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      “A romantic tale of intrigue…A compelling storyline and fascinating characters.” The Natchez Democrat

      

      “Ingenious, entertaining, and utterly romantic…A terrific read.” JANE HELLER, New York Times & USA Today bestselling author

      

      “Oozes magic and romance…I loved it!” BARBARA FREETHY, #1 New York Times bestselling author
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      To the handful of heroic American women secret agents and escape-and-evade “helpers” in the French Resistance who joined British and French intelligence agencies—some prior to the United States entering World War II—and sheltered downed aviators who were complete strangers arriving at their door needing food, medical help, and a way to escape France.

      

      And most especially to:

      

      Drue Leyton Tartiére and Virginia d’Albert-Lake

      Two heroines who guided the fliers on their first steps from the fields where they landed, south to the border with Spain, and over the Pyrenees, back to Britain to “fly on another day.”
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      Polleen “Polly” Peabody – American ex-pat; later nonfiction author [b: 1917; d: 1996]; buried in Farmingdale, NY; Father Richard Rogers Peabody [d: 1936]; Mother Mary Phelps Jacob Peabody Crosby [d: 1970]

      

      Dr. Sumner Jackson, M.D. – American surgeon; resident physician in Charge and Chief Administrator of the American Hospital, Neuilly-sur-Seine, a suburb of Paris, [b: 1895, aged 44 in 1939]
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      Marshal Philippe Pétain – octogenarian Chief of State for the Vichy French government collaborating as a puppet state with Nazi Germany 1940-1944 [b: 1856; d: 1951; age 83 in 1939]
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      France, August 1943

      Just before midnight, a large, curly-haired chocolate-brown French poodle lifted her head in the direction of the cold grate of an 18th century fireplace and delivered a deep-throated growl.

      Alerted by the sound, the human occupants of the La Villa du Lapin d’Or became aware of the droning hum of yet another bomber flying above their small, adopted village of Barbizon, less than an hour south of Paris by train.

      Thirty-five-year-old Madame Brooke Bradley de Varney, the villa’s latest chatelain, set aside her thick book describing the practical arts of cultivating grains and vegetables.

      “That’s at least the twelfth plane we’ve heard tonight,” she noted, cocking her head, listening intently for a few more moments. “It’s either a Lancaster or a B-17 heading for Germany, don’t you think?”

      “Let us pray it’s one of the Allies, and not the Germans again,” replied Madame de Varney’s housekeeper, Nicole Langlois, 23.

      During their months of shared exile from Paris, the younger woman had become a true friend to the mistress of the house. By mutual agreement, they mostly conversed in French now, thanks to Brooke’s determination to master the language beyond the smattering that she had picked up since marrying Victor and arriving in France as a newcomer.

      As she vowed to Nicole nearly every day, “Surely, I’m not too old to learn proper French since everyone insists that I really must do something about my atrocious American accent!”

      “Ah, madame!” Nicole chastised with a smile, “you are not that much older than I. Each day I see an improvement.”

      Their conversation ceased as the sound of the aircraft’s engine grew ever louder. Then, Nicole voiced the wish they both held onto tightly these days.

      “Perhaps the plane is on its way to target a weapons factory or petrol storage in Germany?”

      After months of Nazi superiority in the skies, the Allies were finally launching strikes deep inside the invaders’ Fatherland.

      In the next instant, both women were startled by the plane’s steady roar abruptly shifting to what became a piercing screech. Bolting from their chairs, they arrived at the window, pulled back the heavy drapes just in time to watch the ach-ach-ach of German anti-aircraft tracers several miles away stitch their bursts of flame across the sky. An orange-and-yellow fireball was streaking in an arc toward a wooded area beyond the broad wheatfield that stretched behind their small housing compound on Barbizon’s main street.

      “Oh, Lord… the damn Krauts hit the plane!” Brooke exclaimed.

      Outlined by the stone-framed window, the pair watched the aircraft’s moment of impact on the ground as if seeing it on a movie screen. The nearest side of the tree-covered hill bloomed white hot for several seconds before its center turned an ominous blood red.

      “Just look at that fire,” murmured Nicole, staring at the sight of flames shooting above the trees. “It is spreading so quickly.”

      The two women nearly collided as they both raced to fling open the back door, the poodle scampering in their wake.

      “Ondie, stay!” Brooke commanded, snatching two small signal flags from a nearby shelf.

      With a disappointed whine, the dog obediently sat on her haunches as the two women slammed the back door shut, leaving her inside. They scurried along a path that wound through their contraband kitchen garden, charging past their secret bounty of carrots, onions, potatoes, and salad greens. Every day, they expected the occupation troops in Barbizon to discover the food and strip the rows bare for their own use.

      Darting through the high, wooden gate, the two women waded into the wide expanse of a wheatfield that stretched behind their weathered sandstone house and outbuildings. A brindle-colored rabbit and several of her offspring scurried off to their right as they ran through the golden shoots ready for harvest in three days’ time.

      Just then, the concussive sound of another explosion rent the air. A second burst of flames like the one they’d seen through the villa’s window burned even more incandescently. The crippled plane’s ammunition storage bays had obviously ignited at the crash site about a mile away, causing a secondary conflagration.

      Watching the intense flames, Brooke’s thoughts fled immediately to Victor, her husband of less than three years, who had volunteered as a French-English translator for the Allies. How many months during this war had she wondered if he’d been shot down somewhere? Ambushed in the North African desert? Drowned at sea?

      He’d promised to write and she’d regularly dispatched letters to him, but she’d heard nothing after she’d bid him farewell on the troop train leaving Paris. With the Nazis in charge now, it was wise not to let it be known that her husband had been anything other than an ordinary, defeated French soldier like so many others after Dunkirk. Her only path to sanity had been to join the Resistance against the German invaders and their French Vichy collaborators. Thus, here she was, an American ex-pat, standing in a wheatfield after midnight in central France, waving a small flag in each hand to attract the attention of two Allied fliers floating toward earth.

