
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      To Normandy and Beyond

    

    




      
        Richard Wake

      

    

    




      Manor and State, LLC

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Manor and State, LLC

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. All incidents and dialogue, and all characters with the exception of some well-known historical figures, are products of the author's imagination and are not to be construed as real. Where real-life historical figures appear, the situations, incidents, and dialogues concerning those persons are entirely fictional and are not intended to depict actual events or to change the entirely fictional nature of the work. In all other respects, any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        
          Part I

        

        
          
            1. April 20, 1944

          

          
            2. April 20, later

          

          
            3. April 26

          

          
            4. May 18

          

          
            5. May 20

          

          
            6. May 21

          

          
            7. June 1

          

          
            8. June 5

          

          
            9. June 6

          

          
            10. June 6

          

          
            11. June 7

          

          
            12. June 8

          

          
            13. June 9

          

          
            14. June 9

          

          
            15. June 9

          

        

      

      
        
          Part II

        

        
          
            16. June 10

          

          
            17. June 16

          

          
            18. July 8

          

          
            19. July 14

          

          
            20. August 13

          

          
            21. August 14

          

          
            22. August 14

          

          
            23. August 15

          

          
            24. August 15

          

          
            25. August 19

          

          
            26. August 20

          

          
            27. August 20

          

          
            28. August 20

          

          
            29. August 21

          

          
            30. August 21

          

        

      

      
        
          Part III

        

        
          
            31. August 21

          

          
            32. August 21

          

          
            33. August 22

          

          
            34. August 22

          

          
            35. August 23

          

          
            36. August 24

          

          
            37. August 25

          

        

      

      
        
          Part IV

        

        
          
            38. August 28

          

          
            39. August 30

          

          
            40. August 30

          

          
            41. August 31

          

          
            42. September 12

          

          
            43. September 12

          

          
            44. September 12

          

          
            45. September 13

          

          
            46. December 24

          

          
            REVIEW

          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part I

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            April 20, 1944

          

        

      

    

    
      It must have been in the official Communist manual that we had to meet in basements. Marx, Lenin, Stalin — one of them must have written it down somewhere, at some time, because it was all we did. It was like a religious ritual. Dusty, dirty, nasty — that was the Resistance version of liberty, equality, fraternity, or at least the Communist branch of the Resistance. And the dustier, dirtier, and nastier, the better.

      Leon and I were a few minutes late. This cellar, my personal favorite, was below Café Bleu on Rue Popincourt. It was my favorite because we tended to be able to liberate a bottle or two from the establishment above. Entering through the alley door, and the kitchen, and then down the stairs, the fog of cigarette smoke hit before you could actually see anyone. The room was lit only by candles. There were eight other people arrayed around four small tables. There was a bottle on each table, with no glasses. My main concern was if there was something left in the bottles besides the dregs.

      “Ah, the late Mr. Alex and the late Mr. Leon,” said the man whose monologue we interrupted. We all called him Brick, and he was the leader of our small cell. I had no idea what his real name was. All I knew was that he always wore a black fedora, and he was smart and caring and very much in charge.

      Of the eight other people in the room, two were women. They were not sitting together. As it so happened, I had slept with both of them — technically, I was still sleeping with both of them, at least occasionally, although each did not know about the other.

      Leon looked at me, his eyes a question. We had known each other since our late teens, and it was a look that required no words between us. The truth was, for most of the time I had known him, I was the one shooting the eyes at Leon, asking without asking, wondering how to handle the questions presented by his overactive libido. We even laughed about it just a few days earlier. I was having more casual, meaningless sex than ever — as was everyone in Paris, I thought, everyone except Leon. The German occupation had turned this, the most overly sexed person I had ever known, into a monk.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I just think when the Allies get to Paris it will all come back to me.”

      “So, the sight of some combination of Eisenhower, Patton, and Montgomery is going to get you hard again?”

      “Don’t forget de Gaulle.”

      “How could I?” he said.

      Anyway, I caught the look, and we sat down — at neither of the two women’s tables.

      “Coward,” Leon whispered.

      “Diplomat,” I said.

      Brick started speaking again. We caught the thread of the discussion pretty quickly. Of the two women, Hannah was the passionate-approaching-lunatic redhead, and Geraldine was the smaller, quieter blonde — a bit of a clichéd stereotype but also the truth. For the record, I did not have a strong emotional attachment to either of them, and I was pretty sure the feelings were mutual. It really was just sex between our undercover work for the Resistance, although I had little doubt that, humans being humans and women being women, there would be a bit of territorial conflict if they did know about each other. Also a clichéd stereotype, but also true.

      Anyway, from what Brick was saying, it seemed that Geraldine had an opportunity to become the consort of a German colonel — or, at the very least, get him into bed at least once. She and two friends, bored and hungry, decided to take their weekly baths, actually wash their hair instead of covering it in a scarf, put on nice clothes, and see if they could find some men to buy them drinks at Café de Flores. As she said, “Sometimes, even in times like this, maybe especially in times like this, a girl just feels like a little… sponsorship.”

      As it turned out, though, the only available sponsors were Nazis. The colonel was alone, and he invited Geraldine to sit at his table, and they chatted, and she thought about the possibilities. He asked if they might meet again the next night, which would be this night — same place, same table. She agreed, although she did not mention that the date was pending the approval of a group of unbathed others in the smoky cellar beneath Café Bleu. Dusty, dirty, nasty.

      “Come on, you’re not a spy.” This from a guy I just knew as Moe, two tables over.

      “But you can’t deny the opportunity,” Geraldine said. “You can imagine the possibilities. He’s on the general’s staff.”

      “Which general?” Leon said.

      “Boineburg-Lengsfeld,” she said. The man in charge of the city.

      The room broke into about four different conversations at that point. Boineburg-Lengsfeld. Damn. And then, almost as quickly as they began, the conversations ceased and everyone turned back to Geraldine.

      “I mean, just think about it,” she said. “What if he brings paperwork back to his flat? What if—”

      “Stop,” Hannah said. “You’ll be fucking a Nazi. Think about that for a minute. A goddamned Nazi.”

      “I mean, if you’re that horny, I could volunteer my services.” Moe again. Catcalls engulfed the room.

      “Your services need work,” Hannah said, yelling over the rest. The razzing grew louder. I had no doubt Hannah knew first-hand, because I had no doubt she had slept with everyone in the room except Leon, who said he was legitimately afraid of her. Even then I wasn’t entirely positive about that.

      “Enough,” Brick said, and the noise died away. Then he said, “Here’s what I see. First, it is a great opportunity to gain information from somebody on the commandant’s staff. Second, it would also be a great opportunity to knife him—”

      “While he’s knifing you,” Moe said. Everybody yelled at him, some version of, “Shut up, Moe.” He really needed to stop.

      “Those are the pros,” Brick said. “But there are two cons. One is that we’re really not in the spy business, and you’re definitely not in the spy business, and it will keep you away from your real skill. Alex is the only one who can match you with the explosives and the timers. It’s been quiet lately, but I think we’re going to be busy again soon. What you do matters, and it’s about to matter more.”

      “And the second con?” Leon said.

      “It’s damn dangerous,” Brick said. “I don’t think I need to elaborate on that.”

      The room again broke into several simultaneous conversations. I reached for the bottle on the table. It was still half-full, and I took a long pull. Leon grabbed it from me and took one of his own. The conversations continued, but this wasn’t a democracy. Brick would decide, but I guess he was trying to take the temperature of the room first.

      Again, the basement quieted on its own. And it surprised me a little when Brick looked at Geraldine and said, “Your decision.”

      She hesitated for about a second, one breath, and said, “It’s worth the risk. And if I find out it isn’t, or I think it’s too dangerous, I’ll just disappear. It’s a big city. Won’t be hard.”

      We passed the bottles and drank to her success. Then, seeing as how it was already past curfew, it was time to leave — one or two at a time, with about five minutes between departures. Brick asked Leon and me to wait until the end. Last in, last out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            April 20, later

          

        

      

    

    
      When it was just the three of us, Brick reached beneath his chair and pulled out another bottle. It was unopened.

      “That’s why you’re in charge,” I said. He doffed the black fedora and bowed slightly, and then got about the business of dislodging the cork with a pen knife. Then he reached down again and produced three glasses. Leon picked one up and, in the dim, it looked clean.

      “Before I pour, you have to promise to answer a question,” Brick said. Leon and I looked at each other and shrugged. For my part, I would have confessed to fantasizing about de Gaulle on the coldest nights alone in my bed if it would provide me with a tumbler full of red in exchange.

      “Alex… Kovacs, right?”

      I nodded.

      “How old are you?”

      “That’s two questions. You said one.”

      “You want the drink or not?”

      “I’m 43,” I said. At which point, I snatched the bottle and poured.

      “And Leon Suskind — I know the name from your old byline. So, how old?”

      “Also 43,” Leon said.

      Brick smiled wide enough to show his teeth, which I’m not sure I ever noticed before. And let’s just say, if Leon’s first move after the Germans were gone was going to be to a bar full of women, Brick’s should be to a dentist.

      “Why are you so happy?” I said.

      “You’re both older than me. Two years older.”

      Brick took back the bottle and poured for Leon and himself. Then he raised his glass and said, “To old age.”

      We all took a long drink. Only one of the four candles was still flickering.

      “Sometimes, I need to talk to grownups about, you know, things,” Brick said. “Don’t get me wrong — I love the kids in the group. We would be dead without them, literally. Their fire. Their daring. Their—”

      “Balls,” Leon said.

      “Especially Hannah’s balls,” I said.

      When we stopped laughing, Brick said, “But what do you think the average age of the rest of them tonight was? You think it was 25?”

      “Maybe less,” Leon said.

      “Exactly,” Brick said. “And, well, sometimes you just need, you know—”

      At which point, Leon leaned over and gave me a big, wet, theatrical kiss on the cheek. And Brick said, “Well, that explains a few things.”

      We drank some more and talked about how quiet it had been in recent weeks. Our operations often ran in cycles, busy and dangerous times followed by quiet times, and those quiet times kept us sane and allowed our adrenaline stores to replenish, if that was such a thing. But this quiet time had been longer and quieter, if that made any sense.

      “Calm before the storm,” Brick said.

      “Do you know something, or are you just playing the philosopher?” Leon said.

      “Little of both. I hear a few things, and I can add two plus two. The problem is the twos are only spoken in whispers, so I’m not sure.”

      “Still…” Leon said.

      “Still, I think it’s happening soon, the invasion.”

      “Calais?” I said.

      Brick shrugged, then leaned back in his chair, balancing it on the back two legs. He looked glum, and Leon and I both sensed it and looked at each other.

      “So you’re anti-invasion?” I said. “You want the fucking Nazis to stay here forever.”

      Brick smiled, but it was a tired smile. We were all exhausted, but this was different.

      “I don’t expect you two to understand — this isn’t your life.”

      “Now, wait—” I said, and Brick raised his hands and showed me his palms, about halfway to a surrender pose.

      “It’s just different,” he said. “The two of you, you aren’t Communists. You fight with us—”

      “Because you’re the only ones who fucking fight,” I said.

      “Exactly. But you aren’t true believers. I’ve already asked my allotment of questions, but if you answered another, and answered it truthfully, you’d admit that you aren’t believers at all. And that’s fine. You’re smart, and you’re loyal, and you’re my brothers and always will be. But there’s a part of this, even if you understand it, you really don’t.”

      “You mean the part about who gets credit for driving the Germans out of Paris?” Leon said, and Brick nodded and took another drink.

      Leon and I had talked about the phenomenon before. We knew about the rivalries within the Resistance movement, and we had played on both sides along the way — Gaullists, Communists, and probably a couple of flavors in between. We knew that de Gaulle and his people were married to the Allies and loathe to provide Communist Resistance groups with weapons’ drops or money or pretty much anything, and the frustration that resulted, and the mistrust.

      “This has been my whole life,” Brick said. “When the Germans are gone, you two might be, too — you probably don’t even know. But this is my home, and my beliefs have been my beliefs for 25 years, and we are the only fucking fighters in the Resistance, and this is our chance to—”

      His voice trailed off, but we knew what he was saying. If the Communists in the Resistance could drive out the Germans and re-take the city before the Allies got to Paris, maybe they could find a way to keep it after the war was over.

      “You know,” Brick said. “They’re ready to topple. You see how old their soldiers have gotten. Remember the shiny young kids they brought when they first took over, right off the Aryan recruiting posters? Now, who’s left? A bunch of old, decrepit—”

      “Like us,” Leon said.

      “Like us,” Brick said. As he raised his glass, we heard the first of the explosions — one, then another, then another, not close but close enough.

      We scrambled up the stairs and out of the cellar and onto the street. It was funny. We were coming out of a basement while, all along the street, men were fumbling with locks to the outside doors of their apartment cellars, their wives and children shaking behind them. Others were running to the end of the block, to the Métro station.

      The booms grew louder, but they were still distant, like a summer storm. Then came the air raid sirens. A few minutes after that, the anti-aircraft guns fired into the night sky, the shells streaming light behind them. To the north, red flames drifted down.

      “Where?” I said.

      “La Chapelle, I think,” Leon said.

      “Yes, I think so,” Brick said.

      “What’s at La Chapelle?” I said.

      “Railway yards,” Brick said.

      Soon, filaments of tin foil floated down. I cupped my hands and trapped one as it danced downward, darting this way and that in the breeze. I felt like a kid chasing a lightning bug.

      “What’s this?” I said.

      “Confuses the German radar,” Brick said.

      The Allied bombers, and their bombs, came in waves — chased by the anti-aircraft streaks that glowed in the night sky, and then by the German fighters. It lasted for maybe an hour altogether. We sat on the sidewalk and watched. After it was quiet, the fires burning at La Chapelle colored one slice of the horizon an orangey-red.

      “Well, that’s me,” Brick said. He got up from the curb and began walking home. At least we assumed that’s what he was doing, but we had no idea where he lived or what the rest of his life entailed.

      Leon and I sat and watched the orangey-red slice for a few more minutes. Then, without a word, Leon sprinted back into Café Bleu and emerged a few seconds later with the remains of the bottle and two glasses.
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      The Mass was to begin at 11 a.m., but the crowds must have begun gathering by 9. Thousands of people were outside, just normal people. They should have been working or at school, but they were outside the great cathedral instead, looking this way and that, up on tiptoes and then down again. They were there to see the man who many of them still referred to as The Hero of France.

      Leon, Brick and I stood at a comfortable distance. We could still see, but not really. We were talking about whether any of us remembered Pétain coming to Paris since the Germans turned their summer holiday into something a bit lengthier. Brick thought he did, but Leon and I didn’t. Then again, the Germans took Paris in 1940, and I didn’t get to the city until 1943, so my memories were pretty much useless.

      “Hero of France, my ass,” Brick said. It was a phrase he used as punctuation throughout the conversation. Every time he made a point, or just a comment, he ended with those same five words. “Hero of France, my ass.”

      “Don’t say that too much louder,” Leon said. Brick turned half to his right and looked at a cluster of about 10 nuns, probably Sisters of Notre Dame. They were about 10 feet away, and one of them seemed to be straining to hear.

      “Wouldn’t that be something?” Brick said. “After all the shit we’ve done, all the dangers we have risked, wouldn’t it be something if I ended up getting beaten to death by a flock of penguins?”

      I looked over. The nun who had been straining to hear now appeared to be straining not to appear indignant.

      “Not to pick a fight, but the man has had a long life,” I said. “I mean, it’s not as if his whole life was life in the last four years.”

      “Leon, tell your friend to stop.”

      “I mean, he really was The Hero of France. That wasn’t made up. It really happened.”

      “A lifetime ago,” Brick said.

      “Same lifetime,” I said.

      “Leon, shut him the—”

      “You have to grant me this,” I said. “On the scale of whose-fault-is-it that France surrendered and Pétain ended up in charge of Vichy, who do you blame? The eighty-fucking-something-year-old war hero? How about the generals who lost the war before it started? How about the politicians who decided that the thing to do in the midst of a crisis was get the eighty-fucking-something-year-old war hero out of the rest home and put him in charge? I mean, I can’t blame the doddering old fool.”

      “I can,” Brick said. And then, after a long pause, “Hero of France, my ass.”

      A minute later, the big black Citroën led by the police sirens pulled up in front of Notre Dame. Pétain was helped out of the back seat, and he still looked like the pictures: same hat, same stiff bearing, very much the Marechal. He offered a slight wave to the crowds, and they shouted back a thousand greetings in return, and then he was up the steps and inside. I had no doubt that the cathedral was already full, there ostensibly to pray for the victims of the air raid at La Chapelle, but actually to get a look at the man who saved them in the first war.

      “Come on,” Brick said. He led us over the Pont de la Tournelle and then to The Rooster, where he treated us to a cup of the dreadful swill that passed for coffee in Paris in 1944.

      “African beans?” I said, after the first terrible sip.

      “African rodent droppings,” Leon said.

      We were lucky to get it, though. Food was short everywhere in Paris. Nobody was starving, but everybody seemed to be hoarding. And if the citizenry had been complacent, really for years, the lack of consistent food supplies was turning that sullen quiet into a more active displeasure. You could just sense it.

      We were talking about it and Brick said, “Here’s the thing: if he can sense it, you have to believe the Germans can sense it. The people of Paris aren’t asleep anymore. They have to know that more food would act as a pacifier.”

      “But they have to feed their soldiers,” I said. “That has to be the issue.”

      “Well, then I hope every German corporal has enough to eat to put on 10 pounds. Better yet, 20.”

      “Even if we have to drink this shit?” Leon said. He half tossed his cup onto the saucer and nearly broke it. As it was, the clatter awakened the sleepy old guy at the next table, at least for a second.

      “As far as I’m concerned, when it comes to the people of Paris, the hungrier and ornerier, the better,” Brick said.

      We walked to the Hôtel de Ville, where Pétain was to give a speech after the Mass. The crowds there were even bigger than those at the cathedral. A makeshift wooden platform had been built on the steps, and a carpet of thousands lay below it. Two things stood out: the number of German uniforms and the number of children in school uniforms. Everybody must have been given the day off.

      “Quite a field trip,” Brick said.

      “Like to the natural history museum,” Leon said. “That’s where you go to see the fossils, isn’t it?”

      Just then, Pétain and some politician types and more uniforms emerged from the Hôtel de Ville, and the German uniforms at the bottom of the platform stood just a bit straighter, and the school kids squealed just a little louder.

      “They seem to love the old man,” I said.

      “They seem to love being out of school,” Brick said. And then Leon and I looked at each other, and waited just a beat, and joined in just as Brick said, “Hero of France, my ass.”

      “Screw both of you,” he said.

      Kids had climbed trees to get a better view. A few had shimmied up lamp posts, and their teachers seemed not to care. There were loudspeakers, but we couldn’t make out anything Pétain said. We were to the Marechal’s left, but the good loudspeakers must have been pointed to the right because, over there, the people all seemed to applaud and cheer in the right places.

      When we were walking back toward home, Brick said, “I have something for the two of you.”

      “Twin sisters?” Leon said.

      “Alas, no — although I actually do have twin sisters, asshole. No, it’s a mission. I want you to go to Bayeux.”

      “To see the tapestry?” I said.

      “To see the invasion,” Brick said.

      The invasion. Christ. All of a sudden, I began to wonder how plugged-in Brick must be, and with whom. The invasion? Really?

      “But what does that have to do with us? With you? With our little cell?” Leon said.

      “Well,” Brick said. Then he began his explanation — that while we were tied only loosely to the Resistance as a whole, Brick said he did have certain personal loyalties to certain people. One of them was in Bayeux.

      “He’s from here,” Brick said. “He was here until last year. Then they moved him—”

      “They?” I said.

      “The Gaullists.”

      “I thought we didn’t listen to those assholes.”

      “We don’t,” Brick said. “But they made a case to Marc — that’s his name, Marc — and he agreed. He has leadership skills, and he has demolition skills. They’re in short supply, especially up that way. Anyway, they wanted him in place, for when—”

      “Do we know when?” Leon said.

      “Soon,” Brick said.

      “Like, tomorrow soon?”

      “No. But soon. Weeks, probably — not two weeks but not 10 weeks, either. And besides, it’ll take a little while to arrange your transportation.”

      “First class,” I said.

      “As always,” Brick said.

      “And why do they need us?” Leon said.

      “No offense, but they don’t really need you,” Brick said. “Alex is the one they need, Herr Kovacs and his demolition abilities. But you two are a team, it seems, and if I’d trust you with my life, I know Alex would trust you with his. Besides, you both speak German, and maybe that will help somehow.”

      Leon and I looked at each other, and we both kind of half shrugged.

      “One more thing,” Brick said. He was looking at Leon. “Somebody is going to have to write the history someday, and it might as well be somebody who gets to see it up close.”

      Leon couldn’t help but smile. The journalistic poker face was clearly out of practice. I said to Brick, “You know, he was going to do it even before you said that.”

      “I know,” Brick said. “But if I couldn’t get him the twin sisters, I figured that was the next best way to get his blood flowing.”
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      We waited to board the flatboat a few miles northwest of the city. It was about 3 a.m. and whatever sliver of moon was perched in the sky — waning, gibbous, whatever; I never knew — clouds covered its light.

      Leon and I hid in bushes near the shoreline. There was a rickety wooden pier that did not appear strong enough to survive a significant fart, and that was to be our embarkation point. We were told that a single oil lamp would be lit and hanging from a hook on the end of the structure, and it was. We were told to hide ourselves there until the boat arrived, and we did.

      “I always hate this part,” I said.

      “Me too, me too,” Leon said. He turned and walked a step and unbuttoned and pissed for the second time in a half-hour.

      At about 7 p.m., we took the train to Pont de Levallois-Bécon, the ass-end of Line 3 on the Métro. Then we walked the rest of the way. It was a couple of miles to Épinay-sur-Seine, and we made it easily before the curfew. There were occasional German patrols on the roads, but they appeared to pay us no mind. And why would they? We were dressed as day laborers and looked to be walking home from work, whatever that was. At dusk, we walked through the woods next to the road instead of on the pavement. We were in place in plenty of time. Dinner was a couple of crab apples we had found in the grass at the side of the road.

      At a little after 1 a.m. we were startled as we half dozed in our hidden perch, startled by the light before the sounds. It was a small German vehicle, and we could see the bouncing headlights playing in the trees. There was only a single-track dirt road that led to the rickety pier, and why they might be checking was a mystery.

      Then we heard them, the pop of the cork and then the chattering in German. The two weren’t checking anything. They were consuming a bottle they had liberated from a café in town. Or, as the one said to the other, “Love those curfew violations. He owes us another bottle, too — either that or an hour with his daughter.”

      “I’ll take the bottle,” the other said.

      “She’s not that bad.”

      “If we were back in Mainz, you wouldn’t give her a second look.”

      “This isn’t Mainz.”

      “I’d still take the bottle.”

      They sat there, parked at the end of the pier, with their lights off for another 15 minutes. The lantern winked at them in the night, but they never seemed to take any notice as they performed the soldier’s conversational hat trick, bouncing from women to alcohol to their superiors. Or, as one of them said, “I heard that fat fucking supply sergeant had to have his pants let out. Can you imagine how much beef he must be stealing?”

      It took them longer that it should have to turn the vehicle around on the single track when they were done, as the driver managed to back halfway into a ditch. The other guy, cursing wildly, had to get out and push while the driver maneuvered. In the end, he announced, “The next bottle is all mine. Fucking terrible driver.”

      We watched it all from 30 feet away, and then we dozed again after they were gone. The boat showed up at about 4, and the skipper had us on board in 30 seconds.

      “Where?” I said.

      He rearranged a couple of the cases on the deck and revealed an opening to the space below. It was dark, and when I dangled my leg over the lip, it hit the bottom of the boat pretty quickly.

      “Deeper than a coffin, not as deep as the boot of a car,” the skipper said.

      “If that was meant to be comforting—” Leon said.

      “Factual, not comforting,” he said. He might have been 70 years old and didn’t seem prone to conversation.

      I looked around at the boxes, and they contained the two miserable staples of the Parisian diet during the occupation — rutabagas and Jerusalem artichokes. They were root vegetables that before the war were only fed to livestock. Now, though, one or the other was on your plate five nights a week, at least. Not only did they taste like crap, though — they gave you gas. The result was — on the Métro, for instance — a constant odor that was only partly because people bathed once a week. It was just everywhere. People didn’t even apologize anymore when they let one loose in public. I mean, what was the point? You could ask who was responsible in a train car and at any one time, half a dozen hands would go probably go up.

      “Come on, come on,” the skipper said, with an inviting gesture into the coffin.

      “Do the Germans ever search?” I said.

      “No worries, young man. First off, they don’t even know about the space below the deck. Second, they don’t have any interest in eating this shit. Third, they’d have to remove the exact right three stacks of boxes to find the door here. And last, if I ever sense a real problem, there’s this.”

      He maneuvered through the maze of crates, just a few inches between them, and lifted a box near the bow of the boat. Beneath it was a case of wine.

      “Pretty good Bordeaux, too, not that those animals would be able to tell,” the skipper said. “Anyway, if I think there’s real trouble, the case of wine will likely distract them from searching any further.”

      “And if you’re wrong?” I said.

      “Then we all die.”

      “Factual, not comforting,” Leon said.

      As we lowered ourselves in, I said, “What if we have to piss?”

      “You roll that way and unbutton,” the skipper said. “Aim for one of the air holes. And you,” he said, pointing at Leon, “you roll the other way. Make it a game — most direct hits wins.”

      “And if we have to—” I said.

      “Then you’re on your own, young man.”

      As it turned out, nobody bothered us. It took the better part of 48 hours, and it felt like I slept for 40 of them. Every once in a while, we were awakened by the skipper yelling a greeting to someone on the riverbank, but that was pretty much it.

      It was deep in the night when we felt the boat bouncing up against something. It turned out to be another isolated pier with rubber tires nailed around its sides. Then there was the sound of cases of vegetables being moved, and then the hatch was opened. It was a dark night, but it still seemed bright compared to the coffin.

      “Careful now, young man,” the skipper said, reaching down to grab my outstretched arm. “Your legs aren’t going to work right for a few minutes. Just take it easy, sit on the edge, let your legs dangle.”

      He pulled me out and then Leon, and the two of us sat there like kids on the edge of a swimming pool. The old man made us sit for about five minutes before allowing us to try to stand — and the first few seconds were still more than unsteady, and it had nothing to do with the gentle rocking of the boat in the Seine, rocking and banging against the rubber tires on the pier.

      He pointed at a small stand of trees about 300 feet from the shore. Then he maneuvered up to the front of the boat, reached down, and produced a bottle that he handed to Leon.

      “That’s where you wait,” he said. “This’ll help you pass the time. Won’t be till morning.”
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      Marc was driving the lorry that rumbled by the woods and stopped about 200 feet past where we were. He didn’t know our exact location, so he just leaned on the horn and yelled, “Let’s go.”

      “You guys look like hell,” he said, after we had climbed in. “And, Christ—”

      “I know, we stink,” Leon said. “The accommodations weren’t, well, en suite.”

      We drove for about an hour on tiny, bumpy farm roads. We saw no other vehicles, and only three other people — all men working in their fields. Then Marc pulled off the road and behind a dilapidated outbuilding on some farm. We could see the barn a few hundred yards away.

      “Is this it?” I said.

      “No — now we walk,” Marc said.

      “Why?”

      “Petrol, partly — but not for the reason you think. We actually can get it when we need it. Well, steal it. The Germans only guard one side of their depot, and not very vigilantly at that. It’s easy enough to get a few jerry cans when we need them.”

      “So what’s the reason?”

      “I don’t know what it’s like in Paris these days, but any motor vehicle is suspicious around here because nobody’s supposed to be able to get petrol,” Marc said. “Any moving vehicle draws a look. I could probably pass you off as my two stinking cousins from the big city, but it’s best not to even deal with it. So, we walk.”

      It took the better part of the morning to reach Bayeux. It was a nice enough little town that would have been much improved with the removal of a few dozen German patrols circulating regularly through the streets. Most didn’t even seem to look at us — they kind of looked through us — as they drove by. We weren’t the only ones out and about — women queuing at stores for whatever food might be on offer, and men scavenging for whatever might burn in the kitchen stove. We each had collected an armful of brush as we walked, but Marc said it was for appearances.

      “We actually have some coal for the stove this week,” he said. “I think we have enough to get you each a bath.”

      “That’s the nicest thing anybody’s ever said to me,” Leon said.

      “Trust me, I’m not doing it for your benefit alone. Christ — walk downwind. Both of you.”

      The flat had two rooms, plus a kitchen and a bathroom. There were two men there waiting for us, Ray and Red. They were locals, and Marc had joined them in the flat when he arrived in town. We bathed, and washed our clothes in the tepid water after we were done, and hung them on a clothesline strung out the window and attached across the alley to the next building. We wore Ray and Red’s spare pants while we had lunch. There was some kind of fish in a stew that also contained a bit of cabbage and carrots. No rutabagas. No Jerusalem artichokes.

      “God, this is living,” I said. “I mean, that’s actual fish, right?”

      “Pike,” Red said. “From the marsh.”

      “This is so much better than we’ve had lately in Paris. Although I did notice that your bread has the same rock salt chunks in it that ours does.”

      Before you ate it, you had to pick out the rocks or risk a molar. And if it was stale, well, that’s why everybody made stew every day. Well, at least one of the reasons, the other being stew’s ability to camouflage reality.

      We spent the afternoon mostly answering Marc’s questions about Paris. He hadn’t been gone that long, and nothing had really changed, but he was still full of questions and, then disappointment that we had so few answers because he had lived up by Sacré Coeur, and we almost never got up that way. When it got dark, Ray went in the other room and produced a bottle.

      “Special occasion,” he said, pouring each of us a measure. “This is becoming harder to get than petrol. The Germans take it all, every bottle they can get their hands on.”

      At 7 p.m., Marc turned on the radio, and we all sat in the glow and waited for it to warm up. When it did, and the music from a local station played, he turned the volume low and then fiddled with the tuner.

      “Let’s see if it’s in the same place,” Marc said. He tuned to a spot he had memorized on the dial and music played clearly, a song I did not recognize. It was still about a minute before the hour.

      “The Germans, they jam it, so the signal has to move around,” Marc said. “But, what am I saying? You listen in Paris, don’t you?”

      “Not much,” Leon said.

      “Why not?”

      Leon looked at me, and I looked at him. The truth was, in our Resistance cell, the de Gaulle version of reality that was being broadcast to the French people from London was somewhere between disdained and detested. We preferred listening to the Vichy monkeys on the radio and making fun of them instead.

      Marc caught us looking at each other and said, “Oh, right. I forgot. Fucking Brick. I mean, I was shocked when the message came that he was sending you two.”

      “He was doing it for you, not for these radio jokers.”

      At the hour mark, the music stopped and four notes — from Beethoven, I think — signaled the start of the news program. It was all in French. “This is London calling! The French speaking to the French.” And then the newsreader began what sounded like a fairly conventional roundup of news from the war. I was not shocked to hear of Allied advances in Russia and German retreats. If we had been in Berlin, I’m sure the radio would have been speaking of German advances and Russian retreats. In about 10 years, I figured the historians would sort it all out.

      I really wasn’t even listening very closely. Marc, Ray and Red, though, were quite intent, each with an ear pointed directly at the speaker. It had to be kept low, seeing as how listening to Radio London was a crime. But as Ray had said, “Everybody listens, and I mean everybody. Besides, what are they going to do — arrest the whole town?”

      Marc was holding a book of some kind, and Red had a pencil poised above a scrap of paper.

      A few minutes later, when the announcer said, “And now, please listen to some personal messages,” the three of them all said “shhhh.” It must have been a reflex because nobody in the room had made a sound in a while.

      The messages were sometimes wishes of a happy birthday, or the acknowledgement of the birth of a child — only first names used, of course. You could see how this might be an effective means of knitting the Resistance community, and the community at large, to the leadership of de Gaulle in London. Most of the messages, though, were just nonsense phrases like, “Jean’s ears look especially long today.” It didn’t take a genius to recognize that this gibberish was a coded message of some sort, the real business of the broadcast.

      It went on for several minutes — a birthday, followed by an anniversary, followed by, “Rene is tired of rutabaga stew,” followed by another birthday, and on and on. I stood up, bored, and my chair scraped against the wood floor, and the noise was met with three “shhh’s” and then some furious scribbling by Red.

      “Martin plays the violin with elegance?” Marc said.

      Red looked down at his sheet.

      “That’s it,” he said. “Martin plays the violin with elegance.”

      Ray looked at me and Leon and said, “We’re Martin — our group. The rest is the message. It’s in some kind of code based on Marc’s book there.”

      I had done some code work along the way and understood immediately what was happening. It was the best kind of code, one based upon a book that only the sender and receiver knew about. It was impossible to decipher without knowing the book — which is why, I imagined, the Germans were always jamming the signal and forcing the broadcast to change frequencies.

      Each letter represented a word on a page. The P in “plays” meant the 16th word on the page, L the 12th word on the next page, A the first word on the next page, and so on. The key was knowing on which page to start looking. That was usually based somehow on the date of the transmission.

      After about five minutes — of Marc counting and searching and reading, and Red taking dictation — the message was complete. In the coming days, we were to reconnoiter our “targets,” and to re-check them “daily, but inconspicuously, if possible.” The final words of the message were, “Be ready.”

      “Get the bottle,” Marc said.

      “Way ahead of you,” Ray said.

      “I’m not sure I’ll be able to sleep otherwise,” Marc said.

      For the next hour, before we all tried to drift off, the conversation revolved around one word: when. As in, when were the Allies coming?

      “I mean, who knows?” Marc said, after we had talked in circles for a while. “But I’d say it’s not tomorrow or the next day — we know what that message is. But if I had to guess, we’re inside two weeks. I mean, we’ve never gotten a ‘be ready’ before. Nothing like it, right?”

