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About the Book

Woman. Wife. Smuggler. Spy.

‘I have gone by many names. Some of them are real  . . .  but most are  . . .  lies.’

In 1936 Nancy Wake is a foreign correspondent in Paris who witnesses first-hand the terror of Hitler’s rise in Europe. When Nancy falls in love with handsome French industrialist and playboy Henri Fiocca, no sooner has she agreed to marry him than the Germans invade France and Nancy takes on her first code name.

As Lucienne Carlier Nancy helps smuggle Allied soldiers across borders and earns a nickname from the Gestapo for her remarkable ability to evade capture: the White Mouse. Forced to leave France, Nancy is trained in espionage with an elite special forces group in London and gains a new codename, Hélène. Finally, airdropped back into France with a new mission, Nancy becomes the deadly Madame Andrée. But the closer France gets to liberation, the more exposed Nancy – and the people she loves – will become . . . 

Inspired by true events, Code Name Hélène is a gripping and heartbreakingly moving story of extraordinary courage, unfaltering resolve, remarkable sacrifice – and enduring love.
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For:

My husband, Ashley. Forever. And for always.

Also,

Sally Burgess, who told me we could no longer be friends
if I didn’t write this story next.

And,

Elisabeth, who makes the dream come true.

Every. Single. Time.


War is too important to be left to the generals.

—FRENCH PRIME MINISTER
GEORGES CLÉMENCEAU, 1917
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PART ONE
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Nancy Grace Augusta Wake

The power of a glance has been so much abused in love stories, that it has come to be disbelieved in. Few people dare now to say that two beings have fallen in love because they have looked at each other. Yet it is in this way that love begins, and in this way only.

—VICTOR HUGO, LES MISÉRABLES


Hélène
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BENSON MILITARY AIRFIELD, ENGLAND

February 29, 1944

I have gone by many names.

Some of them are real—I was given four at birth alone—but most are carefully constructed personas to get me through checkpoints and across borders. They are lies scribbled on forged travel documents. Typed neatly in government files. Splashed across wanted posters. My identity is an ever-shifting thing that adapts to the need at hand.

Tonight, I am Hélène and I am going home.

It is February 29. Leap Day. The irony of this is not lost on me, because I am about to jump out of an aeroplane for the first time. I’ve only just been lifted into the belly of the Liberator bomber like a clumsily wrapped package. Me in slacks, blouse, and silk stockings beneath my coveralls, tin hat, and British army boots. The camel-haired coat and parachute pack don’t do much to help the ensemble. But this isn’t a fashion show and I’m not here to make friends, so I don’t care that every man on this plane is looking at me as though I don’t belong. Besides, I’m hungover. And I think I might throw up.

There are only four of us on this flight: an RAF pilot, a dispatcher, “Hubert”—my partner on this mission—and myself. A motley crew indeed. I settle into the jump seat across from Hubert and we watch with trepidation as the aperture in the floor closes. There’s a grinding of gears and the clank of metal and then we’re locked inside. I very much regret that third bottle of wine I shared with the boys last night. Headquarters delayed the mission by an entire day so we would have extra time to memorize key details of our cover story, which meant that, for the second night in a row, we raucously celebrated our looming departure and likely death. By the end of it we were singing “Blood on the Risers” at the top of our lungs, and now I can’t get the stupid song out of my head.

“Gory, gory what a helluva way to die . . .,” I hum, only to find the pilot staring at me with a bemused grin. I shrug. It’s the truth. This would be a helluva way to die. Too late now, though, because all four engines shudder to life with an angry bellow.

I begin counting as the plane rumbles across the aerodrome. Ten. Twenty. Thirty—good grief, when will this thing ever get off the ground?—forty. And then my stomach drops as we lurch into the air like a drunken seabird. The Liberator heaves and rumbles its way into the low-hanging clouds over the English countryside, sounding all the while as though someone has tossed a pound of bolts into a meat grinder.

Once we’re through the clouds and the engines dim to a lesser roar, the dispatcher looks at me and shouts, “Witch?”

Under normal circumstances I would be offended, but Witch is my code name for this flight. I nod in the affirmative.

He turns back to his control panel and radios Command. “Witch on board”—a pause and then a glance at Hubert—“Pudding as well. Approximately two hours until the drop.”

Poor guy, it’s not his fault. He’s not been given our real code names, much less our actual names. Need to know, etcetera, etcetera. I make a face at Hubert and he grins. We’d argued over which of us had the worse handle. Mine is sexist but his is stupid, so in the end we declared it a draw.

“At least the plane is heated,” I say, but Hubert has settled into his jump seat, closed his eyes, and is trying to sleep. If he hears me he doesn’t let on. Hubert is not what you’d call a conversationalist.

I grow queasier as the Liberator bounces ever higher and I’m trying to decide whether to throw up now or later, when the dispatcher drops into the jump seat next to me.

“You don’t look like a witch. Is that really what they call you?” he asks.

“Sometimes they put a b in front.”

He’s American and Texan and therefore a gentleman, so it takes him a moment to realize this is a joke. “My momma would yank a knot in my throat if I used either word for a lady.”

“Lucky for you I’ve rarely been accused of being a lady,” I say with a wink, and I haven’t been married so long that I don’t enjoy watching him blush.

The dispatcher looks at me a bit closer, taking in my strange attire. “We ain’t never dropped a woman before.”

“We?”

He nods toward the pilot. “We make this run three or four times a week. But you’re the first girl we’ve ever tossed out.”

“Get used to it, Tex. There are about ten coming up behind me.”

“Well, I hope you can do what the men haven’t.”

“Which is?”

“Get this war straightened out. I’d like to go home.”

He returns to his radio and I try to find a comfortable position. Unfortunately there is no such thing as sleep when you’re in the belly of a bomber rocking back and forth, trying not to puke. It’s enough for me to swear off booze altogether. Well, maybe I’ll just take a break. This is war, after all, and a girl has to find comfort where she can.

After several minutes of quietly willing my stomach to settle, something lands in my lap. I open my eyes and see a brown paper bag. Inside is a Spam sandwich.

