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Praise for Jan Moran

&

SCENT OF TRIUMPH

“Jan Moran is the new queen of the epic romance.”

— USA Today Bestselling Author Rebecca Forster

“Scent of Triumph is a rich tapestry that weaves fragrance into an already compelling story of love and perseverance during WWII. Jan's skillful writing, combined with her wealth of olfactory knowledge, makes this a great read for all, but especially the perfume enthusiast.”

— Karen Adams, Sniffapalooza

“If the idea of a novel about a perfumer brings to mind images of sterile laboratories or serene fields of flowers, think again. Scent of Triumph offers action, suspense and romance aplenty as it follows its intrepid heroine through the turbulent years of World War II, from the depths of tragedy to the heights of success. Fragrance lovers will especially enjoy the skillful way in which scent is woven into the story, not only through references to classic perfumes but also in the way the heroine’s experiences are filtered through her highly refined sense of smell.”

— Nancy Arnott, A&E Television Networks

"In “Scent of Triumph will appeal to anyone who enjoys historical romance. Filled with love, loss, struggle, triumph. Moran writes in such a way that you will feel as if you were transported back to the era. Her characters are interesting and well developed. Very unique, an enjoyable read.”

— Rebecca’s Reads Review

“Scent of Triumph [is a] World War II epic.”

— Denise Hamilton, Los Angeles Times, author of Damage Control

“In Scent of Triumph, Jan Moran has created a resilient, talented, yet relatable character in Danielle. Her story will resonate with any woman who has faced the challenges of parenting, loving, and working to build a future for herself—as well as those who are looking for a good read, and a satisfying ending.”

— Kelly James-Enger, Author of White Bikini Panties and The Honesty Index

“Jan is an exceedingly articulate and vivacious authority on her area of specialty: fragrance. She is also a charismatic and elegant presence who knows her business, lives it and loves it.”

— Stephanie Stephens, Host & Executive Producer of MindYourBody.tv
  

Also by Jan Moran

Praise for Fabulous Fragrances

“Fragrances by the book...everything a fragrance connoisseur wants to know about shopping for a scent.”

— Women’s Wear Daily

“A primer on women’s fragrances—what’s in them, how to make them last, how to buy them.”

— Orange County Register

“Fabulous Fragrances provides an inside view of the international fragrance world. It gives the reader a broad understanding of just how special fragrance truly is!”

— Bijan, Fashion Designer

“I met Jan through her book, Fabulous Fragrances, a must-have for anyone in the fragrance industry (or a fragrance lover).”

— George Zaharoff, Creative Director/Chairman,

Basiliea Zaharoff

Praise for Scentsa®

“This fragrance fan positively drooled over the sheer amount of information available.”

— Robin Krug, Editor, Now Smell This

“I feel like a kid in the candy store seeing names of my favorite fragrances under a neat drop down menu. Jan Moran’s writing is an important part of the fragrance entries, often including various stories about a fragrance as well as descriptions. Jan’s beautiful review of Yatagan made me want to reach for my bottle immediately.”

— Victoria Frolova, Editor, Bois de Jasmin

More by Jan Moran


Fabulous Fragrances II: A Guide to Prestige Perfumes for Women and Men



Fabulous Fragrances: How to Select Your Perfume Wardrobe – The Women’s Guide to Prestige Perfumes


Creator of:

Scentsa®

Scentsa® Beauty
  




Jan Moran is a writer and entrepreneur
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Dedication


For my mother, Jeanne Hollenbeck, who contributed her memories of life during World War II, and instilled a love of perfume and all things beautiful in me. My deep appreciation and love.




  

Part I - Europe

September 3, 1939
  

1

Danielle Bretancourt von Hoffman braced herself against the gleaming mahogany-paneled stateroom wall, striving for balance as she flung open a brass porthole. A damp kelp-scented wind whistled through the cabin, assaulting her nose with its raw intensity.

She kept her eyes focused on the horizon as the Newell-Grey Explorer slanted upward, slicing through the peak of a cresting wave. The sleek new 80,000 ton super liner creaked and pitched as it heaved through the turbulent grey waters of the icy Atlantic on its voyage from New York to England. Silently, Danielle urged it onward, anxious to return home.

A veil of salty spray prickled Danielle’s fevered brow, and her usually sturdy stomach churned in rhythm with the sea. Was it morning sickness, or the ravaging motion of the sea?
Probably both, she thought, her hand cradling her gently curved abdomen. She gnawed her lip, the metallic taste of blood spreading on her tongue, thinking about the last few days.

Dabbing her mouth with the back of her hand, she blinked against the stiff breeze, her mind reeling. Had it been just two days since she’d heard the devastating news that Nazi forces had invaded Poland?

A staccato knock burst against the stateroom door. Gingerly crossing the room, Danielle opened the door and caught her breath at the sight of Jonathan Newell-Grey, vice president and heir apparent to the British shipping line that bore his name. His tie hung from his collar, and his sleeves were rolled up, exposing muscular forearms taut from years of sailing. A rumpled wool jacket hung over one shoulder. Though they hadn’t been friends long, she was truly glad to see him.

“Is your husband in?” His hoarse voice held the wind of the sea.

“Max will be back soon. Any news?”

“None.” He pushed a hand through his unruly chestnut hair. “The captain has called a meeting at fifteen hundred hours for all passengers traveling on Polish and German passports.”

“But I hold a French passport.”

“You’ll still need to attend, Danielle.”

“Of course, but—” As another sharp pitch jerked through the ship, Jon caught her by the shoulders and kept her from falling.

“Steady now, lass,” he said, a small smile playing on his lips.

Feeling a little embarrassed, Danielle touched the wall for support. Suddenly, she recalled the strange sense of foreboding she’d had upon waking. She was blessed—or cursed—with an unusually keen prescience. Frowning, she asked, “Jon, can the ship withstand this storm?”

“Sure, she’s a fine, seaworthy vessel, one of the finest in the world. This weather’s no match for her.” He stared past her out the porthole, his deep blue eyes riveted on the ocean’s white-capped expanse. Dark, heavily laden clouds crossed the sun, casting angled shadows across his face. He turned back to her, his jaw set. “Might even be rougher seas ahead, but we’ll make England by morning.”

Danielle nodded, but still, she knew. Oh yes, she knew. Acid churned in her stomach; something seemed terribly wrong. Her intuition came in quiet flashes of pure knowledge. She couldn’t force it, couldn’t direct it, and knew better than to discuss it with anyone, especially her husband. She was only twenty-four; Max was older, wiser, and told her that her insights were simply rubbish.

Jon touched her arm in a small, sympathetic movement. “What a sorry predicament you’re in. Anything I can do to help?”

“Not unless you can perform a miracle.” Jon’s rough fingers felt warm against her skin, and an ill-timed memory from a few days ago shot through her mind. On Max’s encouragement, they’d shared a dance while Max spoke to the captain at length after dinner, and Danielle remembered Jon’s soft breath, his musky skin, his hair curling just above his collar. He’d been interested in all she had to say, from her little boy to her work at Parfums Bretancourt, her family’s perfumery in France.

Danielle forced the memory from her mind, took a step back out of modesty. “I had a bad feeling about this trip from the beginning,” she started. She caught sight of herself in the mirror, her thick auburn hair in disarray, her lip rouge smeared against her pale cheek. She drew her fingers across her cheek, straightened her shoulders, and went on. “We’d planned to take care of our business in New York, then return to Poland to close the chateau. After that, we were to join Max’s mother, Sofia, and our little Nicky in Paris, for a brief visit with my family before returning to America.”

“Why didn’t you bring Nicky with you?”

“I wanted to, but he’s so young that Max thought he’d be better off in Paris with my family.” Why, oh why, had she agreed to leave Nicky? Max had made it sound so sensible. Wincing with remorse, she fought the panic that rose in her throat. “But now Sofia’s terribly ill, her last cable said that she and Nicky haven’t even left for Paris.”

Jon wiped a smudge from her cheek and said quietly, “Danielle, they’ve got to get to Paris as quickly as possible.”

Mon Dieu! she thought. They hadn’t realized Sofia was so ill. ‘It’s just a cold,’ her mother-in-law had told them as they left. What if Sofia isn’t well enough to travel?

The ship pitched, sending the porthole door banging against the paneled wall. Shifting easily with the vessel’s sharp motions, Jon caught it, secured the latch, then turned back to Danielle. “Max told me he thinks he has your immigration to the States sorted out.”

“That’s right, a senator from New York helped us secure a financial partner. Max plans to reestablish our crystal manufacturing facility there by the end of the year, but now, the workers he’d like to bring—” Her voice hitched as she thought of what their friends and family faced.

“You’ve done the best you could, Danielle.” But even as he spoke, his gaze trailed back to the sea, his eyes narrowed against the sun’s thinning rays, scanning the surface.

She matched his gaze. “Anything unusual out there?”

“Could be German U-Boats. Unterseeboots. The most treacherous of submarines. Bloody hell, they are.” He moved toward her, and leaning closer he lifted a strand of hair, damp with sea mist, from her forehead. “If I don’t see Max, you’ll tell him about the meeting?”

“We’ll be there.” She caught a whiff of his salt air-tinged skin, and as she did, a vivid sensory image flashed across her mind. A leather accord, patchouli, a heart of rose melding with the natural scent of his skin, warm, intriguing...then she recognized it—Spanish Leather. But the way he wore it was incredible. She was drawn in, but quickly retreated half a step.

His expression softened and he let her hair fall from his fingers. “Don’t worry, Danielle. The Newell-Greys always look after their passengers.” He left, closing the door behind him.

She touched a finger to her lips. Jon’s casual way with her sometimes made her uncomfortable. Fortunately, Max was too much the German aristocrat to make a fuss over nothing. And it was nothing, she told herself with a firm shake of her head. She loved her husband. But that scent...her mind whirred. Fresh, spicy, woody...she could recreate sea freshness and blend with patchouli.

Abruptly, the ship lurched. Cutlery clattered across a rimmed burl wood table, her books tumbled against a wall. She braced herself through the crashing swell, one hand on the doorjamb, another shielding her stomach. She pushed all thoughts of her work from her mind, there were so many more urgent matters at hand. Her son, their family, their home.

When the ship leveled, she spied on the floor a navy blue cap she’d knitted for Nicky. He’d dropped it at the train station, and she’d forgotten to give it to Sofia. She pressed the cap to her cheek, drinking in the little boy smell that still clung to the woolen fibers. Redolent of milk and grass and straw and chocolates, it also called to mind sweet perspiration droplets glistening on his flushed cheeks. They often played tag in the garden, laughing and frolicking amidst thicketed ruins on their sprawling property. Oh, my poor, precious Nicky. Her stomach lurched at the memories.

She picked up her purse to put his cap inside, then paused to look at the photo of Nicky she carried. His eyes crinkled with laughter, he’d posed with his favorite stuffed toy, Mr. Minkey, a red-striped monkey with black button eyes she’d sewn for him. At four years of age, Nicky was an adorable bundle of blond-headed energy. A streak of fear sliced through her. She stuffed the cap into her purse and snapped it shut.

The door opened and Max strode in, his proud face ashen.

Danielle turned. “Jon just left. There’s a meeting—”

“I know, he is behind me,” he said, clipping the words in his formal, German-accented English. He smacked his onyx pipe against his hand, releasing the sweet smoky scent of vanilla tobacco.

Jon appeared at the door. “Shall we go?”

The muscles in Max’s jaw tightened. He slipped his pipe into the pocket of his tailored wool jacket. “I need a drink first. You, Jon?”

“Not now.”

Max pushed past Danielle to the liquor cabinet. As he did, he brushed against her vanity and sent her red leather traveling case crashing to the floor, bottles bursting from within, smashing against one another.

“Max, my perfumes!” Danielle gathered the hem of her silk dress, and sank to her knees. The intoxicating aromas of jasmine, rose, orange blossom, bergamot, berries, vanilla, cedar, and sandalwood surged in the air, jumbling and exploding in her senses like brilliant fireworks. She sighed in exasperation. She knew Max hadn’t meant to destroy her precious potions, but she wished he’d been more careful. Now there was nothing she could do but pick up the pieces. With two fingers, she fished a crystal shard and a carnelian cap from the jagged mess. “Max, would you hand me the wastebasket?”

Instead, he turned away and reached for the vodka. “Leave it, Danielle. The cabin boy will see to it.”

Jon crossed the stateroom and knelt beside her. “Are these your creations?”

“Yes, I blended the perfumes at my family’s laboratory in Grasse. The case was Max’s wedding gift to me.”

Max poured a shot of vodka. “Get up, Danielle. And for God’s sake, open the porthole. That stench will kill us.”

Anger burned in her cheeks, but she said nothing. She angled her face from Jon and continued picking up slippery shards, though she was glad for his help.

Jon rested a callused hand on hers, sending a shiver through her. “These are beautiful works of art, Danielle. Max told me you were once regarded as the child prodigy of perfumery.” He took a sharp piece from her. “Don’t hurt yourself, I’ll send someone to clean this up while you’re gone.”

She caught his eye and mouthed a silent thank-you, then rose and opened the porthole. A gust caught her long hair and slapped it across her face, stinging her flushed cheeks. Staring at the ocean, a sudden thought gripped her, and she spun around. “Jon said there might be U-Boats out there.”

Max paused with his glass in mid-air. “Impossible.”

“Anything is possible.” Jon brushed broken crystal into the wastebasket and straightened.

Danielle arched an eyebrow. “Is that why we’re zigzagging?”

Jon shot a look at Max. “Smart one, your wife. I’ll grant you that, Danielle, but it’s just a safety measure. U-Boats aren’t a threat to passenger liners.”

Pressure built in her head. “Like the Lusitania?”

“That was a long time ago,” Jon said. “A disaster like that couldn’t happen today.”

“And why not?”

“There are measures to ensure against such errors,” Jon replied. “In times of war, every captain checks Lloyd’s Register to compare ships. It’s obvious that this is a passenger ship, not an armed destroyer. It’s virtually impossible to make such a mistake.”

Her mind whirred. “But you said anything is possible.”

“Today, there are rules of war,” Jon said. “An initial shot across the bow must be fired in warning.”

Max tossed the vodka down his throat and gave a wry grin. “Is that why you have been holding court in the stern, Jon?”

“I confess, you’re on to me, old boy. But seriously, we’d have time to signal to a Nazi vessel that we’re not armed.”

Nazis. A horrible thought gripped Danielle. Her pulse thundered in her ears. “Max, you know what the Nazis are doing to Jews in Germany.”

“The Polish army is not yet defeated, my dear.”

Nausea swelled within her. “How can you be so calm? My mother is Jewish and that makes Nicky one-quarter Jewish. You know the German law, you know what the Nazis could do to him.”

“He is just a child.” Max looked weary. “You were raised in your father’s faith, you are Catholic. Nicky was also baptized. How would the Nazis find out anything different?”

But she knew they had ways. And for the hundredth time, the same thought haunted her. Oh, why did I leave Nicky? And how is poor Sofia?

Max glanced at Jon. “We should go now.” Max walked to the door. Without turning he paused, his voice thick. “I am sorry for your perfumes, Danielle. I am sorry for everything.”

She caught her breath. Max seldom offered an apology. To him, it was a sign of defeat. A feeling of dread spread through her.

Jon opened the door, held it. She snatched her purse and followed Max through the door way.

Other passengers jostled past in the crowded corridor and Danielle could smell fear rising in the air like a heat wave. “Rotten Krauts,” they heard someone say. She saw Max stiffen.

When they came to the open air promenade deck, Danielle glanced out over the stormy sea, but she could see little in the murky mist.

Jon followed her gaze. “We’ve got a heavy fog rolling in.”

The moist air held the scented promise of rain. “It’s so dim,” she said. “Jon, why aren’t the running lights on?”

“We’re blacked out for security reasons.”

They arrived at the first class lounge where tense passengers crowded shoulder to shoulder. Jon excused himself to take his place at the front as the owner representative. A hush spread when the grim-faced captain approached the podium.

“Thank you for your attention,” the captain began. “Two days ago, Hitler’s Nazi Germany violated a European peace agreement. Now, through the miracle of wireless, we have a reply from the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom.”

He nodded to a crew member. The loud speakers crackled to life and a nervous murmur rippled across the room.

England was on the airwaves.

The radio announcer was speaking about Poland. “Blitzkrieg,” he called the German attack.

“Lightening war,” Max said sadly.

“Oh, no.” Danielle clutched her pearls, squeezed her eyes against hot tears and turned her face against Max’s chest.

Max slid a finger under her chin and lifted her face. “It’s my fault, I should have already relocated our family.”

The radio crackled again. “And now, Prime Minister Chamberlain.”

“This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German government a final note stating that, unless we heard from them by eleven o’clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us.”

Chamberlain’s voice sounded burdened, yet resolute. “I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently, this country is at war with Germany.”


A collective gasp filled the room, and Danielle felt her stomach churn as the broadcast continued.

At its end, the captain stepped aside and Jon took his place at the podium. “Tomorrow, when we arrive, all German and Polish passengers will be required to remain in England.” Jon’s voice boomed over the murmuring tide. “Newell-Grey agents will be available to assist and accommodate you. We shall keep you informed as we receive additional information.”

Danielle pressed a hand to her mouth. Who knew it would come to this? A sudden clamminess overtook her, and now her nausea returned with unbridled force. She bolted through the crowd for the outer deck. She reached the railing, leaned over, gulped for air. The wind whipped her yellow scarf from her neck.

Max followed, and Jon rushed after them. They stood gazing through the shifting fog into the bleak waters below. Max draped an arm across her shoulders and looked across at Jon. “Her sickness is much worse with this pregnancy.”

“It’s okay, old girl, give it up,” Jon was saying, his eyes fixed on the ocean, when he suddenly stopped. His face froze.

A sleek, narrow wake rippled the surface.

“What the—” began Max.

“Get down,” Jon bellowed. He leapt across them, his powerful body crashing them to the deck.

In the next instant, a violent impact shot them across the deck. An explosion ripped into the bowels of the great ship. Screams pierced the haze, and the ship’s massive framework buckled with a deafening roar.

“Torpedoes,” Jon shouted. He crushed his hand over Danielle’s head and cursed under his breath. “Stay down.”

An icy burst enveloped them like a sheet and soaked them to the flesh. Danielle gasped in terror.

Another explosion rocked the ship. Wood and metal twisted with a grating screech as the ship listed to the starboard side, rolling like a wounded whale. The ship’s structure groaned and folded under her own weight, frigid salt water poured into her open wounds.

Jon struggled to his feet. “Take my hand, Danielle, we must reach the lifeboats. This way, Max.” Jon dragged Danielle behind him. “Nazi bastards. This is preposterous, just like the Lusitania.” Suddenly he stopped, and pulled his shoulders back. He turned to face the dazed crowd behind him.

“Attention.” Jon’s voice rang with urgent authority. “We must proceed quickly and calmly to the lifeboats.”

Amidst the chaos, people turned to follow.

Danielle reached for Jon’s hand again, stumbling on something in her haste. Mon Dieu, that smell! She put her other hand to her nose, caught her breath, wiped stinging water from her eyes and blinked. A woman she’d met just yesterday lay bloodied at her feet. She smothered a scream, then reached down to help the woman.

Jon caught her arm. “Don’t, it’s no use, Danielle. She’s gone.”

“No, she can’t be,” Danielle cried. She’d never seen a dead person before. Except for the blood soaking the deck beneath her, the woman appeared merely unconscious. Then she saw that the back of the woman’s skull was gone and she started to retch.

Jon shoved his handkerchief into her hand to wipe her mouth. “Keep going!”

Soon they came upon a lifeboat that dangled above them like a toy.

“Max, give us a hand, we haven’t much time.”

Water poured over the rail and mixed with the dead woman’s blood, sloshing across the deck and staining it a deep crimson. All around them people slid across the tilting deck, screaming in hysteria. Danielle lost her balance, along with one leather pump that tumbled into the pandemonium. She kicked off her other shoe and clung to the railing.

Jon and Max began to toss life vests from the boat into the crowd.

Danielle’s heart raced at the sight of the life vests. “Are we...are we going to sink?”

Jon’s jaw twitched. “Just put on one of these.”

“But I can’t swim.”

“You won’t have to if you’re wearing this.”

Despite her panic, Danielle fumbled with the strings on the vest. Jon and Max worked feverishly to free the lifeboats. Within moments, several crew members arrived and began to herd women and children into the boats.

Max checked her knotted vest and kissed Danielle while the first boat was lowered. “You go now. I’ll see you soon.”

Jon motioned to her. “Get in,” he roared.

She glanced at the lifeboat and terror gripped her chest. She’d never liked small crafts, had nearly drowned off one when she was a child. “Max, I can’t.”

“I’ll be right behind you, my love.” Max pressed her close and kissed her again.

Jon grabbed her arm. “Danielle, people are waiting.”

“No, Jon, I–I can’t get into that boat. I’ll stay with Max.”

“Bloody hell, you will.” Jon’s eyes flamed with urgency, startling her. “For God’s sake, woman, get your wits about you. What happened to your famous French courage?”

Max threw Jon a wary glance, then nodded to her. “You must go now.”

Indignant, Danielle jerked her arm from Jon. “I’ll show you courage.” She stepped into the boat, barefoot, still clutching her purse.

Just then, a man with a sobbing toddler rushed toward them. “Please, will someone take my boy?”

Danielle thought of her own little boy, shot a glare at Jon. “I will.” She reached for the frightened child.

“His name is Joshua. You will take care of my boy?”

“I give you my word.” She prayed someone would do the same for her Nicky, if need be. She hugged the sniveling child, sweet with a milky smell, to her breast. Joshua was the same size as Nicky and it was all she could do to keep from sobbing his name.

Jon gave the signal and the lifeboat plunged into the choppy water, jarring her to the bone.

Her teeth chattering, Danielle looked back at the great ship. She was taking on water fast. All around them lifeboats crashed into the sea amidst the most heart-wrenching wails she’d ever heard.

She strained to see through the fog and the frantic crowd, but couldn’t spot Max or Jon. The Newell-Grey Explorer, the fine ship that bore Jon’s family name was giving way, slipping to her death. For a moment, the ship heaved against the crushing weight of her watery grave, the thundering din of her imminent demise deafening.

Danielle’s eyes were glued to the horrific scene. Suddenly, she remembered something Jon had once told her and she thought, I will not die like this. She turned to the young crew member with them. “When a ship goes down, the force can suck others down with it. We’ve got to get out of here!”

He seemed dazed with shock and made no reply.

Frustrated, she turned to the elderly woman next to her. “Here, take little Joshua, hold him tightly.”

Another woman let out a cry. “But what will we do?”

“We’ve got to row,” Danielle shouted. “Who’ll help me?” She had watched her brother Jean-Claude row often enough. Surely I can manage this, she thought desperately.

A stout Irish woman spoke up. “I’ll be helping you, that I will, dearie. I might be third class, but I be a first class rower.”

“Good.” Danielle’s resolve hardened and she moved into position. She tucked her soggy silk dress between her legs, its dye trailing green across the white deck, and grabbed an oar. The smell of musty wet wood assaulted her senses.

“Together, now stroke, and—no, wait.” When she lifted her arms to row, the life vest bunched up around her neck, inhibiting her movement. She glanced at little Joshua and realized he had no life vest. She tore the vest strings open, shrugged out of it, and gave it to the elderly woman. “Put it on him.”

“All right, now stroke,” the Irish woman called. “Steady, and stroke, and stroke.”

Danielle pulled hard against the oars, struggling for rhythm, though splinters dug into her hands and her thin sleeves ripped from the strain.

They were some distance out when she looked up. The immense ship, the jewel of the fleet, gave one last, mournful wail. Within seconds, the proud, gleaming ship conceded defeat; she disappeared into the Atlantic blackness, leaving only a burgeoning swell of water and a spiral of smoke in her wake.

Where’s Max? And Jon? Did they make it off the ship? Danielle felt like her heart was being ripped out of her chest. She couldn’t watch anymore, she turned her back to the ship, suddenly numb to the cold.

And there, in the distance, she saw it. A strange vessel was breaking the surface. As it crested, she saw on its side in block print the letter “U” and a series of numbers. A U-Boat. Treacherous, Jon had said. And deadly.

Danielle narrowed her eyes. So, this is the enemy, this is who holds Poland—and my family—captive.

A scorching rage seized her heart and sent her trembling to the boat’s edge, her hands fisted white. Look at them, surveying their handiwork, the bastards!

Steadying herself on the bow, she cried in a hoarse voice into the gathering nightfall, “Someday, there will be a day of reckoning for this. C’est la guerre. And I’ll never, never surrender.”

“You tell ‘em, dearie,” yelled the Irish woman. As Danielle and the other lifeboat occupants stared at the U-Boat, a mighty force began to gather below them. Silent as a thief, a swift undersea current drew water from beneath the bobbing craft.

Danielle sensed an eerie calm.

She turned and gasped.

A wall of water, born of the wake of the Newell-Grey Explorer, rose high behind them.

The wave crashed down, flipping the lifeboat like a leaf. Grappling for a handhold, she screamed, then plunged into the swirling current. As the lifeboat completed its airborne arch, she saw an oar hurtling toward her. She tried to twist away, but the crack stunned her to her core.

Her moans for help were muffled as she sank into the frigid, murky depth. Dazed, she flailed about, desperate to swim the short distance to the surface, but her disjointed efforts only sucked her farther into the unrelenting sea. At last, she felt nothing but the icy claws of the Atlantic as her breath gave way and she slipped into darkness.
  

2

Sofia von Hoffman had scant time to prepare her escape. Despite her illness, the aggressive carcinoma that invaded her body with cancerous tumors, she’d worked without a break since the predawn invasion the day before. With the help of Jacob, her chauffeur, they cleared her large ancestral home of much of its personal effects and locked what they could in the cellar.

Now it was almost midnight. She stood in the stone doorway, gasping for breath, the dust from their work aggravating her lungs. Her body shook as she coughed, a violent hacking cough, her lungs aching with each attempt. When she recovered, she drew herself up, her posture impeccable, and turned to Jacob. “How long will you be gone?”

“I’ll be back for you before daybreak.” Jacob paused at the door and rested his broad hand on her arm. “Are you sure you can manage the rest of this?” His eyes rose to an oil painting in the foyer behind her.

“I’ll try.” Sofia followed his gaze to the fine painting, illuminated with a glimmer of moonlight, a portrait of her in a fluid white gown on the eve of her marriage fifty years ago.

Jacob’s eyes brimmed with admiration. “I remember when that was done.”

Sofia tilted her head. “But you were just a boy.”

“Tending the horses and carriages. Still I knew, even then, that you were an unparalleled beauty,” he said, his voice thick.

She averted her eyes and glanced down at her thin, frail hands, spidery with veins. Her illness had reduced her to a grey ghost of the force she had once been. But she didn’t mourn the loss of her youth, only the loss of her energy.

“I’m sorry,” Jacob said softly. “I didn’t mean that you aren’t still beautiful.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, but we have more important matters.” Her heart quickened. “Nazi troops are advancing, your family is right in their path.”

“But I don’t want to leave you like this.”

“Nicky and I will be fine—for a while.” She touched his weathered cheek. “Hurry, we haven’t a moment to spare.”

Jacob hesitated on the doorstep. Beneath his dark bushy brows, his eyes were moist. “If I don’t return, I want you to know that I’ve always—”

“I know.” She gave him a sad smile. “And I want you to know that I haven’t long. I’m—”

“No, you’ll be better soon. You should see a different doctor.”

She shook her head, then raised her eyes to the west, where a faint, eerie light glowed orange on the horizon like a distant fireball. “You must hurry.”

Sofia stood at the door and watched him get into the car. “Be careful,” she called, her grey eyes misting. On his return, they would travel into the nearby forest, hide until danger passed. At best, they could return home. At worst... She shuddered.

I’m so glad Jacob was here. Heinrich, her husband’s nephew who lived with them, had disappeared after the invasion.

Another round of coughing gripped her like a vise. If only she’d been well enough to travel to Paris with young Nikolov, as she’d promised Max and Danielle.

She pressed her hand against her chest. The doctor had promised her more time. But even he didn’t realize her illness would be so aggressive.

In her dignified way, she’d kept it from her family. She didn’t want to worry Max and Danielle. They had so much on their minds. Now she regretted her decision.

Already, unbelievable stories from the front lines had filtered into town. Thousands of innocent people had been killed in ground and air strikes. People were running for their lives. And their village, Klukowski, lay dead center in the Nazi path.

Sofia gasped for breath as her coughing subsided. What would Max and Danielle return to? She thought of little Nikolov—her precious grandson Nicky—and regret flooded her mind. Danielle had been so anxious about leaving him. Sofia had assured her the boy would be fine, that they would meet them in Paris. How wrong she had been.

Sofia passed a hand over her gaunt brow and leaned against the wall. Suddenly, she heard the rear door slam.

Heavy footsteps raced up the rear servant’s stairs. She knew the sound of those boots. “Heinrich?”

Sofia made her way up the entryway stairs and met Heinrich in the hall. He looked disheveled, his blond hair sticking up like thorns, his clothes soggy with perspiration. He held a small bag in his hand.

“Aunt Sofia. I–I thought you’d left already.”

