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Chapter One 
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Brittany, France 1941

––––––––
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AT THE SOUND OF A BOOT scraping over stone, Norah peeked around the tall rock. Her pulse spiked. The Commandant stood a couple of feet away, straight as a steel beam, arrogant, gazing out over the Atlantic. His Nazi uniform was a terrible mockery to the village of ​Saint Guénolé.

She’d thought herself secluded here. Why had she taken the chance? She hunkered down and should slip away, since she could be apprehended for spying on the German officer. Though that’s not why she was there. Loathing coated with fear rippled through her. 

Almost frozen with inaction, she slid down a little more into the cove of rocks’ shadows. She glanced at her drawing book. The sketch of the Atlantic Puffin, delicate in its lines traced in colored pencils. The orange legs and strong red and black beak on a body of black, pale gray, and a white underside shimmered on the page. In profile, its eye shone with life, and the puffin looked about to take flight. 

A gust of wind tossed her hair into her face, a thick sweep of strawberry-blonde in the scent of brine from the sea. 

Did she hear his boots scrape closer? What if he peered over the rocks? Swiping her tresses aside, she shrank deeper into a cleft and glared over the ocean, longing for her home in Yorkshire, angry and upset at being stranded. But she must pretend to be calm, in control. 

The Southern Finistère coast, with its rugged, rocky outline, was a buttress against the forceful ocean waves that slapped the stone slope two yards below her toes. The dark indigo of the Bay of Biscay reflected a blue spring sky. Spray filtered through the air, a mist that refreshed her skin—except today. If she could only sneak to the north coast and be capable of swimming the channel.

Inching to the side, Norah crept, head down, out from the semi-circle of tall rocks on the opposite side from the Commandant. Thankful she wore trousers and not a skirt, plus sturdy Oxford shoes, she brushed off her backside. She hurried past the monolithic-like stones with golden lichen clinging to their bases, across an open area of grass and into the bushes then woods. Her pencils rattled in the canvas bag. Her legs grazed against the orange and yellow wildflowers.

A sentry or two always patrolled this area. She tried to remain inconspicuous, but more soldiers had arrived in the last few weeks. The Germans had started to build ports somewhere along here and a special one, heavily guarded, right below the village. She must be more careful.

As she pushed her way through gorse bushes and scratchy plants, sharply fragrant, she pondered the German officer’s reasons for standing at the cliff, which he did often—but never so close to her cove. Was he waiting for reinforcements by sea? Or coveting England across the channel? But that view was on the northern coast of this peninsula that stuck like a fat finger out into the Atlantic.

The Nazis’ bombing raids had already decimated so much in London in the Blitz. They’d also dropped bombs on York, but with minimal damage so far. Her country had been attacked by German planes from September ’40 to last month—the worst raid ever on London. She groaned. Now June, would it start again?

Since last year, Hitler planned an invasion of England, but he had failed to land any troops. 

Her stomach clenched with more anger she needed to temper. She increased her stride, sucking in the fresh air. Rustling behind her, footsteps—too close. Someone panting then a hand grabbed her shoulder.

Norah flinched and swung around. A baby-faced soldier in Nazi greenish-gray scowled at her. “What are you doing here?” he demanded in heavily accented, terrible French, two of his teeth jagged like a weasel.

She straightened, chin high, the pad pressed to her stomach. Inside, she trembled. “I live nearby. I was enjoying a walk. I draw birds.” Her French was passable after the year entrenched with her cousin, and her schoolgirl lessons from a decade ago. Her arrival happened only five weeks before the Germans invaded France. A desperate year because of that and for anguished, personal reasons.

The young man pointed at her book and bag, then shouted over his shoulder in German.

Was he alerting his superior? “Please, I’ve done nothing wrong.” She had no desire to come face to face with the Commandant. “You can search me...if you want.” She cringed at that idea.

“I have no choice but to report you.” The soldier shouted again. The officer’s heavy footsteps thudded closer.

He burst through the bushes, tall and broad-shouldered, his expression stern. The two Germans spoke in their guttural language.

Norah wanted to collapse to the ground but refused to show intimidation. Her spine nearly crackled as she held it firm.

The Commandant confronted her, his blue eyes penetrating. “What is your purpose out here at the shore?” He had distinct cheekbones, a handsome face, his lips full; a man of about forty. An iron cross hung at his high collar. “You don’t care to take instruction from we Philistines. Civilians are restricted.”

“I apologize,” she tried to keep the revulsion from her tone, though his near-teasing words —or perhaps a taunt—put her off-balance even more, “I was out for a walk and...I used to walk by the shore. Before—” Before you damned Germans arrived.

“What is in that book and bag? Give the pad to me, so I may inspect what you’re doing.” He reached out his gloved hand, his French excellent.

She hesitated, then handed the book over. “I like to sketch birds. I have a friend who is an ornithologist. We study them. Rather he studies them, I just draw.”

She opened the bag at his order, and the young soldier plowed through it. “I’d appreciate it if you don’t crack my pencils.”

“Show me your Identification Card. What is your name, prowler of the coast?” the officer asked in his clipped, almost raspy voice. He opened and paged through her drawings. “It is only birds, nothing more?”

“I’m Norah Cooper, and yes, it’s only birds.” She pulled out the card residents were now required to carry.

He snatched the card and read the words, perused her picture. Then he handed it back. “Ah, I detected an English accent in your French.” 

His continued rough handling of the pages sent sparks along her shoulders. Would she be punished for being English, Germany’s worst enemy?

She reached for her book to mask her panic, the idea she could be interrogated or shot. Her knees wobbled. “Please...may I have—”

“Your identification says you’re single. Are you engaged to be married soon?” The Commandant clapped the book shut, his pointed stare on her again, though his curiosity was obvious. “Do the men in your family allow you to wander alone?”

