thing. I’m doing some remodeling in my garden, adding a chicken coop so I can have eggs of my own. I’ve got a fine hen coming to me, maybe two. I hope she won’t cause you any issues.”

      “Only if you give us some eggs,” Martine said.

      Antoinette smirked, and I closed the door, resting my back up against it.

      “She knows something,” Simone said, just as I thought the same.

      “She doesn’t know anything,” Martine said.

      I glanced around the room in the flickering candlelight, looking at all the things the Germans had disturbed. My piano with the bench pulled out and the lid still flipped up, displaying the keys they’d had their dirty fingers on. “I want to go back, before the Germans—”

      “We can never go back,” Martine said, turning on her heel and walking upstairs.
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      I woke before the sun broke and padded downstairs in my socks, thinking the entire evening before had been a dream, before coldly eyeing the piano where the German’s fingers had been. I held my stomach, pausing with that thought, and then did something I swore I’d never do since returning to Boulogne-sur-Mer.

      I turned on my heel for the bureau and deliberately pulled my sheet music from a drawer.

      God… I smelled the crackling pages, inhaling the papery, dusty scent from being left untouched in a drawer for months. It was what remained of my first and only composition, written with heart and sweat and passion in our tiny apartment when I was enrolled at the Paris Conservatory. Professor Caron told me it would transform the way we thought about music, and that pianists would study my methods for years to come. “It is,” the professor had said when I first played it, “a masterpiece.”

      “Gaby!” Martine said, and I fell into the upholstered chair behind me, shocked breathless and holding the sheet music to my chest. She stole a pointed look at the music.

      “Ah… I didn’t hear you,” I said, scrambling to shove it back into the bottom drawer and pretending I hadn’t reached in to begin with. I swiped my hands together after turning around as if I’d just tidied up. “Good morning. How’d you sleep?”

      She watched me pour a cup of hot water from the kettle, and she was still watching me when I sat down at the kitchen table, stuffing sprigs of dried tarragon into the tea strainer.

      “Well?” She slid into a kitchen chair, slamming her elbows on the table and making me jump with a spill of my tea. “What did you decide?”

      I blotted the tea up with a rag.

      “About what?” I asked.

      She let out a breathy sigh. “About the pigeon.”

      “Martine, I…” I started to say, and she immediately slumped forward from my tone and look. “Why can’t we cook it? We could all use some extra meat, and Simone’s always hungry.”

      She collapsed on the table, arms spread, and groaning.

      “I know this means a lot to you, but we don’t have any secret information to pass on,” I said, the tea strainer skimming the side of my cup as I swirled it around, waiting for the water to turn. “We’re seamstresses in a seaside village.”

      Her head popped up. “Near a secret German U-boat pen,” she said.

      I let go of the tea strainer.

      “I told you this scheme was different.”

      She got up to pour her own cup of tea, and toast a slice of bread, leaving me to think about what she’d said. Our shop had a direct view of the German U-boat pen next to the harbor, hidden under bushes and shrubs. Only a few small vessels served as obstacles from our vantage point, but they were usually out at sea.

      Martine spread lard on her toast, scraping her knife back and forth over the burnt bits. “I’m sure the British would like to know what’s hiding under those shrubs. And what about the Reich’s oil facility? If they knew about it the RAF would have bombed it already.” She sat down with her plate. “Admit it, Gaby. This scheme could work.”

      I turned away at first, but she was right. This scheme was different than all her others. “I admit it.” She slapped the table, clinking and clanging the dishes, and causing me to spill my tea again. “Stop doing that.”

      “You won’t regret it! I’ve been thinking of this for so many months, how to get back at them, what to do—I can’t wait.” She squinted, fist clenching. “They deserve it for what they’ve done to us.”

      “Wait a minute, Martine. I haven’t said yes.”

      “What do you mean, you haven’t said yes?” She sat board-straight in her chair. “I heard you.”

      “I only admitted that this scheme was different,” I said.

      Her shoulders dropped.

      “Martine, what if they dismiss what we have to say, think it’s a German message meant to fool them? We’d be risking our lives if someone saw us, and they could be tossing the message in the bin.”

      “What’s the matter with you?” she asked. “After all you’ve lost.”

      “Others have lost more,” I said, realizing I’d opened the door for such a conversation when she saw me with my music. “Martine, why can’t you understand I need more than one night to think about this? The risks are too great. This is different than giving rations away.” It looked like she’d finally accepted that I needed more time, then I wondered how much time I could take. “Did you feed the bird? How long do we have?”