Sofia pulled herself up and squared her shoulders. “You saw the car leave and you assumed I was in it. You did not want to face me?”

“No, I–”

“Where have you been?”

He lowered his pale blue eyes and studied his feet, then threw his head back and puffed out his chest. “I am going to join in the glory of the New Germany.”

Sofia’s stomach clenched and she reached out to the wall for support. She struggled to speak. “Wha-at?”

“I’ve enlisted.”

“For Germany?”

“I am German.”

Sofia was aghast, her breath rattling in her chest. “But you’ve lived here since you were ten. You’re more Polish than German.”

“No, you are Polish. My uncle was not. I had no choice after my parents died, did I?” His lip curled in a sneer. “My blood is German and I’m proud of it. Mein Führer needs me.”

She knew Heinrich idolized everything German, especially Hitler. Even as a child he’d played soldier games, staged battles and studied strategy. He yearned for the uniform, the comradeship, the imagined glory. How could she stop him? She touched his arm. “Heinrich, I’ve always loved you like my own son.”

“The great Maximillian? Don’t lie to me, Aunt Sofia.” He jerked away.

Anger swelled within her. “You don’t know what you’re doing. You don’t know what they’re doing.”

“Forging a new world order, that’s what. And I’m going to be a part of it.”

“Part of what, Heinrich? Part of their inhumane laws? Part of their racist regime, their fascist philosophy?”

Heinrich’s youthful face twisted with hatred. “That’s right. Your precious Max betrayed his race by marrying a little half-breed French Jew who passes herself off as Catholic. And you welcomed her into this home. You spent more time with her and that brat than you ever did with me.”

“Is that what’s behind this? You’re jealous of Danielle and little Nicky?” She shook her head in disbelief. True, Heinrich had been moody after Danielle arrived, but Sofia had assumed it was just adolescent behavior.

“Jealous? No, they’re beneath me, Aunt Sofia. And so are you.” He spun on his heel and pounded down the stairs.

Sofia heard the door slam. Her eyes welled with sorrow for Heinrich, her heart burned with rage against the Nazis. She leaned against the wall and tried to catch her breath.

Her poor, foolish, misguided Heinrich. She recalled how he’d been a frightened young boy, missing his Berlin friends, when he came to live with them. She thought that was the reason for his surly demeanor. But how he must have resented her. She pressed her hand to her mouth.

He has joined the enemy. He has betrayed the family.

A chill crept over her and she shivered. Heinrich knew the secret of Nicky’s heritage. He wouldn’t inform on little Nicky, would he?

She heard feet padding behind her.

Nicky flung his plump arms around her knees. “Grand-mère, what was Heinrich mad about?”

“Oh Nicky, it’s too complicated. But he’s gone now. He won’t be back.”

Nicky appeared thoughtful. “I know I’m supposed to like him, but he says awful mean things to me.”

Sofia’s heart clutched. So it was true.

“I’m glad he’s gone.”

Sofia knelt and hugged Nicky, even as her heart broke for Heinrich. “Go back to bed, Nicky, my dear. You need your rest.” She took his hand and walked him to the nursery.

After she tucked him into bed and kissed him, she went to her bedroom. Her mantle clock read after midnight, yet she had no time to indulge her aches and anxieties. Her maid had already fled in hysterics and there was still much to do.

She selected a simple black wool traveling dress and sewed her finest jewelry into the hem. Photographs, money, and real estate deeds went into a large black bag, along with a change of clothing, eyeglasses, medical supplies, and food.

Sofia remembered during the last war, the Great War, troops took over manor homes and estates for officer’s quarters and command posts. She glanced around. They might take my home, she decided, but I’ll not provide for their comfort.

Max and Danielle had planned to close the chateau. Now the task fell to her. Huffing, she collected her mother’s silverware and hid it in a cedar storage closet where she locked her old furs. She dragged her portrait and other family paintings down to the cellar, wincing with each step. Aching and panting, she rolled up the rugs and drew the draperies against the greying dawn. Yet she couldn’t help but feel her precautions might be futile.

Exhausted, she collapsed at her desk in the study. She tried once more to call Danielle’s parents in France. “Hello, hello?” But the line was thick with silence. The post and telegraph offices were also closed. Communication was cut off.


And where was Jacob?


Gasping for breath, Sofia took a moment to rest. Her weary eyes fell on the silver-framed photographs on her desk: The wedding picture of Max and Danielle, one of her beloved husband Carl, others of Max and Heinrich as children. She remembered how hard Max had worked to restore the factory he had inherited from his father, her Carl—that handsome, lovable rascal.

She and Carl hadn’t been married long when they were forced to flee Germany amidst an avalanche of Carl’s gambling debts. All that remained was Sofia’s family estate in Klukowski.

That was when they moved to Poland and Sofia encouraged Carl to establish a business. She sold family antiques to raise money to purchase the old crystal and glass factory. Soon the Von Hoffman factory employed half the village. They prospered for a time before Carl ran the business into near bankruptcy. When Carl, along with his brother and his wife, were killed in a train accident, Max inherited the floundering firm.

Max worked so hard he hadn’t had time to consider marriage. In fact, he was forty years old when he’d met Danielle at a perfume conference in Paris. Sofia smiled. But the beautiful Danielle had been worth waiting for.

Sofia couldn’t have asked for a better daughter-in-law. Danielle was well brought up, hard working, and talented. And in the lexicon of perfumery, Danielle had the nose. Someday her family’s perfumery, the small, yet world-renowned, Parfums Bretancourt, would pass to her. Max assumed she’d sell it, but Sofia knew that Danielle would never part with it. In the future, they planned to divide their time between the United States and Europe, keeping the Klukowski estate to use as a summer retreat. Sofia was so happy for the life they’d planned.

She shook her head sadly.

Her breathing restored, she removed the photographs from their frames and stashed the pictures in her bag, then checked her watch pin. Five-thirty. Threads of light crept into the room. Jacob should be here.

She woke Nicky and dressed him. From one of Max’s old shirts she fashioned a knapsack for Nicky.

Nicky hugged his favorite stuffed animal, a red-striped monkey. “I want to take Mr. Minkey.”

“That’s fine.” Danielle had made it for him. “But you must promise to carry him.”

“I will.”

At last, they were ready.

Sofia held Nicky’s hand and waited in the rear doorway for Jacob to return. A distant church bell chimed seven times. What was keeping Jacob?

“Look over there,” Nicky said. The light summer breeze ruffled his fine, golden hair as he pointed to the west. Smudges of grey smoke drifted on the horizon.

Sofia sniffed. A faint burning odor permeated the morning air. She hugged Nicky to her breast.

But the boy grew restless.

“Let’s walk through the garden.” Sofia took his hand and he tried to run, but she refused to let go. “My, you’re energetic this morning.”

They knelt on the soft, dew-kissed carpet of grass. Sofia glanced around, taking solace in her garden. Realizing she might never see it again, she closed her eyes and inhaled the delicate aromas of her luscious red roses, the creamy white honeysuckle, and the lilac bushes that blazed purple every spring. She remembered when her grandmother and mother had planted many of the original plants, and when she later added to them. She inhaled again. They were the aromas of a sweeter time.

She began to cough—another brutal cough that consumed her body.

Nicky climbed into her lap and hugged her around the neck, his bright, Bretancourt green eyes wide with concern. “Are you still sick?”

She kissed his smooth cheek. “My dear, sweet child.” She knew she should prepare him. How much should she tell him? “Whatever happens, Jacob and his wife will look after you.”

“But where will you be?”

She hugged him. “Just promise you’ll do as they say.”

Nicky’s lower lip trembled.

“Don’t be afraid, my little dear. Courage, you must learn courage. Like your mother and father. They’ll be back for you, this I know.”

Suddenly, she heard a car turn into their lane. “Wait.” She pressed a hand to Nicky’s mouth and peered from the garden. When her car wheeled into sight relief surged through her.

Nicky scrambled from her lap. With great effort, she stood and smoothed her grey chignon, then took Nicky’s hand, and picked up her bag. She straightened, bone thin but regal, and strode to meet the car.

Jacob’s wife and children were crowded into the back of the car, along with Jacob’s older brother, Oscar. Sofia greeted them and gave Nicky’s hand to Jacob’s wife, Irma, who said, “Thank you, we never could have escaped without your kindness.”

Weary, Sofia smiled at her, then turned to Jacob. “Give me a moment.”

She walked to the front of the chateau, removed a large skeleton key from her pocket, and locked the pair of intricately carved entry doors. She hesitated on the stone steps.

Across the lane from their home stood the Von Hoffman Glass and Crystal Factory. The complex was quiet. The shutters were closed. Her heart ached for their employees, and for Max, who had put so many years of effort into rebuilding the business.

Her history was here in Klukowski, in the village named after her ancestors. She remembered Carl, so full of life and so proud of Max and Heinrich. Several generations of her family had lived on this land, descendents of a valiant Polish knight and his striking wife, a Silesian countess. Her great-great-grandfather had built the magnificent home. She swallowed hard, her throat tightening at the memories.

Her shoulders slumped for a moment before she lifted her chin. Her family had survived much; they would survive this. She gazed up at the great house and hoped it, too, would survive. For her son Max, for Danielle, and for Nikolov, the next generation.

She reached out with a quivering hand to stroke the worn entryway. The faded grey stones were smooth with time and cool beneath her touch. Closing her eyes, she leaned in and kissed the wall of her home. In her heart, she knew it was good-bye.

Jacob appeared at her side and placed his hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he said, his tone soft and respectful. “It’s time to go.”

“I’m ready.”

Jacob offered her his arm, and Sofia rested her hand in the crook of his elbow, grateful for his support. She walked to the car, her head held high, and slid into the front seat. She took Nicky in her arms.

As they drove away, she turned to watch her grand home disappear behind the hill. Silent tears slipped from her eyes, splashing onto Nicky’s fine hair.

Nicky sat in her arms and clutched his stuffed monkey, clearly mindful of her mournful retreat.

Suddenly, a high thin whistle sounded overhead.

Sofia clutched Jacob’s arm. “What’s that?” Before he could answer, a deafening roar shook the car.

Sofia craned her neck to see. Black smoke billowed behind them. A silvery glint in the sky caught her eye, then another, and another. “Aeroplanes. Good Lord, they’re dropping bombs!”

Jacob pressed the accelerator to the floor.
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Hours after the sinking of the Newell-Grey Explorer, Danielle sat shivering on the quiet darkened deck of the British destroyer that had come to their rescue. She drew a damp woolen blanket, heavy with its animalic aroma, around her shoulders, but it offered little warmth and less comfort.

Danielle owed her life to the Irish woman in the lifeboat whose strong arms had lifted her to the surface. Thankfully, everyone in her lifeboat had survived, including the little boy she’d promised to look after. Danielle was unharmed, except for a few bruises and a throbbing welt on the back of her head. But other passengers weren’t as fortunate. She shuddered at the memory of stiff, discolored bodies adrift in the sea, and tried to push the scent of death from her mind.

One thought revolved endlessly through Danielle’s mind. Where are they, where are they? She had seen neither Max nor Jon since she’d boarded the lifeboat. She could only pray they were aboard the ship that trailed them, a Norwegian vessel that had aided in the rescue. Both ships were observing radio silence, so survivors on the Norwegian ship could not be confirmed.

First Nicky, now Max.
I can’t bear it, she thought, her head reeling. Have I lost them both? She drew her hands into fists and crushed Nicky’s woolen cap to her cheek, inhaling his memory. After the lifeboat had capsized, her sturdy purse had bobbed to the surface with Nicky’s cap inside.

She recalled the last moments she’d been with Max, and inevitably, the vision of the U-Boat appeared in her mind. Anger grew within her, tightening around her heart.

What right do these Nazis have? How had Hitler seized power, and why did people blindly follow him like so many mindless lemmings? She recalled the horrible stories that had filtered in from Germany and realized now, with a sinking feeling, that the stories must be true. People were being terrorized by their own police force. They had little choice but to acquiesce to the new laws. How had this madman risen to power? She swallowed against the bile rising in her throat. He’s nothing but a brutal little wallpaper hanger from Austria with a gift for public speaking and a clutch of barbaric ideas. To Danielle, his popularity was utterly unfathomable.

Muted sobs reverberated in the salted midnight air, but Danielle remained dry-eyed, resistant to any emotion but rage, her breath coming in short rasps.

She clasped her knees and rocked in the biting cold. Her husband might well be among the dead, yet she dared not think of mourning. She fixed her gaze toward England. They’d been told the Red Cross would help them find shelter and help with arrangements for the dead.

But no doubt, Nazi U-Boats tracked the ships’ movements. Would they even reach England? And then what?

At least Heinrich was with Nicky and Sofia. Although in truth, she’d always been wary of Max’s cousin. Heinrich acted distant, but Max only laughed and said it was his Prussian background. Heinrich treated her cordially, yet she sensed he viewed her as an interloper.

Danielle turned to concentrate on the blackened form of the Norwegian vessel. As the night progressed, exhaustion set in and despite her vigilance, she drifted into a troubled slumber.

When Danielle woke, the English shore was in full view. Groggily she thought, Where am I? What’s happening, where’s Max, where’s Nicky? Then the memory of the night before rushed through her mind, and she stumbled to her feet.

She drew herself farther into her soggy blanket and crinkled her nose against the sour smell of the still wet wool. The damp air held an ominous chill, and the charcoal sky reflected the somber mood of the morning.

She watched as the British destroyer maintained its position until the Norwegian ship docked, then the destroyer maneuvered into port.

Danielle saw solemn passengers lining the rail of each vessel, and strained to see if Max or Jon were among them. She peered out over the throng of people who’d gathered to greet the ships, heard them call out names in hope. Then the heavens burst with a crack of thunder and far below, furtive clusters of umbrellas unfurled against the sudden rain.

Danielle shuffled with the shivering mass of survivors herded off the ships and into a bleak processing area. She searched the crowd. Max, Jon?
Where are they? But all she found were dry blankets and bland soup, and volunteers who could do little more than offer condolences.

“Refugees,” she heard them called. Her face burned with renewed anger. That’s what we are now, she thought, facing the bleak truth.

Barefoot and clutching her purse, Danielle moved to the front of the line and gave an efficient, grey-haired woman her information. With her heart in her throat, she asked about Max.

The woman consulted a list, frowned, then excused herself.

As she waited, Danielle licked her raw lips, tasting salt water. The smell of perspiration and dampness infiltrated her nose. Not far away, she noticed a trim man with a press credential tucked into his hatband. He sounded American.

“How many people were aboard?” he asked an official.

“Twelve-hundred ninety-four,” came the reply.

“Survivors?”

Danielle strained to hear.

“At last count, nine-hundred seventy-six.”

Her head throbbed as she calculated. More than three hundred dead.

The reporter scribbled in his notebook. “And what can you tell me about the S.S. Athenia?”

The official shook his head. “She was bound for the States, but suffered a U-Boat attack just north of Ireland. More than a hundred civilians and crew died.”

No, not another ship, too. Danielle’s head swam with fury. So this is war, she thought. Then I will fight, and I will win.

Across the room, Jon searched the crowd of tired, weary faces. Where the devil is she? He ran a hand through his hair. He hoped she hadn’t been on the lifeboat that sank. He couldn’t imagine Danielle not fighting like hell to safety, but then, he’d known many a strong sailor bested by the frigid waters of the North Atlantic.

Then he saw her. She stood with a blanket wrapped around her willowy frame, her auburn hair slicked from her forehead and hanging in a tangled rope down her back.

He caught his breath, not because of her bedraggled appearance, but rather because of the way she stood, so straight and tall. He grinned. Courageous. What a woman.

She looked regal in her woolen blanket, her face set with determination. Her chin lifted as if in defiance. As he watched her, his pulse quickened.

When he moved closer, he saw the brilliance of her eyes as she glanced about the room. Looking for Max, he assumed. Her eyes were the color of Colombian emeralds, with fiery sparks and the intense gaze of a lioness that would make any man think twice about crossing her. Heat gathered in his belly. What a beautiful woman.

He stopped, and checked his thoughts. What a fool I am, she’s a married woman. And he was practically engaged to Victoria. But a man could look, couldn’t he?

No, Danielle’s appearance wasn’t what unsettled him, except that she was an undeniably lovely young woman. He loved her incredible eyes, ached to stroke her honey-colored skin. But no, she had something else, something within her. She moved with grace, she was entirely feminine, and yet, she possessed an inner strength that was alarming for such a young woman. He nodded to himself. She was a most capable woman, indeed.


If only I’d met her before she married Max.


He let out his breath, chastising himself for his thoughts at a time like this.

Against a bright overhead light, Danielle saw the outline of a man as he approached her, a man who moved with assurance and vitality. She knew his commanding height, the broad span of his shoulders, and his thick chestnut hair. Danielle waved and pressed through the crowd, her heart surging.

“Jon, Jon!”

“Danielle, I’m so relieved.” Jon caught her by the waist and hugged her close. His lips brushed her forehead.

Jon’s warm embrace was solid and reassuring, but it was a long moment before she pulled away to put a proper distance between them. “They can’t find Max’s name on the list. Is he all right? Have you seen him?”

Jon looked down at her, his bleary eyes bloodshot and damp.

She caught her breath. Not Max! “No, no,” she murmured.

“Don’t worry, Max is fine, Danielle.”

She released her breath. “Oh, thank God.”

“He was incredible. He helped so many people to safety. Along with the captain, we were the last off the ship.”

“Where is he?” Danielle gripped his jacket lapel. “I must see him.”

“He’s being questioned.”

Her shoulders tensed. This wasn’t good. “Why?”

“He has a German passport. I tried to vouch for him. He gave them quite a start, though. They think he looks just like Edward, the Duke of Wales.” One corner of his mouth turned up. “He’s not a German spy, is he?”

“How could they even think that?” Danielle was appalled at the thought. “And his mother is Polish.”

“That’s what I told them, but they need to see you, too. Come with me.”

Jon continued talking as they walked. “About your lodging, my parents already have a full house, but you can stay at our friend’s home, the Leibowitzes. They’re like family.”

* * *

Max sat at a rickety table in a small dim room and struggled to keep his composure. “No, I am not, nor have I ever been, a member of the Nazi Party.”

Two uniformed male officials stood before him, inspecting his passport and travel documents. Three others in stark black suits spoke in hushed tones at the far end of the room. They hunched over a stack of papers and cast glances his way.

Max’s face burned. Never had he been so humiliated. “I am German, but I am not a Nazi sympathizer.”

One suited man stood and walked toward him. He reached into his pocket for a cigarette, lit it, and tossed the match into the ashtray on the table. Max stared at the cigarette, yearning for a smoke. He had lost his pipe when the ship went down.

The man flicked an ash from his cigarette. “Let me clarify,” he said, his polished voice calm, his British accent clipped. “You are a German citizen; we can detain you indefinitely.”

A sharp knock sounded at the door and a woman handed a note to the man. He read it, folded it back so that only the signature was visible, and slid it across the table to Max. “Friends in high places, I see.”

The note was signed, Sir Nathan Newell-Grey. Jon’s father, Max recalled.

The man inclined his groomed, balding head. “How long have you lived in Poland?”

“Twenty-five years. My mother is Polish, we live on our family estate in Klukowski.”

The man’s gaze took in Max’s dirty, torn clothes. “Your estate?”

“Yes, our estate. I don’t always look like a hired hand.”

“Hmm.” The man’s cool blue eyes held his. “And your loyalty is with which country?”

“My loyalty is with Poland,” Max replied through gritted teeth. “For God’s sake, man, my mother and son are still there.”

“Does your loyalty extend to the German people?”

Was this man trying to trick him? Max hesitated, checked his anger. It was complicated, but Max had his standards. “Yes,” he said with renewed conviction. He took care to pronounce the English words. “But my loyalty is to the people of Germany, not to Hitler. The people must be freed of his reign, their honor restored.”

“Hmm, their honor, indeed.”

Max clenched his jaw. He had spent his life trying to regain the honor of his father’s family. Did I reveal too much? He drew a steadying breath. He knew he must be more careful, or he would never regain his freedom, let alone his honor.

The suited man eased himself on to the edge of the table. With a lift of his hand, the uniformed men left the room. “Would you be willing to travel into Germany and Poland on behalf of His Majesty’s government to help oust Hitler’s regime?”

Max’s heart skipped. “When can I go?”

For the first time, a shadow of a smile flickered across the man’s face. “We must complete our security check first.”

Emboldened, Max drew himself up in his chair. “I have one condition.”

The man’s eyebrow arched.

“I must see to my family’s safety.”

The man glanced at his two colleagues in the corner. The eldest nodded in agreement. “We’ll be in touch.”

After they opened the door and left, Max swallowed a surge of relief, replaced by a new sense of bitter resolve. What choice did he have? His gut tightened. He was a man without a country; his Germany was gone.

* * *

When Danielle and Jon reached the processing area, Danielle went through a debriefing, gave their address, her parents’ address in France, and assured officials Max was not working against British interests. Once they realized Danielle’s mother was Jewish, they asked few questions. How could a man be a Nazi sympathizer with a wife and son of Jewish heritage?

Minutes later, Max appeared at Danielle’s side, and she was relieved to see him. “Thank God you’re all right.” He embraced her and buried his face in her tangled hair. He pulled back, drew his brows together. “And the baby?”

She placed her hand on her slight belly. “Fine, I’m sure.”

Max turned to Jon, who stood next to Danielle. “Give my regards to your father, Jon. Please tell him thank you.”

“It was nothing, really. My father simply put in a good word for you. You’ve both been granted temporary asylum, Danielle.” Jon gave her a sad smile. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll find Libby Leibowitz. We could all use a hot bath and a change of clothes.”

Jon hurried away, and Danielle watched him go. I’m so glad he made it, she thought. And my darling Max, too, she hurriedly added, squeezing her husband’s hand.

Max frowned. “Who is Libby Leibowitz?”

“A friend of Jon’s. We can stay at her home.”

“Danielle, you know we cannot impose on strangers.”

Had she heard him correctly? “What?”

“We’ll make other arrangements.”

“Such as?”

Max jutted his chin out, but said nothing.

Exasperation welled within her, and she began to count to ten. One, two...I cannot deal with his infernal pride...three...and then she lost her composure. “We don’t have any money for a hotel,” she shot back. “We spent it all in New York. And we can hardly call our banker in Poland. Of course, to call my parents, that would be charity. Will you let your pregnant wife sleep in the street?”

“Danielle, control yourself.”

She heard a child cry in the distance, and it fueled her anger. “And I should never have left Nicky!”

Max looked shocked. He put his arms around her. “I’m sorry, I never dreamed it would come to this.”

Danielle steadied herself. Two apologies in two days. It was unlike him. She pushed their petty argument aside. “Max, we must return home.”

“Soon, I promise,” he said softly.

“Look, here’s Jon again. And that must be Mrs. Leibowitz.”

A small, dark haired woman, dressed in a nubby tweed suit, walked beside Jon. She didn’t wait for introductions.

“You must be the von Hoffmans.” She turned a lined, wren-like face up to them. “I’m Libby Leibowitz,” she said, an Eastern European accent clearly evident. “You’ll stay with me and my family.”

Before Max could argue, she replied, “We would be most appreciative. I’m quite exhausted.”

“We’re happy to host you until the Germans are defeated, or until...well, let’s leave it at that, shall we?”

Jon offered a weary grin. “What did I tell you? Isn’t Libby terrific?” He gave her a peck on the cheek. “I’ll see you later this evening. Duty calls, I must join my father.”

Max and Danielle followed Libby to her car. When Danielle saw the shiny black, chauffeur-driven Rolls-Royce, she glanced down at her tattered clothes in embarrassment. But I am so grateful. They stepped into the car and Danielle breathed in the rich scent of the leather upholstery.

“We’d planned to have a dinner party tonight,” Libby said. “But it will be very casual, in view of everything. The Newell-Greys will join us later. Lord knows they’ll need to relax.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Leibowitz,” Danielle said. “But I may not feel up to dinner. I’ve been rather queasy.”

“Probably because you haven’t eaten. You must eat. Now more than ever,” she said with force.

Danielle decided that Libby, though tiny in stature, was a woman with immense resolve. She wielded her power with well-practiced authority.

On the drive to the house, Libby turned to them. “My husband is an advisor to the Crown. He’s been in meetings all day, but will be pleased to meet you.” She sighed. “I have lived through one war, that’s what brought me here, and I have no desire for another. Hitler must be stopped at any cost.”

“I agree,” Max said. “Though it will not be easy.”

“Nothing worthwhile ever is.”

“May I ask where you’re from?” Danielle couldn’t place the woman’s accent.

“I am from Lithuania,” Libby replied with obvious pride. “Although I haven’t been back since the war.” She shrugged. “My life is here now, with my husband.” Her eyes darted from Max to Danielle. “Do you have family?”

Danielle felt her throat constrict. I hope so....

“Yes, we do,” Max said. “Our son Nicky celebrated his fourth birthday before we left. He’s at home with my mother. In Poland.”

Libby’s face clouded. “This is not good, not good at all. You must get your family.”

“As soon as we can,” Danielle said, her jaw set.

* * *

The Leibowitz home was in Belgravia, an exclusive area of London. Danielle caught her breath when she entered the gracious foyer. “What a lovely home, Mrs. Leibowitz.”

“Thank you, my dear.” Libby removed her gloves, handed them to a butler. “But you must call me Libby. All my friends do.”

The wood parquet floors and Aubusson rugs reminded Danielle of her parents’ home in Paris, and the Bretancourt family chateau in Grasse. And how I miss my parents, too, she realized. French Impressionist and J.W. Turner paintings lined the walls, and gleaming vases of fresh roses scented the air. With a pang of sadness, Danielle noticed silver-framed photographs of attractive, smiling people—much like the photographs that filled her own home. Would she ever see it again? She asked, “Your family?”

“And extended family.” Libby met Danielle’s gaze. “Love is really the most important element in any home, isn’t it?”

Libby motioned to a uniformed servant. “Sarah here, our upstairs maid, will find some suitable clothing for you. You must get out of those damp clothes right away. Come with me, I’ll show you to your rooms.”

Danielle and Max followed her up a sweeping mahogany staircase, its rail polished to a smooth sheen, sleek beneath Danielle’s hand. She caught the faint aroma of lemon oil. A crystal chandelier sparkled overhead, as fine as their own factory produced, she noted, frowning as she thought of their employees’ fate. A stab of sorrow sliced through her.

They reached the second floor and Libby turned. “I want to reiterate that you’re welcome here for as long as you wish.”

“You are too kind,” Max said.

“Not at all. It’s a little selfish on my part, really. You see, we were not blessed with children. We tried to claim Abigail and Jonathan as our own, but their parents wouldn’t hear of it.” She smiled wistfully. “A home this size needs people. You’ll give us company and conversation. I think it’s a fair trade. I only wish the circumstances were more favorable.”

“So do I,” Danielle said.

“Here we are.” Libby opened a door at the end of the hall. Danielle stepped inside. The plush carpet felt soft beneath her bare feet, which were rough and bruised from her ordeal.

The guest suite stretched the width of the building and consisted of a sitting room, bedroom, and bathroom. English Hepplewhite mahogany furniture and a sunny yellow and peach tapestry combined to create a setting of serene elegance.

A fireplace graced the sitting room and filled it with the comforting aroma of crackling wood. Danielle crossed to the windows, where a delicate Chippendale writing desk overlooked a manicured garden. She gazed out at a green maze of clipped hedges woven among a colorful blanket of well-tended roses. Tall trees in the early stage of coppery fall foliage surrounded the perimeter. Danielle sighed. How could she ever again enjoy such beauty, in the face of such worry and heartache?

Her thoughts were drawn to another lovely garden a thousand miles away. She remembered their beloved home, her son, and Sofia. Her head tingled, her skin grew cold. She gripped a chair for support.

“Oh my dear, please sit down,” Libby said. “You’re white as a ghost. A hot bath and a nap should do wonders.”

Danielle sank onto the chair, her head spinning.

Max started toward her. “Is it the baby?”

“I’ll be fine, Max.” She waved him away. Of course it’s the baby! And the war, and my son, and Sofia, and....

Libby clicked her tongue and plumped a pillow on the bed. “Right, then. There are dressing gowns, fresh towels, and feather down pillows, and writing paper in the desk. My butler, Hadley, will see to your post and telegrams if you wish. You’re welcome to use the telephone. There’s one in the library downstairs. Simply give the number you wish to call and the operator will ring back when your call is answered. If there is anything else, Sarah will see to it.”

Danielle acknowledged Sarah with a kind glance.

Libby went on. “Turn the handle to the left of the fireplace to ring her downstairs and she’ll be right up. Won’t you Sarah?”

“Yes, madam.” Sarah dropped a curtsey.

“And Sarah will bring a change of clothes, along with tea and sandwiches, straight away.”

Danielle nearly gagged at the mention of food.

Libby paused with her hand on the doorknob. “We’ll see you downstairs at seven-thirty for cocktails.”

Miraculously, Sarah produced clothing and shoes for them, worn but serviceable. “Yer lucky,” she told them. “We have all sizes. Mrs. Leibowitz collects clothes for the London Women’s Society.”

After a steaming bath, Danielle’s body was somewhat restored, but her mind still swirled. How would they return home? Was Nicky safe? How ill was Sofia? 