“I’m not about to be married.” Her cheeks burned for the marriage that almost took place.

He looked her up and down, his gaze astute. “Pull out your pockets, s'il vous plaît.”

She did so while struggling to calm her breathing.

“Why are you in France at this particular time?” He, too, examined her bag as if he didn’t trust his subordinate.

“I live here. I’ve lived here for years.” That lie came to her easily. He might find her less suspicious if he thought her a resident and not a recent visitor.

“Is that so? I will study your drawings for hidden details. And I know where you live in the village.”

Had he seen her there? She nodded, though would refuse to admit where, if she could manage it. She needed to protect her cousins. But he said he already knew where or could easily find out. Her reasoning flapped like a hummingbird.

“You can go for now. But I will keep an eye on you, as I do this entire area. Stay away from the coast. Mark my words, Fräulein Cooper, you must cooperate. You don’t wish to come to any harm.” He tugged the brim of his high-peaked hat, turned, and marched off in tall, black boots—with her drawing pad. His minion followed, shouldering his rifle.

“Wait, sir. When can I have them back?” Norah swallowed a curse, wishing she’d said nothing. They tramped into the trees.

All that work for nothing. She’d made other sketches of seabirds. She let out a long breath, eyes closed for a moment, fingers shaking. That drawing pad was expensive, with paper woven tightly like linen. She’d never find another in this ravaged country. She waited until they were out of her sight, then she slowly walked toward her cousin’s cottage, measuring every step. Woozy with relief she hadn’t been arrested, she still cursed inside: bastards! 

* * *
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LOEIZA Menez shook her dark head in her low-beamed kitchen after Norah told her of the encounter. She’d returned, breathless and bristling.

“The Germans are watching the coast, as if it belongs to them.” Loeiza hugged Norah who gleaned comfort in her embrace. “Was the Commandant threatening? You must stay cautious, ma chérie.”

Then her cousin returned to chopping onions at her smooth wood table. A voluptuous woman with pouty lips, Loeiza’s plumpness was the exact opposite of Norah’s slender form.

She brushed her fingers across her abdomen. Thin, yet her still-flabby middle brought on bitter memories. A disaster she hadn’t planned on, but was it for the better? “The German was a little threatening. I wish he hadn’t taken my drawings. My art keeps me distracted. But yes, I could have been arrested, or worse.” 

“You can’t send drawings to your friend, anyway. It wouldn’t be allowed.” Her cousin on her mother’s side, Loeiza took most things stoically. A good, steady woman, of thirty-one, she was five years older than Norah. “I’m thankful you were not detained.”

Four boisterous children ran into the kitchen with its huge hearth. They giggled and pushed at one another. “Do we eat now?”

“Non, my darlings, are your chores finished?”

The oldest boy, Jean, shrugged, his grin wide on his mother. At ten, he was gregarious but with a mischievous tinge. “Why can’t we dig for clams in the mud?”

“I’ve told you, the guards’ frown upon us near the ocean. Now take the others to the garden,” their mother said gently with a sweep of her hand. “We’ll plant in a day or so.”

Jean ushered the littler ones, two girls and another boy, out of the room. The youngest boy, barely three, whimpered in annoyance. Norah smiled at the children’s—most of them—good cheer with so much turmoil around them.

Norah went to the open lattice window that looked out on the cobbled square of the fishing village of Saint Guénolé. The warm breeze caressed her face. She’d have to sketch inland birds, in her second, inferior book, her last available. A shame, since this peninsula had unique waterfowl. Her friend would understand. She’d lost the puffin, the Purple Heron, and the Bearded Reedling in her confiscated work.

“Damn Germans, or rather darn.” In case a child listened. “They storm in and steal everything.” Norah turned and leaned against the plastered wall. She resented the humiliation of being searched while still relieved she remained free. She’d heard of others who weren’t so lucky.

“Soon, we’ll be eating nothing but the weeds in the field.” Loeiza tossed the wild onions into a pan of sputtering lard on the stove. “Almost no butter, eggs. I was fortunate to find a chicken. But it’s scrawny. Yann says meat will be even more scarce with most food given to the soldiers or sent to Germany.”

“You’re poulet au cidre is always delicious.” And having a butcher for a husband didn’t hurt. But stores were depleted more each month. Norah stepped to the table. “Can I help?”

“I like to cook, you know that.” Loeiza waved her away. “These ingredients are difficult to come by. And we pay a such high costs, but we must make the best of what we can.”

“And I’m eating your food and have overstayed my welcome.” Norah propped her arms on the table. She tried to eat as little as possible, leaving most for the children.

“You have not overstayed. You didn’t know the Germans would trample the French army then rush out to occupy our province. And now you’re forbidden to leave.” Loeiza stirred the onions, the smell pungent. Her cousin’s words weren’t quite so confident as before concerning Norah’s residence. Or was she reading that in with her guilt.

“I’m selfish to lament my stolen drawings, with all the suffering in France.” But art was her passion. “My father kept insisting I disappear into the countryside, to an aunt on a remote farm.” Norah forced an ironic chuckle. Her father had also warned her not to cross the channel. The continent was being chewed apart and swallowed up by that maniac dictator, Hitler. “But I had to leave England.”

“I’m happy you traveled here, even though it was risky. I haven’t seen you in a few years.” Loeiza’s words were a balm. “No fancy breasts for this meal, we use it all.” Her cousin added the pieces of chicken to the braised onions. The meat sizzled. “The scraps and bones will make a fine soup.” 

“And Bretons love their soups.” Norah snatched a rag and wiped up the onion juice. “Father is probably still furious, but I wanted to save my old aunt from dying of apoplexy.”

Loeiza laughed softly. “The older generation can be too stodgy, oui?” 