      “I fed it,” she said. “And from what the instructions say, we have a few days until the bird forgets where he’s from. But not many.”

      “What did you feed it?” I asked, hoping she didn’t give the bird any of our bread, which was still fresh from the bakery and Simone hadn’t even had her slice yet.

      Martine dug her hand in her pocket, pulling out some seed. “There was a packet of feed in his box.” Seed slipped through her fingers and landed on the kitchen floor.

      “Martine!” I said, looking around as if the Germans were watching. “See. Mistakes like that can cost you your life! Simone’s too, and mine. You put us all in danger.” I patted my forehead where I’d broken out in a cold sweat, and she picked up the seed, licking her fingertip and pressing it to each little individual seed on the floor.

      “But if you’d just trust me—”

      “Not now, Martine.”

      “But Gaby…”

      A lorry barreled up our road at a distance, leaving our words hanging in the air. Martine reached for my hand. When it lurched to a stop outside, I stood up.

      “Is it the Germans?” Martine whispered.

      “I don’t know,” I said, but if it wasn’t the Germans, it was most definitely bad news—a lorry that sat idle in the road with its engine rumbling only brought bad news. The scuff of boots preceded a tap on my door. I ripped off my apron and fixed my hair, smoothing back the strays before walking to the front door and catching their first words. Germans.

      I nodded back to Martine, and she held on to the wall.

      I opened the door. “Yes?”

      These Germans were administrative, with medals and stiff black jackets from having retired from active duty. “Gabriella Cotillard?” he asked, reading my name off a piece of paper, causing me to shiver for the second time in a row at hearing my full name spoken by a German.

      “That’s me.”

      “We’ve come to survey the vacant apartment next door.”

      “What?” I breathed, though I should have known to expect a visit after last night. Martine had joined me in the foyer, and Simone rushed down the stairs wearing her pink peignoir over her thick nightgown. She promptly reached for her coat to cover herself even more when she saw they were Germans.

      “I was left the entire house in a will. It’s not separate. I can prove it.”

      He tucked the paper into his lapel pocket. “Is that so?”

      “It is so,” I said.

      He’d already motioned his men forward. “This is all very standard. It is by law we must record the residence. Entrance is in the back?” he asked, and all I could do was nod. “And you have a key?”

      I retrieved the key from a drawer, and they walked around the side of the house to my aunt’s private entrance in the back. Martine hung on my arm as we listened to them stomp through our aunt’s salon on the other side of the wall, down the hallway, and around her kitchen, opening and closing her cupboards—bang, bang, bang, bang—like clapboard during a storm, while Simone repeated what they’d said. “It’s standard. They’re just making a record.”

      Another knock sounded on my front door. Martine moved to answer it, but I wouldn’t let her in case it was Antoinette, so I did.

      Commandant Streicher.

      “Good morning,” he said, but he hardly sounded pleasant. “You remember me from last night, no?” I smelled the stark cut of his cologne against the salty sea breeze. He flicked his chin to something behind me. “Have you taught children?”

      I looked at him strangely. “What?” I asked, and he motioned with his chin again. “The piano. Have you taught children to play?”

      I turned, looking at the piano behind me, then fumbling for the word. “N-No,” I finally said. “I haven’t. Why?”

      “My new wife has a child. A girl,” he said. “I want you to teach her how to play.”

      My mouth gaped open, and he smiled from ear to ear, almost laughing. “I can’t. I told you last night I don’t play anymore.”

      He remained on my doorstep longer than he should have, his gaze skirting to my piano and all those shiny black and white keys, before pivoting to leave and joining the others who were climbing back into the lorry.

      Antoinette had come out in her blue housecoat, getting an eyeful before Martine had shut the door. We listened to the lorry drive away.

      “Gaby, we can use the pigeon. They deserve it—”

      “I told you, not now, Martine.” I marched over to the piano and slammed the lid down, sending a jarring pang through the salon.
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        * * *

      

      We walked to the sewing shop together, arriving just as the French trawlers motored out to sea under German guard. Situated at the highest point above the harbor, our seamstress shop was part of a row of shops that lined both sides of the cobblestone street, with foot traffic that mainly flowed downhill toward the fish market. Someone was always walking by, but it didn’t bother Martine that she looked suspicious with her nose to the glass that morning, making bets with herself on how many French boats would meet a mine that had strayed from its mooring.

      “Get away from that window,” I said. “Rumors will start.”

      Martine placed her hands flat against the glass. “Well, I wouldn’t have believed it if I didn’t see it.”

      Simone and I looked up. “What is it?” I asked.