She emerged from the bathroom in a cotton robe. Max was pouring tea in the sitting room. Instantly, she detected the aroma of bergamot—that would be Earl Grey tea, she knew, her mind instantly transported to her perfumer’s organ. The citrusy oil from the Italian bergamot fruit was frequently used to lift and freshen the opening accord in perfumes. And, of course, in Earl Grey tea. She sighed, aching for her art...her family, her home.

Sarah had left a silver tea service on a tray laden with cold chicken and cucumber sandwiches. The crisp cucumber smelled fresh and green, but still, she couldn’t imagine eating. When will this madness end?

“Cup of tea, darling? Sandwich?”

Danielle leaned against the sofa and shook her head.

Max frowned at her. “You look pale, Danielle. Are you sure you’re well enough for dinner?”

“Actually, no,” she snapped. “How can you even think of a dinner party at a time like this?”

Max’s jaw tightened. “What do you want, Danielle, a silver tray in your room tonight? Don’t act spoiled, we have a responsibility to our hosts. Besides, I must speak with Nathan Newell-Grey.”

She threw a glance at the tea service before Max, but she was too weary to voice her opinion on double standards. Bitterness welled in her throat. “Fine, I’ll get through the evening somehow.”

“Good girl. I know you can do it.”

Danielle winced at his choice of words. Sometimes he made her feel so inconsequential, as if she were a little girl. Or maybe I’m just tired, she thought, and left it at that.

After a brief rest, Danielle woke. She sorted through the clothing Sarah had brought and selected a dark wool suit to try on. She zipped the skirt closed, pinned the waist fullness to fit, and folded under the jacket sleeves to shorten them. She brushed her hair and wound it into a simple chignon.

But something was missing, and she realized with a pang of sadness that she felt bare without her perfume. It was the first time she could remember not applying perfume as she dressed. That’s the least of our worries, she thought. Shrugging the feeling off, she finished dressing, then turned to Max. “Ready when you are.”

The Newell-Greys and Libby and Herb Leibowitz greeted them in the foyer. After exchanging pleasantries, Max turned to Jon. “Good to see you again.”

“Likewise, old boy. You both look much better. Say, I’d better warn you, my sister Abigail is right behind us with a friend of hers, the singing star, Cameron Murphy. He’s an old friend of ours from Los Angeles, he’s working on a Red Cross charity project for her here in London.”

At that, Abigail and Cameron entered.

Abigail greeted Danielle and Max with warmth. She clasped Danielle’s hand. “Jon told me all about you this afternoon. I’m so sorry to hear of your dreadful predicament.” Abigail’s face softened with concern. “Your poor little boy. Is he your only child?”

Danielle nodded.

“I have a soft spot in my heart for children,” Abigail continued. “They should not have to suffer the woes of the world. If I ever had children—” A strange expression crossed Abigail’s face and she coughed into her hand.

I wonder what’s troubling her? Danielle gave her a moment, and as she waited, she saw that Abigail favored her older brother, with the same liquid brown eyes and wavy chestnut brown hair, though her features were more delicate. Tall and slim, she had the athletic build of the Newell-Grey family, and her complexion was alabaster smooth. She wore a black sheath-style dress with a single strand of large creamy pearls at her throat. Danielle detected the subtle aroma of lily of the valley emanating from her skin and hair.

Abigail regained her composure. “I should introduce my friend, Cameron Murphy.”

Cameron greeted everyone in turn. With his charming manner and darkly handsome, Hollywood features, Danielle understood why he had a reputation as a ladies’ man.

“I promised Abigail I’d call when I came to London.” Cameron’s melodic voice resonated sensuality. “And I never break a promise to a beautiful woman.”

Laughter bubbled in Abigail’s throat. “Don’t believe him. He’s left a string of broken hearts and promises in his wake. Thank goodness we’re just friends.”

Cameron turned to Danielle and bowed, his black eyes dancing. “She lies, madame, do I look like a slimy swain?” He gave her an alluring smile, took her hand and kissed it. “I am but a noble knight, at the bidding of damsels in distress.”

Danielle didn’t have the energy to muster a snappy reply. And when Max cleared his throat, she knew he was only partly jesting. She withdrew her hand, and crinkled her nose as she caught a whiff of Irish whiskey from Cameron’s kiss. Northern Ireland whiskey, she noted, her brain instantly recalling the aroma. Bushmills. Still, he was charming.

“Come on Cam, she’s taken.” Jon glanced pointedly at Max. “Careful with your wife around this one. He’s been known to melt the will of nuns.”

Abigail arched a brow at Jon. “Oh Jon, you’re just jealous because Cameron always steals your girlfriends. Speaking of which, where’s Victoria?”

“On holiday in Ireland with friends,” Jon said with a shrug.

Abigail raised a brow, then took Cameron’s elbow. “Let’s have drinks, I believe I promised you a Pimm’s Cup.”

They moved to the verandah for cocktails. The conversation continued, turning to the sinking of the Newell-Grey Explorer and Germany’s advances.

Danielle sipped water and listened as Max spoke first in defense of the German people, then against Hitler. He’d always taken pride in his homeland. His father’s family was an old and distinguished line.

The heated discussion continued through dinner. Danielle managed the chicken broth, but couldn’t stomach the lamb chops. Listening to Nathan and Herb, it was clear they were businessmen of considerable influence with keen political insights. At last, she gave in to exhaustion, and Max followed her upstairs.

They sat on the couch in front of the fireplace. She removed the pins from her hair, sank her throbbing head into her hands and rubbed her temples.

“I feel so useless, Max. What can we do about Nicky and Sofia?”

He put his arms around her. “I fear there’s not much we can do.”

Why was he sounding so defeated? She arched away from him. “We’ve got to go back right away.”

“Perhaps Poland can defend herself against Germany.”

“But you heard what Herb Leibowitz said at dinner. Poland cannot stand against Nazi Germany. We must get our family away from those monsters.”

“Have faith, Danielle.”

“Faith? Faith has nothing to do with this.” What on earth was wrong with him? She punctuated her words with her finger. “Don’t be condescending to me. What about my son?”

“Damn it, he’s my son, too!”

Danielle stared at him, stunned at his uncharacteristic outbreak.

A chinoiserie clock on the Chippendale desk ticked loudly in the silence.

Max stood and strode to the mantle, clearly exasperated.

Danielle’s intuition prickled on the back of her neck. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

“Darling, we just have to have patience with the British authorities. We, or they, may have a plan.”

She felt like screaming. Struggling against the rising tide of emotion she felt, she managed to say, “But patience can cost the lives of our family.”

Max gripped the mantle and shook his head. “Actually, there is another way.”

She sat with her arms crossed, glaring at him, fighting to suppress her impatience. “What does the British government have to do with us?”

“There may be a way to contact Mother through them.”

“How?” The edge in Danielle’s voice made him turn around. She stood with her hands on her hips, shoulders squared.

“Well? Tell me.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, passing his hands over his face. “I wanted to protect you from all of this. I tried to protect everyone, and look where we are.” He waved his hand around the room, then let it drop. He sighed, then straightened, and nodded to himself. “All right, Danielle, but what I am about to tell you requires the absolute utmost in secrecy. Do you understand?”

“Go on.”

“It involves your brother.”

Danielle felt her heart pounding. Why couldn’t he just get to the point? Her voice rose with agitation. “Jean-Claude? But he’s in medical school in Paris, how can he help us?”

“Shhh.” Max held a finger to his lips and moved close to Danielle. He continued in a low voice. “He has connections.”

“What do you mean?”

“During his visit this past June, do you remember his friendship with Katrina, my secretary’s niece?”

“Of course, but how is this important?”

“Jean-Claude helped Katrina’s family escape from occupied Czechoslovakia and cross into Portugal, from where they sailed to the United States.”

Danielle took a step back, shaking her head in confusion. “My brother was responsible? Why didn’t I know this?” She narrowed her eyes.

“No one was to know. Jean-Claude is involved with underground networks across Europe that work against Hitler’s regime. He helps free innocent people. Your brother has a deep sense of justice.”

A silence hung between them, the clock thundering with each passing second.

A shiver ran down Danielle’s spine. True, Jean-Claude’s concern for human suffering led him to the medical field. “But his studies....”

“What he does now is not so very different. It is dangerous, but he is saving lives, just as surely as a doctor saves lives on the operating table.”

“I–I had no idea.” She thought she and her brother shared everything. What else didn’t she know?

Max took her hand. “Europe is connected by cells of people like your brother, people who have the courage to help others in need, people who devote their lives to end Hitler’s advances. You should be proud of Jean-Claude, but we must keep this confidential. His life depends on it. Not even his wife or your parents know about this, especially not your father. I swore on my life to keep his secret.”

“Hélène doesn’t know?” Danielle frowned. “No, I guess Jean-Claude wouldn’t want to worry her, she’s so busy with little Liliana. And Papa—”

Max cut her off. “As long as your father’s bank continues to finance Germany’s industrial expansion, he must never know about Jean-Claude’s activities.”

“But Papa is just one of many board members. He says it’s only business.” Her head pounded as she pieced together information, and her heart sank at her realization. “Who knew that the bank’s funds would be used for munitions, to mount an army to advance against other countries?”

She pressed a hand to her mouth, remembering. “Jean-Claude thinks Papa’s job is a betrayal of Maman, of us, and of all those of Jewish heritage.”

Max’s lips formed a thin line. “Jean-Claude is right.”

Sorrow ached in her limbs, but now she understood her brother’s involvement. Hitler’s ambition and ideology tore at the very fabric of her family. She lifted her eyes to Max. “How can Hitler—just one man—harbor such hatred, yet inspire so many?”

Max shrugged helplessly.

“Why did Jean-Claude share this with you?”

“I know someone in Portugal, in the government. They provided Katrina’s family with documents.”

Danielle wiped perspiration from her upper lip. Her entire world had changed in a matter of days. Her family and home were under siege, and now her brother was in the underground.

She hugged her arms to herself, reality dawning on her. “Are you involved with this secret organization?”

“No, I haven’t had time. But now, we have no choice. Perhaps Jean-Claude can get a message to Mother.”

Hope surged in her heart. “I just want to know that they’re all right, and if we can get them out of Poland. If we can, oh darling, I’d never ask for another thing as long as I live. Let’s wire Jean-Claude right away.”

She hugged him, warm tears spilling onto her cheeks, and she prayed it was not too late.

Max buried his face in her hair. They held one another for a long time, exhausted, listening to the clock’s measured rhythm, the minutes marching on.

After such a long, tumultuous day, Danielle felt herself drifting to sleep in his arms.

But still, something gnawed at her, and she felt a strange sense of terror gathering in her chest. What had Max meant about a plan with the British government?
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Danielle pulled up the shades in their suite at the Leibowitz home. At night, all of England was under strict orders to darken windows. As she stood at the window, thin rays of morning light warmed her face, though the moist smell of rain felt heavy in her nose.

Outside, leaves had fallen from the autumn trees. She pressed her fingers against the glass, her heart laden with memories. The sun quickly faded, and moments later raindrops began to dot the windowpane; in another minute heavy rain sluiced across the glass, permeating the room with dampness. She sighed and closed her eyes, longing for the warmth and beauty of the south of France, where she had spent so many summers at her uncle’s home in Grasse and in his laboratory, blending perfume, developing her nose and her honing craft. As children, she and her brother had frolicked in fragrant fields of lavender, just as she and her darling little Nicky had done a few weeks before she and Max had left for New York.

Danielle massaged her aching temples. They’d received a letter from Jean-Claude, but still, there was no trace of Sofia, Nicky, or Heinrich. They’d vanished like dew in the midday sun.

How long would they have to wait for news? She tried to hold out hope, but her spirits were sagging. Not knowing anything, she thought, that’s the worst of it.

A knock sounded at the door. Danielle adjusted a quilted pink satin robe Libby had given her over her expanding belly. “Come in,” she called.

Libby opened the door. “Thought you might like to share breakfast, what with Max away at his meeting.”

Danielle arranged a smile on her face, truly grateful for Libby’s companionship. “I’d love to, Libby.” Behind Libby stood Sarah, who wore a crisp white apron and held a tray. This upstairs breakfast had become a ritual whenever Max went out early. It began when Danielle was too queasy to take breakfast downstairs, but thankfully, her morning sickness had passed.

Sarah placed the tray on the Queen Anne table in front of the Georgian-mantled fireplace, then turned to revive the fire.

In an instant, Danielle sensed a familiar aroma, but no, she thought, shaking her head, it couldn’t be. She tried to push the memories of Grasse from her mind. Sometimes her memories and dreams were so vivid, she could actually sense aromas, like the sweet, buttery scent of the boulangerie in Grasse where they bought croissants, or the bountiful aromas in the perfume laboratory, or the fresh smell of Nicky’s silky hair in the summer sun. His laughter tinkled in her ears, and she could feel his soft cheek against hers. If only he had come with us. She shook her head again, pushing the thought that endlessly tortured her from her mind.

Libby, fresh-faced in a blue woolen morning dress, sat on the floral chintz sofa and patted a spot next to her. “It’s so nice to have company in the house. I don’t know what I’ll do when you leave.”

Danielle sat beside her and grasped Libby’s tiny hand. She cherished the sturdy little woman, who always smelled of Floris Lavender and who, so quickly, had become like a surrogate mother to her. She gave her a warm smile. “We’ll always keep in touch.”

With a sly grin, Libby lifted a silver dome from the tray.

Danielle’s eyes grew wide at the sight. So she hadn’t been imagining this time.
“Croissants! I thought I smelled them! But where did you find them?” Rations were underway in England, and butter, a prime ingredient in croissants, was in short supply.

Libby laughed. “His Majesty sent a basket of delicacies to Herb, thanking him for his work. Not that thanks were needed, mind you, but it was a nice gesture.”

Danielle nodded. Since war had been declared, Herb Leibowitz and Nathan Newell-Grey had spent hours consulting with the government, Herb on financial matters, and Nathan on Naval defense.

Sarah coaxed a bright blaze in the fireplace, then poured coffee, clucking her tongue as she did.

“Sarah still disapproves of my love of coffee in the morning,” Libby said with a smile, “but I prefer my tea in the afternoon. Thank you, Sarah. That will be all.” She turned to Danielle. “Strawberry jam with your croissant?”

“Sounds wonderful.” Danielle pinched off a piece of croissant, spread jam on it, and put it into her mouth, savoring the taste. “How is Mr. Newell-Grey? And Jon? We haven’t seen him in ages.”

Libby shook her head. “Nathan and Jon have been busy converting Newell-Grey ocean liners for military service, making room for military equipment. Even the Queen Mary will be pressed into service next year. I understand there are plans to paint her charcoal and call her the Grey Ghost.”

So, Jon had his hands full. It’s just as well, Danielle thought, recalling how close they’d become aboard the Newell-Grey Explorer. In fact, from the instant they’d met, she had felt a connection with Jon. She pushed the thought from her mind, though an odd pang of regret persisted.

“Coffee?”

“Hmm? Oh yes, thank you, Libby.” She shook her head. “I’ve had a lot on my mind this morning.”

Libby poured a cup and handed it to her. “Did you hear the morning news on the radio?”

Danielle felt her pulse quicken. France had joined England in the war against Germany, and both countries were well underway with military plans. “No, what happened?”

“Russia and Germany have signed a treaty establishing a line of demarcation through Poland.”

Her hand wavering, she put the cup down. She pushed her croissant away, swallowing hard against the bile that suddenly rose in her throat.

Libby touched Danielle’s hand, and went on. “The Polish government has fled to France.”

“That means Poland has been divided between the victors.” Danielle pressed her hand to her mouth. The denouement. No doubt, this would complicate their plan to find Nicky and Sofia.

Libby put her coffee down and placed her arm across Danielle’s shoulder, pulling her close. “I’m so sorry, my dear.”

“Oh, Libby, it’s all so horrible.” She sighed and leaned into the small woman, grateful for her comfort. Her head swirled. When would this madness stop?

Suddenly, Max opened the door and rushed in, waving a telegram in his hand. “This came just as I returned. It’s from Jean-Claude.”

Danielle leapt to her feet. “Mon Dieu!” Hope and dread surged in her heart.

Max gave it to Danielle. “Here, you open it.”

Libby glanced at them and stood. “I’ll leave you alone,” she said, and closed the door behind her.

Danielle grabbed the damp telegram and pressed it to her lips, smelling the thin soggy paper, then tore it open and began to read. “Family not at home. Neighbor reports family left in automobile.” She stared at the telegram, then let it fall from her hand, her hope plunging along with it. They’re still missing.

“Good, they’ve escaped.” Max rapped his fist in a staccato rhythm in his hand, and began to pace. “They’re probably in hiding.” He stopped. “Do you feel well enough to travel?”

Danielle reached for a chair and leaned into it, her heart racing. “Are we going home?” She knew that Max, in one of his many meetings, had visited British officials to enlist aid for their plight. As a German citizen, Max could return to Poland, but they feared the risk of Danielle’s return.

“Not you, my darling. I want you to go to France.”

She turned cold inside at the thought of Max leaving her. “Without you?”

“It’s the only way, darling. With France at war with Germany, I can’t enter France. And in your state, you should be with your family.”

She realized he was right, and nodded in numb acquiescence. A flutter of knowledge filled her. “Then you’re going home.”

Max nodded and knelt before her, his expression earnest, droplets of rain still clinging to his face. “The British government has also asked me to work for them.”

Her eyes widened in astonishment. “Why?”

“My asylum here is temporary. If I don’t work with England, then officials assume I’m against them. I could be imprisoned.” His mouth tightened. “Or worse.”

“Just for being a German national?”

Max took her hands and rubbed them. “I can’t blame them. My only choice is to travel into Germany as part of a British intelligence team.”

“You mean, as a spy?” She fought the urge to scream. Outside, the rain grew harder, pelting against the roof like pebbles. “How can you even consider this?” she snapped. “Is it not enough that our family is in danger?”

“I have no choice, Danielle. It is done. I leave next week.”

“Can’t you get our family out without having to spy for the British government?”

“No, it’s part of our agreement. From Germany, I’ll be able to enter Poland to find Mother and Nicky and Heinrich. Then Jean-Claude will help us send them on to France.”

She paused as his words registered, and her heart sank. “Won’t you be with them?”

“No, I’ll continue working for the British secret service. They need me, Danielle. My skills and language are critical in the fight against totalitarian aggression.”

“It’s their fight, Max. All I want is my family.”

He shook his head. “This is the only way. We must commit ourselves to maintaining liberty on the European continent.” He lowered his eyes. “Besides, they’ll pay me well. God knows we need the money.”

Danielle’s throat constricted and her head swirled, her eyes welling with tears of frustration and anger. So, that’s what this was about. They needed the money, yet Max was too proud to ask her father for assistance. I can’t believe it. She paused in thought. Still, Max promised to bring Nicky and Sofia to safety. She pressed her hands against the pressure building in her temples.

“Trust me, darling.” Max removed her hands and cradled her face, kissing the tears from her cheeks.

Danielle met his lips with hers, then pulled back and searched his earnest eyes. He’s doing what he can, she told herself. She leaned back against the sofa, anger draining from her aching head. How I wish I could go with him. She closed her eyes and sighed. “So you want me to go to France.”

“It’s best for you and the baby. There’s a ferry to France that leaves the same day I do.”

“How will you get into Germany?

Max hesitated. “We’ll parachute in.”

“Mon Dieu!” Her eyes flew open and she clutched his arm, terror slicing through her.

“Don’t worry your pretty head about it. I’ll be fine.”

She rested her head on his shoulder, her heart racing, her palms damp. With every fiber of her being, she knew disaster awaited him, yet she refused to acknowledge her feeling. Not this time, she decided, balling her fists. This time will be different. Max will return with Nicky. God help him, he will. Her stomach coiled in on itself, and nausea crept to her throat. She swallowed against the bile, clenching her teeth.

He stroked her hair and they held one another for what seemed like an eternity, listening to the deluge outside as the rain pounded the windows like demon fists.

* * *

The next morning, Danielle was writing a letter to her mother when Hadley knocked on the door to say Miss Abigail was on the telephone for her. She raced downstairs to the hallway and picked up the receiver. “Hello?”

“Danielle, Father told me you’re leaving for France. I’d like to give a farewell dinner for you, if you’re feeling up to it. Can you make it tomorrow?”

“We’d love to.”

“Wonderful, we all need to be with friends now, Danielle, now more than ever. I’ll see you and Max tomorrow then, say eight o’clock? We’ll have cocktails first.”

“Of course. And Abigail, thank you,” she added softly. How she would miss Abigail.

When Max returned that evening, he was unusually quiet.

“Is everything all right?” Danielle asked.

“Just more bureaucratic issues.” His voice sounded flat.

“Are you still going?”

“Yes, but Heinrich....” He heaved a great sigh and shook his head.

A silent alarm went off in Danielle’s head. She’d always felt uncomfortable with Max’s cousin. He never looked her in the eyes, yet she would catch him studying her when he thought she couldn’t see him. She remembered one day as she spoke, seeing his mocking face in a reflection on a window, and she shivered at the memory. “What about him?”

“Nothing, Danielle. Never mind. I have another appointment in the morning.”

She made no reply, but she had an eerie feeling in the pit of her stomach about Heinrich, and shuddered with uneasiness.

* * *

The next evening Libby insisted Hadley take Max and Danielle to Abigail’s home in the motor car. She and Herb had a prior official engagement. “It’s good to get out,” Libby said to Max. “We must go on with life. Just take heed. If you hear an air siren, run for cover.”

Now, as Danielle emerged from the bath in her robe, she saw Max sitting in a chair waiting for her. He had already dressed, and now he sat cradling his new pipe in his hand, its ember glowing. She saw him gazing into space.

“What’s on your mind, darling?”

He swung his eyes back to her. “Just thinking about my meetings. I have much to study and memorize before my mission.”

His voice sounded odd. She put a hand on her hip. “You’re not telling me everything.”

“You’re right.” He lifted a corner of his mouth in a clear expression of disgust. “There’s a report that Heinrich has joined the Nazis. The thought of it makes me sick.”

Danielle felt a knowing shiver course through her.

Max continued. “Before we left, Heinrich and I had an argument about Hitler. He thinks Hitler holds the key to economic prosperity and renewed national pride.” He paused, and the ember in his pipe glowed red as he drew on it. “One of my assignments is to find Heinrich and extract military information from him.”

Danielle felt a sense of terror growing within her, but after their last disagreement, she had committed herself to supporting Max in his quest. We are in this together. Determined to be calm now, she sat before the mirrored vanity, slipped off her robe and dusted her shoulders with powder. “I trust you’ll do the right thing, Max.”

He blew a ring of smoke through his lips, and as he did, his eyes met hers in the mirror. A flash of understanding passed between them. “Tonight is our last night together for a long time,” he said softly.

“Maybe not that long,” she said with a wistful smile. She stood and retrieved an outfit from the closet. She stepped into a violet wool skirt and fastened it, then slipped on the matching dinner jacket with rhinestone buttons that Libby had given her. It was another cast-off, but it was still attractive.

“You look beautiful, Danielle.” Max cocked his head. “You did an excellent alteration on that suit. My darling wife, you have an exquisite sense of style.”

She laughed lightly. “I enjoy designing and sewing.”

He puffed on his pipe. “Your triple strand of pearls would have looked nice with the outfit,” he said, a note of guilt in his voice. “I’m sorry now that we sold them.”

She crossed to him and touched his face, and angled his chin up with her finger. She saw sadness in his eyes. “It’s nothing, darling. Let’s just be glad that I was wearing them the day the ship went down. We needed the money for my travel back to France.”

“And soon, for your maternity clothes and medical attention. Perhaps I should have asked your father to wire funds.”

She kissed him lightly, tasting the vanilla-scented tobacco on his lips. “Don’t worry,” she said with a deliberate shrug. “Besides,” she added with a bright smile, holding out her left hand, “we kept the ring.”

“Yes, we did. My mother’s emerald ring. It’s been in our family for many years.” He kissed her again.

Danielle returned to the vanity. The sweet sultry smoke from Max’s pipe curled around the room as she wound her long hair into a sleek chignon and secured it with hairpins.

He stood behind her, his hands caressing her shoulders as he had last night when they’d made love, slowly and tenderly, due to the baby. “You are the only woman I’ve ever loved,” he said, his voice thick with emotion, “and I will love you forever.”

She smiled up at him in the mirror, feeling very close to him now. She reached for her perfume and applied the scent between her breasts and on her wrists. She trailed the stopper behind her knees and at her ankles, and finally, applied another dab on the nape of her neck and touched her upswept hair. Even as a young girl, she’d always loved applying perfume, it made her feel feminine, complete, and chic.

Max nuzzled her neck. “That’s my favorite.”

“It’s the one I created for our wedding day.”

“It was kind of your uncle to send your perfumes when we arrived here. Danielle, I must admit now, I might have been a little jealous of your talent.”

Suddenly, the windows rattled. “What was that?” she cried, her hand at her throat.

“I think a door slammed downstairs.”

“I thought for a moment—”

“I know. So did I.” She rotated her neck against the sudden tension she felt. As Max massaged her shoulders, she realized how little time they had left together, and for all their differences and disagreements, how much she would miss him.

Danielle turned back to the mirror and, with a resolute flick of her finger, brushed on a wine-colored lip rouge. She snapped the lid shut and turned to face Max.

“You look exquisite.” He put his pipe down. “May I help you with the cape?”

“Please.”

Max draped Libby’s black mink cape across Danielle’s shoulders.

She whirled around, the scarlet-lined mink cape flaring about her, and stopped in his embrace. This is the man I have loved for so long, the father of my children. How I will miss him. She felt him stroke her cheek with the back of his fingers.

“You grow more beautiful every day, Danielle. I loved you from the first moment I saw you.”

As he kissed her again, she felt his hands caressing the silky fur and her blossoming body beneath it, and knew they would make love again for the last time tonight.

“This is like old times,” he said.

“I’d give anything for those old times again,” she murmured.

“Soon, my love, we’ll be together.”

She managed a wistful smile, took a step back and tilted her head. “Jon’s old suit fits you well. Libby’s tailor did a fine job. And I agree with him, you do look like the Duke of Wales.”

“Nonsense,” he said, though he seemed pleased at her compliment. He held the door for her, then Hadley helped them into the car. They rode in silence, gazing out the windows as they snaked through the dimly lit streets.

Libby had once described the Newell-Grey’s Art Nouveau-styled home as an ocean liner. It loomed ahead on a corner, sleek and curvaceous, with long lines and rounded corners. Round porthole windows framed the front door and a shiny brass railing lined the second-floor balcony. High above them on the darkened balcony two figures stood waving at them.

Danielle waved back. “It’s Jon and Cameron.” She’d missed Jon, and looked forward to talking with him again. Max helped her from the car and hurried her to the door. She shivered and drew into her cape.

The front door flew open and light flooded the stoop like a beacon. “Come in, darlings,” Abigail said, smiling and laughing. “I’ll take your coats. Though Max, you might want to keep yours if you plan to join the two renegades on the balcony.”

Danielle rubbed her arms. “Thanks, but I’ll keep my cape a little longer. What are they doing?”

“Watching for enemy aircraft. It was Cameron’s idea. What a maniac he is. No matter what the press says, I don’t believe London will ever be bombed.” A shadow crossed her face. “The Nazis can find better targets, like His Majesty’s armed forces, poor boys.”

Max kept his coat on. “I believe I’ll join them upstairs. Perhaps I can coax them down.”

Abigail laughed. “Do your best. We’ll sit by the fireplace until dinner is served.”

As Danielle followed Abigail to the sitting room, she sniffed the air. “Dinner smells delicious. I love nutmeg, it always reminds me of home.”

 Abigail looked surprised. “You are good. That’s the secret ingredient in my pheasant recipe. You’d make a great chef.”

Danielle laughed. “I prefer perfumery, it’s the language of love.”

“So is cooking,” Abigail replied with a wink.

Danielle laughed again with her, then the two friends made themselves comfortable near the brightly burning blaze.

“This is wonderful.” Danielle sank into a black leather club chair and glanced about the room, impressed at the quality and creativeness of her surroundings. The curved beam ceiling soared overhead and the entire room was decorated with teakwood paneling and brass fixtures. She spied a Turner seascape above the fireplace, with the artist’s signature light reflected on a turbulent sea. She shuddered at the remembrance of her last ill-fated Atlantic crossing, the scent of kelp and salt rushing in her head. The Turner painting was eerily realistic.

Abigail followed her gaze. “Feel like you’re back at sea? Father loves his work.”

They went on to talk about their families, and Danielle asked her how long she would be staying in London.

“Not long, I need to go back to Los Angeles for a Red Cross fundraiser. Do you know what you’re going to do?”

Her stomach tightened. “Our priority is to find our family. Until then, I’ll stay with my family in France.”

Abigail leaned forward. “Daddy told me about Max’s mission. He’s a brave man.”

“I wish I could join him.”

“I know how you feel. Listen, Danielle, people are fleeing Europe in droves, many are sailing to New York. If the Germans reach France, what will you do?”

“I hope it never comes to that.” France? She shivered at the thought. The Maginot Line insured protection; everyone knew that. France was virtually impenetrable. She shivered again.

