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            Dedication

         
         
            To those who dreamed the possible—

            and to those who dreamed the impossible, daring to make it possible

             

            To Ron, whose love has cocooned me so I could emerge to spread my wings

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Author Note

         
         This novel is a work of fiction inspired by historical events in France. While I stayed close to the facts, I took the liberty
            of constructing fictional stories and novelizing scenes of some real-life personalities. Mostly, I created a cast of imaginary
            characters.
         

         
         For more about the historical background of the novel, please refer to the author’s note at the back of this book and to the
            author’s website at www.TaliaCarner.com.
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            Epigraph

         
         
            A generation which ignores history has no past—and no future.

            —Robert Heinlein, Time Enough for Love

            Ability hits the mark where presumption overshoots and diffidence falls short.

            —Golda Meir (attributed)
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            Prologue

         
         
            Mediterranean Sea

            October 1946

         

         She crouches on the top deck, surrounded by hundreds of people squeezed together. All have fallen silent since the ship arrived
            at the easternmost reach of the Mediterranean Basin. In the moonless night, the sky and sea merge into one inky darkness.
            Judith’s eyes strain to penetrate it and glimpse the shoreline. Oh, how her parents and sisters had prayed for this safe haven
            when trying to flee the Nazis’ clutches. I’m doing it for you, she mouths, careful not to utter a sound. The ship’s engines are quiet now. The hum that filled Judith’s ears for nine days
            in this ancient vessel doesn’t subside; it echoes in the pounding of blood in her temples. She has known fear. Terror has
            been her constant companion these past six years, since she was eleven. Now there’s a new fear: of being intercepted by the
            British, who control Palestine and block the entry of Jewish refugees. Her yearnings to reach Eretz Israel might come to naught.
            What will happen to her then? The land is so close that Judith can almost taste the juice of its oranges.
         

         
         A heavy chain is lowered with a muffled clatter, and Judith jolts with the ship as its anchor latches onto the bottom of the
            sea. Next to her, an eight-year-old girl whimpers. Judith hugs her against her side and places her finger on the girl’s lips.
            They have practiced every night for this long hour of silence. The most difficult part is yet to come. The next steps will
            be filled with great risks—their only hope to reach freedom.
         

         
         Anxiety hangs like a cloud over the passengers’ collectively held breath. Judith passes her hand over the heads of the twelve children clustered around her like frightened birds. She mothered them in the Marseille displaced-persons camp and has bonded with them through her games and storytelling and playing her flute. They are all eight- to ten-year-olds except for one four-year-old boy, who is smart and obedient. The coming hour is the test that no one is allowed to fail. A child who panics and loses control puts hundreds of passengers in peril. 

         
         Salty mist rolls in. The ship bobs in the quiet night; the only sound is the lapping of waves against its sides. The calm
            is deceptive, auguring danger. The threat of discovery lurks in the soft breeze that caresses Judith’s burning face and the
            sleek surface of the water—either might carry the faintest of voices to a British patrol boat.
         

         
         In the tight space, Judith pulls the little boy onto her lap. He clings to her for comfort, opening in her an equal measure
            of love. Her lips brush his hair.
         

         
         The muted strokes of paddles below the ship make her raise her head. Her group, composed of herself and the youngest children,
            will debark first. Someone touches her shoulder, and Judith rises, readjusts the straps that tie her bundle and the canvas
            bag holding all their shoes to her back. She lifts the boy and takes the hand of the nearest child; the rest of her charges
            form a tight chain behind her. The boy’s father, one of the organizers, will be among the last to leave the boat, and Judith
            prays that he will make it to shore before they are spotted. In the darkness, a young man climbs up the ladder on the side
            of the ship and carries the boy down. At the railing, an Israeli woman silently directs Judith’s other children to scramble
            down themselves. Judith follows.
         

         
         Strong arms grab her back at the last rung and lower her gently onto a bench in a rowboat. More children and their leader
            quickly fill the boat. Two men her age take the oars, and Judith’s heart swells with pride at the sight. These are Haganah
            members. Heroes. She trusts each one. Whatever else she does in her new home, she will strive to join their ranks.
         

         
         First, though, she must guide her charges over the next crucial hurdles. If the British detect them on water or on land, soldiers will descend on them, force them back onto the ship, and send them back to the cursed Europe that loathes those it hasn’t killed. Or the British will lock them up behind barbed wire in their newly built camps on the island of Cyprus. 

         
         After barely escaping the gas of the extermination chambers, they would be back in a concentration camp with no hope of escape.

         
         Three empty rowboats skim by in the near darkness, bound for the ship to collect immigrants, as her small vessel makes its
            way toward the shore. Each swoosh of breaking water increases the thumping of Judith’s heart. Will any of them reach safety
            before they are exposed?
         

         
         Her journey began so long ago, on that summer day in Lyon when the police raided her Jewish school. Judith had been in the
            lavatory. She’d heard cries and peeked out to see her classmates being shoved into the yard. She ran up three flights of stairs
            to the roof. Below, parents rattled the locked school gates, screaming. As blood pumped through her veins, Judith vaulted
            onto the roof of the adjacent building. Her long, thin legs carried her from one roof to the next, past her neighborhood,
            until she no longer heard the screaming. She pried open an attic window and hid there for a day and a half, until hunger and
            worry for her parents and sisters sent her back over the rooftops.
         

         
         The street was quiet when she reached her family’s building. Light shone in the kitchen window. Her parents cried with relief
            and covered her with kisses. The Vichy government had a quota of Jews to deport, they’d told her, grief-stricken. Her twin
            sisters, two years younger, had been taken.
         

         
         Next morning, their housekeeper bleached Judith’s dark hair blond and took her to her own village. A business associate had
            made arrangements to hide her parents elsewhere, she was told.
         

         
         After the war, Judith waited for them to come for her. They knew where she was. But they never showed up.

         
         Suddenly, light floods the shore. A shudder runs through Judith at the sight of a searchlight bathing the white sand and gliding slowly across its expanse. Fear of discovery stifles her awe at this first glimpse of the land of her dreams. The light ascends a cliff, caresses its fissures, and casts ghostly shadows under boulders and clusters of shrubbery. The beam is still lingering on the cliff, searching, when Judith hears the lapping sounds of swimmers beside her boat. The four men and women each grab two of the smallest children and dash through the shallow waves to the shore. Judith tucks the hem of her skirt into her waistband, raises the bag of shoes, and lowers herself into the thigh-high water. It welcomes her with a surprising warmth. She quickly helps the rest of her children debark, then wades to the shore. 

         
         Their saviors are counting the seconds, she knows, so when a young man carrying the little boy guides them onto the sand and
            whispers to her in Yiddish, “I’ll be in front, you’ll bring up the back—run fast,” she sprints with her well-trained children
            across the sand to the cliff, where he ushers them into a deep crevice.
         

         
         She’s dreamed of the moment when her feet touch the soil of the Holy Land, but now that it is happening, there’s not a second
            to spare for a prayer of thanks. Her heart pounding, Judith squeezes the children against the sandstone rock. The wet, half-naked
            body of their rescuer is pressed against them as a new searchlight crawls along the beach they’ve just crossed. A thin rivulet
            of sand cascades onto Judith’s shoulder. The seconds tick away in her head.
         