      “Pigeons,” she said, and we rushed to the window to see, clamoring for the best view next to Martine like three nosey neighbors. The Germans had set up a station for pigeon collection and to hand out rewards, grabbing the birds by their wings, giving them a fling in the air then chucking them into a basket, necks broken and dead. Reward followed in the form of a few paper notes.

      “The Germans are going to eat well tonight,” Simone whispered.

      “Like they always do,” I said, followed by a pause when I saw that Madame Roche’s curtains were closed on her lock shop. “Madame Roche isn’t going to be pleased when she sees the Germans set up their station outside her shop.”

      “No, she won’t,” Martine said. A pregnant woman got in line holding her bird. She was wearing a new green hat and a coat that hardly fit. “Is that Francine from down the way?” Good French heckled and pointed as she stood in line while she pretended she couldn’t see or hear them. “What was she thinking, lying with a German?”

      “You don’t know her story, Martine,” Simone said. “What if it’s her husband’s? Women are getting pregnant by Frenchmen too.”

      “But he’s at a factory,” Martine said. “Somewhere in Germany, I thought.”

      “Maybe he’s in hiding or maybe—” An old man shouted “traitor” while shaking his finger in Francine’s face, and forcing her to step into the gutter. Simone turned away, unable to look. “But I guess it doesn’t matter. She’ll get treated as if she’s a collaborator, won’t she?”

      “I pray it is her husband’s,” I said, though Francine’s husband had been sent away more than a year ago and we’d heard nothing to believe he’d escaped the factory and was in hiding. “For her sake, and the baby’s.”

      “Me too,” Martine said. “God have mercy.”

      Our door opened and the sharp clang of the bells turned us all three around.

      Rémy—one of Martine’s cliff boys.

      He stood in the doorway with his hat in his hands, fingers blindly searching the brim. He’d just turned eighteen and was about to be sent off to a munitions factory for forced labor. Martine hated it when the boys came to the shop. Though when Rémy came to the shop, she hated it because he reminded her of what she was missing, and made her question all that she believed about love.

      “Hallo, Martine.” A dark swatch of hair fell over his eyes.

      Martine rushed over to him, whispering. “What are you doing here?” Simone and I exchanged looks after she refused to let him brush an eyelash from her cheek. “Stop it,” she said, moving her face away. “I told you already. You’ll go off to the factory and that’s that. There’s no future for us.”

      “You don’t believe that, do you?”

      Martine didn’t answer because lying again after being pressed would be the final goodbye.

      Rémy’s gaze lifted over Martine’s shoulder to me and Simone, probably thinking how odd it was that we were staring, but what else could we do? The shop was small and nearly empty, and we couldn’t look away.

      “You can send for me, write a letter that my mother is dying.”

      Martine scoffed. “Your mother’s been dead for years.”

      “Yes,” he said. “But the Germans don’t know that, and I heard the French laborers in Stettin are let out for funerals—a roundtrip train ticket. Only I wouldn’t go back. I’d stay here for you, if you asked.”

      “But I’m not asking.” Martine folded her arms when he kissed her forehead. “Is that where you’re going? Poland?”

      “I don’t know yet,” he said. “You still have the vase I gave you, don’t you, Martine?” His eyes lit up, a slight flicker at the prospect that she’d kept his gift.

      She’d never told us how she got the vase, though I’d always had my suspicions, especially because of how she treated it, always wiping it with a clean rag, situating it carefully on the side table with fresh flowers, when we had fresh flowers to put inside.

      “Yes.” Martine turned, glancing at us only to see us still staring.

      “You have to go.” She pushed him outside, but I’d seen the way she held onto his hand, wanting him to go, but also wanting him to stay, a lingering touch to remember and savor. It was how she protected herself, denying him before he had a chance to deny her.

      “That poor boy,” Simone said. “He loves you and you’ve broken his heart.”

      Martine turned her attention back to the window once Rémy was gone.

      “He’ll recover.”

      “Yes, but will you? He’s the only boy you’ve ever loved,” Simone said, which drew a pointed look from Martine for being put on the spot. Neither of us expected her to answer, and she didn’t, but Simone was in a mood after witnessing Rémy and her together and wasn’t about to stop. “And he said he’d come home if you sent for him, risk being arrested, or worse. That’s romantic. Something you read about in books.”

      “It’s all promises. No man would risk that, once it came down to it.”

      Simone shook her head after snipping thread from a spool. “He would,” she said just above a whisper. “Because he loves you.”

      Martine let out a huff that lifted her fringe.

      “Shame on me for saying the word love, Martine.” Simone looked up from her needle and thread. “Love is what makes life worth living—it’s what gives us hope.”