Abigail looked concerned. “You and Max should come to the States as you’d once planned. Have you ever thought about Los Angeles? I could help you get settled. The weather is marvelous, and it’s a growing city.”

“We can’t consider anything until our family is reunited. Now that Max has joined the war effort, our plan to relocate our business is on hold.” Danielle gazed into the fire, saddened by the plight of their family, friends, and employees in Poland. “We were simply too late with our plan.”

“This must be a nightmare for you.” Abigail clucked her tongue. “But you should consider Los Angeles. I happen to love America, it’s fabulous.”

Danielle forced a smile. “So I’ve heard. Gold in the streets, or so they say.”

“Not quite. But look at Cameron Murphy.” Abigail brightened. “Imagine, he was one of eleven children in a family from County Cork, Ireland. Had a terrible childhood, from what he’s told me, poor as beggars. He said his father beat him so badly once that, when he could manage, he ran away and worked his way to America, then to Los Angeles. Why, he was only fifteen at the time.”

“How did he become such a success?” Danielle rubbed her hands in front of the fire and her circulation began to return.

“He worked at our Long Beach shipping dock, that’s where he and Jon met, until he found a job as a bartender in a private club. Whilst he tended bar, he also sang a little, and that was when one of the record producers heard him. After a vocal test, the rest, as they say, is history.”

Abigail rose from her chair and crossed to an inlaid table bearing crystal-decanted liqueurs. “Sherry to warm you?”

Danielle pressed a hand to her belly. “Just soda, merci.”

“Oh, forgive me. You’re a smart mother.” She poured a soda. “Anyway, you can’t believe everything you hear. Sure, Cameron’s a rascal sometimes, but he always helps the Red Cross, brings out other stars, too. He’s never said no to me.”

“Why, that’s admirable.” The rascal she had met, but she’d never imagined such a generous, hard-working side to Cameron Murphy. She took the soda Abigail offered.

“He’s a good man in that regard, despite the gossip. Of course, he and Jon don’t always see eye to eye.”

“Why not?”

“Cameron always gets the girl, I suppose. It’s an old rivalry.” Abigail inched her chair near the fire and cradled her glass of sherry. “The Cameron Murphy I know is sweet and kind, though he seems rather lost. I’d like to see him marry again.”

Danielle lifted a brow. “Do I detect some interest on your part?”

Abigail laughed. “He’s fun, but hardly my type. And my parents would simply die. No, I’m resigned to being an old maid, Danielle. I’ll probably never have children, and a virile man like that, well, I’m sure he wants scads of children.”

Danielle heard a twinge of sadness in Abigail’s voice. Jon had confided to her that Abigail had recently broken an engagement with an old family friend, Sir Rutherford Morton. She decided to keep the conversation light. “Why did he divorce that actress, Erica Evans?”

“I’m not sure. They were so young when they married. Cam says they’re super friends now, which is unusual, especially for Hollywood. But I’ve heard Erica is still crazy about him.”

* * *

Jon glanced up when Max appeared at the door to the balcony, glad to see his friend, but embarrassed by Cameron’s drunken state. He’d been trying to get Cameron to leave before Max and Danielle arrived.

Max shook Jon’s hand in a warm greeting. “Abigail told me you two are on the lookout for enemy airplanes.”

“Ah, nary a one tonight,” Cameron slurred, his Irish brogue evident. “Scared they are, of havin’ to contend w’me, I’m sure.”

Jon winced at Cameron’s reply. He shot a reassuring look at Max. “We shouldn’t have to worry about Nazi air attacks in the city, Max. Not at this point, anyway,” he added hastily. “There are other more attractive hits. Our shipyards and air strips, for example. No, London should be peaceful tonight.”

Cameron wavered over the brass railing, his black dinner jacket flapping in the breeze, his starched white shirt open at the collar. “An’ a fine night ‘tis, too. Fit for the saints in heaven, it ‘tis. All the world should be at peace.”

Max raised his eyebrows.

Jon jerked his head toward a whiskey bottle in Cameron’s hand. “There’s your answer.” He knew Cameron sometimes got out of hand with the booze, but usually he managed to cut him off early. Unfortunately, he hadn’t realized Cameron had brought his own bottle tonight. “Let’s get him inside.”

Max placed his hand on Cameron’s shoulder. “Cameron, we should join the ladies downstairs. I know Danielle would love to say hello.”

Cameron glared at Max’s hand, then gave him a sarcastic grin. “The fair Danielle, the beauty with the cinnamon hair. What a lucky man y’are, Max. Far too lucky fer y’own good, I’d say.” As he spoke, he refilled his tumbler, pouring Irish whiskey to the brim.

Jon’s hair on his neck stood at the mention of Danielle. Sensing trouble, Jon started toward him. “Cam, old boy, don’t you think you’ve had enough?”

Cameron shot him a wicked grin, then turned back to Max. “Jon and I been talkin’ about Danielle. Sure an’ she’s just the type o’ woman I’d like to know better.”

Jon stared at him in shocked silence. How dare him! He shot a look at Max, who seemed unruffled.
His gut tightened with anger, but Max remained composed.

Cameron held his drink high and the night wind whipped his black hair from his flushed face. “Here’s to the fair Danielle, let’s drink to her. To the most gorgeous woman, and the damned luckiest man aroun’.” He saluted Max and drank his entire whiskey, then crashed the glass against the brass railing. “I christen this ship The Danielle.”

Max lifted his glass. “To Danielle.”

Now there’s a gentleman, Jon thought, though a pained expression spread across Max’s aristocratic face. Shame blazed on the back of Jon’s neck. “I’m sorry,” he whispered to Max. “Cam’s smashed. I didn’t realize he’d gotten so bloody sodded. He was fine an hour ago.”

“Jon, I heard that,” Cameron said. “C’mon, be a sport. The good Max doesn’t mind, d’you Max? Why, I bet he might even be willing to share the lil’ lady with a few good friends, for the right sort o’ trade, I mean.” He waved the whiskey bottle toward Max. “Marriage can get mighty dull, I can tell you that. One woman, day in, day out. Bor-rrr-ing.” He winked at Max. “I could introduce you to some starlets, then we could—”

“That’s quite enough,” Jon sputtered, incensed. If she were mine, I would not stand idly while Cam sullied her reputation. “You’re insulting Max.”

Cameron gave a snort. “C’mon, Max, you goin’ to keep her to yerself?”

Max stared straight ahead, obviously trying to ignore Cameron.

“That’s it.” Jon set his mouth in a grim line, his gut tightening another notch. He would not allow Cam to talk about Danielle like that. He stood a half a head taller than Cameron, and was well-built from years of sailing. He took advantage of his position, grabbing Cameron by the left arm. “Time to go, Cam. Max, take the bottle.”

Cameron lashed out at Jon with his right fist, but Jon ducked his punch with ease. Whiskey sloshed across Jon’s face from the open bottle before Max snatched it from Cameron.

“Come on, sailor.” Jon wiped alcohol from his stinging eyes, then deftly wrapped Cameron’s arms behind him and dragged him from the balcony. Though Cameron tried to give fight, Jon easily overcame his objections. He’d had plenty of experience quelling drunken sailors.

Downstairs, Abigail and Danielle could hear the scuffle. Minutes later, Max appeared at the living room entry, his face a deep crimson red.

Danielle glanced up. “Hello, darling. I hope everything is all right up there. Where are the others?”

“Cameron is just leaving. Under the weather, is the expression, I believe.”

Abigail seemed to understand. “So, one less for dinner. Would you care for a drink, Max? We have a nice sherry.”

“Have anything, ah, warmer?”

Abigail lifted a brow as she crossed to the bar. “Irish whiskey?”

Max grimaced. “Anything but that. Vodka?”

“Coming right up.”

* * *

With the help of the family’s broad-shouldered driver, Jon disposed of Cameron, sending him back to his hotel in their car. Still seething, Jon went to his room to straighten his dinner suit and splash water on his whiskeyed face.

He’d exercised all of his self-control to keep from decking Cameron. He still couldn’t understand why his sister adored the charming slosh.

Jon dried his face and flung the towel in the bathroom corner. What Cameron had said about Danielle really rattled him, and more than it should have.

“Damn him.” He banged his fists on the porcelain sink, grimacing. Jon was accustomed to crude language among the seafaring men with whom he sailed. Not that Max couldn’t handle an idiot like Cameron. But in fact, Max had treated Cameron with incredible grace. Was it grace, or cowardice? If she were my wife....

But she wasn’t. Jon thrust his anger aside. He ran his hands through his thick hair and combed it back into place.

He heard Abigail’s voice trilling up the staircase. “Jon, where are you? Dinner is ready to be served.”

He went downstairs, taking extra care to be perfectly cordial to Danielle. Abigail’s dinner parties go on, he thought, food shortages and Cameron Murphy be damned.

Over a delicious meal of pheasant that Jon had shot last season, Danielle asked Abigail about her work in Los Angeles.

Abigail’s face lit with animation. “Even though the United States is not at war, there is still much they can do for the effort through private assistance.”

Jon laughed, his eyes on Danielle. “Here she goes. You had to ask, didn’t you?” But he was proud of his sister’s work.

Abigail ignored him. “Through our international organization, aid is rendered to needy people everywhere, especially children, my main concern.” She leaned forward, her brown eyes dancing. “We are the hospitallers of the modern world. Why, did you know the Red Cross traces its roots to Byzantine battle fields, where volunteers aided fallen knights?”

Jon grinned, winked at his sister. “Sounds like your fundraising speech, sis. Although I must admit, you’re quite persuasive.”

Abigail cast a wistful smile toward Danielle. “I wish I could persuade Max and Danielle to move to Los Angeles.”

“Someday, perhaps.” Danielle traded a pensive look with Max and rested her hand on his. “But not without our family.”

Jon stared at Danielle’s graceful hand, and as he did he felt a sense of desire flame within him. He flexed his jaw and raised his wine goblet to Max. “Then here’s to your success, Max. I wish you and Danielle safe journeys.”

* * *

The port of Dover was grey with rain, damp and misty, just as the day they’d arrived in England, Danielle recalled. High above on a cliff loomed a castle, ominous in the gathering fog. She shrugged farther into her coat and checked in at the ferry terminal, one small battered suitcase in her hand, filled with cast-off clothes from Libby’s charity. Max took the suitcase from her, frowning. “You shouldn’t carry this.”

The clerk gave her a ticket. “I’ll take your suitcase, madam. The ferryboat boards in ten minutes.”

Danielle took the ticket and turned to Max. So this is good-bye, she thought. She blinked and fought the urge to break into a tearful farewell.

They walked to the passenger queue. Danielle framed Max’s lean face in her hands to memorize his features—his strong jaw, his aquiline nose, the eyes that could be so determined one moment, so loving the next. Despite their problems over the years, despite their current difficulties, she loved him so much. And desperately feared for him. Her throat tightened. I must be strong for him. “Promise you’ll be careful.” Her words felt thick on her tongue. “I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you.”

Max smiled down at her, his gentle eyes creasing at the corners. He slid his arms around her and she shivered in his embrace. “Don’t worry your pretty head about me.”

A small laugh slipped from her. “I always hated that expression.”

Max looked surprised, then distressed. “You never told me that.”

“It doesn’t matter now,” she said with a half-smile and a wave of her hand. “Nothing but my silly pride.”

“All ashore that’s going ashore.”

Max trailed a finger along her chin and heat gathered along her neck.

“I hope to see you before the baby is born, darling. Or at least, soon after. As soon as I can return to France.”

Danielle’s heart quickened. Soon, everything will be fine, she told herself, despite her gut feeling. She blinked up at Max, trying to brighten their good-bye. “Won’t Nicky be surprised to have a new little sister or brother to play with?”

“Or both,” he responded with a playful smile, and gently smoothed her hair from her forehead. “Could be twins.”

At that, she embraced him, deeply drinking in the velvety aroma of vanilla tobacco that cloaked his skin and clothes. All I want is to hold him like this, forever, and our little Nicky.

A strange sense of foreboding came over her, but she pushed it aside. She lifted her face, and her lips met his with a kiss that resonated with unity and longing. She ran her hands over his clean-shaven face, his silken hair, his strong neck.

“I love you, my dearest,” he whispered, his voice husky. He pressed her head to his chest, and she could feel his heart beating wildly beneath his coat. “Always remember that. Be safe, and pray for me.”

“I will, my dear,” she choked out, her throat constricting. “I love you, too, Max, my darling Max.” She pulled away, her fingers sliding from his face to his woolen coat, then lingering on his warm hands, his slender fingers, his gold wedding band. He squeezed her hand, tightly, so tightly, and she saw him struggle with tears in his eyes.

Danielle turned from him to leave, her breath caught on a lump in her throat. She groped along the guardrail, the last to board, her sight obscured, and her face seared with tears she could no longer restrain. She brushed them away, anxious to appear strong for Max.

As the ferry eased from the harbor, she stood shivering by the rail, waving until her husband dimmed to a tiny speck on the dock.

Finally, Max disappeared from sight. Danielle gathered her woolen muffler higher around her ears. Her wedding ring caught in the wool and as she plucked threads from the setting, she recalled the day they sold her pearls to raise money for her passage. Max insisted she keep her wedding ring, the magnificent eleven-carat emerald and diamond ring that once belonged to his grandmother. “No matter what happens, never sell our ring,” he had made her promise again. A sob seized her chest as she thought of him and his dangerous mission, and yet, she longed to see their son, and Sofia, again, too.

She gazed ahead, her eyes transfixed on the ocean that stretched out before her. The English Channel was choppy. White caps rose in the distance, curling and beckoning like silent maidens of the sea, their crowns crashing in rolling rhythm. The scent of the sea filled her nostrils, reminding her of her last fateful voyage across the Atlantic, and the sight of the U-Boat lurking on the horizon. She steeled herself against the memory and pushed it from her mind, grasping the rail to steady her nerves.

Still, a sense of apprehension returned, finally engulfing her; she felt her eyes burn and mist. This time she let her tears fall freely into the English Channel, and the thought she had not allowed to enter her consciousness now formed into clear, terrifying words in her mind. Will I ever see Max again?
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Danielle’s parents and her brother, Jean-Claude, met her at the Gare du Nord train station in Paris in the family motor car.

As they drove, the weather seemed unseasonably warm to Danielle for mid-October. Sunlight danced on the river Seine, glancing off the gilded dome of Les Invalides. Danielle craned her neck to see the spires of Sainte-Chapelle reaching skyward above the Ile de la Cité. She never ceased to be amazed by the bustling verve of life that wove Paris together like a fine, rich tapestry. My home, she thought, how I love it!

But today, there was something new in the air. She could smell the dread that permeated the city, sense the threat of war looming in the air like a great grey ghost, stretching its menacing fingers after the prized city.

When they arrived home, Jean-Claude carried her suitcase up the creaking mahogany staircase to her old bedroom. They entered the musty room and Danielle wrinkled her nose.

Jean-Claude closed the door. Toned and muscular, he lifted the suitcase to the top of an antique bombe dresser.

Danielle drew the velvet drapes and opened the window for fresh air. She sat in a stuffed chair, whose cheerful red print had faded in the years since she’d left.

“Well?” She studied Jean-Claude’s strong profile, his dark shaggy hair. He seemed worried. “Any news from your sources?”

“No, I’m sorry, nothing from Poland.”

“I see,” she murmured.

Jean-Claude strode across the room and knelt in front of her chair. “But that doesn’t mean Nicky and Sofia aren’t all right.”

Danielle swallowed, trying to calm her agitated stomach. “Is there anything we can do?”

Jean-Claude’s dark eyes held a faraway look. With his long agile fingers, he stroked his smooth chin. “Well,” he said slowly, “there is something. Would you be willing to help us with our cause?”

Danielle felt her heart quicken with curiosity. “What can I do?”

He began to tick off a list on his fingers. “First you’ll need to study maps, learn procedures, understand our coded vocabulary.”

Danielle laughed to mask her nerves. She hadn’t realized he was so involved with this underground group. “How will this help us find Nicky and Sofia?”

“I might have a plan.” Abruptly, Jean-Claude squeezed her hand so hard she squirmed. “But not another soul must know of this. Not even our family.”

“I understand, but this secrecy is almost maniacal.” In truth, his intensity scared her. I don’t know this side of my brother, she realized. So much has changed here, even my family.

Jean-Claude released her, stood and strode to the door. He paused with his hand on the knob and glanced over his shoulder. “You’ll see, Danielle, soon enough.”

* * *

Later that week, Danielle realized Jean-Claude’s admonition was well founded. Terrifying tales from Germany about surveillance appeared in newspapers. Employees were informing on employers, neighbor on neighbor, rumors ran rampant. Who could one trust? The stories sickened Danielle, but once she swallowed her fear, a strange sense of calm filled her.

She was proud to be a modern woman. She wanted to find her family, but she also wanted to help alleviate suffering inflicted on others by the Nazis. She began her work in earnest with Jean-Claude.

Max’s mission remained foremost in her mind. Seeds of hope began to supplant her misery and she clung to the thought that each day brought them closer to reunion.

But after just one week, Danielle decided to shorten her visit to Paris. For years, her parents had talked of extensive renovations to the home. This year her father had made the decision, seemingly in protest to the chaos that threatened Europe. Construction on the living and dining rooms had been underway since spring. Their bedrooms were next.

“The renovation will be much easier without us living in the house,” Marie said in her melodic, lilting voice.

Danielle sat in a Louis XV gilded chair in her mother’s drafty boudoir, construction dust already layering the fine antiques.

Marie patted her silvery blond hair and smoothed her trim suit over her shapely figure. Danielle smiled, admiring her mother, Marie, her dear maman, who always seemed to handle everything in her life with grace and ease.

Now Marie was directing her maid as to which clothes to put into the trunks. “And remember to dust and cover the furniture, Beatrice, and pack the rest of the clothes for storage. You may go now.”

Marie turned to regard Danielle, hands on her hips. “Just look at yourself,” she said. “Your skin is pale, your eyes are dull, even your beautiful auburn hair has lost its luster.” She shook her head. “My darling, I wish you’d join us at the Hôtel Ritz. I feel like I’m turning you out of our home, just when you need us most. If only Edouard hadn’t insisted on the renovation now. Silly of him, if you ask me.” She arched her finely drawn brows. “But he didn’t. You know your papa.”

“And you know I can’t, Maman. Max would have a fit if he knew Papa paid for a hotel room for me. You remember his pride.”

Marie rolled her eyes. “I still can’t believe you sold the pearl necklace I gave you. Those were beautiful pearls. You know I would have wired traveling money to you.”

“Max hates any assistance. Charity, he calls it.”

“Ridiculous. He’s still trying to regain his father’s honor.” Marie threw up her hands. “Sometimes I don’t understand men. Your father included. Such pride, such misplaced pride.”

Marie ran her manicured hands over Danielle’s long auburn hair and drew her from her chair, kissing her on both cheeks. “I forgive you for the pearls, there will be other pearl necklaces. I’m just glad you returned to France, however you managed to get here. It’s where you belong. And I know you love the perfumery and your uncle, Philippe, but I wish you’d stay in Paris. Why, we haven’t even shopped for clothing for you.”

Danielle sank into her mother’s warm embrace. I have missed her so much, she realized. “I love seeing you and Papa, but I feel so useless. I need to work again. I need to visit Grasse.” For weeks she’d been feeling the pull to Grasse, her creative sanctuary, where she could soothe her soul with her work. Though it seemed indulgent, it was the only thing she knew to do. Living one day at a time, waiting for news that seldom came, was tortuous.

“That’s exactly what I thought you would say.” Marie shook her head. “Well, I can’t blame you, you need something to do. It won’t hurt to refresh your nose in the laboratory. My brother can certainly use your help. Since his assistant enlisted, he’s been doing everything himself.” She inclined her head. “But business has slowed. I hope you don’t find yourself just as bored there.”

Danielle grinned. “I’m never bored in the laboratory, Maman.”

“No, I think you are most happy when you are creating.” Marie hugged her. “Do you know how proud I am of you? Imagine, my daughter! You’ve earned your place among the rarefied clique of the world’s top perfumers: Ernest Beaux, who blended Chanel No. 5, Jacques Guerlain of the Guerlain dynasty, Ernest Daltroff, who created Nuit de Noël for Caron, and the prolific François Coty. And now, my daughter, Danielle Bretancourt, for La Maison de Bretancourt and Parfums Bretancourt.” Marie smiled with obvious pride.

Danielle felt her mother’s kiss on her forehead before she released her. She truly appreciated her mother’s recognition, for her mother was also a leader in the field. “You’re a force, too, Maman. You’ve solidified the reputation of Parfums Bretancourt around the world. So, do you have any new clients for me, Maman?” Marie handled clients out of Paris, while her brother Philippe oversaw production. Their clients included scores of wealthy patrons and members of royal houses across Europe, and even as far away as Shanghai and Buenos Aires.

Marie sighed. “Only one or two. The war, you know. Right now, people have other things on their mind.”

Danielle winced, thinking of her son and Sofia. Where are they? “How well I know.”

Marie took her hand. “I know you’re thinking about Nicky. But I’m sure Max will bring him to you soon. In the meantime, Grasse will be good for you. You’ve always loved it. I suppose because I was born there at the chateau, I couldn’t wait to leave for the excitement of Paris. And the fresh air will be good for you in your condition.” Marie frowned. “I hope you’re not leaving because of how your papa feels about Max.”

“Actually, I think Max would agree with him. Max is quite hard on himself, and he can’t forgive himself for what’s happened to Nicky. He won’t, not until—” Danielle blinked and looked away. She couldn’t help thinking, What if Max doesn’t find them?

“Don’t upset yourself again, my dear. You’ve told me that Max is going to persuade the government to release his mother and Nicky.”

Danielle swallowed hard. The way she had told her parents, she made it sound as if their release was practically agreed upon. But Danielle hadn’t told her parents everything. Why worry them?

Danielle glanced at a tall standing clock and started for the door. “We should go soon. My train leaves in an hour.”

“We’ll be there in plenty of time.” The melodic lilt returned to Marie’s voice; Danielle knew it was to mask her own worry. “And remember, even if I can’t convince your papa to visit, I’ll be there in a few weeks. I want to finish closing the chateau for the season, and of course I want to be there when this new baby arrives.” She wagged a finger at Danielle. “Besides, who will keep you and Philippe out of trouble?”

Marie strode to the door, her high heels clicking sharply on the floor. “Come now, let’s have a café before we meet the train.”

* * *

Danielle stepped off the train at the small Grasse station, her nose twitching, thirstily drinking in the rustic aromas of the countryside. The sun felt warm on her shoulders, melting the tenseness she’d felt in Paris. Grasse was her muse.

She spied her uncle, a wiry, bespectacled white-haired man standing on the platform. “Philippe,” she called happily, waving.

“My Danielle, how good it is to see you.” Philippe had the weathered face of a Gallic farmer, and it creased into a warm, genuine smile. He kissed her on both cheeks, and as he did, she warmed to the remembrance of his familiar aroma, a subtle veil of the natural perfume oils he worked with everyday, the aromatic emblem of his artistry.

“I’ve missed you,” she said. “How is everything at the farm?”

“Needing a woman’s touch. I’m glad you decided to come.”

“I couldn’t wait. How was the flower harvest?”

“It went very well this year, so we have a surplus of essential oils. Unfortunately, the perfume business is slow due to this damned war on the continent. But I’m already planning for next year. We’ll be in excellent shape if we have a quick end to the war.” He stooped to pick up her small suitcase.

“I’ll get that, mon oncle.”

“Nonsense, I’m still strong as an ox. Is this all you have?”

She nodded sadly. “All I have in the world.”

“No, my little one,” he said, his ivy green eyes twinkling behind his wire-rimmed glasses. “All you have is within you, and that is all you will ever need.”

Suddenly, her reserve shattered, and she flung her arms around Philippe, tears welling in her eyes, her words tumbling out. “Oh, Philippe, how I need to be here with you. I can’t sit and do nothing, I’ll go mad if I do. That’s why I left Paris. There was nothing for me to do but worry and wait.”

“I gleaned as much from your telegram.” Philippe put an arm around her and pulled her close. “There’s plenty here to keep you busy.”

Arm in arm they walked to Philippe’s truck, a battered vehicle used on the farm. He cranked the engine and it sputtered to life.

They wound through Grasse on narrow cobblestone streets lined with lace-curtained shops. As they drove, the sights and smells of her childhood comforted her. How I have missed it here, she thought, welcoming it all into her psyche.

The aroma of garlic and saffron wafted through the air from a corner café. Men passed puffing on Gauloises, and when they approached the boulangerie, Danielle detected the sweet scent of calissons d’Aix, the almond cookies she had loved as a girl. Tension flowed from her as she savored the beloved scents.

“We need provisions.” Philippe parked the truck, and they went into the bakery. He bought several fresh breads, including brioche and Danielle’s favorite, fougassette, a flat bread made with orange blossom water. “And a navette for each of us,” he told the shop girl.

“Two for me,” Danielle added, grinning at her uncle, and thinking of her baby. She loved the orange blossom-flavored cookies, too.

Next, they visited a shop for wine, and another for cheese. Laden with their purchases, they returned to the truck.

“I feel better already,” Danielle said, munching on her cookies.

Philippe nodded. “A soul can be at peace here, amid the flowers and bounty of nature. These are your roots.”

They drove through the foothills, and when they neared Philippe’s farmhouse and factory, Danielle spied with delight the lavender fields she’d once traversed on horseback. When she mentioned it to Philippe, he smiled.

“How about a ride this afternoon?” he asked.

“I can’t ride now. Don’t you know?”

“What?”

“I’m pregnant.”

“Really? Marie never tells me anything. Or perhaps I forgot. Anyway, that’s wonderful news. Well, if you can’t ride, you’ll have to learn to drive.”

She beamed. “Would you teach me? Max never thought it important for me to learn.”

“You’re a modern woman, Danielle. Someday all of this will be yours.” He waved his hand. “Believe me, it’s easier to oversee the operation by truck than on horseback. Especially with my old bones.”

Danielle gazed out the window. She shook her hair in the cool breeze and inhaled, the scents of lavender and rose and jasmine sweet in the lucent air. To her, these were the aromas of creativity, of freedom, where she’d always been happiest. They passed fields where delicately scented rosa centifolia bushes grew. “How was the rose crop this year?”

“Excellent. We had a mild spring and a generous rainfall. We had twenty to twenty-five blossoms on every branch. Our rose was indeed the ‘queen of the flowers’ this year, to quote Sappho, the Greek poet.” He lifted his chin and peered at her down his nose. “Our rose de mai is expensive, Danielle, but it is far superior to others.”

Laughter bubbled in her throat. “Your Gallic pride is showing, Philippe.”

He expressed a puff of air between pursed lips. “Bulgaria? Morocco? You can’t tell me their roses are better than mine.”

“Just different,” she said with patience. “Moroccan roses have a rich perfume, and Bulgaria’s Valley of the Roses produces lovely damascena roses scented with a brilliant tinge of pear.” She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. “But you know that, you’re just testing me.”

Philippe returned her sidelong glance with a grin. “I see you haven’t forgotten my training.”

“I had the best teacher, didn’t I?” She gazed out over a rowed field, dormant after harvest, undulating like ribbons over the hillside. “And the jasmine?”

“A very good crop, too, and we got a good price for it.” He shrugged. “But for those clients who wish to curtail their costs, I’ve discovered some nice jasmine from India, near Virapandi, as well as some from Morocco, near the village of El Kelâa des M’Gouna. In fact, I’d just returned from Morocco when I received your telegram.”

Danielle nodded, filing the information in her mind. She stifled a yawn.

“Tired? Why don’t rest your eyes?”

“Hmm. Think I will.” Leaning her head back, she closed her eyes, half-dozing while they continued the drive. She loved every aspect of this business, and realized with a pang how much she’d missed it. The perfumery was in her blood.

Her grandfather had founded the business after apprenticing with Pierre-François-Pascal Guerlain at Guerlain’s Rue de la Paix shop in Paris. Like the Guerlain family perfume dynasty, Danielle’s family was also steeped in the tradition of perfumery. They were primarily suppliers. They had their fields and factory, but they also functioned as perfumers, supplying completed perfumes to a select group of private clients and couturiers, a relatively new trend popularized by Paul Poiret and Gabrielle Chanel, who augmented their fashion business with parfum.

Her uncle had taught her to love the land and honor the artistry of creation. Danielle knew someday the business would be her responsibility, a fact that often escaped Max’s notice. For some reason, Max assumed that she would sell the business once it passed to her. “How could you possibly manage it?” Max had once said.

“We’ll talk about it when the time comes,” she responded, not wanting to provoke him. The Bretancourt family chateau would go to Jean-Claude as the eldest son, but Marie had planned to bequeath the perfumery and the flower farm in Grasse to her. And in her heart, she wanted to preserve this heritage for Nicky. And his siblings, she thought, rubbing her stomach. I will never part with the perfumery.

A few minutes later, Danielle opened her eyes, refreshed. The road curved, and they passed the stately Bretancourt family chateau, where as a child she and her family had spent summers, with their father visiting on weekends from Paris and taking holiday for the entire month of August. Philippe preferred the two-story cottage on the grounds, claiming the chateau was far too large for just one person.