“Aunty would have begged me to marry a man I didn’t love. As did my mother.” Norah fought back the gloom. She’d worked as a secretary in the walled city of York; a dull job she felt beneath her. A wild party to push back the perils of war. Dancing, laughing, then a grope with an attractive visiting supervisor that turned into more. She shivered, disgusted with herself. The wine had blurred her morals. “His offer to wed sounded more like he was being marched to the scaffold.”

Her cousin smiled in sympathy, though her eyes seemed sad. “No one should marry someone they don’t love. Or marry too young. Then you’re stuck in matrimony...  It’s good we are not so strait-laced in Bretagne, ma chérie.”

“I also wanted to check on you. I was worried with the war heating up.” Norah warmed at their long friendship, though separated by the Channel. Letters had flown back and forth on a regular basis.

Yann, Loeiza’s husband, strode in then. Medium height, thin and wiry, he pulled off his cap. His lank brown hair framed a long, bony face. He had removed his large apron, probably at his shop, but still stank of raw meat and blood.

“You are early. Our Norah had an adventure today. Don’t be upset but wait till you hear.” Loeiza turned the chicken in the pan.

Norah stiffened. “Yann won’t need to—”

Too late, her cousin relayed the incident. Loeiza, once so sweet, appeared reluctantly obligated to inform her husband of any infractions.

Yann’s mouth twisted and he turned his glare on Norah. “Are you senseless? Do you want to bring attention to us?”

“No, of course I don’t. I’m sorry it happened.” Norah crossed her arms and hugged her elbows. “I really am.”

“We mind our own business here. We don’t ask for trouble.” He kissed his wife’s cheek, then returned his dark eyes to her. “That Major von Gottlieb, he’s a dangerous man. He might think you are drawing the coastline for the British.”

“He’ll find nothing in my book.” Norah’s voice rose in defensiveness. Of course, she did look questionable out there sketching. “I’ll stay away from the ocean, I promise. It was foolish.”

“You had better. We’re fortunate the Germans don’t house an officer here. I want it to stay that way.” Yann, polite when she first arrived, definitely showed signs that she’d worn out her welcome. The ever-sparser food should be for his family.

Yet she suspected he was aware of any resistance against the Germans in the village. Local men sometimes gathered in the parlor, drinking fermented cider, whispering in their confusing Breton language. Though she’d learned to pick up words and phrases—the anger of the persecuted.

She left the kitchen, rubbing her knuckle along her collarbone. How could she contribute to her cousins’ lives? She hated feeling useless, a burden. Or was there a way back to England? A fishing boat slipping into the night. She’d arrived with funds she thought would last her, but with the forced “stay,” that money was gone. She hadn’t the bribe to pay for a clandestine escape. Nor would she wish to put a willing fisherman in danger.

Shoulders slumped, Norah’s throat tightened. She’d sneaked into France, a friend with a boat, who also warned her not to go. 

Norah went to the narrow stairway that led upstairs. She tapped the banister like a drum. The Germans weren’t in France in March of 1940, though England had declared war on Germany in September of ’39, after Hitler invaded Poland. 

The rough crossing she’d suffered that last week of March. But she’d wanted to check on her cousins, as well as hide her condition. Another stupid mistake! Her longing for home, her family, dug deep into her heart. She might be stranded in France forever.

With her original purpose shattered, and no way home, she must find a place to belong, no matter the difficulty.
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Chapter Two
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AUGUST TOSSED HIS HAT onto the leather wingback chair of the mayor of Saint Guénolé’s former office, in the village Town Hall, now appropriated as his. A musty, smoke-filled room he’d had aired out.

The desk was plain, ordinary. August had made the office neat and organized, the opposite of what existed in his mind. Two chairs faced the desk, set back slightly, for whomever he might need to speak to, or interrogate.

On top of a glass-fronted bookcase, he’d placed the photograph of Klara. A pretty enough face, with broad cheeks and a kind smile. A good woman, gone too soon—a year before he was stationed out here. He breathed over the pinch of sadness. At least his two daughters, though young, were safely married to solid German businessmen in Germany.

He was pleased they had good husbands who wouldn’t suppress them. Young, unmarried girls were supposed to join the BDM. Bund Deutscher Madel: Band of German Maidens, where woman were taught to be wives and mothers only. A female version of the Hitler Youth.

His son, at fifteen, was in secondary school in Berlin. Klara’s sister kept an eye on him.

In the bookcase he’d placed a few of his books on history, a subject he relished to learn about. Especially the historic facts of Brittany.

On a table in the corner, a jigsaw puzzle was a quarter finished. Such items gave him some pleasure, a different focus. Its irregular edges made it a challenge. Soon Renoir’s Luncheon at the Boating Party would emerge from the pieces.

His colleagues had hinted he should recreate German paintings, but he preferred the French Impressionists.

He glanced out the window. The navy, the Kriegsmarine, now situated at the former French naval base in Brest, ninety-six kilometers north, were building a special port here for their new submarine. He might have to move the population farther from the shoreline. Displace these fishermen who clung to the coast. So far, they hadn’t been disruptive. A simple people.

The drawing book sat on the desk’s corner. There was nothing untoward among the avian pictures that he could discover. No hidden lines to show the shoreline, the shape of coves and inlets. Of course, a silly fräulein wouldn’t have the skill to camouflage. The slender Englishwoman with luminescent hair seemed innocent, but she was English. You could never trust your enemy. At least, he was supposed to view her as an enemy.

He shuffled through a stack of papers, troop movements in western France, submarine and ship plans for his ‘information’ only.

The muscles along his shoulders tightened. Being stuck out here in the hinterland instead of Paris, or other important assignments, appeared to be an insult. Was it because he didn’t toe the line, worship the Führer enough, as was expected? Klara’s death had chipped away at his faltering zeal. Still, the perceived exile, this beautiful place, had grown on him this last year.

But he should do his duty for the army and the Wehrmacht. He must present himself as a loyal soldier within the limits that continued to form in his mind, until he decided on his future.