Heaven help me.

I look up to find our pilot leaning halfway out of the cockpit, one hand on the yoke and the other extended toward me holding a canteen.

“Here!” he shouts. “Drink this. It will help.”

“That’s very kind, but—”

“Coffee is the best cure for airsickness,” he says, and then, “Drink it. You look awful.”

The truth is I feel several degrees worse than awful, so I unbuckle and scramble onto my knees to reach for the canteen. The pilot is big and sturdy. Deep, soulful eyes. I don’t typically go for the mustached type, but his is nice. If I weren’t hungover and married, I’d think him quite attractive. He offers me that same bemused smile, then returns to his duties when I’ve relieved him of the canteen and situated myself in the seat once again.

The coffee is hot and black, thick as tar. I take half of it slowly, like medicine, and then use the rest to wash down the sandwich. At least he has been generous with the mayonnaise. Only when I’ve finished, my stomach is settled, and my ears are no longer popping does it occur to me that he has sacrificed his dinner for my sake.

As I wipe the crumbs off my lap I notice that the dispatcher is staring at my outfit. I look ridiculous. I know that. But everything I need for the next six months has to be carried into France, on my person, tonight. And there is no way to accomplish that without appearing homeless. Or possibly deranged.

Finally, he shakes his head, perplexed, but I’m used to it. I have that effect on men. Across the way, Hubert is sound asleep, head lolled to the side, snoring. I’m not sure what he’s wearing underneath his coveralls, but I’d bet it’s nondescript and civilian. Perhaps not so expensive as mine, but Hubert isn’t the flashy type. He errs on the side of Stoic Brit with a Stiff Upper Lip. But his French is excellent, which is why he’s on this mission.

I don’t exactly sleep but I do finally settle into the flight, and an hour later the dispatcher taps me on the shoulder.

“We’re thirty minutes out from the airfield. But stay buckled. The descent will be bumpy.”

“Turbulence?”

“Nah. The Germans like to send their greetings as we come in over the coast.”

“Are you telling me that they will be shooting at us?”

“Yes, ma’am. But don’t worry. We’ve done this a hundred times and we ain’t been hit yet.”

I am about to audibly curse Major Buckmaster for withholding this bit of information when the first deafening boom shatters the air above us. Bumpy is, in fact, not the right word at all for what we experience. I’d have gone for horrific. Gut-mangling. Possibly lethal. The Liberator is tossed around like an empty bean can by fire from the antiaircraft artillery below—the ack-ack guns, as our dispatcher calls them—and I wonder if perhaps my life as a saboteur won’t come to an abrupt halt right here, fifteen thousand feet above French soil. My temples pound. My stomach clenches. And a fine sweat rises across my brow. However, my life remains intact and the only thing I lose is my dinner, right there on the floor of the aeroplane. Our pilot is none too pleased to see that I’ve returned his offering of coffee and Spam sandwich in considerably worse condition than he gave it to me. I’d extend him my sincerest apologies, but I’m too busy wiping my mouth on the sleeve of my coveralls. Hubert, awake now thanks to the gunfire, is shaking his head as though I’ve already failed my first important mission.

“Listen, if you don’t want to do this we can take you back,” the dispatcher says, eyeing the lumpy puddle near my feet.

“And go through all this nonsense again? The hell with that. Just get me to the drop point and let me off this bloody plane.”

Before long, we leave the worst of the ack-ack fire behind and descend in a smooth, rapid glide over a dense forest. I see bonfires and a strange blinking light as the hour hand on my watch ticks over to one in the morning. It looks as though we’re about to descend into the rim fires of hell, complete with a control tower to guide us in.

“What is that?” I ask, pointing out the window.

The dispatcher shrugs. “Could be your guys. Could be the Germans. We never really know for sure. And we don’t stay to find out. The goal is not to get shot down, see?”

“Well, if it’s not the Germans, they’ll certainly see us coming. Someone has lit up the whole damn forest.”

The SOE warned us that the Maquis are notoriously lax when it comes to security. But I never thought they’d announce our arrival by lighting up the drop zone like a carnival.

Hubert is on his feet, calmly attaching the static line of his parachute to the drop line connected to the plane. There’s no room in the drop zone for both of us to land safely at once, so he’s to go first.

We barrel toward a clearing atop a nearby hill, flying a mere four hundred feet above the treetops. The ground is alarmingly close and I begin to ponder any number of things, rational and otherwise: whether I’ll accidentally shoot myself with the revolvers tucked into each pocket of my slacks when I land, how well they packed my chute back at headquarters, what Henri is doing right now, whether I’ve brought enough supplies to get me through my next menstrual cycle, whether Picon misses me, whether the expensive brassiere I’m wearing will last until the end of my mission, what to do about the blister forming on the side of my big toe. I go over the memorized list of railway junctions, bridges, underground cables, and fuel depots that must be destroyed, the addresses of safe houses along with contacts and passwords, and the names of every Resistance leader known to London. There is far more hidden inside my brain than in my backpack or purse. Thus, the cyanide pill tucked inside the second button on the cuff of my left sleeve. I wonder, fleetingly, if I’ll be forced to use that pill and what cyanide tastes like.

“T-minus sixty seconds,” the dispatcher shouts toward the cockpit, and our pilot gives him the thumbs-up, then pulls a long red lever to his right. The aperture, ten feet from where I’m sitting, begins to lower with a whine and cold air rushes into the Liberator, pulling the breath from my lungs. I am thankful, once again, for my ridiculous, heavy coat.

When the hatch is fully open, the dispatcher turns to us and begins counting down. “Twenty seconds!”

I watch Hubert stand at the open hatch with the utmost calm. He is a soldier after all. Air jumps are nothing new to him. Whereas I’ve done only the one, back in London, and that was from a hot-air balloon.

“Ten seconds!”

Hubert squats, arms spread as though he’s about to jump over a hedge. He tugs on the drop line once to make sure it’s secured to his chute.

And then the countdown comes so quickly I can barely catch the words. “Five, four, three, two, one. Jump!”