         
         When the searchlight begins its arc upward, away from them, the young man touches Judith’s hand. “Ready?” he whispers. His
            breath is warm, and a pleasant shiver travels through her as he hands her the boy. He scrambles up the steep crevice and stops
            on the first ledge to take the boy back from her, then grabs the arm of the next child that Judith pushes up. She climbs last.
            The cliff slopes away, and they crawl fast toward the flat surface.
         

         
         They’ve just reached the top when their leader whispers, “Down!” and they all flatten themselves on the pebbly ground between clusters of knee-high prickly shrubs. Just then, a new beam of light bursts to life and plunges across the top of the cliff. It grazes their backs. They all hold their breath, their arms tucked underneath themselves, the curvatures of their bodies blending with the uneven surface. No one moves. A stone pricks Judith’s cheek, breaking her skin. Her heart hammers so hard, she’s afraid it might explode. She prays that the children will tolerate the stones’ rough edges. If her group is exposed, it will doom all those who follow. 

         
         The searchlight goes dark, and blackness drops on her like a lead cape. She touches the nearest child, the agreed-upon signal,
            and they all get up. With no time to dust off the sand and pebbles, they break into a run across a plowed field. As her eyes
            readjust to the darkness, she sees the nearby silhouettes of more people rushing in the same direction.
         

         
         A pinprick of a flashlight beam directs them to a waiting truck. Quickly, their rescuer helps them climb onto its bed. The
            wooden benches are not screwed to the truck bed. She places the boy on the floor, props him up between her legs, and puts
            her arms, like protective wings, around the kids beside her. We’re here, she tells herself, hardly believing it. Thank You, God. She breathes in a lungful of the Holy Land air. The first of many millions to come, she knows.
         

         
         More groups scramble up; children squeeze together to make room for arriving adults. Another truck rumbles away. The rescuers
            run back; hundreds of passengers are still waiting to be led to safety.
         

         
         As the young man shuts the truck’s low tailgate, Judith reaches over and touches his fingers. “My hero,” she whispers. “Thank
            you.”
         

         
         “Welcome home,” he replies, and she can hear the warm smile in his voice.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part I

         
         
            UNCERTAINTY:

            
               We sail within a vast sphere, ever adrift in uncertainty, driven from end to end.

               —Blaise Pascal

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One
Sharon

         
         
            Tel Aviv, Israel

            July 1968

         

         Sharon enters her grandmother’s apartment—her home—expecting to escape the scorching heat outside, but the air that greets
            her, aromatic with the smell of baking, is warm. The radio is playing “Jerusalem of Gold,” the passionate song that became
            Israel’s unofficial national anthem following the liberation of Jerusalem the year before. Sharon drops her carpet satchel
            and kicks off her sandals to soak in the chill of the marble floor. Her skin feels sticky from the bus ride back to Tel Aviv
            from the suburban home of her dead fiancé.
         

         
         She’s barely closed the door when Savta, her grandmother, steps out of the kitchen. “Someone from the navy was here to see
            you.”
         

         
         Sharon swivels on her heel. “Why didn’t he go to the Golans’?” Since she hadn’t yet become Alon Golan’s wife, his parents
            are the next of kin. Thirty hours after the submarine Dakar sent its last signal, the commander in chief visited their house to deliver the troubling news. “The navy knows where they
            live,” Sharon adds.
         

         
         “He left a phone number.” A bit of flour is smeared on Savta’s forehead. Sharon reaches out and wipes it off.

         
         “Did he say what this was about?” Sharon is exhausted from six months of mourning, of waiting for the sunken Dakar to be found and for a proper burial to take place. “It must be a mistake.”
         

         
         “Are you going to call?” Savta holds out the note.

         
         “Maybe tomorrow,” Sharon mumbles. Haunting images of Alon struggling for air, his fingers clawing at the iron walls of his tomb, rush through her mind. She’s just spent another day in the only place she finds solace: his parents’ home, where dozens of friends and relatives take turns dropping by daily, bearing platters of food. They brew coffee, serve cakes, empty ashtrays, refill bowls of nuts and pickles, and pass around pitchers of fresh-squeezed orange juice. The television is kept on day and night for any breaking news. The Golans’ heavy silence in the midst of this activity suits Sharon’s mood. The hollow gouged in her middle is unprepared to accept her friends’ invitations for an outing of falafel and ice cream, a beach paddleball game, or a night’s campfire, where she used to play her flute. 

         
         “The officer was clear that he needed to speak with you,” Savta insists.

         
         All Sharon wants to do now is drop on her bed and give herself over to a long cry. She kisses Savta’s cheek in a pretense
            of a light mood. Despite the heat, Savta’s skin is clammy and cold, smelling of vanilla. A flood of love washes over Sharon.
            These past two years, she’s been wrapped up in her own life: her two-year intelligence service, the Six-Day War. Operationally,
            the war took not a mere six days but six months of her working around the clock, rarely having time to sleep, let alone come
            home. Now her mourning is a bottomless sorrow, a black hole from which no light—or emotion—escapes. She has given little thought
            to Savta’s deepening loneliness following Grandpa Nathan’s passing.
         

         
         What would a naval officer want with her? Only once, within two weeks of the Dakar’s disappearance, did an officer come here rather than to the Golans’ home. That social worker from headquarters, a woman, inquired whether Sharon was, by any chance, pregnant. No, Sharon wasn’t, and she was glad not to be faced with the dilemma. She wouldn’t have wanted to raise a child without a father. She was an orphan herself, and although her grandparents were devoted to her, they had already reared seven children and spent many days babysitting their sixteen grandchildren. Then, in 1948, in the middle of the War of Independence, between sirens, there was a knock on the door. Their twenty-three-year-old son, Amiram, and his young refugee wife, Judith, had been killed in battle defending their kibbutz. During a brief cease-fire, Sharon’s devastated grandparents rushed to pick up the six-week-old orphan from Haifa, where the kibbutz’s children had been evacuated. 

         
         “Have you eaten today?” Savta’s fingers pinch the excess fabric of Sharon’s calf-length dress. “You can’t keep losing weight.”

         
         Sharon forces a smile. “It’s the summer heat.” She tasted only a few morsels from the plate someone at the Golans’ pressed
            into her hands.
         

         
         The phone in the kitchen rings. She lets Savta step in and pick it up. If it’s any of Sharon’s friends, Savta will take a
            message. Sharon will not call back.
         

         
         “That officer.” Savta’s palm covers the mouthpiece.

         
         Sharon groans. Just take a message, she mouths impatiently, but Savta holds out the phone.
         

         
         A deep voice says, “Good evening, Sharon. This is Commander Daniel Yarden.”

         
         “I got your message. I’m sure you want to speak with the Golans.”

         
         “I’d like to speak with you. You and I met at their home.”

         
         Since late January, every week, officers of the various branches of the Israel Defense Forces, the IDF, have been dropping
            in at the Golans’ house. Some sit silently, soaking in Alon’s parents’ grief; some engage in conversation with other visitors,
            all of whom have military experience in their past.
         

         
         Sharon has been oblivious to the visitors. “What’s this about?”

         
         “It needs to be discussed in person.”

         
         “I told your social worker six months ago that I wasn’t pregnant.”

         
         He chuckles. “How about I come by in an hour?”

         
         “Can’t it wait till tomorrow? Or next week?”