      He looked at Red and Ray, and Red said, “It’s usually ‘stay strong’ at the end. Or ‘ever vigilant.’ That kind of shit.”

      “Exactly,” Marc said. “But ‘be ready,’ well, I don’t know about you guys, but that seems pretty clear to me.
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      Five men. A cart made of wood with wheels made of wood that was manned two at a time. A small crate half-full of rutabagas. Another small crate with a few crab apples rolling around the bottom. A tangle of branches sitting on top of a damp, bug-covered log. That was us, on the way to win the war for France.

      Our mission when the Allies came was demolition. Specifically, it was demolition of the Germans’ capability to communicate. We couldn’t realistically face their tanks and their artillery — or even their rifles and pistols — but we could take their telephones. At least, that was the theory.

      “I don’t know what anybody else is doing,” Marc said. Leon and Red were taking a turn pushing the cart. The rest of us were walking behind. As far as any German patrol was concerned, we were five locals doing what pretty much all of the locals were doing, just trying to scrape out an existence, to find a way to survive.

      “Like, I’m pretty sure I know some of the other Resistance fighters,” he said. “But you know this — part of the discipline is that we’re all separate, or as separate as is practical. So, I know but I don’t know, if you understand me. And I definitely don’t know their part in the invasion plan.”

      “It’s all probably demolition, right?” I said.

      “Not probably — definitely,” Marc said. “I mean, what else could it be? There’s a petrol dump. There are a couple of small road bridges out that way.” Marc waved in a vague manner, but toward the east.

      “Petrol, bridges, maybe the German motor pool,” he said. “They don’t really have a main barracks — they’ve just taken houses and farms on the outskirts, but there are a bunch of them, so I’m not sure if that’s really practical. So, all of that.”

      “And the telephones,” I said.

      “Almost dead ahead now.”

      Marc flicked his nose ahead. We were outside the main part of Bayeux, but not that far, not even a mile from the last built-up street. Up the road, maybe another 300 yards, was the same kind of building that dots that national landscape — squat, square, two stories, out by itself, no trees, no bushes, only a couple of tall wooden poles to provide a couple of slivers of shade.

      “Ah, yes, the telephone exchange,” I said. “Same as everywhere. I wonder if the original architect knew that his creation would end up everywhere.”

      “Like little piles of shit,” Ray said.

      “And our pile of shit, we have studied it like a horsefly,” Marc said.

      “Well, a horsefly in daylight,” Ray said. “We haven’t been able to see much at night.”

      Just then, we had to squeeze to the right edge of the road for a small column of German vehicles. The last one stopped, and a corporal called from the window, “What’s on offer today, boys?”

      He got out and looked into the back of the cart.

      “We’ll take the apples,” he said. Then he opened the back storage area and said, “Well?”

      Red picked up the small crate and dumped it into a larger crate in the German vehicle. That crate was already nearly full of crab apples.

      The German closed the hatch and said, “A pleasure doing business with you.” In a few seconds, he had roared off, and we were left to choke on the exhaust. Marc, Red, and Ray were all laughing and shaking hands.

      “What’s with the apples?” Leon said. “I mean, half of them are rotten? They must have access to better than that.”

      “They do,” Marc said. “Officially. But unofficially, if you were one of a dozen soldiers in a farmhouse, and maybe only a sergeant in charge, and not a lot to do at night, and alcohol not as plentiful as the dozen soldiers would like—”

      “There’s no such thing as enough alcohol for a dozen soldiers stationed in the middle of nowhere,” Leon said. He looked at me. “It was a different war, but I think Alex and I can attest to that.”

      “And if you’re off by yourself,” Marc said, “and you can requisition a kettle, and a copper coil of some kind, and enough fuel to boil the kettle, and—”

      “Crab apples,” Leon said. “Or berries.”

      “Or potatoes,” Red said.

      “Or whatever,” Leon said. “Never underestimate the thirst or the resourcefulness of a soldier who doesn’t live on a military base.”

      “I bet it tastes like turpentine,” Marc said.

      “Maybe the first sip,” Leon said. “But not the fourth or fifth.”

      “Anyway, that’s why we always travel with a few crab apples,” Ray said. “It works every time. They take the crab apples and don’t bother with any questions. And besides — we found some leftover bug spray in town, so we douse the apples with it. Don’t think it would kill anyone, but we can hope.”

      At which point, Red reached into the bottom of the crate holding the rutabagas and grabbed a half-dozen hidden crab apples, just in case another German vehicle stopped for a look.

      We began walking again, and we were about even with the telephone exchange in a minute. Marc admonished everyone not to stare.

      “Same as always,” he said.

      “One guard outside the door,” Red said.

      “Bored as shit,” Ray said.

      “Sitting on that little chair in the shade,” Marc said. “From what we’ve seen, the guy moves it along with the sun during the day. In the early morning, he’s almost all the way on the far side.”

      “Anybody else?” I said.

      “Another guard inside,” Ray said. “They take turns. Don’t know how often they trade places, but we usually see one guy at 11 and a different guy at 2.”

      “So, two guards. What about at night? Any idea?”

      “Nope,” Marc said. “Between the curfew and the lack of cover around here, it isn’t practical to be out here. But it’s pretty unlikely that they have more guards at night, don’t you think?”

      “Who works the phones? Locals?” I said.

      “Two Germans and six women, two at a time, all from in town,” Marc said. “They get picked up and dropped off by the Germans they work with, and then taken home after their shift by the same two Germans.”

      “Are those Germans armed?” Leon said.

      “Side arms,” Ray said.

      “Any inside information from the women?” Leon said.

      “No, and I don’t really blame them,” Marc said. “I’m sure they’ve been threatened. They all have families. Like I said, I don’t blame them.”

      I looked at the small array of telephone poles surrounding the building. There was one on the east side of the building, with wires that fed inside, and there were two on the south side, one on the west side, and three on the north side.

      I did the quick calculations in my head and said, “Rather than take on any guards, wouldn’t it just be easier to take out the wires a little farther down the line?”

      Marc, Red and Ray all looked at each other. This obviously was a conversation that they had had among themselves before.

      “It’s ultimately my call,” Marc said. “And we’ve fought about it.”

      “Not fought,” Red said.

      “Argued,” Ray said.

      “Discussed,” Red said.

      “Examined,” Ray said.

      “Fucking fought,” Marc said. Then he smiled for effect. “But there were only the three of us when we started the planning, and only five now. And we have no idea where the Allies might be coming from, so we have no idea where the messages to the Germans might be coming from, and where they might be going. So, which lines do you attack first? This is harder, but it’s more efficient. We get this and we get it all.”

      “No other exchange buildings?” I said.

      “No other piles of shit,” Marc said. “I mean, it isn’t that big of a town — one exchange is plenty. And here’s the other thing. If we went to knock down separate wires and poles around town, besides taking five times the risk, the Germans could have them re-strung as soon as they find them. It isn’t much of a job to right a pole and hang some new wire and make the connections. But if we get the exchange building, they’re screwed for days, probably.”

      It made sense. And years earlier, I had done almost the same thing during an operation in Lyon. It all depended on exactly how bored the German kid sitting on the chair and chasing the shade around the building was going to be.
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      There wasn’t a lot for us to do. The explosives and detonators had been acquired and hidden months earlier. I gave them a once-over one afternoon, and that was sufficient preparation. There was more than enough to do the job, and the detonators were standard issue. There was plenty of wire and a plunger, if that was how we were going to play it. The only tricky part was the timers — it was a kind I had never seen before. But they seemed self-explanatory, and there was no sense fretting about them anyway because there was nothing I could do to prepare. I mean, it wasn’t as if we could run a test explosion in the middle of a German-occupied territory. Besides, I was going to advocate for the plunger, anyway. It just made the most sense.

      We couldn’t go out to reconnoiter the exchange building every day for fear of looking suspicious or having to explain ourselves to a German patrol that stopped us a second or third time and remembered our faces. So, we went out every third or fourth day, and nothing changed. It was the same single guard outside, the same little folding chair, the same race around the building against the sun.

      So, we did that, and Red went out to try to catch us a fish for dinner each night, and the rest of us tried to scrounge fuel for the fire and something resembling a normal vegetable or potato to throw into the stew.

      One day, Leon returned home with a veritable treasure — two slices of apple pie, made with actual apples and sugar and even a few raisins thrown in. It was only under intense questioning that he revealed the price he paid: he had to throw one to the baker’s wife while the old man was napping.

      “Back in the saddle!” I said, clapping him on the back.

      “It was a pretty broken-down fucking saddle,” he said.

      “How broken-down?”

      “Just eat your pie.”

      “Wait a minute,” Ray said. “Is that the bakery—”

      “Just eat your fucking pie.”

      “The old man,” Red said. “He must be, so she must be—”

      “The things I do for my country,” Leon said. Then he ran his index finger along the plate and licked off the pie juice and the crumbs. For the rest of our stay in Bayeux, he had to endure the daily question, “So what’s for dessert tonight, stud?” Needless to say, we never got pie again.

      So, we did that, and we slept a lot. We all knew the routine, the rest between operations and then the superhuman expenditure of adrenaline when the bell rang. After four years of Resistance fighting, it almost seemed normal, that ebb and flow. I had stopped questioning the boredom a long time before. It was like a savings account, and you needed to top it up before making the massive withdrawal.

      We did all of that, all of that nothing, and we listened to the radio. Every night, we kept it on at a low volume from at least 7 to 10 but usually until midnight. Most of the messages came through in the first 15 minutes of the broadcast from London, and were just repeated a few times after that, so we often switched to a local station for music during the second half of every hour. It was more entertaining, and it also reduced the admittedly small risk that the Germans might come banging on the door, wondering what we were listening to.

      A couple of days earlier, on the 27th, a message had come through: “Martin, the pickles are sweetest in October.”

      Everybody looked at Marc as he began with the codebook.

      “Not this way,” he said, and then he began a different method of decoding. If the letters-to-words code produced only gibberish, he was to revert to a letters-to-letters code. For instance, an A wouldn’t represent the first word on a page, but the first letter.

      After a couple of minutes, Marc looked at his deciphering and just said, “Hmmm.”

      “What?”

      “The first word is ‘after,’” Marc said. “And then it’s an address in Lisieux.”

      “So we go to the address?” Red said.

      “I guess.”

      “And after? After what?” Ray said.

      “The invasion, I assume,” Marc said. “I mean, we were all wondering what would be next. I guess we just found out.”

      That had given us something to speculate about for a few days, in between naps. And then, this night, we put the radio on after dinner, as always. It was a warm evening and the windows were open, so we had to keep the radio extra low. Red had turned it on to warm up while the rest of us finished up with the dishes. We were just about done clattering the plates and pots into the cupboards when we heard Red yell, “Holy shit, I think they said it.”

      “You think? What do you mean, you think? They said it or they didn’t say it.” Marc threw down his dish towel and ran into the front room.

      “It was just warming up,” Red said. “And I wasn’t really listening. I think I heard it, but I don’t know. I dream about it some nights, so I don’t know if it was just in my head or, you know, in my ears.”

      “First stanza or second stanza?” Ray said.

      “First,” Red said. “Definitely first.”

      “Stanzas?” Leon said. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      That’s when they explained. When they listened to the radio, they were listening for two things — messages specific to our little group that began with the word “Martin,” and as Marc said, “The big messages for everyone.”

      “Big messages?” Leon said. “Meaning?”

      “The big fucking messages,” Marc said. “That they’re coming.”

      “But what’s with the stanzas?” Leon said.

      Marc said that, weeks earlier, the signal had been communicated to all Resistance groups. There was a poem, ‘Autumn Song’, by Verlaine. If they recited the first stanza on the broadcast, it meant the invasion would start within two weeks. If they recited the second stanza, it meant that the invasion was imminent, that it would begin within 48 hours, and that sabotage efforts should begin immediately.

      “That’s when I sent the message to Brick, asking for help — when we were given the code, ‘Autumn Song’,” Marc said.

      “So what is it?” I said.

      “What is what?” Marc said.

      “The stanza.”

      Marc looked at Red and Ray and said, “All together?” And then they recited as one:

      The long sobs

      Of the violins

      Of autumn.

      Then we all huddled a little closer to the radio and waited. It was a few minutes after the top of the next hour, after 8, when we heard it. It was buried in the middle of probably two dozen nonsense messages to individual Resistance groups. My particular favorite was, “Jenny lost a race to a three-legged cow.”

      Buried right in the middle:

      The long sobs

      Of the violins

      Of autumn.

      We all looked at each other. We all heard it.

      “Two weeks,” I said.

      “No more than two weeks,” Marc said.

      We all spoke in whispers for a few minutes, more babbling than speaking, just talking over each other and trying to plan the next few days. It was pretty useless, we all knew, but it seemed like the thing to do. Other than saying that we should sleep in shifts and at least one of us should be listening to the radio at all times, I’m not sure if we accomplished very much.

      I took the first overnight. As the rest headed to bed, I said to Red, “You really dream about that poem?”

      “All the time,” he said. “I mean, how long have we been waiting for this? All of us — how long? It’s all I can think about sometimes. I was just walking around the other day and I caught myself mumbling the words.”

      “Wow. No other dreams? No women?”

      “Not since Leon and the pie lady,” Red said. “It’s been a week now, at least, and nothing. I think I’m scared of women now.”
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      It was four days after the message, and it seemed like 40. If it took the entire two weeks, it would seem like a lifetime. If we’d had more to drink, it might have been more bearable. At the same time, I know how I felt, which was to say, afraid to be drunk or badly hung-over when the second stanza of the poem was read. I could not imagine the guilt I would have felt if I was impaired and something went wrong.

      “Scared sober,” is how Leon described it when I told him about my feeling. That became our shorthand after we rinsed the glasses from our single daily ration of wine.

      My night listening to the radio was likely the easiest, seeing as how it was seemingly impossible that they would come with the second stanza the same night as the first. The only hiccup was when I had to wake up Marc because it hadn’t dawned on me that I didn’t know what the second stanza of the poem was.

      Then we settled into our little rhythm. Red took my place at 5, and I slept for four hours. At 9, we went about our little projects. We decided not to go back to the telephone building for fear of somehow raising suspicion or getting ourselves arrested. Instead, we finalized our backup plans — the cutting of individual wires if, for whatever reason, the exchange building became an unreachable target.

      The problem, as we were well aware, was trying to figure out which wire was headed where. It was easy when you started at the exchange building. Five telephone poles surrounded it, and the wires all fed in and out of the pile of shit. But it got complicated pretty quickly with four of them. Within a half-mile, there were houses and neighborhoods, and the wires suddenly branched and branched again. Trying to figure out which line ended up going toward Le Havre, where the invasion might be happening — that was Marc’s guess — was almost impossible, given the tangled spaghetti-like complexity. Other than the phone line toward Caen — which followed the main road toward Caen, straight and direct for miles — the rest were indecipherable.

      Then there was the matter of the German soldiers and where they were billeted. We preferred not to be climbing telephone poles and cutting wires — and then using small explosions to destroy the poles — outside the window of a bunch of snoring corporals. We had half an idea about where the biggest impromptu barracks were located, but couldn’t pretend to know them all. So as we wandered around Bayeux and its fringes and identified our best potential targets, we did it with one eye on the wires and another on whether German vehicles were parked nearby, or off-duty German soldiers were in any of the cafés. The more we did it, though, the more I realized the wisdom of Marc’s decision to go for the exchange building.

      As Leon said, “What are the odds that we could pick the right wires in the right neighborhoods and not wake up some sleeping Krauts?”

      “Two out of five. Three out of five if we were very lucky,” I said.

      “So, best case, a 40 percent chance we end up dead or arrested.”

      “And a 40 percent chance that, besides being dead or arrested, the Germans still get messages where they need to get them.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “We have a much better chance at the exchange building — especially if Ray is as good a shot as they say.”

      “He’d better be,” Leon said. “Five men and one gun. Jesus — how did we agree to this?”

      “Too late now,” Marc said, catching up to us from behind. He had been eavesdropping. “And Ray is the best. Don’t worry.”

      “Like we have a choice,” I said.

      “Well, there is that,” Marc said.

      We got home in the middle of the afternoon. Red went out to catch some dinner. Leon took a nap, seeing as how that was to be his night listening to the radio. I went through the explosives and detonators and whatnot for the fiftieth time, removing it all from the backpack and then repacking it. It was nothing more than busy work, but it sanded the rough edges off my nerves.

      Eventually, we ate, and had our single glass of wine, and cleaned up, and turned on the radio. The frequency had changed since the night before, and Marc had a hard time locating the new one. Nobody said anything, but I know I was feeling a bit of panic as he worked his way all the way down the dial, and then all the way back up, without him being able to find Radio London. Halfway back down though, he found it. I heard myself exhale, and I heard Ray, too.

      We listened for more than three hours but heard nothing interesting. We went to bed sometime after 10, all but Leon. The tension was real, but it was also exhausting. I think I fell asleep within five minutes.

      The next thing I remembered was Leon’s insistent whisper, “Get up! Get up.” He shook my shoulder, and leaned over me and shook Ray’s on the other side of the bed, and then shook Marc and Red in the other bed.

      Marc said, “Are you sure?”

      “Of course, I’m fucking sure,” Leon said.

      “What time?”

      “11:15,” Leon said.

      We all hurried to the main room, to the radio, its dial glowing in the dark. I had trouble catching my breath. We heard it again, not 15 minutes later.

      The second stanza:

      Wound my heart,

      With a monotonous languor.
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      We had no idea where or when. All we knew was that the invasion would begin within 48 hours and that our sabotage efforts were to begin immediately. There was a chance, I guessed, that the first tip-off to the Germans would be what we ended up doing at the telephone exchange, or what other Resistance cells did at other telephone exchanges and railroad bridges and fuel depots throughout northern France.

      As we were pulling ourselves together — dressing, using the bathroom, rechecking the explosives and the single pistol that would be our only weapons — I said to Marc, “Do you think maybe—”

      “No, we go now,” he said.

      “But aren’t you worried—”

      “That we’ll give them a heads-up before the actual invasion?” Marc said. “Look, that’s possible. But we don’t know that — they could be invading now, for all we know. And besides, they’re in charge, and they’ve thought it through, and they said we should go now. So, we go now.”

      We were dressed in black, including black watch caps and coal soot rubbed on our faces. How invisible or not that it made us, I had no idea — but it seemed logical, and it was cool enough in the darkness that the caps weren’t a bother. Well past curfew, we would be arrested immediately if a German patrol saw us, but we had no choice. We stuck to the littlest streets in the town, and dashed among the plane trees at the sides of many of the roads on the outskirts. There were enough clouds that whatever moonlight there was had been pretty well obscured.

      But at the end, the last bit of the way to the telephone exchange, there was nothing but open fields on all sides — open fields and those five telephone poles. When we crossed the road, we were about 100 yards from the building. At that point, we all lay down on our stomachs and gave the place a good look. We were searching for the guard and his folding chair, and none of us could see him.

      “Motherfucker,” Red said. “He must be inside. Motherfucker. Motherfucker.”

      The plan all along had been to take the guard while he was outside. Ideally, to sneak up on him while he was napping on his folding chair and take him without a shot. If he was a particularly officious little prick, well, Ray and his pistol — with its homemade silencer — would do their business. At that point, we would have the guard’s rifle along with Ray’s pistol, two guns against the one held by the guard inside — although we hoped he would be sleeping, too. It was only human nature. However that went, though, there would be a commotion — and we could only pray that the side arms worn by the two Germans working the switchboard inside weren’t actually being worn, but draped on the back of a chair somewhere. And why wouldn’t they be. Again, it was just human nature.

      The whole key, though, was the start — ideally, a silent start against the guard. But where was the little prick?

      “Maybe they don’t have guards at night,” Red said. “I mean, we never actually came out after dark.”

      “They’ve got to have guards,” Leon said. “It would be stupid not to — unless they’d have to be short-staffed or stupid. And I don’t get the sense they’re either of those things.”

      “No,” Marc said. “He might be on the far side of the building. We can’t quite see all of it.”

      He paused for a second.

      “Leon.”

      “On it,” Leon said. He got up on his haunches and scrambled as low as he could, and as quickly as he could, about 300 feet to the right. He stopped, and then he crabbed another 50 feet more, and stopped again. And then he hobbled back. The whole thing took three or four minutes.

      “And?” Marc said.

      “You’re not going to like it,” Leon said.

      “What?”

      “Just an empty chair.”

      “Bad answer,” Marc said. And then, in a whisper, “Shit.”

      “So he’s inside,” Red said.

      “Or there are no guards,” Ray said.

      “No, there have to be guards,” I said, and they all looked at me. “Look — two vehicles. One is for the inside soldiers working the switchboard, and for taking the women working with them back and forth. The other is for the guards. Has to be.”

      Everyone was quiet. Marc was in charge, and we were waiting for him to think of something. It was like none of us wanted to disturb him, but then Leon couldn’t help himself.

      “Look,” he said. “If they’re both inside, there is pretty much no chance that either of them is holding his rifle. It’s just common sense. They’re either sleeping, or playing cards, or chatting up the women, or — if we’re really lucky — splitting a bottle of something. Think about it. This might work better. I mean, it was always going to be noisy once we got inside — but this might actually be a little less dangerous.”

      Marc took it all in without a reaction. We all stared at him, waiting, and then our eyes dropped, one by one, as if we each separately came to the conclusion that we might be embarrassing him.

      “All right,” Marc said. It must have been two minutes later. “Ray, there’s no way around this. We’ll all split up — maybe 50 feet apart — and get on either side of the door. But you’re the one who has to go in first. And go in blasting.”

      “Fucking blasting,” Ray said. There was no waver in his voice and no hint of doubt on his face. He must have considered the possibility all along, seeing as how he was the only one with a gun. Even if we had disarmed the guard outside, he was still likely to be the first one through the door.

      “Fucking blasting,” he said again.

      As we spread out and began crab-walking forward — Leon and me on the left, Marc and Red on the right, Ray in the middle — we weren’t 100 feet from the parking area when it happened. It seemed so fortuitous at the time. I remember thinking, right after, that it might be a sign: the piss from God.

      Because, as we edged forward, one of the vehicle doors opened up and a German soldier got out and unzipped and began pissing on the back tire. He must have been sleeping in the relative comfort of the vehicle.

      Leon and I saw it and immediately looked toward Frank and started to wave at him to get his attention, but he was way ahead of us. He stood up and started running, and then he fired. The silenced shot made a kind of thudding noise that evaporated into the darkness. The soldier fell where he was, with his dick still in his hands. He never saw Ray.

      We all gathered around the body, crouched low behind the vehicle. Red looked inside and emerged not only with a rifle, but also a pistol. It was an unexpected bounty. Red kept the rifle and handed the pistol to Marc. He kept it, looked at me and Leon and said, “You two in the back.”

      Then he stopped and thought and said to me, “Do you have enough to blow the building from the outside?”

      That had never been the plan. The explosives were for the interior, for the switchboards and other equipment, for the guts of the telephone system that could not be replaced easily.

      “I’ve got enough for the equipment inside, and some extra. I couldn’t take down the building, but there’s enough to fuck up the entrance pretty good.”

      “OK, wire that now, just in case,” Marc said. “We’ll wait here.”

      He didn’t have to explain the just-in-case part. It was just in case Marc, Red, and Ray got killed trying to take the guards, we could still do some damage. So I crawled up to the edge of the building, took about a third of the explosives, and attached them and a detonator to the frame of the door. I wasn’t sure how much damage it would do — the telephone exchanges really were the proverbial brick shithouses — but it would do some. It would be more than cosmetic. Then I attached the wire and scampered back to the vehicle. The plunger would take care of the rest.

      “Now what?” I said.

      “You two wait here,” Marc said. “And I mean it — don’t move. You wait, and one of us will wave you in when it’s safe. If it’s not us doing the waving, but a Kraut, you blow it up. Got it?”

      Leon and I nodded. The other three headed for the door. They opened it quietly, and went inside without a sound. It was about 10 seconds later when the shooting started — shooting, and screaming you could hear through the open window on the second floor. Men screaming. Women screaming. French screaming. German screaming. And then it was quiet — one minute, two minutes. There were no sounds to mix with the smell of gunpowder in the night air. One minute, two minutes, and then the front door opened.

      It was Marc. The wave he gave us was so weak, though. We ran to the door, and he said nothing. We ran in ahead of him and saw why. Everyone was dead — three Germans, two French women, Red and Ray. The floor was sticky with their blood. Two telephones were ringing. Two lights on one of the switchboards were blinking.

      Leon collapsed against a wall, his mouth open and unspeaking. I looked around, not focusing until I saw Ray. Half of his head was missing. That’s when I threw up into the blood on the floor, onto my shoes.

      I wiped my mouth and looked at Marc, and his eyes were glazed over. He was checked out. I looked at Leon, who had regained his balance, and he looked at Marc and saw what I saw. And then Leon pointed to the switchboard. Three lights were now blinking, and the ringing continued. It was just past 2 a.m., so these probably weren’t civilian phone calls.

      “Somebody’s going to realize there’s a problem here, and pretty soon I would guess,” Leon said. “We have to do this. You have to do this.”

      I opened the backpack, stepped toward the switchboard and nearly slipped and fell in the wet. I had to roll one of the women’s bodies off the console to put the explosives in the right place. Explosives, detonators, wires attached — it didn’t take two minutes. The plunger was still outside. I would just attach these wires to what was already there and blow both of the charges.

      “All set,” I said, but Leon caught my eye.

      “What about…” He looked vaguely toward Red and Ray, but only vaguely. I couldn’t look at all.

      “Do you think we should—” I said.

      “Leave them where they are,” Marc said. Whatever aphasia had gripped him, well, it had lifted. “Come on. Leon’s right — we don’t have much time.”

      I turned and looked. There were six blinking lights on the switchboard, then a seventh. Near the front door, Marc scooped up the jacket, helmet, and rifle that leaned against a chair. The other guard must have been inside, up on the second floor, chatting with the French girls or his comrades when the shooting started.

      We got out the door, and I hooked up the wires, and we kneeled behind the vehicle next to the dead soldier, and I pushed the plunger. The charge at the door went first, and the inside explosion went a half-second later. The building was engulfed in flames within seconds.

      “Here,” Marc said. He handed me the coat and helmet. Then he looked in the vehicle and said, “Leon, yours are in there. The German-speakers are driving us out of here, just in case. I’ll hide behind you.”

      “You sure about this?” Leon said.

      “Safer than walking at this point,” Marc said.

      “Which way?” I said.

      “Right — toward Caen,” Marc said. “But both of you look in the mirror and wipe some of that black shit off your faces.”

      We did the best we could and were on the road in a minute. About five miles later, maybe a third of the way toward Caen, is when we saw the first of probably a dozen speeding German vehicles passing us in the other direction. That’s also when we heard the bombs begin to fall. Some were off in the distance, back toward Bayeux. Some were ahead of us, though, toward Caen.
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      All the way to Caen, the German vehicles we saw were all headed in the other direction toward Bayeux and the beaches. We kind of skirted around Caen and headed to the east, and on that road, the road toward Lisieux, some German vehicles were speeding in each direction. At least twice, with an insistent column behind us, we pulled to the side and waved them past.

      One time, the first vehicle roaring by slowed as he passed us and yelled into my window, “Speed up, asshole.” In German, of course. I put my palms up and kind of pointed toward the engine and yelled back, “Piece of shit.” In German, of course. At which point, the other guy half waved and sped by, followed by three other vehicles.

      “When was the last time you spoke German?” Leon said. We were driving again, and the bombs we heard were all behind us now and off to our left — back toward the beaches.

      “Been months, I guess,” I said. “Probably as long as you.”

      “You ever worry you’ll forget?”

      “Nah. I still dream in German, which is pretty weird when it’s a sex dream involving a French woman.”

      “You still have sex dreams?” Leon said. “You’re lucky.”

      “Not even a dream for you?”

      “Not even the hint of a dream, not about sex.”

      “About what, then?”

      “Dying, mostly,” he said.

      “Shit,” I said. “Well, I’m sure I’ll be with you there, the next time I can put my head down.”

      Behind us, Marc was passed out. He helped me negotiate the route around Caen, got me on the road to Lisieux, and then began snoring almost immediately.

      “What do you think he’s dreaming about?” Leon said.

      “We both know,” I said. “But I’m never going to ask him what happened in there, that’s for damn sure.”

      We reached the outskirts of the little town at about 4 a.m. I pulled over and woke Marc because there was a decision to be made. Specifically, what should we do with the German vehicle?

      Marc took a second to shake the cobwebs and looked around and said, “Behind those bushes is as good a place as any. Then we walk into town as Frenchmen. But this might give us an option that could be useful. Just make sure there’s no identification on any of the uniforms. I mean, I’m not really worried that they’ll give a shit in the middle of an invasion that these belonged to the guards at the Bayeux telephone exchange, but why take a chance?”

      “You pretty sure about the invasion?” I said.

      “The bombing, sure,” Marc said. “And just listen.”

      It was the roar of airplanes in the distance. You couldn’t see them in the dark, and maybe also because of the clouds, but you could hear them. I’m sure they heard a lot of planes around here, but this had to be more.

      We rested for a few minutes in the vehicle and then walked into Lisieux. It was just past 5 a.m., but the streets were busy. People were up — the bombing, the planes, it made sense. They were up, and they were animated, and they were worried. You could tell by the way they kept sneaking a peek at the skies.

      Marc had memorized the address and asked a middle-aged woman for directions. The street and the number registered, and she thought for a second, and then she said, “François?”

      Marc looked at her and said nothing. He had no idea if François was who he was supposed to see. All he had been given in the radio message was an address.

      The woman stopped and weighed Marc’s silence, and then she smiled.

      “Good luck,” she said. “Vive la France.”

      It was a small town, after all. Secrets were scarce commodities in small towns. In Paris, we could have run an army of Resistance fighters out of an apartment building on one side of Boulevard St. Germain and nobody in a building on the other side would have noticed. Not in a place like Lisieux, though.

      When we got to the address and knocked on the door, a man in his late twenties opened up. He was still in his drawers.

      “François, we presume,” Leon said.

      He looked at us, well… skeptically.

      “Your reputation precedes you,” I said.

      More skepticism. Maybe a hint of fear.

      “No worries, friend,” Marc said. He explained about the woman in the street, and about the message on the radio. François said he had slept with her and, well, you have to talk about something after.

      “She’s not bad for someone her age,” he said, almost absent-mindedly.

      “Like, our age?” Leon said.

      “Whatever.”

      François brought us inside and gave us half-decent coffee and the remains of a stale baguette. We told him about our night, and he told us about his — the loud bombing in the distance and the constant roar of the fighter planes.

      “So it’s happening, right?” François said.

      “You heard the radio, right? The second stanza?” Marc said.

      “Not for the last three days,” François said. “They came through, barged into every house, confiscated every radio they could find. I’ve been flying blind.”

      We got him up to speed, and he told us about the mission we were there to assist. It was a tiny bridge over the River Touques. François called it “a ramshackle piece of shit.”

      “So, what’s the big deal?” Leon said.

      François took out a map. He put one finger on the spot where the bridge was and then another on Le Havre, a coastal town to the north. Then he moved the second finger to another coastal town, a little dot called Honfleur.

      “If that’s where the invasion comes, this bridge doesn’t mean shit, really,” François said. “But look at the map. Look at Paris. Look at Lisieux. Look at the beaches over there.” He waved his finger over near Bayeux to the northwest and to the beaches just a couple of miles north of it.

      “If that’s where the invasion comes, and the Germans decide to bring in reinforcements from anywhere down by Paris—”

      “And trust us, there’s a shitload of reinforcements down there if they want them,” Leon said.

      “Exactly,” François said. “If you trace the main road, really the best road from Paris to those beaches, it goes through Lisieux. I think there are five bridges over the Touques, including the railroad bridge. It might be three or four — I’m not even sure. I’ve only been here a month. But I have no doubt that there are Resistance groups with instructions to blow them all. And ours is the little, shaky bridge at Rue Harou.”

      He described the setup, and he showed me his backpack full of explosives. I was skeptical.

      “I don’t know if this is enough,” I said. “We had this much at the telephone exchange. We were only blowing up a couple of switchboards. This is… it’s a goddamned bridge.”

      “Trust me — we could knock it down with axes in a half-hour,” François said.

      The sun was up, so we had lost the camouflage of the night. François said, “It’s my mission, but I was told to wait for you guys. So, I’ll let you decide.”

      We all looked at Marc. Sooner made more sense than later, but suicide made no sense at all — at least, that’s how I saw it. Besides, if the bridge was as rickety as François said it was, the Germans weren’t going to be able to drive heavy armored vehicles and tanks over it anyway.

      “Tonight,” Marc said. And then he passed out again, just as he had done during the drive from Bayeux. Other than to get up for a piss and a drink of water early in the afternoon, he slept straight through until the bombs came.

      Leon, always the newspaper reporter, checked his watch when the first one hit: 8:20 p.m. It might have landed a mile away. Then they came closer and closer, too quickly for us to do anything but scamper under the furniture.

      “What the fuck?” Leon yelled, and then another one hit. It was maybe a block away. The windows in the living room of the flat blew in, the glass shattering, the shards of the wood window frame like knives thrown through the air.

      And then it was over. We cleaned up as best we could, and François pulled a spare bedsheet out of a closet, and we tacked it over the hole where the window had been. The whole town seemed to be out on the streets, and the conversations all centered on two questions: who did it, and should we stay or go?

      There was a lot of “fucking Bosch” being tossed around, but Marc was skeptical.

      “I think it was the English, or the Americans,” he said. “You know, softening up the target before the invasion.”

      “But why are we the goddamn target?” I said.

      “They figure there are Germans here,” Marc said, and then he shrugged.