Hubert is gone into the night and a second later the drop line goes taut. His chute has deployed, and I watch it inflate like a balloon beneath us. The dispatcher is staring at me in disbelief. “Why are you just sitting there? Go!”

“Wait!”

“No time! He’s out. You gotta go!”

I raise one palm and shove it toward his face while I unbuckle myself with my other hand. He’s muttering profanities as I unzip my purse and dig through the contents, looking for my tube of Lizzie Arden lipstick. For once, I’m not concerned about my forged travel documents or the one million French francs neatly stacked inside. Nor do I double-check that I still have the list of targets that must, no matter what, be distributed once the Allied forces land in France. I am frantic to find that slender tube of courage. Victory Red. The color of war and confidence and freedom. Finally, my pinkie brushes against the cool, familiar metal and I pluck it from my purse along with the silver compact Buckmaster gave me as a parting gift. We’ve now passed the drop zone and the Liberator turns back around in a lazy, rumbling circle, but I meticulously apply the lipstick.

“What on earth are you doing?” the dispatcher shouts.

“Putting on my armor.”

And suddenly I am calm. Collected. I feel like myself once again. I doubt our dispatcher will sign up to drop any more women into war zones, because he looks positively apoplectic as I stand, slide the lipstick and compact back into my purse, smack my lips, and then tuck the purse into my coveralls and belt my coat.

“Hey, Tex, has anyone ever refused to jump?” I ask.

Try as he might, he cannot hide his grin. “Just one guy. Sat down and buckled himself back in as soon as the hatch opened. Didn’t say a word to us the entire flight home.”

“Figures.” I step toward the aperture, attach my rip cord to the drop line, and check it just as Hubert did. “Thanks for the ride.”

The drop zone is in view once more. God knows where Hubert is down there, so I stand at the edge of the aperture and try to summon my courage. It is not normal to throw oneself from hurtling pieces of machinery. It goes against mankind’s most basic instinct to survive. But I have trained for this—have known it was coming—for months. Besides, my husband is down there, somewhere, and I cannot get to him unless I leap. In the end that is where I find my fortitude, the thought of Henri, waiting for me. And now there is no time left for hesitation, so I give the dispatcher a nod, take a long breath through my nose, and remember what our instructor said: elbows in, legs together. Then I step out of the plane and into the dead of night.

This is nothing like jumping from a balloon. The Liberator is gone with one last angry roar, and I am greeted not by silence, as before, but by a cacophonous whoosh of air. The ground hurtles toward me and my rip cord catches on the drop line. There is a violent jerk followed by a rib-crushing tug, and I huff out a strangled breath as the straps of my parachute pack snap tight across my chest. My legs swing out in front of me like those of a dangling marionette. Then I surge upward for a split second as the oblong silver parachute flares out, slowing my descent. Only then am I engulfed by total silence, but I have no time to appreciate it because the treetops are less than fifty feet away. I plunge toward a thick copse of trees, their dark, bare, scraggly branches reaching toward me like the hands of gathered skeletons. I pull, hard, on my right steering line and my legs swing away as the parachute turns, but I’m dropping too fast to avoid the trees altogether. The left corner of my chute catches on the farthest limb of a giant oak—as though it has plucked me from the sky with the tip of its bony finger—and I am yanked tighter into my harness. The sound I make is neither intelligible nor ladylike. And then I am swinging eight feet above the forest floor, trying to catch my breath, trying to find my bearings, as my lines untwist and I rotate in a lazy circle. North. South. East. West. Impossible to determine at this time of night. I force myself to wait, to dangle quietly beneath the tree. I can make this drop to the ground if I’m careful, so I yank the metal loop on my straps. Nothing. I try again. Gah! The release mechanism is locked. I have no more success on the next three tries, so I’m hanging there, trying to figure out how I’ll reach the knife strapped to my garter belt—hidden beneath coat, jumpsuit, and slacks—when I see the red glow of a burning cigarette in the shadows directly beneath me. Once I catch my breath, I can smell the tangy scent of burning tobacco. I hear two heavy footsteps as someone moves forward.

“I hope all the trees in France bear such beautiful fruit this year,” says a deep, male voice in French.

The weapons of warfare are different for women. Rarely do we have the luxury of bullets and bombs. Our tools are benign. Silk stockings and red lipstick. Laughter. Cunning. The ability to curse in foreign languages and make eye contact without trembling. But the most effective weapon by far, I believe, is charm.

So I laugh at him, then reply easily in his own language. “Enough of that French bullshit. Cut me down.”

I am grateful beyond words to hear him return the laughter. “Hubert warned me about your tongue.”

“Did he?”

“Oui. He said it was harsh enough to strip paint.”

He’s found Hubert then. Friend, not foe. Or so I hope. One can’t ever really be sure these days. The Frenchman is roughly my height, very handsome, and quite thin. Though that could be due to the Occupation Diet and not a genetic disposition. Regardless, he shimmies up the tree in a pair of worn slacks and a collared shirt, then out onto the branch above me with a small knife clenched between his teeth. Nothing about the way he’s dressed or how he moves gives any hint of his identity. He could be a German sympathizer about to slit my throat, for all I know.

“Ready?” he asks, setting the knife against the rope attached to my release mechanism.

“Yes.”

Three quick saws and I drop to the ground with bent knees. My boots sink into the thick mulch that covers the forest floor, but I am unharmed. The Frenchman is still up in the tree, tugging at my chute, while I slip out of my harness, hat, coat, and coveralls. He finally pulls it free and lets it float to the ground. I am cold, I can see my breath curling into the air before me, but I refuse to shiver or put on my coat.

“Do you have a shovel?” I ask, staring up at him.

He looks at me as though I’ve asked for an engagement ring. “Why?”

“To bury the chute.” I hold up the harness I’ve just shed. “And this.”

He drops smoothly to the ground beside me, folds his knife, tucks it into his pocket, then takes his sweet time lighting another cigarette. “We aren’t going to bury it.”

“I was given strict instructions—”

“Fabric this soft? This sheer?” He gives me one of those looks his countrymen are famous for and caresses my parachute. “You’ll want it later. Trust me.”