         
         “If it’s okay with you, I’ll be over at twenty-one hundred.”

         
         She’s puzzled by his persistence. She wants nothing to do with the navy. With a sigh, she stretches out the words, “All right.”

         
         “Is that about your intelligence unit?” Savta asks after Sharon hangs up.

         
         “If they needed me, they’d send a telegram, not a naval commander.” Sharon kisses Savta’s cheek. “I’m going to take a shower.”

         
         Two carp are swimming in the tub in the bathroom. Today must be Wednesday, which is when Savta begins shopping for Friday-night
            dinner. Friday morning, she’ll kill, gut, and stuff the carp for her gefilte fish.
         

         
         “Hello to you too,” Sharon says to the pair as she wiggles out of her dress. Rather than spending another day at the Golans’,
            she should stay home on Friday and help Savta cook the meal for whichever family members show up—usually about twenty. Since
            Grandpa’s long illness, Savta can’t afford the daily Arab maid.
         

         
         When Sharon steps into the adjacent shower stall, she realizes that for a whole three minutes, she hasn’t thought of Alon’s
            torturous death.
         

         
          

         The uniformed visitor is tall, almost gangly, and wears rimless glasses. He politely refuses Savta’s offer of coffee and a
            slice of poppy-seed cake.
         

         
         The living room has a frosted-glass door and he asks Sharon’s permission to close it. He pulls over a chair to face her while
            she settles on the sofa. Her long hair is still wet from the shower, and the dampness spreads across the back of her cotton
            frock.
         

         
         He leans forward. His face is long, like the rest of him, and pleasing, except for the bulbous tip of his nose. His green
            eyes are enlarged by his glasses. A shadow in his cleft chin hints of a hidden stubble. He appears to be around twenty-seven.
            “Sorry to press you for this meeting, but I am about to go overseas.”
         

         
         “Spill it,” she says. “I can’t imagine what this is about.”

         
         “What are your plans for the coming months?”

         
         “Are you serious? I’m waiting for you guys to find the Dakar—if you’re even bothering to look for it any longer.”
         

         
         “I’m so sorry for what you’re going through. The Eilat and then the Dakar hit us all very hard.”
         

         
         The destroyer Eilat was sunk last October by Egyptian missiles; forty-seven men were killed and a hundred wounded. Alon had trained with some
            of the Eilat’s seamen, and she accompanied him on shivah visits to the bereaved families. At least they had the consolation of burials.
            At least many of the boys who were injured survived. How could she have imagined that four months later she would be similarly
            devastated? The two stupendous losses extinguished the exhilaration over the unprecedented victory of the Six-Day War.
         

         
         “Is that what you came to talk about?” Sharon asks.

         
         “Indirectly, yes.” His eyes meet hers. “We are rethinking naval warfare, overhauling the navy.”

         
         Why is he looking at her as if she has anything to do with naval warfare? Since he is, Sharon can give him a piece of her
            mind.
         

         
         “I never understood the strategy of defending our long shoreline primarily from the air, treating the navy as a bastard child.”
            Her tone heats up. “Which is also evident in the way you stopped searching for the Dakar.”
         

         
         “For the record, the navy and air force have not given up, but this is outside my work. I am in the process of recruiting
            people for another project.”
         

         
         She shoots out of her seat and paces the room. “Not me, that’s for sure. First, I finished my IDF duty. Second, the only women
            in the navy are secretaries, and I can’t type. Third, if you don’t mind my being blunt, I hate your navy.”
         

         
         “Just listen, please.” He gestures for her to sit down and waits until she lets out an impatient groan and settles against
            the sofa’s cushions. “We’ve checked you out. You graduated from Alliance Française.” Sharon nods, perplexed at the mention
            of her French-language high school. He continues. “We know that in Intelligence, you worked in Arabic, which we don’t need
            at the moment. Besides English, don’t you also know some German?”
         

         
         She crosses her arms. Why is any of that this commander’s business? Her eyes are drawn to the framed photo on the wall behind him: her parents on their wedding day. They stand in front of Grandpa Nathan’s synagogue, the svelte bride holding a bouquet of white anemones against her straight, buttoned, and belted dress. The fabric is cream-colored, not as blinding in the sunny black-and-white photo as Amiram’s white shirt. Savta told Sharon that Judith had no relatives and was attended by only one girlfriend. Relieved for two days of their duties at the kibbutz, the couple and the friend had taken the hours-long bus ride to Tel Aviv for the wedding. 

         
         Who was this woman, her dead mother, the Holocaust refugee? She must have had a knack for languages too, because when Amiram
            brought her to meet his parents a mere seven months after Judith Katz arrived in Israel, Savta was astonished at how fast
            the newcomer had learned Hebrew. Her mother must have also been musical; Sharon’s musical talent certainly didn’t come from
            her father’s tone-deaf family.
         

         
         How had her mother’s touch felt on her six-week-old skin, the last time she’d held Sharon?

         
         Sharon is stroking her own exposed arm as the commander’s words pull her back. “The results of your psychometric exams before
            you joined Intelligence were later confirmed by your performance there,” he says. “You are extremely resourceful, you work
            well independently, and you are detail-oriented without being bogged down by minutiae. You’re able to juggle several pieces
            of information while assessing a situation. What others might call intuition seems to have led you to uncover crucial intel
            during the Six-Day War, right?”
         

         
         Blood rushes to her face. Isn’t she a civilian now with the right to privacy? “Presumably, my unit’s projects were highly
            confidential. How did the navy get access to them?”
         

         
         “We didn’t. Only to the personnel file. And we spoke to your commander.”

         
         “Why? Are you recruiting a Mata Hari?”

         
         His laughter is rolling, pleasant. “It’s only the Cherbourg project.”

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “The Saar boats being built in France.”

         
         Of course. When the twelve boats were ordered a few years ago, there were some write-ups in the newspapers. Sharon only noticed
            that the first five had arrived because Alon pointed them out to her when they drove past the Kishon port on the way to Carmel
            Mountain.
         

         
         A familiar surge of grief swells in her at the memory of that picnic in the forest. They’d made love on a bed of dry pine
            needles and fallen asleep to the music of the breeze rustling in the treetops. The pines’ resinous aroma now rises in Sharon’s
            nostrils. Doesn’t this commander grasp that she is too distraught—and angry—to care about the revamping of his fleet?
         

         
         She collects herself. “Cherbourg, as in The Umbrellas of Cherbourg?” she asks. The musical film starring Catherine Deneuve was a bore, yet it and its theme song had become international sensations.
         

         
         “That’s the one. It’s a port city in Normandy. The Titanic sailed from there.”
         

         
         “Normandy has lots of cows,” she says, recalling her introductory French textbook.

         
         He laughs. “Sheep too.”

         
         She scratches her cheek. “Let me get this straight, Commander Yarden—”

         
         “Call me Danny.”

         
         She won’t fall for this tactic of familiarity. “Are you offering me a job in France in the middle of nowhere?”

         
         “I didn’t get to that yet, but yes, except that it’s a lovely place—and only a five-hour train ride from Paris.” He grins
            as if aware of the absurdity of touting such a long distance as a plus. “Most important, the navy needs you for a very interesting
            position.”
         

         
         His audacity infuriates her. “Are you kidding me?”

         
         His left eyebrow arches. “Why else would I be here talking to you?”