* * *
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BIRDSONG TRILLED OUTSIDE the window. Norah opened her eyes in the narrow bed in the tiny room, a space once occupied by a maid in previous decades. Her sleep had been restless. For an instant she recalled, from months before, when she’d awoken to kicks and movement. Thankfully, when she’d voyaged to France at four months pregnant, she hadn’t shown yet. No one in Yorkshire, except her parents, should know of her disgrace.

Her cousin had found a nice couple to adopt the child. Norah swung her legs over the side of the bed, hating the memory. That morning near the end of her term she had gone into labor, the midwife summoned, but the baby was stillborn. 

Norah stood, her heart in a fist. Tragic to lose something, someone that once thrived inside of you. The deep gash of pain hit her, and she swayed with the loss. A boy, they said. Yet she might have wondered for the rest of her life how he fared. Did her mother feel the same, as the years passed, after Norah’s brother—a sibling she barely remembered—died of diphtheria at only two?

She rubbed her eyes. The crowded room contained a chest at the end of the bed, and a dresser with flaking paint. She poured water into the ewer on a tiny table and washed her face and armpits with a sliver of soap. The chilly water made her shiver. The house was primitive, with no upstairs plumbing for the three bedrooms. A full bathroom was downstairs, usually filled with a child or three. 

Norah smiled at this kinder thought. She liked to take the children on walks, to teach them about wildlife, or as much as she knew; but that might be forbidden, too.

She bristled over her exile from the coast, though she could sketch something other than birds. There was a fine old church close by. 

Her father had scoffed at her desire to be an artist. “Get married like your sister.” Home and hearth. Norah loved her sister Agatha, but marriage had never appealed to her. She loved and respected her parents, even if they were too traditional in wanting her to be a housewife.

Dressing in olive herringbone trousers, another thing her father disliked, she pulled on a blouse with short sleeves, and cream-colored drape tie. This sailor’s blouse, like all her clothing, she’d brought from England. Clothing she’d worn over and over during her extended stay.

Along with the roomier garments she borrowed from her cousin when she’d grown large with child. She fought a wince and tucked the smaller sketchbook into her bag of pencils.

The American actress Katharine Hepburn wore trousers, and Norah was thin like her. They both had defined-featured faces as well. She brushed her too fluffy hair, trying to tame it into a semblance of order as the tresses floated an inch above her shoulders. She’d never thought herself pretty, but she did have lush hair.

In the kitchen, Loeiza spooned porridge into bowls. The room was warm and hummed with the little ones’ voices.

“I’m off to draw the church, to see how well I do with buildings. It’s been a while.” Norah greeted each of the children: Angelique, sweet and quiet, Marie-Louise, stubborn but smart, Petit Yann, spoiled. Jean, dark, flashing eyes beneath black hair, gave her a cheeky grin.

“Make certain you only draw the church.” Loeiza warned. “Yann is right, we must always be careful if we are to co-exist.”

“I’m well aware. My little cove of rocks is no longer safe.” Norah kissed her cousin’s cheek.

After a quick slice of bread and a strong cup of barley coffee, Norah left the cottage. Across the square, she passed the pretty thatched, or slate-roofed homes of stone and headed down the road. Larger buildings of stone or plaster on stone, some with chalky-blue shutters, lined the street, along with the few shops and the weathered to gray stone fish market structure. Purple irises poked up in tiny gardens.

Her plain, Panama style straw hat with a black band shaded her from the sun. Women’s hats had got fancier, with bright jewel tone colors. But that would be out of place in the dreariness of occupation.

How frivolous to think of hats, she admonished herself. However, one’s mind didn’t always behave as it should.

A soldier marched by; his gaze raked over her, then he winked. She coiled into herself and kept walking.

Two elderly women passed her in drab gowns, black shawls draped over their shoulders, white-capped heads together as they whispered. Everyone was cautious under scrutiny.

At the Église Saint Guénolé, built in the fifteenth century, Norah admired the gothic, Breton style; the granite shone golden in the morning light. It and the village were named after a famous monk who died in the sixth century.

She sat on a ruined wall and began to outline the building with its large stained-glass windows, sinister gargoyles, and flying buttresses. She shaded with charcoal-gray around the gargoyles, under the windows, to give her drawing depth. But the cheap paper frustrated her. Plus, the drawing seemed stagnant, no ripple of feathers, twitch of a head, no life.

Norah fingered the pencil, almost chewing on it. The intense pigment of her pencils was of professional quality, a gift she’d brought from home. When she used them up, what would she draw with?

From the corner of her eye, she saw movement. A lanky man in loose trousers and shirt walked toward the village. Deniel Pichon, a carpenter, and friend of Yann’s. He paused and waved to her.

She waved back and shoved her pencil into her bag. 

“How are you this morning, Mademoiselle Cooper?” He ambled over, his smile easy. Under his cap, he had wavy chocolate brown hair and inquisitive hazel eyes. A dimple in one cheek gave him the look of someone of good humor. In his early thirties, he hid the limp that kept him from joining the Free French Forces in England under General de Gaulle. The majority of young men had escaped there when they heard the Germans were marching into Brittany.

“I’m attempting to draw the church, but I’m not happy with the results.”

“Do you know the nave is slightly crooked in this church, due to the old priory adjoined to it?” He glanced down at her effort. “It’s not bad. But I’m shocked. No more birds?”

“I’m afraid yesterday the German Major forbade me anywhere near the shore.” She huffed, meeting his twinkling eyes.

“Has he? The venerable August von Gottlieb.” Pichon’s eyebrow arched. Hands on his hips, he gazed around. Pichon was usually the most vocal of the men who convened in Yann’s parlor. “Then you’d better be prudent. We wouldn’t want to upset the occupying forces.” His words held a trace of sarcasm, his smile wry.