I suppose I could try to yank the giant sheet of nylon from his hands, but it would only make noise and we haven’t exactly been quiet thus far. I watch him fold it instead. Only once it has been tucked under his arm does this strange little Frenchman finally take the time to study me. He looks me over, from red lips to shoulder-length black hair; from expensive coat—now folded and draped over one arm—to the Louis Vuitton purse dangling in the crook of an elbow. He moves on to the buttons that run down the front of my blouse, then to my slacks, his gaze finally lingering on my feet.

Then his gaze returns to my eyes. “How did you, of all people, come to be here?”

I offer him my very best smile. The one meant to disarm, because I am not yet fully convinced that Hubert isn’t somewhere on the other side of the hedgerow with his throat cut and this man part of the Milice.

“Now, that,” I say, “is a very long story.”


Nancy Grace Augusta Wake
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Eight Years Earlier

THE PONT ROYAL, PARIS

1936

The French are better at day drinking. Likely because they’ve had more practice, but I’m determined to learn. It’s a good thing Stephanie is already waiting for me at the Pont Royal. I can see her on the terrace at our usual table, arm draped over the ornate railing, a long-stemmed goblet held between two slim fingers.

I rush across the street and into the bar only to find it crowded with the usual clientele: packs of tweed-suited Gallimards. The Pont Royal is best known for catering to the editors who work at Éditions Gallimard and journalists from all the daily papers. It’s an excellent place to make connections and a better place to eavesdrop. Not yet three o’clock in the afternoon and every single one of these men is halfway through a glass of cognac, ashtrays spilling over. They all sport the sloppy smiles of men who have knocked off work early to talk shop away from the office. I weave my way through the tables, pushing through clouds of cigar smoke, and out onto the terrace.

There is an empty goblet on the table, along with the one in Stephanie’s hand, and I marvel that she has already gone through a round of cocktails in the thirty minutes it’s taken me to walk from my little flat on rue Sainte-Anne.

“Sorry I’m late.” I drop into my chair and balance a large handbag on my lap. I look around the terrace, noting that, for once, she has not delivered on a promise. “Where is he?” I ask.

“On his way.”

Stephanie leans across the table to brush a light kiss against each of my cheeks. Born in Paris to Yugoslavian parents, she is both quintessentially French and curiously exotic. Although married to a Spaniard, she maintains her maiden name. This is a point of honor for her, a Rubicon that shall not be crossed, a stake driven so far in the ground that it can never be uprooted. Naturally, I take great joy in provoking her.

“Bonjour, Madame Gonzales.”

Stephanie raises the goblet to her lips. It’s filled with amber liquid, and a curl of sugared lemon peel dangles from the rim. She glares at me while taking a calculated sip, then spits out her maiden name, along with a lemon seed. “Marsic.”

Only then do I notice that she is drinking an Earthquake, far and away her preferred cocktail, and a potent one at that. Clearly, I have catching up to do.

The terrace is packed, and I crane my neck, searching for the waiter. It isn’t until I wave him down that I notice half the men sitting around us are staring at Stephanie. No surprise there. She is undoubtedly beautiful, but in the Slavic way, with almond-shaped blue eyes the color of hydrangeas, and wavy blond hair. But it’s her smile that she charms them with. Poor fools. She’ll have them picking up our entire tab by the time we leave.

“I cannot believe you had this much liquor on an empty stomach,” I say, envious. I’m a two-pot screamer myself, helplessly sloshed after the second drink.

“I was nervous.”

“I have known you for three years and never once have I seen you nervous about anything.”

“Not for myself.” She rolls her eyes. “For you. For the interview. It is important, non? And besides, you were late.”

I nod meaningfully toward my handbag. “I would have been here sooner, but I fell madly in love on the way over and decided that I had to have it at once.” The purchase was very spontaneous, très Parisien, and I am both shocked at myself and flush with excitement. “Regardless, you’re the only person I know who calms rattled nerves with an Earthquake.”

“This drink is a balm to the soul,” she says, running the pad of one finger along the curled lemon peel on the rim of her glass. “That stupid English name doesn’t do it justice. Say it in French. With proper pronunciation.”

I wouldn’t know a lick of French if not for Stephanie. Nor would I know how to wear a scarf, smoke a Gitane, drink cognac, or wear red lipstick. She is my tutor in the pursuit of becoming a Parisienne, and I am her devoted student.

“Fine. Tremblement de Terre.” I can hear the slight twang in my voice, the Australian accent I’ve worked so hard to hide, but it’s passable. A stranger on the street would understand what I’ve said.

“Much better, ma petite.” Stephanie claps her hands as though I’m a child in need of encouragement. “You are coming along nicely.”

“I’m learning the key is not to bother with all those bloody feminine and masculine rules of yours—all the le this and la that—it just gives me the shits.”

I wait patiently for her to laugh or reply, but she is transfixed by something on my lap. “Nancy,” she says, “why is your handbag moving on its own?”

“Oh!”

“Please tell me that is not a dog,” she says as I lift the tiny, wire-haired terrier from my purse. His ears are pointed, his hair is white, his eyes are black, and his tongue is pink. He bears a startling resemblance to a cartoon. Or a coin purse.

“His name is Picon,” I say, setting one hand to my heart, “and I believe he will be the great love of my life.”

The little dog licks my wrist as though to confirm the sentiment.

Stephanie is aghast. “Why was he in your purse?”

“Because he wouldn’t fit in my pocket.”

“What I mean to say is, why have you brought him with you?”

“Well, he’s hungry, for one thing. And I couldn’t very well leave him at home. Besides, I only bought him half an hour ago.” I lift the ball of puffy white hair—hardly bigger than my hand—and nuzzle him into the crook of my neck. “I had the strangest sensation while crossing over the rue de Rivoli a little while ago, as though someone was watching me. I turned and there he was, in the window of that little shop between the cobbler and the chocolatier—you know, where the street dips down and the puddles collect after every rain? It was love at first sight. He feels it too. I can see it in his eyes.”

“Put it down. It’s going to pisse on you.”