      Brooke’s thoughts were abruptly brought back to the present by the sight of an airman in a canvas flight suit dangling beneath a billowing white, silk mushroom that glistened in the moonlight a hundred meters directly above their heads.

      The evening breeze ruffled Madame de Varney’s blonde hair peeking out from her turban-like scarf, a ‘look’ Brooke had adopted to appear the typical French housewife. She suddenly shivered, realizing she’d neglected to don her jacket. She turned abruptly to face Nicole and barked an order.

      “Go back to the house and get blankets, food, and water and take everything into the potting shed at the far corner of property. If these two fly boys land in decent shape, I’ll meet you there with them as soon as I can.” She paused for a moment to ponder. “It’s the best we can do for them, that is if we’re lucky enough to hand them over to the escape line quickly.”

      Nodding agreement, Nicole turned and dashed back toward the house while Brooke sprinted toward the parachutist nearest her who was now a couple of meters from a hard landing. Twenty seconds later, he hit the ground with a thud. His chute dragged him for several seconds, sculpting a wide swath in the thigh-high grain until he dug his booted heels into the loamy soil and came to a stop. As soon as he saw someone running toward him, he fumbled for a pistol strapped beneath his pant leg.

      “Don’t shoot!” she called out in a hoarse whisper in French, waving her signal flags at him. “I’m American! Are you French? A Yank… a Brit?”

      Allied planes often carried a crew of several nationalities and sometimes the RAF piloted American B-17s “on loan” while they waited for new aircraft to come off assembly lines.

      An astonished look transformed the downed flier’s thin, pinched face. He stared up at her from shafts of wheat that she and her neighbors had been carefully tending these last months. She took a few more cautious steps toward him, wondering how many loaves of bread could have been made from the sheaves the flier had just crushed to the ground? It was hard enough to snatch these men out from under the Nazis’ noses, but how in hell were she and her fellow resisters going to feed them—along with her starving neighbors—when the German invaders were stealing everything edible for their troops?

      Brooke well realized that the kid cowering at her feet could have no appreciation for her fledgling efforts to cultivate this grain, along with the vegetables sprouting in her clandestine garden. It was part of a local Resistance scheme to provide desperately needed food to “safehouses” locally as well as in and around Paris where other résistants were protecting downed fliers like the one that had literally crash-landed at the back of her villa.

      “Tu vas bien?” she asked, drawing nearer, again speaking in French in case this unexpected visitor had parachuted into his own native land.

      Without answering if he were hurt, the airman gingerly rose to a standing position. She was relieved to see he didn’t appear injured but wondered what the chances were that she could get him to safety before the squad of Gestapo based in Barbizon arrived to arrest them all.

      Watching the airman divest himself of his harness and yards of silk, she began to worry about how quickly she could equip him with false travel documents and a convincing disguise. Her next step would be to sneak him into the potting shed and then onboard France’s own “underground railroad,” a perilous, make-shift escape route out of France and into Spain via local trains.

      “Gather up your parachute,” she urged in a low voice that sounded more like a croak than a command. “We’ll dispose of it later. I’ve got to get you off this field!”

      She was well aware that the flier who’d just fallen from the sky could hardly anticipate the physically arduous journey he’d soon be facing. The slow-moving night train she would put him on was jokingly referred to as Barbizon’s “Rabbit Run,” named in honor of the long-eared, furry creatures prevalent in the region. When this flier made it back to England—if he did—he might one day learn that his treacherous itinerary in the safety of strangers had been created by an enigmatic officer in MI9’s Evade and Escape branch of British Intelligence. The French-American Captain Christopher Laurent was the same Allied officer who handed down orders to “escape helpers” like Brooke and Nicole.

      Relegating all thoughts of Christopher to the back of her mind, she repeated, “Hurry up!” even more insistently, gauging how soon the other downed parachutist would land. The young man in the wheatfield continued to stare at his would-be rescuer with visible confusion and fear. “Really… are you all right?” Brooke pressed, this time in English.

      The shaken flier swallowed hard as if he realized that he had no other choice but to trust her.

      “I-I’m an American,” he revealed reluctantly. “From Pasadena. Have you ever heard of the place?”

      His welcoming committee could hardly believe her ears.

      “Pasadena? California? You must be joking!” she marveled, feeling a smile spread across her lips. She stared at the pathetically young man with his pale, drawn features who appeared both dazed and scared. “How old are you?” she asked. “Twenty-five, maybe?”

      “Nineteen, ma’am. This was only our crew’s second flight over the Channel. I’m the tail gunner.”

      She pointed to the sky. “Look how bright the moon is tonight. You were pretty easy pickings, I’m afraid.”

      “Wasn’t the ground anti-aircraft that got us,” he said glumly. “A damn Focke-Wulf came up from behind our B-17 and we were toast.”

      The gunner glanced over his shoulder, spotting the other parachute floating toward the far side of the field. He swiveled his head, tilting it to one side and then the other, his worried gaze sweeping the area. He peered at her with a pained expression.

      “We had ten on board the bomber… and about eleven thousand rounds of ammunition.”

      The sight of the plane’s fire glowing brightly on the far hill made it obvious to them both that the comrades of this young American might not have enjoyed as safe a landing as he.

      The gunner suddenly narrowed his eyes and fixed a stare that made his rescuer instantly uneasy.

      Abruptly he exclaimed, “Wait a minute! I know you! I’ve seen you before!”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Brooke replied quickly, her heart speeding up in alarm. She gave him a look of disparagement, but she knew from long experience what undoubtedly was coming next.

      “You’re…” He hesitated, shaking his leather-helmeted head in wonder. An enormous grin spread across his face. “You’re the Hollywood movie star! You’re that sexy, pretty girl that was in those Charlie Chan detective films before the war! Am I right? I went to the pictures every Saturday! I love those movies!”

      A flood of fear made Brooke’s breath catch. This recognition of her former self could mean her arrest and a swift, violent end to her Resistance work.

      Hoping he’d buy her bluff she scoffed, “I’m very flattered you think I’m a movie star, of all things, but what would such a person be doing in a French wheatfield at midnight in the middle of a war?”