“No, we wouldn’t. And I don’t wish to be dragged to prison, or worse.” Her arms goose-bumped. She ached to ask more; was there an ongoing Résistance group in the village? Was there hope the Germans could be chased out? But why would Yann be part of it? He’d seemed, when she first arrived, a restrained man who preferred to keep his head bent to his work.

The proud Bretons claimed to be separate from the French, a Celtic heritage. Rumor had it some even welcomed the Germans. She’d wondered if Yann straddled both positions, to keep his family safe.

“Have you ever painted, or is drawing your only interest?” Pichon asked. 

“I decided not to bring my paints to France. I hadn’t planned to stay long.” Her stomach twisted at her reason for coming. She must discard the past and work on her future, to alleviate the despair that had gouged her out for too long.

“Then the invasion, I see. A shame. Our beloved village should be cleansed. Eh bien, I must go. I need to measure for a table. I must accumulate money.” This seemingly amiable man had a fiancée, a girl in a neighboring village. They would marry soon.

“Monsieur Pichon, I once thought the entire village followed the Germans’ orders. But now I wonder...”

“You are better off not to ask questions. That’s my advice. Au revoir.” His eyes flashed a warning. He tipped his cap and left her. 

Norah bit back a protest. If she wanted to be of use, she intended to find out more about their group—if one existed. She’d caught words in their parlor discussions that heightened her interest. But would the men want her to be a part of any ‘activities?’ Was she brave enough to be an asset? Or just a desperate woman anxious to contribute but might cause further problems?

She stuffed the sketchbook into her bag, stood, and wandered over to where she could glimpse the ocean. The fishing port spread out below. Protected by two granite peninsulas, its western entrance was often plagued by rough weather. One peninsula was connected to the mainland by a sandy isthmus. Neglected fishing boats bobbed in the calmer water near the coast. A cluster of low buildings studded the shore.

The fishy scent mixed with brine swept over her. The few men left were only allowed to fish with a German escort, ten miles farther east, away from this area.

The Atlantic waves crashed the rocks as if enraged at them, the spray thrown high into the air. A few beaches broke up the harsh granite shoreline. She longed to walk along their sandy warmth. To her right, in the distance, she saw men in work clothes, carrying materials of some sort, pushing barrows, pointing down at a spot on the bank and into the ocean. Wagons were being unloaded. This work had started in March, as more sentries were posted.

If only she had binoculars. Then again, she’d be shot for certain. She blew out a breath. If she made light of her situation, she might manage to endure.

A German sentry strutted by, rifle shouldered, his head straight with purpose. His glower and rude hand gesture sent her backing away. Her curiosity could be her undoing. The confinement of being denied the shore prickled inside her.

She turned and rushed toward the village. Yann’s friends whispered about what type of port the Germans planned to build in this remote place. Was that what she’d just seen? Would it be for an invasion fleet? 

Germany might soon overrun her homeland with troops. Her parents’ small farm, though her father worked as a solicitor, could be in the path of destruction. Their lives sacrificed for the rampaging Nazis. The thought sent a shudder through her.

What were the British army and navy planning? Prime Minister Churchill was busy trying to talk the United States into giving Britain supplies and weapons. Help was desperately needed.

“Come sit with me,” a soldier in front of the Auberge, or tavern, called, then he laughed.

Norah, eyes averted, hustled on. So much to worry about. Her Anglican family wasn’t overly religious; they attended church on special occasions and holidays. However, she said a brief prayer for them and her country. Her parents were mortified by her sinful actions—and the result. Would she have the chance to make it up to them? 

She forced her thoughts elsewhere. There had to be interesting birds that nested here in the spring. Her friend, James, appreciated her bird sketches, but of course, he’d prefer the unique. They’d known each other since childhood. He’d gone to Oxford, a degree in Ornithology, and was now married with two children.

A motorcycle zoomed by driven by a German officer, the fumes noxious. The invaders had taken all their vehicles, leaving the villagers to walk or ride bicycles.

She passed the large well, still used by many, near the square. A cat scurried past. Then a dog growled from somewhere.

“Fräulein Cooper.” The rasp of a voice sliced into her.

Norah halted, filled with alarm. The Major walked toward her in his jodhpur-like trousers, holding her drawing pad. His medals on the dreaded uniform glistened in the sun’s rays.

He held the pad out. “Your birds are attractive; you have a talent. The colors vivid.” He thrust it into her hands. “Stay away from the coast, as I’ve cautioned, if you know what is good for you.” He looked her over, his expression evaluating. “You’ve lived here for years, you said. I think it is much shorter than that.”

Norah cringed as she hugged her pad close, thankful for its return, but aware of the danger. She must be truthful and not bring scrutiny to her cousins. Though she was weary of men ordering her about. “It’s been more like one year. I came to visit family, then you and your soldiers arrived.”

“So you lied to me. Don’t try to be too clever.” He gave her a slight smile, but menace seemed to lurk beneath it. His shadow engulfed her. “I will find out any details if needed.”

“I’m fairly boring, not clever at all.” Another unruly slip of the tongue she wished she could swallow back.

Now his smile looked amused. He gave a quick nod and stalked away.

Norah took a nervous breath, her hands clasped on the drawing pad. Would he uncover her disgrace? The entire village had to know, though she’d hidden inside during the final trimester. Midwives gossiped.

His threat made Norah yearn to sketch along the shore—but perhaps not birds. No, no, she mustn’t think that way. She really shouldn’t tempt fate. Her brazen nature, as her father often called it, should be used in more inventive ways.

A heavyset woman, Madame Bolloré, sweeping in front of her cottage, stared over with a frown. Norah was the outsider in the village. Now, just for speaking to the German commander, would they think her a fraternizer?
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Chapter Three
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“THERE ARE GOLDEN ORIOLES in the poplar groves. We have choughs.” Loeiza dug her hoe into the soil behind the cottage and gouged another row. “You could draw those.”