         
         “I’m not remotely interested in working for the navy that killed my fiancé. We were going to get married this October.”

         
         “Hear me out.”

         
         “What kind of job could your navy possibly offer that would make me want to be part of it?”

         
         His tone turns persuasive: “We want you to take over some complicated, highly classified tasks that are too confidential for
            me to outline right now. Also to act as a liaison with our foreign contacts.” He examines her face. “We are about twenty Israelis
            living there, some with families. A warm little community. You might find the change of scenery refreshing.”
         

         
         Sharon stands up. “Thanks for thinking of me. I’m flattered and horrified to have been the subject of such an extensive investigation.
            I can’t imagine leaving Israel while I’m waiting for a funeral—nor having anything to do with your navy.”
         

         
         Equally, she’s scared of traveling abroad, of the unknown. Grief has become a familiar landscape.

         
          

         After Yarden departs, Savta tiptoes in. She wipes her hands on her apron. “What did he want?”

         
         “Apparently, the naval brass met me at the Golans’, did some digging about me, and came up with a ridiculous idea to get me
            out of here—for reasons I’m yet to figure out.”
         

         
         “Out of here to where?”

         
         “France, but not Paris. Some job in a remote port.” Sharon pauses. “I’m surprised that they have a rehabilitation program
            for fiancées, not just widows.”
         

         
         Savta sits next to Sharon on the sofa and takes her hand. Her brown irises are almost hidden under her drooping upper lids.
            Sharon reminds herself to pluck Savta’s two stubborn chin hairs. “Listen to yourself,” Savta says. “When did you become so
            cynical? This is a chance to change atmosphere, to see the world.”
         

         
         “It’s not seeing the world. There are just cows and boats there, not the Paris Opera.”

         
         “Nothing is happening for you here. You’ve missed the university’s registration deadline. While you’re waiting for the Dakar to be found, you need to do something. Anything. Just don’t spend more months sitting on the Golans’ couch. It’s killing me to see you so defeated by grief.” Savta tucks a stray strand of hair behind
            Sharon’s ear. Her glance shifts to the photo on the wall. “Even though you were a newborn then, you carried their loss in
            your heart. When you were little, you used to speak to them, tell them about your kindergarten friends.” Savta’s eyes redden.
            “You played your flute for them and twirled around to show them every new dress I sewed for you. Now Alon’s death has broken
            you. What is there to do but pick up the pieces and soldier on? I lost a son, the apple of my eye. God forgive me, but Amiram
            was my favorite of the seven I was blessed with. I had to learn to breathe again. You helped—you gave me a new purpose. You’re
            only twenty years old; the world is open for you. Find a purpose. You have choices that women of my generation never even
            dreamed of. Open yourself up to opportunities. Say yes to life.”
         

         
         Sharon lies down, pulls up her knees, and rests her head on Savta’s ample thighs. How can she leave her grandmother? Savta
            strokes Sharon’s now-dry hair, and tears that have been dammed behind Sharon’s lids soak Savta’s skirt.
         

         
         “To be a Jewish woman is not to accept defeat,” Savta says.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two
Sharon

         
         
            Tel Aviv, Israel

            July 1968

         

         In bed at night, with only the streetlamp’s light seeping into the room, Sharon stares at Alon’s photo. A cat meows, and the
            cover of a trash can clatters onto the concrete. The neighbor above drops his work boots upon his return from his late shift
            at the electric company. Sharon’s mind churns with possible explanations for the Dakar’s disappearance. These obsessive speculations have plagued her from the start, but she never dares raise them in the Golans’
            presence. Could Alon still be alive somewhere, captive? But even the rabbis—so pedantic when it comes to identifying the body
            of a missing husband before they release a woman from her marriage—now accept the men’s deaths. They are contorting their
            halachic logic to free the agunot, the women “chained” to their marriages. If not declared widows, the wives of the lost officers and sailors would forever
            be forbidden to remarry. Should they bear children, their offspring would be labeled mamzers, bastards.
         

         
         At seven in the morning, Sharon is in the kitchen brewing coffee. Her eyes burn from lack of sleep. She places on a tray buttered
            toast, half a grapefruit, and a cup of coffee with a sugar cube in its saucer. She’s about to take the tray to Savta in bed
            when the phone rings. Sharon vaults toward it; at this unusually early hour, it might bring the news she’s been waiting for—and
            dreading.
         

         
         She’s disappointed to hear Commander Daniel Yarden’s voice.

         
         “I’m not far from you, heading to the central bus station. Would you join me for breakfast?”

         
         “I won’t change my answer.” Despite Savta’s encouragement, Sharon is certain that saying yes to traveling abroad—or to the navy—is not an option. 

         
         “Just a friendly chat in a café,” he says. “We can’t discuss yesterday’s topic in a public place.”

         
         She understands his new tactic. She’s used it herself. She recalls the night during the Six-Day War when an eleven-year-old
            Arab girl was brought to the tent that served as Sharon’s field office. The girl had been found wandering in an olive grove.
            The soldiers, who had almost shot her in the dark, didn’t know what to do with her. The girl wore a long dress, and her single
            possession was a hand mirror with a painting of a veiled belly dancer glued to its back. Sharon turned off the interception
            equipment she was using to listen to Arabic chatter and assured the girl that she was safe. She made her a chocolate-spread
            sandwich and gave her a glass of milk. The girl clutched the mirror in her right hand and used her left to eat and drink,
            which was odd, as Arabs always ate with the right hand. Although the girl seemed wise, she said she didn’t know her name.
            By two a.m., her lids were drooping with fatigue. Sharon unrolled a mattress, tucked her in, and sang her an Arabic lullaby.
            When the girl was asleep, Sharon gently took the mirror and pried open the back. She discovered a list of people, their code
            names, and a hand-drawn map of their locations. She was furious. Someone had sent a child across enemy lines in the middle
            of the night. She could have been killed.
         

         
         But Sharon’s intelligence unit had obtained crucial information.

         
         “Hello?” the commander says on the other end of the line.

         
         “Sorry. I—” Sharon is about to repeat her refusal when it occurs to her that she can ask him the questions that have been
            torturing her. “All right,” she says.
         

         
         In this busy neighborhood filled with wholesale shops and small factories, it’s hard to find a quiet spot in the café. The commander has secured a table in a corner next to a large window overlooking a city-block-long park where an old man scatters seeds for the birds. Soon, mothers will show up with their toddlers; Savta used to bring Sharon here. 

         
         Every station on the radio plays “Jerusalem of Gold” throughout the day. Sharon can’t address the commander by his first name
            even when he is wearing civilian clothes; his khaki pants and button-down shirt are so neatly pressed that among the other
            café patrons in shorts and T-shirts, he might as well have been wearing his uniform. His prescription glasses have been replaced
            by aviator sunglasses, and she can’t see his eyes.
         

         
         They order breakfast, and the waitress brings them coffee. Sharon realizes that this is the first time she’s sat at a café
            since it happened. Life streams on. She puts two spoonfuls of sugar in her coffee and stirs. “Since you know so much about me,” she
            says to the commander, “how about if you tell me about yourself?”
         

         
         “I’m a kibbutznik from Ayelet HaShachar. Unmarried. I attended the naval academy in Acre. Additional training in Toulon,”
            he adds, mentioning the large French maritime center on the Mediterranean.
         