      The flier shook his head. “It’s you, all right! I’d know that breathy voice anywhere.” He smiled sheepishly. “And look how beautiful you are, despite that ugly scarf you’re wearing. When I was fifteen, I think I was a little in love with you, Miss Bradley.”

      Brooke de Varney née Bradley realized there wasn’t time to deny she’d appeared so often in the same role of the ‘hapless blonde heroine’ in the potboiler detective films that it made her want to scream. Ignoring his comment, she raised her two flags over her head and waved them at the second descending airman who was now a mere two meters off the ground. It appeared the flier saw her, so she turned to her young charge once again.

      “I only acted—if you can call it that—in a few of the zillions of silly Charlie Chan films they’ve made,” she said in a rush. She forced a laugh and added dismissively, “Nobody in this part of France realizes who I am—or was, in another life—or cares, for that matter. So to keep us both from getting killed, zip it, will ya, pal? C’mon. Let’s see how your friend is faring.”

      Brooke knew full well that it would mean utter disaster if anyone within the small confines of the village of Barbizon had any idea who she had been before moving south from Paris as Madame de Varney, the American wife married to a Frenchman who hadn’t returned after French forces had been so swiftly defeated. And if Herr Schiller or his storm troopers found out who Victor really was or what she’d been doing in Barbizon all this time—or that, prior to the German invasion, she’d been the radio “voice” criticizing in English Hitler’s aggression every chance she could—they’d execute her on the spot.

      These days, the former actress looked a far cry from that glamorous young woman from Hollywood on the cusp of genuine stardom before the war. This discovery by the tail gunner from Pasadena instantly brought back her memory of boarding the Super Chief at Union Station in Los Angeles, hatbox in hand, a fashionable fox fur draped around her chic suit, bound for a Broadway tryout of Green Grow the Lilacs in New York.

      Brooke could point to that fateful decision to quit the Charlie Chan detective franchise as the very one that had upended her entire life and put her on a path to a whirlwind romance with France’s celebrated film star-turned-soldier.

      Oh, Victor… so many things I should have told you…

      Brooke’s thoughts were forced back to the hazardous present by the sight of the second crew member thumping down in the field some twenty meters away from where she stood with the kid from California.

      “Never mind about Hollywood and all that,” she said to the tail gunner hurriedly. “Your fellow crew member also appears to have landed safely, so gather up your chute and let’s get you both off this field, pronto.”

      She and the gunner watched as the downed airman pulled in the cords of his parachute, collecting into his chest the yards of white silk billowing in the mild evening breeze.

      Observing him struggle with the unwieldy mass of fabric, Brooke found herself wondering at the virtual evaporation of her once-legendary ambition to be a great film star and celebrated Broadway actress. Her single-minded pursuit of those aspirations felt light years away from the life that had unfolded once she’d met Victor visiting backstage at her play. They’d fallen madly in love, and until they came to Europe in late 1939, had never spent a night apart.

      The moment the young gunner called out to his commander, Brooke was abruptly returned to the events unfolding in her wheatfield.

      “Hey, Captain! Over here!”

      Angrily, she admonished him sotte voce, “Shh! For God’s sake, keep your voice down! Sounds carry on the night air. A pack of German SS are headquartered in our village. With you shouting like that, they could arrive at any minute!”

      She again waved her small flags at the newcomer. From her vantage point, the tall figure appeared to weave unsteadily as he trudged across the field, a mass of ballooning white silk spilling from his arms.

      As the pilot approached ever closer, the gunner said in a hoarse whisper, “Captain, sir, you’ll never believe it, but this woman is an American and she’s also a famous⁠—”

      “I am Madame de Varney,” Brooke interrupted, stepping forward. She shot the tail gunner a withering look that demanded he remain silent about his unlikely discovery. “And yes, I’m an American who can help you. I married a Frenchman just before the German invasion.” Stuffing the little flags in a pocket of her overalls, she addressed both her men. “For the security of the three of us, that’s all you need know about me.” Then, she summoned what she hoped was a winning smile. “Here, do take my arm, Captain. You look a bit wobbly—and who could blame you after what you’ve just been through.”

      “I’m fine,” snapped the captain, apparently offended by her offer of an assist. “For God’s sake, woman! Just give me a moment to get my bearings, will you? Where the hell are we?”

      One of those jerks, Brooke thought crossly, answering him tight-lipped, “This field is on the outskirts of the village of Barbizon, sixty kilometers south of Paris. That’s thirty-seven miles to you, Captain. I can help you escape from here, but only if you follow my instructions precisely.”

      Brooke noticed his body stiffen. Apparently, the pilot did not appreciate that a woman was the one giving orders. A siren began to wail in the far distance.

      The captain said, “It sounds as if the damn Krauts have already spotted the rest of the crew.”

      “If their parachutes ever deployed,” was Brooke’s blunt reply. “I saw only your two. It’s probably the plane’s explosions that have alerted the fire brigade.”

      She shot a glance across the telltale trampled wheatfield. She prayed the local Nazis wouldn’t scour much beyond where the B-17 crashed on the far side of their village. With any luck, the pending wheat harvest would soon erase the evidence of their presence.

      Casting a sharp look at the captain whose manner and machismo had been less than engaging, she added, “All the more reason to get you two away from this open field. C’mon!”

      “But who are you, really?” demanded the pilot, his voice sharp with skepticism. “Why are you doing this? It’s dangerous if the Germans catch you assisting the enemy—or are you one of those ex-pat Nazi sympathizers, thinking about collecting a reward if you turn us in and then…”

      “Why am I willing to save your necks?” she interrupted. Swallowing a wave of annoyance over this yokel’s rude and erroneous assumptions, she replied evenly, “Let’s just say this is my own, private act of retribution against a certain Gestapo goon whose headquarters is just down the road from here.”

      She saw in her mind’s eye the day the sod allowed his uniformed confederates to arrest her, sending her and other Americans living in Barbizon to a camp for enemy aliens—that was, until she tricked the authorities, yet again, and was released back to the village.