      “But there are Frenchmen here. Shit,” Leon said. He was looking at me, and he was almost yelling.

      “Said the Austrian to the other Austrian,” Marc said.

      “Fuck you.” Both Leon and I said it simultaneously.

      “A little levity before we go blow up a bridge,” Marc said.

      As it turned out, in the darkness, amid all the consternation, we were able to blow it up without a hint of trouble. It was so small and so dilapidated that the Germans probably never gave it a thought.

      When we got back, there were still people in the streets trying to decide if they should leave town. Some did, but only a few. To the rest, three hours later, it did seem as if it was over.
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      The next explosions came at just after 1 in the morning. I assumed that the rest of the town was like us — exhausted, passed out, deep in the kind of protective sleep that the body sometimes seeks. We had been out for probably two hours, completely out. To me — and Leon said the same thing later — the first bomb almost seemed as if it was part of a dream. But then came the second, and the third, and eventually the hundred and third. At least, it seemed like that many.

      Our building was not hit directly. We huddled beneath the dining table and waited out the terror, one bomb after another, loud but also concussive. I was almost more worried that the building would topple from what seemed like earthquakes all around us than from a direct hit.

      And then it stopped. Leon looked at his watch. “Christ, only 20 minutes,” he said.

      “Seemed like an hour,” François said.

      “Seemed like death,” Marc said.

      We dusted ourselves off and went outside. Fires were glowing in the darkness, fires in every direction. We walked a few blocks and saw a big church that had been knocked into a pile of rubble by the vibrations. It was burning like everything else.

      Some people walked around aimlessly, dazed. Others stood outside half-toppled buildings and wailed. Three young men ran by us, rushing in the direction of one screaming woman — then past her into a burning building. After maybe 30 seconds, they came back out and said something to the woman, and then she began screaming and crying even louder.

      François pointed back toward the toppled church and then beyond. “The railroad bridge,” he said. Then he pointed even farther to the north and said, “The main highway bridge.”

      “Are they still standing?” I said.

      “Can’t tell,” François said. “You can see the fires, though.”

      “I thought the Resistance was going to blow them,” I said.

      “That’s what I thought, too,” he said. “Thought. Assumed, I guess. I just figured, if they had a plan for our little shit bridge, they must have had a plan for the main ones.”

      “Some plan,” Leon said. “My God. These poor people.”

      There was destruction on almost every block, and the fires burned without stop or intercession.

      “There must be a fire department,” Marc said.

      “But where the hell would they even start?” Leon said.

      We spent the morning trying to help wherever we could. The clouds were low, and a light rain fell, which seemed to accentuate the glow of the fires that burned everywhere you turned. We hauled away bricks and timber from the front of one house — where, inside, a man chatted amiably enough despite what he said was a leg crushed beneath a fallen ceiling. At one point, he said, “Who’s going to send me the bank draft to fix all of this — Churchill or de Gaulle?”

      Everyone assumed at that point that it had been Allied bombers. In just a few hours, opinion had universally turned that way. One girl — really, she was about 10 years old — said she heard on the radio that Radio London had told people to evacuate.

      “I thought they took all the radios,” I said.

      “My papa, he hid ours,” she said.

      “Where is he now?”

      The girl just pointed at an apartment that was flatter than the rest and already burned so thoroughly that the flames were gone, and the remains were more like spent charcoal in a brazier.

      It was like this, tragedy heaped upon tragedy in Lisieux, tragedy arranged in messy piles like so many bricks and stone blocks and shards of timber for the next few hours. By my rough estimate, half of the town had been damaged — or close to half, anyway. Then, at about 2 in the afternoon, the bombers came again.

      Leon and I were sitting outside our building while François and Marc were sleeping inside. We didn’t know what made more sense as the first bombs fell — to remain outside or to shelter inside, knowing how many buildings in town had become death traps.

      Inertia took over, and we stayed outside, jammed up next to the building and the stone steps in front. This one seemed worse than the previous raids, more sustained, but not as close to our apartment for some reason. The explosions were off behind us more, behind us and to the north, maybe toward those bridges that François had pointed out earlier. But precision seemed a fantasy, especially with all the low clouds that darkened the afternoon. All we could do was sit there and cover our heads with our arms and hope — and, eventually, it ended. After a minute or so, Marc and François came outside.

      We walked around within a block or two of the apartment and the people in the streets were stunned, some with mouths open, seeming to begin to speak and then stopping themselves before the first word emerged. We headed back and François said he was going to check on a couple of people he knew. When we got back, the older guy two buildings over — he called François by the nickname “Frankie” — walked over and sat with us and said what we were all thinking.

      “Can we stay?” he said. “I mean, is it over? And if it isn’t over, how can we stay? How can we stay?”

      It was the question that was uppermost in my mind. Our transportation back to Paris was to be the same flatboat that had brought us here. The schedule was simple enough. It dropped us at Port Vert on May 20, and it would be coming past the same spot on every subsequent day ending in zero — May 30, then June 10, then June 20, then June 30. Today was the 7th. We were closer to Port Vert than we were in Bayeux, about 35 miles away. We had the German vehicle to take us at least part of the way, if that ended up making sense — although I had no idea how much petrol was left in the tank.

      We had run all of this past Marc and François along the way, and they were committed to getting us to Port Vert by the 10th. Marc said, “They should give you both medals for all of this. I’ll be damned if they’re going to pin them on corpses. Red… Ray… not you, too.”

      We would have to leave the next morning if we were going to have a realistic chance. The roads would be full of refugees — there could be little doubt of that, and we would blend in fine. But the roads would also be full of German vehicles heading wherever, and they wouldn’t likely care who got toppled onto the sides of the road like so many bowling pins as they sped by.

      Morning, then. I figured we would make a plan after our heart rates returned to somewhere near normal. I didn’t think we were as catatonic as some of the people we saw, but we weren’t right, either. I mean, it had been drizzling for hours, and we were still sitting outside on the front steps, just getting wetter and wetter. That’s when François returned with the woman we had first met when we got to Lisieux, the one he had slept with. She held the hand of a little boy who might have been five.

      I made eye contact with the woman and nodded, but nobody spoke for an uncomfortable interval. Then François opened his mouth and the words tumbled out. He never took a break after the introductions. It was as if he had memorized his little speech and didn’t want to interrupt himself for fear of forgetting the script.

      The little boy was named Michel. He lived in the apartment above where the woman lived. The building was destroyed. Michel’s parents were dead. There were an aunt and uncle in Port Vert. Since that’s where we were headed anyway…

      Leon and I looked at each other and said nothing. Two thoughts shared my head simultaneously — “No fucking way, the kid would slow us down and complicate things and likely cause us to miss the boat,” followed by, “Well, maybe it would give us another layer of cover if something went wrong, and…”

      I stopped myself, ashamed that the welfare of the kid never entered into my mental calculations.

      I looked at Marc at my first chance. He had been looking down through François’ spiel, holding his head in his hands, and didn’t look up until François stopped.

      “Your call,” Marc said.

      I looked at Leon, and he nodded. And then he leaned down, and introduced himself to Michel, and somehow managed to fish a piece of hard candy out of his pants pocket. Michel took the candy, and then I introduced myself and offered him what I called “a big-boy handshake.” He took my hand but did not let go.

      As we all stood there and accepted the woman’s thanks — I still didn’t know her name — a handbill of some sort blew up the street, stopped, then blew again. Leon leaned over and snatched it when it paused in its journey at our feet. He read it, and then he appeared to read it a second time, and then he handed it to me with a muttered, “Fuck.”

      He took Michel’s hand while I read:

      Urgent message from the Supreme Commander of the Allied Expeditionary Forces

      TO THE INHABITANTS OF THIS CITY

      So that the common enemy is overcome, the Allied Air Forces will attack all transportation hubs and all the ways and means of communication vital to the enemy.

      Orders to this end have been given.

      You who read this leaflet, you are in or near to a major center essential to the enemy for the movement of its troops and matériel. The vital objective close to you will be attacked without delay.

      There is an urgent need for you to leave the zone of danger where you are with your family for a few days.

      Do not clog up the roads. Disperse to the countryside as much as possible.

      LEAVE AT ONCE!

      YOU DO NOT HAVE A MINUTE TO LOSE!
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      We left at 4 a.m. After studying François’ map, we plotted out a route that would allow us to use the German vehicle for much of the trip, and then it would be on foot for the rest. The thing we worried about was how to explain, if we were asked, the presence of a five-year-old boy in the back of a German vehicle driven by two corporals.

      We never came up with a good answer. Part of the problem was that François distracted us by hitting us with a half-dozen other questions we hadn’t considered.

      “You didn’t take their boots, did you?” he said. He was talking about the uniforms we scooped up from the dead Germans at the telephone exchange.

      “No boots, so you can’t get out of the vehicle,” he said.

      “It’s worse than that — we don’t have the uniform pants, either,” I said.

      “So, there’s that,” François said. “But there’s something bigger. I mean, you’re 20 years older than the average corporal driving one of those things. And no offense, but you fucking look 30 years older.”

      “No offense taken, asshole,” I said.

      He wasn’t wrong, though. Everybody looked like hell. The Resistance work, the weight everyone had lost, the lack of sleep — we all were aged well past what the calendar might have suggested. All we could hope to count on was that our appearance wouldn’t register if we were stopped, what with the helmets pulled down low and with the pressure of the moment — and everybody had to be under more pressure since the bombs started falling, everybody on every side. Besides, the reality was that, whatever the complications, we needed the vehicle. It wasn’t really even a choice. There was no way we would be able to walk 35 miles in two days with a five-year-old.

      We were up and out at 4, although Michel was hard enough to wake that we just took turns carrying him out to the place where we had hidden the German vehicle. The night before, Marc said he wanted to walk us out, but we let him sleep. He had grown so emotional, and I know I didn’t need the whole tearful goodbye scene — and, as it turned out, Leon needed it even less than I did. He said, “I’m worried about him, but I have no idea how to fix him.”

      Leon wrote him a note instead:

      Marc,

      It was an honor to be led by you. The hardest job was yours, and you handled it with skill and courage and humanity. Alex and I know that, and so did Red and Ray. The nation will forever be in your debt. The first medal belongs to you.

      Leon

      The vehicle, the uniforms, the weapons — all were as we had left them. Michel woke up as we were putting on the German tunics, and he was old enough to know what that meant, but we had told him the night before that these were costumes, and we were going to a performance of some sort.

      “Like Punch and Judy?” he said.

      “Yes,” I said. With that, I invented a story on the spot about the two German soldiers who were going to do bad things, and how the little boy from Lisieux was the one who ended up saving the day.

      “Can I be the little boy?” he said.

      “Of course,” Leon said. “But just remember, if you see other men in uniforms, they’re going to be a part of the play, too. But you can’t say anything to them. If we tell you, you hide under a blanket and don’t say anything until we tell you.”

      “Is that part of the story?” Michel said.

      “A big part,” Leon said.

      So, we went over it all again as we dressed, and there was a stray piece of wood in the back of the vehicle that we gave to Michel, telling him it would be the weapon he would use in the play. He smiled and cradled the hunk of wood as he fell asleep again in the back of the vehicle. We covered him with a tarpaulin and set out.

      As we drove, the road was pretty quiet. There were a couple of people walking along the edges, walking to who knows where, lugging whatever possessions they could manage, so we had to be careful in the dark. Most of the refugees from Lisieux and wherever, though, were still sleeping in heaps beneath the plane trees on either side of the road.

      But they were up by 6, and the going became much slower. Leon was driving, and he was a daredevil on most roads, but even he was willing to plod along, never even tapping the horn. Every five minutes he muttered some variation of, “These poor fucking people,” and that was pretty much the sum total of our conversation for the better part of two hours.

      At a certain point, it seemed that we had outpaced the last of the refugees, and the road opened up. We weren’t positive — a lot of the signs identifying towns had been torn down, presumably by the Resistance — but we were getting pretty close to the place where we were going to have to abandon the vehicle and make our way on foot.

      I looked behind us. Michel was still sleeping, still cradling the piece of wood with which he would save the day. Then I looked forward, just in time for Leon to say, “Shit.” About 100 yards ahead of us, a German vehicle was stopped in the other lane. Standing next to it was a soldier holding up his hand.

      “Showtime,” Leon said.

      “Fuck,” I said. I leaned back and, as gently as I could, pulled the edge of the tarpaulin over Michel’s head.

      We had rehearsed, but not completely. Our basic story was that communications to the garrison in Caen had been cut, and our colonel had sent us to Le Havre for instructions. Which is what Leon told the sergeant who stopped us.

      “Orders?” he said. He held out his right hand. His rifle was slung over his left shoulder.

      “You’re fucking kidding me, right?” Leon said. We had been in the army, albeit a long time ago, but we knew that even though we were corporals and were technically outranked by the sergeant, such niceties between people close in rank tended to be ignored when it came to somebody being an over-officious dickhead. That couldn’t have changed much from one more to the next, we figured. So, Leon went with the aggressive approach.

      “Orders, asshole,” the sergeant said.

      “What part of ‘the communication lines were cut’ didn’t you understand? There aren’t any orders, other than the verbal ones the colonel gave us.”

      As the sergeant and Leon were debating, I managed to look past the sergeant and into his vehicle. Inside was another German soldier. If his eyes were open, I couldn’t see them.

      When I refocused on the conversation, Leon had managed to get past our lack of written documentation, but the sergeant wasn’t quite ready to give up.

      “Le Havre from Caen?” he said. “There’s a quicker way than this.”

      “Only if you go through Honfleur, and the last message we got before the lines went down was that Honfleur is fucked,” Leon said.

      “Fucked?”

      “Bombed,” Leon said. “There are bridges there, apparently. Or, there were.”

      “Honfleur? Shit,” the sergeant said. He had transformed from overly officious to officially worried in the space of a few sentences. Leon was handling the whole thing masterfully. The sergeant appeared ready to wave us through — you could just tell, from the way his face had softened, from a slight relaxation in his body language. He was ready, and then he wasn’t.

      And then he said, “Who’s the kid?”

      I looked back. Michel was peeking out from under the tarpaulin. We had planned out this one, at least a little, and I took over the conversation. It was a long story, and I told it as convincingly as I could, about a café in Caen where we had been eating every night, and about how this boy was the son of the owners, and how the place was bombed, and they were killed and seeing as how we had to go to Le Havre anyway, we were going to take him to an aunt and uncle there.

      “His whole family was killed,” I said.

      “No,” the sergeant said. The body language was back to overly officious dickhead.

      “What’s the harm?” I said. “I mean, have a fucking heart.”

      “No,” the sergeant said. He was even sterner the second time.

      “Look,” I said. “I have a boy at home in Essen. He’s about the same age — Rudi. I just can’t let it go. I just keep thinking, if it was the other way around, and somebody could help Rudi—“

      “Enough,” the sergeant said. He started to half turn toward his vehicle.

      “Just look at the picture, Rudi’s picture,” I said. “You’ll see the resemblance.”

      He stopped, just for a second. I reached to my side, toward my pocket, and instead lifted the revolver that had been wedged between my thigh and the seat. With one motion, I aimed, fired, and pretty much blew off the top right quarter of the sergeant’s head.

      Leon was gunning the motor before the sergeant had hit the macadam. His buddy in the other vehicle was quite awake as we blew by him. That he saw both of our faces didn’t matter. There was no way anything would register with him after seeing the sergeant separated from his hairline.

      “How much time do we have?” I said.

      “Five minutes might be a stretch,” Leon said. “I’m sure the other guy is on the radio already. We have to ditch this thing, like now.”

      A small farm road presented itself within about a mile, and Leon took it. It was in the general direction of Port Vert. He drove for maybe two more minutes, came upon an overgrown stretch next to a small pond, and maneuvered the vehicle behind the bushes. We were out of the tunics and helmets and back to the edge of the main road in a few minutes. We waited there, hidden among the bushes and trees, for what seemed like forever, but which was probably two hours. In that time, several German vehicles sped in the direction of the unfortunate sergeant, and one or two sped back the other way. And then, finally, came the column of refugees.

      We scrambled out of the bushes and joined the line. I helped an older couple push their wooden cart while Michel joined in playing with their three grandchildren. Leon walked with another group about 20 yards behind us, also pushing a wooden cart. Two or three times in the succeeding hours, German vehicles squeezed by and eyeballed the group, but none stopped or even really slowed down that much.
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      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      When Leon asked the question, he did not specify the “it,” mostly because it was unnecessary. We had walked with the crowds along the main road, slept with the crowds, awoke with the crowds, and then we had peeled off at what we imagined was the road to Port Vert after re-starting the trudge. A mile or so after we turned, our intuition was confirmed when Michel, romping ahead of us, found a road sign thrown into the bushes, a sign with “Port Vert” and an arrow.

      In all of that time, I had not mentioned the fact that I had just blown a man’s head off. Intellectually, I was fine with it — more than fine. We were trying to survive, to save our lives and the life of a little orphan, and if that wasn’t justification, it didn’t exist. I was a soldier in a war, and I had shot an enemy. Again, there was no question.

      But intellectual justification is one thing, and the feeling deep in your chest is something else, and the visions that arrived when you closed your eyes were, well… And Leon had known me for a long, long time.

      “Look at the boy,” he said, and pointed to Michel. When we had left the German vehicle, he had insisted on keeping the hunk of wood that was to be his weapon in our imaginary production. He was skipping, and throwing it ahead of himself, and then running to pick it up, and then repeating the process.

      “His life is shit,” is what I said.

      “His life has a chance because of what you did,” Leon said.

      “I know,” I said. “I know. I mean—”

      “It’s not the first time—”

      Leon was right. It wasn’t the first time. I had shot Germans and I had blown them up. It was a war, and we were soldiers, uniforms or not.

      “You know what it’s like,” Leon said. “Time heals. It just does.”

      “It’s just—” I said.

      “That it was so close,” Leon said. “I get it. I get it completely. It’s easier when there’s some distance. But it’s the same thing, and you already know that in your head, and soon enough, your heart will sync up.”

      “And between now and then?”

      “That’s why they invented alcohol.”

      “Which we don’t possess at the moment,” I said.

      It was about 8 p.m. when we arrived in Port Vert. We had taken turns carrying Michel on our backs for the last couple of miles, and he showed no signs of wanting to resume walking.

      The town was tiny. If I’d had to guess, no more than 100 people lived there. But on what appeared to be the only street, there were signs that the place was mostly self-sufficient, like so many other minuscule French towns. Everything was shuttered for lack of supplies during the occupation, but there was a butcher, a fruit and vegetable store, a bakery, a general goods store and, a bit farther down, a small church. Most days — especially if you possessed some rudimentary distilling skills — what else did you need?

      We dragged our dragging asses to the church and banged on the door of the tiny rectory next door. The man who answered was wearing a black cassock, fraying at the hem, stained near one of the knees, and half unbuttoned from the top. His name was Father Martin.

      We explained who we were, and who Michel was, and he scraped together a small bowl of soup for the kid.

      “My lunch tomorrow,” he said. “Oh, well. And I’m sorry, there’s nothing else.”

      After Michel finished licking the plate, we walked the five minutes to his aunt and uncle’s house, a small stone pile with a straw roof. When a woman answered, she looked at the four of us, but fixated on Michel.

      “My God,” she said. “He looks just like my Charles.”

      “Annemarie, you need to sit down,” Father Martin said. And then he explained about the bombing in Lisieux, and the death of her sister and brother-in-law, and the rest. She sobbed, but only for a few seconds. It was a skill we all had seemed to acquire during the occupation, the ability to compartmentalize our emotions — although some were better than others. Annemarie was very good.

      “Kids,” she yelled, turning toward a closed door. It was the children’s bedroom, and four kids — probably aged 10 to about 3, two boys and two girls — came scampering out in their pajamas.

      “This is your cousin Michel,” she said, and then she began giving orders. Cathy, the oldest, was to give Michel a quick wash. Willy, in the middle somewhere, was to find a spare pair of pajamas. She was about to say something to Charles, who was about the same age as Michel, but it turned out to be unnecessary. The two of them noticed immediately that they could have been looking in a mirror as they stared at each other.

      Annemarie sobbed again for a few seconds after the kids ran off, and then she stopped and said, “Another mouth. My God—”

      “Annemarie, where’s Paul?” Father Martin said. Paul was obviously the husband.

      “On a… detail,” she said, half in a whisper. I wanted to ask exactly what kind of detail might be necessary out here in this little speck of a place, but I didn’t get the chance. Just seconds later, the door opened and Paul burst into the house. He was out of breath.

      He looked at all of us, and then he said, “Father… Annemarie…”

      They explained. He listened, but it all seemed to register only barely. He opened a closet door and emerged with a shotgun. And then he said, “You have to go, all of you.”

      “Go where?” Annemarie said.

      “Into the woods.”

      “You come with us,” she said.

      Paul didn’t answer. He leaned over, gave her a kiss, and walked quickly toward the door.

      “We can—” Leon said.

      “If you don’t have weapons, you can’t,” Paul said. “Do you?”

      We didn’t. We left them in the German vehicle. We didn’t see any way we could travel with them inconspicuously. Even the pistol was too big for our pants pockets.

      “Go now,” he said. “Go quickly. There isn’t much time. Maybe minutes.”

      And then Paul was out the door, gone. We looked at Annemarie, and there was no sobbing, just more orders. The children, all five of them, were dressed in less than five minutes, and then we were out the back door and following some tiny forest trails in the failing light.
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      The trail twisted and turned, right-left-right-left, and I lost track of the direction within about two minutes. The children were oddly quiet without being told by their mother. I wondered if they had practiced their escape before that night. What a fucking world.

      Maybe 10 minutes after we started, Annemarie stopped the column — five children, a 70-year-old priest, and two shot Resistance fighters — and we all sat in a small clearing on whatever fallen log was available. Again, the kids were silent.

      “We’re really very close to the town, still,” Father Martin said. He clearly had been this way before, too.

      “It’s just a little over a hundred yards.” He pointed vaguely back over his shoulder. “But there’s no path. Soldiers would never consider coming from there. Too much bracken. And their vehicles would have no chance. Just look.”

      The forest was completely overgrown. Between the bigger trees were dozens of little scrub trees, five-foot spindles that somehow sprouted in the shade. Honestly, the whole place needed a good fire to clear out some of the mess and promote a healthy growing environment. The fire could wait, though. The camouflage that the mess provided appeared to be impenetrable. I almost felt safe, until the shouting began.

      It was in German, or occasionally in a German soldier’s attempt at pidgin French. It was preceded by the roar of a couple of vehicles, and then the slamming of doors. Then the yelling. They were rounding people up. Men were shouting. Women were crying. This one German yelled a half-dozen times in his native tongue, “Come on out, you Resistance pieces of shit.”

      I looked at Father Martin.

      “Resistance?” I said.

      He looked at Annemarie and then at me and said, “Really, no. No sabotage. Nothing like that. Just keeping their eyes open.”

      Which is what Annemarie apparently meant when she said that Paul was on a detail.

      “There would be no reason for reprisals,” the old priest said. He was obviously clued in completely on what the men in town were up to, or weren’t up to. The way he saw it, keeping your eyes and ears open was only human. It did not make you a combatant, even if you passed the information on to somebody who was.

      Still, the one soldier kept on with his sing-song. It was the fifth or sixth time. “Come on out, you Resistance pieces of—” That’s when the rifle shot rang out, and the fusillade of fire that was returned. It wasn’t hard to deduce that the single shot had been from a Frenchman, maybe Paul. The 30 seconds of automatic weapons fire that followed was from the Germans. And then there was no sing-song. There were just more bursts from automatic weapons, and more yelling from women and men, and crying from children, and then a kind of consensus command from the Germans, “In there. All of you, in there.”

      Leon looked at the old priest and said, “What do you think?”

      “There’s a big garage in the center of the block,” he said. “They repair cars, bicycles, farm equipment. Red brick. You probably saw it on the way in. It’s big enough.”

      “Big enough for what?” I said.

      “To hold the whole town,” Father Martin said.

      “Which is how many?” Leon said.

      The priest stopped for a second, counting on his fingers. “Without us, if everybody’s home, it’s 87 people.”

      There was a lot of moving around that you could kind of hear: vehicles starting and then driving away, others arriving, the occasional shout, the occasional burst of automatic fire. We all sat there as dusk grew into darkness and just listened. I know my imagination was working overtime, and I know everybody else’s had to be, too. Through it all, though, those five kids never said a word — not one. It was the eeriest thing. They took turns on Annemarie’s lap — except for Charles and Michel, who just sat together on a log and held hands. The mother whispered a few words into each of their ears and hugged them — and they never said a thing. Other than just about everyone, at one time or another, having to walk a few steps into the trees to relieve themselves, nobody said anything. It got very quiet, but we just sat and listened.

      There was a sliver of moonlight that reached into our little hideaway clearing, so I was able to check my watch. It was close to 10:30, and we were supposed to be ready on the little pier at midnight or a bit later. I figured we were close, but I wasn’t certain, and I was getting worried. Leon saw me look at my watch and caught my eye — he was getting worried, too. I was about to say something when we smelled it. Something was burning. Something big. First there was the smell and then there was just a bit of glow that filtered through the trees.

      “What? I said.

      “You don’t think?” Annemarie said.

      “If I had to guess,” the old priest said, and then his voice kind of trailed off, and then he found it again.

      “The garage, it’s brick in the front,” he said. “It’s wood on the sides and back.”

      We didn’t hear any screaming, and we took some comfort in that. Maybe it was just a house that they set on fire. Maybe it was the block of empty shops, just for spite. But we did hear some windows shatter, and a couple of bursts from the automatic weapons, and some laughing among the soldiers.

      “They’re laughing,” Leon said. “There’s no way they’d be laughing if…”

      His voice trailed off, as Father Martin’s had. But Leon did not find any more words. No one did. It was just the smell, and the glow, and the occasional shout or weapon being fired. I know what I was thinking, but I dared not say it out loud. And what I was thinking was: all the shouting was now in German. I had not heard a French voice in a long time — not a French yell, not a French wail.

      At least three of the kids were asleep. Annemarie was sobbing again. That was the only sound, and I could barely hear her, and I was only about six feet away.

      I looked at my watch again. It was almost 10:45.
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      “Come on,” Father Martin said. He got to his feet with a bit of difficulty, which I understood. He probably had 20 years on Leon and me, but the stiffness I felt was real.

      The old priest leaned over and whispered something to Annemarie. She nodded, then looked at Leon and me. I had no idea what to say, none of us did, so I simply extended my hand and gave hers a squeeze. Leon did the same. By then, all the kids were asleep, Michel and Charles leaning against each other. I felt like saying goodbye, but then thought better of it. Again, there was nothing to say and no way to explain.

      Father Martin walked us for about two minutes in the direction from which we had come. We got to a crossroads. He pointed to his right and said, “That way. You’re not that far from the Seine, but the path winds a bit. You’re going to have three more decision points along the way. First decision, go right. Second decision, go left. Third decision, go left. The whole thing shouldn’t take more than about a half-hour — and it will leave you within sight of the pier.”

      “Right, left, left,” Leon said.

      He kept repeating it quietly. The old priest smiled at his pupil. When I asked him what he and his six charges would do, he said that the next town up the river really wasn’t that far, and reachable through the woods. He said he would rejoin them, wake the kids, and begin trudging in the other direction. There was a church where they could hide if necessary.

      As he spoke, the priest reached into his pocket and pulled out a ring of keys. He began fiddling, removing something from the ring.

      “Here,” Father Martin said. Then he held up what looked like a medal of some sort. It glinted in the rather large shaft of moonlight that shone through the canopy of the trees.

      “St. Christopher,” he said.

      “The traveler,” I said. “Maybe you should keep it. I mean—”

      “I have more than one,” he said, holding up the key ring. Again, the moonlight caught the fist of keys and whatnot. I found myself staring at it, and at one thing in particular — a gold locket. I saw it for only a second, but the moon shone on it like a spotlight — at least it did to me. I snatched the key ring from Father Martin and fingered the locket and stared at it. It was a bit bent on one side, and scorched on the back.

      “Not a good luck charm, just a reminder,” the priest said.

      “Of what?” I said.

      “Of the preciousness of life.”

      He told the story of how he found it — about the small plane that had crashed near the church a year or so before, and how he had found the locket in the grass next to the burning wreckage. Two people had died in the crash, he said, and they thought one of them was a woman. But everyone had been burned so badly that any attempts at identification would have been futile.

      As he spoke, my heart began to race. I became a little unsteady on my feet.

      “Alex, what is—” Leon said.

      “The locket,” I said. “I bought it for Manon.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Rue Sala, shitty little pawnshop, 1941,” I said. “Our first anniversary.”

      “I don’t know,” Leon said. Then he looked at the priest and said, “Anything inside?”

      “No,” Father Martin said.

      “She kept it empty on purpose,” I said. “She said she wanted there to be room for both of us.”

      We looked at each other at that point. They seemed to be as full of questions as I was. I was ready to start asking when we heard the noise coming from back in the direction of Annemarie’s little house. It was German noise.

      “Oh, shit,” Leon said.

      “We have to go,” Father Martin said.

      “But—”

      “No time,” the priest said. “No time for any of us. Go. Just go.”

      The helplessness I felt at that moment would linger with me for days. The old priest began running, as best as he could manage, back toward Annemarie and her family. Leon, standing in the crossroads, yanked me in the direction we needed to head. He began running and my legs reluctantly followed. We couldn’t move too fast in the dark, but we were doing pretty well. I just stuck behind him out of some kind of reflex because my mind was not in those woods. It was nowhere near.

      It was hard to believe that the Germans would chase too far into the maze of trails unless they were looking for something specific — and it was even harder to believe that a priest and a woman with a bunch of kids would be worth the effort. And that was assuming that the Germans even knew that they were unaccounted for. As for Leon and I, we probably were worth a romp through the bracken — but there was no way they could know that we were in Port Vert. There was no way that they could know we even existed.
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      The skipper was nothing if not punctual. By 12:30, Leon and I were hidden down below the empty crates of Jerusalem artichokes and rutabagas that he had delivered on his last run. Within minutes, Leon was snoring, which left me with alone with my thoughts, with my memories of Manon.

      It had only been a year since she died, but sometimes it seemed like a lifetime. When I closed my eyes, I thought I saw her clearly — unlike, say, my mother, who died from the Spanish flu at the end of the first war. But I didn’t have a photograph, not of either of them, and I wondered how much of what I saw in the darkness beneath my eyelids was real.

      We fell in love in Zurich, just before the war. She was spying for France, and I was spying for the Czech government in exile. Our relationship was complicated and conflicted, born in the chaotic weeks before the Germans invaded France in 1940. And when they did, she hurried home to join the fight, whatever that meant, and I followed her. Lyon was her home, and it became mine.

      All we knew was war, all of our married life. All we knew was the Resistance, which we joined as soon as there was anything worth joining. We worked on separate bits of demolition and whatnot, and often didn’t tell each other the details. We were always hurrying, always out of breath. We made insistent love between our various Resistance missions, and that might have been the only time I didn’t reflexively look over the shoulder. Everything about our relationship was fueled by adrenaline, it seemed.

      “Do you ever wonder?” she asked me. It was sometime in 1941, before the Gestapo came to Lyon and established its suffocating presence.

      “About?”

      “You know, about when the Germans are gone,” Manon said. “Like, when it’s normal again. What will it be like then? We’ve never known normal. We’ve never relaxed. The only nights out for us, in our whole married life, have involved political arguments or demolition planning in smoky basements with opinionated Communists.”

      “They’re not all Communists,” I said.

      “You’re right,” she said. “Ninety-eight percent Communists, two percent misanthropic assholes.”

      “Aren’t all misanthropes assholes?”

      “You know what I mean,” she said. “And I’m trying to be serious here. We don’t know the movies. We don’t know casual dinners along the Saône. All we know are Nazi occupiers and perpetually elevated heart rates. What if we’re no good at it?”

      “No good at what?”

      “At real life,” Manon said.

      That is the one conversation we had that I seem to remember word-for-word. We were sitting in our small living room, side by side on the sofa. My right arm was around her, and her head was half-buried in my chest. Occasionally, when I think back, I shift the perspective — as if an imaginary camera was on the other side of the room as we sat there, a camera that allowed me to see her face as she was talking. From that view, in my mind’s eye, I saw a genuine bit of worry on her face. I saw just the slightest quiver in her lower lip.

      “You awake?” It was Leon. I had not noticed that he had stopped snoring.

      “Go back to sleep,” I said.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “Maybe later,” I said.

      He drifted off quickly. A couple of tiny shafts of moonlight made it through the piles of crates above us and into our little netherworld below the deck. The night was quiet, and the Seine was calm. The rocking of the boat was easy and relaxing.

      No good at what?

      At real life.

      If I could hear that conversation on the sofa, I could feel that last night in Lyon. I had tried to assassinate a Gestapo officer whom I had tangled with back in Germany, in Cologne, a tangle that left him seeking revenge. When he found me in Lyon, I felt I had no choice — it was kill or be killed. When I shot him but didn’t kill him, the Resistance decided that it was time for Manon and me to leave the premises. It was complicated, but she was being kept in one safe house, and Leon and I were being kept in another, and we were to meet in a small field where a plane would pick us up and bring us to England.

      We were hiding in hedgerows on either side of the field. At the sound of the airplane engine, torches were shined skyward to mark the landing area. When the wheels hit, we were to run to the middle of the field — me from my side, Manon from hers — and leap into the plane. If everything worked, the plane wouldn’t be on the ground for 30 seconds.

      And it did work, until it didn’t. Until the spotlights came on. Until the shooting started. I was hit and dragged to safety by Leon and a couple of others. The plane took off, and it was never heard from again.

      Did Manon get on? We were pretty sure the answer was yes, mostly because the Germans did not advertise her killing or capture — which they surely would have done.