Norah dropped the carrot seeds into the dark earth. “We have choughs in England, mostly in Cornwall. I saw a Honey Buzzard and a Serin. I don’t know if I can get close again.”

“I’m surprised the Major returned your pad the other day. You were fortunate.” Loeiza squeezed Norah’s arm, patted it, and continued tilling the rows. Half the garden would be carrots, half potatoes. Other vegetables were already growing in patches.

They planted late this June due to the difficultly of obtaining seeds from the Marche Noir, the black market. Another unfortunate expense.

“I’m surprised, too. Why not an underling? Or not at all? I wondered, for a second, if he’d changed his mind about arresting me.” She stifled a shiver. People were arrested for the slightest infraction. “He said my colors were vivid, and I have a talent.” A man quite full of himself, as most Germans were. She hoped they wouldn’t speak again—too hazardous.

Norah debated about mentioning what she’d seen down at the port. Her cousin might already be aware. So much was left unsaid in this village. “Will you grow enough food?”

“I hope so, if the Germans don’t confiscate everything.” Loeiza tugged on her straw-hat brim. She gouged the hoe in again, her strong arms brown from the sun. The loamy scent of overturned earth was pleasing. A butterfly with blue spots fluttered through the air.

“Stop that.” Marie-Louise, at five, the disciplinarian, was discouraging Petit Yann from sucking on a black-eyed Susan held with dirt-encrusted fingers. The three-year-old was adamant about putting most anything in his mouth, perhaps to fill his belly. The little boy stomped his foot. 

Angelique, her dark-blonde hair waving in the breeze, pulled weeds from the garden and laid them in a neat pile. She was almost eight, inquisitive but shy. Her sweet smile charmed everyone. What future did she have now? Or any of the precious children?

Norah wondered how her cousin managed to care for them, their clothing more frayed, the food not as plentiful. Last year, Norah had been overwhelmed with the idea of bringing another mouth to... Though the baby would have been safe with a good family. 

A rush of guilt enveloped her, after the jab of pain, that she was still here, eating their limited resources. Thoughts of how she might contribute to their coffers trickled in. What could she offer?

She glanced at Loeiza, who resembled the aunt, her mother’s sister, a family Norah had visited a few times. An adventurous woman who had gone to France in 1909, five years before the Great War broke out in 1914. She’d met and married a Breton man, and stayed through that war, living in Quimper, a larger town to the east.

Now the Germans invaded for the second time. The restrictive rules forced on their country after the Kaiser’s reign had caused anger and resentment—so her father and his brothers had debated. Hostility that the screaming Hitler stirred to a feverish pitch. 

“Have you heard from your parents?” Norah raked the soil over the seeds, then stabbed the tines into the ground, frustrated at the chaos of their situation. She would help Angelique water when they finished sowing.

Loeiza straightened and pressed on the small of her back. Her simple, much mended, cotton dress brushed below her knees. “Not since they said they were traveling to Switzerland. The Germans curtail our mail, even the Red Cross can’t send us packages. My parents begged me and my family to go...”

A plane rumbled overhead and both women stiffened and stared up, waiting, their breath held. A bomber, the allies? Should they grab the children and run for cover? Norah grasped her cousin’s wrist. Loeiza reached out for her youngest; but the airplane flew north-east where the Germans had built an airfield—one of many. 

When the sound of its engine faded, they glanced at each other with brittle smiles. This had happened before, but every moment brought new dangers.

Norah steadied her breathing, her mouth dry.

“I’m glad we stayed here in the village, and that you’re with us, though England’s countryside might be safer,” Loeiza said as if little had occurred, though her face blanched pale. “I doubt Yann would leave anyway. He has relatives all over this region. He swears it’s his duty to remain.”

Her cousin met Yann when her family visited the Finistère coast for holidays, both in their younger teens at the time, Loeiza had told Norah when she’d attended their wedding twelve years ago. He’d appeared a much more affable man then. Norah was a mere fourteen, thrilled to visit along with her mother. Now she pondered her cousin’s marriage choice. Or was Yann a different man in the privacy of their bedroom?

Jean rushed through the gate, two milk pails clanging. His cheeks flushed. “They’re empty, Maman. The dairyman said the Germans took all the milk.”

“Then we do without.” Loeiza patted his dark head, her smile reassuring. “Take Little Yann inside and clean him off, please.”

Jean set down the pails, grabbed his brother’s hand, and tugged him into the cottage. The little boy cried out in upset as Jean soothed him with gently teasing words.

Norah raked more dirt over the seeds she’d dropped. The Germans steal milk from babies! “What do you know about Deniel Pichon? Does he have interests other than carpentry? More political?”

“You’ve heard them talking. You’ll be fluent in Breton soon. Mais non, they only brag. Yann listens but discourages them.” The way her cousin said it implied more. Loeiza averted her eyes and bent to her hoeing. Yann must have warned her not to talk too much. 

Marie-Louise scampered by, nearly bumping into Norah. “A mole; va-t’en, shoo, shoo!” The little girl waved her arms and the rodent scurried from the garden.

“Why don’t you settle in for good in the village?” Loeiza tipped her head, her smile encouraging. “We’ll find you a nice farmer to marry.”

“As if I had a choice where to live right now. Though I appreciate everything you’ve done. You saved me.” Norah felt the stab of loss. She could never marry. Who would want her, a ruined woman? Someone who couldn’t handle her basest needs in a haze of champagne. She’d attract the worst kind of husband—and she would never wish to be a farmer’s wife. Or anyone’s wife, now.

Perhaps her cousins wanted her to move out, and soon, despite Loeiza’s previous words. Norah pushed down the anxiety that always threatened to creep up on her. Where would she go? She must never give up on the hope of returning home.