      She arched an eyebrow at her new charges, warning, “Believe me, fellas, Herr Schiller would like nothing better than to count you airmen and myself as three new notches on his belt.”

      The pilot and his gunner exchanged looks of alarm.

      Brooke paused and then added, “And if I help you both escape the Gestapo’s clutches and you make it back to Britain to fly on another day, then maybe… just maybe… someone will likewise help the people I love—your allies—survive this bloody, awful war.”

      The bravado fueling her words rang hollow in her own ears. She paused and inhaled a deep breath, wondering how she could continue to sustain the many blatant fictions that had been central to her life for so long.
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          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Three Years Earlier - February 1940

      Dense fog began to spit rain, pelting the shoulders of Victor de Varney’s dark blue cashmere topcoat. He elbowed his way past the saluting stage door sentry and headed down the long, dank corridor leading to a row of dressing rooms at the rear of one of London’s most venerable West End theaters.

      Without knocking on the door that displayed a large, black star and the stenciled name, “Brooke Bradley,” he flung it open with a dramatic gesture. The doorknob thwacked a sharp report against the wooden paneling of the American performer’s inner sanctum, startling the person Victor had come to see.

      The slender, thirty-two-year-old blonde woman with amber eyes and a delicious, throaty voice that he witnessed charming that evening’s audience had just come off stage in the London production of Clifford Odets’ Golden Boy. At intermission, the producer told him that the play was ending its successful run that very week.

      “Brooke! Darling!” he exclaimed to the actress’s reflection in the dressing room’s bulb-studded mirror. He was delighted to see her open-mouthed astonishment.

      He was even more pleased when she pushed back her chair, jumped up from her dressing table, and flung herself across the room and into his arms.

      “Victor! My God! What are you doing here?” she exclaimed in that low, breathy voice that had captured his heart the first time he’d heard her speak on a Broadway stage barely a year earlier. “I thought you and your film crew had been devoured by an avalanche somewhere in Norway. Why didn’t I ever hear from you?” she demanded.

      “There’s a war on—or hadn’t you heard, my darling?” he answered lightly, avoiding any further discussion of failing to keep up their correspondence as he’d promised her.

      Instead, he began covering her flawless complexion with little kisses, relieved she hadn’t castigated him as much as he deserved for his silence the last few weeks.

      He was correct in saying that the war between England, France and Germany had interrupted their lives for five months since its formal declaration September 1, 1939. For those in England, it had eventually come to be known as the “Phony War” with all sides posturing and threatening each other, but with little more territory taken after Hitler invaded Czechoslovakia, along with storming into Poland when hostilities began.

      Since then, rationing had commenced in the United Kingdom, but to date, that was about the only noteworthy change besides the big military buildup going on throughout the British Isles. Theaters, like Brooke’s, were still Standing Room Only, and Victor’s film company had managed to get his movie finished in Norway by the second week of February in this new year of 1940.

      “Does your being here mean the movie has wrapped?” she queried. He’d ceased nibbling her neck and they both came up for air. “Or do you still have to go back to do some pick-up shots?”

      Victor led her to the scarlet brocade divan her producer had thoughtfully installed in her dressing room. He was quick to spot a folding screen angled in one corner displaying a fine array of Brooke’s silk and lace undergarments strewn over its top in the wake of one of her hurried costume changes.

      Taking her hand to pull her down beside him, he answered, “All my scenes are in the can, thank the Lord.” He encircled her in his arms. “Our boat from Oslo managed to dodge the offshore mines and we docked in Falmouth last night.”

      France’s most celebrated young film star spoke English without the trace of an accent, thanks to his late mother, born in the United Kingdom. Her last wish had been to insist on schooling her two sons in her country of birth. By contrast, Victor’s impeccable French came from absorbing the language during long summers with his father’s family spent in Barbizon in central France, and on the Côte d’Azur. Holidays throughout the year were celebrated either in their Paris apartment or at their château in Normandy. The latter was a beautiful property surrounded by orchards whose apples Victor’s father, Bernard de Varney, and his ancestors had been distilling for generations into the fine—and lucrative—brandy known as Calvados.

      Sprawled on the dressing room sofa, the unusually tall French actor glanced briefly at himself reflected in the mirror across the room. He was relieved that his bankable handsome features had been blessed with a nose with a gentler arch than his father’s distinctively Gallic version. Victor’s dark, almost black hair was still sprinkled with the evening’s mist, and his damp coat felt clammy against Brooke’s peach silk dressing gown.

      He kissed her again, only this time more slowly, his hand seeking to cup one of her breasts through her silk dressing gown. Its warmth and her sigh signaled that she had forgiven him his pledge to stay in close touch during the first time they’d been apart since the momentous day they had met in New York in another backstage dressing room.

      “I missed you so much,” she murmured. “I had begun to wonder if⁠—”

      “I’m here now, darling,” he whispered against her ear, the stray wisps of her glorious blonde hair soft against his lips.

      He leaned back, gently seizing her shoulders so he could look directly into those feline eyes, golden in the room’s flatteringly low light.

      She regarded him silently, then asked, “What is it?” One thin, pale brow arched above her steady, rather unnerving gaze. “What did you come here in such a hurry to tell me?”

      As if on cue, he smoothly slipped from the sofa onto one knee and pulled from his damp coat pocket a small, square box.  Its ancient black velvet covering was worn thin on two corners. Brooke’s gaze was glued on it cupped in his right hand. With his left, Victor carefully pried it open to reveal his grandmother’s engagement ring, a large, oval sapphire encircled with alternating seed pearls and small diamonds.

      Would Brooke agree to his plan, he worried silently, looking intently at the beautiful young woman he was determined to make his wife.

      “I’m not here to tell you anything” he said softly, “but to humbly ask you to marry me. Now.”

      Brooke’s eyes widened with genuine surprise.

      “Marry you? Tonight?” she repeated.

      “Or in the next few days, at least,” he amended with a nervous laugh. “My agent has made all the arrangements for a special license so we can be wed in the small chapel at Saint Paul’s… and then we’ll leave directly for France.”
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        * * *

      

      Brooke kept her gaze on the proffered ring in order to obscure her expression of complete astonishment at his dramatic gesture just made to her. It was a highly theatrical one—even for Victor—an actor whose screen presence was often praised for its intensity.