      Did the plane make it to England? No. The people there were sure of that.

      Did it ditch in the Channel? Crash somewhere else? Land safely someplace in France? We figured it was probably the first, the Channel, and maybe the second. But land safely? We would have known, would have found out. Manon was a trained intelligence agent, a real-life spy before the war, and she would have found a way to contact the Resistance. And while the network was loose and the communications links were sometimes chaotic, we would have gotten word. Manon would have made sure that we knew she was alive. That I knew she was alive. That I knew she and our unborn baby were alive.

      That was the only time I cried anymore, when I thought about the baby. I didn’t know what kind of asshole that made me, but it was the truth. I felt around my eyes and realized I wasn’t crying, though, as I lay in the bottom of the boat. Maybe I was just exhausted.

      While I was pretty sure I was never going to fall in love again, I didn’t think about Manon every day anymore. The whole thing was kind of weird, a series of contradictions. I idolized her in some ways and idealized our relationship and cherished the time we had together, but I didn’t think twice anymore about having sex with whomever — and that was true after only a couple of months. When I felt the need to rationalize it, which really wasn’t that often anymore, my excuse was the occupation, and the Resistance, and the fact that I was living about one step ahead of the reaper.

      No good at what?

      At real life.

      Before I fell asleep — for what turned out to be a 14-hour nap in the bottom of that boat, with Leon snoring behind me — I thought about, well, about knowing for sure. Because now I did. Now I knew what happened. Manon didn’t arrive in England and somehow have her paperwork get misplaced. She didn’t crash into the Channel, and she didn’t land safely and rejoin the Resistance. Now I knew, and I didn’t feel any different. Maybe it was just that I was so tired.

      Now I knew. The pilot was dead and Manon was dead, and our baby was dead. All that remained was the empty locket, the one I had bought at the shitty pawnshop on Rue Sala, empty so that there would be room for both of us.
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      Bathed and slept. Ate and drank. Basked in our ability to describe what we had seen around the time of the invasion, and then discovered the number of Parisian women who immediately heard our stories and transformed from acquaintanceship to sex-ship. Hannah nearly jumped me right in the Bleu after we told about the bridge we blew up in Lisieux. Even Leon rediscovered his old touch — on consecutive nights, with women half his age. It was as if a switch had been flipped. As he said, “At least one part of my anatomy has decided that the light at the end of the tunnel is actually an oncoming blonde.”

      It was shocking, how quickly I stopped fixating on Manon and the locket. We climbed out of the boat, got ourselves the rest of the way home, bathed and slept, ate and drank, et cetera and et cetera, and I had resumed my old Paris Resistance mindset within about three days. That was actually before the second et cetera, which was with the one Leon had slept with the previous night, and it took an inhuman amount of restraint for us not to compare notes as if we were 17 years old again. Mostly we communicated about that one with raised eyebrows and dirty smiles, although for me, there hadn’t been anything particularly eyebrow-raising or dirty about the encounter.

      One night, after we’d had a couple, I told Leon about how quickly I had moved on from that night in the woods with Father Martin. He said what he always said. The speech varied a little, but only a little: “It doesn’t make you an asshole. You’ve been grieving for a year in the middle of a war. Nobody feels normal about anything these days. There’s that, and there’s human nature. It’s all a defense mechanism. We don’t think about the people we kill. We don’t think about the people we fuck. We don’t think about the people we’ve lost. We don’t think, period. It’s how we protect ourselves in the middle of this madness.”

      About 75 percent of me believed him. Maybe it was 90 percent on a good day. But it wasn’t 100 percent. It would never be 100 percent. And I said, “The mind really is a powerful thing.”

      “What are you, a philosopher now?”

      “I’m serious,” I said. “I mean, you joke about the oncoming blonde, but somewhere inside you, you can finally see the end of this thing. Your mind is telling your body. Somewhere, something in your subconscious is telling you.”

      “Funny, I thought it was just my eyes telling me about the top four buttons on her shirt being undone,” Leon said.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Whatever you say, Sigmund.”

      The knock on the door ended our psychological journey. It was Geraldine. Leon excused himself, and I had her first four buttons undone within seconds, followed by the rest. It was all unspoken, all raw emotion. We didn’t say a word to each other, except for the “ouch” after I accidentally trapped her hair between my forearm and the mattress.

      Only when the preliminaries were done, and we were dressed again, did we have a conversation. The dressing was an important part of it. When you were in the Resistance — and especially when you were in the middle of an operation, as Geraldine was — you had to be ready to move without warning. You couldn’t loll around naked in the middle of the afternoon. All it would take would be the slam of a heavy car door out front, or the sound of insistent pounding on the front door of the apartment house, or Germans shouting at the concierge downstairs, to have us scampering up the back stairs to the roof and then vaulting across neighboring rooftops. Naked really didn’t work in that situation, and the time it took to slip back into your clothes literally could have been the difference between life and death.

      “So, what’s it like?” I said to her, finally.

      “It’s just a weird life,” Geraldine said. She still worked as a typist for a bank, still went to work every day. She kept her apartment and paid rent, but she never slept there. She never saw her friends, or really anyone she knew outside the bank. After work, she went to her German’s apartment and her other life, and they either stayed in or went out depending on his mood.

      “It’s like we’re married,” she said. “I mean, so strange. We have sex, but only maybe twice a week. I cook him his goddamned breakfast. At night, we either go out to eat or have something brought up from the café next door. He works really long hours, and even when we go out at night, it’s like more work. It’s always with other officers and their women.”

      “Do you ever talk to them?” I said. “The other women?”

      “Nothing beyond the weather. I mean, I’m too embarrassed. I can’t tell if they are or not.”

      We weren’t supposed to talk about the important stuff — agents tended to keep their own counsel about certain matters, to compartmentalize the operations and really to protect everyone else. So I talked about the second most important stuff: the food. I had been part of an operation months earlier that had me in and out of Paris’s better restaurants, and I missed the food. The only reason most of my clothes still fit was because of the pounds I gained in those weeks eating chateaubriand at Maxim’s.

      “I have an egg and fresh bread every morning,” Geraldine said. “And I’ve taken to skipping lunch because of all I get at dinner. Really, an entirely different menu from what’s on offer for regular people. Beef, chicken, or fish every night. Asparagus. Carrots. Real potatoes. Cake or some kind of sweet. Fresh fruit. Not a boiled rutabaga in sight. And in the nightclubs — champagne. Flows like water.”

      “Okay, okay, now I’m jealous,” I said. And then I realized how insensitive that sounded. A line like that would have worked in the banter Leon and I had batted back and forth for the last quarter-century. But Geraldine was not Leon. She was afraid.

      “I mean, he doesn’t hurt you, right?” I said.

      “No, no, nothing like that,” she said. “He’s really kind of sad, almost pathetic. But I still worry, especially when we go out. I mean, the odds are small, but what if somebody from the bank saw me at La Tour d’Argent? What if one of my friends saw me on the street, walking arm and arm with my German? Or what if I was followed here. I mean…”

      “But you weren’t, right?” I said. “You weren’t followed. You’d know, right?”

      “I’m pretty sure I’d know. But, I don’t know. I live in this other world now, and I question a lot of what I know these days.”

      We were sitting on the end of the bed. She shifted closer to me, and I put my arm around her. She was shaking.

      “You can always get out,” I said. “You could go to Brick right now and say it’s too dangerous and be done with it. I’ll take you, and we can go find him.”

      “No,” she said. “I can’t.”

      “Of course you can.”

      “No, I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s too important now,” Geraldine said. And then she told me what she had found out. That is, that her colonel’s boss, Boineburg-Lengsfeld, had received orders from Germany that Paris was not to fall into the hands of the Allies under any circumstances. That is, that the city was to be destroyed as the German occupation forces were evacuating.
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      For whatever reason, we were spending less time in the basement of Café Bleu and more time upstairs as paying customers. Everybody sensed what was happening — at least that something was about to happen — but Brick had no details or plans or instructions. So we slept until late morning, began drinking late in the afternoon, and listened to the BCC late at night.

      On this night, the Bleu was almost crowded. We had noticed it happening for a couple of weeks, the building of the crowd — and this despite the pitiful lack of food available in the city. Seeing as how we were perhaps the only two non-smokers in the city, Leon and I had been able to keep our alcoholic habit alive by trading our tobacco ration coupons for wine coupons. Occasionally, one of us or both of us had two sets of coupons from two separate identities — which meant that, in earlier months, we also could eat semi-decently. But we were down to one identify apiece, and there was little to eat anyway, which meant that a startlingly high percentage of our calories were coming from red wine. Oh, well.

      Anyway, the café was about three-quarters full despite the only dish on offer being a stew that was a combination of Jerusalem artichokes and something Louis, the waiter, called “pork bites.” Both words were lies as it turned out, and Leon and I passed as soon as we heard the description.

      “The usual, then?” Louis said. We nodded, and he returned with a bottle of something.

      Halfway through, Leon said, “So, let’s do our nightly scan.”

      “Okay, you first,” I said.

      We then went from table to table, trying to decide if the people sitting there were from the neighborhood or not. Our guess, in the preceding days, was that more than half of the patrons were outsiders, usually because they were tables filled exclusively with men in their twenties who, usually because of their dress, looked a little more country than city.

      That night, though, there were people sitting at 10 of the 14 tables — and nine of them, by our reckoning, were from someplace else, and nobody was mixing with anyone else, not really — maybe a nod when you made accidental eye contact, or a “pardon” when you brushed against someone’s chair on the way to the toilet. That was it, though, until Leon looked at me and said, “Did I ever tell you that my secret goal in life is to be the social director on a Danube cruise ship?”

      “Meaning what?”

      “Meaning, get off your ass and follow me — and bring the bottle,” he said.

      We walked across the big room and settled on a table with three young guys sharing a small carafe of red and two bowls of stew between the three of them. Leon intercepted Louis as we got there and said, “Another bowl for my new friends.”

      “But—” one of them said.

      “On us,” Leon said, handing over his coupon book to Louis and watching him go snip-snip with the scissors he wore on a string tied around his neck.

      The third bowl arrived, and the three of them ate with a sad fervor. I was hungry all the time, but I could not imagine the gusto with which they tucked into their bowls of watered-down shit. I said to Leon, “How hungry would you have to be to make your spoon move that fast?”

      “It’s unfathomable,” he said. “I mean, I’m planning on reaching for the bottle in a second, but I’m a little afraid I’ll lose a finger.”

      When they finished cleaning the bottom of the bowls with their fingers, we talked. The three of them were from Limoges, which gave us something to talk about, seeing as how Leon and I had been in Limoges in 1943. It was where we had landed after Lyon, and the five of us were able to compare notes on cafés and drinking spots, especially around Place Jourdan, the central green space in the city. I asked if they knew the war memorial from the first war, the only one I had ever seen in France that carried no names of the dead, no mind-numbing listing of the meaningless sacrifice.

      “To the children of Limoges who died for France and the peace of the world,” one of them said, quoting the only inscription. He said he memorized it once for a school project. He didn’t tell us his name. None of them did.

      “So, what brings you to the big city?” I said.

      “Same as you, I imagine,” one of them said. He was the tallest of the three.

      “We’ve been here for months,” I said. “You are, uh—”

      “Either late or early, I guess,” the tall one said.

      We were all dancing around the notion that we were in the Resistance. They didn’t know us, we didn’t know them, and so a degree of caution was necessary. It was the kind of caution that was built into every personal interaction, pretty much every day. If you didn’t know — if you didn’t know for sure — then you had to do a kind of verbal dance of the seven veils. You remove one, they remove one, then you, then them, until you got to the naked truth about whether you were in the Resistance.

      Except Leon — maybe this was the journalist in him — never had much time for the performance. He went by instinct after about the first or second veil. Which meant that, as he reached for our bottle, he looked at the three of them and said, “Fuck this bullshit. Who are you? Francs-Tireurs?”

      The three of them looked at each other, and there was a pause, and then the one in the middle, wearing a black cap, made a fist and held it in front of his chest and said, “FTP.” Then the other two did the same.

      “Thank God,” Leon said. We were FTP, too — Francs-Tireurs et Partisans. It was the great Communist Resistance umbrella, although I had no idea who was really in charge, or if anybody was really in charge. And then Leon raised his glass, and everyone did the same, and he said, “Fuck the Germans and fuck de Gaulle.”

      The three of them mumbled the beginning, but their fuck-de-Gaulle was loud and clear.

      Then we found out their story — although, to be completely accurate, Leon asked the questions, the black cap offered the replies, and the rest of us nodded a lot.

      Their mission?

      “To liberate Paris,” the black cap said.

      Their orders?

      “Just get to the city,” he said.

      Their Parisian contact?

      “Don’t have one,” the black cap said. “Maybe it can be you.”

      We told them what we had been noticing there in the Bleu, how new groups seemed to be arriving in the area every day in threes and fours, just like them. I also said, “I have to be honest. Everybody we see is carrying a single small knapsack. It makes me wonder about weapons.”

      “One pistol between the three of us,” the tall one said.

      “Ammunition?”

      “Three bullets,” he said, his eyes dropping to the table.

      “So, let me get this straight,” I said. “You were in Limoges, and the leader of your little FTP cell told you to come to Paris to liberate the city. Except you don’t know who he was taking his orders from, and you weren’t given a person to contact here, and you have one pistol and three fucking bullets between the three of you. And from what it seems like, this place is full of people in the same boat. Is that pretty much it?”

      Then it was my turn to reach for the bottle.
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      Place Maubert was humming on Bastille Day. Everyone was out, it seemed. The mood of the city changed in the days after June 6, as word of the Allied invasion at Normandy reached the population, by radio and then by word of mouth. It wasn’t as if the Germans could have kept it a secret for very long, despite the ban on listening to the BBC, and I wasn’t sure they ever really tried. By the time Leon and I got back to the city, there was a new sign added to the stack of signs in front of the Opéra, signs that named specific destinations and pointed this way and that way in seven different directions for the seven streets that converged near the Palais Garnier.

      “ZUR NORMANDIE FRONT,” the new sign read. The paint was fresh, not faded and sun-bleached like on many of the others. The words were bold. The arrow was big and insistent. There was no reason to kid anybody, it appeared.

      Paris thought it would triumph after all. You could see it, feel it. You never saw a German soldier by himself — not at a coffee bar in the morning, or a shop, or even taking a piss against a building. There was always another, and they watched each other’s backs, and you could see the fear in their eyes if you got close enough. Most people didn’t look at them, not anymore — and the ones who did tended to be teenaged boys who had taken to mocking the soldiers to their faces. It was as if both the soldiers and the boys suddenly realized who actually outnumbered whom. It was as if the soldiers, especially, knew that they didn’t carry enough bullets to take down an entire street full of citizens, and that to do anything but accept the taunts of the teenagers could provoke a situation where the bullets ran out before the angry Parisians did. And if the German soldiers had it bad, the average Paris policeman had it worse. I saw an old woman screaming at a cop on Rue Monge one afternoon, her face to his chest, and he just stood there and took it. She finished with a shouted, “Vichy pig,” and then she gave him a shove with her tiny arm, and then she attempted to spit in his face and just about reached his chin. And the cop just took it. He took it, saliva and all.

      And then it was Bastille Day on Place Maubert. The near-daily market that had functioned there for centuries was pretty much non-existent by about 1943. As Leon said, “Nothing to sell. What would be the point?”

      Instead, it had become a kind of black market. One of the main items on sale were cigarette butts that had been discarded in the streets — sometimes with the tobacco removed and re-rolled into new cigarettes, but sometimes just the butts. That was what the city had become. Cigarette butts on sale over on that side and women on sale over on the other, women without husbands who still had children to feed. They had no marketable skills, and even if they did the economy had nearly ground to a halt for lack of a) raw materials to make products, b) customers with the money to buy things, or c) both of the above. So, these pathetic women came out after the sun set and tried to find a way to survive until sunrise.

      “I usually hate it over here,” I said. But this day, this Bastille Day, was as if black-and-white had become color.

      “Was it like this before?” I said.

      “This is better,” Leon said. He was grinning non-stop. “I mean, it was nothing like this. Before, Bastille Day was just an excuse to get drunk, just a holiday. There would be a parade, and old men would show up wearing medals on their chests, and the kids would run around, and the bottles would be passed around, and it was all just fine and fun. But it was about the fun. The equality and the fraternity were written on the posters that people saw without reading, that they looked at in between sips. This isn’t that. Just look. It’s so much more spontaneous. It’s so much more… real. I don’t know.”

      That was precisely the word: spontaneous. On the little side streets in the Latin Quarter that led us to Place Maubert, we saw two impromptu parades start and stop and start again. It was men and women and children, maybe with a tricolor flag at the ahead, maybe with a trumpeter doing his best to find the notes to the ‘Marseillaise’. They marched, and they danced, and they sang. And that was the other thing: the red, white and blue flag and the national song had been banned since the Germans arrived in 1940, and nobody seemed to care. They sang, and they waved the colors, and they didn’t mind who heard them or saw them. Not that there were any German soldiers or even policemen to see or hear. The streets belonged to the people. It was as if the oppressors had decided to cower behind closed doors.

      “Hey, when’s your thing with Brick?” Leon said. I had told him about Geraldine and what she had found out, and she and I had concocted what I thought was a pretty simple operation to get as much information as we could without putting her in any more danger. Before we took it to Brick, I wanted to run it past Leon. I was a better operational planner than he was, but he had better instincts than I did. I needed to hear his reaction before I took another step.

      He made me run through it three times, and then he got quiet. When that happened, I said, “I don’t want analysis. I want your gut.”

      “Big risk,” he said.

      “Big reward,” I said.

      Leon nodded, and then he said, “Let me put it this way. If it were me, I’d do it. But I can’t tell you what to do.”

      “My decision,” I said. But I knew that he had just blessed it, even if he needed to tell himself otherwise. Anyway, our meeting with Brick was going to be set the next time Geraldine made contact. We were supposed to be on a weekly schedule, but getting away from her colonel was becoming harder and harder, it seemed. All we could do was wait, and confirm she was okay — which one of us managed to do by walking past the colonel’s flat every couple of evenings and attempting to catch a glimpse of her through the second-floor window.

      Anyway, we marched along until we arrived at Place Maubert. When we got there, a man with an accordion was trying and failing to climb up on the concrete base of a statue that was no longer there. I pointed and laughed, and Leon said, “Étienne Dolet.”

      “You know the guy?” I said.

      “Not him,” Leon said. “The statue that used to be there. Étienne Dolet. He was an old troublemaker from a few centuries ago, wrote a bunch of stuff that got him sideways with the Inquisition. They strangled him and then burned him to death for good measure. The statue was his consolation prize.”

      “Where is it now?”

      “The Germans took it down,” Leon said. “I was actually here that day, when the market was still going. I think it was 1942.”

      “The Nazis don’t like old troublemakers? I wouldn’t have guessed.”

      “It wasn’t that,” Leon said. “They melted it down for the copper. You know, like pretty much every old statue in the city.”

      As I considered the idea that the molten remains of a statue dedicated to free expression had probably been re-formed into bullets that might have been shot at Leon and me, a couple of strong, young boys hoisted the accordion player and his instrument up onto the concrete base, and the guy struck up the Marseillaise, and the whole place was singing along after about three or four notes. They all seemed to know several verses, but I had to give up after one.
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      Brick and I would have preferred to meet Geraldine at night, but that wasn’t possible. There was no way she could get away from her German in the evenings or the bank during the days — or anytime, it seemed. After almost a month of silence, what she managed was to tell her boss at the bank that she wasn’t feeling well and needed to see the doctor. That ruse gave her about three hours to meet with us and then be “home” before the colonel arrived.

      We decided that a public place would be as inconspicuous as any, and settled on a little café in the shadow of the Sorbonne. I had blown up the German bookstore around the corner in what seemed like a previous life, but it was less than a year earlier. It felt as if I had lived a dozen years in the previous 12 months.

      We all came separately, and Brick arrived last. He already knew the basics, partly from Geraldine and partly from me, but we had not yet told him the details of our plan. That was the reason for the meeting, but it wasn’t how we began. Geraldine was just bursting with concern.

      “I can’t tell you how scary my man is getting,” she said, as soon as she had been brought a cup of the ersatz coffee on offer.

      “He’s not—” I said.

      “No, he’s not harming me, not hitting me. It’s nothing like that. He’s just, I don’t know, I guess morose is the best description. We hardly go out anymore — and when we do, the men leave the women at the table and go stand at the bar and discuss things. Sometimes they argue — you can’t hear it, but you can see it in their expressions. They leave us for 10 or 15 minutes at a time. I can’t stand the women — I mean, all they talk about is new hats and dresses.”

      “Is that new?” I said, and then I pointed at the yellow number Geraldine was wearing.

      “Fuck you — it’s part of the cover,” she said. Then she smiled. “You fucking asshole.”

      “Anything to lighten the mood,” I said.

      “But that’s the thing — he really is morose,” Geraldine said. “And it’s all about the orders to destroy the city. Like I said, we hardly ever go out anymore. He just pours tumblers full of that vile schnapps they have trucked in for the officers. We have four or five bottles in the pantry at all times — they just deliver it with the groceries. He pours a glass and opens his briefcase and plops himself in front of the little writing desk in the sitting room and pores over the papers. Every once in a while, he’ll read me a bit out loud. Like last night, he said, ‘There’s actually an engineering study trying to calculate how much dynamite it will take to bring down the Eiffel Tower. Good God.’”

      “Did you say, ‘Good God,’ or did he,” Brick said.

      “He said it,” Geraldine said. “‘Good God.’ And that’s how he spends his nights, just in disbelief that they’re actually planning to blow up the city. They’re making all of these calculations. How much to take out the Opéra? How much for Notre Dame? How much for Pont Neuf? That’s what it’s come to. And every night, he drinks himself into incoherence — but then the last bit of Germanic breeding kicks in. And no matter how drunk he is, the good colonel arranges the papers neatly and puts them back into his briefcase. And then he takes my hand, and we go to bed.”

      “And he’s out?” Brick said.

      “Like a dead man,” she said.

      “Which is where I come in,” I said. And then Geraldine and I laid out the plan. There really was not a lot to it. Getting into and getting out of the apartment building would be the hardest part. After that, it would be a cinch. Geraldine would add a bit of a sleeping potion to the schnapps, just to make sure. And while the good colonel was out, I would enter the flat, open the briefcase, and photograph every document inside. The whole thing wouldn’t take 20 minutes.

      “What’s the security like?” Brick said.

      “Two uniforms out front. None in the back as far as I know. Best as I can tell, one of the uniforms walks back and checks the alley about three times during the night, just a quick peek — but that’s it. You would have to have horrible luck to get caught.”

      “What’s the building setup?” Brick said.

      “Two flats per floor,” Geraldine said. “We’re the second floor, front.”

      “Who’s second floor, rear?”

      “Now, it’s empty,” she said. “It was another colonel, but he’s gone. To Rouen, I heard.”

      Brick asked a few more questions and took in the answers without comment. Then he got quiet, and the three of us sipped at our crap coffee for a minute or two in the sunshine. He was thinking, and we were waiting.

      Then Brick put down his cup and blurted out, “Not yet.”

      “Why not?” Both Geraldine and I said the same thing at the same time.

      “It’s not necessary, at least not yet,” he said. “We know the basics — that they’re going to blow our asses up as they try to escape the city. We don’t have any idea of the date, though, right?”

      Brick looked at Geraldine. She shook her head.

      “This is incredibly valuable intelligence,” he said. “And we are going to pass it up to the people in charge. You have to stay put, Geraldine. This is too important to abandon. But, well, think about it. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out what they’ll want to destroy. Documents showing dynamite calculations are interesting, but maybe not worth the risk. So, I say we wait.”

      “For what?” Geraldine said.

      “I’m not sure,” Brick said. “For something… I don’t know. For something more. I think some advance warning on the dates would be big. Or, I don’t know, I’m not sure what. But I think you’ll know it when you hear it.”

      Geraldine absorbed everything Brick had said, and then it was her turn to be quiet. I couldn’t guess what she was thinking. When you are in the middle of an operation, it is your whole life. It’s all you think about, all you dream about, and it’s hard sometimes to hear someone tell you to slow down. I had been there, more than once — and I had erupted in frustration more than once.

      Geraldine, though, went quiet. And when she finally did reply, it was only to say, “We’re going to need a signal. These weekly check-ins aren’t going to be enough anymore.”

      With that, it was determined that I or someone else would walk by her apartment building sometime after 10 a.m. every day, after both she and the colonel had left for work. If there was a flower pot on the little Juliet balcony outside the bedroom window, that was the signal for a meeting.

      “One other thing,” Brick said. Then he looked at me. “When the time comes, you’re not going into the flat alone.”

      “But—”

      “I take that back,” Brick said. “You go in alone. But you have help on the outside, to make sure about the uniforms. Leon’s your helper. Work it out with him, and do it immediately. And don’t try to talk me out of it — this is non-negotiable.”

      With that, we all sat back. Then, without a word of farewell, Geraldine got up from the table and walked into the afternoon sunshine. That’s when Brick told me about the next day’s assignment.
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      Leon and I took the Métro from Réaumur-Sébastopol. The first train through was from Line 3, but we waited for the one from Line 4, toward Orléans. It was just after 4 p.m., and the platform was crowded with office workers beginning to head home for the day. There were four German uniforms among those waiting with us, all of them officers, and everyone gave them plenty of room. We were all lined up as our identification documents said we should be — Jews where the last of the five cars would stop, first-class passengers (and Germans) in front of the middle car with its padded seats, and everybody else in front of the rest. Leon and I were up front because, while he was a Jew, Leon’s identification papers said he was Louis St. Laurent, as Catholic as the archbishop.

      Our stop, Denfert-Rochereau, was almost at the ass-end of the line. It was a part of the city I had never seen before, even though it was only maybe a half-hour walk to the Latin Quarter. All I knew about it was what Leon had told me. That is, that there was a big statue of a lion outside the station, on an island in the street, and that it was meant to commemorate a commander in the war of 1870 who organized the defense of Belfort. It apparently was a successful defense, and the lion was known as the Lion of Belfort, and that was that.

      “But you’ll have to see it another time,” Leon said. We were the last people out of the first car when our stop came. We dawdled as much as we could, especially given that two of the uniforms got out ahead of us. We chatted and walked slowly. I stopped and kneeled and pretended to tie a shoe. That was enough to clear everyone out of our line of sight — at which point, we doubled back a few dozen steps and then turned right into a dusty passageway.

      “I think this is where Brick said it was,” Leon said. He was whispering. Then, after about a hundred feet, we came to the end of the passageway. The only thing there was a door, upon which had been painted a sign that read: “DANGER! Live Electric Wires.” Leon leaned over and nearly pressed his nose to the door.

      “The paint still smells wet,” he said. Then he opened the door and we were through. After another hundred feet or so, we came to another door. This time, there was a man waiting outside, and he was holding a rifle that was pointed in our direction.

      “Password?” the man said. He waved the rifle in our faces.

      “Um, no,” Leon said.

      “Jesus,” the man said. “State your business.”

      “A message for Rol,” Leon said.

      “Which one?”

      “Huh?”

      “The husband or the wife?” the man said.

      “Husband,” Leon said. “The colonel.” I was pretty sure he did not know there was a wife. The man with the rifle looked at us for a few seconds, back and forth, back and forth, and then said, “Fuck it.” Then he had us face the wall and searched us for weapons. Finding none, he opened the door for us and said, “Just follow the steps.”

      “Vive la France,” I said, helpfully.

      “Learn the fucking password,” he said.

      Down we went, down a long set of steps. Brick had told Leon that this was an old forgotten air raid shelter that the Resistance had appropriated for its new headquarters — appropriated as of that morning, apparently.

      We got to the bottom and through another door, and we came upon a bustle of movement and the noise that accompanied it — doors slamming, people shouting, telephones ringing, furniture banging against door jambs as it was being moved around.

      “Beehive of activity,” Leon said.

      “I was thinking ant colony, but yeah,” I said.

      We were barely in the big room when someone shouted, “Quiet! Quiet!” That was followed by a dozen shushes, and the opening of a door on the far end of the room. Through it came the man we assumed to be Colonel Rol, the leader of the Resistance in Paris. We assumed, based solely on how everyone turned in his direction, clearly waiting for him to speak first.

      He asked for a report from someone, and the guy offered an assessment of the progress of the Allied armies since the invasion. The overall tone of his commentary was that the progress was slow but relentless. I didn’t know who he was relying on for his information, but I could have told them the same thing just from listening to the radio and looking at a map.

      “We have to get moving!” This was a different guy speaking, except he was shouting. He said it two more times: “We have to get moving! We have to get moving!”

      “…before the Allies get here,” said a third guy.

      I looked at Leon. We were in a different place, and at a higher level, but it was the same argument that we’d had more than a few times in the cellar of the Bleu. The Communists were worried about driving out the Germans, yes, but they were worried just as much about being the ones who drove them out, and doing it before de Gaulle and the Allied army arrived. Leon looked back at me and shrugged.

      Colonel Rol didn’t say anything as the assertions flew. He stood in the same place, arms folded, not smiling, not frowning, not anything. I looked back and forth between him and the people doing the talking, between passion and cool calculation, back and forth, back and forth. Rol’s look never changed, not even when the one guy — the we-have-to-get-moving guy — said, “It would be worth 200,000 lives in Paris to get this done before de Gaulle gets here.”

      I leaned over and whispered to Leon, “Two hundred thousand? Holy fuck.”

      “That about sums it up,” he said.

      The room erupted after the 200,000 lives were put on the line. After a few seconds, Rol raised his right hand and waited. It took maybe five seconds for the noise to subside.

      “This is supposed to be about the police strike,” he said. That redirected the conversation, but did not quell the disagreements. There apparently was a question of whether the police would go on strike, and whether the Resistance would support them if they did. Around and around it went for about five minutes, at which point Colonel Rol raised his right arm again. What followed was a very politic statement to the group. On the one hand, he said that the Resistance would support a police strike. On the other hand, he declined to have the Resistance issue a statement calling for a strike.

      When he was done speaking, Rol turned on his heel and left the room, presumably into his office. When we attempted to deliver our message to him, about the Germans planning to destroy the city as they were leaving, we were stopped by an aide of some sort. He was the one we ended up telling our news. We never did get to speak to the colonel.
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      We decided to walk back, and it didn’t take 40 minutes, and we were early for our meeting with Brick to report on what we had seen. It was at the same café where we had met Geraldine the previous day. There was a time when such a quick repetition of a meeting place would have been considered unthinkably bad tradecraft. Now, though, it seemed as if there were fewer rules and fewer concerns. The light at the end of the tunnel — be it a blonde or otherwise — had managed to catch pretty much everyone’s eye.

      We had spent almost all the walk back teasing out the meaning of a single number: 200,000. It was a pretty straight shot — the name of the street changed along the way, but it was mostly Rue Saint-Jacques — and that number transfixed us the whole way. We couldn’t decide if it was just the bluster of a single man — “a bullshitter’s ultimate offering of bullshit,” Leon said — or if it was a figure with meaning. Could it be possible that the Communist leadership in Paris thought sacrificing 200,000 lives was worth preventing the Gaullists from being the ones to drive out the Germans and secure the city?

      The other thing we talked about was Colonel Rol. For instance, how he was dressed.

      “What was with the black beret in a basement?” Leon said.

      “And the Spanish tunic?” I said. “And the, whatever they’re called — the colonel things, insignias, on the sleeves? I mean, did he think he was manning a barricade in Madrid?”

      The Spanish Civil War was where the colonel had made his reputation. We were a long way away from there, though, and nobody in the Resistance in Paris wore a uniform. We had said we might have to come up with something — like a handkerchief tied around our sleeves or something like that — when the shooting started, and we were acting like actual soldiers, not spies and saboteurs. But that’s what we still were, and the easiest way to get a bunch of people shot would be for Colonel Rol to be seen showing up at a clandestine meeting in his Spanish clown suit.

      Sartorial criticism aside, though, we kept coming back to that number.

      “Do you really think he would sacrifice 200,000 people just so that he can end up being the mayor of Paris when this is done, rather than some de Gaulle puppet?” I said.

      “That’s not—”

      “Real people,” I said. “That’s 200,000 real people. That’s you and me, brother. Well, I’ve got news for you. I have to die so he can be in charge when the shooting stops instead of some other Frenchman? I have to die? Fuck that.”

      “That’s not what he said,” Leon said. Then he got quiet, and seeing as how there were almost no vehicles on the streets, there was no trouble hearing our footsteps on Rue Saint-Jacques.

      We had had the Communist argument a hundred times in the previous two years — probably literally. I was not a Communist, not ever. Leon flirted but was more sympathetic, except when he wasn’t. That was the thing. At different times, in different circumstances, we each had been on the other side of the argument. Ultimately, we joined with the Communist Resistance not because of their politics, but because of their willingness to fight. That was it. Brick was an ideologue, but we weren’t. We were willing combatants and nothing more.

      “You really had to listen to him,” Leon said, maybe two blocks later. “He never said the figure, 200,000. He didn’t say it — the other guy did.”

      “But he didn’t denounce it,” I said.

      “He didn’t agree with it, either,” Leon said. “He changed the subject.”

      “But he let it hang there in the air, and for more than a few seconds,” I said. “It was there, floating around like a big red fucking balloon — and he could have punctured it, there and then.”

      “But he didn’t, I know,” Leon said. And then it was just our footsteps again for another block or so, and then Leon said, “It was the same thing with the police strike. He wouldn’t call for them to strike. He only said he would support them.”

      “Very political,” I said.

      “Fuck,” Leon said.

      “You don’t really think—”

      “No,” he said. “I mean, come on. That number is absurd on its face. But how about 20,000? Is it worth that? I don’t think so. I don’t think it’s worth 2,000 lives. I mean, you get the Germans out, and then you have your political contest. Who cares if the army drives them out at the end? Everybody in the city knows the role the Communists played in the Resistance.”