“Picon would never!”

“Picon?” Stephanie says. “As in the aperitif?”

“Exactly so. And one day I will get him a wife and I will name her Grenadine and they will live happily all of their days.”

Stephanie presses her lips together, trying not to laugh, so I do it for her. My laughter has always been sudden and combustible and loud. She shakes her head at the sound. Stephanie takes my laugh quite personally, as though I invented it to threaten her own staggering appeal. Yes, she’s married—to a man we call Count Gonzales, though none of us actually know his first name—but it only makes her more attractive somehow. Unattainable. Men hardly look at me when she’s in the room. So I won’t apologize for any advantage I can get.

“What?”

“It’s not fair, you know, that laugh of yours. I’d give anything for it. And see! It’s already earned you an admirer.” She motions behind me with a tilt of her chin and there’s a brief flash of something in her eyes—mischief, or jealousy, perhaps—but it’s gone before I can identify it.

At first, I think she means one of those ridiculous, uptight Gallimards, so I turn to stare him down. But instead of an angry editor I find a handsome man with a crooked smile. He’s sitting at the far end of the terrace, at a table by himself, wineglass in hand, and he is staring at me.

“Oh, good grief, don’t look. Have I taught you nothing?”

But it’s too late. This curious man has seen me. So I tip my head to the side, brazenly meeting his gaze.

“That is Henri Fiocca,” Stephanie says, “the most notorious heartbreaker in all of France.”

“Not just Paris? But all of France? That’s quite an accomplishment.” I laugh again, louder, and his eyes tighten with curiosity. “He’s too pretty to be a journalist,” I say, turning back to Stephanie.

“He’s not.”

“What then? A model? An actor? Minor royalty like your husband?”

“He’s an industrialist.”

I scratch Picon between the ears. “Which could mean anything from canned goods to the opium trade.”

“He’s in shipbuilding.”

“Sounds boring.”

“I think the word you’re looking for is lucrative.”

“And you know this how?”

“He does business with the Count. And I hear stories.” This is how she always refers to her husband—the Count—never by his actual name. With pride yes, but never intimacy.

“Mr. Fiocca is very beautiful.”

“Oui. But he is trouble.”

In all the time I’ve known Stephanie she has never warned me off a man, and I find this quite suspicious. I’m about to ask what she means when the waiter finally arrives at our table.

“Qu’est-ce-que je peux vous servir?”

It takes a moment, but I answer in somewhat broken French, “Vin rouge et une . . . ah . . . planche de charcuterie.” I give Stephanie a questioning glance to make sure I’ve gotten my order correct. She nods, pleased with her tutelage.

“Anything else?” the waiter asks, in English now, to accommodate my broken French. He grins at Stephanie. “Madame?”

“A friend will be joining us soon,” Stephanie says, motioning to the empty seat beside her. “He will have a glass of Château Barthès Rosé.” She smiles at the waiter and I fear he will drop to one knee and propose on the spot. The poor man stumbles away in a daze.

“How did you find him?” I ask. “Every journalist in the city has been looking for him since Milo ran that picture. Hell, how did you even learn his name?”

Two weeks ago, my editor at Hearst published a photograph of an unknown man on his knees, face turned to the sky, bleeding onto the cobblestones of Vienna’s Old Square. The headline screamed: Terror in Vienna! And every journalist in the city has been scrambling for an exclusive ever since. Stephanie claims to have acquired it for me.

She shrugs. “The Count has connections.”

It answers nothing, and I am about to press her but—damn him—our waiter is back, in record time, stepping between us. He holds a tray in one hand and makes a show of arranging everything on the table before offering a small bow and disappearing.

The delicate scent of fresh bread, fine cheese, and cured meat wafts up from the table. This is a thing, I have found, that is present only in France. The food smells different here. It is pervasive. And it makes me wonder if I’ve ever truly smelled my food before. Little Picon, who has been still and quiet in the crook of my arm, begins to squirm and whine, so I pluck a small piece of shaved ham from the platter and feed it to him with my fingers.

Stephanie grimaces. This is the one area in which she defers to her Yugoslavian heritage. The woman cannot stand the French habit of taking pets in public. “That is disgusting,” she says.

“He’s hungry.”

“Then put it down and let it eat off the floor. Like a proper dog.”

I open my mouth to protest, but a champagne glass magically appears on the table in front of me.

“What is this?” A different waiter stands beside me dutifully.

“Le soixante-quinze,” he says, “courtesy of that gentleman in the corner.”

The French 75. It is the Pont Royal’s signature cocktail and the most expensive item on their drinks menu. I have always wanted to try one.

Clever man. This drink is an invitation—and an elegant one at that. Much as I sensed Picon this afternoon, I can feel Henri Fiocca staring at me. I lift the champagne glass and turn to consider him again. I take a sip. My mouth is instantly awash in the bright notes of gin, lemon, and champagne. Expensive. Top-shelf. Henri Fiocca is showing off. The bubbles tickle my nose and I cannot help but smile.

“Tell me about him,” I say to Stephanie without taking my eyes off this graceful stranger.

She obliges. “Français. Obviously. A good bit older than you, I think. Don’t let that alarm you. The best ones are always older. Comes from a wealthy family from Marseille. Notorious with the women.”

She recites this curriculum vitae even as I take another appreciative sip. He has dark, curly hair, brown eyes, a square jaw, and the sort of cheekbones that could make a girl weep with envy. Broad shoulders. He’s sitting down so I can’t tell for sure, but I suspect he’s quite tall. Taller than me, at least, and this definitely works in his favor. I absolutely hate having to wear flats just because a man didn’t have the good sense to grow a few inches taller.

Fiocca stares back, waiting. Hopeful. Patient. And this surprises me, because at first glance I would have taken him for the sort of man who likes to pounce. But no, he’s letting me decide. And I am so very tempted. One more sip and I close my eyes to relish the swirling citrus fizz on my tongue. I am about to stand and make my way to Fiocca’s table, when Stephanie demands my attention.

“Nancy,” she says, and there is a note of urgency in her voice that has me turning back to her.