      In a kaleidoscope of memories, Brooke recalled falling in love almost instantly with the charismatic young star when Victor’s agent had brought him backstage in New York the night before he was to board his Pan Am Clipper enroute back to France.

      The producer of Lynn Biggs’ Green Grow the Lilacs that Brooke was performing in had wanted the internationally known film actor to see their show and to consider starring as the production’s male lead when it transferred to London’s West End, an offer Brooke learned later he had diplomatically declined. Victor was a movie star. Much later he admitted to her that the sight of an audience staring up at him in their seats tied his stomach in knots and he’d vowed “Never again,” after his last theatre performance.

      At New York’s Sardi’s restaurant on West 44th Street where the actors, producer, and agent met later that first night, Victor stealthily caressed her hand under their table. The soft pad of his thumb rhythmically stroking her palm signaled to Brooke that he felt the same, mysterious, almost palpable attraction that had so quickly rendered her weak-kneed with longing for him to continue his electrifying touch.

      Fooling no one, the good-looking French film star offered to share a cab with Brooke and be dropped off at his hotel, leaving his agent to find her own way back to the Plaza.

      What followed was Victor’s postponement of his Pan Am flight from New York and a mad, passionate romance with Brooke in America. Within a few weeks he implored her to come back to Europe with him. Somehow, the lawyer she hired on short notice got her out of her Broadway contract. Once landing in Britain, Victor’s agent, Denise Louette, negotiated a West End theater supporting role for Brooke, along with a starring movie role for Victor in a film to be shot both in French and English, but made in Scandinavia.

      To Brooke’s disbelief and dismay, after the film actor left for Norway, total silence had ensued. Her emotional distress at the abruptness of Victor’s behavior was now compounded by the shock of his bursting into her dressing room only moments before offering her an engagement ring.

      “Brooke?”

      Victor’s rather stern tone of voice finally penetrated her awareness that many moments had passed. He still held in his hand the open box with his grandmother’s sapphire nestled inside. His pained expression indicated that his knee was most likely starting to hurt, and he’d like Brooke to answer his question: would she marry him?

      There was a sharp knock on the dressing room door, followed by its opening a few inches. Victor’s ever-hovering agent, Denise, peeked in.

      “Oh! Pardon! Je pensais que maintenant Victor aurait proposé et…”

      “What’s she saying?” Brooke asked, both embarrassed that she understood so little French and unsettled by the interruption.

      Victor waved with the hand not holding his grandmother’s ring and replied sharply, “Mais, no! Pas encore!”

      The door was hastily shut.

      Brooke patted the divan, saying quietly, “Victor, come now. Off your knees and sit beside me.”

      He neatly choreographed his recovery, rising gracefully, and then sinking onto the upholstery, stretching out the leg that apparently had been cramping painfully. Brooke seized his free hand and searched for the right words to convey the confusion she was feeling.

      “I am touched, truly, but… well… I-I must admit I’m a bit surprised and also—” She hesitated, seeking to say something that would not bruise the sensibility of a man who had just proposed marriage. “I guess I’m rather perplexed by your sudden appearance after not hearing from you for five weeks while you were in Norway,” she declared. She gestured to the velvet box now cradled in his lap. “And now, this beautiful ring?” Seeking his glance, she added, “After such a long silence between us, surely you can understand why I’m… rather startled by your proposal.”

      For days, now, Brooke had been telling herself that, like several affairs in her past, theirs might merely have been a liaison between a sexually charged young actor and an actress who’d been, more times than she cared to recall, disappointed in love. The evidence seemed to indicate that she’d foolishly allowed the charms of Victor de Varney to completely upend her career as a burgeoning star on Broadway, to say nothing of abandoning her country as war loomed throughout Europe. Ignoring all sane advice from her theater friends, she’d boarded the Pan Am Clipper and flew to Europe with a man she’d known little more than a month.

      And, once again, she had made the choice to forego a life she knew she ought to be making with the small son she’d left behind in Los Angeles, just as she’d left Arnold Warmby after the birth of the baby, and then divorced him, thanks to a quick trip to Reno. The mere thought of her consigning the care of her toddler to his sixty-two-year-old grandmother prompted a cascade of self-reproach. Staring at the ring nestled in the velvet box, Brooke fought to suppress the image of the little boy with wispy blond hair and his father’s round face.

      And the worst of it was that she had never told Victor anything about the son she’d left in California. Their love affair had been such a whirlwind, the subject of past relationships, to say nothing of children, had never come up.

      Gazing into Victor’s injured expression, she wondered if, for once in her life, she would act like an adult. For once could she not be that moonstruck kid who wanted this man’s love and devotion so badly, she’d ignored some oh-so-familiar signs to achieve her dream. Signs like the silence from Victor’s end once he left to make his movie in Norway, when before, they hadn’t been apart a single night.

      She held tightly to Victor’s free hand, declaring quietly, “I-I can’t… I mean I shouldn’t marry you.”

      He stared at her, dumbfounded, as if he couldn’t comprehend any possibility that she might refuse him. Brooke squeezed his hand even more firmly, imploring him to understand.

      “I was...” She stopped and then amended, “I am terribly drawn to you. You’ve meant the world to me as you must know when I left everything behind to come to Europe with you, but there are things I should have told you early on, including the fact that I had a very brief marriage before I met you.”

      She amazed herself that the words had finally escaped her lips.

      “You did?” he said, clearly taken aback. “How brief?”

      “Less than six months. It was a ridiculous disaster, I realized as soon as I said ‘I do’… so you can understand why I am⁠—”

      Victor waved a dismissive hand, “I’ve come close to nearly doing the same thing… but at least it didn’t last long and it’s in your past, so let’s not even think of it right now.”

      Encouraged by this, Brooke felt her resolve growing stronger to make a clean breast of everything she’d never disclosed to him, as well voicing her serious doubts about Victor’s loyalty.