      “And most of them are mad about it,” I said. “You know that. Every act of sabotage we did was met with reprisals. Some people understood. Only some, though.”

      And then it was us and our footsteps again. The café near the Sorbonne was nearly deserted. We drank a fake coffee waiting for Brick and had another when he arrived. He was pissed that Rol wouldn’t see us. And he was really pissed about the password.

      “Kids think they’re playing games,” he said. “Jesus Christ. This is my life — this whole thing. It is what I am. Is what I have become. Me, my whole being — and these goddamned jackasses. Passwords.” And then he actually spat on the ground next to our outdoor table.

      And then when we told him about the 200,000, and about how Rol changed the subject rather than denounce it; Brick didn’t say anything. He just got quiet, and then said his goodbyes. He never let on what he was thinking, but if I had to guess, the ideological part of his brain was being paid a visit by his conscience.
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      The next morning, I woke up to sounds of loud talking in the streets. It was summer, and the windows were wide open, and you heard everything. I had learned to sleep through most of it. A drunk singing his way home at 3 a.m., curfew be damned, would enter my consciousness but not seem to disturb me. But after, say, 5 a.m., a noise outside would wake me, and it would be a coin flip whether I could get back to sleep.

      This time, I could not. I looked over at my wristwatch on the night table. It was just past 7.

      After I was finished groaning at the interruption, I began listening. There were two voices, one higher than the other, both seemingly old. I don’t know why I thought that, but I did. Maybe it was because they were speaking so loudly, even though it was just the two of them. They seemed to be arguing while agreeing, a particular Parisian skill.

      High voice: “I’m telling you, it’s locked up.”

      Low voice: “Eh, it’s still early.”

      High voice: “You’re crazy. They go on shift at 6. It’s locked up. They’re on strike.”

      Low voice: “So it’s really happening? If the police are on strike—”

      High voice: “It’s happening.”

      Low voice: “From your lips to—”

      So, that was it. The police strike, the one that Colonel Rol had endorsed without encouraging — a total politician, I was convinced by then — had begun. That is, assuming the man with the high voice was reliable.

      This was something that Leon and I did not talk about in any depth on our walk back from Denfert-Rochereau, or with Brick at the café, or after that. I didn’t get it. The police were Vichy collaborators in the minds of most people, even if they were mostly local cops, just working stiffs who happened to wear uniforms. They rounded up Jews and Communists when called upon, along with whomever else the Paris Gestapo wanted to be collected. Some people in the city considered them worse than the Gestapo because of where they grew up — not only evil and spineless, and cowardly, but also traitorous.

      So, given all of that, why were they going on strike and supporting the people? It was only when I re-focused on the conversation of the two unseen voices outside my window that I gained the necessary insight.

      High voice: “What does your brother-in-law say?”

      Low voice: “That fucking bum? We don’t talk.”

      High voice: “But Marie must talk — if not to him, then to his wife.”

      Low voice: “Fucking bum. But, yes. I hear from my wife.”

      High voice: “And?”

      Low voice: “When he’s not crying that he’s only been following orders, that he has no choice if he’s going to feed his family? When he’s done with that shit?”

      High voice: “Yeah, when he’s done with that shit.”

      Low voice: “Well, his wife told my wife that there is more Resistance in the police than you think.”

      High voice: “Come on. That’s—”

      Low voice: “I’m with you. I’m just telling you what he said. And get this: they think they can change people’s minds about them if they go on strike.”

      High voice: “Now? After four years of kissing the Gestapo’s ass? Now they’re on our side? Now?”

      At the last word, his high voice went even higher — and louder. Leon wandered into my room from his spot on the living room sofa and rubbed his eyes and said, “What the hell?”

      “It seems the police are on strike,” I said. At which point, Leon said we should get dressed and go for a walk. When I asked him why, he said, “Could be a big day. Let’s go have a look.”

      “Big how?”

      “Don’t know,” he said. “But we’ll never know if we sit in here all morning.”

      “Always the reporter,” I said.

      “Did I ever tell you about the editor I had back in Vienna, back when I was at Der Abend? Grundmann. He always said, ‘Lazy ass equals lousy reporter.’”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning, get the fuck up,” Leon said.

      Our first stop was the police station. As the high voice said, it was locked up — with a couple of wooden saw horses blocking the front entrance for good measure. If it was like that all over the city, it would be a significant statement to our German overlords. If their police allies had had enough, well, what might be next?

      We walked a few more blocks and quickly found out. The gates at the Charonne Métro station were chained and locked. People were walking up, seeing the gates, giving the metal a noisy shake, and then cursing as they stomped away. The truth was, nobody cared about the cops either way. Most people would go years between interactions with a policeman. But the Métro? The angry walk to work would get a man’s attention pretty quickly.

      We kept walking, and a few blocks later, we came upon a scene that was hard to imagine even six months before. There was an apartment building on the corner of Boulevard Voltaire and some other street whose sign was missing. Outside was parked an open lorry from a lumber company, Pascal’s. But the driver was a German soldier, and two more German soldiers were standing below the first-floor window, and two more German soldiers were inside the window and handing things out. And the things were being tossed into the back of the lorry. And by things, I was talking about all manner of stuff: men’s suits, a box full of shoes, a crate filled with china, and then a chair, and then another chair, and then a decent-sized radio set.

      They were careful with the china and the radio, but the rest of it was tossed into the back of the lorry with little care. The guy driving the truck kept saying, “Come on, come on.” One of the guys on the sidewalk kept hearing that and yelling into the window, “Hurry. Hurry.” And then, after a couple of lamps and what looked like an armful of women’s dresses, the two soldiers came barreling out of the front entrance of the apartment house, and they and the rest piled into the lorry. It roared away — and I mean, roared. There was no question about the hurry they were in.

      Leon and I just watched it all happen from a couple of hundred feet away, open-mouthed. As the lorry sped by, I turned to him and said, “Do you think?”

      “It’s just one lorry,” he said.

      “Stop being so fucking reasonable.”

      “Darn those facts. Five soldiers. One lorry. That’s it.”

      “Come on.”

      “Yeah,” Leon said, after a few seconds. “Yeah, I do think. It might be happening.”

      There really was no way to know, though. All we could do was keep walking around, keep observing. And after about two more hours, we both sensed something — more urgency in the German vehicles on the streets, a bit more speed. But the truth was, we did not see another apartment being looted, and we could not agree if we saw more German vehicles in total on the streets. I thought there definitely were more. Leon thought there might be more. We argued a little, and I got him laughing when I finished a long monologue with, “And fuck you, and fuck your facts.” It was at that point that Leon reached into his pocket and produced a ration ticket good for precisely one bottle of wine.
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      In Café Bleu, the radio was hidden in a storeroom in the basement — so, on some nights, a handful of us would leave the upstairs, one at a time, and gather in the cellar for a clandestine bottle of the Bleu’s homemade Bordeaux and a chance to listen to the wireless. First, Radio Paris. Then, Radio London.

      There were just four of us — Leon and I, Brick and Hannah. It had been Hannah’s turn to check for the signal on the balcony of Geraldine’s flat, but there was nothing. We all would have loved to talk to her, to see if she knew anything about the official German reaction to the strike, if there was an official reaction. But there was nothing on the balcony.

      “You sure?” Brick said. I knew he had made a mistake as soon as he opened his mouth.

      “Am I sure?” Hannah said. She was shouting from the first syllable. “Am I sure what a fucking flower pot looks like? Yes, I’m pretty sure I know what a fucking flower pot looks like. But, maybe I’m wrong. Maybe you could fucking sketch one for me, just to make sure.”

      Her eyes locked on Brick’s. My first thought was that he looked like hell, even worse than usual, even worse than the rest of us. But then I watched him, and he did not blink. He stared her down, until eventually she looked over and waved for the bottle. Okay, maybe the referee would score it a draw.

      It was a couple of minutes before 6 p.m. Brick was the only one of us with permission to get the radio out of the storeroom. It was a table-top model, but heavy enough that the fat owner, whose name I never got, kept it on a wheeled cart, covered by an empty crate with one word stenciled on the outside: RUTABAGAS. If the Nazis ever came, and sensed someone was listening to Radio London, the empty crate would slide back over the set. Even they wouldn’t care about a box of rutabagas.

      Radio Paris played actual music during the day, mostly French music, and very little Nazi propaganda bullshit. We wondered why, sometimes, and Leon had the best theory: “That if they made it a Wagner-fest all day, nobody would ever listen. If they play our music, the set is still on when the bullshit starts.”

      The chief bullshitters were two hosts, Jacques Doriot and Philippe Henriot, who I, personally, would be in favor of executing — after Hitler and Goering and Goebbels, yes, but not much farther down the line. These were Frenchmen, complete cowards, total traitors — just absolute Vichy swine, the worst of the worst. And then there was this other guy, Jean Hérold-Paquis, who was such a clown that it was hard to hate him in the same way. Pretty much every day, he talked about how England was going to be destroyed eventually. Seriously, every day. And he had this catchphrase, which apparently was a reference to some classical text, but that was simply an insipid annoyance. Every day, he said, “England, like Carthage, shall be destroyed!”

      To which, Leon had taken to replying, with me joining in, “Traitors, like trollops, shall be fucked!”

      Brick plugged in the radio, turned the knob, and waited for it to warm up. When it did, static came through the speaker. Brick leaned over and cocked one ear a little closer to the speaker and began adjusting the tuning dial. But he wasn’t finding anything.

      “Not Radio London — we’re going for Radio Paris, right?” I said. Every so often you did have to hunt for the Radio London signal because it changed regularly to avoiding German attempts to jam it. Not Radio Paris, though. That was always in the same spot on the dial.

      “You know where it is, right?” Leon said.

      Brick spat back, “Only for my whole fucking life. Just shut up.”

      He turned the dial some more, pressed his ear a little closer to the speaker, and then pulled away.

      “There’s no Radio Paris,” he said. “It’s off the air.”

      “But—” I said.

      “No buts,” Brick said. “It isn’t there. It’s just… gone.”

      “Are you fucking sure?” Hannah said.

      “Yes, I’m fucking sure,” Brick said. But, Hannah being Hannah, she wedged past him and tried the tuning dial herself. After a few seconds, she turned to us, beaming.

      “No Radio Paris,” she said. “You know what that means, right?”

      “Some technical—” I said.

      “No, idiot,” she said. “No technical. Nothing like that. Somebody got to them — to them, or to the transmitter. Doriot, Henriot, all of them — they’ve been silenced.”

      I guess my expression gave me away. I still wasn’t sure.

      “Don’t you see?” Leon said. “It is starting.”

      “If our people could get to Radio Paris—” Brick said.

      “And it had to be our people—” Hannah said.

      “If they could do that, then the Germans are running,” Brick said. “Or starting to run. If they can’t protect Radio Paris anymore—”

      Leon and I looked at each other and the telepathy of decades as friends kicked in. And we both said, “Traitors, like trollops, shall be fucked!”

      Upstairs in the café, there was more celebratory noise than I had ever seen in the place. Apparently, someone from the outside had come in to say that Radio Paris was off the air — and, suddenly, a few more bottles had been produced, gratis. I looked around the room, and I thought I had a goofy smile on my face. Maybe it was more, though.

      Leon said, “You’re wondering why, right? Why so happy, right?”

      “I guess a little,” I said. “I mean, it is only a radio station.”

      “But don’t you see?” Brick said. “For most of these people, the whole German occupation had a couple of strong daily manifestations.”

      “Manifestations? Did you go to university?” Hannah said.

      “Shut up,” Brick said. “You know what I mean. The big one was rationing, and that overwhelmed everything else.”

      “Unless you were Jewish, of course,” Leon said.

      Brick half bowed in apology — although I don’t know why because I was pretty sure he was Jewish, too.

      “Unless you were Jewish, of course,” he said. “But after rationing, the biggest daily interaction with the idea of the Germans occupying this country might just have been that radio station. Every night, Doriot and that same bullshit. If you were like many people, you probably leaned to snap it off as soon as you heard his voice. But I’m sure a lot of others listened. You’re bored, you’re curious, you’re worried, so you listen. And it wears you down. And now, it’s gone — like a tooth that suddenly stopped aching. Now, it’s disappeared. It’s just static.”

      More people were coming into the café, shouting greetings along with the news. Brick was right. It was like a bad tooth had just been yanked. They all felt the same thing. Like Brick said, if the Germans can’t protect the radio station anymore…

      It wasn’t necessary to complete the thought. Suddenly, strangers were talking to each other, sharing the news. I ended up telling three people I had never seen before about Brick being unable to find Radio Paris on the dial. Then I looked over one of their shoulders and saw Leon and Hannah in intense conversation. After a few seconds, he grabbed at her elbow, affectionately enough, and then the two of them separated. After a minute or so, I was able to extricate myself and make my way over to him.

      “You’re still scared of her?” I said.

      “Goddamn terrified,” Leon said, laughing. “Besides—”

      He stopped, and gestured to his right with a flick of his nose. I looked over and saw that our red-headed friend had rebounded smartly from her disappointment with Leon. She had a kid by the hand — he wasn’t 20, and was smiling as goofily as I thought I was when we walked into the café and saw the celebrating. She had him by the hand, and she was leading him toward the basement storeroom where the radio was hidden.

      “He’ll be able to live off that story with his buddies for weeks,” Leon said.

      “Years,” I said. “Decades. He’ll be telling it to his grandsons in 1995.”

      “I’m going home,” Leon said.

      “A good night’s sleep—”

      “While we can get one,” he said.

      Then Brick joined us and said, “I’ll be at your place at 8 in the morning. I need a little time to think, and to make contact with, well, you know.”

      We did know. If the Germans were this vulnerable, the time to push them was now. If they couldn’t protect their radio station, maybe they couldn’t protect themselves anymore, either. And if the Resistance wanted to accomplish its goals — to push the Germans all the way out, and to get the credit for pushing them out — it would have to happen before the Allies arrived. That would take more coordination than we had ever experienced before.
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      I called it a “sniper’s nest.” Hannah called it a “killing spot.” Leon just called it “the place.” It was where Brick sent us to go about the business of fighting what we all knew were the last days of the war in Paris.

      It was a corner flat on the third floor of a stone apartment building in desperate need of some sandblasting. It was a beautiful place, way above our pay grades, but because this was Paris in 1944, the beauty was flawed. The grime above the main entrance seemed about an inch thick, and its only virtue was how it distracted you from noticing how badly the black paint on the wrought iron balconies was peeling. In a city where finding enough to eat was an ongoing daily concern, the cosmetics of an apartment building did not rate. They did not come close to rating.

      The bedroom window opened onto Avenue de Marigny, and we pretty much ignored it. The living room and kitchen windows opened onto Avenue des Champs-Élysées, and that was where the three of us were positioned — Leon and Hannah in the living room, me in the kitchen. We each had a rifle that likely dated from the last war. Leon and I each had three cartridges, and Hannah had four.

      We had been there four hours and had not fired a shot. There were plenty of targets on the Champs — if not a steady stream of German vehicles, then a series of spurts. They were heading east — well, kind of southeast if you looked on a map. All I knew was that they were heading away from the advancing Allied armies.

      But our problem was clear. As Hannah put it, as only she could, “Ten. Fucking. Bullets.” There was nothing we could really accomplish, other than getting ourselves killed for no reason. All the traffic seemed to be on the Champs, but in every cluster of Germans, there seemed to be a machine-gunner perched in the back of the first vehicle and another in the back of the last. Even if we could pick off the first one, the last one would likely blast us into human gelatin.

      But this is where Brick had put us. Orders were orders, no matter how half-assed the army. And we, at that point, were whatever comes after half-assed. We could tell from the sign that had been pasted on the walls that Colonel Rol and the fellas had called for the insurrection to begin. The police, the Métro, the postal workers, then pretty much everybody went on strike. That’s when the posters began showing up. The problem we had was Brick. He couldn’t get instructions from anybody in charge, or anybody even pretending to be in charge.

      “It’s not all their fault,” is what he told us, when he came to our flat with Hannah. “I’m having, well, an issue. A personal issue.”

      We looked at him and waited. And finally, he said, “I’m not going to give you the details because it could compromise your safety. But I was involved in a meeting, and the Gestapo sniffed it out, and even though I got away, I guess I didn’t. Because they knocked on my door.”

      Brick stopped. He seemed to be thinking about how much more to say, and then he just said it.

      “I wasn’t there, but my wife was,” he said.

      I looked at Leon. His face told me that he didn’t know about a wife, either.

      “My wife was there, and so was my daughter,” he said. Again, Leon and I exchanged looks. Again, neither of us knew about a daughter.

      “Are they—” Leon said.

      “They’re fine,” Brick said. “The Gestapo just scared them, at least for now. They didn’t know where I was, and they just left them. But needless to say, I can’t go back to the Marais.”

      No, we didn’t know about the Marais, either. It was probably the oldest Jewish neighborhood in the city.

      “The Marais, huh?” Leon said. “Butcher? Baker? Tailor? Shoemaker?”

      “Motherfucker,” Brick said, and we all laughed. But he said he was so worried about being outside that he couldn’t make contact with anyone above him in the Resistance. In fact, he asked if he could stay in our place for a night while he tried to figure out what to do.

      “So we’re flying blind?” I said.

      “Pretty much,” Brick said.

      “Really not that different from the last four years,” Hannah said.

      “Yeah, pretty much,” Brick said, again. Then he gave us the key to the flat on the Champs-Élysées, and the three rifles, and the 10 cartridges, and told us to use our best judgment.

      “Don’t get yourselves killed — I’m not sure if I’m in any shape to deal with that right now,” he said. And then we left him and tried to figure out what we might be able to accomplish with 10 fucking bullets.

      After all of those hours of looking out the window at intermittent machine-gunners rolling by, I said, “Come on, this is a waste of time. We either get out of here or think of another idea.” After about five silent minutes, I said, “I’m going to look out the other side,” and left for the bedroom window on Avenue Marigny, and maybe some inspiration. It arrived about a half-hour later.

      “Come on, come here,” I yelled, turning into the flat. Hannah and Leon scampered over, and I pointed out to my right. It was another open lorry outside another apartment building, and the same process of looting a flat that Leon and I had witnessed a couple of days earlier was underway. It was maybe 300 feet down the street, and the looters seemed more selective than the earlier thieves. They just took a few things — a box that appeared to hold silvery cutlery and such, a candelabra, three or four picture frames. They weren’t bothering with furniture or clothing, just small silver items. The whole thing didn’t take five minutes. It ended with a sergeant running out of the building, a silver candlestick in each hand, and then shouting something. When the engine roared to live, I said, “Showtime.”

      The lorry came right beneath our window and had to slow almost to a stop in order to make the left turn. It seemed obvious that the plan was to attach themselves to one of the mini-convoys heading southeast. But for this moment, they were alone. There was no vehicle with a machine-gunner perched on the back.

      “Now,” Hannah said, and we all began firing. At least, I think we all did. I know I did and Hannah did because she was next to me. I thought Leon fired, too, but I wasn’t positive.

      It was all over in 20 seconds, tops. I was pretty sure I got one guy sitting in the open back of the lorry. Hannah said she got the guy who was driving and three others in the back — four bullets, four dead Germans. Leon didn’t think he got anybody. He wasn’t sure. Then again, we didn’t really stick around to make a full accounting. The three of us were out of the flat, down the back steps and into the alley within a minute after the shooting stopped.

      It was only later when we talked. Hannah disappeared to wherever she lived, Brick was gone from our place, and it was just Leon and I. Neither of us were virgins at this thing. Both of us had killed, and killed pretty often. But this was different somehow. We both felt it.

      “You couldn’t do it, could you?” I said.

      “I can admit it to you, but nobody else,” Leon said. “But no, I couldn’t. I mean, I’m a shitty shot, especially with a million-year-old rifle, but I couldn’t do it. I was aiming at the goddamned tires.”

      “You hit any?”

      “Fuck no,” he said. Then he laughed — a short, bitter laugh. And then we were quiet for a minute. And then I said, “It’s still a war. They’re not surrendering. They’re just redeploying. Every one of them is going to fire their rifle again, just somewhere else — in Alsace, or defending the Rhine, or who knows where.”

      “I know, I know — but they’re just fucking leaving here,” he said. “And all I care about is here. And they’re leaving on their own, and it just seems so…”

      He stopped. He seemed like he was going to cry, but then he just sounded tired.

      “You’re right — I know you’re right,” he said. “They’re not surrendering. They’re fucking stealing silver candlesticks and going to cross some stream and blow up the bridge behind them and hide in the high ground and shoot at the Allies trying to repair it. I know. I mean, I know.”

      Then he reached into the backpack into which he had shoved his disassembled rifle and pulled out a bottle of absinthe.

      “There’s this one and one more,” he said. God bless whoever the people were who lived in that flat along the Champs.”
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      This time, what woke me was not two old men talking in the street below my open window. This time, it was someone shouting into a bellowing loudspeaker mounted on the back of a lorry. The someone was speaking in French but with a German accent.

      “The army of German occupation is pleased to announce that a ceasefire has been reached with the forces of the French Resistance. A ceasefire beginning this morning at 7 a.m. has been negotiated. A cessation of further attacks has been agreed to by both parties. A ceasefire…”

      Then the words became inaudible. The lorry must have turned the corner.

      I walked into the living room. Leon was sitting up on the couch, rubbing sleep from his eyes.

      “I did just hear that, didn’t I?” he said.

      I nodded. A few seconds passed.

      “I was waiting for you to say, ‘What the fuck?’” Leon said.

      “I thought it went without saying.”

      “But, really—”

      “I know,” I said. “What the fuck? Why would we stop now?”

      “Maybe it’s bullshit,” Leon said.

      “I think we assume that it’s bullshit unless we hear something from our side, from Brick or someone,” I said.

      Not that it mattered much to us either way. We had two disassembled rifles, zero bullets, and about a bottle and a half of absinthe between us. No weapons, no further instructions, and no prohibition against morning drinking — that was our lot. So, we each had a small one, an eye-opener, but only the one.

      I looked at the window of the flat as I sipped. There was nobody on the street, which was a little unusual. Then again, given that pretty much everyone was on strike, and given that our people had been firing on departing German convoys and that the convoys had been firing back, why would you go outside if you didn’t have to go outside?

      It was August and hot. Before the war, Leon said, the city emptied in August. Everybody with the means to go someplace cooler did just that. But this wasn’t then. There was nothing to eat, there was nowhere safe to go, and so summer in the city was just one more trial to endure: the Germans, the rationing, the curfews, now the heat.

      Another truck with a loudspeaker approached as I sat there and daydreamed, the words growing louder as it went from three blocks away, to two blocks, to one. Again, the speaker was doing his best in his second language, but the German accent was thicker this time. This was a different vehicle.

      “…at 7 a.m. has been negotiated. A cessation of further attacks has been agreed to by both parties. A ceasefire is in effect. I repeat, a ceasefire is in effect. The leaders of the French Resistance, in negotiations with the commanding officer of the German forces of occupation, have jointly agreed to a cessation of hostilities. To repeat, a ceasefire…”

      Then the lorry turned the corner. I couldn’t hear the words anymore, only the reverberations off the stone fronts of the apartment buildings.

      The script must have just repeated, for block after block and minute after minute. And all I could think was, who the hell? The insurrection had only been proclaimed the day before. What could have happened? This was the last chance — for Colonel Rol, for the guy who was willing to sacrifice 200,000 lives, for all of them — to give the Germans in Paris a final shove toward the exits. This was it. So, a ceasefire made no sense. I was mumbling the words “makes no sense” to myself as I walked back into the living room.

      “Bullshit, right?” I said.

      “Absolutely. Bullshit,” Leon said.

      Then I poured each of us another half-measure.
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      Brick showed up a few hours later. We had drunk another quarter of the bottle and managed a mid-morning nap before he arrived. We washed out a third glass, poured another round, and returned to where we were before the snoring commenced.

      “It’s bullshit, right?” Leon said.

      Brick shrugged.

      “I’m not 100 percent sure, but I think it’s legitimate,” he said.

      “What?” I said. “It makes no sense.”

      “I agree,” Brick said. “But I think it’s real.”

      “You think, but you don’t know?” Leon said.

      Then Brick exhaled and began a five-minute dissertation that both Leon and I attempted to interrupt more than once. But he just kept holding up his hand and insisting on continuing.

      He left our flat and ended up sleeping with a “friend.” Male? Female? Resistance? Communist? He didn’t say, and we didn’t ask. He woke up at 4 a.m. and, in the darkness, traversed the alleys and side streets and got himself to the flat of another “friend.” Male, female, et cetera: dunno. The attraction of that “friend,” though, was technological. He or she had a working telephone.

      “So I called the bunker,” Brick said.

      “The what?” Leon said.

      “The bunker. The place you went with the bullshit password.”

      “Denfert-Rochereau?”

      “Yeah,” Brick said. “I called them.”

      “Just like that?” Leon said. “They have fucking phones? Did you get the number from directory assistance?” Then he put on a nasal female telephone operator’s voice and said, “Number please… one moment, please… hold for the bunker where all the Communists are hiding…”

      “Shit, don’t you remember?” I said. I told Leon to close his eyes and think of the sounds, besides all the shouting about sacrificing 200,000 Parisians. When I did it, I heard two things in my head: furniture being moved around and banging against whatever, and phones ringing off the hook.

      “Shit, that’s right,” Leon said. “Phones were ringing the whole time. It was endless.”

      “It’s not only that,” Brick said. “They have their own phone exchange down there — their own operators, plugging in the lines and connecting the calls.”

      “How is that possible?” I said.

      “It’s a bomb shelter built by the French government, or the Paris government, or some government,” Brick said. “But that’s how they built it. It’s amazing that the Germans don’t know about it, but they don’t. And, well, you saw. It’s got everything — ventilation, furniture, and a phone exchange.”

      “So what did you find out?” Leon said.

      “Fuck all,” Brick said.

      From the way he explained it, he tried to get connected to Colonel Rol, but was denied. When he told the guy on the other end it was important, the guy said, “Everything’s fucking important.” When Brick persisted, the guy eventually said, “Look, the Colonel’s not fucking here.”

      “So I asked this asshole what he knew about the ceasefire,” Brick said. “And the guy told me — and this is exactly what he said — ‘I think it’s real. They’re arguing about it in the next room, but I think it’s real.’

      “And that’s what I know,” he said. “That’s everything. It’s nothing, but it’s everything.”

      Leon poured everyone another sip. Trying to figure out what to do next seemed an impossible task, especially sober. It wasn’t as if we had a ton of options anyway, what with two disassembled rifles and zero bullets between us, but we would have liked to have thought there was something we could do if we were confident of the information in our possession. Something, anything. But all we had was the roving German loudspeakers and some unnamed, unknown clown on the phone at Denfert-Rochereau.

      So we drank. The German loudspeaker trucks were coming by about once an hour it seemed. The message was the same, and it didn’t matter where you caught the script as it drove by. Every sentence contained the same word it seemed. Ceasefire. Ceasefire. Ceasefire.

      After another one went by, I said, “When was the last time you heard a gunshot, even way in the distance?”

      Leon thought for a second and said, “Not today, I don’t think.”

      “So, real or not, it’s happening,” I said. “It’s real.”

      And we drank some more, and then Brick looked at me and said, “I think your Geraldine plan has to happen.”

      “Like when?”

      “Like tonight,” he said. “I’ll have to go over to her bank and tell her — you know, just stop her on the street when she’s coming out and act like I’m looking. For directions or something.”

      “But why tonight?” I said.

      “Stuff is happening, clearly,” Brick said. “If they’re making decisions like this, like this ceasefire, they need all the information they can get to do the right thing. Plans to blow up the city, concrete plans, would seem to qualify.”

      “But how concrete are they?” I said. “She was going to contact us if there was a set date, right?”

      “But she hasn’t,” Brick said. “And shit is happening. So, we’ll take whatever her colonel’s got at this point. Just assume it’s a go unless you hear from me.”

      I looked at Leon, then at my shoes.

      “Got it?” Brick said.

      “Got it,” I said.
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      The Germans might have been pulling out of the city, but the same two uniforms were still guarding the front of Geraldine’s apartment building. Both Leon and I walked down the street before the curfew, and both of us saw a single vehicle and two soldiers — a sergeant and a corporal, I thought — sitting inside.

      Brick had gotten us the key to a flat in the middle of the block with a front window that allowed us to keep watch on the building. We were almost directly opposite the flat and the Germans. When we weren’t joking about how Brick’s greatest skill might have been obtaining vacant flats for our use — “He should go into real estate sales when this is all over,” Leon said — one of us was kneeling and peering through the bottom two inches of the window that weren’t covered by the lowered shade. We saw Geraldine arrive home from work first, and then the colonel about an hour later. We saw food delivered from the café on the corner about an hour after that. We saw the lights turned on, and Geraldine sitting in a chair by the window with a book, and the colonel occasionally passing by. One time, he was carrying a bottle. Around 11, we saw Geraldine stand and turn off the lamp by the window. Then the lights went on in the bedroom and, maybe five minutes later, they also were doused.

      “What do you think?” Leon said.

      “Forty-five minutes, then we go,” I said.

      “Is that a scientific calculation?”

      “I figure, between the alcohol and the potion Gertrude gave him, that’ll do,” I said. “If we wait too long, it could wear off, no? So—”

      Leon shrugged. We waited an hour. What we really were waiting for was for one of the German soldiers to get out of the vehicle and walk down the alley to check the back door of the apartment building — the door through which I would be entering. I hated that we had not had an opportunity to plan this better, that all we had was Geraldine’s guess that they checked the back three times a night, but it was, in fact, all we had. So I figured the best time to go was right after one of those checks. And at about 12:15, when one of the soldiers — the one on the driver’s side — got out and walked down the alley and returned a minute later, we made our move.

      Out the back door of our apartment building, down the long alley, we were soon at the far end of the street — maybe 600 feet behind the German vehicle. We were crouching behind the massive set of stairs at the corner building. From there, we had a good look at the German vehicle. This was the spot where Leon would wait and watch while I scooted across the street and then made my way down the alley on the other side.

      The plan was inadequate, but all we had. If Leon saw anything that appeared as if it would endanger me, he would start blowing on a whistle he was carrying. He would keep blowing until the German soldiers turned and began to investigate — and then he would run like hell. There were many problems this would not solve, but like I said, it was all we had. It wasn’t as if we’d had much time to plan. Or any time.

      I got across the street without a problem and was about halfway down the alley when I heard the whistle. I froze and then crouched behind some trash cans. One blast on the whistle. Two. Three. Four. And then silence. I had no idea what it meant. I would learn, only after it was all over, that the soldier on the passenger side got out of the vehicle and headed into the alley, likely for a piss. Leon said the soldier wasn’t carrying his rifle, and that he figured it was probably just a piss break, too, but that he didn’t dare take a chance.

      My problem, though, was I had no idea why Leon had been blowing the whistle. Was it because of another check in the alley? Was it because the soldiers were headed inside through the front door? Was it because Geraldine or her colonel had come outside for some reason? If it was another alley check, I could just wait it out — and, in the worst case, draw the pistol that Brick had managed to scrounge up, and fire the single bullet that accompanied the weapon, and hope. But if it was anything else, I would have no idea when it would be safe to move.

      So, I waited. I listened, but couldn’t hear anything that happened in the street. Five minutes, 10 minutes, 20 minutes — my legs couldn’t hold that long in a crouch, so I just dropped on my ass, and the damp around the bottom of the garbage cans seeped through my pants. Finally, I decided that there was going to be no way to know for sure, so either was going to take a chance or I wasn’t. As I found out later, I was likely good to go after about two minutes. The soldiers probably took a look in Leon’s direction and then resumed their positions in the vehicle. But not knowing added a level of tension that nearly sent me home. I mean, we already knew the Germans wanted to blow us up as they departed. Exactly what additional information I would be acquiring in the flat really wasn’t clear.

      But I went, and it was a cinch. The back door of the apartment building was unlocked. The stairs up to the second floor were clear. The door to Geraldine’s flat was unlocked. And the colonel’s briefcase was on a chair in the kitchen.

      There were three file folders inside. I didn’t feel confident eliminating anything, but the thickest file — the one labeled, “Regional Billing Statements” — was the one I felt happy to skip. I gave it the quickest peek and saw things like, “Beef Ration and Charges, Gestapo,” and closed it up and put it back into the briefcase. Like anybody gave a shit what they were paying for their sirloin.

      I skipped the second file folder, too. That one was labeled, “Roster.” The top sheet consisted of a list of names, as did the second and the third. I gave up then. It might be interesting to know how the Germans were organized, but I didn’t think it wasn’t essential. They were leaving, dead or alive, and who really cared after that?

      It was the third file that I knew I needed. The label said, “Exodus.” I spread out a few of the 20-odd sheets of paper on the kitchen table and then took out the fancy mini-camera that Brick had given me. He said he got it one time when he poached a drop that was intended for the de Gaulle arm of the Resistance. He wanted it back, too. I think he wanted it back more than he wanted me back.

      I was about to start snapping the pictures when I heard footsteps. I clumsily dropped the camera on the table and reached for my pistol and took a deep breath as the shadow of whoever was coming reached the kitchen door.

      It was Geraldine. We embraced, and then I started snapping pictures. For the first 10 or so shots of the camera, we said nothing to each other. Then, as I arranged my next set of the Exodus documents on the table, she said, “Can I come with you?”

      “What did Brick say?”

      Her eyes dropped. That was her answer.

      “Then just a little longer, I guess,” is what I came up with. “I mean, it’s your call. If you want to disregard Brick, that’s your business.”

      I looked at her, and her eyes dropped again. Her answer then. She was staying.