         
         “Neither the kibbutz nor the naval academy teaches French. How do you manage in that Umbrellas city of yours?”
         

         
         “Actually, I was born in France. I was brought here by the Youth Aliyah. My new family made sure that I kept up my French.”
         

         
         Sharon gasps. She sets down her cup carefully, trying not to show her excitement. Youth Aliyah was the immigration organization
            that, twenty-two years earlier, had brought her mother from France to Palestine—and that is practically all Sharon knows about
            the woman who arrived here at age seventeen, married at eighteen, gave birth at nineteen, and was killed six weeks later.
         

         
         When Sharon was little, every year her grandparents drove her up north to the annual memorial service for the fallen heroes of the Battle for the Galilee. She recalls her growing panic at age six as she circulated among the adults, all of them wearing the unofficial Memorial Day uniform of a white shirt over blue pants or a skirt, their faces solemn. “Did you know my mother?” she asked each of them. She received nothing but soft strokes on her head and sad looks. “I’m sure she loved you very much,” some said. “She was a true hero” and “She watches over you from heaven,” others said. “How do you know if you didn’t know her?” Sharon responded, her throat constricting as she held back tears, intent on her mission to find at least one person who had known Judith Katz. 

         
         Finally, Grandpa Nathan gathered her into his arms and sat her on his knee. “The entire group was killed in the battle,” he
            whispered. “These people are here to honor their sacrifice and their memory, even if they didn’t know any of them personally.
            ‘In their deaths they willed us life,’” he said, repeating the line carved on the earth-toned marble memorial they were facing
            and that she could read herself. “You have one thing that these people don’t know about.”
         

         
         “What is it?”

         
         “Your mommy’s beautiful face.” He kissed her cheek. “And her cutest dimple.”

         
         Sharon would never know her mother, but the second-best thing would be talking to people who’d lived through her mother’s
            experience of Youth Aliyah. That never came to be. Growing up in a city, she never met any of the tens of thousands of rescued
            children—all older than she—because they had been, like the commander, absorbed in kibbutzim and agricultural youth villages.
         

         
         Treading cautiously, she asks him, “What happened to your parents?”

         
         “I don’t know. It was during the Nazi occupation of France.”

         
         “Who took care of you?”

         
         He shifts in his seat. For the first time, she sees him lose his composure. “Maybe the underground at first. Then I was adopted
            by a French couple.”
         

         
         “What underground?”

         
         “A French network of anti-Nazi men and women hid Jewish children. When things heated up, they transferred the kids to a new hiding place.” His tone turns more energetic. “It’s all in the past. I focus on the future. We face an existential threat not only from our Arab neighbors but from Russia. After centuries of official anti-Semitism, they’ve found partners who share their sentiments outside the Soviet borders—and right on our own.” 

         
         She knows all of that, but his words remind her how self-centered she’s been these past few months, as if losing three people
            means she’s sacrificed enough. Except that their deaths haven’t brought security. The threat of a second Holocaust, another
            genocide committed by Israel’s neighbors, forever lurks about.
         

         
         The electric fan above Sharon’s head lets out a small screech with every turn. For a while, neither she nor the commander
            speaks. Outside, light saturates everything it touches, although it fails to brighten her mood.
         

         
         Their breakfast of chopped salad and fried eggs arrives. Sharon restarts the conversation by mentioning the names of Alon’s
            officers who graduated from the naval academy. The commander knows them and recounts a three-month voyage to India on a commercial
            tanker he’d taken with one of them the summer after he graduated and before he enlisted.
         

         
         “I want to ask you something I can’t bring up in Alon’s parents’ presence,” she finally says. “What if the Dakar didn’t plunge to the bottom of the sea but was seized by Egyptian or Russian forces, and the crew is not dead but captured?”
         

         
         “International diplomatic channels have plowed through such a possibility.”

         
         “Here is another scenario.” She takes a deep breath. “Isn’t it possible that the American navy sank the Dakar in retaliation for the USS Liberty?” The American destroyer was hit in the middle of last year’s Six-Day War when Israel mistook it for an enemy ship. Explanations
            and apologies failed to placate the enraged Americans. “I mean, not officially, not by a US government order, but by some
            low-level officers to avenge their brothers?”
         

         
         The commander pushes his plate to the side and places both his elbows on the table. “Sharon, rumors are bound to float around. There’s absolutely no basis for such a theory.” 

         
         “I learned in Intelligence that until there’s a solid explanation, all possible theories are valid.”

         
         He smiles. “One more proof of how well you’ll fit in on our project. By the way, did I tell you that a civilian’s salary is
            on the French union scale, not the Israeli government’s? That’s quite a bundle.”
         

         
         Sharon doesn’t show that her interest is piqued. Savta is struggling financially after Grandpa Nathan’s long illness, which
            depleted their assets. Sharon hasn’t yet contributed since her military basic pay covered only the cost of mascara. She’d
            planned to seek office employment between her expected release from the military in February and the start of the university
            semester in November. Even if she had done that, she couldn’t have mentioned her intelligence service. With no formal work
            experience other than some drafting and billing at her uncle’s factory during school breaks, she would have started at the
            lowest end of the pay scale. She is flattered that the commander views her potential through her qualifications, not her nonexistent
            work history.
         

         
         “Sounds good, but it’s not about money,” she tells him.

         
         He rises, pays the bill, and motions with his head toward the garden. “Shall we take a walk?”

         
         The outside air wraps around her like a wet, hot towel. Dust rises from the path at her first step. It will be another blistering
            summer day. Sharon contemplates taking the bus to the city pool for a long swim and is jolted by the notion that she is considering
            doing anything other than joining the Golans on their couch.
         

         
         “Look,” she says to the commander while her mind digests her sudden craving to dive into cool water. “You’re wasting your
            time on me.”
         

         
         “I don’t think so. You care deeply about Israel’s security.” He pauses. “Do you know that the Eilat was hit by a Russian-made Egyptian missile? It was the first such missile ever shot at our ships, and it proved how dangerous
            its range and accuracy were.”
         

         
         Sharon’s heart lurches. She’s transcribed the minutes of enough intelligence meetings to understand that, given the missiles’ improved distance and accuracy, it is only a matter of time before one of them hits the spot where she now stands, in the middle of Tel Aviv. 

         
         A bus puffs out black soot, and its acrid smell wafts toward the garden. The swallows chirping in the treetops are shocked
            into a momentary silence before they pick up their song again. These small, valiant birds, Sharon thinks, have adjusted to
            the urban pollution instead of seeking a greener neighborhood. When she’s not floating in her bubble of grief, she notices
            the world. She cares—and worries.
         

         
         If only it weren’t the navy that was asking—and expecting her to travel into the unknown.

         
         “I’d like to make it clear,” the commander says, “the Saars project is highly classified. You may not share our conversation
            with anyone.”
         

         
         “How can it be classified if it was in the media when we ordered the boats, and five are already in Israel, docked in full
            sight?”
         

         
         He raises his fingers to tick off the reasons. “One, they have special features that are, let’s say, unique. Two, our team’s
            presence in Cherbourg is not reported anywhere—not in France or Israel. Three, the Saars’ final designated use is the issue.
            They are being built as oil-exploration boats. No weapons are being placed on them.”
         