“What?”

She’s staring at the door that leads onto the terrace. And—ha!—there’s no mistaking the man who stands there. The Count has convinced him to come after all. What part Stephanie herself played is still unclear. She could have convinced or seduced, blackmailed or charmed, for all I know. There’s no telling with this ridiculous miracle-working woman.

“He’s here,” she breathes, as though she can’t quite believe it herself.

Janos Lieberman certainly knows how to make an entrance. Or perhaps it is that he, himself, is so striking he commands attention. Janos doesn’t have a unique face, per se. He’s pleasant-looking but not remarkable. Dark hair. Dark eyes. Dark stubble across his solemn face. It’s the jagged pink scar cutting its way from earlobe to eyeball that makes him instantly recognizable. The whip split him clean to the bone and nearly took out his left eye in the process. Even from this distance the stitch marks are still evident, little pocked craters at even intervals along his cheekbone. The scar looks like a broken zipper, and he will be forever marked by its ferocity. You cannot help but stare when you see him.

Stephanie is on her feet, halfway to the door before I can collect my wits. And then she’s greeting him, kissing both cheeks, and leading him back to the table before the Gallimards can pounce.

This is the man I have come to meet, not Henri Fiocca—appealing as he may be—so I turn back to the Frenchman and tip up my glass, downing the rest of this glorious French 75 in three luxurious gulps. I give him a polite nod of gratitude and dismissal.

Henri Fiocca raises an eyebrow, then offers a sigh of disappointment. His shoulders drop, and I find this both amusing and sad. Such a pity. I turn back to the table, where Stephanie and our guest now stand before me. This is important. I give them my full attention.

“Nancy,” she says, practically quivering with excitement, “meet Janos Lieberman.”

He extends his hand and I receive it gladly. It’s an enormous hand, dry and callused and oddly cool despite the warm afternoon. “Thank you for coming,” I say.

Janos takes his seat but says nothing.

“Don’t worry, I warned him about you.” Stephanie gives me that smile, the one that could be an apology or a declaration of war. Then she hands him the glass of rosé. “Here, I took the liberty of ordering you some wine.”

It’s an interesting choice of drink for a man, but not without calculation on Stephanie’s part. Men are particular about their liquor. And most people have a strong preference between red or white wine. Rosé in late afternoon is the easiest, safest thing to order for a total stranger.

He takes it without question. “Thank you.”

Stephanie situates herself between the Gallimards and our guest. She’s trying to block their view, to prevent them from studying his scar, but half the men on this terrace have recognized him already. There is a buzz in the air. They know he isn’t just one of the countless Austrians who have spilled across the border into France this year, but rather the face of Vienna’s persecution epidemic.

Hearst insists that, in my articles, I refer to men like Janos as “political refugees,” but the truth is they are Jews, running scared. This one in particular. He’s got that hunted look in his eyes. Clothes wrinkled from wear. Cuticles picked raw. He needs a shave. Hell, he needs a friend. It was Janos who insisted we meet in a public place, after all, and I can’t say that I blame him. But I can tell by the way his hands are shaking that he is afraid to talk. The Gallimards know it too. Some are wide-eyed with interest. Others show thinly veiled disgust or horror. Many try to hide their animosity behind pursed lips and lit cigars. It’s no wonder. Janos has chosen to share his story with me, and they have reason to envy that fact.

“They recognize me from that damn photograph,” Janos says, his Austrian accent heavy, as he glances around the terrace. He sets a hand self-consciously against his left cheek. I expect him to wince at the touch, but he doesn’t.

Janos lifts his glass from the table and I watch his Adam’s apple bob up and down as he takes a sip of the wine. It makes him look vulnerable. Exposed. Like a teenage boy trying to be braver than he is. After a moment he shakes his head. “This was a mistake. I shouldn’t have come.”

And just like that, I can feel my story slipping away. I do the first thing that comes to mind. “Look at me,” I tell him.

He does.

I set the pad of my index finger against his scar. My touch is curious, not seductive, like a doctor examining a wound, and I hold his gaze the entire time. “Who did this to you?”

“The Brownshirts.”

“And who took that photograph?”

Janos shudders, as though the piece inside him that holds everything together has broken loose. “It doesn’t matter. He’s dead now.”

Instinctively I lean toward this opening that he has created. Here is my story and I am determined to catch it as it falls from his lips. I can see him filling his lungs, gathering courage, and I do not turn away, not as he braces himself, not even when one of the Gallimards makes a crude remark behind me.

“Please,” I say. “Tell me what happened in Vienna.”


Henri

Damn.

He likes the way she laughs.

He likes the rest as well, but it’s her laugh that has him standing with one foot in the street and one foot on the curb, staring at the terrace, where she sits with her friends. No one could blame him for waiting an hour longer, hoping she would change her mind and accept his company after all. Henri waited until he felt like a fool and then he decided to leave. But now she’s at it again, head tilted back, eyes squeezed shut, palm flat against her heart, that little dog in her lap, laughing as though she has an endless supply, as though laughter is a thing that can be wasted, scattered wantonly in the street. It fills the air—rich and lusty—and he’d go back in and buy her another drink if he thought it would do any good. But no. He offered, and she declined. He likes to think she was a bit sad about it, however. Perhaps he flatters himself. Still, Henri hesitates, and she must sense it, because that beguiling woman turns and finds him lingering here at the corner.

He nods once, embarrassed.

She smiles, again, and in the moment before she turns back to her friends, those pale mischievous eyes tighten at the corners and he sees something flash in them.

Curiosity.

But a blink is all it takes to break the connection, and just like that his opportunity is lost. She looks away and he leaves for good.

Damn.



VIENNA

St. Stephen’s Square

“What are we looking for?” Frank Gilmore asks as we make our way through a tangle of vehicles that have stopped outside Vienna’s famed St. Stephen’s Square. I look up, toward the great, Gothic towers of the Stephansdom, and I push forward, intent. Janos said it happened near this cathedral, the very place where Mozart and many of the Hapsburgs were married. Such a violent act for a holy place.

“A man with a whip,” I say over my shoulder.