      We whispered back and forth as I took the next batch of photographs — about her fears, about the end being near, about the colonel. There was a tenderness and a concern when she spoke about him — not hatred, not anything approaching hatred.

      I said, “You sound like you…”

      “Love him?” Geraldine said. “Stop it.”

      “But—”

      “It’s hard to explain,” she said. “I hate myself for it, but I do have some feelings for him. Most of them are pity, believe it or not. He’s such a weakling. I mean, he was obviously ambitious enough to get himself promoted to colonel and get a posting like Paris, and he had to actively ignore what kind of people he was dealing with, what criminal asses he was kissing to get along — and that makes him despicable. I know that. I know that in my head.

      “But he’s like a child sometimes,” Geraldine said. “It’s just pathetic. He’s in this situation, and he knows it’s wrong, and he desperately wants to get himself out of it, and he has no idea how.”

      Right then, a drunk German in a nightshirt stood in the doorway to the kitchen and said, “Geraldine…”

      He was a complete wreck. He stood there, holding himself up against the wall, his eyes taking in the open briefcase and the papers spread across the kitchen table. Then he lunged at me, I guess because a lunge was the only physical act of which he was capable. He lunged, and I sidestepped him, and he fell, and then I hit him as hard as I could on the back of his head with the butt of my pistol.

      Suddenly, I was worried — very worried. He had fallen hard, and I couldn’t help but wonder who else in the building might have heard. The way I figured it, the photographic studio was closed.

      As quietly as we could, the two of us carried him back to bed — me struggling with almost all the weight as I lifted from his armpits, Geraldine taking the feet. We managed to get him situated without banging into anything or knocking over a lamp or an ashtray.

      “Now what?” she said.

      “How much of those knockout drops do you have left?”

      “Maybe a third of the bottle.” She procured it from her pocket and held it up to look through the brown glass. “I gave him a lot.”

      “Well, fuck that,” I said.

      To kill the colonel with the rest of the sedative would have been ideal. But Geraldine had already given him most of it, and that didn’t come close to getting the job done. There was no way to trust that the rest of it would finish him.

      Still, I took the bottle from Geraldine, unscrewed the cap that was a dropper, and managed to get the rest of the contents into the colonel’s mouth. Then I gave the bottle back to Geraldine.

      “Take this with you,” I said. “And anything else of yours that’s in here. Quick. Two minutes.”

      “I’m leaving?” she said.

      “Well, you can’t fucking stay now, not after—”

      “Are you going to?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “With the pistol?”

      “Too risky,” I said. “Just go and get your stuff. Two minutes.”

      It took her a bit longer than that, which was okay because it took me a little more than two minutes to get the pillow over the colonel’s face, and to smother him as he struggled with me before breathing his last breath. At first, I was surprised he struggled at all. Then, I was surprised at how half-hearted it was — more squirm than struggle, actually, and only for a few seconds.

      The last thing she saw was me putting all the pillows back in place and half propping up the colonel in this bed. There was the lump on the back of his head, sure, but the rest of him looked pretty peaceful.

      “The bottle?” I said. I held out my hand and Geraldine gave it back to me. I wiped it off on my shirt, at least smearing the fingerprints — not that anybody had mine or Geraldine’s on file, I didn’t think.

      Then I put the bottle on the colonel’s beside table, and laid the dropper next to it.

      “They’ll think he killed himself?” Geraldine said.

      “Maybe,” I said. “Best we can do, under the circumstances.”

      A tear fell down her cheek as she looked at him. Then she said, “Okay, come on.” Carrying a tiny overnight bag, she looked into the kitchen as we passed. Then, pointing at the documents strewn on the kitchen table, she said, “Should we take anything?”

      “No,” I said. “Theft doesn’t fit with the idea of suicide. Hopefully, they’ll just think…”

      I didn’t finish the thought. But I didn’t neaten up the papers and left the Exodus file open on the table. From there, we were down the stairs and into the alley in less than a minute. I didn’t think anybody heard us.
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      Leon and I never slept. First, I delivered Geraldine back to her own flat, where she thought she would be safe — the colonel had known neither her real last name nor the name of the bank where she worked. I tried to talk her out of it, but failed. It wasn’t as if I could drag her.

      Then I went back to our place only to discover Leon and Brick, and they were very much awake. After I told them what had happened, and Leon had explained the business with the whistle, Brick told us we had to go back to the bunker at Denfert-Rochereau and deliver the film immediately.

      “Too much happening — too much, too fast,” he said. So, we went.

      With the Métro on strike, we walked. It was close to an hour away from our flat. The streets were full of men up early, trudging to work. When we got there, we had to break into the Métro station, climbing over the locked gates. Then it was down through the corridor that led nowhere, and to the mis-marked door, and to the inner entrance of the bunker. The guard at the door was the same. He remembered us, but he again bitched about the password. Leon showed him his press card this time, from when he was at Paris-Soir. The guy looked at it, and then he whistled, and another guy came down the corridor, and then he showed that guy the press card, and then that guy went back to wherever. The guard at the door still patted us down before he let us through, still mumbling about the password. Still an asshole.

      Inside there were more than a dozen men — all men — surrounding Colonel Rol, who was sitting in a chair, perched upon the top of a desk. There was a lot of shouting going on, and rather than just taking it all in, Rol was right there, shouting along.

      The subject, it quickly became clear, was the ceasefire. A quick taking of the temperature of the room showed that about 90 percent of them were against it, and the other 10 percent were undetermined only because they weren’t speaking. Rol was very much in the anti-ceasefire group — that was obvious — but his position was more complicated than that. Listening from the periphery, Leon and I heard him say that he thought the whole idea of a ceasefire was stupid tactically. But we also heard Rol say, “And to have these negotiations, without my knowledge, without my consent — well, that is completely unacceptable.”

      Right then, Leon whispered to me, “The big man is only mad because he didn’t have a seat at the table for this one.” I couldn’t disagree.

      Somebody then climbed on the desk and whispered something to Rol. Then he pointed at us. Then, as the argument continued, Rol pointed at us and motioned for us to come forward. At our first step, Rol held up his hand and said, “No. Only him.” He was pointing at Leon.

      So Leon went to the base of the desk upon which Rol stood, and the colonel leaned over and said something to him, and Leon said something back, and then Rol, and then Leon, and then Rol. The last was clearly a dismissal. Leon was back at my side within 30 seconds.

      “Well?” I said. I thought about whispering, but it wasn’t necessary — such was the volume of the argument raging around us.

      “The press card,” Leon said. “He asked me if I was a journalist, and I said I was. Then he said, ‘This time, these days, I think we are in greater need of historians than journalists.’ And then he sent me on my way.”

      “What do you make of that?” I said.

      “Not much, other than that I think he likes to hear himself talk,” Leon said. “Maybe when this is over, I can get an interview.”

      I didn’t know what he meant by “this,” the war or the current bout of yelling in the bunker. The whole thing was, like most of these kinds of arguments, both circular and loud. Again and again, the notion of German columns being granted safe passage out of the city was denounced. Again and again and again.

      One guy yelled, “It is all that fucking Paradis’s idea.”

      Another replied, “It’s treason, is what it is.”

      I looked at Leon and mouthed the name, “Paradis?” His reply was a shrug. He had never heard of the guy, either.

      We had no idea how long they had been arguing, but it went on for about 15 minutes while we were listening. Nothing ended up being resolved. In the middle of the yelling, Rol stood up on top of the desk and everyone quieted.

      “Let me think,” is what he said. Then he jumped down from the table, crossed the room, entered his office and slammed the door. We followed him but were stopped by a sentry at the door, another asshole. I explained about the film, and he took it from me. I asked if he could get it developed, and he looked at me as if looking at shit on his shoe and said, “We have a darkroom.”

      “You know, I just — we both just — risked our fucking lives for that film,” I said, with Leon at my shoulder. The look from that sentry switched from shit-on-his-shoe to one more of boredom. He actually looked at his watch before saying, “Thank you, both.”

      And that was it. We were dismissed. For the second time, we did not get in to see Colonel Rol. When we turned to leave, we skirted the circle of men who were still arguing about the ceasefire. With Rol gone, they were even louder than they had been before.
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      We met Brick at our place, and then he directed us to another place, a flat that had magically come into his possession, as so many others had. When I began to ask, he said, “Don’t.” But he did smile, and it was a bit of a dirty smile, and for some reason, that did leech a little of the frustration out of my day.

      Leon and I had spent the day on the streets, to and from Denfert-Rochereau. And by “on the streets,” I meant on the main streets. We didn’t feel any need to take to the alleys, or to camouflage where we were heading. There were plenty of people out and about, and there was the occasional German vehicle that drove by, and nobody seemed to pay them any mind, just as they didn’t seem to pay us any mind.

      But the last few blocks between our flat and where Brick was taking us, he directed us to the alleys. When I asked why, he said, “Snipers.”

      “But there’s a ceasefire,” I said.

      “Maybe,” Brick said.

      “What do you fucking mean, maybe?” Leon said.

      “Like I said, maybe,” Brick said, and then he pressed his index finger to his lips and directed us into the cool, trash-strewn shadows. It was an intricate route, but Brick never hesitated. The only thing that stopped us, twice, were the rats we disturbed along our path. But they scattered quickly.

      We came into the apartment building through the back door. Looking out onto the street, unlike earlier, nobody was walking around.

      “Where?” I said, and then I pantomimed the lifting of a rifle into shooting position.

      “Same side as us, down at the corner,” Brick said. He explained that the building, a dry goods store that the Germans had appropriated years before, was used for storage of all manner of German shit — uniforms and whatnot, including at least some ammunition. As such, it was guarded both out inside and out, and that included a sniper position on an upper floor.

      “We figure that’s where the ammo is, up on the fourth floor,” Brick said. “There’s always a gun pointing out of the window, day and night.”

      “Anybody ever tried—” Leon said.

      “No,” Brick said. “Seems suicidal.”

      “So do they just pick off pedestrians for fun?” I said.

      “Not quite,” Brick said. “But they have nailed a few, and we’re not exactly sure why — but it’s been enough to keep people inside, or in the alleys.”

      “So, why—” Leon said. He hadn’t been able to complete a thought since we arrived, and Brick interrupted this one, too. He did it by handing a pair of binoculars to Leon and directing him toward the living room window.

      “What am I looking for here?” he said.

      “The handbills,” Brick said. And while Leon focused, I peered over his shoulder. There was a wall across the street that was covered with various incarnations of various Resistance handbills, as well as some German handbills. Leon could read them with the binoculars, but I couldn’t. I just recognized the designs. There was one corner of one of the original German handbills still visible, faded but recognizable. It was one of the ones from 1940, when the Nazis were pretending to be our buddies. I saw the same one when they came to Lyon. It was of a German soldier, holding a French child in his arms — and the boy was trying on the soldier’s helmet.

      I recognized that one, and only one of the others. I couldn’t see the words, just the design — plain black text surrounded by a red border. That was one of the ones announcing a German reprisal for some act of sabotage or murder by the Resistance. I was pretty sure I would never forget those, the ones with the red border.

      “This has become my main source of news,” Brick said. He gestured out toward the handbills on the wall. Then he just shook his head.

      “Seriously?” I said.

      “I wish I wasn’t,” Brick said. “We’re just not very, you know, coordinated.”

      The truth was, we had never wanted to be coordinated, not beyond our immediate circle. We were disciplined within our cell, but we also kind of prided ourselves on refusing to be disciplined within the larger Resistance framework. As Brick liked to say, “They don’t trust us enough to airdrop us guns or bombs or ammunition or money, so why the hell would we ever trust them enough to follow their orders?”

      It was that attitude, and a willingness to fight, that had attracted us to Brick when we arrived in Paris from Limoges. Truth be told, though, it wasn’t serving us very well at the moment.

      “The newest one is from yesterday,” Leon said, pulling his head back from the window sill and putting down the binoculars. “It’s about the ceasefire.”

      “Ours or theirs?” Brick said.

      “Theirs,” Leon said.

      We settled into a quiet wait for news. We took turns, maybe 20 minutes apiece, scanning the street — there was the big wall right across from us, and another closer to the corner. But there was no way anybody from the Resistance would be able to paste anything there, not right across from the German building with the sniper. The kids who pasted up the handbills had always been in danger, but it was worse now. There was a time when the Germans would just arrest a kid they caught in the act and take the rest of his posters, which was bad enough. Now, they would just shoot him.

      It was early in the afternoon when Leon called over from the window. None of us had eaten, and Brick and I had dozed off. We roused ourselves and gathered at the window.

      “I don’t see anything,” I said.

      “In the alley,” Leon said. “He only peeked out for a second and then went back.”

      We waited maybe 30 seconds, and then the kid came out again. He couldn’t have been 16 years old. Watching him was like watching a choreographed ballet. He darted out of the shadows, reached behind him into some kind of knapsack, and unfurled a large handbill — all with his right hand. He carried a small bucket on a handle, with a brush inside, in his left hand. As he reached the base of the wall, he put down the bucket, stood up holding the wet brush, and managed to flatten the poster against the wall and paste it on with only three or four swipes of the brush. The whole thing didn’t take 15 seconds.

      It was when he was bending over to retrieve the bucket that the shot rang out and echoed among the canyon of stone apartment buildings, all four of five stories tall. Still, it seemed obvious that the shot came from our left, from the German sniper.

      There was the shot, and then there was a half-second delay before there was the scream. The kid had been hit — from where he was grabbing, it appeared to be in the left thigh. Somehow, though, he managed to scramble to his feet and drag his ass back into the alley, deeper into the shadows.

      There was a second shot, but seeing as how there wasn’t a second scream, we convinced ourselves that he had gotten away. The kid might never receive a medal. Years from now, he might have nothing to show other than a scar and, maybe, a limp. But if he wasn’t a hero of the Resistance, there was no such thing.

      After we all talked at once about the kid’s bravery, Brick looked at Leon and said, “So what does it say?”

      Leon picked up the binoculars and began reading passages. A lot of it was political boilerplate, which I heard without actually hearing, if that made any sense. To me, there were only three memorable lines in the whole thing.

      First: “There is no ceasefire.”

      Second: “Everyone get a Hun!”

      Third: “Everyone to the barricades!”

      Brick actually started crying when he heard that last one. And then he asked Leon who signed the poster.

      “Colonel Rol,” Leon said. And then Brick cried a little more.
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      Suddenly, Brick was full of instructions. They involved a trip to the Latin Quarter in a city where there was no longer a ceasefire, and where the bullets would begin flying in earnest as soon as a few more of those handbills had been posted. It wasn’t a long walk on a normal day, but this was no longer a normal day. I figured the 20-minute stroll might take two hours, all of it through alleys and tiny side streets.

      “You’ve been sitting on this scheme?” Leon said. I knew already that he was more than tired of alleys.

      “It was always based on an insurrection,” Brick said. “We don’t communicate much, or well, but this was established a while ago. Once it began, I was to send men to Freddy Curie’s. Well, I think it’s begun. And you’re the men. And that’s where you go.”

      As it turned out, my calculation had been way off. We did spend about a half-hour in the alleys as we made our way toward the river, all zigs and zags and zigs again. The scariest part was crossing the Seine over the Pont Neuf, just because we were exposed for so long and had no idea who might be firing what. All we knew was that we were starting to hear scattered rifle shots in the distance.

      But once on the Left Bank, we felt better — partly because of the maze of streets that seemed to offer a natural camouflage, like trees in a forest. Mostly, though, we always tended to feel safer on the Left Bank. It was crazy on the one hand — there were plenty of hotels on the Left that had been taken over by branches of the German military, and there were patrols, and there were a couple of jails — but as long as there was a Latin Quarter, it felt as if there was going to be a place to hide. To disappear.

      It was on Rue Dauphine that we came upon a barricade being built, the first one we had seen. A tree had been cut down and was lying across the width of the street. An old Citroën with four flat tires had been pushed into the street as a further obstacle. Crappy old furniture was being hauled from anywhere and everywhere and stacked up, crap upon crap. And paving stones were being pried from the street, creating not only an obstacle in their absence, but also an obstacle in their piles. They could also be a supply of human-propelled ammunition.

      One old guy near us dug up a paving stone, struggled to his feet, struggled more to carry it to the pile, tossed it on top and then turned back for another.

      “We can wait a minute, right?” Leon said.

      I nodded, having seen this before.

      “I mean, how can I not?” Leon said.

      “But are you permitted when you neglect to bring your official fucking reporter’s hat?” I said.

      He ignored me and approached the old man. I followed along. He was, as it turned out, a little hard of hearing, so he kind of missed the question Leon was asking him. His reply was, “It’ll be like the last time. I was there!”

      I leaned over to Leon and said, “I truly believe he was there in 1789. Off with their heads!”

      “The last time was 1871, asshole,” Leon said. “Now, shut up.”

      As Leon got the story out of him — he would only talk if we helped with the paving stones — we found out that Jacques was five years old the last time, which made him 78 years old now. He said he helped carry paving stones back then, too.

      “Same street,” he said. “Same place. Right here. My whole life, right here.”

      After the defeat of 1870, for about two months, the Paris Commune controlled the government and called for workers’ control of companies, and free rent, and a bunch of stuff like that. I didn’t really know all the details, other than that the Commune supposedly inspired Marx and Engles to do some further research. The barricades were built in the streets to protect the Commune from the French army’s attempt to restore order. Even if they didn’t succeed, just as they had in 1789, they became a symbol of the people of Paris fighting against the entrenched powers. Then, now.

      “Look at this,” Jacques said. He had stopped to get his breath and to mop his brow with a filthy white handkerchief. He stood in place, with his arm extended, and swept from one side of the street to the other. There were dozens of people — old and young, men and women — working together to build a barricade that would stop a vehicle, yes, but not a mortar shell. You had to think they knew it, too, even as they kept stacking three-legged chairs destined to be firewood into a rickety pile instead.

      “Jacques, you have to know—” I said, and he waved at me to stop, dismissing my unspoken thought.

      “You know what I have to know?” he said. “I have to know that this is Paris. This is the heart of Paris — right here, right on Rue Dauphine, starting with this pile of shit. The heart of the city. The heart of the people.”

      Then he stopped, catching his breath again, and said, “Do you think they’re doing the same thing on Avenue Foch?” And then he spit on the ground.

      Avenue Foch, in the 16th Arrondissement, was one of the city’s wealthiest streets. And while it was true that it would probably take a dozen cars or trees the size of American redwoods to block off the grand avenue, his point was accurate. The moneyed people of Paris got along fine before the Germans got here, and they got along fine while the Germans were here, and they would get along fine when the Germans were gone. And in between, they would not lift a finger except to call over the waiter for another glass of champagne.

      I could have pointed out to Jacques that, barricade performance aside, it wasn’t as if the Resistance had gotten much of a hand from the people of the Latin Quarter in 1940, 1941, 1942, 1943, or the first seven months of 1944. There were days when I honestly believed only about five percent of Paris was interested in fighting — as Leon had heard me say dozens of times.

      I could have pointed it out, but I didn’t. I almost started, but Leon gave me the look, like he knew what I was going to say, and I swallowed my words.

      Not that it mattered. Jacques was done with us. He had found a friend who was of a similar age, and they were beginning to compare 1871 stories as they dug out two more paving stones.
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      The address that Brick had given to us was only a few streets from the barricade-building. In the front of the building, just inside the vestibule, two men stopped up us.

      “Not another fucking password,” Leon said. The two men looked at each other. One mouthed a question to the other: “Password?”

      “Brick sent us,” I said, and that did the trick. The two parted and directed us to the back flat on the third floor.

      Inside were a half-dozen men and women working on a kind of assembly line. They were filling bottles, and sealing them, and sticking something on the outside. It was a well-coordinated operation. We stood and watched for a second and then were forced back outside the door by a man with a milk crate that held eight bottles. He headed to the back stairs.

      “Gentlemen,” said the man who appeared to be the overseer/greeter. We introduced ourselves, and he said his name was Frederic Joliot-Curie.

      “Like that Curie?” Leon said.

      “My mother-in-law,” he said.

      He offered us a 10-second biography. He was a scientist who worked for the Police Prefecture and also for the Resistance. He had set up another assembly line at the Prefecture, and now there was this one.

      “Your flat?” I said.

      Joliot-Curie nodded. “But I can’t stay — I need to get back to the Prefecture. The fight will be there.”

      “With—” I said.

      “With these,” he said, picking up one of the bottles from a nearby table. “Against German tanks, this is the best we have. Pistols, rifles — they’re shit against tanks, truly. A waste of time. You have a better chance of getting hit with a ricocheting bullet off the armor than you do of piercing it. If you can’t manage to hit human flesh, it’s futile. But these babies…”

      He cradled the bottle lovingly, like an infant.

      “Son of Molotov,” he said, and then he actually kissed the outside of the bottle.

      “Son of?” Leon said. “Aren’t they just—”

      “Gasoline in a bottle, light the rag, voilà?” Joliot-Curie said. “That’s one way, an old way. Very dangerous. Almost more dangerous for the one throwing as the one catching. This is better.”

      Joliot-Curie stopped, smiled.

      “Science,” he said.

      There was still a rag in the top of some of the bottles being filled along the makeshift assembly line in the kitchen. Others had a normal stopper. And there was a liquid inside that smelled very much like gasoline, just a little different.

      “It’s like this,” Joliot-Curie said. “The gasoline is mixed with a kind of liquid acid, you really don’t care what kind, and then it gets poured into the bottles and stopped up. Then,” he said, pointing out to the living room, “a packet that contains a dry chemical, you really don’t care what kind, is glued to the outside of the bottle.”

      “And?” Leon said.

      “You throw the bottle,” Joliot-Curie said. “The bottle breaks on impact. The liquid in the bottle mixes with the chemical in the packet, and up it goes.”

      I picked up one of the finished products and held it up to the light. I said, “So, what you’re saying is, as long as the liquid and the chemical packet don’t meet—”

      “That’s right,” Joliot-Curie said. “Science.”

      He paused, laughed a half-laugh, then said, “Of course, it’s still gasoline and acid in the bottle. I wouldn’t go around shaking it like a snow globe just because you think you can — especially the ones stopped up with rags.”

      “And if it works—”

      “It does work,” he said. “The fire is instant and it is intense. Thrown into the back of an open lorry, the whole thing goes up in seconds. If you can get it into the window of one of those little vehicles, same thing. Hit the guy manning the machine gun in the back — spectacular. Or maybe even if you just get it on the front hood over the engine.”

      “But the tanks?” Leon said.

      “Look, it’s the best we have,” Joliot-Curie said. “If you don’t have artillery, which we don’t, this is the next-best thing.”

      “But doesn’t it just bounce off the outside?” Leon said. He wasn’t giving up.

      “Yes,” Joliot-Curie said. “You have to hit it in a place where some of the liquid will seep inside. The turret is by far the best — you know, where they look out. But anywhere on top can work. I mean, the armor is held in place by rivets, but there are little spaces between at least some of the plates. It doesn’t take much. Just a little fire inside, and…”

      There were dozens of stacks of empty bottles in what appeared to be a bedroom. Joliot-Curie said they had been “liberated” from a small soda bottling works “over that way.” Then he pointed vaguely over his right shoulder.

      “I think the owner of the place is a secret Nazi,” he said. “Which, I am convinced, will make the fires burn just a little hotter.”

      “Is that science, too?” I said.

      Joliot-Curie laughed. He said the fight at the Prefecture was likely imminent, and he had to get back. He said they had plenty of bottles and the chemicals, but that the gasoline was becoming an issue. He directed one of the men on the line to give us three cases of the nouveau Molotov cocktails, 24 in all. He also said there was a rickety wooden cart in the back alley that we could use for transportation.

      “Sorry, that’s all we can spare,” Joliot-Curie said.

      “They’re a hot item, are they?” Leon said.

      Joliot-Curie grimaced at the joke, turned, and left down the back stairs of the apartment building.
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      Brick had given us eight addresses that we were to supply, which meant that each of them received three of Joliot-Curie’s pyrotechnic offspring. It was near midnight by the time we reached the fourth stop, and the city was silent. We asked the two guys in the flat if we could crash for two or three hours, and they gave us the bed. Two or three hours became almost four hours, though. The one guy said he shook us three times before we woke up for good.

      It was still dark when we set out on the rest of our run. The second-to-last stop, we knew, was where Hannah was. Brick insisted that we do the deliveries in order, though — based, we presumed, on some knowledge of where the greatest concentrations of vulnerable Germans might be.

      “Of course,” Leon said, “it’s just as likely that he wrote them down randomly and pretended that the order meant something.”

      “And why would he do that?” I said.

      “Because he can,” Leon said.

      Whatever, we followed the order as it was written. Hannah’s spot was a corner building on Rue Mignon, which looked out on Boulevard Saint-Germain from the side window in the bedroom. We all figured there would be plenty of traffic along the boulevard as the Germans made their way to the river and then to the east. Hannah’s little nest on the second floor was a prime spot.

      We left the cart in the alley and brought three bottles up the back stairs to her flat. She answered the door quickly, as if she had been expecting us.

      “You’re alone?” Leon said.

      “What can I tell you?” she said.

      “Isn’t that a little fucked up?” he said.

      “Whatever,” she said.

      “Maybe, I should—”

      “No,” Hannah said. “You have your orders. I have mine. We can’t just be making it up as we go now.”

      “We’ve spent the last four years making it up as we go,” I said.

      “This is different,” she said. “We have assignments now. We’re coordinating with other people who are depending on us.”

      “Allegedly,” Leon said.

      “Get the fuck out of here,” Hannah said. Then she leaned over and kissed both of us on the cheek. “Get out and finish what you’re supposed to do.”

      And so, we did. From the alley, with a quick right and a left, we worked our way from Rue Mignon to the back alley behind the apartments on Boulevard Saint-Germain. Our final delivery was about two blocks away. Pushing the cart — we assumed we were supposed to bring it back to Joliot-Curie’s place when we were done but were debating the idea of just dumping it in the alley — we were only a couple of hundred feet past Hannah’s building when we heard the rumble. We couldn’t see anything from the alley, but the ground beneath our feet had begun to vibrate.

      “Gotta be, right?” Leon said.

      “Gotta be,” I said. “A thousand bicycles wouldn’t make the ground shake like that.”

      It had to be a column of German artillery, and it felt as if it was heading down the boulevard. We looked at each other and, without saying anything, decided we had to see. So we left the cart and sprinted ahead about 100 feet to the next opening between buildings. Within 15 seconds or so, we were perched in the shadows of the alley with a view of the column of Germans heading toward the Seine. It had to be a dozen vehicles altogether, with an open lorry full of soldiers in the lead, followed by two tanks.

      The armor was moving pretty slowly, no more than 10 miles per hour. It might have been five. The noise was louder and the trembling at our feet even more pronounced as the column reached us. We were pretty sure the Germans either could not see us or did not care. We were unarmed, after all.

      But we could see Hannah’s perch. And we could see, as the lorry leading the parade reached her corner, the bottle being thrown out of her window. We could follow its arc through the early morning sky. It wasn’t too far of a throw, and the lorry wasn’t moving very fast, but it was still a throw, and it was still a moving target — but Hannah hit it squarely. The Molotov cocktail landed in the back of the lorry and exploded amid the dozen or so German soldiers seated in the back. Joliot-Curie was right, too — the fire was instant and intense. Science.

      And, then, screaming.

      The back of the lorry was engulfed, orange flames hastening the dawn, and then the gas tank exploded. The whole thing didn’t take five seconds.

      Leon got out a “holy,” and I got out a “shit,” and then we were back focused on the Boulevard Saint-Germain. The column was halted behind the burning lorry. The driver got out and was rolling on the ground, but nobody else did. The fire kept burning, and I was glad we weren’t any closer. From our distance, I could almost pretend that a dozen men weren’t burning to death as we knelt there in the alley.

      Then there was a single rifle shot.

      “What?” I said.

      “The driver,” Leon said. “Rolling around on the ground. Hannah just shot him from the window.”

      “Oh,” is all I managed. And then I saw it. Leon did, too — we talked about it later. The canon on the front of the first tank began to turn. And then, from Hannah’s window, another Molotov cocktail began its arc through the Paris morning. It was only in the air for a second, probably, but it seemed like forever.

      Then it exploded on the side of the tank and burst into flames.

      Then the canon fired a shell into the window where Hannah was perched.

      The noise was deafening — the initial report from the gun, and then the reverberation down the boulevard. The smoke was obscuring. The fire — flowing down the side of the tank and into the street — was distracting.

      But we both knew. And when the smoke cleared, we were certain. And then the first tank turned and pushed the still-burning hulk of the lorry over to the side of the Boulevard Saint-Germain, right into the place where the tables and chairs of the café there would have been unstacked for the morning service, we began running — back down the alley, back with another quick right and left.

      Back to Hannah’s building, which was very much on fire.
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      We got up the back steps and could feel the heat. We could hear it, too, the crackling sound. But as we reached Hannah’s floor, we saw what had happened. The mortar shell from the tank had ripped right through the wall of Hannah’s flat, through the wall and through the next wall, too. The fire was not in Hannah’s flat, but in the flat across the hall.

      We went through the door, which was intact, even as the wall to the right of it was pretty much gone. I ran in and stopped dead. Leon ran into me and almost knocked me over. I saw, and then he saw. From the window, Hannah’s body had been blown across the room by the shell from the tank gun. It lay against a bit of the wall that was still intact after the shell blasted through. But it was only the top half of her body. The thing had cut her in two.

      I threw up on the spot where we stood. Leon collapsed and began to sob.

      Hannah. That red hair. That unquenchable fire. Dead now, half of her against the wall, the legs somewhere else, probably just exploded into atoms.

      I retched a second time. My stomach was empty, but I still managed to raise some bile, some burning something that inflamed my esophagus. Leon was on the floor, curled up into a ball. I had slept with her but didn’t love her — and the feeling had been mutual. It was just sex, just sex during wartime. But there was a comradeship that we had developed, a commonness of purpose, a closeness, an understanding of why we had chosen the lives we did.

      We knew about the way she had debased herself in order to escape from the roundup at Vel’ d’Hiv. We had worked together to gain her revenge more than once, including the bombing of a bus full of drunken German soldiers coming home from a night at a club. We would never understand what she felt, not completely. I mean, how could we? We had never been forced to have sex with German soldiers in order to gain our freedom.

      Still, though, we understood more than most. And we had shared something that few would ever share. And now she was there, dead, cut in two. And for what?

      I retched a third time and nothing came. I wiped my mouth on my sleeve and stood straighter. Leon was sitting up by then, still sobbing. And then we both jumped when we heard the explosion.

      “What the—”

      “I think it was a window blowing out,” I said. “You know, from the fire. We have to get out of here.”

      I reached out my hand and helped Leon to his feet. I couldn’t look at Hannah’s body anymore, but Leon couldn’t seem to turn away. He was speechless, but he also was fixated. He couldn’t turn until I physically turned him toward the door of the flat. That’s when we heard the voices. German voices. They were coming from the bottom of the stairs up to the second floor.

      “Oh, fuck,” Leon said. They were his first words since we had rushed into the flat.

      “Back inside,” I said. “Hannah’s rifle.”

      It sounded like two sets of feet clomping up the steps. It was definitely only two German voices. They had likely sent someone to see what happened, and maybe to see about the bodies in the burned out lorry. If nothing else, they sent someone to finish off the killer — if the killer was still there.

      “Look,” I said, and we both walked over to the part of the flat where Hannah’s body was. There was the blown-apart window where the tank shell had burst through, and there was the wall in the back where Hannah’s torso lay sprawled, the wall that had also been blasted through. In between were the room and its furnishings, which appeared as I imagined a room looked after a tornado cut through it.

      We both scurried around amid the mess, looking for the rifle. We were like a couple of rats rooting through the trash. After maybe five seconds — we had no idea how much the fire in the apartment would slow the Germans — Leon let out another, “Oh, fuck.” I looked over, and he was holding the barrel of the rifle. The rest was somewhere else.

      “Fuck it — out the window,” I said. But then I looked and there was another German vehicle pulling up outside. It was parking right beneath the second-floor window through which Hannah had done her damage, and through which she had met her end.

      Leon ran over and saw what I saw, and then I saw the panic in his eyes. He was as calm and skillful an operator as I had ever known, whether we were blowing up a bridge in 1943 or asking two beautiful girls to ride with us on the Prater in 1923. But he was scared, and he couldn’t hide it.

      “Jesus, is this it?” he said. In the two seconds it took him to say it, I had already thought it. I had been through so much. I had risked so much. I had been a Resistance courier whose lifespan tended to be measured in weeks, and I had survived. I had been in more than one Gestapo prison, and I had survived. But what? What now? Was this it?

      I did the mental calculation, likely in milliseconds, and figured that the window was still our best chance. Maybe the Germans would be surprised by two leaping bodies. Maybe we could talk our way out of it, saying we were from another flat and just trying to escape the fire. The German voices on the stairs had reached the hallway, it seemed. They were moving slowly, but they were moving. Even with the noise of the fire, I could still hear their boots on the hallway linoleum. I knew Leon could hear them, too. And I opened my mouth to say something about the window when I saw it.

      Still lodged in the partition of the otherwise empty milk crate.

      The crate wedged into the corner of the room.

      The whole thing still upright and unbroken.

      Hannah’s third and last Molotov cocktail.

      I picked it up, and there was no time to think. I held it over my shoulder like that American football quarterback on the newsreels. What was his name? Sammy Baugh. That was it. I held it ready and heard the voices even louder. I stood at the ready, left foot ahead of the right. I heard the voices. I saw some of the rubble in the hallway behind kicked. I heard the voices again. I saw the barrel of a rifle, and then a boot, and then the first bit of a helmet, and then the face — scared, uncertain, I couldn’t tell. But he was disoriented by the assault to his senses — heat, smoke, roar. He didn’t see us right away. Only when I saw the second soldier behind the first did I throw it.