Over the rise loomed their factory, where rose and jasmine and lavender were processed after harvest. The building was quiet today, but she could envision in vivid detail the busy summer harvests, when workers began before sunrise to pick and process flowers. Roses were sweetest when picked at dawn, by midday their scent suffered and became less sweet. Jasmine bloomed at night and was at its finest when harvested before dawn, for heat and dew damaged the delicate flowers.

Danielle smiled as she reminisced on the dawn’s rosy blush when she and Philippe used to check progress on horseback. The work was demanding. A good worker could pick twenty-one hundred rose blossoms an hour, about twenty-five kilos. Eight hundred kilos produced just one kilo of absolute, or purified product. Their lavender was harvested by hand using a sickle, then tied into clumps to dry. The process was labor-intensive, but the end result—the perfumer’s alchemy—was pure magic.

When they approached the rambling stone cottage where Philippe lived a rush of joy welled within her. The laboratory had been added onto the rear of the house. There she’d spent many happy days immersed in aromas that danced in her imagination.

“Do you still have my old journal?” she asked, referring to her record of trials and formulations.

“Of course. In fact, I consult it often.”

She laughed. “You can read my writing?”

“It’s not so bad. I thought you might want to look at it again. It’s in your workspace.”

They got out of the truck. Philippe insisted on carrying the groceries. “You should relax, I’ll get your suitcase in a moment.”

Danielle walked through the door. The unique scent of her uncle’s home enveloped her senses. A mélange of aromas permeated the stone walls of the cottage, burnishing it with a scent that was utterly indescribable, and completely original. The smell lay imbedded in Danielle’s memory. This was the home of her heart. She turned to Philippe. “Would you mind if I go to the laboratory first?”

“Go on.” Philippe laughed. “You’re a true perfumer.”

Danielle reached the laboratory and opened the door; an aromatic patina permeated the air. She paused, joy welling in her heart. And there, beyond the vats, across the worn stone floor, in the far corner beneath a window framed with pink bougainvillea, sat her workbench, or, in the lexicon of perfumery, the organ.

Several tiers rose above the horseshoe-shaped desk. Bottles of raw material oils lined the shelves: flowers, resins, leaves, woods, mosses, spices, herbs, seeds, grains, roots, bark, and fruit. From the animal kingdom came fixatives: civet, musk, and ambergris. The absolutes, the resinoids, the essential oils. Here she had learned to identify thousands of aromas, committing each to memory.

Philippe had taught her how to weigh and blend a formula, and which materials complemented others, such as orange blossom and rose with a dash of vanilla, her first attempt when she was but six years old. Her eyes glistened at the memory. Someday, my children will follow in my path. A lump rose in her throat as she thought of Nicky, then she touched the curve of her developing child.

Lovingly she trailed her fingers across the worn wooden table and drank in the aromas until she was dizzy with excitement. Exciting new ideas swirled in her mind and she couldn’t wait to begin.

Tomorrow, she decided. I have no time to waste. It could take weeks, months, even years to perfect a formula that would one day become a beloved perfume, bringing joy and happiness to the lives of many people. Danielle loved this aspect of perfumery the most. To her, perfume was the language of love.

In her mind’s ear she could hear Philippe, saying, “simplify, simplify.” She sought beauty in simplicity.

She was known not for complex arrangements, but for perfumes that spoke to the soul, that were elegant in their simplicity. Refined. Harmony and grace; these were the hallmarks of her creations.

When she was very young, one of her favorite Guerlain perfumes, Mitsouko, inspired her. A simple ten-line formula, Mitsouko was a perfume of incredible depth, a miracle of achievement. Not unlike her subsequent creations, designed to transcend time. Like a Monet canvas, she hoped her work would also live on, far beyond her years.

For like an artist, the true test of a perfumer lay not in the skill with which she blended her materials, but in the imagination. To dream without boundaries was a natural talent, just as one might have a natural talent for music or art. Danielle understood she had been blessed with a rare gift, and for this, she was thankful.

And here, only here, did she dare to release her intuitive sense, to rely on it to the fullest.

She lingered a moment longer, before she turned and closed the door softly behind her.

* * *

The days wore on and Danielle passed the time in the laboratory, immersed in her work, developing the perfumes she’d promised Marie for their clients.

Philippe also kept his promise about driving, and Danielle learned to handle the truck under his patient tutelage. He laughed when she ran off the road, the vehicle mired in a field of lavender, but he dug out the tires while Danielle maneuvered out of the rut. “You must learn how to get out of trouble, too,” he told her.

As Christmas approached, Danielle began work on a new project she named Chimère, a perfume with a base accord similar to one she had created for her wedding day. But this perfume was more mature, deeper and richer, a reflection, she realized, of her life and recent trials. She knew every artist revealed themselves in their art.

One day in the laboratory Danielle sat at her workbench, testing several perfume compositions ensconced in small amber-colored bottles. She waved blotter strips of paper under her nose, then made notes in her journal. Too much bergamot in this one, too tart; no depth in this one; bring forward the orange blossom in another. She tilted her head, studying her notes.

Measuring out drops from several vials, she blended another variation, leaning heavily on her keen intuition. Inhaling, she let her mind wander, visualizing the aromatic impression. An ethereal freshness with subtle spiciness, like the voluptuous scent of orange blossoms on a sunny spring morning. The hair on her arms bristled with anticipation.

She inhaled again, going farther, detecting the bouquet of jasmine and rose, rich and silky, entwined with a spicy note of carnation, adding verve and vitality, robust brilliance. It needs a splash of complexity here, a sprig of basil there, an accent of clove. Images of lovers danced in her mind, a soaring sonata thrilled in her soul.

Another breath and her mind delved deeper into the essence, regaling her from the depths of her spirit. The mystery of amber to balance the soul; the smoothness of sandalwood like the richest of silk; vanilla blended, sweetened, like a lover’s midnight embrace. An ache grew within the core of her being. And in her mind’s eye, veiled visions of a moonlit night, a couple dancing barefoot on the beach, swirling silks of scarlet and gold, the touch of skin, the whisper of breath warm on the neck, so real to her that she trailed her fingers along the nape of her own neck. Seductive, sensual, the essence of amour.

And yet, something was missing.

The deepest satisfaction of the soul, the complete connection to the spirit, the psyche. Almost, but not quite.

Danielle opened her eyes. Needs a little more work, she told herself, and made a note in her journal.

She put her pencil down and stretched, she’d been sitting for four hours. Philippe opened the door and walked in. She smiled and held out a bottle. “Would you like to try what I have for Chimère so far?”

He closed his eyes and inhaled, then opened them. “Excellent progress, with a unique, clear motif. Entirely new, radically different from anything else on the market today. So, why do you call it Chimère?”

“It’s a lovely word, don’t you think?” A mischievous grin tugged at her mouth and she took the sample back. “It’s full of imagery; it’s my fanciful folly, that’s what Max thinks of my work. But this will be a grand perfume, once it’s complete. It is my future,” she added with sudden resolve. “Of that I am certain.”

Philippe crinkled his brow. “Doesn’t Max admire your work?”

“I thought so when we first met. Only now, he’d rather I tend to our children.” She bit her lip at the sudden thought of Nicky. Why haven’t I heard anything from Max? She shook her head.

“Still, you must not deny your art.” Philippe stroked his grey-stubbled chin. “Why can’t you do both? Marie always has.”

“I’ve decided that I will again someday.” Danielle put the vial away. “But Max is sensitive and prideful. He wants to be the one to provide for our family. I understand, and I respect that about him.” After mentioning his name, she grew quiet.

“You haven’t heard from him?”

Her throat tightened. “No.”

“I see.” Philippe shook his head. “You may have your differences, Danielle, but Max is an honorable man.” His voice sounded thick. “And brave. To go back into occupied Poland, well, you know how dangerous it is. Many men would not have done what he is doing.”

“I know, but I have a terrible feeling, Philippe. What if he can’t find our family?”

“He will do his best.”

Danielle grew cold inside; she quickly squashed the sudden fear that flared within her. “But what if he is discovered? What if he pushes too far, too hard?”
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Despite the unrest in Europe, Parisians flocked to the venerable Hôtel Ritz on New Year’s Eve to celebrate the birth of a new year: 1940.

Upstairs, Marie tidied their airy suite and awaited the arrival of her son, Jean-Claude, and his wife, Hélène, along with their daughter. Marie had a special evening planned for her first grandchild. She arranged a silver tray of petit-fours and canapés from room service on the inlaid table in the richly brocaded salon.

“Oh, Edouard.” Marie called to her husband, conscious of making her musical voice lively. “They’ll soon be here.”

From the bedroom, he merely grunted in reply.

Exasperation swiftly darkened her mood like a rain cloud. The argument between Edouard and Jean-Claude last week on Christmas day still rang in her ears. She hoped they wouldn’t have a repeat performance today.

In recent months, her son had grown flagrantly antagonistic toward his father, blaming him in part for Hitler’s advancement. Marie paused, her hand over a crystal figurine. Could Jean-Claude be right in his assessment? The thought sickened her.

Edouard was a partner in one of the foremost banks in Paris. For years the bank had lent money to European businesses, many of which were based in Germany. As it turned out, some were involved in munitions manufacturing, and an ugly scandal ensued.

The bank also lent funds to governments for infrastructure development. Just before Christmas the press revealed that Hitler’s regime—one of the bank’s clients—had used the money for aggressive military expansion.

Infuriated, Jean-Claude had unleashed an angry tirade against his father during Marie’s carefully planned Christmas dinner.

Edouard roared his defense. “As commercial bankers, it is not our place to dictate politics.”

“The Nazi party and its members are prospering,” Jean-Claude argued, “and at the expense of everyone else, especially the Jews, a category which includes your own wife, if you recall, as well as your children, even if we were baptized.”

“A man does not have to justify his business to his family. You’ve profited, too. How else could you afford to complete your medical studies, with a wife and child?”

“I could manage,” Jean-Claude sneered.

Edouard snorted, then went on to cite a welcome flourish in business after years of economic depression. “This prosperity benefits all Europeans. Besides, what could I do? I’m outnumbered on the board.”

“Then you must stand alone for what is right.”

“You’re an idealistic idiot. I refuse to continue this discussion.”

Heartsick over their argument, Marie tried to mediate, but to no avail.

Now, she feared another quarrel, and another ruined holiday.

At Christmas, Marie had surprised Hélène and Jean-Claude with a special treat for New Year’s Eve. “Edouard and I have seen in many new years. Why don’t we keep Liliana while the two of you ring in the New Year with dinner, dancing, and a beautiful suite here at the Hôtel Ritz?”

“How wonderful,” Hélène responded in delight. “Jean-Claude’s schedule has been terribly oppressive. Seven nights a week he’s studying, or at the laboratory, or visiting patients, or something...until long after midnight. Thankfully, only one more year until graduation.”

Marie hoped her son’s marriage could stand the strain of his commitment to medicine. But why was he out every night of the week? Marie pressed her fingers to her lips. She hoped Jean-Claude hadn’t succumbed to the thralls of another woman. She adored Hélène.

She moved several crystal figurines and perfume bottles Danielle had given her to a higher shelf on an étagère beyond Liliana’s reach, and as she did, she thought of Danielle.

On her recent trip to Grasse, Marie had been amazed at the work Danielle had accomplished. Though she missed her daughter, she knew work kept Danielle’s worries at bay.

Her heart swelled with pride for Danielle. When she had visited her home in Poland last spring, she admired how well Danielle made the transition to motherhood and married life. She knew it hadn’t been easy for her. Max was a forceful husband set in his ways. Marie lifted a brow. How well she understood.

She had marveled at Danielle’s domestic handiwork: her lavender-scented linens and bath oils; the flower garden from which Danielle made fragrant potpourri; and her fine crocheted coverlets. Danielle even sewed her own clothes, designed in the latest Parisienne fashions. Of course, Marie had taught her most of these things, but not every young girl listened to her mother.

Marie sighed and plumped a pillow on the sofa. Danielle’s plight saddened her. Her poor grandson. Now, more than ever, Edouard berated Danielle for her choice in a husband. Still, Marie supported her children’s choice of mates. Marie liked Max; she thought him stable and persevering, if a bit stubborn. But at least he had high standards. Of course, Edouard had never liked him, he thought Max far too old for Danielle, but Marie disagreed.

She plucked a petit four from the tray, nibbling the dainty treat, then glanced at a photo of her son and his wife on the table. She thought Hélène an excellent match for Jean-Claude. A pretty, well-mannered blond, Hélène proved a marvelous homemaker and wife to her son, and mother to Liliana. And Marie genuinely liked Hélène, even if she was a little naïve. In time, she’d learn. Perhaps this holiday would bring a spark back into their marriage. Marie licked dark chocolate from her fingers. After all, she wouldn’t mind another grandchild.

There, she thought, happily surveying the room. All is ready. New Year’s Eve will be perfect, as long as the men behave themselves.

In the lobby downstairs, Christmas decorations of golden swags and brilliant red poinsettias adorned the foyer with fairy tale festivity. Strains of orchestral holiday music beckoned from the ballroom. Jean-Claude and Hélène crossed to the elevator with four-year-old Liliana dancing between them.

Liliana wore her red velvet holiday dress, while her mother wore a long, creamy satin dress that accentuated her blond hair. Liliana gazed up at her mother. “You look like a princess in my story book.”

Hélène smiled down at her daughter.

Handsome men in French military uniforms were at every turn, and on their arms were perfumed ladies in cascading evening dresses. The elegant women swished past them, with their lush furs and sparkling jewels and gay laughter.

“Come along, Liliana.” Hélène gently reprimanded her daughter, who stared saucer-eyed, her wide green eyes fixed on a grand lady. Hélène herded her daughter into the elevator and they began their ascent.

The elevator attendant opened the ornate bronze doors.

“This way, my little princess.” Jean-Claude exited, then hoisted his daughter to his broad shoulders.

Liliana screamed with glee. “But Papa, Maman’s the princess tonight.”

“No, my love, Maman is the queen, and you’re my little princess.” Jean-Claude kissed Hélène on the cheek.

When he knocked on the door to his parents’ suite, Marie opened it. They hugged and exchanged kisses on both cheeks.

“Marie, you look marvelous,” Hélène said. “You certainly don’t look like a grandmother.”

“But I am, and I love it. How are you, my little one?” Marie took Liliana from her son, laughing and cooing over the child who so favored her aunt Danielle. “We’re going to have such fun this evening.”

“May I play with your perfumes?”

Marie knew that Liliana loved the family business. “But of course.” She turned to Jean-Claude. “I hope you and Hélène have a marvelous time tonight. You deserve a relaxing evening.” She noted the fatigue that clouded her son’s dark eyes like a dull haze. “Won’t you come in for a moment? Perhaps you’d like a canapé. And you can say a friendly hello to your father.”

Jean-Claude threw a glance at Hélène. “No, we haven’t time, Maman.”

Hélène shot him a reprimanding look.

“Maybe when we pick up Liliana tomorrow,” he muttered.

Just then, Edouard’s voice boomed from the next room. “Jean-Claude, is that you and Hélène?”

Hélène quickly answered, “Yes, Papa Edouard, we’re here with your granddaughter.”

Marie pursed her lips and raised her eyebrows in warning to her son. “Be nice to him,” she whispered.

Edouard entered the room, his frame filling the doorway. Tall and commanding, he moved with the assurance of a general. He hugged Hélène and Liliana, then turned to his son. “Jean-Claude.” He reached for his son’s hand and leaned toward him to kiss him on the cheeks.

Jean-Claude shoved his hands in his pockets and acknowledged him with a curt nod. “Papa.” He held his head high, his contempt evident.

Hélène hissed in his ear, “For your mother’s sake, be civil.”

“No, not for my benefit. For your father’s.”

Sullen-faced, Jean-Claude jutted out his chin, but made no reply.

Marie rolled her eyes and disappointment settled heavily on her shoulders. There goes a lovely evening.

“I’ve heard you’ve been busy, son,” Edouard said evenly. “I’d like to speak with you.” He turned to Marie and Hélène. “Will you excuse us for a moment?”

Hélène took Liliana into the bedroom and Marie followed, but left the door cracked open. She wanted to hear what Edouard had to say.

Edouard cleared his throat. “Jean-Claude, I’ve heard that some of your friends are underground activists, supplying false papers and passports to Jews and ‘undesirables’ in Germany and her new territories, smuggling out citizens, undermining the reigning government. Is this true?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

A chill ran down Marie’s spine like a serpent’s tongue, while Hélène looked terror stricken. Marie touched her hand.

“Jean-Claude, why would you become so entangled, what with your family responsibilities and a bright future before you? These are dangerous, irresponsible activities.”

Jean-Claude’s voice rose in resentment. “My responsibility is to humanity, Papa, and I am not alone in my beliefs. You, too, could make a difference. You could use your position and power at the bank to benefit mankind. Call the loans, turn off the financial spigot.”

“No, I will not,” Edouard replied firmly. “It is not the way we conduct business.”

“But Papa, if men like you were to take a stand, we could halt the progression of Hitler’s war.”

Marie strained to listen, motioning to Liliana with one finger to be quiet. A long silence ensued. Edouard had survived childhood poverty, the Great War, and near financial ruin during the depression. She knew he would not endanger his family’s financial stability. But concern gripped her chest. After listening to Jean-Claude, she began to wonder about her husband’s business activities.

Something slammed, startling Marie. Probably Jean-Claude’s fist on the desk, she surmised.

“Then think of your family, Papa. For God’s sake, look what’s happening to Danielle.”

“She should never have left France,” Edouard stormed. “I never approved of her marriage to Maximillian von Hoffman. But this I can promise, Jews in France will never be harmed.”

“If you believe that,” Jean-Claude roared, “you’re delusional! Paris is the prize that Nazis covet above all others.”

Marie flung open the door, incensed. “Keep your voices down. You’re scaring Liliana.”

“It’s all right, Maman. I have nothing left to say to him.” Jean-Claude pivoted hard on his heel and called to his wife. “Hélène, let’s go. We’re late for dinner.”

Hélène emerged, murmured her apologies to Marie and Edouard, kissed Liliana, and followed her husband out the door.

Marie folded her arms. “Well, I’m glad the two of you tried to make up.”

Edouard huffed from the room.

Marie held Liliana and the little girl clung to her, her sweet face saddened by the angry exchange between her father and grandfather. “They mean no harm,” Marie whispered, rocking her granddaughter. And that, she knew, was the tragedy of it all.
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Danielle glanced outside the laboratory window. Beyond the bougainvillea’s ruby flush, she could see the season’s first wisteria, which had bloomed early this year, and was laden with violet-hued blossoms. Like the wisteria, she had also grown heavy with the springtime promise of new life. According to her calculations, the baby was due in four weeks.

The farm was in full operation and Philippe rose early every morning to oversee work. Danielle had accompanied her uncle until her seventh month, intent on learning every aspect of the business. By keeping busy, she had something other than her omnipresent thoughts of Max and Nicky and Sofia—and sometimes, even Jon—on her mind. But now, she preferred to spend her time in the lab.

Her work on her own new perfume had progressed well. On this sunny morning, with birds chirping outside the open window, she was particularly excited. She sat at her perfumer’s workbench and scribbled furiously in her journal, checking numbers. Waving a strip of blotter paper under her nose, she reveled in its magical aroma, hardly daring to believe she’d done it.

She’d finally found it—an incredible, intoxicating blend of rose, tuberose, and jasmine, sandalwood and an amber blend. She inhaled, shivers dancing down her back. The romantic scent conjured feelings of deep joy and remembrance, and a physical sensation that was alarmingly akin to orgasmic pleasure.

The final connection had come to her in a dream, the melding of sandalwood and patchouli with amber notes of vanillin and labdanum absolute in a manner that was nothing short of exquisite. The essence spoke to her soul and grounded her in a spiritual acceptance of all that was graceful and loving and pure.

Her masterpiece, Chimère, was complete.

And it was just as she’d imagined it to be. Once again, her intuitive knowledge had guided her.

Danielle had gone on to create several perfumes, each of which shared similar notes with Chimère. In her heart, she knew they were all destined for success, and would be loved by many perfume aficionados.

“I’ve deconstructed the formula,” she explained excitedly to Philippe when he checked on her. “By changing just a few ingredients, I’ve developed seasonal variations on the main theme, rearranging the formula like a cubist painting. This one reminds me of Christmas, while this one is as light as spring. And here, what do you think of this one?”

“Autumn, of course. Oui, you’ve progressed remarkably well,” he responded, then left Danielle to work.

Danielle put her pen down, rubbed her eyes, and stretched. As she did, her baby turned and kicked. She smiled and traced a circle on her stomach. Won’t Max be thrilled with the new baby? But her smile faded as doubt crept into her mind. She hadn’t heard from Max lately. Not a single letter from him. Jon wrote to reassure her when he had news of Max, but his letters had become infrequent. Jean-Claude had assured her that she had nothing to worry about, that Nicky and Sofia would soon be joining her. How she hoped it was true.

Just then, Philippe walked into the laboratory again.

Danielle looked up, eager to tell him of her success, but her heart sank at the sight of him. His eyes seemed anguished, his hands clasped over his heart. Alarmed, she rose from her chair and went to him, put her arm around him. “What is it, Philippe? Don’t you feel well?”

“I’m fine, Danielle.” He paused, strangely awkward. “A British gentleman is here to see you.”

“Who?”

“Jonathan Newell-Grey.”

Danielle smiled with surprise. “Why, he’s a great friend of ours. You must remember him, Philippe, I told you all about him.” Her nerves coursed with excitement at seeing Jon. She untied her smock, slipped it off, and smoothed her hair. “Is he in the living room?”

“Yes, but, Danielle—”

“I’m so glad he’s come.” She bustled through the door, eager to greet Jon.

She stepped into the living room. “Jon, how nice of you to visit.” She kissed him on both cheeks, warming to the familiar, spicy scent that lingered on his neck.

“Danielle.” His voice was grave, his eyes troubled. “Please sit down.”

Perplexed, she took a step back. He seemed leaner, older. She didn’t remember the grey hair that glistened at his temples. “What is it?”

Jon frowned and sat on the sofa.

“Jon?” Her heart fluttered as she joined him.

He dropped his eyes and seemed at a loss for words.

Heat gathered on Danielle’s neck. “Is it Max?”

He nodded and clenched his jaw.

And then she knew, though her mind refused to accept it. Her breathing accelerated in short, sharp breaths. “No, oh, no—”

Jon took her hands, rubbed his thumbs alongside hers. “I’m here on behalf on His Majesty’s government.” His voice sounded thick with emotion. “And as your friend.”

Danielle tried to pull away, to distance herself from the inevitable. “No, not Max.”

He held her hands steady and gazed into her eyes. “I’m so sorry, Danielle. Max is dead.”

Panic seized her chest. The room seemed to close in on her. Had she heard him correctly? “No,” she whispered.

Jon wrapped his arms around her. “He’s gone, Danielle.”

She began to shake and tears sprang to her eyes. It couldn’t be. Her blood pounded in her ears. The room swirled and she collapsed against him.

Jon pressed her close to him. He rocked her as she moaned, low and deep like a wounded animal.

After several minutes, she leaned back, her grief momentarily spent. Her mouth felt dry, her tongue thick. She tried her voice and heard it come to her, eerily flat. “When?”

“Last week.” Jon handed her his handkerchief.

She wiped her eyes. “How?”

“Danielle, you should get some rest.” His voice sounded gentle.

“How did they do it?” Her heart burned with ferocity.

Jon smoothed his knuckles across her cheek. “Is it really important?”

“Tell me, Jon.”

He hesitated, his eyes welling. “He was shot. I’m told it was probably very quick.”

She tasted bile rising in her throat. “Go on.”

“Please, Danielle. You need to rest.”

Her pulse roared in her ears. “Damn it, Jon, I want to know everything.”

Philippe appeared at the doorway. Jon glanced at him. Philippe nodded and said, “She should know.”

Jon pushed a hand through his hair. “First, he did his job well, Danielle. He was brave, and he acquired information for England that our operatives couldn’t have. His actions saved many people. And then, he went into occupied Poland.”

“And?”

Philippe pushed his glasses up on his nose. “Continue, son. Tell her everything.”

“Yes, sir.” Jon drew a hand over his forehead. “We believe Max discovered the whereabouts of his mother and your son.”

Danielle gasped. “Did you hear that, Philippe? He found them!”

Jon stole another look at Philippe. “We don’t think he actually saw them, but we have reason to believe they’re still alive. However, something happened before he could reach them.”

Her heart sank. “What?”

“He spoke to his cousin.”

“Heinrich?” A chill overtook her.

“Afraid so. Heinrich was promoted to the SS, the Schutzstaffel, or special security force, but it seems Max still thought he could trust him.” Jon’s face reddened. “My father told me Heinrich betrayed Max, his own flesh and blood.”

What had Max said about Heinrich before he left? Danielle shook her head to clear her mind. “How?”

“Our sources told us Max was going to meet with Heinrich. Max was found later, at their designated meeting place, shot through the heart. He died a hero, Danielle.”

“I don’t want a hero, I want my husband,” she snapped. “So Heinrich shot him?”

“We don’t know for certain. At the least, he deceived Max.”

Danielle began to reel. “And Nicky?”

“We don’t know anything more about Nicky or Sofia. I’m so, so sorry.”

White spots sparkled in front of her eyes, the room wavered and grew dark. Danielle could hear her uncle and Jon say something, far, far away, about putting her to bed, and then, everything went black as she felt her soul reeling from the horrific truth.

When she woke, Philippe stood over her. “Here, my dear, drink this.”

Danielle struggled up on one elbow. “What is it?”

“One of my herbal teas with a special powder. It will help you sleep.”

“How did I get here?” Had it all been just an awful nightmare?

At the edge of her bed, Jon cleared his throat, and his face reddened. “I carried you.”

That was no nightmare, she realized, her senses dulled with shock. She squeezed her eyes and drank the bitter tea. Within moments, she mercifully drifted off again.

* * *

Later that evening, after Philippe had shown Jon to a guestroom, Philippe went to his office. It was nearly midnight now. He closed the door and flicked on his short-wave radio. Turning the dial, he tuned in a familiar frequency. He spoke quietly in code to his young protégé in Paris.

When he finished, he swiveled in his chair, his heart heavy with grief. Bowing his head, he removed his glasses and took his handkerchief from his pocket. He breathed on his glasses, rubbed them clean, then rose and stood by the window to wait for a reply.

Outside, the moon hung high above like a silent sentinel. Danielle gazed at it with numb recognition, half-conscious from Philippe’s brew. She shifted in bed. The sheets were warm beneath her. She shoved her hand under the duvet cover, then removed it. Her hand glistened blood-red in the moonlight.

And she began to scream.

Within moments, Jon burst into her room and raced to her side. “Danielle, it’s all right, I’m here.”

“No, no, no, something is wrong.” A pain sharp as a dagger sliced through her. “It’s my baby.”

“Oh, Lord, not the baby. I’ll get Philippe.”

Jon met Philippe in the hallway and quickly explained.

“Mais non! It’s too soon. She has another month.”

“Just get a doctor, I’ll stay with her.” Jon rolled up his sleeves and returned to Danielle.

Still agile for his age, Philippe ran to the truck. He fired the engine and sped to town.

Philippe remembered the village doctor had enlisted in the army, but an old midwife still lived above the bakery. He shook his head. Poor Danielle. Babies had no respect for schedules or grieving widows.

Philippe screeched through the curves in the road. His sister would never forgive him if anything happened to Danielle.
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Jean-Claude leaned back in his squeaky chair and studied the diagram on the rickety chalkboard. A colleague was scratching out a complicated plan to disable the financial mechanism behind the Third Reich. Overhead the raucous sounds from the Parisian bar filtered down, in stark contrast to the seriousness of the clandestine group in the cellar.

Jean-Claude had had difficulty keeping his underground activities from his wife and family and classmates. Edouard had nearly discovered his secret at Christmas. Of his immediate family, only Danielle knew about his activities and his devotion to the cause, and she was sworn to secrecy. But even she didn’t know who’d brought him into the organization.

The diagram on the board outlined the assassination of Hitler’s financial advisors, as well as prominent banking officials linked to Hitler. This was his group’s specialty, and they hoped the maneuver would cripple the economic machine that supported the reign of terror.

Jean-Claude thought of his sister’s predicament, of Max’s death and Heinrich’s duplicity, of Danielle’s child and her mother-in-law now at the mercy of Nazi forces. It sickened him to the core. Since his Uncle Philippe had radioed him, he swore to himself that he would liberate them, and as many as he could, or die trying. He trembled with anger. This was for them, he vowed, for all those who suffered cruel injustices from the actions of this madman.

* * *

Sofia lay emaciated on a scrawny mattress that had been abandoned in a storage closet, staring at the wall with unseeing eyes as light from the setting sun filtered in from a window above. Outside the locked, barricaded warehouse she heard soldiers barking gruff commands, their boots crunching on the packed snow of a late season snowstorm. Through the thin wall, she heard the incessant wails of a woman brought in last night. She wished she could tell her not to waste her strength crying, but she was too weak. She had to conserve her energy.

After Sofia and Jacob and his family had fled from their home, they hid in the surrounding forest with other survivors of the invasion, but it wasn’t long before Nazi soldiers discovered them. Jacob, Oscar, and even Irma had fought hard, wounding a couple of soldiers, but they were no match against Nazi weapons and training.