His legs are longer than mine and he catches up quickly. “Nancy, are you sure—”

“It was a long train ride, Frank. If you wanted to back out, you should have done it twelve hours ago.”

“And miss the chance for a romantic getaway with Nancy Wake? Never!”

I snort. “This isn’t a date.”

“It could be.” There’s laughter in Frank’s eyes when he winks at me. “I am an equal-opportunity romantic.”

“I believe the word you’re looking for is incorrigible.”

Long-limbed. Freckled. Toothy. Hair the color of old potatoes. Frank Gilmore is a caricature of himself. The combination of his physical attributes makes you think he should have been a redhead but swam the wrong direction in the gene pool. I’ve always suspected he’s a bit disappointed about this. I think he would have worn that ginger badge with honor. Regardless, Frank is one of the best photographers in Paris. I brought him because he’s fearless. Rumor has it he once hung upside down from the girders of the Pont de Passy just to get a picture of King George as he sailed beneath on his royal yacht, the Britannia. Turns out George was napping under a canopy and all you could see in the photo were his swollen feet. It was never published, but Frank became a legend. The print now hangs above the toilet in his flat. Frank says it makes him laugh every time he uses the loo. It’s one of the many reasons I find him endearing.

Like me, Frank is a freelancer. And if I’ve learned anything since bluffing my way onto the roster at Hearst, it’s that we carrion birds of the publishing world must flock together. He didn’t hesitate when I called him yesterday and proposed this adventure.

After a few minutes of weaving our way through traffic and onlookers, Frank and I make it to Vienna’s Old Square. There’s a huge crowd of people standing in a circle before the Stephansdom and somewhere, in the middle of it, a woman is screaming.

I look at Frank and he nods. He lifts the camera from where it hangs on a strap around his neck and slips into the crowd on my right.

I am average height and average weight, but still, it takes me a long time to push my way through the wall of bodies to see what’s going on. I’m not the sort of woman you’d call angular, but I do have sharp elbows and I put them to good use as I maneuver my way into the open. I am struck by three things at once.

The bonfire.

The Brownshirts.

And the waterwheel.

The fire burns right in the middle of the square, fifty feet from the cathedral steps, filling the air with rancid smoke and turning the ancient cobblestones black. Around it saunter seven Brownshirts holding rifles. Two more Brownshirts heap contents from one of the nearby shops onto the fire. They are the Sturmabteilung, Hitler’s private military, the men he brought with him to power, the men who answer to him alone. And here they are, just as Janos said, tormenting Vienna’s Jewish shopkeepers.

No, not tormenting.

Torturing.

An old woman is tied spread-eagle to the massive waterwheel. It rattles and clanks through the square in a large, undulating circle, pushed along on each side by a Brownshirt. They turn her round and round as she cries and screams. Her long salt-and-pepper braids swish back and forth across her shoulders as her shawl drags on the ground beside her. I am ashamed to admit that I had not believed Janos. Not truly. His story seemed so outrageous, so unbelievable, two nights ago at the Pont Royal.

He must have known how hard it would be for someone like me to truly understand. And I think he must have pitied my ignorance as we sat there warm and fed and content. To me this was a story to pursue. But to Janos it was a nightmare to escape.

“Go to Vienna’s Old Square on a Friday afternoon,” he said. “They like to begin their spectacles a few hours before Shabbat begins. It gets worse every week.”

Finally, the waterwheel rolls to a stop and I am frozen, immobile, as a Brownshirt steps forward. He looks like the sort of man who was laughed at as a child, teased mercilessly, as though he’s been assembled with spare parts and put together in haste. Large head on narrow shoulders. Sparse hair combed away from a high forehead. Eyebrows so thick and black it looks as though they’ve been drawn in charcoal by a child’s clumsy hand. Lipless mouth. Sunken eyes with dark circles beneath. Huge ears with long lobes that slide right into the sides of his neck. The rest of him is hidden beneath that brown uniform and those tall brown boots, so I cannot guess at his height or strength. But in his hand there is a whip, and I know that this is the man I have come to find.

He walks toward the waterwheel and the woman tied to it. I expect there to be some speech, some bit of pomp and circumstance. A warning, at least. But no, he simply attacks. I hear the whip before I see the strike. There is a single crack, like the sound of breaking rock, and then a red stripe opens across the old woman’s back, splitting her dress diagonally, splitting the air with her screams.

The man has found his rhythm now and he strikes again. Then again. And again.

Crack.

Crack.

Crack.

Four red lashes across her back. There is a rushing in my ears and a rising in my stomach. I don’t know what to do. I stand in silent, horrified witness along with every other person in the square. Two Brownshirts still hold the wheel upright but the others pace in front of the crowd, rifles up and ready, waiting, hoping someone will intervene. They are eager for an opportunity to shoot.

The man with the whip begins to shout, cracking the air with emphasis. “Juden Verboten! Juden Verboten! Juden Verboten!”

Jews forbidden.

Jews forbidden.

Jews forbidden.

There’s a sharp intake of breath beside me but I do not turn to look. I force myself to be still, to listen instead. And I hear the truth. Most of the shopkeepers in this square are Jewish. They will all be driven out, or worse. They are not welcome. This fact is written across the square, in red paint, now that I have the eyes to see it, now that I look beyond that wheel. Over half the shop windows are dripping with red paint, Juden daubed on them in a sloppy, hateful scrawl.

The two soldiers beside the wheel make one last half rotation, leaving the woman upside down, panting heavily, body stiff, braced for another blow. Her dress has fallen down around her waist, and her bunched, torn undergarments are on display before the crowd. It is not enough that they have wounded her, they intend to shame her as well. We can all see the pale skin of her thighs, the trembling of her muscles, and the blue, corded veins that are knotted in bunches at the back of her knees.

“Juden Verboten,” the man says, loudly, clearly one last time.

“Who is that?” I ask the shopkeeper beside me, not taking my eyes from the Brownshirt in charge. I pray this stranger speaks enough English to understand me, and I make a mental note to brush up on basic German.

“Obersturmführer Wolff.”