      “Is that so?” Martine asked.

      “It is.”

      Martine braced the window ledge, watching passersby, the Germans, and the bad French. “Well, so does revenge.”

      After a while, Martine’s staring became obvious, and I knew she wasn’t just watching people, but whatever she could glimpse at the harbor—she hadn’t given up on using that pigeon and was waiting for the right time to bring the subject back up.

      “Martine, get away from that window,” I said, but she’d pressed her nose to the glass.

      “Boche,” Martine called out.

      “Shh!” I said.

      She turned around. “They can’t hear me.”

      “But what if they could?” I asked. “You get comfortable saying Boche inside, you’ll get comfortable saying it outside, and it’s illegal.”

      “You worry too much, Gaby,” Martine said.

      “It’s my job to worry,” I said. “I’m worried about the Germans, and why they were in our aunt’s apartment this morning—what they’re going to do.”

      “And Commandant Streicher,” Simone said, looking up from her needle and thread.

      I nodded. “Him too.”

      Martine moved away from the window once Mme. Leroux and her young son arrived for their ration coupons, pretending to be busy while I went to the back office.

      I heard her tell her son it would only be a minute as I tore off the coupons. A protein, a dairy, and a grain. I stuffed the coupons into my apron pocket before returning to the front. “Here we are—” My voice got caught in my throat. A messenger had walked in and stood in the open doorway.

      Mme. Leroux pulled her son closer by the hand, his feet stumbling over each other, while Simone and Martine stared at the messenger as if he were a leper. I wondered how I missed the bells, then thought he might have snuck into the shop behind Mme. Leroux on purpose.

      “Greetings,” he said, looking at his clipboard. “Gabriella Cotillard?” he questioned, and normally I would have shivered hearing my full name read from a list, but this was the third time I’d heard it. He handed me an envelope after I nodded. “This is for you.”

      He stole a look at Mme. Leroux standing hand in hand with her son before walking out—he was a messenger, but it was a French secret never to underestimate the power of a messenger.

      I pulled the coupons from my pocket and gave them to Mme. Leroux, who quickly concealed them in her handbag. “How can children survive off a half liter of milk?” she asked. Her son looked up at her with hollowing gray eyes. I knew he needed that protein ration the most for the iron. “I heard we lost two fishing boats this week to mines, which means less fish to purchase too. How long will this cruelty last?”

      “I don’t know.” I felt the envelope in my hands, wondering what news the messenger had brought, but I wouldn’t dare open it in front of her, the news that the rations would stop was bad enough. “But I’m afraid these might be the last of the ration coupons. The Germans know my aunt is dead.”

      She gasped. “You said not to worry!”

      “They only know that she’s dead,” I said. “Not that we’ve been giving them to you.”

      She’d covered her mouth, and her weak son lost his balance without her support.

      “Martine can see what’s available on the black market,” I said, “and I’ll do my best to see what can be spared.”

      She looked to the street before taking her son’s frail hand. “I better go.” His legs bowed just a hair more as they walked away.

      “The children,” I said as we watched them through the window. “Look what they’ve done to our youth.”

      “It’s time to get back at them, Gaby.” Martine braced the window ledge again. “You only have to say yes—”

      “Passing war information to the British… Do you know that crime carries a death sentence?”

      “It’s a risk I’m willing to take,” she said. “And remember, it’s one pigeon. That’s all.”

      “I don’t want a box with your things sent to me from prison,” I rasped. “We have enough to worry about as it is.”

      I went back to feeling the envelope, fingertips following sharp edges. Posts delivered by messengers were like lorries in the night. Nothing good ever came of them. I tore off a corner, running my finger the length of the envelope, and was surprised to see it wasn’t a plain paper letter, but someone’s personal butter-yellow stationary.

      I covered my mouth after reading it. “Oh no,” I said, feeling a stab of pain behind my eyes. “He can’t. He just can’t!”

      Martine rushed over, snatching the letter away before Simone could reach for it.

      “Mon Dieu, Gaby,” she said after reading. “What are we going to do?”

      “What does it say?” Simone asked. “You’re frightening me.”

      “I’ve been summoned,” I said.

      “Summoned?” Simone asked. “Summoned where?”

      I gulped. “To Commandant Streicher’s home. To teach piano to his new wife’s daughter.” I hung my head. “I should have known—that look he gave me this morning and his request that wasn’t a request.”

      Simone gripped my hands. “You must tell him no.”

      Martine paced the floor in a circle. “The Germans never stop. They take our family, take our lives. Ruin us slowly and make us watch.” She stopped abruptly, facing me. “How much more are you going to take, Gaby?”

