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For those who had every reason to become something harder, and chose not to.
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The looms went quiet before I understood why.

It happened in stages, the way bad weather sometimes announces itself before the sky admits to it. First it was Berthe’s loom, three down from mine, the shuttle slowing then stopping mid throw, the thread left hanging in a way that would leave a flaw in the cloth if she didn’t fix it soon. Then it was old Fontanel’s, his hands going still on the beater bar, his head turning toward the door like a dog that has heard something the rest of us haven’t yet. Then mine, though I didn’t stop it on purpose. My hands simply forgot what they were doing, which had never happened to me in eleven years at that loom, not once, not even the week after Solange disappeared, not even the morning we buried our mother.

I looked up because everyone else was looking up.

There were two of them in the doorway. The mill foreman, Albert Pradier, stood half a step behind and to the side of a man in a gray uniform I did not recognize in any specific way and recognized completely in the way that mattered. German. Officer, by the look of the collar, though I did not know enough about their ranks to say which kind. He was not old. That surprised me for half a second before I was angry at myself for being surprised. Of course he was not old. The old ones did not come west to requisition wool.

Albert was talking too fast, the way he did when he was frightened and trying not to show it, gesturing at the looms, at the bins of raw fleece along the far wall, at the dye vats steaming faintly even though no one was tending them in that moment because everyone had stopped to stare. I caught pieces of it. Capacity. Quality. Best output in the department, monsieur, I assure you. The officer was not looking at any of the things Albert pointed at. He was looking at the room the way a man looks at a room he intends to remember.

I made myself look back down at my work. This was the first rule, the rule I had taught myself in the two years since the soldiers first came to the Free Zone and the rule that had only sharpened since November, when the line fell and they came everywhere. Do not be the one looking when they look around. Be the one already working. Let your hands be the thing they see first, not your face.

My hands did not cooperate as well as I wanted them to. I picked up the shuttle and set it down wrong, had to adjust it, felt the wrongness of the movement the way you feel a stumble on a stair you have climbed a thousand times. Beside me, Yvette did not look up at all, but I heard her breathing change, shallow and quick, and understood that she had decided to handle her fear with stillness while I had apparently decided to handle mine by becoming, briefly, incompetent at the one thing I knew how to do with my eyes closed.

I started counting.

It was an old habit, older than the war, something I’d done since I was a girl too frightened to sleep in a house where my father’s moods could turn a quiet evening into something else entirely. I counted the throws of the shuttle, left to right, right to left, one and two and three, and let the numbers fill the part of my mind that wanted to spiral. Four. Five. The men’s voices moved closer. Six. I did not look up. Seven. The voices stopped, directly behind me, close enough that I could smell wet wool and the particular metal smell that uniforms seemed to carry even when they were clean, something like rain on a knife.

“This one,” the officer said.

His French was good. Not native, but careful, each word placed the way a man places his feet crossing ice. I felt the words land on the back of my neck before I understood that they were about me.

“Madame Calvet,” Albert said, and there was something in his voice, not quite an apology, more like a man stepping back from a ledge he had accidentally walked another person toward. “She is one of our best weavers. Eleven years at the mill.”

“I did not ask how long,” the officer said, not unkindly, simply correcting a fact that had been offered without being requested. “I asked to see her work.”

I stopped the loom properly this time, the way I was trained to, hands moving through the shutdown sequence without my permission, my body doing what eleven years had taught it while the rest of me sat somewhere behind my eyes, watching, counting still, eight, nine, though the numbers had stopped meaning anything useful.

“Stand, please,” the officer said.

I stood.

It is a strange thing, standing up in front of a man who has the power to make your standing up matter or not matter, depending on something you cannot see in his face yet. I smoothed my apron with hands that I made sure moved slowly, no urgency in them, no tremor that I would allow him to see even if I could feel it underneath, in the part of my wrists where my pulse had relocated itself entirely.

He was younger than Albert, older than me, somewhere in that middle distance where men in uniform all seemed to live now, ageless in the particular way that came from being given power before they had been given enough years to know what to do with it gently. His eyes were the kind of pale that looked colorless in the gray light coming through the high mill windows. He did not look at my face first.

He looked at my hands.