      “I should have told you about that long ago, but everything between us happened so fast, and besides, there are things I certainly don’t know about you⁠—”

      “What things about me?” interrupted Victor, his dark eyebrows drawn together in either annoyance or distress—Brooke couldn’t determine which.

      “Well, to begin with, I’d like to know the reason why you didn’t write me from Norway for weeks when I wrote you every single day!”

      There! She’d said it. And she wanted an answer. One confession for another before she’d venture any further.

      “You know perfectly well that the mail is censored,” he said in his defense. “Half the time the ships it’s on are sunk by the U-boats that the damned Jerries⁠—”

      Before he could finish speaking, she countered, “I paid extra to post mine by air! How is it possible that not a single one of your letters ever arrived here in London?”

      Brooke felt frustrated that she wasn’t expressing both her doubts about Victor’s allegiance as well as her own guilt for not having been honest in any of the missives she’d sent him, letters that should have revealed certain important factors about her own life, including the existence of a two-year-old son.

      “The entire world is about to fall apart,” he shot back, “and you’re upset about a lack of mail!”

      It was a persuasive rejoinder that she paused to digest, yet her frustration persisted.

      “Well, why be in such a rush about marriage, then?” she pressed, reflecting silently on how disastrously her previous nuptials had ended. “Why the drama of your not cabling me you were coming back to London and then bursting into my dressing room without warning?”

      “Because I was busy every minute learning my lines and shooting our film on a killing schedule,” he replied, a wounded expression clouding his good looks.

      Brooke didn’t respond.

      “And because, dammit, I love you, Brooke!” he exclaimed. “And because—as the film was finishing—I learned some important military intelligence I shouldn’t even tell you, but it’s why I’m here.”

      “How would an actor be told military intelligence?” she demanded, and then realized how insulting her question must sound.

      Victor seemed not to notice or take offense. Although no one was in the room, he lowered his voice and leaned forward.

      “Our producer was given a sudden warning to finish the picture as fast as we could,” he disclosed. “Someone who is high up in the government said that Hitler has secret plans to invade Denmark and Norway soon, despite the bastard swearing that he intended to respect Norway’s neutrality. I’ve been told that the military bigwigs in the London War Office have no doubt that the dirty little bastard plans to invade the rest of Europe in short order.”

      “How does a film producer come to know all this?” Brooke scoffed, unable to disguise her skepticism.

      “Some traitor in Norway named Quisling secretly met with the Führer when he visited there,” Victor replied. “The damn turncoat revealed that Britain has been mining the North Sea off Norway. Herr Adolf was enraged to hear this, apparently, and declared what his real plans were loud enough that others beside Quisling got wind of it all. One of them told a British envoy, and he told our producer who told me. After all, he needed to get my cooperation to agree to our film’s breakneck shooting schedule.”

      “So much for State secrets…” murmured Brooke. She pointed to the ring box. “But how does a possible invasion of Norway relate to… well… to your thinking that you and I should marry within a week and go to France?” she persisted.

      Victor released a sigh of exasperation.

      “Because we love each other! We need each other. There’s a real war coming, not this phony one. The damn Germans are about to invade God knows how much of Scandinavia, and, most likely, the rest of Europe itself!”

      Victor’s tone had almost grown stentorian, as if he hoped his words would ring against the back wall of the upper balcony.

      “France will need everyone on the barricades to protect her, and besides, it’s my home… and it will be your home, too! There’s lots that we can do! We can make propaganda films together, and I’ll join the French Army, if they’ll have me… and… and you’ll meet my wonderful grandmère Monique at our château in Normandy where you can take refuge if you ever have to!”

      Victor reached for her, pulling her close, his voice suddenly sinking to a choked whisper that she’d never heard before.

      “I was only a little boy when the Great War nearly decimated France twenty years ago, laying waste to the village where I’d spent many wonderful summers.” He sought her gaze. “I don’t think I’ve ever told you… but I’d been a rather sickly child. I suffered from asthma, a chronic lung condition that still plagues me at times if there is pollen or I catch cold. After my mother had died, my father and grandmother took me to the countryside south of Paris each year in hopes the sunshine would be of benefit.” His eyes were moist. “Another war with the beastly Huns seems inevitable and I don’t think I can face it without you, Brooke.”

      His voice cracked with emotion and Brooke felt suddenly sympathetic. For the second time that evening, he rested a hand on each of her shoulders, squeezing them lightly for emphasis.

      “It all became so clear to me when the film wrapped. I missed you! I want to be with you! To go through whatever is in store together. We can’t wait and be ‘sensible’—which is the message I’m seeing in those amber eyes of yours.”

      “But Victor⁠—”

      “Don’t you love me?” he demanded. “Don’t you want us to be together? Isn’t the way we’ve been, the way we were since the moment we met, all the proof you need that we should marry and return to help France?”

      “Except for those weeks in Norway,” she reminded him, and then she wished she hadn’t.  She was frankly stunned by this unashamed declaration of devotion both to her and to his country and she could see that Victor’s every fiber was vibrating with intensity.

      “Please, Brooke,” he pleaded. “Don’t play the reluctant damsel, I beg you. There’s a real war coming,” he repeated. “Your play here is closing in five days, and I… I can’t imagine life without you.”

      Brooke remained silent, his words ringing in her ears.

      He loved her.

      He’d never actually come out and said it before. Yes, he’d told her how beautiful he thought she was. She could see he considered her reasonably talented in her craft, and certainly good company, and that they got along swimmingly—but love her? She’d thought that his not writing all the time he’d been away had meant his passion for her had cooled. Yet, the words that had spilled from him these last minutes were precisely what she’d longed to hear the entire time they’d been together. Her entire life, probably.

      Taking a deep breath, she framed his high cheekbones with a hand on each side and felt her smile stretching ear-to-ear, her heart singing with relief.

      “Well… since you put it that way…” she teased.

      “Then it’s yes?” he demanded, his eyes alight with the boyish charm of a young man rarely denied his fondest wishes.