Since their arrival a few days ago, Jacob had been determined to escape. Tonight was the night, he’d told her this morning.

“I’ll call for you after sunset,” he told her.

Sofia shook her head. “Go without me, Jacob. I’m dying.”

“No, we’ll find a doctor. You’ll get better.”

“But I’d only slow your escape.”

“Sofia, you must come with us. For Nicky’s sake.”

At last, she agreed. But it was only for Nicky. She had promised Max and Danielle to look after Nicky, and she would, as long as possible.

Now she rested, waiting for Jacob to arrive. With a great, Herculean effort, she turned onto her side, gasping for breath. She thought about all she was leaving—her family, her friends, her home, and all of her possessions.

Nothing mattered now but the safety of those she loved. She would do what she could to protect them, use whatever means she still had at her disposal. She thought of her beautiful jewelry, the jewelry that she had planned to leave to Danielle.

At least her jewelry had served their purpose, she hoped. She had given Jacob the jewels she had stitched into her clothing before fleeing her home to bribe the prison guards.

Dear, sweet Jacob. How kind he had been to her and her family all these years. All these years. There had been good ones, even great ones, and years she would rather forget.

The light from the tiny window grew dim, and she knew twilight was upon her, too. Shadows of snowflakes played against the barren wall like the puppet shows of her youth. Her breathing became more labored. The pressure crushed her chest, as if a steamer trunk rested on her ribcage.

She had always prayed that God would take her in her sleep when her time to go arrived. She had imagined that her final days would be peaceful, that her loving family would surround her. But this was not to be. She thought of her family now, and prayed for each of them. She wondered, as she did every day, where are they?

She missed Max and Danielle, but she would not have wanted them to share this horror. She hoped they’d made it to France. If only Nicky had gone with them, if only she’d been strong enough to make the journey to France with him. Would her actions ruin poor Nicky? No, she decided, drawing strength from her convictions. God would provide.

The room darkened as the sun slipped beneath the horizon. Sofia closed her eyes and strained to draw another breath. The sounds from outside and the room next door grew muffled, as if they were miles away.

The door opened with a creaky sound. Jacob crossed to her bed and pressed three tablets into her hand.

“Take these for your pain,” he whispered, handing her a cup of water. “It’s time to go.”

Sofia nodded. To argue would only delay him and jeopardize the others. She swallowed the tablets, swung her legs off the bed, and summoned her reserve of strength.

They crept through a dim corridor to the rear of the warehouse and came to a locked door, which Jacob opened with a key. Through a crack in the door, they could see a guard with his back turned to them, but Jacob urged Sofia on.

“Go on,” Jacob whispered. “He knows.” After Jacob slipped through the door, the guard stopped him with the butt of a gun, and Jacob returned the key to him.

The night was bitter cold night, their breath trailing moist clouds. Under the cloak of night, they scrambled to a spot in the soldiers’ makeshift fence where the snow was packed hard and their footsteps wouldn’t be noticed.

Jacob’s wife Irma, their children, his younger brother Oscar, and Nicky waited by the fence.

The bribed guards turned away. Jacob and Oscar lifted a loosened section of the fence.

“Hurry,” Jacob said. “Quiet, children first, quickly. Nicky, Irma, good. Sofia?”

Nicky reached under the fence. “Take my hand, Grand-mère.”

“Go with the others, Nicky,” Sofia whispered.

Oscar knelt and slithered under the fence, then stretched to grasp her hand. She grimaced as she slid under on the cold, hard earth, barbed wire clawing at her clothes and hair. Placing a strong arm around her thin waist, Oscar lifted and half-carried her, clambering to the edge of the forest, where they took refuge in the dense undergrowth.

Jacob was last out. As he dove for the brush, a search light flashed across his legs. “Run,” he said hoarsely, cursing under his breath. “Don’t wait for me, run!”

Sofia’s heart was in her throat as they scurried through the frigid night, oblivious to the thickets that tore at their clothes and skin as they raced for their lives.

The snow dissipated as they pressed on in a southerly direction. Irma led the party, their youngest child in her arms. Next came Nicky, with his stuffed monkey strapped to his back. Following him were Jacob and Irma’s three older children. All the children held hands, catching one another when they tripped on vines, or stumbled on rocks.

Jacob and Oscar took turns supporting Sofia. They trudged on until Sofia could go no farther.

“Just a little farther,” Jacob said. “Over the ridge, there should be a shed where we can sleep for a few hours.”

“You go on,” she wheezed. “I’ll catch up.”

“No. Here, put your arm around my shoulder.” He whisked her into his arms with one swift movement and continued.

At sunrise, they spied the small wooden shed, just as their underground contact had promised. The door swung open under their hand, revealing two canvas cots and a three-legged table crowded into the weather-worn structure.

“Sofia, you and the children must rest.” Jacob turned to his brother. “Oscar, you can move more stealthily without us. Go on ahead, see what we’re facing.”

Oscar gave a crisp salute. “I’ll handle reconnaissance.”

“Good. We’ll meet tomorrow at the next point—you know where.”

Oscar took his leave and, while the others slept, Jacob and his wife took turns on watch during the day.

Through the gathering dusk Jacob spied a soldier at the top of the ridge they had come across. They had been tracked. He woke his family and Sofia, and told them to hurry. They could leave through a rear window.

Sofia woke coughing. When she took her hand from her mouth, she saw blood in her palm. Her heart sank, though she knew it was inevitable. Irma hurried to her with a handkerchief and a jar of water. Sofia wiped her hand and mouth, took a sip, then raised her eyes to Jacob. “I haven’t long now. You should go without me.”

“We can’t leave you here.”

Sofia glanced at the children. How she loved them all. She closed her eyes for a moment, feeling their love, willing its warmth into her cold, aching bones. She knew her incapacity would only endanger them, slow their escape. “I have an idea,” she said slowly. “Perhaps I can stall for time so that you can get away.”

Jacob looked horrified. “Absolutely not,” he said, shaking his head.

She reached out and squeezed his hand in her own frail hand. “Jacob, my time has come. My cancer will not go away, no matter how many pills you manage to find for me. A day, maybe two, is all I have. This I know. At least I will die a free woman, here with the fresh air and the tall trees and the birds singing to me. My soul will be free to soar high, high above with them. What better place to die?”

Jacob knelt and stroked her forehead, whispering to her. “My dear Sofia, we love you, and I will do anything for you. This can’t be the only solution—”

“It’s what I want, Jacob, but don’t worry, soon I’ll be happy, I’ll be at peace, and all my pain will be gone.” She turned her head. “Nicky, my Nikolov—come here, my darling.”

Nicky stepped forward, clutching his stuffed monkey. “Grand-mère?”

Sofia pulled herself up and hugged him to her breast. “Go with Jacob, my dear little one. Someday soon, you’ll be reunited with your mother and father. I’m going to heaven, where I’ll watch over you, and your little monkey here, forever and ever.” She kissed him on his warm pink cheek.

“I love you, Grand-mère,” Nicky said, flinging his arms around her. “I want to go to heaven with you.”

She held him tightly, willing her love to protect him like an invisible shield. “You will someday, and I’ll be waiting for you. But not now, it’s too soon for you. You must go with Jacob and Irma.” She pressed her lips to his fine hair and kissed him again. “Remember that I’ll always love you.” Sofia turned to Jacob, Irma, and the children. She smiled warmly at each beloved one. “Go now, my dearests,” Sofia said, then added urgently, “and run like the wind!”

Jacob opened the rear window and held it as the others passed by Sofia, each one kissing her cheek in good-bye.

Gently, Irma took Nicky from Sofia and kissed her. “I’ll look after him for you.”

Jacob touched his lips to Sofia’s forehead. “Good-bye, my beautiful lady.” He pulled back, his eyes brimming with tears.

“Don’t cry for me,” Sofia murmured. “I am soon free.”

Jacob forced a smile through his tears and, within seconds, he was gone.

Sofia got up, wincing as she did, and limped to the front of the shed; she opened the door. A black raven, surprised, flew from the shed’s roof and perched in a tree near the door. Standing just outside the doorway, Sofia blinked. Soldiers were charging over the hilltop. Six, seven, eight of them now.

I am tired, so very tired. My pain will be over in a moment.

Shouts erupted when they saw her. She stood perfectly still, her posture erect.

“There’s one,” a soldier called out.

The voice sounded strangely familiar.

“Only one?” An older voice now.

“Ja, only one.”

Sofia tilted her head toward the hill. That voice. Why, it couldn’t possibly be. She squinted, but the dim light of dusk played tricks on her old eyes.

“Look around.”

Sofia cleared her throat. “There is no one else. They’re hours from here, across the border by now. Don’t waste your effort. I’m tired, take me back.” But she knew they wouldn’t take her back. She was an insignificant old woman.

A silence ensued, broken by the raven’s screech.

“Let’s get rid of her, then we can go back.”

That voice. Sofia pressed a hand to her throbbing temple. She knew that voice. Still, she could not see clearly. “Coward, show your face.”

The lead soldier stepped forward. The last ray of sun slanted across his face, illuminating his steely blue eyes.

Sofia grasped the doorjamb for support. Sorrow sliced through her and she suppressed a gasp. The soldier was Heinrich, her husband’s nephew, whom she had loved as her own child.

Heinrich pointed his gun at her, and though a flicker of recognition crossed his face, he did not waver.

The older voice rang out. “She’s old. Hardly worth our effort.”

Sofia pushed her sadness and disappointment aside. “Then they’ll think you didn’t find me.” Only the safety of Nicky and Jacob and his family mattered now. Nothing else. And every second would help them.

Laughter rolled down the hillside. “Then we’ll take your head back.”

The raven screeched again, calling a passing flock into the barren trees as if to witness the drama. A straggling bird flew low over Heinrich, and left a chalky splotch on his gun.

Heinrich cursed under his breath, but held his gun level. His gut churned. Why did it have to be her? he thought with a grimace. Taking care of Max was one thing. He’s always hated Max for his superior attitude. But when Max had married Danielle, why, that was the ultimate betrayal. And how Aunt Sofia had catered to her! Nothing had been the same since Danielle had arrived on the scene, and then their bratty boy Nicky. Why did Aunt Sofia make a fuss over such inferior beings? He couldn’t understand it. But he’d decided long ago that she had lost her mind.

The older voice bellowed, “Let’s get on with it.”

Heinrich shifted uncomfortably. He was expected to act. He could not disobey. Squinting, he brought Sofia into his sight and steadied his wavering hand. She’s just a sick, crazy old woman, ready to die anyway.

Sofia stared at Heinrich. All emotion had drained from his handsome young face, replaced by calculating ambition and a cool evil that sent a chill down her spine. Sofia had no doubt as to what he would do. But he would have to live with that.

“I surrender,” she said, stretching out her words, stalling for time. In slow motion, she raised her arms straight out to her side, her palms and face turned upward toward the birds and the sweet towering trees and the endless canopy of sky. To heaven.

The command rang out.

Another moment of hesitation—a piercing silence—then gunfire ripped through the murky dusk.

A cacophony of cries and the flapping of wings erupted in the trees overhead as the flock took flight, a dark mass lifting to the sky.

The first shot burned into her, robbing her breath and shattering her ribs with the force of steel, and yet, she felt strangely little pain. It must be shock, she thought, as the sweet, smoky smell of gunpowder rose to her nostrils. Then she felt her own warm blood flowing onto her freezing skin. Run Jacob, run, she screamed in her mind. Another shot buckled her legs and she sank to her knees.

Her arms were still stretched wide, hovering against the pain that now began to seize her body. The longer she took to die, the farther away Nicky and Jacob and the others could be. Run, run, run!

With Heinrich at the forefront, the soldiers advanced on her. They seemed perplexed by her, a dying woman, whose curious, proud actions stalled them for another moment.

Sofia closed her eyes as they came closer. A metal barrel jammed against her skull. She knew to whom it belonged. God forgive him.

The noise was deafening.

A bright, opalescent light flooded her being. As she soared high above the treetops she could see Jacob racing through the forest below with Nicky in his arms, the little boy’s arms clutched around his neck...running far, far away.

In her soul, she knew her little Nikolov would make it.

An indescribable peace set in, covering her like a whisper-soft cashmere blanket, coddling her frail limbs. Warmth spread throughout her body for the first time in these frigid winter months. The iridescent glow spread from her limbs to encompass her, bathing her very being in a strange, shimmering white light that shone with such clarity. So beautiful, so transparent, so ethereal. Her pain dissolved and fell to Earth, like chains cast aside. She could breathe without effort, of sweetly perfumed air that refreshed and revived.

Through the pearly white haze, she could see Danielle, who seemed to be writhing in pain. Such pain. Sofia went to her and tried to comfort her, but only briefly, for she knew it was time to go.

Sofia felt a loving presence surround her; she raised her eyes. Max appeared above her, his serene face wreathed with love, his hands outstretched. She grasped his hands, strength returning to her grip, as the satisfaction of knowing that her work was complete flooded her with joy.
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“Here it comes again,” Danielle cried, panting through a contraction. “I can’t bear it, Jon.”

“Yes, you can. Breathe, Danielle, breathe.” Jon gripped her hands. He and a midwife, Madame Chaumet, sat on the bed in her room at her uncle Philippe’s home, one on either side of her. “Hold on, squeeze my hands. Come on, squeeze hard.” His face was grim with determination, his eyes bloodshot but supportive, urging her on. “That’s it, sweetheart.”

Danielle gulped and gritted her teeth through the pain, then flopped against the damp, linen-covered pillows, her energy spent.

Jon adjusted her pillows, tenderly covering her bare arms with the sheet. She glanced at the clock on a stand next to her bed. Twenty-seven hours in labor. As she turned her face to the window, the first tendrils of dawn crept into the room where Jon had kept vigil with her.

Turning back, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Perspiration beaded on her brow, her hair hung in damp strands, and her eyes were glazed with exhaustion.

Suddenly, she cried out again, the spasms mounting, tightening like a vise across her belly and back.

Jon helped her lean forward, his strong arms bracing her. “That’s it, breathe, Danielle. Can’t be much longer.”

Reaching deep within for renewed resolve, Danielle panted through the contraction, striving to alleviate the searing pain.

Her agony crested, then subsided, like a tide sweeping out to sea. Her body shook involuntarily. She fell limp against the stack of pillows, sticky with her perspiration. The iron bed creaked beneath her movements.

The grey-haired midwife pressed her fingers to Danielle’s wrist to monitor her pulse rate. Danielle saw her shoot a worried look at Jon.

Danielle could tell her pulse rate was declining. Grey specks clouded her vision and her head felt light. “I’m not sure I can continue much longer,” she mumbled.

Jon pressed a cool washcloth to her forehead. “Just rest, Danielle.”

As Danielle fought to calm her breathing, the midwife beckoned Jon to a corner of the room. Danielle could hear them speaking in serious, hushed tones.

The past day had been a blur, shocked as she was by Max’s death, the news that had sent her into premature labor. Now, besides her memories, this child was all that remained of her dear Max. Danielle pressed her lips together, determined. I will not let him down.

Danielle saw Jon’s expression grow graver as he spoke to the midwife. “Where is Philippe with that brew he promised?” He pushed his hands through his disheveled hair and continued. “She was delirious last night, calling for Max and saying that she’d seen Sofia.”

Danielle closed her eyes, weary. Jon was partly right. She was fighting to maintain not only her physical stamina, but also her sanity. During the night, she’d imagined Sofia sitting with her. She’d always loved and admired her mother-in-law, and in a strange way that Danielle couldn’t explain, her unearthly presence had comforted and strengthened her. Sofia brought news of Nicky, saying that he was safe and would be protected until he and Danielle were reunited.

Sofia also assured her that she would look out for Max. The vision had been incredibly vivid. Suddenly, Danielle realized the sad meaning of it. Had Sofia died, too?

Or had she just been delirious?

In her dream, Sofia had looked well, without the grey pallor she’d had the last time Danielle had seen her. She’d felt Sofia’s soothing touch upon her brow and detected her rose perfume, the one Danielle had blended just for her. She’d even heard her speak, her words ringing out as clear and vibrant as a well-toned bell.

Take up the reins, Sofia had told her, you are the new matriarch of my family. You shall rise to the task. Guide my grandchildren, and their children. And in all ways be strong.

Still, for all Danielle’s willpower, physical strength eluded her. I must hold on, she thought, though she felt her body slipping away.

Just then, the door opened and Philippe entered. Jon and the midwife swung around.

“Have her drink this.” Philippe passed a cup of herbal tea to the midwife. “It’s a special blend designed to help her dilate.”

The midwife smelled the concoction and placed it on the dresser. “Good, very good. This might just do.” She clapped her hands. “Now, both of you must leave. I have work to do.”

Jon knelt by Danielle, his eyes misting as he smoothed the hair from her damp forehead. “I know you can do it, Danielle. This little one is depending on you now.” His lips brushed her hot cheek. Reluctantly, he rose and turned to leave the room.

Danielle watched him go, too weak to call him back.

Downstairs, Philippe and Jon sat in the kitchen at a smoothly worn wooden table. Philippe stood, walked to the white enameled stove, and lifted a pot. “Another cup of coffee, Jon?”

Jon ran his hands over his stubbled face and looked up. “Thanks. That’s strong stuff you brew.” He liked Danielle’s uncle and was glad Philippe had received him so warmly. This had been a tough mission on many levels. His guilt over Max’s death had nearly consumed him, and worse, he realized he was falling in love with Danielle. In fact, he had loved her from the moment he’d met her on board the ship.

Philippe poured coffee into a pair of French blue earthenware mugs. He slid one across the table to Jon and glanced to the counter at a clock, ticking loudly. “Almost noon. You must be starving. Care for a plate of bread and cheese?”

Before Jon could answer, the midwife appeared at the kitchen door. Jon leapt to his feet.

“Mother and daughter are doing fine,” she announced.

“A baby girl,” Jon exclaimed. His pulse quickened. “Is Danielle really all right?”

The midwife gave a weary smile. “She’s suffered a tremendous ordeal, but she’ll mend. She’s resting now. The baby is small but well-formed, and like her mother, she’s a real fighter.”

Danielle sat alone in her white washed bedroom, on fresh linen sheets that were cool to her touch. The sun warmed her shoulders and a delicate spring breeze drifted through the open window.

Since September, a tsunami of events had destroyed her world. In the quiet, she thought of Max’s death, of Jon’s support, of her poor little Nicky. And now, she had a week-old infant to care for. A bittersweet blessing, she thought, blinking back tears.

She alone shouldered the burden of their family now, or what was left of it. There were so many decisions to make, she thought, her mind reeling. How can I find Nicky? Is he still alive? Where will we live? And how will I manage it all, especially with this new baby? With a quivering hand, she brushed hot tears of frustration from her face.

Somehow I will manage, she decided.

Jon tapped on the door and pushed it open. That morning he’d volunteered to bathe the baby. He held her now, tiny and pink and clean, wrapped in a fluffy white towel. For a sad split second, Danielle’s mind transposed Max’s face over Jon’s before she pulled herself back to reality.

His smile faded when he looked at Danielle. “Have you been crying?”

“Silly of me.” She sniffed and pushed her hair from her face. “What a mess I am.” She repositioned herself against the stack of pillows and reached for her child.

Jon raised an eyebrow. “Are you all right?”

“Yes, really,” she insisted. She felt her face tingle with embarrassment.

Jon sat beside her and handed the baby to her. He leaned forward and smoothed a wayward strand of hair from her face. As he did, she could smell his fresh scent and felt his breath warm on her cheek.

“Thank you,” she murmured, uncomfortably aware of his closeness. She tore her eyes from Jon and instead, gazed into the sparkling eyes of her daughter. Immediately, Danielle’s heart melted and her spirits soared. Her darling baby, how full of life she was! Guided by the smell of her mother, the little girl nuzzled her bosom. “She must be hungry. Jon, do you mind?”

“Not at all.” He glanced away in modesty.

She lifted her cotton pajama blouse and held the baby to her breast, then discreetly adjusted her blouse.

Jon cleared his throat. “Have you thought of a name yet?”

“Actually, our family has a tradition. We always name girls after flowers. My niece is Liliana, my mother is Marie Mignonette, and I am Danielle Rose. I’ve decided to name her Jasmin, after one of the most precious flowers in the perfumer’s palette.”

Jon’s eyes twinkled and he reached out to touch the baby’s tiny toes. “Jasmin is a beautiful name for this precious bundle, quite fitting indeed.” He watched Jasmin for a moment, then thoughtful, raised his eyes to meet Danielle’s. “Danielle, what you would think about....” Jon stopped and ran a hand impatiently through his wavy hair.

“About what?”

He stood abruptly. “Aw hell, I don’t know. How about a cup of coffee?”

Danielle cocked her head. She’d never known Jon to act so odd. “I’d love one,” she said, but he had already left the room in a hurry.

A few minutes later, the midwife tottered into her room. “How is my valiant patient?” She rested her hand on Danielle’s forehead, then began to examine her.

Danielle glanced up her. “I’m feeling much better. Thank you, you delivered a lovely, healthy baby for me.”

“Couldn’t have done it without your tenacity, my dear girl. You’re healing well, too.” Then, a peculiar look crossed the woman’s wrinkled face. “In all ways be strong,” she said. Then, with a sympathetic look, she picked up her bag and shut the door swiftly behind her.

Danielle’s lips parted. In all ways be strong. She had heard those very words before. In her dream...from Sofia. Was she going mad? She blinked hard. Suddenly, Sofia’s rose perfume filled the air and she felt Sofia’s peaceful presence again.

She gazed at the spot on the bed where she had seen Sofia. “Have you come to visit your new granddaughter?”

Danielle glanced at her daughter, her little Jasmin. She looked content in the moment, drinking her fill.

“Let’s have a look at her.” Danielle inspected her baby’s tiny fingers, checked her toes, and smoothed her fine hair. As she rocked Jasmin, a rush of pure love flooded her. Perhaps in some way, Jasmin was her replacement for Max.

Danielle lifted her eyes. “She’s perfect,” she said to the spot, which fairly vibrated with energy. As though in reply, an indescribable peace enveloped her.

And then, as suddenly as the scent of roses had appeared, it disappeared.

Downstairs, Philippe pressed freshly ground coffee and placed a steaming cup on a wooden tray. Jon started upstairs with the coffee and brioche, and sprigs of fresh jasmine that he had plopped into a little vase for Danielle. Jon was amazed that such tiny blossoms gave off such an intense, sweet aroma.

He pushed Danielle’s door open with his foot. She sat with Jasmin in her arms, the sunlight glinting off her burnished hair, framing them in a wash of soft light. Jon fixed the scene in his mind and let his breath out, suddenly aware that he’d been holding it. “How do you take your coffee?”

“With milk.”

“I thought as much.” He poured milk into the large coffee cup and handed it to her, noting her small, slender hand as she took the cup. “Be careful around the little one.”

“Thank you, mon ami.”

“Brioche?”

Danielle beamed. “Love it. I’m starved.”

He placed a plate before her and stifled a yawn. He’d been awake half the night wondering what to do about Danielle. What would Max have wanted him to do? Then he thought, I know what I want. Frowning, he pushed the thought aside. “Here, I’ll take Jasmin while you eat.” He took the baby in his muscular arms, cradling her and cooing to her. “How’s my tender flower?” He picked up the vase and waved the sprigs of white jasmine under Jasmin’s nose. “I wanted to be the first to bring you the flowers of your namesake.”

“I think she likes them.” Danielle laughed, then stopped with her cup in mid-air. “How thoughtful of you.”

Jon grinned at her. “Philippe had a hand in it. I don’t know jasmine from lavender. I’m better with ships than with flowers.” Or women, he thought ruefully.

“Well, it was very thoughtful of you. And Philippe.” She smiled at him over her coffee and shifted, casually curling one slim pajama-clad leg over the other.

Jon stole a glance at Danielle. Was it too soon for her? He started to say something, but his courage failed him. Of course it’s too soon, you idiot.

Danielle looked up. “What did you say?”

“Uh, she’s a fine girl, Danielle. She has your nose.”

“Do you think so?”

“Sure.” Jon’s shoulders tensed. His natural inclination told him to take up where Max left off. To ask Danielle to come to England, where he could look after her and the baby. But whatever he said would come out sounding like some nineteenth century romance novel, he just knew it. And then, there was the war—his patriotic duty.

Danielle put her coffee on the night stand, pushed aside her brioche. “Jon, is something bothering you?”

Her voice sounded so kind, so gentle, that he wanted to take her in his arms and never let her go. Confusion roared through his mind and he pressed a hand to his forehead. “Danielle, what I want to say, what I need to tell you, is that I came to say, to say good-bye.”

Her expression fell. “You’re leaving now? Today?”

“I have to. I’m returning to enlist.”

“Oh, Jon.” Her hands trembled and flew to her mouth.

“My skills are needed, Danielle.”

“Of course, I know. I’m proud of you, really I am. But you must promise you’ll be careful.” She hesitated, then added, “I’ll miss you.”

Her comment was like a knife in his gut, but he tried to keep his expression steady. “Don’t worry about me, I’ll keep my head down.” Jon lifted the baby in his sturdy hands. “My sweet little darling. Will you miss me, too, Jasmin?”

Jasmin blinked her eyes, her fist going to her mouth, her pink face screwed up in consternation as she let out a tiny squeal.

Jon laughed. “You be good to your mother while I’m gone.”

“I think she’s going to be a feisty one.”

“Rather like her mother.” Jon brought the baby to his chest and rocked her. His heart ached for Danielle, and he wished the situation were different. But he knew he was making the mature decision. Then why did it feel so wrong? Jasmin yawned and stretched.

Danielle spoke softly. “You have a quite a way with her, Jon. I really believe she’ll miss you.” Her luminous green eyes held his gaze. “Would you mind being her godfather?”

He answered solemnly, “I’d be honored.” He kissed Jasmin’s little hand. It was like a consolation prize. “Do you hear that, little one? You’re going to have to answer to me.”

Jasmin’s only reply was another yawn.

“Hmm, she’s sleepy,” Danielle said. “Let’s put her down for a nap.”

Jon stood and carried her to the bassinet he had fashioned for her, a feather down pillow in a dresser drawer. “There, my little goddaughter, sleep well, and be good to your mother.” He stood back and held his hand out to Danielle. “She looks like an angel when she sleeps.”

Danielle took his hand and watched Jasmin drop off to sleep. “Follow me,” she whispered. “We can talk better over here.” She moved across the room into an alcove, where a pair of slip-covered chairs flanked a brick fireplace. They sat down, and Danielle leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “Must you go so soon?”

He swallowed, and wished he never had to leave her. “I do.” His sense of duty weighed heavily on his conscience. “Now that Norway and Denmark have fallen to the Third Reich, there’s no doubt that Hitler’s gunning for England.”

“I wish you could stay.”

A simple statement, but her eyes seemed to say more. “I’ll call...or write to you,” he ventured. His heart pounding, he summoned his courage and touched her cheek, drawing the back of his fingers along her jaw line. “Perhaps I shouldn’t say this, but you are my only regret. I should look after you.”

Danielle leaned into his hand and closed her eyes. “Don’t be silly, I’m leaving for Paris soon.”

He drew back, nodding. “Your parents will be glad to see you.” That’s where she belongs, he realized. With her family.

Danielle looked up at him, her face set with determination. “I’ll visit briefly. As you know, my mother’s been quite ill with bronchitis, but I think she’ll soon be well enough to look after Jasmin.” She lowered her eyes. “You see, I’ve decided to return to Poland to find Nicky.”

“Danielle, you can’t go there!”

“I have to.”

“It’s crazy!” Jon’s heart thumped in his chest.

“No, it’s crazy to leave my son there. From here on, I’m taking matters into my own hands.”

He shook his head in amazement. Her resolve was evident in the upward tilt of her jaw, the level firmness of her voice. “I sense you’ve made up your mind then.”

“I have.”

“How do you plan to cross the Nazi line?”

She narrowed her eyes. “Don’t ask.”

“I suppose you have a plan.”

“I have.”

Jon drew his hands through his hair. He had to admit, she was an astonishing woman. What a fool he’d been, thinking she might need his protection. He leaned forward, balancing his fingertips together. “So, when are you leaving?”

“In a few weeks, as soon as I can leave Jasmin.”

“And your mother-in-law?”

“Sofia wasn’t well when we left.” Danielle shrugged, her expression sad. “I don’t have a good feeling about her.”

Jon nodded. “All the more reason, then. I don’t have to tell you it will be dangerous, but I fully understand your need to go. In fact, I believe Max would have been proud of you.” He took her hand. “Promise me you’ll call if you need anything.”

“I will.”

Jon released her hand and pushed himself from the chair. “I have to be off,” he said, resigned. “You don’t need to see me downstairs.”

Danielle followed him to the door. “Philippe can give you a ride to the train station.”

Jon hesitated, his hand on the doorjamb. One last look, he told himself. God, she was gorgeous.

She raised her eyes to his. “Thank you for everything, Jon.” She slipped her arms around him. “Take care of yourself, sailor.”

Tentatively, he put his arms around her, encircling her silhouette and drawing her near. “You’ll write to me?”

She smiled up at him, her eyes dancing. “If you write to me.”