I had not expected that. I had built myself, in the months since the occupation reached us in full, around the assumption that a man like this would look at my face, search it for fear or defiance or the particular guilt that women in our town had learned to scrub from their expressions the way you scrub a stain you are hoping no one noticed in the first place. I had practiced my face. I had not thought to practice my hands.

He reached out, not touching, just gesturing with two fingers at the loom in front of me, at the half finished length of cloth still strung between the beams.

“Show me,” he said.

I sat back down. My hands found the shuttle and I began to work, slower than usual, more deliberate, the way you walk when you know you are being watched walking. The shuttle threw and caught, threw and caught, the rhythm of it old enough in my body that even fear could not fully unseat it, though fear sat very close beside it now, a second pair of hands inside my own.

He watched my hands the entire time. Not the cloth gathering on the beam. Not the pattern, which was a simple twill, nothing remarkable, ordinary cloth for ordinary uniforms or ordinary blankets or whatever ordinary thing the army needed wool for this month. He watched my hands the way Albert watched the books at the end of the month, looking for an error, looking for something that did not add up.

“You have done this a long time,” he said, after a while. It was not quite a question.

“Eleven years, monsieur.” I kept my eyes on the loom.

“Your hands do not hesitate.”

“No, monsieur.”

“That is unusual,” he said. “Most people’s hands hesitate when they are watched.”

I did not answer that, because there was no answer that did not involve admitting something, either that I was afraid and disciplined enough to hide it, which told him I had practice hiding things, or that I was not afraid at all, which was a lie so plain it would have insulted him to hear it. I let the shuttle answer for me, throw and catch, throw and catch, and counted ten, eleven, twelve in the place behind my eyes where the numbers lived.

“Stop,” he said.

I stopped.

He came around the side of the loom, closer than was necessary, close enough that I had to resist the urge to lean away from him in a way that would have been read as an admission of something. He looked at the cloth itself now, finally, running two fingers along the selvage edge, testing the tension of the weave the way I had been taught to test it myself, years ago, by my mother, who had been taught by hers.

“Tight,” he said. “Even. No flaws that I can see.” He looked up, and for the first time he looked at my face instead of my hands, and I made myself meet his eyes because looking away felt, suddenly, more dangerous than looking at him. “Who taught you to weave like this?”

“My mother, monsieur.”

“And her mother before her, I imagine.”

“Yes, monsieur.”

He nodded slowly, as if I had confirmed something he had already suspected, the way you nod when a guess turns out correct and you are pleased with yourself more than you are pleased with the answer itself. He stepped back. Behind him, Albert had gone the particular shade of pale that men go when they are watching something happen that they cannot stop and cannot fully understand the shape of yet.

“This mill produces for the army now,” the officer said, to Albert, though his eyes had not left me. “Quality matters more than it has ever mattered. Sloppy work means soldiers without proper coats in a winter that is already proving difficult. I want to know which hands in this room I can rely on.” He paused. “I think I have found one pair.”

I did not say thank you. I had learned, in two years of small daily survivals, that gratitude offered to the wrong man at the wrong moment could be its own kind of trap, an opening he could walk through later, a debt he could call in. I simply held still and let him decide what my silence meant.

“You will be assigned to the priority orders,” he said. “Officer’s correspondence will come to the foreman directly. Yours specifically.” He looked at Albert. “See that she has the best fleece. The finest dye lots. I do not want excuses about supply.”

“Of course, monsieur,” Albert said, too quickly, the relief in his voice almost as dangerous as fear would have been, because relief made men careless, and careless men said things they should not.

The officer turned back to me one more time. Up close, in the gray light, I could see that his eyes were not entirely without color after all, just a pale enough blue that the mill’s dim windows had washed it out at a distance. There was nothing in his face that I could read as cruelty, exactly, which frightened me more than cruelty would have. Cruelty I knew how to survive. I had practice with my father’s particular kind of cruelty, the kind that announced itself, that you could brace against the way you brace against a blow you can see coming. This was something else. This was a man taking an interest, deciding something about me that I had not agreed to and could not undo, simply by watching my hands work.

“Your name,” he said.

I told him. Margaux Calvet.