      The son of Molotov bounced at their feet and exploded instantly. The fire was spectacular, especially in the confined space — the fire and also the screams of the two soldiers. I would hear them for weeks thereafter when I closed my eyes, those shrieks of terror and agony. But in the moment, the screams attracted the attention of the two soldiers on the street, who raced around the corner to the front steps of the building to find out what had gone so terribly wrong for their comrades.

      Leon and I were out the window within seconds. It had all worked, as Frederic Joliot-Curie had said. Science.
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      We didn’t know where to go, so we settled on the last address on the list of eight that Brick had given to me. There were the last three Molotov cocktails to deliver, and then there was the reality of human physics. We were fueled by adrenaline after our escape, and then we were halted by shock, by the horror of what we had witnessed. We were short of breath when we reached the final address, consumed by the despair, drowning in it. For better or worse, we were dropping our delivery and staying where we dropped it. Our bodies would permit nothing more. Our good fortune was that the man who opened the door at that final flat was Brick.

      I had no idea he would be there, and I collapsed into his arms and began babbling about Hannah. Leon, carrying the Molotov cocktails, handed them to another guy we didn’t know, and then he collapsed into the fetal position again. Within a few seconds, Brick got the gist of what I was telling him, and then he began to cry — but more of a dignified cry, a tear or two, like at the wake for an ancient aunt. And then we all just sat there in silence, including the guy we didn’t know — for how long, I wasn’t certain. Five minutes, maybe 10 minutes. After a while, Leon sat up — but other than that, he looked catatonic. I guess I did, too, until I didn’t.

      And then I said, “Brick, why the hell are we doing this?”

      “Alex,” he said. “You know why. We all do.”

      “But they’re just fucking leaving,” I said.

      “To regroup and kill Frenchmen someplace else,” Brick said.

      “But Hannah—”

      “Let me tell you something about Hannah,” he said. “In my heart of hearts, when I’m trying to find a way to quiet my mind and go to sleep, I wonder a little, too. I wonder — just a little — why we don’t just let them fucking go, and get on with our lives. In the end, I know why we have to keep fighting them, but I do think about it. But Hannah? Not Hannah. She never had a second thought. She never had a first thought, I’m pretty sure. She would shoot until the last bullet. If she had survived, I’m pretty sure she would have shot them in their beds in Düsseldorf. So mourn her — I know I will. But don’t question how she died. Honor it. Because she deserves that — not second-guessing, just honor.”

      And then we were all quiet again. Leon looked as if he was back to normal, but he had nothing to say. I felt, I don’t know, just defeated by the whole thing. I somehow pictured Hannah, Brick, Leon and I walking behind a tricolor flag when this was all over, walking in an impromptu parade and sharing a bottle and singing the ‘Marseillaise,’ and that wasn’t going to happen anymore. It could still be Brick, Leon and I, but not Hannah. I thought about that, closed my eyes and tried to see the picture. But then, well, when had I ever seen Hannah happy? When had I ever heard her laugh at a joke? The only human emotion I had ever shared with her was lust — but it was fleeting and primal and hardly celebratory. How would she have reacted when it was all over? Would she have been happy? Had she been happy — been capable of experiencing joy — before it all started?

      I kept my eyes closed and tried to picture it. I only opened them when we heard the rumbling of heavy German armor approaching. Tanks. More tanks.

      Brick and the other guy scrambled to a position they had set up by an open window in the kitchen, the rifle propped on a pile of books and pillows. They looked out, and then while the other guy stayed with the rifle, Brick came back into the living room and brought the milk crate with the three Molotov cocktails to another open window. I got to my feet and joined Brick. Leon stayed where he was.

      We looked to our right. Four tanks were approaching in a file. They were still about a block away, approaching at a speed of no more than 10 miles per hour. As they got a little closer, we could see one of the smaller German vehicles hidden behind the last tank. In the open back of the vehicle, there was a soldier manning a machine gun.

      Brick looked at me and said, “What do you think?”

      “Sooner rather than later,” I said.

      “Meaning?”

      “The first or second tank,” I said. “That way, the machine gun probably wouldn’t see where it came from. He’s looking backward anyway. His driver might see, but even with a shout, I think you could get back in time. I wonder why the machine gun isn’t in the front?”

      “Not thinking, I guess,” Brick said.

      “Or just thinking about himself,” I said.

      Brick picked up one of the Molotov cocktails and readied himself. I backed away from the window to give him some room to make the throw.

      “First tank,” is what he said, and then he leaned out and flung the Molotov cocktail. I moved back to look over his shoulder and saw that he hit the turret. The thing exploded into a fireball, and it appeared as if most of the fire kind of drained down the outside of the tank. It continued to drive in a straight line for another 30 or 40 feet. Then two things happened: the tank swerved hard to the left, and the machine gun began firing. As I ducked away, I saw that it was firing in the opposite direction, toward the other side of the street from where we were perched. He had no idea where the Molotov cocktail had come from.

      The firing stopped, and I peeked back over Brick’s shoulder. The hatch on top of the first tank opened and a soldier emerged. He was engulfed in flames. The fuel in the Molotov cocktail must have found a gap in the tank’s armor. The soldier was screaming and waving his arms and trying to climb out of the hatch, but every bit of him seemed to be covered by orange flames.

      Then a gunshot rang out. It wasn’t the machine gun. It was a rifle shot, from our left, from the kitchen. Brick’s unnamed companion had fired on the burning man in the tank and killed him.

      “Mercy killing,” is all that Brick said. Then he threw the last two Molotov cocktails out the window, and we all fled the flat, back into the cool, damp alleys. I didn’t peer over his shoulder long enough to see what he hit with the last two, but I did hear some more screaming. I figured it was probably the machine-gunner, seeing as how we did not hear any more shooting.
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      After everything, we pretty much just hid in our flat. We slept, and we peered at the window at nothing, and then we slept some more. And then, the next day, we did it all over again. Leon and I were wiped out in a way that I know I had never experienced before. Even when Manon and her airplane were lost that night in Lyon, this kind of emotional exhaustion was not what I felt. Back then, as we listened to Radio London for some kind of signal that her plane had been found, I seemed to mark time on an emotional metronome that ticked between hope and despair. This was different. For whatever unexplainable reason, this was a consistent sensation, no back and forth, and it was almost paralyzing.

      At a certain point, late in the afternoon, we walked outside and sat on the steps, just to feel the sun on our faces. The street out front was completely quiet. We had slept a lot, but I couldn’t remember the sound of a single vehicle that day, or a bell on a bicycle, or even a loud conversation. Leon and I had barely spoken because, what was the point? We had lived it. We had seen Hannah’s bloody torso. We had seen the two German soldiers go up like kindling not 20 feet from us after I threw the Molotov cocktail. There was nothing to say, no explanation worth offering, no consolation. So we sat on the steps, and I closed my eyes and tried to enjoy the warmth of the sun on my face.

      Which is when Mrs. Malvaux burst out of the door of the apartment — she was the concierge of our building — with another woman I did not recognize. They squeezed past us on the steps and hugged when they reached the pavement. Then the other woman turned and walked to the right. She was almost skipping.

      “Mrs. Malvaux?” I said.

      “No time, no time,” she said, turning to cross the street.

      “A minute,” I said. “What is it?”

      “They’re here,” she said. The smile on her face indicated that the “they” in question were the forces of the Allied army.

      “Already here?” Leon said. These were the first words I had heard him say in hours.

      “How do you know?” I said, talking over him.

      “We know,” she said, and then she tapped her temple with an index finger. The concierge network was renowned throughout the city as a source of information during the occupation. Leon tended to pooh-pooh it — “a bunch of nosy old bags, if you ask me,” is how he usually put it. But they were like sentinels on many streets, and a lot of them had working telephones besides.

      “Already here?” Leon said, again.

      “Almost,” she said. “Just about a few miles or so away. It looks like Place d’Italie is going to be the spot. I have to go.”

      With that, she turned and ran across the street and into the apartment building directly across the way. It was, no doubt, the next stop in the message chain.

      We sat back down, and somehow the sun felt better on my face. For just a second, my mind flickered back to Hannah and I felt this surge of anger, silently asking myself for the hundredth time why she had to die. But it was just a flicker, and then I just felt the sun, and then I heard Leon say, “Come on.”

      He stood up and patted both of his back pockets and said, “Wait a second.” He took the building steps two at a time and was in and out within about a minute. He was carrying his little reporter’s notebook and the stub of a pencil.

      “Well?” he said.

      “You haven’t worked for a newspaper in four years,” I said.

      “You heard what the man said: now is the time for historians,” Leon said.

      And then we started walking. As we got closer to the Seine, we did hear a few rifle shots — but they were in the distance, not nearly close enough to make you jump or scamper into an alley. And then, as we walked south and east through the Left Bank, we noticed it happening. First, it was just two guys turning the corner in front of us, laughing and sharing a bottle. They were old enough to drink, but it was still likely a newish experience for them.

      Then it was two more, and then four more, and then a lot more, all heading in the same direction that we were. We caught up with one group and I asked a guy, “Place d’Italie?”

      “Just follow along,” he said.

      “Was it on the radio?” I said.

      “Maybe,” he said. “We heard from a neighbor. He said he heard from his cousin.”

      When we arrived at what had once been the site of an actual gate into the city, it was like a carnival. There was no fear. There were no Germans. It really was a party, including an accordion player every couple of hundred feet it seemed, as well as a supply of bottles that people must have squirreled away for just this moment.

      Leon took it all in, then sat down on a curb to scribble a few impressions in his notebook. I wandered a bit and managed to look thirsty enough that a guy thrust his bottle into my hands and said, “Today there will be no thirsts  left unquenched.” Leon found me as I was finishing my pull, and I eyed up the Good Samaritan, and he nodded. I handed the bottle to Leon and the man said, “No thirsts left unquenched, not today.”

      The crowd was probably in the hundreds. It was loud, but we were still able to hear the three boys running and screaming off to our right. They might have been 10 years old. Their voices had not yet changed, and so their yells were outside. I would hear the high pitch for years afterwards in my head, the sing-song of the two words that they repeated over and over: “They’re coming… They’re coming… They’re coming…”

      Then we all turned that way and saw them. First we saw the cloud of dust, and then we heard the rumble of the vehicles, and then we saw them.

      “What time?” Leon said. He had lost his watch.

      “Call it 9:22,” I said. Then he scribbled down the time when the Allied army entered Paris at Place d’Italie.

      The vehicles were immediately surrounded by the surging crowd — which seemed to have grown in just minutes from hundreds to thousands. People banged on the sides of the vehicles as if they were drums. Women climbed up for hugs and kisses from the soldiers. A few bottles were passed up, too, and it was a close call what the soldiers preferred, the hugs or the bottles. I couldn’t tell for sure, but the soldiers seemed to be shouting their thanks with Spanish accents.

      I stood on the periphery and just took it all in. Leon waded into the crowd, seeking more information. I found a stray vegetable crate and stood on it and just enjoyed the human swirl. I hadn’t really allowed myself to imagine what this moment might be like — partly because I wasn’t sure it was ever going to happen, partly because I wasn’t sure I was going to survive to see it, but mostly because I guess I didn’t want to jinx it. Whatever the reason, my mind was a blank canvas, without preconceptions, and the kaleidoscope of snapshots would remain with me forever: the singing and dancing and drinking and crying.

      And then there was the picture that would always come first when I thought back. Off to my right, just a few feet away, an older couple sat on the front steps of their apartment. The husband had his arm around the wife, and they leaned against each other, their heads touching. They weren’t saying anything. His eyes were closed and hers were tired. Clutched to her breast was a photograph of a young man in a French army uniform.

      Was their young soldier dead? Alive? In a German prisoner of war camp? Just lost? I couldn’t know. All I could see were the old woman’s eyes, taking it all in, but not really.

      A few minutes later, when Leon found me, he filled me in. He said the commander was a Frenchman named Dronne, and that his men were mostly soldiers from Spain. Their nickname was La Nueve.

      “The Nine?” I said.

      “Ninth Company,” Leon said.

      He climbed on the crate with me and surveyed a bit more and took some more notes. Then I nudged him with my elbow and pointed out the old couple on the apartment steps. Leon climbed down, made his way over, and kneeled in front of them and began talking. The old man pulled a piece of paper from his pocket, unfolded it, and showed it to Leon. They chatted some more, and he took a note or two, and then he thanked the old man with a tap on the shoulder and came back.

      “Dead or alive?” I said.

      Leon thought for a second, then realized what I was asking.

      “Dead,” he said. “Sedan. Right at the start, 1940.”

      “What was on the piece of paper?”

      “It was the telegram,” Leon said.
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      We didn’t sleep, and I’m not sure if anybody did. The telephones and the concierge network had clearly been working overtime. Everyone in Paris knew that the Allies had arrived. We drank, and danced, and hugged, and drank some more — all accompanied by the bells of seemingly every church in the city. They rang endlessly, monotonously, for hours through the night and the next morning, and nobody seemed bothered.

      Leon and I made our way to Montparnasse Station, mostly because Leon was in full reporter mode at that point, and I was just along for the ride. And the reason we went to Montparnasse was because one of the junior officers who arrived with the Allies asked him for directions. And, as Leon said, “Journalistic rule of thumb: if you don’t know what to do, just follow.”

      Why were the Allies headed there? Leon asked the junior officers, and all he would say was, “Good communications.” It suggested that they needed to establish some sort of headquarters in the city, and the first thing an army looked for was a defensible position, and the second was for, as the officer said, “good communications.” They must have already done some pre-scouting, and I guessed that the phone lines were still operating. So, Montparnasse Station.

      There was no more shooting in the distance, no fighting that we heard as we made our way there. Just church bells. Endless ringing. We guessed it was really over, that the rest of the Germans had either run or surrendered. We didn’t know, though, and the radio was still silent on the subject. We got that from an old woman sitting on her front step, with the radio playing loudly out the window.

      “Anything?” I said, gesturing vaguely toward the open window and the music wafting out of it.

      “Nothing good, nothing bad,” she said. And then she vaguely gestured in front of her, a sweep of her arm encompassing the hundreds of people in the street in front of her. “But I don’t need the damn radio to tell me. This is all I need.”

      We mostly just milled around the entrance, as close as the Allied soldiers guarding the doors would allow us. We were pretty close, to be honest. Other than when some vehicle was delivering an officer or two to the station, the whole thing was pretty easy. Put it this way: if you arrived at the entrance with a bottle, or with an ample bosom, the security concerns tended to become decidedly relaxed.

      So we were standing about 20 feet from the entrance when a vehicle pulled up, and the door opened, and a man stepped out. I saw the markings on the sleeve first, from the Spanish war. Leon said later that the first thing he fixed on was the beret. It was Colonel Rol, coming to meet with whoever was in charge of the Allied forces in Paris.

      There were about a half-dozen civilians near the entrance, including Leon and me. Nobody but us seemed to know who Rol was. I stayed quiet, but Leon was quick.

      “Colonel? Colonel Rol?” is what he shouted. Rol turned when he heard the voice, stopped, kind of squinted, and then smiled. Then he waved, and Leon began to advance. I stayed where I was, not wanting to get in the way of whatever journalism he was about to practice. But Rol was looking right at me and kept waving, and I hurriedly fell in behind Leon.

      One of the guards tried to bar our entrance, but Rol stopped him, first with a glare and then with a command. “They’re with me,” he said. “Journalists to record the historic events.” The guard stepped aside as quickly as he had stood in the way. All I could think was, “historic events?”

      We were led to some kind of assembly room in the station. What it was normally used for, I had no idea. The room was already pretty full, and everyone was in uniform. Leon and I were wearing our typical crap, and it hadn’t been washed in days. Rol pointed us to a spot along the wall, and then he pointed at Leon.

      “You have a notebook, don’t you?” he said.

      Leon nodded.

      “Then take it out and start scribbling,” Rol said. “This really is going to be history.”

      We found our spot along the wall and Leon did what he had been told, writing furiously. He would look around the room, take a mental photograph, and then put it into a few words in the notebook. Then he would look someplace else, take another snapshot in his head, and repeat the process. This went on for about five minutes until a soldier appeared with a group behind him and announced, “General von Choltitz.”

      Leon leaned over and whispered, “Cholnitz?”

      “Sounded like ‘Choltitz,’” I said. “But what happened to the other guy who Geraldine’s colonel worked for? What was his name?”

      Leon shushed me, and then I saw him write the name both ways in his notebook, with a question mark and a circle around both.

      The “historic events” unfolded quickly. A Frenchman introduced as “General Leclerc” said a few words that I couldn’t hear because we were about 30 feet away and the general’s body was turned. He was addressing Choltitz more than he was addressing the room. I could see Leon write down a few snatches, but it wasn’t much.

      Then they signed the document, sitting at a desk. First, Choltitz. Second, Leclerc. And that seemed to be it, until Leclerc gestured and Colonel Rol walked the three paces from where he was standing. At that point, Leclerc handed him the pen and pointed to a spot on the document. Rol paused for a second, and then added his name to what clearly was the surrender of the German forces of occupation.

      “No wonder he wanted you here to witness it,” I said out of the side of my mouth. Leon seemed not to hear me as he frantically scribbled in his little, beat-up notebook. And that was pretty much it. I hadn’t seen any photographers, but two flashbulbs went off — so somebody else must have been recording the event for posterity, too. Then everyone began to file out of the room, Choltitz and his retinue first, followed by Leclerc. Rol made a quick detour on his way out and came over to us.

      “C-H-O-L-T-I-T-Z?” Leon said, and Rol nodded.

      “He’s only been in charge for a couple of weeks, I think,” Rol said. “And from what he says, he disobeyed a direct order from Hitler himself to blow up the city on the way out. Maybe he’s looking for sympathy now. I don’t know.”

      He stopped, looked at me.

      “The plans, the pictures you took, were more valuable than you think,” Rol said. “They focused a few minds when there was a bit of confusion in the last few days. They helped everyone understand what was at stake.”

      I nodded and hoped I wasn’t blushing. Geraldine would be glad to hear when I could tell her. Then somebody shouted, “Colonel?” And then Rol turned to leave, stopped, and said one more thing to Leon.

      As they locked eyes, Rol said, “I’m looking forward to the book.”
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      The surrender was signed on Friday. Saturday and Sunday were an alcoholic blur of impromptu non-stop parties and celebrations. Leon, Brick and I had sex with a different woman on each of the two days — six women in total. Of the six, only one name was exchanged. My Sunday was Laura.

      Every few hours, however the events of the celebrations had separated us, the three of us made our way back to Café Bleu to reconnect and rehydrate.

      “When the sociologists study this time, what do you think they’ll conclude?” Leon said. “During the occupation, everyone in the Resistance slept with everyone else because we didn’t know if it was going to be our last day. In the days after the end of the occupation, we slept with anything that breathed because we were feeling reborn. All of which means—”

      “That a Frenchman will use any excuse to get laid,” I said.

      “Said the Czech-born Austrian who is still sniffing his fingers after No-Name and Laura,” Leon said.

      “Fuck the sociologists,” Brick said. For the record, he had not mentioned his wife or his happy home in the Marais in the previous 48 hours. He hadn’t been home, we were pretty certain. Leon and I had taken turns with our women, each grabbing about four hours of sleep per night, but from what Brick said, he hadn’t slept and it showed — a drunken zombie sitting on a rickety café chair. Then he raised his glass, which had been filled from the magically endless supply of bottles that had appeared in the last couple of days.

      “Vive la France!” Brick said. And then Leon and I repeated it, and then the whole café did — for about the thousandth time since we got there on Friday evening.

      We sat back in our chairs, exhausted, intoxicated, and said little for a few minutes, until I blurted out, “Geraldine?” Leon and Brick shook their heads.

      It was Monday morning by then, and none of us had seen her. Leon asked me on both Saturday and Sunday, and I had nothing for him. I wasn’t really worried — the city was on its head, just whirling — and Geraldine could be anywhere. She had a job at the bank, after all, and other friends besides us — normal friends with what passed for normal lives in Paris in 1944, friends who had no idea how to work the timer and fuse on a bomb packed inside a shoebox.

      The Resistance. The war. Leon, Brick, and I would likely never do anything as important as we had done in the previous few years. We would likely never experience the same dangers, or the same rushes of adrenaline, or the same camaraderie. Maybe the sociologists would conclude that was the reason we were drinking and screwing continually, to avoid thinking about the inevitable, about what would be next in our lives, and about how unfulfilled it might leave us. I thought about bringing it up, just for a second, until I took a good look at Brick. And then I didn’t.

      “What do you think?” Leon said. He was talking about Geraldine.

      “It’s Monday — she’s probably at work,” I said. “Remember that — work? Put on a clean shirt, show up at the office, go through your list of appointments for the day?”

      I had been a traveling salesman for my family’s magnesite mine. Leon had been a journalist. Brick, I had no idea. And as I looked at him, leaned back in his chair, his face covered by an alcoholic glaze, I thought about asking what he had done before the war. But then I didn’t.

      Instead, I asked him where Geraldine’s office was at the bank. He told me, and Leon and I decided to go for a walk to clear our heads and to check on Geraldine. And if we looked and smelled like disheveled hobos, oh well. We might look different from the typical client who walked through the doors, but we very much looked like everybody else roaming around the streets of Paris on the Monday morning after the Friday before.

      We didn’t get too far inside the bank before we were directed to two leather club chairs just off the lobby. After about five minutes, a fastidious man in a three-piece suit and a vest buttoned to his eyeballs arrived. He cleared his throat to get our attention, seeing as how Leon and I had separately decided to rest our eyes after we sunk into the luxurious leather.

      The man’s message was short: Geraldine wasn’t there.

      “This is her office, though?” I said.

      “Yes, yes,” the man said. And then he came a little closer and, in a half-whisper, said, “Only about 30 percent of the girls made it in today. Maybe 35 percent. No, 30 percent. Those who are absent will have their pay docked, of course. That includes your friend, Miss Geraldine.”

      Leon and I nodded gravely. Asshole.

      “To be honest, I argued for harsher measures but was overruled by my superiors,” he said. “One of them said, ‘Call it an unofficial national holiday.’ I said, ‘But the business of the nation, the business of our customers?’ He said, ‘Just get through the day. Worry about all of that, and the absentees, tomorrow.’”

      Then the three-piece suit stopped talking and affected the manner of a very busy man who was missing 70 percent of his staff and needed to get back to hectoring the remaining 30 percent, a very busy man who was finished speaking to the two hobos who had been dozing in two of the bank’s leather club chairs. We were dismissed with a look, and then an abrupt turn that showed us the back of the suit. Which was fine.

      “Don’t worry,” Leon said.

      “I’m really not,” I said. “You heard the tight-ass — 70 percent didn’t show up today. Geraldine is in the majority. Nothing to worry about — just sleeping off the celebration.”

      I pretty much believed what I said — pretty much. Walking home, we passed a small open-air market where a man was selling overripe peaches from a couple of battered wooden cases. There was no rationing anymore — well, no more German rationing, anyway. We didn’t know what might be next. But the man was imposing his own system — two peaches per person. Leon and I each bought two and ate them as we walked, doing our best to capture the juices before they stained our already-stained shirts. I’m not sure if I’d ever tasted better.

      When we reached a crossroads — the Bleu to the left, our flat to the right — we both hesitated for a second, but only for a second. We were done. We were back to our flat in five minutes, and asleep five minutes after that, and still asleep 18 hours after that. Vive la France.
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      So much of the fighting near the end had happened around the Hotel de Ville, and in the days after it ended, so much of the emotion still roiled. The Resistance had made a headquarters of a sort in the building, and crowds gathered outside every day to celebrate and to yell and scream about Communism and whatnot. The worst was the whatnot. It came with shears and straight razors.

      I was exhausted and just wanted the whole thing to be over, and Leon was the same. Neither of us had much vengeance in our hearts, or the energy to act upon it. Truth be told, there were many times we were both frustrated over the months and years that so few of our fellow citizens had joined the Resistance. We used to guess at the numbers, and at our most optimistic, we figured that five percent of the population was on our side. That wasn’t to say that the rest were active collaborators because I’m not confident that number was much bigger than five percent, either. The vast majority of people were somewhere in the middle, only interested in surviving, in getting along, in looking at their shoes whenever a German soldier walked within their range of vision. They didn’t want to fight. They just wanted lunch. And if I could understand them, there were more than a few times when I wanted to go up and shake one of them by the lapels. But I never did, not then and not now. I mean, I was too tired even to consider the possibility.

      But there were plenty of people who felt differently. If I had to guess, there were 2,000 or 3,000 people surrounding the big wooden stage on three sides. As Brick, Leon and I got to the edge of the crowd, we could see that it was 30 or 40 people deep. We weren’t within 100 feet of the stage, but we could see everything — although it wasn’t the sights I would remember as much as the sounds: the cursing, the venom, the ugly shrieking as the women were brought up the steps on the back side of the stage, one by one.

      We watched it happen a half-dozen times. A woman would be brought up the steps, restrained by two men who held her arms behind her. As soon as she ascended to the level of the platform, the screaming would begin. It would ebb occasionally, but it was continuous, like supporters screaming at an incompetent referee — only this was real life, not a sporting diversion. This was the worst side of real life, and “whore” was the word you heard most often through the shrill din. It also was the nicest word you heard.

      The woman would be forced into a chair in the middle of the platform. Then a man at the loudspeaker would read off the woman’s name from the identity papers they had snatched from her. And then it would begin. Another man would approach the woman in the chair while holding a pair of shears and begin scissoring off her hair in huge hanks. Once, with a woman who had especially long hair, the man with the shears raised a big handful and waved it around over his head like some kind of trophy. I think the crowd was louder at that moment than at any other time.

      When the man with the shears got it short enough, another man approached with electric clippers — attached to what had to be the longest extension cord I had ever seen — and began shaving what was left of the woman’s hair. The shaving was more for show than for any other reason. Holding up the clippers before he began was another cue for another surge in emotion from the crowd. After taking a few passes, all that was left was a mess — a patchwork of hair and shaved skull.

      And then, when the barbers were done, the man at the loudspeaker would say, “This is what happens to the horizontal collaborators. Sleep with the Germans, and we will never forget.” Occasionally, the words varied, but that was the gist. “Horizontal collaborators” was always a part of the spiel, though.

      One or two of the women were crying throughout the process, sobbing. But a couple of the others were stone-faced, and one was outwardly defiant, yelling back at the crowd and waving at them as their screams got louder.

      Leon, who was never without his notebook those days, scribbled away. I looked at Brick, and he was at least a little caught up in the emotion.

      “Don’t fucking tell me—” I said.

      “What? They’re traitors,” Brick said. “You can’t tell me that they aren’t.”

      “You don’t know what they are,” I said. “You don’t know what they did. You don’t even know if it’s true.”

      We were about three feet apart, and I was screaming at him to be heard. Brick was screaming, too.

      “Of course they did it,” he said.

      “Did what?” I said. “Accepted a croissant from a captain in a café because they were hungry? You have no idea. And besides, who in the mob here is doing the investigating? Who’s the judge? Who’s the jury? These people?”

      I raised my arm above my head and waved it above the crowd. We were still 30 or 40 people deep — but another 5 or 10 rows had filled in behind us. We were wedged into place, really unable to move in any direction. We were part of the mob. We were swallowed by the mob.

      And then the crowd roared as they brought another woman up the steps of the platform. And then it was Leon who yelled, “Shit, no!” And then Brick and I focused on what was happening.

      The woman they were bringing up the platform steps, with her arms pinned behind her, was Geraldine.

      “No… No… Stop… No,” is what I yelled, not that anyone could hear me.

      “No… She’s in the Resistance,” Brick yelled.

      “Stop… She’s a hero,” Leon yelled.

      Nobody heard them, either.

      We tried to get closer to the platform, but it was impossible. Every time we managed to move up a row or two, we nearly caused the kind of fight that could have trampled dozens. We just kept yelling, “Stop… She’s in the Resistance… She was working undercover… She’s a hero… She’s Resistance… She’s a hero.” The surrounding people heard, but either it didn’t register or they didn’t believe us. We might have gotten 10 feet closer to the stage with all of our fighting and squirming, but no more.

      We were helpless spectators then. We heard the man at the loudspeaker read her name, and we saw the man with the shears cut off the long parts of her hair, and then we saw the man with the electric clippers follow after that. I was screaming Geraldine’s name, trying to get her attention, hoping she would hear me, but I wasn’t successful. It was just too raucous. I could see, though, that she wasn’t crying or protesting her innocence. Instead, she was as placid as a person sitting in that chair could be.

      When they were done, and the guy at the loudspeaker called her a “horizontal collaborator” just like the others, they grabbed Geraldine by her arms and hoisted her to her feet. It was when they began to walk her off that she collapsed on the wooden platform — passed out, dead, we had no idea.

      And the crowd roared even louder. In all of my panic, I did hear that.
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      It took us probably 15 minutes to work our way around to the back of the platform. We ended up going backward to move forward, shoving our way through the crowd that had gathered behind us and then around the perimeter. Once we got out, it was actually pretty easy to work our way to the back. None of the mob was back there for the simple reason that you couldn’t see any of the spectacle from that vantage point.

      “The one who collapsed?” is what I managed to spit out when we came upon the first person who looked even semi-official. Given the open bottle in his right hand, the emphasis was most definitely on the “semi.”

      “The fucking whore?” he said. Then he took a swig from the bottle. I couldn’t tell what it was, but it wasn’t wine. It was something stronger.

      “Is she okay?” I said.

      The guy shrugged.

      “Is she dead?” Leon said.

      He shrugged again and then said, “Don’t think so.” After another swig, he said that a stretcher and a couple of orderlies arrived and carted her off.

      “If she was dead, I don’t think they would have bothered,” he said.

      “Where were they from? What hospital?” I said.

      The guy with the bottle pointed to his right.

      “Next block,” he said. “We sent a man with her, just in case she wakes up. Because if she does, he’ll drag her back for the parade.”

      I looked at Leon but didn’t say anything. Parade. It was only then that I noticed the holding area over to my left. There must have been a dozen more women penned up and waiting for the worst haircuts of their lives. There was at least an hour more of entertainment for the mob, sitting in that holding area. I felt like throwing up.

      “Look, you go,” Brick said.

      “But, what—” Leon said.

      “You two, just go,” he said. “I have an idea. I’ll meet you at the hospital.”

      The mob outside the front door of the hospital was smaller, but no less angry. As we shoved our way to the front, pushing and listening to the yelling at the same time, it was clear that they had not gathered to protest the arrival of Geraldine. Nobody mentioned Geraldine, at least from what I heard. This mob was dedicated, instead, to injured German soldiers whom they insisted were inside. Or, as one guy was sing-songing, “You can’t hide, you’ll never leave alive… You can’t hide, you’ll never leave alive…”

      When we finally wormed our way to the entrance, we found it was chained shut. You could pull on the double doors and open them a couple of inches, which is what the people at the front of the mob were doing when we took their place.

      “Some fucking chains,” Leon said, after he gave it a big, unsuccessful pull.

      Through the open couple of inches, I could see two people on the other side — a woman and a man, dressed like a nurse and a doctor. I leaned in close and whispered, “We’re here to see a friend.”

      The nurse stood silent. The doctor leaned forward.

      “Name?” he said, and we told him.

      “I’m not sure if I recognize—” he said.

      Leon stopped him and pantomimed his hair being cut and his head being shaved. The doctor saw him and nodded.

      “She’s a friend,” I said, and he believed me despite some hesitancy on the nurse’s face. He motioned for me to lean in closer.

      “The alley in back,” he said. “And make sure nobody comes with you. If anybody does, I’ll fucking kill you. And I’ll never let you in. Understand?”

      I nodded.

      “You have a watch?” the doctor said, and I nodded. “A half-hour. A half-hour exactly. Get out of the crowd and go for a walk and come at it from the other direction. A half-hour. Exactly. I’m not fucking waiting around.”

      As we made our way out of the mob and back to the street, we ran into Brick and explained what was happening. We played it exactly as the doctor had suggested and managed to make our way into the alley from the other direction without being detected by anybody. At exactly a half-hour, I pounded on the big iron door. An eye-level grate opened with a creak, and somebody looked out, and then the door was opened. It was the doctor. We were inside within about 10 seconds, the door slamming hard behind us.

      A few steps inside revealed a hospital completely overwhelmed by events. One big ward was filled with the wounded from the fighting, Parisians who had fired weapons and hurled paving stones and been the recipients of return fire from the Germans. There were so many wounded that two beds were in the hallway.

      A little farther down was a smaller room, big enough for maybe four beds, but that currently held seven. In each was a wounded German soldier. I had no idea what their wounds were, but looking at one kid, the one closest to the door, all I could see was the terror tattooed on his face.

      As we walked, led by the doctor, he stopped a nurse coming in the other direction. She was about to breeze by the Germans, and he halted her with his arm.

      “In there,” he said. She made a face.

      “Enough with your goddamned faces,” the doctor said. “You work for me, and I say that’s your assignment.

      “But—”

      “No buts,” he said. “You took an oath, you might remember. And I don’t care if they’re from Germany, or they’re from Mars. They’re injured, and they’re in this hospital, and they’re my patients, and they will be cared for.”

      The doctor lowered his arm. The nurse’s face didn’t change, but she went into the room to tend to the Germans.

      “All the shit that has gone on,” he said. “All the shit that the war has brought, all the shit the war is still bringing, I don’t care. I can’t care. All I can do is deal with this, with what’s in front of me — the illness, the wounds, the missing limbs, the lost causes. Especially the lost causes. All anyone cares about is winning. Somebody has to care for the losers, no?”

      He stopped talking. Then he sighed as loudly as anyone I had ever heard.

      “I’m so fucking tired,” he said, really to nobody. His back was to us, and he started walking again, and we followed. In what must have been the emergency room, the doctor poked his head into a series of curtained-off cubicles. On his fourth try, he waved us over.