“I should like to very much.” He could feel her heart beating wildly, in perfect synchronization with his.

Danielle let her arms drop. “Well, I guess this is good-bye, mon ami, my dear friend.”

“Take care of yourself, Danielle.” Jon let his finger trail her cheek, then turned reluctantly to go.

“Wa...wait.”

As Danielle’s single word cracked with emotion, he hesitated, then whirled around, took her in his arms, and kissed her fully, deeply on the lips.

After Jon released her, he spun around and hurried down the stairs. Mired to her spot, she watched him go, her soul in emotional turmoil. As deeply wounded as she felt over Max, as elated as she was over the birth of her baby, and as worried as she was over Nicky and Sofia, still, through her tangle of emotions, she hadn’t been able to resist seeking comfort in Jon’s embrace. It had seemed so natural.

As she thought of Jon, she traced her lips with a finger and felt a warm glow spread through her chest.
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“Do you ever miss Paris?” Marie asked.

From their vantage point on the bridge beyond the soaring Notre Dame cathedral, Danielle gazed out wistfully across the city she loved. “Wherever I am, Maman, I shall always miss Paris.”

Marie took Danielle’s arm. “I’m so glad you’re back. Let’s visit the Tuileries. The park reminds me of when you and Jean-Claude were children.”

A sudden pang of sadness sliced through Danielle. She and Max had also honeymooned in Paris, and every landmark held a memory of their idyllic week. Including the Tuileries, where they’d lunched and watched the children at play. She pushed the memory from her mind and eyed her mother with caution. “Are you sure you’re well enough to walk that far?”

“Mais oui.” Marie waved her pastel pink, kid-gloved hand. “The bronchitis is nearly gone. The doctor says exercise is good for me. I just wish I had been well enough to be with you when the baby came.”

Marie had suggested to Danielle that they spend the afternoon together before their family dinner that evening, and Hélène had offered to look after Jasmin. As they walked past the Louvre, the Eiffel Tower came into view, and at the end of the Champs-Elysées, the Arc de Triomphe loomed ahead in the distance. Danielle thought her mother held up remarkably well, but then, Marie had always been a strong, dynamic woman.

They walked on, and presently Marie sang out, “Here we are.”

The sound of children’s laughter greeted them at the entrance. Danielle stopped, suddenly dizzy with thoughts of Nicky. She let her eyelids close, and in her mind’s eye she imagined him running and playing, and told herself firmly that soon it would be so again. She would find him. And then, she would bring him here for a visit, with Jasmin, too, in a pram, along with their cousin, Liliana. Yes, that is exactly what I will do. A small sigh escaped her lips and she opened her eyes.

Marie motioned to a stone bench near a fountain. “Let’s sit there.”

The soothing sound of water and the sweet aroma of spring blossoms filled the air. Lovers passed, strolling arm-in-arm, some pausing to kiss. Danielle pressed her fingers to her lips in remembrance. But what came to mind was not the taste of Max’s tender kiss, but of Jon’s fiercely passionate kiss. Since he’d left, he had crept into her thoughts, over and over, and she’d savored the memory of his touch, reveling in the reminiscence. At night, she lay in bed bewildered, not by Jon’s sudden action, but by her reaction. And then there were his letters, in which he had poured out his thoughts to her. She felt guilty for her thoughts of Jon, because she had loved Max, loved him well and truly.

She bit her lip in silent admonishment. With a grimace, she glanced down at her black mourning dress.

Marie cast a sideways glance at Danielle from under her spring hat and drew her finely arched brows together. “You have a great deal on your mind. But even you need a quiet respite from time to time.”

Danielle gave her a wan smile and pushed thoughts of Max and Jon from her mind.

Marie waved her hand in a graceful gesture. “Just enjoy the day, ma chère. Ah, how could one not love Paris? It’s the embodiment of romance and style, of elegance and civility.”

Danielle agreed, admiring her mother’s joie de vivre. “You’re fortunate to call it home.”

“What about you?” Marie put her arm around Danielle. “It will always be your home, n’est-ce pas? You’ll return to live here, won’t you?”

Danielle caught her mother’s hand, squeezed it. “Maman, what if France were to fall to the Nazis?”

Marie threw a sharp look at Danielle. “We’re told the Maginot Line, with its underground fortifications, is sure to protect France. It’s virtually impenetrable.”

“Do you really think so?”

Marie paused. “I admit, I am worried. Actually, your father and I have discussed leaving for an extended holiday, just in case, but you know your father. It’s the bank that keeps him here.” She shook her head. “If only I could persuade him otherwise.”

Danielle nodded. She was relieved to know her parents were at least aware of the situation. So many people believed war was something that happened to others. She grew sick inside as she thought of it. Norway and Denmark had fallen to the Nazis last month. And since she’d left Grasse, Holland and Belgium had been invaded. France could be next, no matter how the government assured the people. She had already witnessed the enemy’s wrath.

Marie adjusted the broad brim of her pale pink hat against the sun. “I’m very concerned for you on this journey, ma chère.” She lowered her voice. “How long do you plan to be in Poland?”

“Not long, I hope.” Danielle shrugged. “A few days, a week, two or three at the most.”

“And if you have trouble finding them?”

“I’ll stay until I do.”

“Well, Jasmin will be fine here, no matter how long it takes.”

“I appreciate it.” She heaved a sigh. “If only Sofia had been well enough to travel with Nicky, to meet here as we’d planned. We should never have left him.”

Marie stroked Danielle’s long flowing hair. “Don’t be too hard on yourself. We can’t know the future, ma chère.”

“I remember you always said that, even when we were little.” Danielle’s stomach churned with anxiety. “I have so much to learn, Maman. How did you become so wise?”

“Life teaches you,” Marie said gently. “Or it breaks you.”

“I shall not be broken.”

“No, you’re strong. Just give yourself time. And remember that you are loved, my little one.”

Danielle kissed her on the cheek. “I love you, too.”

Marie glanced over her shoulder. “Tell me,” she began, lowering her voice, “how are you able to travel into Poland?”

Danielle had known this question would surface. Jean-Claude had warned her. Should I tell her? She bowed her head and studied her fingernails, but her pulse quickened. “Max had some important contacts. They’ve agreed to help me.”

“I see.”

“It’s a strict secret, though.”

Marie regarded Danielle with skepticism. “It sounds risky. These people must have valued Max’s friendship a great deal.”

Danielle thought of her brother. Selecting her words with care, she continued. “They’re very good people. It must remain a secret,” she whispered, then added, “I’ve said too much already.”

Marie inclined her head. “If anyone asks, we’ll say you returned to Philippe’s farm for a visit.”

“I’d appreciate that. He will, too, I mean...they will, appreciate it, naturally.” Danielle winced. She’d better not stammer in front of a Nazi soldier. “Please understand, I must do this.”

“I know.” Marie hugged her tightly. “Courage, ma chère.”

Later that afternoon, Danielle and her mother parted. Marie sent Danielle on her way to Jean-Claude’s flat, where she was staying. Hélène was helping her look after Jasmin.

Walking through the square of the Place Vendôme, Marie began to piece together the puzzle: Jean-Claude’s late nights, his increasing passion for politics, the ease with which Danielle was returning to Poland, the vagueness of her explanation.

Marie was worried, her skin crawled with unease. She recalled the confrontation between Edouard and Jean-Claude over the New Year holiday. Could Jean-Claude be involved with some freedom organization?

She had heard about such organizations, and that members often would not, or could not, speak about it, even to their families, under threat of death. How then, had Danielle become involved?

Jean-Claude must have taken pity on her, she decided. She recalled with pride how his desire to ease the suffering of others drew him to the medical profession. As a young boy, he fed abandoned baby birds, and once splinted a dog’s broken leg. Yes, Jean-Claude must have helped her. Marie wondered how involved Jean-Claude had become. And did Hélène know?

She couldn’t stand the thought of losing either of her children. The tragedy of little Nicky gone missing, and now Max’s death, was horrible enough. Marie wasn’t certain she could endure the tragedies her daughter had. Why, if anything ever happened to her children...she shook her head, pushing the thought away. Yes, Danielle was strong. Stronger than she was in many ways.

Winded, Marie pressed her hand to her chest. She would do anything for her children. She realized she must also allow Danielle the same privilege of responsibility, and put aside her own motherly concerns. Dear God, bless my children in their efforts.

Marie sighed, nodding to the doorman as she entered the Ritz.

* * *

Danielle had finished feeding Jasmin again, and now, ensconced in the guest bedroom of Jean-Claude’s crowded flat, she began to change for dinner. She shrugged out of her black dress and changed into a pale blue dress that Hélène had given her. To hell with traditional widow’s wear, she decided, Max always liked me in brighter colors. As she buttoned the last button, a soft knock sounded at her door.

“Come in.”

Jean-Claude rushed in, shut the door behind him, and deposited a small cosmetics train case on the bed.

Danielle glanced at it, then turned to her brother. “I wondered what had happened to you. How was school?”

Jean-Claude put his finger to his lips, signaling silence, then whispered, “No need to keep up the pretense with you, Danielle. I haven’t been to class in months. The cause needs me.”

“But what about your career? You’ve always wanted to be a surgeon. And how will you explain this to Hélène?”

Jean-Claude’s dark eyes blazed. “When there is peace, I’ll return to school. Hélène will understand. Eventually.”

“Why don’t you tell her?”

He shrugged. “She wouldn’t understand, wouldn’t like it. It’s just easier this way.” He took Danielle’s shoulders and gazed directly into her eyes. “We haven’t much time. Hélène will be ready in a moment, and we’re due at dinner in half an hour.” He extracted a small package from his jacket and handed it to her. “Here, open this first.”

Danielle did so. The package held a bright yellow fabric flower, and a brilliant yellow and green scarf. She raised a brow to Jean-Claude. “A parting gift?”

He flashed a conspiratorial grin. “You must wear these items tomorrow on your trip. Wait, there’s more.” He fished an envelope from the other side of his leather bomber jacket. “These are your official papers.”

Relief surged through Danielle. “Have any trouble getting them?”

“That’s what took me so long today.”

Danielle sorted through the documents as Jean-Claude explained each one. She was impressed with his efficiency, and made a mental note to emulate his tone and manner on her trip.

Jean-Claude pointed to the documents. “Here’s your passport, your travel visa. You’ll be traveling as the wife of a high-ranking Nazi party member.”

“Jean-Claude! Did you have to be so bold about my cover?”

He chuckled. “Trust me, this way you won’t be questioned much. No underling wants to incur the wrath of your husband.”

Danielle grimaced. “Nor do I. A devil, is he?”

“One of the worst.” His expression darkened. “D’accord, here’s the plan. Pin the flower to your hat, wear the scarf around your neck. Wear them at all times. At all times, do you understand?”

“At all times,” Danielle intoned.

“Bon. The scarf and flower will identify you to people who will look after you if, and only if, you need it.”

Danielle raised her chin. “Why would I need their help?”

Jean-Claude cast a sidelong glance at her. “Why do you think?”

“If I’m caught, I won’t reveal anything.”

“Danielle, I’m not saying you would.” He turned his back to her and crossed to the window. Standing to one side, he pulled the shade ajar and peered outside. “These people are only there to save you from disaster, if possible. Remember, finding Nicky and Sofia is only one part of your mission.”

Danielle watched Jean-Claude at the window, wondering who or what he was looking for. Suddenly, her decision to return to Poland seemed much more dangerous than she’d realized. Her mouth went dry.

Seeming satisfied, Jean-Claude turned back to her. “Now, when someone says to you, ‘Your flower is the color of the daffodils in my grandmother’s garden,’ just like the line from our nursery book, they can be trusted. Do precisely as they say. Speak to no one else. Trust no one.”

Danielle swallowed. “I understand.”

He gestured to the documents she held in her hand. “After dinner, study those well. Know them by heart—the address, your husband’s name and rank, every number in there.”

She scanned the documents. “These are quite convincing.”

“They’d better be.”

Sounds of Hélène bustling around the apartment filtered through the door.

Jean-Claude placed his hands on Danielle’s shoulders, searching her face. His voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. “Many lives depend on this mission. Not to put pressure on you, but so you understand.”

“I do,” she answered solemnly, and realized he was nervous about her mission, too. And I will do this, she told herself. For Nicky. With a trembling hand, she raised the passport. “Is there really a Frau Werner?”

“Yes, she sympathizes with us, and she’s happy to spend a week or two with her Jewish lover. As Frau Werner, you’re going ahead to sort out living arrangements at her husband’s new post, or that’s the story. You’ll have to work quickly, before he arrives.”

Danielle nodded, striving to commit every detail to memory. “What will I do when I arrive?”

“You’ll be met at the train by a driver who will recognize your hat and scarf.”

“Can the driver be trusted?”

Jean-Claude squeezed her shoulders. “Only if he says what?”

She furrowed her brow in thought. “Your flower is the color of the daffodils in my grandmother’s garden.”

A proud grin spread across Jean-Claude’s face. “Right. Now, here’s what we ask of you.” He released her and picked up the small brown train case he had put on the bed. “I’ve put some cosmetics in this. When you arrive, give the case to the driver. Until then, keep it with you at all times.”

The hair on Danielle’s neck prickled. “What’s in the case?”

Jean-Claude tugged on the bottom of the case. It swung open, revealing a false bottom containing row upon row of minuscule electrical devices. “Make sure it is secure, like so.” He snapped it back in place. “Here, you try it.”

Danielle limbered her fingers and tested the case.

“Perfect.” He took the case from her and put it by the door. “About your schedule: Every morning your driver will meet you, supposedly for you to shop for suitable accommodations. This is when you can search for Nicky and Sofia. But you must return every evening after the close of normal business hours. Otherwise, you’ll arouse suspicion. Do you understand?”

Listening intently, Danielle nodded. “Where will I stay?”

“Your driver will arrange that, as well as your return.”

Danielle lifted a brow. “Isn’t that worked out yet?”

Jean-Claude shot her a glance. “I’m working on it. You didn’t give me much notice, you know. Now, as for language, you must only speak German.”

“I’m glad we studied it in school.”

Jean-Claude grinned at her. “You were always good at languages. As Frau Werner, you do not understand any other language. If someone speaks to you in French, or Polish, or English, do not answer. Do not even appear to understand. You will tip your hand if you do. Keep your answers short and mind your pronunciation.”

“And if I need help?”

He handed her a slip of folded paper. “Your driver will arrange everything. If for any reason he does not appear one day, you must call this number and return immediately.” He paused to wipe perspiration from his upper lip. “Memorize the number and destroy this paper.”

Danielle placed the paper next to her purse. Her head swam with details, but she was determined. Nicky was waiting for her, somewhere. “Is that all?”

“One more thing.” His eyes roved over her hair. “You must hide that mane of auburn hair. It’s like a beacon, far too memorable.” He jerked a thumb toward the train case. “You’ll find a bottle of brown hair dye in there. Use it tonight.”

Danielle touched her hair, considering. “I’ll tell Maman that brunettes are all the rage.”

“That’s good, very good.” Jean-Claude folded his arms. “The rest is up to you, Danielle.”

Hélène’s voice sounded through the door. “Jean-Claude, Danielle. We’re ready to go.”

Danielle embraced her brother. “Thank you for helping me reunite my family, or what’s left of it.”

Jean-Claude touched her cheek. “Max was a good man, Danielle. He died a hero. I pray the life of his own son will be spared in return.”

His breath was warm against her hair and she remembered how, when she was a child, Jean-Claude had protected her from the neighborhood bullies. But she was soon to be on her own. And I must succeed. She shivered involuntarily, then caught herself. This was no time for nervousness.

Danielle pulled away. “Thank you, Jean-Claude, for what you and others have arranged for me. How can I repay you?”

Jean-Claude looked at her with somber eyes. “Just deliver the train case. And don’t forget, you are one of us now. For the rest of your life.”
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Hélène adjusted her brown felt beret, on which she had strategically fastened a faux cameo pin to hide the moth holes. She stood by the table in the tiny kitchen of their flat sorting through mail, waiting for her mother-in-law, Marie.

She’d arranged for Liliana to stay with a neighbor for the afternoon, because she had something terribly important to discuss with Marie. Since her mother died, Hélène had no one to confide in—no one whom she trusted enough to divulge her suspicions about Jean-Claude.

At the sound of the knock, Hélène opened the door.

Marie stepped inside. “Good morning, am I too early?”

“No, I’m ready to go.” She left the mail on the table for her husband, and picked up her gloves and purse.

Hélène glanced at Marie’s outfit, and felt dowdy in comparison. Marie looked beautiful in a pastel blue spring suit with a matching hat and purse. Hélène swallowed. Maybe she should try to dress better. Could that be why her husband had lost interest in her? She was only twenty-six. “Marie, how do you manage to always look so chic?”

Marie laughed. “I haven’t thrown anything out in decades. Over time, one develops a wardrobe with a sense of personal style. But life was different when my children were young. They were my priority then.”

“I’m proof of that,” Hélène said, self conscious of her moth-eaten beret. Maybe she spent too much time on her daughter. Could that be the reason Jean-Claude was out late every night? Hélène chewed her lip. How could she tell Marie?

Marie patted Hélène’s arm. “Don’t worry about your clothes, I’ll take you shopping. I wish I were as pretty as you.” She smiled at her. “Shall we start walking?”

Hélène nodded and shut the door behind them. They started off to a quaint little café around the corner.

Uneasy about raising the subject of her husband’s possible infidelity, Hélène eased into conversation. “How soon will your home be ready?”

Marie clucked her tongue. “The renovation is five months behind schedule. It’s been delayed because so many craftsmen have joined the war effort. As they should. Our home, as much as I love it, is not as important.” She shrugged. “Of course, Edouard is livid. He wants the house completed right away, now that we have the money to do it.” Marie gave a small laugh. “Men want instant gratification, don’t you think?”

Hélène felt like bursting into tears, but instead, she swallowed hard against the knot in her throat.

Without waiting for an answer, Marie continued. “I’m so glad you could join me for lunch, today. Edouard’s birthday is next month and I’m planning a weekend trip for us, but I’d like to have a surprise luncheon for him on the Friday before we leave.” They turned the corner. “Ah, here we are.”

The day was sunny and mild, so they decided to sit outside at a table. They ordered their food, then Marie went on. “I know Edouard would love to celebrate his birthday with you and Liliana. Naturally, Jean-Claude is welcome too, but I doubt if he’ll want to join us.”

“Jean-Claude is so incredibly stubborn.” Hélène sighed. She was losing her nerve to broach the subject of her marital woes. It seemed easier to let Marie do the talking.

Marie frowned at her. “What’s that, my dear?”

Hélène shifted in her chair. “I don’t suppose Jean-Claude will want to be part of Edouard’s birthday festivities.”

“Time will heal their differences, Hélène. Though Jean-Claude’s words have had a tremendous impact on Edouard.”

“Really?” Hélène didn’t think Edouard even listened to Jean-Claude. He seemed more stubborn than his son, if that were possible. “Two hard-headed men, that’s what they are.”

Marie put her hand over Hélène’s. “My dear Hélène. I fear my son’s been too hard on you.”

“I don’t know what to think, Marie.” Was it another woman?

“You poor dear.” Marie lowered her voice. “But you must see that Jean-Claude’s beliefs about the Nazi party have validity. Since the Great War, Europe has suffered a terrible depression. Although Hitler’s economic plan appears to have benefited his people, it’s at the expense of the European community. Yet, people overlook grave injustices when money is at stake, especially bankers.” Marie sniffed. “Men and their politics.”

Hélène stared at her. She thought Marie had picked up on her concern about Jean-Claude. What was she talking about?

A waiter brought a carafe of Beaujolais to their table and poured two glasses for them.

Marie took a sip of the red wine. “Very nice, quite refreshing.” She turned to Hélène. “You see, it’s precisely Jean-Claude’s stance, as well as Danielle’s situation, which has caused Edouard to reexamine the impact of the banking community’s actions.”

Hélène rubbed her forehead and tried to follow Marie. Politics was not one of her favorite subjects. “You mean, he has changed his mind?”

“Not entirely, mind you.” Marie leaned across the table. “It’s hard for him to get past the profits. But yes, he is delving into the political ramifications of the bank’s lending practices, and he never would have done that had Jean-Claude not been so steadfast in his argument. Edouard is reevaluating his priorities.”

“You mean, because of Jean-Claude?”

“You should be very proud of Jean-Claude, for his courage of conviction.”

Hélène shook her head in confusion.

Marie regarded her daughter-in-law with an earnest expression. “Jean-Claude is right, you know.”

“He is?”

“We cannot ignore the issues simply because they are inconvenient for us. Hélène, we are at war. While the fighting may not be on our land, the wolf is at the door.”

Hélène picked up her glass of wine and took several sips. Suddenly, her concern over her husband’s fidelity seemed to pale in comparison to Marie’s talk of war.

Marie continued, her voice growing stronger. “If Edouard’s beliefs truly shift, and I think they will, he must either work to change the bank’s policies, as well as the beliefs of his partners, or resign.”

Hélène twirled a strand of hair tightly around her finger, thinking. “The bank has been Edouard’s life, hasn’t it?”

“Yes, but he cannot disregard Hitler’s actions against the people of Europe.” As Marie spoke, she grew more visibly unsettled. “I’m beginning to think our fortifications may not be adequate to stand against Hitler.”

At Marie’s words, a chill coursed through Hélène. Hitler, in France? She reached for her wine.

Marie drew her brows together and set her mouth in a determined line. “What really brought this home to Edouard is the thought that in an indirect way he’s aiding a man who promotes an ideology aimed at destroying the very people he loves, only because of our heritage. Hitler is against anyone who is different from him, anyone who does not share Nazi party beliefs.” Marie grabbed Hélène’s hand. “This has shaken Edouard’s very foundation. How can he continue his business practices at the expense of his family, and of millions of others just like us? I don’t mind telling you, we have come very close to separating over all of this.”

Hélène stared at Marie. “You’ve had marital problems?”

At that, a soft smile spread across Marie’s face. “Every married couple has problems, Hélène.”

Somehow, Marie’s admission seemed to calm her. After another sip of wine, she raised her eyes to Marie. “This talk of war frightens me. And all this talk of heritage. We’re all Catholic, surely this doesn’t concern us, I mean, we are safe in France, aren’t we?”

Marie frowned and continued slowly. “I know it might be difficult for you to understand. You were raised in the Catholic church, as were my children, at my husband’s behest. This was a condition of our marriage, and I was in love.” She expressed a puff of air between her lips. “This, however, changes nothing. According to Jewish law, my children—and according to Hitler’s laws, your Liliana, too—have Jewish blood in their veins. Nazi laws strip us of our rights. Imagine if Hitler’s troops were to invade France.”

Hélène shifted uncomfortably in her chair. Could Liliana be yanked from her arms? She shuddered at the thought, and wished she could shove everything away, all the problems of the world, and go back to being a mother and housewife—that was all she’d ever wanted. “What should we do?”

Marie’s voice dropped to a whisper and sounded more urgent. “We should all think of leaving France. Consider your daughter. Look at poor Danielle and Max, her son Nicky, and Max’s mother Sofia. Tragic. Hélène, I implore you to consider this.”

Hélène’s head was spinning. She was counting the days until her husband graduated from medical school and could begin his practice. She had endured living in their tiny flat and making do with what they had. They were so close to their goals. And now, this. To leave France was unimaginable—where would they go? Then she thought again of Liliana.

Hélène was relieved when the waiter interrupted them to serve the food, but she barely touched her meal.

After lunch, they walked back to Hélène’s flat. Though birds sang above, and the sun was warm and soothing, Hélène’s stomach churned with anxiety.

As they approached Hélène’s building, Marie turned to her daughter-in-law. “Think about what I’ve said. I know Jean-Claude is committed to France, but you should think of your daughter, too. Look at Danielle’s situation.”

“I will,” Hélène replied solemnly.

After they climbed the stairs, Marie stopped at the door. Reaching into her purse, she withdrew some money and pressed it into Hélène’s hand. “Tell Jean-Claude to take you out to dinner this weekend. I can tell that you need a special night out.”

Hélène shook her head. “But he studies so much.”

Marie lifted her chin. “He has time for his—his political interests, doesn’t he?”

Suddenly overcome, Hélène averted her eyes. “It’s another woman, I think.”

Marie stared at her, then shook her head, and smiled sadly. “My dear girl, Jean-Claude only has eyes for you.” She stopped, and tilted her head. “Is that what you thought?”

Hélène could only nod; her heart was breaking.

“Oh no, believe me, Hélène.” Marie’s voice sounded thick. “His passion is not another woman.”

Hélène looked up and saw a strange expression cross Marie’s face, a fleeting combination of pride and sadness. She grasped Hélène’s face in her hands and kissed her on both cheeks.

“Why Marie, you’re shaking,” Hélène said.

Marie drew back, her eyes meeting Hélène’s. “That’s because there’s a chill in the air,” she said.

* * *

Jean-Claude scurried through the darkened alley on silent feet, glancing furtively behind him. The full moon cast eerie shadows on the cobblestone way. A sharp noise rang out above. Instinctively, he flattened himself against a rough brick wall, hardly breathing. Was it a door, or a gunshot? His heart pounded as he waited, listening.

After a moment, satisfied that he was unobserved, he slipped into a shadowed doorway and knocked two times, paused, then repeated the sequence. The door swung open.

“Enter,” whispered a hoarse male voice.

Jean-Claude went inside and the door closed behind him. He descended the stairs, his eyes adjusting to the dimly lit, smoke-filled cellar. A rough-hewn table stood in the center of the room, surrounded by seven men and two women.

A well-dressed, barrel-chested man greeted him. “We’re just beginning.”

Jean-Claude acknowledged the others, pulled a wooden milk crate to the table, and sat down. He listened intently as their leader outlined a complex plan on a chalkboard.

“If we can cripple the flow of money into Hitler’s coffers,” the man said, “the result will be unpaid salaries, low morale and dissent, scarce ammunition, and eventually, the demise of his expansionary activities. Rats flee a sinking ship. Ultimately, we will prevail.” The man went on to explain details of the operation, then turned to the group.

“These are the assignments,” the man announced, holding up three envelopes. “Any volunteers?”

A slender blond woman raised her hand. “For which targets?”

“Vienna, Berlin.” He paused. “And Paris.”

She whispered to her male companion beside her. “We’ll take Vienna,” they said.

“Good. Each of the three operations must occur at precisely the same time. Berlin?”

Three men raised their hands.

“Paris?”

Jean-Claude swallowed the bile in his throat and met the steady gaze of the red-haired woman who sat opposite him.

“We’ll handle Paris,” she said, nodding to Jean-Claude.

The leader stared at him. “Jean-Claude?”

“Oui, Paris.” Jean-Claude returned his partner’s nod. “With Françoise.”

The leader paused and observed the teams. “Divide into groups and work out the details as usual.” He walked among them and placed an envelope before each team.

Jean-Claude looked at Françoise. At twenty-eight, she sported a cap short of henna-red hair, a firm buxom body, and an iron will to match. She was an attractive woman, though hardly his type. His hand trembled as he reached across the table and slid a cigarette from her open pack.

Françoise grinned. “Thought you didn’t smoke, doctor.”

“I don’t.” He tore open the envelope and scanned the page. He smoked half the cigarette, then ground it out. Tossing the note to Françoise, he stood and paced the length of the cellar while she read.

When she finished, she looked up, her mouth agape. “This man works with your father’s bank. Do you know Louis LeBlanc?”

“I do. He sits on the bank’s board of directors.” Jean-Claude placed his hands on the table and leaned forward. “He’s been my father’s best friend for thirty years.”

Françoise lifted a shoulder. “I don’t have a problem with this assignment, but can you do this?”

“Who better than I?” Jean-Claude balled a fist and hit his palm. “It’s for the good of France and of Europe. And of my people.” He thought of the disastrous situation with Danielle and thousands, no, millions of other innocent people just like her. His gut wrenched, but his eyes didn’t flinch. “LeBlanc is a Nazi sympathizer. One of the worst,” he snapped with contempt. “Of course I can do it.”

He sat down with Françoise to discuss the details. They coordinated the date and time with the two other groups, then talked about the placement of the bomb.

Jean-Claude stroked his stubbled chin. “Last summer, Hitler’s Swiss spy, Didier Steiger, who also serves on the bank’s board, gave LeBlanc a new Bentley motor car.”

“Good, go on.”

“LeBlanc’s chauffeur drives the limousine, but LeBlanc drives the Bentley himself. It’s meant to be owner driven. He’s sure to use it when Steiger visits for the next board meeting, in order to show his appreciation.”

A sly smile spread across Françoise’s lightly freckled face. “So, we plant the explosives in the Bentley.”

Jean-Claude nodded. “But we have to get onto the property. The Bentley will be parked at the bank, and they’ll probably use it to go to the club for lunch. LeBlanc likes to show off at the club. We’ll get them together.”

Françoise shook a cigarette from her pack, struck a match, and lit it. “How do you propose we plant the bomb?”

Jean-Claude leaned back and thought a moment. “I could pose as a mechanic making an emergency repair.”

“Like what?” Françoise blew smoke toward the ceiling. “A flat tire?”

“Sure.” Jean-Claude narrowed his eyes, thinking out loud. “You can distract the parking attendant while I tend to business, then alert him to the flat once I’m gone. He’ll call LeBlanc, who will have his secretary phone the garage down the street for an immediate repair.”