He repeated it back to me, slowly, the way he had spoken the rest of his French, careful, each syllable placed. Margaux Calvet. As if he were trying the shape of it in his mouth, deciding whether it suited the file he was already building behind his pale eyes, the file that would now contain my name and the particular tightness of my weave and whatever else he had decided to notice in the four minutes he had stood behind my loom.

He did not ask me anything else. He turned, said something quiet to Albert that I did not catch, and walked the length of the mill floor toward the door, his boots loud on the old wood in a way that no one else’s boots had ever managed to be, as if the building itself had decided to announce his presence even after he had finished announcing it himself.

The looms did not start again all at once. They started the way they had stopped, in stages, Berthe’s first, hesitant, then Fontanel’s, then the others, the whole room coming back to life slowly, like a held breath being let out through a small opening instead of all at once.

I sat very still for a moment longer than the others, my hands resting on the shuttle, not moving.

He had said my name like he already knew it.

I had not told anyone in the mill my full name in longer than I could remember. There was no need to. Albert called me Calvet, the way he called everyone by surname, a habit from his own father’s time running the floor. The other weavers called me Margaux, the way you call someone you have shared a room with for eleven years. No one said both together, not in that careful, deliberate way, the way you say a name you have read somewhere before you ever needed to say it aloud.

I thought of the requisition forms Albert had been filling out for months now, the lists of names and hours and output that went, presumably, somewhere above him, into some office where men in gray uniforms decided which mills mattered and which workers in those mills mattered most. My name would have been on one of those lists. Margaux Calvet, eleven years, best output in twill weave, no flaws.

It was a small thing. An ordinary, bureaucratic small thing, the kind of small thing the occupation ran on, lists and forms and numbers, the machinery of it grinding forward through paperwork as much as through soldiers.

But I sat there with my hands on the shuttle, not moving, and underneath the relief of the moment being over, underneath the small, treacherous gratitude that I had survived a four minute conversation without saying anything that could be used against me later, I felt the old counting urge rise up again, except this time there was nothing to count. No shuttle throws. No steps to the door. Just the fact of it, turning over and over in the place behind my eyes where I kept the things I was most afraid of.

He had not simply noticed me today.

He had already known to look.
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I saw the coat before I saw the woman wearing it.

It was a Thursday, market day, the kind of grey morning that never quite committed to rain but never let you forget it was possible. I had walked to the square the way I walked everywhere now, eyes down enough to seem unremarkable, up enough to see trouble before it saw me, a ration card folded twice in my pocket and a basket on my arm that I already knew would come home half empty. The queue outside the bakery wound past the fountain, past the notice board where the new curfew times were nailed up alongside a list of names I had trained myself not to read too closely, because reading them too closely meant caring about strangers in a way I no longer had room for.

The coat was deep blue, a blue that had been more vivid once, the kind of blue that fades the way memory fades, not all at once but in patches, brighter at the seams where the light had not reached it as often. It had a collar cut close to the throat and a single row of buttons, dark horn, the third one slightly larger than the rest because Solange had lost the original and our mother had searched three shops in two towns before finding a near enough match. I had stood beside her in the second shop. I remembered the smell of it, mothballs and the particular mustiness of a shop that sold buttons and ribbon and very little else.

I knew that coat the way I knew my own hands.

The woman wearing it was standing in a doorway across the square, half in shadow, a string bag of turnips in one hand, talking to someone I couldn’t see inside the house. She was not Solange. She was older than Solange would be now, broader through the shoulders, her hair a flat brown going grey at the temple in a way my sister’s never had the chance to.

I stopped walking. Someone behind me in the queue said something sharp about holding up the line, and I did not hear the words clearly enough to feel the sting of them, because all the room in my chest that should have processed an insult was occupied instead with the coat, with the third button, with the particular fade pattern at the left shoulder where Solange used to carry her satchel.

It is not possible, I told myself, the way you tell yourself something true in the hope that saying it will make it truer. There are other blue coats. There are other coats with mismatched buttons, sewn by other careful mothers trying to make do with what the shops had left. It is a common color. It is a common style. You are seeing what you want to see, the way you have seen her in crowds before, on the street, in church, in the back of a passing cart, and been wrong every single time, because two years of grief teaches your eyes to look for her in places she cannot possibly be.