      Geraldine was sitting up on the bed. She looked pale and tired, and her head was a mess, but she seemed relatively okay otherwise. She smiled when she saw us.

      The doctor looked at her and said, “The nurses?”

      “They didn’t hurt me,” Geraldine said. Then she shrugged.

      “Goddammit,” the doctor said. The stethoscope that was draped around his neck was suddenly in his ears, and he was listening to Geraldine’s heart. Then he took her pulse. Then he shined a light in her eyes, one at a time, and had a look through some kind of instrument.

      “My guess? Dehydration,” the doctor said. “That and nerves — understandable — are probably why you passed out. If these were normal times, we might keep you — but, as you can see…”

      The place really was a madhouse — overcrowded, understaffed, and loud even without all the screaming from outside.

      “Here’s your problem,” the doctor said, half turning away from Geraldine and looking and Leon and me. “There’s that idiot who followed her in. He’s sitting out in the waiting room — but we can deal with him.”

      “Because he’s an idiot?” I said.

      “Exactly,” the doctor said. “The problem is the nurses. They aren’t idiots. And they might hate the horizontals more than they hate the Germans.”

      “I mean, we can fight them—” Leon said.

      “That’s not what I mean,” the doctor said. “They’ll let you go. But they’ll harass you, and then they’ll probably follow you out and scream until somebody comes.”

      At that, we all paused for a second to consider the hurdles, but only for a second, before Brick said, “Won’t be a problem.”

      He hadn’t said a word since we walked into the hospital. I turned and looked at him. We all did. And he was smiling.
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      We sat and drank coffee that still tasted like crap, and watched the soldiers just pouring in — thousands, tens of thousands, there was no way for us to count accurately.

      “Where do you think she is now?” I said.

      “Depends on the roads,” Leon said.

      “But to Reims, there probably aren’t many troops coming from that direction,” I said.

      “I don’t know,” Leon said. “It looks like they’re coming from everywhere.”

      The women of Paris were throwing themselves at each vehicle full of soldiers that stopped at the traffic light in front of us — and there was at least one at every light and sometimes a long line. The women — some were girls, maybe 15 or 16 — threw themselves with special enthusiasm when the vehicle was full of Americans. Frenchmen received plenty of hugs and kisses, unquestionably — but the Americans were in a separate category, even the ones who looked as if they hadn’t bathed in a month, even the ugliest one. If they had been smart enough to set up cots in the back of those vehicles, I got the impression that they wouldn’t remain empty for long. Just a traffic light or two.

      “She’s got to be there by now,” I said.

      “I don’t know, with all of this,” Leon said. He waved at the parade of military hardware in front of us.

      “But it’s been 12 hours, and it’s only 90 miles,” I said.

      “Ninety? Is that all,” Leon said.

      “I looked at Brick’s map,” I said. “Ninety miles to Reims. Ninety almost exactly.”

      We put Geraldine into the lorry outside the apartment building where Brick was staying. It was close to midnight. How Brick lined up a lorry, a driver, and — most importantly — a tank of petrol was a three-carom bank shot that seemed impossible until I saw it with my own eyes. That he did it on such short notice, less than 12 hours after we got her out of the hospital, just added to the degree of difficulty.

      And all he said was, “I have my ways.”

      Twice in the same day, Brick had worked his magic. When we were in the emergency room at the hospital, and the doctor told us about the nurses who would not let us smuggle Geraldine out quietly, it was Brick who saved the situation. He realized the problem before any of us, when Geraldine first collapsed on the platform. When he met us at the hospital, he was wearing a lightweight jacket that I hadn’t noticed. Who was looking at anybody’s clothing in the middle of a lynch mob, after all?

      It was only after the doctor laid out the problem when Brick unzipped the jacket, and reached inside, and pulled out a blonde wig.

      As soon as I saw it, I said, “The same?”

      “One and the same,” Brick said.

      “Holy hell,” Leon said.

      I started to say something else, but I stopped because my voice caught. Then, after a deep breath, I explained about the provenance of the wig to Geraldine and to the doctor, whose name I still did not know. It had played an integral role in the deadliest attack Leon and I had ever launched. It was worn by Hannah, to cover her striking red hair. As Brick said when he lent it to her, “You’ve got plenty more work to do for me. Nobody will remember these assholes, but everybody will remember your red hair. So…”

      The basics of the operation involved Leon and I attaching a bomb underneath a bus that was waiting for, well, a bus load of German soldiers returning from a nightclub in Montmartre. The way we managed it was the distraction provided for the driver and the guard by the beautiful blond across the street.

      And after the explosion that killed dozens and dozens of Germans, Brick took back the wig. He couldn’t have known that he would need it for Geraldine, but he still had it.

      “Lucky once,” he said. “Now lucky twice.”

      It was a simple enough escape as it turned out. Geraldine was a bit shaky on her feet, but she walked fine, especially with a bit of support. The blonde wig made her look entirely different from the brunette that she was. More importantly, it made her look entirely different from the horizontal collaborator with the shaved head who had been carried in on a stretcher. And you had to know that nobody — not the nurses, not the idiot from the barbering committee who walked over with her, not anybody — saw anything but the shaved head when she came in.

      Just to make sure, Brick took off the jacket, helped Geraldine into it, and zipped it up to her neck. It was navy blue, and it completely covered the bright yellow blouse she was wearing. No shaved head. No yellow blouse. Just another woman in a busy hospital — at least, that’s what we hoped everyone would see. And, as it turned out, that was precisely what everyone saw. No one said a word, or even gave us a second look, as we left the emergency area and walked down the hall to the back door in the alley. The idiot from the platform lifted his head from the newspaper he was reading when we walked by the waiting room, but immediately dropped his eyes when he saw the doctor, three men, and a blond in a blue jacket.

      We didn’t talk until after Brick had dropped us at his place and then left to arrange for the lorry. Geraldine had a sister in Reims, and she felt as if that would be best.

      “I can’t stay here,” she said. “Not like this.”

      “But, how?” I said.

      “Two girlfriends,” she said. “From the bank. They said they saw me out one night. It was a total fluke. We were nowhere near where they lived, but they were out for a walk on a nice night, and they saw me from across the street, saw me out with…”

      Her voice trailed off. When Leon asked her if she told them the truth, she said she did. She said, “I yelled, I cried, but nobody would listen. I mean, a part of me does understand. It’s not as if the Resistance gives you a special identity card.”

      “But we could tell people,” I said.

      “And where is your identity card?” Geraldine said. And then she dropped her eyes and got quiet. A couple of hours later, she was gone. After a night’s sleep, Leon, Brick and I were drinking the crap coffee and watching the pages of history turning.

      “Hannah,” I said. “Bravest person I knew. You guys, too, I think. The absolute bravest. And what does she get for all of that bravery? Cut in half by a mortar shell. And then Geraldine. A goddamned hero. No arguments, no questions — a goddamned hero. And what does she get for all of that heroism? Humiliated, nearly killed, and forced to flee in disguise.”

      “Vive la fucking France,” Leon said. Brick and I raised our coffee cups and repeated, “Vive la fucking France.”

      We watched in silence as the military vehicles rolled on by, and the women of Paris threw themselves at the soldiers, and the pages of history turned. We sat for a long time without talking. Then Brick and I caught each other’s eyes, and I said, “Well, what’s next for you?”

      He thought for a moment and said, “I don’t know. Colonel Rol says he’s going to join the fight, go east with the army that’s chasing the Germans. Maybe that’s what I’ll do.”

      “But you’re not a soldier,” Leon said. “Taking orders? Wearing a uniform? Saluting and shit? Come on — you’re not a soldier.”

      “But, you know, I’ve been thinking about this a lot,” Brick said. “I might not be much of a soldier, but I’m not much of a family man, either.”

      He got quiet again, and then he stood up, and gave us hugs, and walked away. That left Leon and I and our next move. I knew what I was going to do, what I had to do, and I was prepared to do it with Leon or without him. And after he talked to me for a while, probing, interrogating — after a “what’s the point?” and an “are you sure?” and an “are you really fucking sure?” — Leon agreed to join me.
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      We were shirtless on the deck of the flatboat that had become our favored mode of free transportation, shirtless and sunning ourselves in the near-autumn sun. The skipper met us in the same place as the last time and boarded us without question. But we finally had one for him. His name was Jean Garreau.

      There was plenty of military activity on both sides of the Seine as we floated along, but it wasn’t a war anymore. The Germans were gone, pushed out, pushed to the east. The Allies were getting ready to chase them, it seemed — but for a couple of days, or weeks, they were relaxing, recharging and likely resupplying before the next push. All of which meant that we didn’t have to hide under the deck this time, didn’t have to piss out of a viewing hole, didn’t have to pretzel ourselves into a tiny compartment underneath the cases of rutabagas and Jerusalem artichokes. And while those hated vegetables were still a part of the cargo, they were only a part. Jean had managed a couple of cases each of green beans, asparagus, red apples and strawberries. As he said, “We still have a long way to go before it’s normal again. Probably years. But at least there is some of the good stuff now that the Germans aren’t here to steal it all.”

      As we sunned ourselves probably more than half the way to Port Vert, we came upon a scene that was fairly typical. A group of soldiers was bathing in the river — not that the Seine was crystal clear or anything, but war is hell, right? There were six of them, and their uniforms and weapons were piled on the riverbank, and they weren’t very far in. The water was maybe chest height, and they had one of those bars of soap that didn’t sink, and they were horsing around and whiling away the afternoon.

      “Hey!” Jean yelled. I turned and saw that he was holding two red apples, one in each hand, high above his head. “You want?”

      “Hell, yes!” shouted one of them.

      “You won’t let them sink, right?” Jean said.

      “You throw ’em, old man, and he’ll catch ’em,” the shouter said. He pointed to the tallest among them. “He played semi-pro. He’ll catch ’em.”

      “Semi-pro? What is that?” Jean said.

      “Baseball, old man,” the soldier said. “Just toss them nice and easy.” He pantomimed an under-handed motion. “Nice and easy, nice and high.”

      And damned if the tall kid didn’t catch all six of them. Only after they had waved their thanks and begun eating did they notice the three teenaged girls who were stealing their uniforms and running off with them. They left the weapons behind. They were giggling, then laughing out loud as they ran with their arms full. My guess is that they figured they had the American kids — and they were kids, none older than maybe 24 — in a spot, that they would never chase after the girls naked. But as the flatboat began to negotiate a little bend in the river, we looked back and saw that the girls had figured incorrectly.

      If they hadn’t been American soldiers with American uniforms and American weapons — if, instead, they had been French farmworkers cooling off after a day in the fields — it would have been the kind of splendidly typical vignette that we all had experienced a hundred times, just normal kids having a laugh in the September sun.

      Leon was thinking the same thing, and he said, “So, what was that? Just real life? Just normal life?”

      “I have to admit, I’m not used to normal,” I said.

      After a while, a few more hours, Jean let us off in the same place at Port Vert that he had before. This time, we retraced our steps through the woods as best we could. We took about a 10-minute detour because of a wrong turn, but I was surprised at how quickly we righted ourselves. That dark, panicked night — it was hard to believe we could remember the way, but we did.

      First we got to the house where Paul and Annemarie lived with their four kids — five after we dropped off their little cousin, Michel, the one who could have been little Charles’s twin. The door was wide open, and a couple of raccoons scampered past us when they sense our presence. It smelled as if they’d been living there for a while. Needless to say, the place was otherwise empty.

      We went from there to the church. From what we could see of the little town, well, we couldn’t see anything. We didn’t see a soul. Normal life? There were no signs of life in Port Vert. Suddenly, those giggling girls on the riverbank seemed a million miles away.

      We walked over to the little church, and to the little rectory alongside, and I banged on the door. Nobody came, and I banged again — twice, three times, harder and harder. Still, nobody came.

      “Well, now what?” Leon said. “Maybe we can sleep in the church. Or, if we can get used to the smell, maybe back at Paul and—”

      He stopped as he sensed what I sensed, the approach of somebody walking up the lane that led to the church. As he got closer, I could see that he was a priest. But he wasn’t Father Martin.
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      He said his name was Father Reynaud. Before I could get out a question, he said, “Look, I’m filthy. I’ve got to get out of these clothes and wash up a bit with the garden hose. You… There’s a pot of soup on the stove. Light it and heat it up. There’s about a half a baguette, too. We’ll share our supper when I’m done. It won’t be 10 minutes.”

      The priest was as good as his word. The soup had some potatoes and carrots in it, along with a mystery meat that I didn’t recognize.

      “Rabbit,” he said, and then he pointed to a rifle standing in the corner of the kitchen.

      When we sat down, Father Reynaud said Grace and added a prayer for “the repose of the soul of Father Martin,” so that was that.

      “Gestapo?” Leon said. He got the word out before Father Reynaud had lifted his spoon.

      “No, heart attack,” the priest said.

      “When?” I said.

      “Three or four weeks ago,” he said. “He was staying at the rectory in Villequier. Died in his sleep — at least, that’s what I heard.”

      Leon and I looked at each other, and then the priest looked at both of us and said, “Well, are you going to tell me why you’re here?” And then, the two of us — interrupting each other along the way — told him the story of the night when the Germans came to Port Vert. We told him about the shots we heard, and the fire, and the way we hid in the woods with Annemarie and the children. And then we told him about the approach of the German troops into those woods, and the way that Leon and I ran one way while Father Martin, Annemarie, and the kids ran another way.

      “We didn’t know if it was Villequier or not — you know, where they were headed,” I said.

      “I mean, did the family survive?” Leon said. “If Father Martin got there…”

      Father Reynaud shrugged.

      “By the grace of God, I hope they did,” he said. “I guess you could go there and find out. It isn’t far.”

      “But you don’t know?” Leon said. “You’re not from there?”

      “No, no,” the priest said. “I’m stationed in Caen right now, but we were evacuated because of the bombing. Rather than go back, the diocese sent me here. I’m kind of the clean-up man, I guess.”

      He began to tell us what that entailed, but then Leon asked if the priest could show us.

      “I don’t know,” the priest said. “I mean, I’m not very far along, and it’s…”

      As he searched for the word, I jumped in and said, “Leon’s a journalist.”

      “Journalist, maybe historian these days,” Leon said.

      “Okay,” Father Reynaud said. “People should know about this. But I’m not going to kid you — it’s probably going to be the worst thing you’ve ever seen.”

      We all walked from the rectory into the middle of the tiny town. The brick front facade of a big garage was still standing, but most of the rest had burned down, and the roof had fallen in from a lack of support. The priest said he had moved most of the roof away, piece by piece, so that what was left was visible in all of its grisly horror.

      He had given us shirts to tie around our faces as masks because of the smell of the bodies after two months of decay — or, rather, what was left of the bodies, what the fire had not incinerated. We had known what was happening because we saw the glow of the fire, and we heard the gunshots and the banter of the German soldiers. But knowing it on some intellectual level, feeling it from a distance — a feeling numbed by the adrenaline of escape at the time, and by so much that happened thereafter — was one thing, and walking among the remains was something entirely different.

      I was numb as Father Reynaud led us around, and then out the back. Leon had pulled out his notebook and somehow found the ability to write down what he was seeing.

      We got outside and took off the masks and Leon said, “How many?”

      “It’s hard to know exactly,” the priest said. “It sounds callous, but all I can do is count the heads I can find, the skulls.”

      “What did Father Martin say that night?” I said. “Remember when we were all in the woods. I think he said it was 87 people without him and Annemarie and the children.”

      “Eighty-seven?” Father Reynaud said. “Well, I’ve counted 84 skulls.”

      “In there now?” Leon said.

      “About half are still in there,” he said.

      He walked about 200 feet from the remains of the garage toward a big pit that had been dug in a grassy field. A backhoe stood watch over the hole.

      “This was some kind of auto repair place — autos, bicycles, farm equipment, like that,” the priest said. “The backhoe was there, out back, and it was nearly full of petrol. I didn’t think anybody would mind. It took me most of the day.”

      And now, he said, he was bringing the remains over in a handcart, two or three at a time.

      “You can’t?” I said, glancing over at the backhoe.

      “It crossed my mind, but no,” Father Reynaud said. “I mean, we have to find some dignity in the midst of this shit, don’t we?”

      The priest said he could handle only so much of the gruesome scene before having to walk away. There were no bodies visible in the hole because he used the backhoe to cover them with fresh dirt. He said it would be about two more days before he was finished.

      “Then I’ll tidy up, as best I can,” Father Reynaud said. “After that, I’ll say a funeral Mass — one Mass for 84 dead citizens of Port Vert. We don’t usually do it that way, but the bishop has given me permission. I don’t imagine a lot of people will be here — we’ve heard from some families, but only some. There are times when it seems like nobody knows. But we’re having a headstone made by a mason in Caen. It’s going to say, ‘In memory of 84 citizens of Port Vert, a town murdered by the Gestapo on June 9, 1944.’”

      Leon made him repeat the inscription, so he had it right. Then we walked back to the little rectory and Father Reynaud pulled out a bottle of something wonderfully vile. He left us in the living room and then came back carrying a cardboard box. He said it contained Father Martin’s personal effects.

      Digging through it, he pulled out an envelope and said to himself, “I thought so.” Then he looked at me and said, “You said your name is Alex, right.”

      “Yes, Alex Kovacs,” I said.

      “Then I guess this is for you,” he said. The white envelope had the name “Alex” scrawled on the front. My hands were shaking as I opened it. Inside was a letter, but that wasn’t where my eye went first. Accompanying the letter was the scorched, dented locket that I had bought in Lyon in 1941 from the shitty little pawnshop on Rue Sala.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            44

          

          

      

    

    







            September 12

          

        

      

    

    
      This is what the note said:

      August 9, 1944

      Dear Alex,

      If you are reading this, I am no longer among the living. I hope it is sometime in the 1950s, but it is a divine mystery, isn’t it? I like to think that I led a good life, and that I helped people as best I could. I never did anything like you and your friend Leon did, though. You gave a boy in the middle of a war a new life. Yes, Annemarie and the children did escape. They don’t have a father anymore, but they have a life and that little boy has a family. I’ll never get the picture out of my head of the boy and his nearly identical cousin skipping down the street here in Villequier, chasing after a ball that had rolled away from them. You did that, Alex — you and your friend. Never allow yourself to forget.

      Forgive my length here in advance. I’m just a rambling sort, I guess. And while I have no real reason to expect that you will ever see this, I have a hope in my heart — deep in my heart — that you will. We didn’t spend much time together, but, Alex, you seem like the type that would come back to — how should I say it? — close the circle. I could see it in those woods, on that awful night, even as we were all gripped by panic. My guess is you wouldn’t be you if you didn’t at least make an attempt to find out. And I take it back, about me necessarily being dead if you see this. If you should show up at the rectory in Villequier, or wherever I might be posted next, I will be thrilled to hand it to you and watch you read it. As I said, I am prone to rambling.

      Needless to say, and as you can see, I have enclosed the locket. The way I figure it, you are the rightful owner. While it gave me some comfort over the last terrible year, and reminded me about the preciousness of life, it belongs to you, and it belongs with you. I have no shame in admitting that every time I finger it, and pop it open, and see the empty locket inside, I shed a tear and remember what you said that night before we took our different paths in the woods. I remember the words exactly — funny how there are certain things like that, things you never forget. So, I remember what you said: “She kept it empty on purpose. She said she wanted there to be room for both of us.” I remember, and I cry.

      The last page of this letter is a map that I have drawn, a map that will get you to the site of the crash, and to where your wife and the pilot are buried. But that is for later. I know you will want to see that, but that you will want any details I can offer even more. Let me do that now, and apologize in advance for how scant those details are.

      The basic truth is that no one in Port Vert saw the plane crash — at least, no one who I asked, and I’m pretty confident that I asked everybody. You saw how small Port Vert is. It is a farming and working community, without any nightlife, and people sleep with the setting sun. The crash happened after midnight, a time that was too late and also too early. Everyone I talked to was asleep. I know I was.

      You’re likely wondering if the plane was shot down. My best guess — and it’s only a guess, though an educated one — is that it was not. There were no Germans stationed in the immediate vicinity of Port Vert that night — not within, say, five miles. They would drive through a lot, but always on the way to or from someplace else. They never stayed because, honestly, what was there to stay for? I always liked to say that the people from Port Vert truly loved it, but that the place was an acquired taste.

      Not only do I think that the Germans were nowhere near Port Vert that night, but there was no gunfire that I heard, and I’m a pretty light sleeper. I asked around, in case my snoring might have drowned out some kind of shot being taken at the airplane, but no one else heard anything, either. So, mechanical issues or maybe some kind of bad luck? Like so much else, it will have to remain one of life’s mysteries.

      The first thing everybody heard was the crash into the woods, a couple of hundred yards behind the church. There was the noise of the crash and, within seconds, there was an explosion. It seems obvious that the petrol tank of the airplane exploded. So they didn’t run out of petrol, I guess — which removes another of the potential mysteries.

      Everybody I talked to heard the two noises, though it was the crash that woke them first. That’s what they all said, and it was my experience, too. The crash first, which was loud enough to wake you and make you wonder, but maybe not so loud that it would alarm you — if that makes any sense. I’m close enough to the woods that I figured maybe a tree fell for some reason. Why, I had no idea. It’s not as if you are prone to a lot of complex thinking in the split second after you have been awakened. All I knew was that the noise woke me, but that it didn’t particularly frighten me.

      But then — I don’t know, 10 or 20 seconds later — there was the explosion. That was when I leaped to my feet, and pulled on some trousers and shoes, and began running in the direction of the sound. I got to the crash site first, mostly because the church and the rectory were the closest buildings in town. But I was joined pretty quickly by four or five other men, two of them carrying shovels. It wasn’t as if Port Vert had a fire company, or an organized group of volunteers. But it is a community — is? was? I dread even thinking about it. And when I say community, I mean it in every sense of the word. People looked out for each other, even if it was sometimes mistaken for nosiness. A man could count on his neighbor in a time of trouble, and the same man would be called on to join in a time of celebration.

      When I got there, the airplane was covered in flames. It wasn’t a big airplane, and it wasn’t a big fire — but it was a very intense fire. The people inside had to have died instantly, likely killed first in the crash. I hope that is some small comfort.

      I probably got to the airplane within three or four minutes after the explosion. The rest of the men were there within three or four more minutes, and for the next little while, we all separated and looked through the flames as best we could, from as many angles as we could, to see if there was anyone inside. None of us saw anyone.

      After a bit, the flames began to die down and the two men with the shovels began to approach the airplane, slowly, cautiously, maybe to probe the wreckage with their shovels. But then came a second explosion — not gigantic but very real, very frightening, and accompanied by another fire almost as intense as the first. The way we figured it, they must have been carrying an extra can or two of petrol in the seat behind them, and it just took a while for that to blow up, too.

      It wasn’t until daylight that we were able to see the bodies. They were completely burned, just bones. No clothing, except for maybe half of one of the pilot’s boots. The locket was lying in the grass, just outside the airplane. I like to believe that she was holding it at the time of the crash — for luck, or for the memory of you. “She kept it empty on purpose. She said she wanted there to be room for both of us.” I’ll stop for a second now while I cry.

      I asked the men with the shovels to dig a grave and to bring me a cart. I went back to the rectory for my stole and the oils. I blessed the bodies and offered your wife and the pilot the sacrament of extreme unction. It is said that the person must be alive to receive it, but no one knows when the soul leaves the body. I believe my actions were appropriate.

      Then, as carefully as we could, we removed the bodies from the plane, put them on the cart, and walked them to the burial site. More people from the town had come to help as the word spread. There was no doubt in our minds that the dead, whoever they were, had been doing the work of the Resistance. Who else would be flying around in that tiny airplane in the middle of the night, in the middle of nowhere? Tourists? They had to be Resistance, somehow fighting for France. We would talk about it sometimes when we chatted after Sunday Mass. The men would gather and we all would wonder. Were they spies? Were they delivering some kind of secret message? It became almost a vicarious thrill for us, the wondering.

      That day, though, about 20 of the men and women of Port Vert stood around me as I said a funeral Mass and prayers around the grave. After that, I convinced a stone mason from a few towns over to donate a small marker. It turned out to be even smaller than I expected, but I placed it over the grave about a month later.

      We left the plane where it was — not for any sentimental reason, but mostly because the men determined there was nothing worth salvaging, and it was far enough into the woods that it wasn’t worth the bother. The map will show you where it is, along with the grave site. With that, my rambling is done. I pray every day for your wife and the pilot, and for your loss, and I give thanks for the opportunity I had to meet you and Leon, however briefly. I have lived a full life, but you have added to its fullness, to its richness. Adieu.

      Father Henri Martin
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      “Do you mind if I come?” Father Reynaud said.

      Leon looked at me and I said, “Not at all. I might need you both to hold me up.”

      It was the next morning. Leon had slept on the rectory’s couch and I had arranged a couple of cushions on the floor. The priest and Leon snored deeply, their blasts almost synchronized. I had one of those nights where I felt as if I didn’t sleep at all, but I must have. But it wasn’t a deep sleep. I was never more than an inch below the level of waking consciousness, I felt.

      The map started at the back door of the rectory and directed us to the only path that had been hacked through the woods. It said that there was only one decision to make along the way, a crossroads of sorts that created two branches off the trail. We were to stay to the left.

      It was a quick walk, only a couple of hundred yards. And then, in a tiny clearing, there was the wreckage of the airplane. I had seen it that night in Lyon. Manon ran for it from one direction and made it. I ran for it from another direction and was shot by the Germans who had scoped out our escape. I guess the only thing I remembered was how small it seemed. Now, the remains after the fire were even smaller. The skeleton of the craft was becoming overgrown with weeds and what looked like the knee-high beginnings of two elm trees.

      I didn’t know if I was going to cry or not, and I didn’t. I just stared at it like an anthropologist who came across some anonymous remains — looking for clues of I didn’t know what. I didn’t cry. I didn’t feel unsteady on my feet. But I didn’t allow myself to think about Manon’s final moments, either. I blocked it out. Mostly I concentrated on my right hand, which was stuffed into my right pocket, which was fingering the locket. It was as if the tactile sensation allowed me to distract myself.

      We stood there for maybe five minutes. Each of us, separately, took a lap around the airplane to see it from every angle. It wasn’t a search for some kind of magic discovery or insight. It was just, as Leon said later, “To get the full picture. Just to remember it all as it really was. I once worked with an old reporter in Vienna who told me, ‘If you don’t look around the back and take a peek, you never get to see whose ass is hanging out.’ Which has nothing to do with this, but…”

      Based on Father Martin’s map, we retraced our steps and then, at the end of the woods, we took a right turn. It took us maybe a few dozen steps farther away from the rectory. There we came upon a small cemetery that did not appear to have been used in forever. Father Reynaud took a brief look around at the 20-odd gravestones and said that the most recent one he saw was from 1911.

      There was no grass between the graves — just grayish gravel with the occasional weed sprouting through.

      “I wonder who takes care of this,” the priest said, really to no one. “I wonder if Father Martin did. The weeds. The fence. Needs painting. Who’s going to care for the dead in a dead town?”

      “No one but you,” Leon said.

      “You know, I’m drinking more since I came here,” he said. “I get back from that garage, and I strip off my clothes, and I stand underneath the garden hose and try to wash off the memory of it along with the grime. And then I drink.”

      “If anybody had a right, it’s you,” Leon said.

      “I drink to forget, and it sometimes works, but other times it just seems to force me deeper into my own head,” the priest said. “Half the time, I think this is the worst few weeks of my life. I think this is the most futile thing I’ve ever done, burying all of those people in the garage, throwing the dirt on them and on this whole place, once and for all.”

      “And the other half of the time?” Leon said.

      “The other half of the time, I think I’ll never do anything in my life as a priest that is more important,” he said.

      What we were looking for was in the farthest corner of the cemetery, hard against the fence, the black paint flaking off the iron, the rust showing through. A few weeds were growing through the mound of dirt above the grave, and I leaned over and pulled them out. And then we just stood there. My left arm was around Leon’s shoulder. My right hand was in my pocket, fingering the locket I had bought in the shitty pawn shop on Rue Sala. Father Reynaud was down on both knees. He blessed himself and silently prayed.

      In his letter, Father Martin had been right. The grave marker was tiny. It was square, maybe six inches on a side.

      It said:

      TWO UNKNOWN HEROES OF FRANCE

      1943
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      Christmas. The first Christmas after the occupation. Leon was working again, writing once a week for the paper. I was pretty much drinking my life. With the Germans gone, I was able to access the bank account I had left behind in Lyon through the help of a branch in Paris. It took a while for them to believe I was who I said I was, but in time, I had enough money to live the life of a wastrel, at least for a few months.

      Paris was a hungry city by Christmas, but not starving — and there was more than enough to drink. Most people had resolved never to eat another rutabaga or Jerusalem artichoke again, and for the most part, those promises were able to be kept. There were still lines at shops, and you tended to eat whatever happened to be available that day, but there was progress being made, even if it was measured in millimeters sometimes. Things were slowly returning to normal, even though there was quite a distance to go, even as the war continued to rage in Germany and the east and, according to the radio, someplace in Belgium called Bastogne.

      Our Christmas Eve dinner was taken at Café Bleu, as were most of our meals. The evening’s feast consisted of a beef stew that would more accurately have been advertised as a potato stew, but whatever. The highlights, though, were slices of freshly baked bread with the meal, two apiece, and a kind of chocolate pound cake for dessert. The cake was rare enough, still, that the kid who waited on us, Louis, served the plates with a theatrical flourish.

      “Where’d they get the flour?” I said.

      “I think somebody knocked over a delivery truck outside a bakery, but I’m not asking any questions,” Louis said.

      After we ate, and topped off our glasses, I was hit by a wave of something. I don’t know what it was, some combination of fear and nostalgia and uncertainty and boredom. And I said to Leon, “Seriously, what the hell are we going to do next?”

      “What are you talking about,” he said.

      “I mean, I get it. You’re back working a little at the paper — not full-time, or even part-time, just a little. But you’re writing. And you have the book idea in your head.”

      “And a little in my notebook.”

      “Right, a little,” I said. “But Paris? Really? Is this it?”

      “You do remember that I came here voluntarily, before the goddamned war,” Leon said. “I mean, I have friends here — at least a couple of friends. You went to Zurich to run that bank and do your little spy thing for your beloved Czechs, and I came here.”

      “It wasn’t my choice, if you’ll remember,” I said. “And, if you’ll also remember, my beloved Czechs saved our asses after we ran away from the Nazis in Vienna. I owed them — for, among other things, the fact that you didn’t have your passport with you.”

      “Details… fucking details,” Leon said. Then he smiled and raised his glass in salute and took a long drink.

      But I had nothing in Paris, and I was pretty sure I didn’t want to have anything, either. At least, that was what I had concluded during weeks of long, quiet, alcoholic afternoons. I came to Lyon to follow Manon at the start of the war. I guessed that I could go back there. In theory, I guessed that the house was now mine — although her family had likely snatched it up by now and, well, what was the point? There were too many memories in Lyon to consider it seriously.

      The same with Zurich. In theory, I was still in charge of the bank, president of Bohemia Suisse — but I had nothing there, either. My good friend Henry was no longer my good friend, not since I allowed his father to assist me in my little spy thing, as Leon called it, and I got him killed. Besides, Zurich was where I met Manon and fell in love with her. Too many memories, again.

      I took a long drink, too, and then I said, “Have you thought about home?”

      “Thought about it, sure,” Leon said. “What do you mean?”

      “About home,” I said. “About Vienna. About going back.”

      “There’s still a war on, brother.”

      “I’m not saying tomorrow. But, have you thought about it?”

      “A little,” Leon said. “But not really. It’s impractical.”

      “Says the man who has never really considered what was and wasn’t practical,” I said.

      And then we both took another drink. I was born in Czechoslovakia, but Vienna was home. My Uncle Otto took me in as a teenager to get me away from my father and a life sharing a desk with him at the mine. Instead, Otto trained me as a salesman for the mining company, as he was. He taught me to live frugally at home and to travel lavishly when the company was paying. He lovingly taught me how to fill out an expense account, and said that we should put these words on his tombstone: “God bless the man who invented the taxicab receipt.”

      When he died, though, that wasn’t part of the inscription. Otto was dead, the job was dead, and other than an apartment and a pretty healthy bank account, I wasn’t sure what was back in Vienna for me. The only thing I was positive about was that there would never be anything for me in Paris because the only thing I had ever done in Paris was kill people.

      I would say that to Leon, and he would say, “Come on, you were a fucking soldier.”

      And I would say, “Soldiers go home after the war. They don’t keep living on the battlefield.”

      It went like that, back and forth over the weeks and months — and he was right about one thing. As long as there was fighting, going back wasn’t an option.

      But I kept bringing it up, bringing up Vienna — not every day, or every week, but mostly when we were drunk enough to be feeling philosophical about things. I kept bringing it up, and Leon and I kept talking about it, about going back. It was late in 1945, a couple of months after VE Day, when I convinced him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ENJOY THIS BOOK? YOU CAN REALLY HELP ME OUT.

        

        The truth is that, as a relatively new author, it is hard to get readers’ attention. But if you have read this far, I have yours – and I could use a favor.

        

        Reviews from people who liked this book go a long way toward convincing future readers of its worth. It won’t take five minutes of your time, but it would mean a lot to me.  Long or short, it doesn’t matter.

        

        Thanks!

        

      

    

  


  
    
      I hope you enjoyed To Normandy and Beyond, the seventh installment in the Alex Kovacs thriller series. My other series, beginning with A Death in East Berlin, features a protagonist named Peter Ritter, a young murder detective in East Berlin at the time of the building of the Berlin Wall.

      

      That book, as well as the rest of both series, is available for purchase now. You can find the links to all of my books at https://www.amazon.com/author/richardwake.

      

      Thanks for your interest!
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