      “Yes,” she whispered. She’d told him half the secrets she’d kept inside, and wasn’t that a start?  She held out her left hand so he could slide the beautiful sapphire ring onto her finger. She leaned forward to meet his kiss. “My answer is yes!”

      But should it be? whispered a voice at the back of her head as Victor enveloped her in his ardent embrace. The secret she’d yet to disclose was like the unexploded mine floating just below the surface in the North Sea. And with war threatening to come even closer to France, was she truly ready to abandon America along with everyone and everything she’d ever known?

      When Victor released her, he sprang from the sofa to his feet.

      “Let’s go tell everyone!” he declared. “My agent and your producer knew I intended to propose to you tonight and they want to take us out for champagne to celebrate.” He pulled her to her feet and kissed her again. “And my grandmother knows,” he added with a laugh. “Letting her in on my plan was the only way I could persuade her to send me that ring!”

      He framed her face between his hands, as Brooke had done to him, and kissed her a third time. “You’re going to love Monique and she’s definitely going to love you.”

      The thought of being part of a family that would welcome her into the fold struck Brooke as a treasure far more valuable than the sapphire and diamonds he’d just put on her finger. The only child of a struggling single mother, Brooke had longed for relatives that were sane and steady and—well—normal.  How could she turn that down when Victor had finally declared his passion for her and wanted her counted among his loved ones?

      Pushing away the guilt for not having ever revealed during this tumultuous courtship on two continents and several countries that she had a small son living in Los Angeles, she told herself that at a better time, she’d lay that difficult truth before him—including a bit more about her ridiculous and extremely short marriage to stagehand and hustler Arnold Warmby.

      Victor pointed to the folding screen with Brooke’s lacy undergarments displayed across the top.

      “As much as I adore you in that silk dressing gown, why don’t you put on something lovely to wear to the Ritz?” he suggested. “Meanwhile, I’ll arrange to have a bottle of Veuve Clicquot put on ice.”

      “Oh, Victor,” she hesitated, not really feeling like sharing this moment with his agent or her producer. “Can’t it be just the two of us?”

      A familiar sense of panic began to take hold. She needed time to think.

      There are so many ramifications if I marry and move to France, especially if war spreads there…

      “Darling” Victor cajoled, “I’ve already asked them to join us, and besides, they’ll make it a jolly celebration.” He pointed to her dressing screen. “Now go on, beautiful. Put on something decent and I’ll meet you at the stage door in ten minutes.”

      Brooke crossed to her dressing table and stared into its mirror, the bright bulbs surrounding it heightening the worry she saw reflected in her features. She heard the door open and shut and sank onto the upholstered chair, meeting her own gaze, then closing her eyes.

      It occurred to her that the serious omission about her past was more like an unexploded bomb buried under a house than minefields floating in the sea.

      Would Victor still love her if he knew she’d not only left her son behind to escape her mistakes but had to dig herself out of a serious depression? Would he even accept her boy when he finally learned of Errol’s existence, given Arnold’s sketchy background and his insane behavior before and after the divorce? She tried not to think of the small black-and-white Kodak snapshot of her child tucked in a side pocket of her handbag, a photograph of a baby on his first birthday that she’d shown no one since leaving California.

      And how would Victor’s grandmother respond if she learned of the secrets her new granddaughter-in-law had failed to disclose?

      Brooke covered her face with her hands, certain that none of it bore thinking about.

      So, she wouldn’t think about it.

      At least, not right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Early March 1940

      The last five days of Brooke’s performances in Odets’ Golden Boy were executed amidst a flurry of preparations for the small wedding Victor’s ever-efficient agent Denise Louette had arranged. Along with helping Brooke pack her trunk with her personal belongings, Denise managed to get Brooke out of her leased flat by finding another actress in the Odets play to move in and take her place.

      Meanwhile, Brooke dutifully signed the manifold paperwork Denise had assembled that was required for an American woman in a country not her own to marry a man in England with dual British-French citizenship.

      Then there was the matter of obtaining the documents, including her divorce decree which, fortunately, she’d brought with her passport. All were necessary for Brooke Bradley de Varney to enter France on permanent status with her new husband. Given the bustle of necessary preparations, Denise was present nearly every minute. Brooke could never seem to find the right moment to make the complete confession to Victor that she’d neglected to reveal, thus far.

      “Il y avait beaucoup de difficultés, mais je pense que tout est en ordre.” declared Denise, placing several additional, official-looking papers on the hotel desk for both of them to sign.

       “What is she saying?” Brooke asked with irritation since she knew full well that Denise’s grasp of English far exceeded her own smattering of French.

      In fact, it seemed to Brooke that at times, Denise spoke in the language she knew would put Victor’s fiancée at a distinct disadvantage. For her part, not understanding a word they said made her feel pathetically ignorant and insecure.

      As Victor commenced signing the papers, Brooke took closer stock of Madame Louette, a small, compact brunette in her late forties with feathery wings of silver hair above each ear. The theatrical agent favored trim, well-tailored suits with Hermes or Chanel scarves tied artfully around her neck, rendering her incredibly chic, day or night. Brooke had come to believe that the apparent solver of all Victor’s problems and challenges had made sure that the soon-to-be groom would be lost without his bilingual Girl Friday.

      With a grateful smile aimed at his agent, Victor translated for Brooke Denise’s latest pronouncements.

      “She’s saying she had considerable trouble getting the paperwork in order, but she thinks it’s legal and complete, now, and for us to sign these latest documents.” He pointed to the pile resting on the desk. “Your turn.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, the brief ceremony in one of St. Paul’s small side chapels was over quickly. Brooke felt a stab of disappointment that it felt like such a hurried affair, but Victor held her glance and smiled as he slipped the wedding band onto her finger, although he had declined to wear one himself.

      “Not done in Britain, much, my love,” he’d explained when she asked why Denise had purchased only one gold ring instead of two. “A bit too much like a ring through the nose for us Brits, I suppose,” he joked.

      “What about Frenchmen?” she countered, pointing out his dual heritage.

      With less than a second’s pause, he replied. “Same thing, I’m afraid.”