But my feet had already started moving, out of the queue, across the square, the basket forgotten on my arm, swinging awkwardly against my hip with each step. I did not decide to cross the square. My body decided for me, the way it had decided to stop the loom two days before, ahead of whatever sense I might have brought to the situation if I had given myself the chance to think first.

The woman in the doorway saw me coming before I reached her. She straightened, said something low to whoever was inside the house, and the door eased a little further shut behind her, though she did not go inside herself. She watched me the way everyone watched everyone now, that particular wartime watching, weighing whether I was someone to fear or someone to ignore or someone, God forbid, who had come to ask her for something she could not afford to give.

“Madame,” I said, and stopped a few feet from her, because some old training in manners reasserted itself even now, even with my heart going so hard I could feel it in my throat. “Forgive me. Your coat.”

She looked down at herself, at the blue wool, as if checking for a stain or a tear, something visibly wrong that might explain why a stranger had crossed a market square to mention it.

“It’s a fine coat,” she said, carefully, the kind of carefully that meant she had decided I might be trouble and was choosing her words to give nothing away until she understood what kind.

“Where did you get it?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“The coat. Where did you buy it?” I heard my own voice and did not entirely recognize it, too fast, too sharp, missing all the soft padding that conversations in the square usually wore like a second coat of their own, the pleasantries and the weather talk and the careful nothing that filled the space before anyone said what they actually meant.

The woman’s eyes narrowed slightly. She took half a step back toward the door, the string bag of turnips lifting a little, as if she might need both hands free for something.

“Why does it matter to you where I bought my coat.”

“It’s my sister’s.” The words came out plain, stripped of anything that might have softened them, because I had no softness left to spend on this. “It belonged to my sister. She disappeared two years ago. I have looked for that coat since the night she vanished.”

Something shifted in the woman’s face. Not quite sympathy, not yet, but the wariness easing slightly, replaced by something more like calculation, the look of a woman deciding how much of the truth was safe to hand over to a stranger who had just announced, in the middle of a public square, a fact that could mean any number of dangerous things depending on how her sister had disappeared and who might be listening.

“I’m sorry to hear it,” she said, which was not an answer. “But coats get bought and sold all over this town. Times are hard. People sell what they can.”

“The button.” I pointed at the third one, dark horn, larger than its neighbors. “It doesn’t match the others. My mother had to search two shops to find anything close. If you look at the inside collar, there should be a small mend, here,” I touched my own collarbone, indicating the place, “where the lining tore and was stitched with the wrong color thread, because we couldn’t get the right blue.”

The woman’s hand went, almost without her permission, to her own collar, fingers finding the inside seam, feeling for what I had described. I watched her face change as she found it. Whatever she had been about to say next, some practiced denial, some refusal to discuss it further, died somewhere behind her eyes, replaced by the dawning, uneasy understanding that I was not simply a madwoman who had attached herself to a stranger’s coat out of grief or confusion.

“I bought it secondhand,” she said, quieter now, and glanced past me, the way people glanced now before saying anything that mattered, checking who else might hear. “Months ago. From a man who deals in such things. Clothes, mostly. Sometimes other goods.”

“What man?”

“I don’t know his name.” She said it too quickly, the lie sitting awkwardly on her tongue, and I understood that she did know, or knew enough, and had decided already that I was not someone she wanted to hand a name to in the open square.

“Please,” I said, and heard my own voice crack on the single word, the careful, controlled woman I had built myself into over two years cracking right along with it, because hope, the thing I had refused to let myself feel since the moment I saw the blue wool across the square, had found its way in anyway, despite everything I knew about hope and what it cost when it turned out to be wrong. “Please, madame. I am not here to make trouble for you. I only want to know how this coat came to be on your back instead of my sister’s.”

The woman looked at me for a long moment, turnips forgotten in her hand, something working behind her eyes that I could not fully read, calculation and pity wrestling each other for space. Behind her, the door opened a crack further, and a man’s voice, low, asked who she was talking to. She answered without turning, just a woman, asking about the market, and the door eased shut again, though not all the way.

“There’s a man,” she said finally, dropping her voice further still, “who comes through sometimes, sells things that have, let’s say, changed hands more than once before they reach him. People who need money quickly, or people who need to disappear quickly, sell him what they’re carrying, and he sells it on. I bought the coat from him in the autumn. Paid less than it was worth, which should have told me something, but I needed a coat and my own had worn through at the elbows, and I did not ask too many questions, because asking questions is not a habit that keeps a person safe these days.”