         
         “In that case, the arms embargo shouldn’t apply,” she states. President de Gaulle’s arms embargo, reinforced by the recently
            elected prime minister, Pompidou, was a blow to Israel. France had formerly been a friendly supplier of tanks and planes—it
            had even helped in the development of Israel’s nascent nuclear power. But after tiny Israel was attacked by four mighty Arab
            nations and won the war in a mere six days, France chose to side with the Arab states. The fifty French Mirage airplanes that
            Israel had fully paid for were not delivered. With France refusing to sell Israel spare parts for its French-made tanks and
            planes, the nation’s military vehicles and aircraft are fast going out of commission. The country is being choked, and the
            defeated Arab countries are gearing up for another round of war.
         

         
         “The arms embargo is not supposed to apply to boats built as platforms for oil exploration,” the commander tells her. “But these Saars are constructed of steel,
            not wood, and they are too fast, sophisticated, and expensive to serve a civilian purpose. That leaves a gray area for France’s
            interpretation—and ours.” He removes his sunglasses and looks at her. “If you were the French minister of defense, what would
            your take on it be?”
         

         
         Why is the commander testing her when she has no intention of joining his team? “I would wonder why the Israeli navy is directing what is supposed to be a commercial enterprise,” she replies. “In which case, the Saars operation must be conducted
            in secrecy even in France?”
         

         
         A small smile quirks his lips. “Let’s say, under the radar.”

         
         They pass by the sandbox, where a woman empties a bag of plastic toys for two little boys. Sharon watches her. What kind of
            a mother would Judith Katz have been? Her name was so common that Sharon’s efforts to locate information about her in the
            Youth Aliyah’s messy archives had been futile. Was Judith funny, introspective, impatient, reserved, shy, giving? All Savta
            could tell Sharon about her daughter-in-law, whom she’d met only twice, was that during the Holocaust, Judith’s family lived
            in France. They had been deported and had presumably perished. Orphaned, bewildered, and homeless, Judith was seventeen when
            an Israeli team searching the countryside after the war for lost Jewish children found her. She helped care for a group of
            rescued youngsters and accompanied them on an immigrants’ ship to what, two years later, would become Israel. Amiram, four
            years older than Judith, met her on her arrival.
         

         
         “What do you remember from your Youth Aliyah voyage?” Sharon asks the commander.

         
         He chuckles at the turn of the conversation. “I was fascinated with the ship and the sight of endless water. I hung around
            on the bridge and bombarded the captain with questions. He spoke no French, but he let me hold the helm. That’s when I fell
            in love with the sea.”
         

         
         That’s not the anecdote she’s searching for. “Do you remember others on the journey?”

         
         He looks at his watch. His tone is bored when he says, “It was so long ago.”

         
         She will dig for more if she gets the opportunity. The commander thinks he knows all about her. He can’t imagine that she
            will make herself useful to him only so she can probe his Youth Aliyah memories. For the first time in Sharon’s life, a window
            has opened for her to learn something about her mother’s experience. All it will take is chutzpah—daring and audacity.
         

         
         They stop in the corner leading to the street. A horse-drawn farmer’s cart slows the heavy morning traffic. Irritated drivers
            blow their horns. The horse lowers its head as it tries to pull faster, harder. Sharon feels bad for the poor beast.
         

         
         “By the way, did you know that the first Saar participated in the search for Dakar?” the commander asks her through the metallic cacophony of honking horns.
         

         
         She didn’t but won’t admit it.

         
         “Well, it was nice chatting more.” He extends his hand. “Thank you. Shalom.”

         
         “Okay. I’ll take the job,” she blurts out.

         
         A quick expression of surprise traverses his face, then disappears. “I’m glad to hear that. Sharon, you’ll be channeling your
            pain into something constructive for Alon’s memory.”
         

         
         No. She’ll be deserting Alon, walking away from believing that at any moment, the submarine will be found. Despite the heat,
            a sudden chill zips through her. What has she done? Her emotions are too raw, already too taut, like a boil about to burst
            the skin. She can’t afford to heap more stress and fear on herself.
         

         
         Sharon walks back home, joy and regret clashing inside her. Come to think of it, nothing is holding her to her impetuous acceptance.
            When someone calls to make the travel arrangements, she should rescind it.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three
Claudette

         
         
            Loire Valley, France

            Spring 1940

         

         The winds of war in the east, where Germany had invaded Poland, were distant. They had nothing to do with France, Claudette
            thought. What felt real to her were the upcoming summer festivities. Young village women flocked to her grandmother’s cottage,
            where Claudette refashioned and embellished old dresses. Come July, the village of La Guerche-sur-l’Aubois would celebrate
            both Bastille Day and the one hundred and fiftieth anniversary of the Fête de la Fédération.
         

         
         Claudette sat on the upholstered chair in the front room stitching, her cursed left leg hidden under the sewing table. Three
            girls her age chatted excitedly about the young men with whom they hoped to dance. For one of those girls, Claudette would
            salvage an embroidered bodice from an old dress and attach it to a newer organza skirt. For another, she would stitch pearls
            around the neckline to emphasize the girl’s alabaster skin. For the third, Claudette would alter the girl’s mother’s bridal
            dress by weaving colorful ribbons into the white lace.
         

         
         Claudette kept her head down, bent over the silk roses she was cutting, and wallowed in her sorrow. No one, including herself,
            expected a cripple to participate in the merriment. She wouldn’t even watch the dance from the sidelines with her grandmother
            Mémère and be subjected to looks of pity and the mockery of young men. Come the night of the festival, girls wearing her dresses,
            her creations, would twirl in the plaza and be courted and swooned over by handsome lovers.
         

         
         All Claudette could do was stitch her sorrow into beautiful embellishments.

         
         Just before nightfall, she grabbed her cane, hobbled out to the garden, collected ripened tomatoes, and unlocked the back
            gate for the peddler, a Jew, who made weekly rounds with his cart selling women’s toiletries, detergents, sewing supplies,
            medicines, small tools, and kitchenware. When she was little, Claudette had feared this strange man with the funny accent
            who never took off his brimmed hat, whose face was covered with a beard, and whose eyes were hidden behind glasses. His people
            had killed Christ, so what was he capable of? Her suspicion had melted after he had cured Mémère’s coughs with his elixirs.
         

         
         Claudette was twelve when he began his weekly visits and discovered that, due to her disability, she had never been to school—it
            was too far to walk. He taught her to read. This medicine man had also given her holy water and instructed her to dab it on
            her knee twice daily, then lift her cursed leg ten times. Miraculously, the holy water worked and her leg strengthened. Unfortunately,
            once Claudette turned sixteen and her body filled in, the additional weight made her lose her balance. Her left leg, twisted
            at birth, had been further damaged from repeated muscle tears. In one of her falls, she had broken two of her front teeth.
            Since then, Claudette covered her mouth with her hand when she smiled.
         

         
         The Jew led his cart into the barn, where his horse would keep Rosette the cow company. Claudette had concealed the man’s
            overnight stays from her best friend, Solange, who claimed that all Jews were crooks. Since he slept in Mémère’s bed, Claudette
            had a greater reason to keep mum about the Jew’s visits. He was a widower with three kids, he had told them, and Claudette
            looked forward to the gifts he brought each week.
         