      I closed my eyes.

      “How much more?” she repeated.

      Teaching his wife’s daughter piano—we’d lose our customers. We’d lose our friends. And what little money we had saved would be gone in a matter of weeks after the grocer refused to sell to us. We’d have to buy the bulk of our food on the black market and we’d be destitute in order to eat.

      “There’ll be a black ribbon on our door,” Simone said. “As soon as someone finds out, as soon as someone knows.”

      I felt faint and weak in the knees, but then thought of his face when he stood at my door this morning, that sly smile, and his voice—condescending and bone-shivering—and found my strength instead, heating up behind my neck and straightening my spine.

      He can’t make me play. I was a grown woman of twenty-five, and there wasn’t a law that said I had to teach anybody anything.

      I took off my apron, wadding it up and tossing it on the counter, exchanging it for my coat and handbag.

      Martine looked alarmed. “Where are you going?”

      “To see the German,” I said, and I threw open the door and left under a clang of doorbells.
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      I walked defiantly up the street, past the bad French turning in their pigeons, and straight up the hill toward the German neighborhood before gathering my wits and taking the long way to avoid peeping eyes, which took a bit of my steam.

      I stood on the pavement looking up at the big peach house with white dormers, wondering if I had the right address, when a child yelled behind a closed window followed by a brutal clash of piano keys. I closed my eyes.

      This is the house.

      I stepped up to the door, knocking forcefully despite my cold fingers. “She’s here!” the child squealed, opening the upstairs window and getting a look at me, head hanging out with her blonde hair shaking like a mop in the breeze.

      The housekeeper answered the door. “Hallo,” I said before she could. “I’m here to see Commandant Streicher. I’m—”

      “You’re the piano teacher,” she said.

      I blinked.

      “We’ve been expecting you.”

      “Yes, but I’m not—” I felt the warmth of a burning fire when I stepped inside, catching me off guard and losing all my thoughts. The buttery-scented pastries baking in the kitchen didn’t help. She motioned to take my coat, and I shoved my fists into my cold pockets. “I’m not staying to teach.”

      Her eyebrows rose into her forehead as if she didn’t believe me. “You can wait in the study.”

      I hiked my handbag over my shoulder and followed her through an opened set of French doors into a cozy office area with pink and white striped fabric-covered walls, and dark wood beams and wallpaper on the ceiling. I was reminded of the swanky cafes off Boul’Mich with rooms for rent. But this wasn’t a cafe or a hotel. This was a home, a Frenchwoman’s home who’d married a German and given him a place to do his dirty work.

      The fire crackled from a fresh log the housekeeper had thrown into the flames. “He’ll be in shortly, mademoiselle.”

      I waited, taking a seat near his fabric walls, sandwiched between Limoges miniatures on glass shelves and a tall metal filing cabinet with the bulkiest padlock I’d ever seen. I slipped off my coat to keep from sweating.

      A crying fit gave way to more fists on the piano keys above. I winced, wondering how much more that poor piano could take as the mistress shouted for the girl to put her doll down, which I assumed was being used as a tool after her fists gave out.

      “Mademoiselle is waiting in your study,” I heard the housekeeper say, and I sat up stiffly, listening to them talk in the hall with my heart thrashing violently against my ribs.

      “I see you got my note,” Commandant Streicher said, snapping the doors closed behind him.

      I stood, watching him walk the length of the room to his desk and set a pile of folders down.

      “Well?” he asked, before looking at me.

      My mouth hung open with words to be said, but my voice had disappeared. He was a commandant in the Reich, and what was I going to say? I pulled my collar away from my neck, swallowing dryly.

      “I can’t teach piano,” I blurted.

      He walked the few steps to his file cabinet, paused with the lock in his hands as if deciding whether or not I’d had my hands on it, then turned toward me with his arms folded. I reached for my coat, sparing no time to slip my arms back into it.

      “Why not?” he asked.

      “I don’t play,” I said. “There are plenty of other people you can ask. I’m sure you can find someone—”

      “But you have played. You admitted this to me. And it’s just one child. I’m not asking you to compose anything.” He laughed from his belly, as if the thought of a woman composing a piece of music was the most absurd thing he’d ever heard.

      My jaw clenched. He was the type of man who didn’t think women had anything valuable to contribute, something I was well versed in from my early years at the Conservatory. Part of me wanted to tell him about my secret life as a pianist, and while he pondered such knowledge and skill with a dumbfounded look drawn on his sharp face, I’d tell him I knew multiple languages
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