“Where do I find him?”

“I don’t know where he lives. He comes to the market sometimes, the far corner near the old grain store, not every week. He doesn’t have a stall. He just appears, and word goes around, and people who need things go to him quietly.”

“Does he have a name?”

The woman hesitated again, and this time I understood the hesitation was not about protecting herself, or not only about that. It was about protecting him, whoever he was, the way people protected the names of anyone who operated outside the lines the occupation had drawn around all of us, because a name given carelessly could become a name reported, and a name reported could become a man disappeared, the way Solange had disappeared, the way so many had disappeared in the two years since the soldiers first came south.

“I won’t say his name in the open square,” she said. “Not to a stranger. I don’t know you, madame, whatever you’ve told me about the coat.”

“What do you want,” I said, “to tell me?”

It came out wrong, too transactional, the words of a woman trying to buy information rather than a woman simply asking for the truth, and I saw the offense flicker across the other woman’s face before she set it aside, because we were past the point where offense mattered much, both of us standing in a doorway with a dead woman’s coat between us, each weighing how much the other one was worth trusting.

“I don’t want anything from you,” she said. “But I’ll tell you this much. He goes by Roussel. That’s all I have for you. Where to find him beyond the market corner, I couldn’t say, and even if I could, I’m not sure I would, not standing here in the open with half the square able to see us talking.”

Roussel. I held the name the way I had held the sight of the coat itself a few minutes before, turning it over, trying to make it mean something, trying to attach a face to it, a place, anything solid enough to follow.

“Thank you,” I said, because there was nothing else honest left to say, and the woman nodded once, sharply, the way you nod to close a conversation you have decided has gone on long enough.

“I am sorry about your sister,” she said, and this time the sympathy was plain in her voice, unguarded, the kind of sympathy that costs the person offering it something, because sympathy for the disappeared was its own small risk in a town where disappearing had become so ordinary that some people had stopped letting themselves feel anything about it at all. “I hope you find what happened to her. But I’ll keep the coat, if you don’t mind. I paid for it, and I have nothing else warm enough for what’s coming.”

I did mind. I minded with an intensity that surprised me, a sudden, ugly pull toward asking her to take it off right there in the doorway, to hand over the only piece of my sister I had touched in two years, fabric that had touched Solange’s skin, that might still, somewhere in its weave, hold some trace of her the way wool holds smoke long after the fire is out. But I made myself nod instead, because the woman owed me nothing, had given me more than she had to already, and a coat on her back kept her warm through a winter that did not care whose grief it was inconveniencing.

“Of course,” I said. “Thank you for telling me what you could.”

She turned back toward her door, then paused, looking at me over her shoulder with an expression I could not fully place, something between caution and an unwillingness to simply walk away from a woman who looked, I imagined, as undone as I felt.

“Be careful who you ask about Roussel,” she said. “And be careful what you do if you find him. Some questions are better left where they are once you’ve heard the answer doesn’t change anything.”

Then she went inside, and the door shut fully this time, and I was left standing alone in the square with my basket still swinging useless and empty against my hip, the queue at the bakery long since closed to me, the morning sliding past while I stood very still and let the single word, Roussel, settle into the same place behind my eyes where I kept everything else I was afraid to want too badly.

I did not go back to the queue. I walked home instead, the long way, past the church and the war memorial from the last war, the one with too few names on it compared to what this one was going to demand, and I let myself, for the length of that walk only, imagine Solange wearing that coat somewhere safe, somewhere warm, alive enough that a stranger could buy the coat off a dealer in stolen goods and Solange herself could still be out there, having simply lost the coat the way people lost things in a chaotic flight, rather than having lost it because she had been taken, and the coat had been taken with her, and someone else entirely had decided what became of it after.

I did not believe it, not fully. I had learned not to believe things simply because I wanted them to be true. But I let myself hold the shape of the hope anyway, the way you hold your hands near a fire even when you know the warmth will not last, because for those few minutes, walking home with an empty basket and a stranger’s name caught behind my teeth, it was the only warmth I had.