         
         “I have something special for you,” he told Claudette after he entered the house and politely accepted Mémère’s offer of a meal as if it hadn’t been their routine for years. He unwrapped a contraption of metal and leather buckles. “It’s a brace. It will allow you to put weight on your leg.” 

         
         The brace had two flat metal rods. A cobbler had fixed them to a shoe and added three buckled leather straps to circle Claudette’s
            thigh and calf. After Mémère finished helping Claudette strap it on behind the dressing screen, the Jew presented the matching
            right shoe with a flourish of his palm.
         

         
         Smiling, he watched Claudette take her first tentative steps. “You see? You’ll stand straighter, and it will ease the pain
            in your back.”
         

         
         The contraption was heavy, and Claudette couldn’t bend her knee, but she could put weight on her cursed left leg without it
            buckling under her. She loved how the new leather shoes shone. She sent the Jew a happy smile of thanks, but the word merci failed to convey the gratitude she felt for his care these past several years.
         

         
         “Wear it in good health. May God be with you,” he said.

         
         His mention of God used to confuse her. The Jew didn’t seem concerned about being punished for killing God’s son. But Claudette
            had long since stopped trying to reconcile what the priest said about the evil Jews with this man’s gentle ways.
         

         
         “Does your son wear this brace too?” Mémère asked him while Claudette paced around the room, basking in the new freedom to
            move about.
         

         
         He had told them that his son was afflicted with a similar disability, but Claudette had never met the man’s three children.
            “Of course,” he said. “At his job apprenticing with a printer, he must stand for hours setting up letters.”
         

         
         “Would you please bless Claudette?” Mémère said. “To help her walk.” She had told Claudette that Jews, the Chosen People,
            were close to God.
         

         
         Claudette stopped pacing. The Jew’s hand hovered over her lowered head. “May God bless you and keep you. May God shine light on you and be gracious to you. May God turn toward you and grant you peace.” 

         
          

         In the morning, as Claudette milked the cow and collected the eggs from the chicken coop, she thought about the Jew’s son.
            Perhaps, sharing her infirmity, that boy would like her? If he was like his father, his gray, penetrating eyes would gaze
            at her with fondness, and his soft voice would be filled with kindness.
         

         
         The warmth that ran through her at the image was like nothing she’d ever felt before.

         
         Later, alone at home, Claudette fixed daisies to a blue chiffon dress and dared to try it on. The airy, sheer fabric felt
            soft against her skin, rich and sensual. She examined herself in the mirror that the Jew had installed for their customers.
            A longing swept over her. Her mind leaped into a fantasy starring his crippled son.
         

         
         In her daydream, the two of them sat at the edge of a vineyard and just talked. If he was like his father, he would be wise
            and tell her anecdotes about the world outside this village.
         

         
         She would be wearing this chiffon dress, and away from prying eyes, their bodies would sway in a slow dance. Or they might
            even kiss.
         

         
         *  *  *

         A cart heaped with woven baskets of all sizes stopped in front of the house, and Solange climbed down from it. “Wait! I’ll
            get you,” Claudette called out, happy to show her blind friend her newfound mobility. “Feel my new brace.” She brought Solange’s
            hand down to the metal rods, then guided her from the sidewalk into the yard and up the three steps to the porch.
         

         
         “And I got so many new booklets,” Solange exclaimed as they sat down. She withdrew from her skirt pockets novellas with tantalizing
            pictures on their covers.
         

         
         Claudette had met the feisty Solange when she had first arrived in La Guerche to learn sewing from Mémère. Her father knew that no one would ever marry his lame child, and his seamstress mother could help Claudette find a way to earn her keep. Now, picking up the first booklet, Claudette was certain that the Jew’s teaching her to read had been an act of benevolence directly from God. She could read to her blind friend the titles of the new booklets and describe the cover art of each. The Stranger’s Touch, A Rogue and a Pirate, Love’s Tender Fury, Velvet and Fire, Unlikely Lovers, Blazing Hearts, A Night
               to Cherish, and Once More Forever.

         
         “Start with Blazing Hearts,” Solange said. “Like when our princes will come and set our hearts on fire. Figuratively speaking,” she added in a high-society
            prissy voice. Claudette burst out laughing at the words that Solange seemed to collect while her fingers were forever weaving.
         

         
         When Claudette finished reading the story, the two of them dissected it and speculated about jealousy and love. Yet hovering
            in the background was Claudette’s knowledge that neither of them would ever experience any of it. Only heartaches.
         

         
          

         Mémère had lost two sons in the Great War and was less insouciant than their young customers about the war raging outside
            of France’s borders. There were mothers there too, mothers who were losing sons, she said, and they were all crying. When
            she and Claudette went to fetch beer at the tavern, Mémère questioned Monsieur Lefebvre about the battles. He had fought in
            the Great War, and since winter he had begun to wear the frayed military jacket that marked him as an expert on military strategy.
         

         
         He hung a large map on the tavern’s wall. “We need not worry about the Germans,” he told Mémère. “No enemy will ever again invade France from the east.” He tapped on the squarish shape that he said was France, and his gnarled finger traced a red line. “Here is the northeastern forest. Absolutely impenetrable. South of it, the rest of France’s long eastern frontier is protected by the Maginot Line.” 

         
         “What’s that?” Claudette asked, alarmed. The distance shown on the map between that border and La Guerche was shorter than
            her forearm.
         

         
         “An immense line of concrete fortifications, bunkers, and cannons stretching for thousands of miles to our southern shore.
            No enemy will ever again enter France from the east.” Mémère’s mouth pulled down in sadness. Claudette knew that memories
            of war were forever vivid in her head.
         

         
         Indeed, horrible news arrived in May. The German tanks had plowed through the supposedly impenetrable northeast forest, and
            suddenly the war exploded inside France. Two million French soldiers were taken prisoner. Overnight, all the young men with
            whom the village girls had planned to dance enlisted. Probably the Jew too, because he stopped coming. Although he wasn’t
            young, he wasn’t too old to fight.
         

         
         Mémère cried again for her two boys and for the French mothers who were wretched with worry and fear. The last of the Jew’s
            elixir failed to lessen her anguish. Claudette stared at the grainy newspaper photo of captured French soldiers, and her lungs
            burned as if she had inhaled the smoke of gunfire.
         

         
         La Guerche hummed with rumors of advancing German troops. Life was conducted in hushed tones among women and the few old men
            who remained in the village. In the tavern, Monsieur Lefebvre led the old men in devising military strategies to defeat the
            enemy. On his map, green pins marked the advancing Germans. A large blue pin marked La Guerche-sur-l’Aubois. He showed Claudette
            the Loire River, which, after heading north, made a sharp turn westward to reach the Atlantic Ocean. Their Aubois River was
            one of its many tributaries.
         

         
         Like Claudette, Monsieur Lefebvre must have been dismayed by the proximity of the blue pin to the green ones because he organized the old men to patrol the streets at night. They donned their battered helmets and tattered military wool jackets and carried their tarnished rifles. 

         
         Claudette lay upstairs in the dark, her dog, Belle, curled against her, and listened for the guard. Only after she heard his
            tired footfalls on the cobblestones did she fall asleep, trying to believe that Monsieur Lefebvre’s squad could keep the German
            tanks away.
         