The rotund neighbor appeared at the gate between their properties. “Loeiza, did you hear?” Her double chins wagged in her round, sun-burnished face. She motioned her over. Norah followed.

“Bonjour. What is it, Madame Bolloré?” Her cousin smiled at this local gossip whose chickens were as numerous as her children, and just as noisy. How she kept her birds from the Germans was another mystery.

“Terrible news, that’s what it is.” Madame Bolloré glanced over her shoulder. Then she shuffled forward, nearly stumbling over a fuzzy yellow chick. Her faded striped gown resembled a circus tent. “The Germans arrested Pierre ​Kerguelen early this morning. And isn’t he Yann’s very dear friend? Now we’ll all be under suspicion.”

A chill rippled up Norah’s spine. A child whined from the woman’s garden, calling, “Maman.”

Loeiza gulped a quick intake of breath.

Kerguelen was one of the men who gathered in the parlor to whisper in Breton. Norah gripped the rake handle and bit the inside of her cheek. This could mean danger for Yann and his fellows, along with the entire village. Madame Bolloré flicked a gaze to her.

* * *
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THE LIEUTENANT RAISED his hand, the whip ready to strike the cowering Frenchman. August maneuvered down the bank of the burgeoning little port. On the large shelf of beach, he grabbed his arm. “Stop this. I’ve warned you not to attack the workers.”

The young man flushed. “They’re too slow, Herr Major.”

August snatched the whip from him. “I’m reassigning you to the point. Leave at once. Beating people hardly inspires cooperation.” How could he keep his men from adhering to Hitler’s vicious policies?

The soft-faced soldier—one of many pushed too quickly through officer training—saluted, ducked his head, and marched off. August signaled to his second lieutenant, Oberleutnant Krause to take charge of the project. A tall, taciturn man strictly by the book, Krause stepped forward. 

August rejoined Captain Schmidt, his second in command, at the top of the bank. The wind off the ocean swirled around them.

“The worker probably deserved it,” Schmidt said. “Krause is a bitter man. His wife left him for an opera singer. He only regrets having no sons to join the Hitler Youth. But if we don’t hurry with the port, the honor might go to Lorient.”

“Our topography has the advantage.” August hated to think what that advantage was bringing them. Lorient, 130 kilometers farther east, under the control of Brest, was an important base on this coast. The French general there had been persuaded into ‘practical collaboration.’ 

August surveyed the men working below. Diligent Germans and a few forced Frenchmen—or others just seeking a paycheck. The villagers hadn’t given him much trouble, until early this morning.

The construction had gone on for three months, the forms in place, concrete, and steel being positioned, along with prefabricated ceiling supports for the large bunker and pen. The naval Kapitän zur See would arrive soon to oversee the progress. A vice admiral had been here initially and planned to return. Arrogant men of lofty rank pushing into his territory. 

“We should have a warship stationed here. A travesty Brittany deprived us of their fleet.” Schmidt’s pointed nose stabbed the sky. The previous year, after the invasion, France sent her ships to ports in Africa and England so the German couldn’t use them. The Luftwaffe mined the waters, but their fleet escaped.

“We’re supposed to be inconspicuous.” August ruminated that the remaining ships were destroyed by the French and British demolition squads. Two French submarines were scuttled in front of their crew. Hitler wasn’t discouraged, the war scarcely undermined. August desired an end to the insanity—lives preserved.

“We should shoot the villager in the square to show our strength, to intimidate the Breton citizens.” Schmidt’s thin lips under sharp cheekbones pinched. “He offers no good information.”

“We’ll continue to question him, to glean what is needed.” August didn’t care for Schmidt. He thought like a wolf and not a fox. “Then I will decide what to do with him.”

“As you wish, Major. If that’s what you intend.” Schmidt said this with just enough sarcasm to be annoying. A man with more ambition than intelligence.

August tried to mentor his captain, teach him leadership and dignity, but the effort had been futile.

“The villager was sneaking about in the dawn, near this construction site. We will see if he’s a saboteur.” August put icy firmness in his words. He rubbed his tense shoulder. “Hopefully, he will give us the details of a Résistance group in the vicinity.”

“I would like to assist in a harsher interrogation.” Schmidt’s eagerness brightened his sallow skin. Thrust into this post last year, Schmidt’s father held an important position in Hitler’s regime. This high-strung captain made rank through favors and not ability. Schmidt had a wife and children back in Germany, but a whore in Quimper. “I know ways of persuasion. Allow me to use my skills. I need to...” Schmidt hunched his bony shoulders.

Impress his superiors, or his father, the captain didn’t complete.

“Lt. Bauer, along with a few enlisted, will persuade the prisoner. I’ll join them soon. Information exceeds a show of brute strength.” August turned his back on Schmidt and walked from the shore into the village. He wasn’t a prude, but a man should be true to his wife, honor his family, and not be so anxious to commit mayhem.

It was bad enough August had to share the house he now lived in with the captain.

The sweet scent of honeysuckle reached him as he walked. Spring, the best time of the year. A pity he could hardly enjoy it. If this Kerguelen was part of a larger resistance, reprisals might be in order—or expected. The ugliness of occupation would rumble through the town. 

His boots smacked harder along the road as he fisted the folded whip. He’d considered himself a civilized person, growing content in this village. But these people must understand who was in charge until he conceived other plans. Calculated the danger that was coming. Out of habit, he brushed his fingers over his right side, where the damage from his past happened. His frustration burned. He would regret any bloodshed. 
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[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


YANN SLAMMED DOWN HIS cup of cider. “Merde, if France hadn’t capitulated so quickly, we wouldn’t be in this situation.” The others present grumbled in agreement. “But we should have stayed out of opposition to the Germans. I warned you.”

“We were fooled. Don’t ever believe the Boche,” a husky man groused. “Germany has no intention of helping Bretagne become its own country—as we should be. It’s their lie, a bribe.”