“Obersturmführer?” The Germanic languages are a mystery to me, all hard edges and rough grunts. I don’t know what this word means.

He spits onto the cobblestones. “Nazi.”

Oh. Oh.

Slowly, carefully, I pull my notepad and pen from my skirt pocket and begin writing. It’s the only thing I can do. I write because I am afraid I will forget the specifics, remembering only the horror. I write details. Brownshirts. Whips. Waterwheels. I write about red paint and red welts. I write names and ranks the best I can remember and spell them. I write without ever looking at my notepad because that is too conspicuous. I let my hand travel messily across the page, searching for Frank, praying he has captured this on film. I scan each face, looking for his close-cropped potato head.

The square is now still, and that’s what reveals Frank in the end. But not just to me. The man they call Wolff hears the shutter of Frank’s camera at the same moment I do. It’s an unmistakable sound in this deathly quiet air. Frank, trying to get one last photo.

Chunk. Click.

It is the sound of proof being exposed, and Wolff’s large, round head follows the telltale noise to the doorway of an empty storefront where Frank has taken refuge. He is squatting on the threshold to get a better angle, his entire body leaning forward. He is the last person to realize that Wolff has seen him, and all I can think about is how Janos said the man who took his picture is dead.

Frank’s name is rising in my chest, hurtling toward my lips, when he finally lowers the camera. He scrambles to his feet, lips moving frantically as though running through his options. Fight. Flight. Faint.

Wolff drops his hand to his side and unfurls the whip. He lets it drag behind him on the ground like the tail of a rat as he walks toward Frank. I might not be romantically interested in him, but I’ve never respected Frank more than I do in this moment because he does not flinch. Does not run or make a fist or lose his nerve. He grips the camera in two hands and holds it tight against his chest like a shield. Back straight, jaw clenched, lip curled in defiance.

Frank waits.

I can almost see him counting off Wolff’s footsteps in the seconds it takes for them to come face-to-face. No words are exchanged. No threats. No violence. Wolff simply looks Frank up and down. Notes the pale shade of his skin and the freckles strewn about his face like ink on parchment. And Wolff makes a decision about the worth of this one man’s life. The scales weigh in Frank’s favor, apparently, because Wolff reaches out with his free hand and grabs the camera.

Frank grips it tighter, his knuckles turning white as he strains to hold on. No. His entire body screams the word, resisting.

Wolff raises the whip.

And I see it there in Frank’s eyes, the calculation. He cannot retain his grip on the camera and block the whip at the same time. He must choose. Wolff yanks again, and the camera is ripped out of Frank’s hands. It’s like an appendage being rent from his body. A violent separation.

A serpentine invasion of the soul. Hatred. Pure and holy hatred. That’s what I feel as I watch Wolff turn from Frank without ever speaking a word and strut toward the bonfire, those tall brown boots clipping against the uneven stones of the Stephansplatz. He lifts the camera and turns before the crowd, as though displaying a piece of evidence before a jury. He shows it, slowly, to every pair of watching eyes. And then he hurls it to the ground with all his strength.

Frank’s camera shatters on contact and fills the square with the sound of cracking metal and breaking glass. Wolff bends down and pulls the long ribbon of film from its compartment, exposing it to the light. He tosses the film onto the fire, where it curls in on itself like burnt hair, then kicks each remaining piece into the coals.

“Keine Kameras,” Wolff shouts, one long spindly finger pointing at the bonfire.

I’m so busy watching the camera burn, breathless, that I don’t even notice one of the Brownshirts approach me. I don’t pay any attention as he reaches out and yanks the notepad from my hands. One moment it’s there and the next I’m left with three long paper cuts against the index finger of my left hand. I feel the sting first and the rage second.

Frank, however, has seen this, and he has forgotten his camera, his outrage, and is rushing toward me. He knows me well. And it’s a good thing too, because I’m filling my lungs. I’m stepping forward. I’m reaching for the notebook. And then I am engulfed entirely in the wiry arms of Frank Gilmore. He looks to be all tendon and bone, but Frank is built like a steel cable. Once wrapped around me, he is immovable.

“Don’t,” he hisses in my ear. “It’s not worth the whip.”

I struggle against the surprising strength of his grasp. I want my notebook. I want revenge. But Frank is right. Wolff will not spare me simply because I’m a woman. Today’s demonstration is proof of that.

Frank’s voice drops to a whisper, barely audible, in my left ear. “You never forget a damn thing, Nancy,” he says. “Write your article anyway.”

We stand there as our belongings and the contents of the old woman’s millinery shop are consumed by fire, the air thick with the smell of burning wool and silk. One beautiful hat after another is tossed into the flames, first turning black around the edges, then collapsing inward only to combust with defeated little puffs, as though silenced by outrage.

We watch as Wolff and his Brownshirts saunter from the square. We watch as the crowd waits, antsy, for them to climb onto their motorcycles. Every ear is tuned to the rumble of engines and the squeal of tires as they speed away, victorious. Then three men rush forward and lower the waterwheel to the ground. They murmur soothing things to the old woman. They gently cover her exposed body. We watch them cut the ropes that bind her wrists and ankles from the wheel and carry her off, limp and whimpering.

“Your camera . . .” It’s all I can think to say, the only words I can summon.

“Can be replaced.” I feel Frank shrug around me.

“But the photos . . .”

He clears his throat but doesn’t answer. So Frank Gilmore isn’t as stoic as he’d like to appear, then.

My voice is that of a stranger. Distant. Tremulous. Weak. “What just happened? I wouldn’t treat an animal that way, much less a human.”

“That’s because you are human, Nancy. They are not. Or at least not anymore.”

The crowd begins to disperse, whispering and wringing their hands, but still Frank holds on to me, so I drop into a squat and slip out of his arms. Enough of that. I stand there, hands on my hips, glaring after the motorcycles.

I can hear the alarm in his voice when he asks, “What are you thinking?”

“If this is happening in Vienna, what’s it like in Berlin?”

BERLIN

The Brandenburg Gate

We follow the sound of chanting. To his credit, Frank didn
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