         
         The Germans went on to conquer Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg. The newspaper Claudette read in the tavern reported
            that the French government had abandoned Paris and relocated to Bordeaux. The pins on Monsieur Lefebvre’s map shifted westward
            and southward. The Germans had conquered all of Normandy’s shore with its strategic ports.
         

         
         “The Brits are our only hope against the Nazis. The Brits and the Canadians.” Monsieur Lefebvre dropped his head, probably
            planning a new military strategy.
         

         
         Since spring, the word Nazis has been uttered with fear, the speaker’s voice lowered a notch. It wasn’t just the word Germans in newspaper headlines. Nazis were worse. They were so powerful that the only countries able to stand up to them were England
            and Canada. But Claudette knew that Canada was as far away as China, where the finest silk came from, and India, whose silk
            was sturdier and more colorful.
         

         
         And counting on the Brits? Everyone ridiculed the ways of France’s long-standing enemy. Claudette was vaguely aware of a centuries-old
            history of bloodshed between the two nations. Why would the Brits bother to save the French?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four
Sharon

         
         
            Paris, France

            September 1968

         

         How does one scout an airport? After the El Al Israel Airlines plane touches down at Paris Orly Airport, Sharon remains in
            her seat for a few minutes, baffled by her first assignment. Commander Daniel Yarden instructed her to lock her suitcase in
            the luggage storeroom, then spend an hour or two scouting the airport. It all sounds so foreign and chilling that Sharon’s
            initial apprehension balloons in her chest. What has she done, accepting this job?
         

         
         In the seat pocket, a flyer features a map of the airport and its gates. Sharon grabs it.

         
         “Walk through the terminals, check each level, and get to know where the gates are and where each exit takes you,” the commander
            told her. “Don’t make any notes publicly. Memorize landmarks like stores and kiosks, broken floor tiles, and exposed ceiling
            pipes. Pay attention—some chains have more than one store in each airport. And in some European airports, gate numbers repeat
            in different terminals, so there can be a gate four in both terminal A and terminal C.”
         

         
         She cannot imagine what end this scouting serves. Surely the navy doesn’t plan to take hostages or blow up an airport. Israelis
            design their operations abroad to avoid public drama; they don’t grandstand like the Palestinians.
         

         
         She exits the plane, the last vestige of the familiar. The whirlwind of emotions that roiled in her during this past month of preparations churns faster. She’s on her own. The commander thought he had her profile charted, but he missed one crucial point: She’s never been without a close ally—Alon, Savta, friends, or colleagues. By clinging to the Golans for six months of shared grief, she had staved off this crushing loneliness that now rises in her. 

         
         She has a job to do, she reminds herself. Determined, Sharon spends over an hour checking the corridors and gates, then she
            slips into a lavatory and writes notes on the airport map. She tucks it into her handbag with her voucher for a night in a
            Paris hotel and an envelope of francs. What if she missed some crucial information the commander wanted her to find?
         

         
         Midafternoon, she checks into a small, charming hotel on the Left Bank with a wood-paneled lobby that smells of dusty fabrics
            and freshly brewed coffee. In her room, she throws herself on the bed; her outstretched arms almost touch the walls. She stares
            at the diamond relief around the small chandelier. She’s in Paris! The commander gave her no further tasks, but her hotel
            voucher is for a single night. She has only the rest of today to explore the city.
         

         
         Except that Alon is not here with her.

         
         She brushes her hair, parts it in the middle, and ties a headband around her forehead. She changes out of her long, wide-sleeved
            caftan into a printed minidress and checks her image in the mirror. Her eyebrows are thick, and her irises are dark against
            the bright white surrounding them. Nothing reveals her apprehensions. Paris, here I come! she mouths with faux cheerfulness to fortify herself. She forces her lips into a smile. Yup. The dimple that Alon loved is
            still there.
         

         
         Before exiting the hotel, she deposits her heavy skeleton key with the clerk at the reception desk. He hands her an envelope.
            “From the gentleman in room six oh four.”
         

         
         The commander is here? Sharon tears open the envelope and finds a note written in large, loopy letters.

         
         Welcome to Paris. If you’d like to join me for a concert at Notre-Dame, please be at the entrance at 19:45. Otherwise, plan
               to talk at 23:00. Danny.

         
         She misses music; she has been away from her flute for so long. Yesterday, before buckling her suitcase, she contemplated whether to pack it, but it was inconceivable that she would find it in herself to play music. Yet at this moment, so far from home, she knows she’ll attend the concert. 

         
         On a map of central Paris, the clerk marks the location of the hotel and points to the icon showing the cathedral of Notre-Dame,
            several blocks away.
         

         
         She has four hours before she meets the commander. Sharon walks around the district, taking photos with her camera. There
            is so much to see in the narrow cobblestoned alleys, where some old walls are kept from collapsing by cables and screws; in
            the magnificently ornate larger buildings in the wider streets; in the colorful boutiques and street markets. She stops at
            Place Saint-Michel, awed by its breathtaking marble fountain. But what’s most striking to her are the hundreds of people her
            age who lounge about on the ground, seemingly carefree. Their attitude is such a contrast to that of Israelis, who are forever
            steeped in existential worries. Just this past May, the news on TV was filled with images of the French students’ uprising
            and the violent clashes between them and the police. This plaza was the epicenter of the riotous protests that swelled when
            the labor unions all over the country joined the students with an all-out strike.
         

         
         Sharon had felt so remote from the issues at the core of the events. Rebelling against the establishment? She and her generation
            in Israel had just won the greatest military victory in Western history—they were the establishment. Protesting against consumerism? Not a concern when 70 percent of every Israeli’s income was taxed for
            the nation’s defense. Enraged by capitalism? Israel was proud of the socialist policies that helped absorb millions of landless
            Jewish newcomers. Now Sharon watches the much calmer crowd; some sing along with a guitarist, others float in the serenity
            of hashish she can smell, still others engage in heated debates.
         

         
         In Intelligence, she learned to be a “listener,” to eavesdrop on conversations in Arabic. Now her training kicks in and she inches closer to a vociferous group and catches a discussion in French about Wilhelm Reich’s book The Function of the Orgasm. With the advent of the pill, one young woman says, it’s time to acknowledge that understanding the intricacies of sex doesn’t
            come naturally. “An orgasm is politics,” the woman says. “It frees us from the male institutional domination.” Sharon smiles
            to herself and moves away. She and Alon had never heard of an orgasm and didn’t know where to look for it once it was mentioned.
            It had taken a book to show them the way. She’s never thought of it as anything but a private matter.
         

         
         Just then, a young woman with straight blond hair who’s wearing a gauzy white dress floats over, tucks a daisy in Sharon’s
            headband, and raises two fingers in a peace sign. Sharon thanks her, then locks eyes with a girl nearby, another member of
            the small universe of girls with daisies in their hair.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The dome of the Notre-Dame cathedral rises above Sharon with its magnificent chiseled stone vaults and stained-glass windows.
            As people around her settle into their seats, she gazes at the architecture. She catches Danny glancing at her, smiling at
            her tilted head, and she smiles back to thank him for introducing her to the genius of the architect of eight hundred years
            ago who knew how to ignite awe in the hearts of believers.
         

         
         Just then, the string section of the fifty-piece orchestra breaks into a swirling storm. The piano sends up waves of sound,
            ascending and descending scales, that are
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