      After a quick lunch at the Ritz where the famous hotel was now surrounded by sandbags and red arrows pointing to the nearest air-raid shelter, Brooke and Victor were whisked by cab onto the train heading for Portsmouth. There, they boarded a ferry to take them across the English Channel to Le Havre in Normandy. Within a few minutes, they’d settled in their stateroom with its double-decker bunks where they barely had enough room to turn around.

      “Not exactly the honeymoon suite, I fear,” he shrugged.

      Brooke asked, “Where’s Denise?”

      “Just down the passageway,” Victor reported. “She’s a marvel at securing reservations when no one else can.” He paused. “Make her your friend and you’ll never be sorry.”

      “I don’t think she’s much interested in being my friend,” Brooke replied, keeping her tone light.

      “She will when you make an effort to learn French,” he replied, arching a dark eyebrow. “Her only failing is that she’s very chauvinistic about her language. She speaks English quite well, or she could never be both my film and my theatrical agent, but to her, French is the only civilized language in the world. Learn it—or at least attempt to—and she’ll be your boon companion.”

      Brooke merely nodded, figuring this was just one of many things she would have to adjust to in the new life she had chosen. But even if she did improve her French, wasn’t Denise’s bread-and-butter Victor’s success as an actor, not hers?

      Brooke’s newly minted husband stood behind her in the cabin’s cramped space and folded his arms around her shoulders, pinning her back against his chest, his lips inches from her left ear.

      “I shall go to sleep tonight in these rather constrained quarters,” he murmured, “dreaming of all the wonderful things I plan to do with you when we sleep tomorrow night in the large, canopied bed at Château de Varney.”

      Brooke turned in his arms and smiled up at him, grateful for a welcome, reassuring sense that they were, at long last, launching their new life together.

      She kissed him playfully on the nose and said, “What a lovely way to contemplate our arrival in Le Belle France.”

      “LA Belle France,” Victor corrected, “as in la-la-la L.A. ‘La’ is the feminine form, which France certainly is,” he teased.

      “Ah, bon,” she replied, attempting to sound light-hearted at being reproved over one of her rare attempts to speak his native tongue. The truth was, at that moment she felt like punching the pillow on her bunk.

      “La Belle France,” she echoed obediently.

      “Ah, oui,” he said, smiling happily. “Vive La France!”

      “Vive la us!’” she parried, eyeing her single bed—and began undressing for the night.
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        * * *

      

      “Rouen! Rouen en cinq minutes!”

      Hearing the conductor’s five-minute warning, Victor jumped up from the upholstered bench in their private compartment on the train that had brought them from the dock in Le Havre to the city nearest his family’s Château de Varney. His agent remained seated, her leather portmanteau and briefcase remaining in the overhead rack.

      Victor announced happily, “Denise has kindly arranged for a car and driver to pick us up here to take us to Grandmère’s which is only about twenty kilometers from Rouen.” He turned to thank his agent warmly. “Denise, you’ve been an absolute brick handling all these complicated arrangements, and I can’t thank you enough.”

      “Ce n’est rien, mon ami.”

      “It is certainly not ‘nothing!’ It’s meant everything to us, hasn’t it Brooke?”

      Brooke was forced to admit that what Victor said was true. It was clear that her husband’s agent had moved heaven and earth with a war going on to get them to this moment.

      Brooke leaned forward and offered a light kiss on each of Denise’s cheeks, European fashion, murmuring with genuine sincerity, “Merci beaucoup pour tout.”

      Denise returned her smile with surprising enthusiasm.

      “Je vous souhaite à tous les deux une belle lune de miel!”

      Brooke looked at Victor in dismay, but before he could translate, Denise declared in English, “I said ‘I wish you both a very happy honeymoon at the château… une belle lune de miel.’”

      “Ah…” Brooke responded and then dutifully—and slowly—repeated Denise’s previous words in French.

      “Bon!” exclaimed the agent, and then said in English, “Excellent! If you like, I will find a French tutor for you to study with in Paris, and I can see already that you will be speaking properly in no time! Au revoir, chérie!” she trilled, cheerfully bidding them adieu as Brooke and Victor exited the compartment. “See you both in Paris in two weeks.”

      Brooke thought ruefully, I speak four consecutive words in French and she’s suddenly my new best friend!

      Then, it occurred to her that perhaps there was an important lesson in that.
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        * * *

      

      “February certainly isn’t the best time to see the château,” Victor apologized as their chauffeured Citroën passed by vast rows of apple trees, barren of even a single leaf. “We’ll come back in the spring when the trees have masses of pink and white blossoms, and the air is amazingly perfumed.” He paused, and added with a rueful smile, “Although, I must say, the pollen that time of year has landed me in the hospital a time or two with a bad asthma attack.”

      During their half-hour drive from the train, he’d recounted the story of his English mother, a young cable operator, sent over to Normandy during the Great War.

      “She’d been trained in England and, because she spoke schoolgirl French,” he explained, “she was recruited as a dispatcher of messages, assigned to the Anglo-French relay station perched on a cliff in our region.”

      “And your French father? What was he doing?”

      Victor smiled. “He had just assumed his first command.”

      “So he was her boss?”

      He laughed. “Her superior officer,” he corrected. “And just like you and me, my father says that they fell in love instantly and were married in 1914.”

      “So, she chose him and France,” Brooke murmured.

      Victor nodded. “Her name was Penelope Kent and, tragically for my father, she died in the influenza pandemic in 1918 when I was barely three and my brother, only eighteen months old.”

      Brooke’s breath caught at hearing this.

      “Why have you never told me this before? That she died when you and your brother were so young?” she asked.

      Victor turned and stared out the passenger window. “Well, just as you’ve recently told me about being married briefly before we met, I’ve now told you how my mother died. It was so long ago and I… I just don’t think about it much.”

      Oh, do I understand…

      But to Victor she said softly, “I imagine it was pretty tragic for you children as well as your papa. Do you remember her at all?”

      “I have only fragments of memories,” he said in a wistful tone of voice Brooke had never heard before. He kept his gaze glued to the window. “What I think I remember probably comes from what my father and grandmother have told
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