Norah listened with held breath at the door to the tiny parlor. Her growing understanding of Breton, a dialect related to Cornish—and her several summers in Cornwall—allowed her to understand the essence of the conversation. 

The Nazis had invaded Belgium, stormed through the Ardennes, then captured Paris the previous year. They eventually streamed out to the west to take the major ports of Cherbourg and Brest. The fleeing French had blown up ships, cranes, oil supplies, and other machinery so the Germans couldn’t use them.

Then British soldiers evacuated in small boats out of Dunkirk after the Germans with their relentless low-flying aircraft trapped them on the beaches.

Norah had panicked, aware she’d be trapped as well, or murdered for being English. She dug her fingers into her arms to stifle her memories.

“France, so invincible, but crushed to dust by the Germans. Now the French kowtow to the invaders. But some are fighting against the traitorous Vichy government to the south. And their German Military High Command in Paris,” Pichon said, his voice pragmatic. “How will we free our partner Kerguelen? There must be a way.”

“Kerguelen got caught, the worst of mistakes. They’re a short-tempered family.” The mayor, Monsieur Ropars, displaced by the German Commandant, threw up a hand. Norah glimpsed a portion of the chubby older man through the slightly ajar door. The door never shut properly unless jerked closed. After losing his fine home, the mayor had moved in with his brother just outside the village. He slurped his cider and poured more. “Germany made promises they’ll never honor to the Breton Nationalists.”

“The Boche have control of the Channel Islands to put up their Atlantic Wall, as their lunatic leader demanded,” another man grumbled as he puffed on a cigarette. Smoke clung to the room as others indulged as well. “I should have escaped to the Free French. We could be massacred.”

“Don’t think that way. We need photographs of this port under construction, which seems more secretive than the others.” Pichon spoke. “We must resist and protect our heritage. My father and uncles worked against the Boche in the previous war.”

“It’s too risky. The Germans took all the cameras,” Yann groused. “And film doesn’t work in the murkiness of dawn. My uncle was killed in that war.”

“I doubt Kerguelen had a chance to memorize construction details or write them down. If the Germans torture him, he won’t have much to give,” the mayor said as he slumped deeper into his chair. “He might spout off and doom us. My wife already suspects what we do.”

Yann drank his cider, swiping his sleeve across his mouth. “I won’t be part of it anymore. We’re only bringing danger to our families.”

“My family is in danger. And don’t call our tempers short.” Erwan, Kerguelen’s younger brother, struck a fist on his thigh. “We’ve fished these waters for years. My grandfather had the finest boat. I won’t sit back and lose my livelihood. I want revenge.”

The others shushed him and warned him to stay calm.

Norah lurched aside at a footstep on the flag-stoned floor. Loeiza approached with an earthenware pitcher. Her eyes wide, she indicated they step back to the stairs, several feet from the parlor door.

“What are you doing?” she whispered.

“Don’t you want to know what is happening?”

“I find it easier not to know every aspect.” Her cousin gave a sad smile. “Please, no more eavesdropping, ma chérie. We pretend ignorance.”

Norah moved close to her. “But that man who was captured... Yann’s friend. What will happen to him?” She pictured a firing squad and winced. Were the Résistance men wasting their time, taunting death?

“I don’t know. But Yann might stop these meetings, to discourage the rest of them from risking capture and being killed. He’s reluctant to be involved. Now, I must provide fresh cider.” Loeiza moved past her, the pitcher raised. “You don’t want to irritate some of these men here. They can be just as lethal. Haven’t you come close enough to trouble?”

“Yes, you’re right. I’m too impulsive. My unruly spirit, Father says. But I want to be of use. I was thinking I might offer sketches of interest, wildlife, the village, to the people of the Black Market to assist with the cost of your goods.” A silly idea, Norah now admitted. “We’ll discuss that later. Did Germany really offer to make Brittany independent?”

“An empty promise we realize now.” Loeiza shrugged; her mouth drooped before she caught it. “But we Bretons always long for autonomy.”

“Don’t we all. What can I do, at this moment, to help you?” Norah shoved aside her frustration, the feel of having scant power in her own life. “No matter how small.”

Loeiza hesitated, her elbow against the door, her voice low. “You could...to the left of the square, where the grass grows close to the trees, search for wild onions. Wild garlic and dandelion greens, too. Oh, and summer truffles, that’s a treat. These will supplement our meals. Take Jean with you. And please don’t wander deep into the woods.”

Norah, with Jean, and Angelique who asked to come, carried a basket to the edge of the square where the cobbles ended. They searched the grass, around the trees, the children more proficient than she was.

The sun inched down over the ocean, the light spreading out in streaks of orange and sepia. The warm air cooled a little.

“Here, and over here.” Angelique kneeled and began plucking the plants. The smell of wild garlic and onions pungent on the breeze.

“She is good at foraging.” Jean laughed. “And I’m the protector of you women.”

“Like a knight of old.” Norah kneeled and joined in where the girl indicated. “You are stalwart and brave.”

“I miss chipping mussels from the beach rocks and digging for clams.” Jean shrugged. “The Germans should let us. It’s food for them, too.”

Norah’s throat tightened for these children who had to scrounge for sustenance.

“When will the guards go away?” Angelique asked.

“I...we don’t know. But don’t worry. They will.” Would they ever go away, or would Hitler achieve his goal of world domination as he threatened? Surely, her country across the channel could push the Germans back, defeat them. They must. Whispers of deportation of foreigners to labor camps already floated through the village.

They plucked more, the green smell pleasant, the fibrous feel of the plants on her fingers reassuring for some reason. She could forget her plight for this instant. The basket filled, Norah stood and brushed off her hands. “I think we’re finished. Good work.”

“I wish we’d found truffles.” Angelique shook out her skirt.

“Next time. We did a skilled job, merci.” Norah patted the child’s head. Then she
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