“And you’ll get there first.”

“Precisely. You’ll back me up?”

Françoise leaned forward and flicked an ash. “I’ll take care of the secretary and the parking attendant. There will be a mix-up. Confusion. You’ll have plenty of time.”

“Bon. With Steiger in his office, LeBlanc won’t care who makes the repair, just so long as it’s done.” He looked down at his hands. Surgeon’s hands, precise and exacting, were ideally suited for intricate explosives work. As he thought about the mission, his hands shook slightly. But he knew that once he started the delicate maneuvers, his adrenaline would flow, and he’d be cool and precise. He always was.

And this time would be no different, he told himself.
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A blur of images flashed past the window as Danielle’s train sped toward its destination. Thus far, her convoluted journey had taken her from the graceful civility of France, across neutral Switzerland, and through occupied Austria and Czechoslovakia.

Danielle passed through several checkpoints without incident, though her pulse raced during every encounter. Each time officials checked her identity papers her heart thudded so loudly that she was certain it would give her away. Yet, the documents Jean-Claude provided withstood scrutiny. For this, Danielle gave silent thanks. She had no doubt what fate awaited her if she were found to be an impostor.

As Jean-Claude predicted, the soldiers who inspected her papers treated her with deference. A couple tried to strike up a conversation with the pretty officer’s wife. But Danielle waved them all away, feigning a sore throat.

One person who didn’t speak to her was a woman who now sat across from her in the compartment. An odd looking woman, close to forty years old, Danielle guessed, she had jet black hair slicked into a bun and piercing blue eyes behind heavy tortoise-shell glasses. Other passengers came and went, but this woman stayed. She held an open book in her lap, but Danielle caught her snatching glances her way.

Who was she? Danielle remembered Jean-Claude’s words. Trust no one. Was this woman following her? If so, was she an unknown comrade? Or a Nazi informer?

A hush fell over the train car as they crossed into the ravaged landscape of occupied Poland. Danielle pressed her fingers against the cold pane, horrified at the sights. Outside were remains abandoned in September’s path of destruction. Dirty faces peered from bushes as they sped past ghostly villages strewn with skeletons of charred homes, the acrid smell of smoke still in the air. She had entered another world, a world gone mad.

Poland had been her adopted home, and Danielle shared the palpable grief of its people. A chill gripped her as she realized with sudden clarity the magnitude of her perilous mission. She lowered her eyes, and as she did, she caught the eye of her compartment companion.

“What a pretty yellow flower on your hat,” the woman said in perfect German.

“Danke,” Danielle replied softly. Her brother’s words echoed in her mind: Don’t offer any information, don’t say anymore than you have to.

The raven-haired woman started to say something when the compartment door opened and an old man with an unwieldy package shuffled in. The woman stood to make room, then sat down again. The sound of steel wheels clacking in staccato rhythm on the rails was the only thing that kept the deafening silence at bay.

Danielle stared out the window, her thoughts centered on her son. Images danced in her mind’s eye. She tried to imagine what Nicky looked like now, almost a year older, and surely taller. Her mouth went dry. We have missed a year of our lives.

She sniffed. A sour smell assaulted her nose. Clearly, the old man across from her was desperately in need of a good bath. Yet, the black-haired woman next to him sat perfectly still. Danielle considered this. If she were the woman, she might have moved. The woman had no baggage, not like Danielle, who had her handbag, a suitcase, and the all-important cosmetic tote. Curious, Danielle thought. She pretended not to notice the odor.

The rhythm of the train slowed. She held her breath while her documents were reviewed once again before the station came into view.

A small clutch of people waited on the platform. She gathered her bags, stalling until the strange woman left. The old man gave Danielle a broad, toothless smile. Despite his odor, Danielle returned his smile.

As she left the compartment, she checked the yellow silk flower pinned to her hat and adjusted her matching scarf. The crowd moved at a snail’s pace, impeded by a pregnant woman with four small children. Nervously, Danielle glanced outside. The cloudy day was grey for June.

She stepped from the train. Had Max walked here, in my very steps? She shivered from the thought, and from the dampness that hung in the chill air. With trepidation, she scanned the blur of faces, but no one motioned to her. She hesitated, then made her way into the terminal.

From behind, someone tugged her jacket sleeve. Danielle nearly leapt through the roof. “Excuse me, Fräulein,” she heard a man say behind her.

She turned expectantly. An efficient-looking young man asked, “You need transportation?”

She waited for him to deliver the coded line.

He said nothing.

Danielle stared at him, urging him to speak. Was this part of the plan?

He turned his cap in his hands. “I can take you anywhere you like.”

She glanced around. There didn’t seem to be anyone else looking for her. The small crowd was thinning.

The young blond man shifted from one foot to another. “Where do you want to go?”

Danielle swallowed. “Hotel?”

He shrugged and picked up her bag. He led her outside to his car, deposited her bag in the trunk, and turned to her. “Which hotel?”

At that, Danielle’s heart raced so fast she thought it would explode. Something is terribly wrong. An almost uncontrollable urge to flee seized her. She fought the feeling, realizing that she was acting strangely, then noticed a Nazi soldier standing guard to her left. I’ve made a horrible mistake, this man is not my driver.

“Which hotel, Fräulein?” By now, the man was growing impatient, and the soldier had glanced in her direction, taking interest in her. “Which hotel?” he said louder.

Danielle felt perspiration on her face and dabbed her upper lip before starting to speak. As she opened her mouth to speak, she heard a commotion behind her.

A woman’s voice rang out. “Frau Werner, Frau Werner.”

Werner. That’s me, Danielle realized with a jolt. She dared not turn around.

“That lady your friend?” the soldier asked.

A woman’s heels clicked toward her. Danielle froze. “Mon Dieu, I’ve been discovered! The mission was over, and she would surely die. Another flash of perspiration singed her scalp and enveloped her torso. Danielle felt as if she might pass out, and she fought the feeling.

The woman grabbed her shoulder and spun her around. Danielle wavered and recognized the strange woman from the train. Her steely blue eyes bored into Danielle’s, mere inches away.

“Frau Werner, we almost missed you.” The woman had a smile plastered on her face. She motioned to a short stocky man hunched behind her. “Here is my driver.”

Sweat trickled through Danielle’s hairline. Which way to go? With whom? Her heart pounded so hard she thought it could be seen beneath her jacket. She glanced from one person to another, unable to speak, hardly able to think, her head spinning.

The short man behind the odd woman from the train stepped forward. After a furtive glance at Danielle, he bowed his head and tugged his cap over his face. “If you don’t mind my saying so,” he said, “the flower on your hat is very pretty. Your flower is the color of the daffodils in my grandmother’s garden.”

Such relief flooded Danielle that she almost cried and hugged the curious man. She did neither, but struggled to retain her composure. Instead, she choked her words to the woman, “Thank you for meeting me,” then turned to the first driver. “I won’t need your services.”

The soldier watched for a moment, then turned away, apparently satisfied.

The second driver scurried past her to retrieve her bag, and led them to his car. Her train companion grabbed her arm and they walked to the car, arm in arm, saying nothing. “It’s been so good to see you,” the woman said. She kissed Danielle on the cheek. “Good-bye!” A moment later, she disappeared into the crowd.

Danielle sank into the threadbare back seat of the rusted car. Though the day was cool, she was drenched with perspiration. The driver stashed her bag, slammed the trunk, and slid behind the wheel.

They drove for what seemed an eternity before he spoke again. “I must stop the car. Something under the hood sounds bad.” He veered onto a dusty country lane. He got out, raised the hood, looked around, then walked to her side of the car. Pressing his finger to his lips, he motioned for her to follow him. She complied, trailing him to the front of the car, where he stooped to peer under the hood.

“You don’t recognize me, do you?” He had switched from German to Polish now, and suddenly his voice sounded quite familiar. He stood straight, pushed his hat back, and cocked his head. “I didn’t recognize you at first with brown hair.”

“Oscar?”

He grinned. “Jacob’s brother.”

“Mon Dieu, it’s you! Why, you’ve lost so much weight, I wouldn’t have known you.” Oscar had often worked on their property as a handyman. Danielle shook her head in astonishment. He looked years older, too.

“At your service, once again.”

“I can’t believe it’s really you.” She started to hug him, but he stopped her with his hand.

“You never know who is watching.” He motioned for her to lean over the engine. “I didn’t know it would be you until Raba found you at the station. You were so slow to leave the train, I had gone elsewhere to look for the yellow flower lady.”

“It’s so good to see you. You’re going to help me find Nicky and Sofia.” She touched his hand. “Have you heard anything about them?”

“This is my assignment?” He shook his head sadly. “I’m so sorry, I don’t know where they might be.”

Danielle’s heart sank. “You didn’t know about this?”

“I’ll receive my instructions after I deliver you to the hotel. It’s better that way.”

She nodded as if she understood. “You will help me, won’t you? I’ve got to get them out of Poland.”

“We’ll try. Is Max meeting you?”

Danielle sucked in her breath. “No. He died two months ago.” She couldn’t tell him how.

His face fell. “I didn’t know, I’m sorry to hear it. He was a fine man.”

Danielle had to know more. “Did you see him here, or hear of his visit?”

“No, but I wish I had.”

“So do I.” A flash of anguish gripped her. “Have you heard what might have happened to Sofia and our son?”

Oscar glanced over at her. “You don’t know?” She shook her head and he leaned heavily against the car. “This is what I know: Sofia saved us all. Right after the invasion, Jacob came for us—Irma and the children—in her car. Sofia refused to leave until we joined her. We managed to stay out of sight for a while, then the Nazis caught us.”

“Oh, no.” Grief ripped through her, and Danielle touched the hood for balance. It was worse than she had realized. Why didn’t I come sooner?

The muscles in Oscar’s jaw tightened. “We got out though. Sofia’s jewels bought our escape. We traveled together for a short time, then I went on to see what lay ahead. Sofia wasn’t well, and Nicky and the other children were tired.” He touched her hand. “I’m very sorry, I never saw any of them again.”

Sorrow seized her as silent tears slid down her cheeks.

Holding her hand, Oscar went on. “The underground got me to safety, after which I swore allegiance to the Nazi party in order to aid the underground from the inside.”

Danielle struggled to find her voice. “Do you have any idea where Nicky and Sofia are now?”

He shook his head. “People just disappear now. It’s not like it used to be.”

“I can see that.” She shivered suddenly, cold in the gathering dusk.

“But we’ll try to find them.” Oscar glanced nervously around. “We should leave. We can’t be too careful, can’t do anything to raise suspicion. Shouldn’t even talk in the car.”

“I see.” Were they being watched even now? “But wait, how is our home? Can I go back there?”

“No. A Nazi officer has taken ownership of the estate.”

Danielle recoiled as if she’d been socked in the gut. Gone. Just like that. The estate that had been in Sofia’s family for generations, that Max had struggled to maintain, that she and Sofia had worked so hard to make comfortable. Their personal belongings, furniture, artwork, mementos. Their entire family history. Gone. She realized Max had probably discovered the same, and imagined how he must have felt. She cleared her throat. “Oscar, what about the factory? Our employees?”

Sadness washed across his face. “Nazis took over the factory, too. Making glass for the war effort, windshields, I’ve heard. As for the employees, those who agree to work there are given their life, those who don’t, lose it. They’re prisoners.”

Nausea overwhelmed her. Nothing could have prepared her for this. She steadied herself on the fender of the car.

Oscar glanced around. “We’d better go. Remember, don’t talk in the car. The car will be checked tonight for listening devices. Tomorrow we talk more.”

Devices. Her hand flew to her mouth. “I forgot, I have something for you. I’m to give you my cosmetics case.”

“Leave it in the car when I drop you off.” He smiled at her. “We’ve been expecting it.”

They returned to the car and wound their way through the rubble to the hotel. Oscar led her inside.

Danielle took in the sight, crestfallen. Sparse would have been a kind description. The innkeeper told her that during the invasion, the lobby had been looted and one wing had been damaged. “And no hot water.”

Danielle suspected the innkeeper secretly enjoyed making life difficult for the Germans, which, no doubt, he thought she was.

That night, she slept fitfully, but she was ready the next morning when Oscar arrived at seven o’clock.

What Danielle saw on their travels made her heart ache for the Polish people. Devastation and death, scarcity of food and medical assistance, and everywhere, the threat of violence. Gone were the pretty villages that lined the country roads. In their place stood piles of rubble, rats scampering among the remains.

Wherever Danielle and Oscar went, they heard Nazi soldiers belittling the new British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill. “We shall never surrender,” Churchill had said. Danielle cleaved to his words with renewed vigor.

They spent the day moving around according to a strict plan, but their search was fruitless. No one had seen Nicky or Sofia, no one had heard anything. At the end of the day, Danielle’s heart was heavy with disappointment.

* * *

A week passed, and then another. As the days wore on, Danielle continued to cling to hope that she would find Nicky.

But Frau Werner’s husband was scheduled to arrive soon.

Danielle should have already returned to Paris. In her search, she had exhausted all leads, all possibilities, save one.

Heinrich.

That afternoon, she wept when she heard on the car radio that 340,000 French and English forces had been evacuated by the Royal Navy and other boats from the beaches of Dunkirk in northern France to escape the advancing Nazi line. With dismay, she thought of Jon. Perhaps he is there, too. And then she thought of her family in Paris, of the Nazis soon crossing northern France, and she grew frantic. I must find Nicky and return to Paris.

Oscar stopped the car for petrol, and the attendant motioned for him to fill the tank himself. Danielle got out with him. “I must see Heinrich,” she whispered.

Oscar’s face went white. “Are you crazy? You want to waltz into the arms of the enemy?”

“Oscar, you know I have precious little time left.”

He jammed the nozzle into the tank opening. “But he might not know anything.”

“And he might. How can I leave knowing he might have information?” Danielle paced the length of the car, agitated.

“Stop that,” Oscar whispered. “You’re drawing attention.”

Danielle stopped, hands on her hips. “I must find my son. Take me to that café you mentioned, where the Nazis dine.”

Oscar shook his head. “I can’t let you do this.”

Danielle put her hands on his shoulder. She had to make him see her point. “Oscar, if it were your child, or Jacob’s child, wouldn’t you go?

“But you’re a woman, it’s not safe. And how would you get in to see him?”

Danielle ignored his comment about being a woman. “I have a plan.”

* * *

While Oscar waited by the car, Danielle went into the decrepit café where she’d heard Nazi soldiers often dined. The air was laden with the scent of beef and grease. She was directed to the kitchen to speak to the owner, an elderly Polish woman. Danielle cast aside her Frau Werner disguise. Speaking in Polish, she asked if the woman had heard of Sofia von Hoffman.

“Von Hoffman?” The old woman stood kneading dough at a wooden table. “Sofia, no. Heinrich, yes. A young SS officer. He comes here for dinner. I remember because Heinrich was my father’s name.”

A surge of hope mingled with disgust coursed through Danielle. She folded her arms around her middle, hugging her grey jacket. “Do you know where I might find him?”

“He’s not far from here. Oh yes, I remember Heinrich von Hoffman very well. I never forget a face.” The woman tapped her head, leaving a white splotch of flour on her forehead. “I still have a great mind.” She wiped her hands on her apron.

When Danielle returned to the car, Oscar asked, “What took you so long?”

She explained her plan.

“Absolutely not,” Oscar sputtered.

“But he’s Max’s cousin, and I’m family, too.” Danielle was glad she hadn’t told Oscar that Heinrich had betrayed Max. “After all, Sofia was like a mother to him.”

Oscar shook his head adamantly. “Maybe she was, but from what I saw, the lure of the military was much greater than his love for his family. Danielle, this is too risky.”

She whirled around, felt her heart beating wildly. “I must take the chance.”
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Jean-Claude eased himself under LeBlanc’s pristine Bentley automobile. With the stealth of a cat, he removed the package he had concealed in his shirt. Gritting his teeth, he steadied his hands and began to work, attaching the explosive device to the underside of the Bentley. He wiped perspiration from his brow and blinked.

He checked his wristwatch and confirmed he was right on schedule. He slid out from under the car and wiped his greasy hands on his dark uniform.

He tugged his cap low over his forehead, searching the parking area as he did. Good, he thought with relief. No sign of his father’s car. His mother, Hélène, and Liliana planned to take his father out for a birthday luncheon. They should be at the restaurant by now. His father always ate at noon. He didn’t want them anywhere near the bank now.

His job complete, Jean-Claude stood up and waved at the attendant. Head down, he hurried away.

Jean-Claude had hidden in the lot early that morning waiting for LeBlanc to arrive. A strikingly pretty woman, Françoise had distracted the attendant with a few minutes of flirting, while Jean-Claude punctured a tire on LeBlanc’s car. Later, Françoise had pointed out the flat tire to the attendant, an ambitious young man eager to gain favor with the bank partners. He called LeBlanc’s secretary immediately. Afterward, Françoise slipped away and called the garage to cancel the secretary’s call. Finally, she confirmed LeBlanc’s one o’clock luncheon at the club.

As far as Jean-Claude could tell, the plan had been perfectly executed. They had aroused no curiosity. He quickened his pace, heading to the café to meet Françoise.

* * *

Marie sat in front of the vanity mirror in her hotel suite and brushed her platinum blond hair from her forehead, then secured it in a chignon style with two antique combs. At her ears she fastened a pair of discreet pearl earrings that her husband had surprised her with on their last anniversary.

As she stood and slipped on her white linen jacket, she thought of her baby granddaughter. Jasmin was with a trusted baby sitter in the hotel, but Marie didn’t want to leave her alone too long. She arranged a stylish pastel print scarf around her neck and as she finished the knot, the phone rang, interrupting her thoughts.

“Hello? Oh, good morning, Hélène.” She listened for a moment. “Don’t worry, Edouard will understand, though he will miss his granddaughter. And I’m sure the restaurant won’t mind if we’re a little late. Forty minutes? Don’t rush, dear, how about an hour? Good. I’ll phone them now. Good-bye.”

She rang the restaurant first, then dialed Edouard’s office number. “Liliana has a fever,” she explained to his secretary. “One of Hélène’s neighbors has agreed to sit with the child, but Hélène is running late. Tell Edouard we’ll have lunch at one o’clock instead of noon.”

She had extra time now, so Marie decided to walk to the bank to meet Edouard. He had taken the car that morning, as he usually did. Marie preferred to walk anyway, enjoying the exercise. The day was beautiful, clear and bright, and a welcome change from the drizzle that had plagued Paris for the past week.

As she walked, she thought about Edouard’s recent decision. “Danielle’s situation clarifies the issues,” he had told them at dinner the night before. Even Jean-Claude had acquiesced and attended on Marie’s urging, in an attempt at a truce.

“I’ve decided to retire,” Edouard had announced. But the bank didn’t have a provision for retirement. The partnership agreement he had signed years ago restricted partners who left early. Their only savings lay in the equity of their home, and they had borrowed against it for the renovation.

Marie sighed as she thought about her son’s reaction at dinner. Jean-Claude had exploded, calling Edouard’s actions cowardly. Whatever his father did, it was never enough. Jean-Claude couldn’t understand the courage it had taken his father to make his decision, to walk away from a lifetime of labor.

Marie couldn’t wait to tell Danielle about their plans. Though it would be difficult financially to start over at their age, Marie was glad that Edouard had finally resolved their fate.

Marie nodded and spoke to acquaintances she passed on the boulevard. Her thoughts returned to Danielle, and she said a little prayer that her daughter would return safely with Nicky and Sofia. “Of course she will,” she said to herself. On such a glorious day, anything seemed possible.

Soon she arrived at the bank. “Bonjour,” she called to the clerks in the spacious marbled lobby.

“Bonjour, madame,” the receptionist replied. “Your husband is waiting for you. Go right up.”

Marie started up the carpeted staircase and paused when she reached the top. “Happy birthday, my dear.”

Edouard stood with his broad back to her. He turned and his ruddy face lit. “Marie, my dearest, you make it happy for me.” He kissed her lightly on both cheeks. “You look beautiful today. White always suits you well.”

Marie blushed, feeling as she had thirty years ago when they’d first met. “Has Hélène arrived yet?”

“Not yet.” He shrugged. “But nothing is going according to schedule today. I had problems with our car this morning. It overheated on the way in, so I left it at the garage. We can take a taxi to lunch. And our Swiss board member, Herr Steiger—you remember him—hasn’t arrived yet either.” He held his hands out and shrugged again. “But today is my birthday, and I’m going to spend the rest of the afternoon with my beautiful ladies.”

“Herr Steiger?” Marie frowned. “Won’t you need to meet with him this afternoon?”

He shook his head. “No, the other partners will do fine without me.”

Louis LeBlanc, a tall, well-dressed man, appeared in the hallway. “Very nice to see you again, Marie. I understand you’re taking Edouard to lunch today.”

Marie greeted her husband’s old friend and business partner with warmth. “Are you certain you don’t need my husband today?”

“No, but we shall miss him in the future.”

“Thank you,” she murmured. Marie knew that there had been contention among them about his resignation. She turned to Edouard. “Hélène should be here soon. We could meet her downstairs and arrange a taxi.”

“Nonsense,” declared LeBlanc. “I’m going to the club, too. You can come with me. Seems Herr Steiger had an emergency, so we’ll meet over dinner instead. I had a flat tire this morning, but the attendant tells me the man from the garage is changing the tire now. Should be ready by the time Hélène arrives.”

“Quite a day for car trouble.” Marie lifted a brow. “Are you sure it’s no imposition?”

“Not at all.” LeBlanc waved his hand. “Besides, I think you’ll find my new Bentley much more comfortable than a taxi.”

Edouard tipped his head in appreciation. “And here’s Hélène now.”

Hélène rushed over and kissed Marie and Edouard in greeting. “Sorry I’m so late.”

“Relax,” Marie said. “These things happen with children—and cars. Everything is fine now. Monsieur LeBlanc has offered to take us to the restaurant in his new motor car. Isn’t that lovely?”

* * *

Françoise sat at a rear table in a dark café nursing a cup of coffee, a cigarette dangling between her fingers. She raised her eyes as Jean-Claude approached.

“How’d everything go?” she asked.

“Smooth as silk. Now we wait.”

“Cigarette?”

“Yeah.” Jean-Claude took a cigarette, struck a match to it, and inhaled deeply to calm his jittery nerves. He was grateful for something to do with his hands. Françoise seemed edgy, too. He could see her quick, shallow breathing beneath her dress.

He motioned to the waiter for coffee, then ran his hands through his hair, envisioning the soon-to-be-enacted scene in his mind’s eye. The trap was set. Soon they would be one step closer to securing freedom for the oppressed, to halting Hitler in his tracks. He imagined a similar, simultaneous scene being played out by their colleagues in Vienna and Berlin.

A waiter poured coffee into a cup and pushed it to Jean-Claude. He stared into the black coffee and tried not to think of LeBlanc’s family, thrusting aside his memories. Millions of other people were suffering under the Nazis. Sweat beaded on his forehead and trickled down his chest.

Françoise wiped perspiration from her upper lip and took another drag from her cigarette.

Still they waited.

Jean-Claude drank his coffee. He pictured Louis LeBlanc, and thought about his father’s inevitable grief for his friend and partner. But imagine, he told himself, just imagine the suffering that LeBlanc and Steiger have inflicted upon millions of innocents by their actions. And inadvertently, his own father. At least his father had tendered his resignation.

Jean-Claude thought of all his father was giving up—his career, his income, and probably, his home. He shook his head. Perhaps I was too hard on him. He gulped his coffee. He resolved to speak to his father soon, to apologize for his harsh judgment.

The minutes crawled and the ticking of their watches was deafening. Smoke curled around their table. Jean-Claude bowed his head, studying his grimy hands. Healing hands, hands that kill. A surgeon’s hands, steady and sure, so well suited for planting bombs. His father had accused him of acts of terror. He shuddered. Had he become what he despised? After this, could he ever find peace in his soul again?

Françoise reached across the table and grasped his hand. “Justice comes to us all,” she whispered.

“Justice—” he began.

Suddenly a jolt shook them, as sharp as an earthquake. The windows rattled as the sound of an explosion ripped through the air. The coffee in his cup vibrated from the impact, and he and Françoise stared at one another.

“God forgive us,” he whispered, clutching the table.
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A faint rosy dawn crept into the room, illuminating the tattered photograph on the nightstand of Nicky and Sofia, the photograph that Danielle carried on her daily sojourns.

Danielle turned onto her side and reached out, tracing Nicky’s outline. In the photo, he was smiling and hugging a stuffed, red-striped monkey she had made for him such a long time ago. She lay quietly in bed, her failure to locate her family weighing heavily on her heart.

Her visit was drawing to its inevitable close. Sofia and Nicky seemed to have vanished. Had Max found them? She racked her mind. Only one avenue remained.

“Heinrich,” she whispered. The traitor in her family. She had an uneasy feeling that he held the key.

But would he help her or turn her in to his superiors? Would Sofia and Nicky suffer because of her inquiries? She stared out the window, focusing on the steady, distant horizon to calm her stormy nerves.

As the sun rose over the faraway hilltops, bathing the village in a golden glow, she slipped out of bed and dressed hurriedly. Outside, she could hear the clip-clop of horse’s hooves on the cobblestone path. The faint aroma of coffee spiraled up the staircase and under the door. The day had begun.

* * *

“I can’t allow it,” Oscar said, his face reddening, his hands shoved in his trouser pockets. They stood next to the car, parked beside a wheat field. Danielle glanced about for signs that they might be watched. They had been arguing for almost an hour.

Danielle outlined her strategy. “It’s my last chance.” She glared at Oscar with determination. This is what I must do, she thought.

“And what do I do if you meet with Heinrich, and don’t return?”

“Send a message to Jean-Claude.”

Oscar’s shoulders slumped and his gaunt face showed signs of fatigue. “So far, I have failed you. But Sofia saved my life and I am indebted to your family.” He frowned and wagged his head. “Still, I don’t know.”

“I won’t implicate you, should it come to that.” Danielle stood her ground, arms folded, and waited for his response.

Oscar gave a deep sigh. “All right, as long as you have the courage to see it through.”

“I do.”

They returned to the car. As they drove, Oscar turned on the radio to fill the silence. The German news station was on.

“We are proud to announce that France has been added to our expanding empire, with Paris its crown jewel.”

“No,” Danielle cried. France—captured—it couldn’t be!

Oscar whirled around, reached across the seat, and clamped his hand over Danielle’s mouth. “Another victory for the Third Reich,” Oscar exclaimed. He slammed on the brakes.

With horror, Danielle remembered the possibility of listening devices. Although the car was swept every evening, they could not be too careful. She fell back against the seat, panic stricken. Not Paris. Not again. Her family, her baby. No, not again.

She clutched her head and fought to keep from crying out. Her mind blurred, then cleared. I must find Nicky and Sofia!
As Frau Werner, I’ll be able to return to Paris, somehow, with them. Paris! I’ll think about that later. She drew a ragged breath. “That’s very good news, driver,” she said, trying not to choke on her words.

Oscar nodded sadly and started for the café in the village where Danielle had heard about Heinrich. He stopped in front. “I’ll wait here.” He shoved the gear lever into park.

“I won’t be long.” Danielle straightened her shoulders and smoothed her dark brown hair in the rear view mirror.

Danielle got out, went in, and walked between the mismatched tables and chairs straight to the kitchen. She sniffed. She could smell bread beginning to burn. The owner was seated at an old desk adding columns of figures.

“Hello,” Danielle said. “I’ve come to inquire about a position.” And if she’s burning bread, she needs help.

The woman raised her grey head, clearly bothered by the intrusion. “Oh, it’s you again. I don’t have time to talk and I don’t have the money to hire anyone. I have a full day ahead of me, with a party to cater tonight. You might as well go—”

“But I can help you, I have work experience. I’ll help you with the party tonight. Besides, you’re burning your bread.”

She jumped up to remove the bread from the oven. “Just in time,” she muttered. She peered at Danielle over her glasses, considering her. “The party is at the old Czapenski estate. In fact, your friend Heinrich will be there.” She shrugged. “But I can’t pay you.”

Danielle swallowed a gasp. She’d hoped Heinrich would come to the café. This was simply incredible. “I’ll work for free tonight, just to show you that I can do the job.” She clasped her hands until her knuckles went numb. The woman has to hire me. “You don’t need to pay me unless you decide to keep me. And then, only if I bring in more business. More parties. I know people, madame.”

The woman narrowed her eyes. “Will this Heinrich fellow give you trouble?”

“Not at all.” Danielle waved her hand. “He’s an old family friend.”

The woman leaned against her chair. “At least you’re presentable. Pretty, too, even in that drab dress. They’ll like that.” She drummed her fingers on the desk. “My husband is home sick and my back is killing me. Can you start right now?”

Danielle nearly leapt with joy. “Right away.”

“You’re hired.” The woman stood up, groaning as she did. “I’m Mrs. Penowski. I’ll prepare everything here, and you’ll be in charge of carrying and cleaning. You got a good strong back?”

Danielle nodded. “Shall I help serve, too?”

“No, they have resident help for that. You’ll be in the kitchen washing dishes while I organize the dinner and preparation. Think you can handle that?”

Five minutes later, Danielle emerged triumphant. “It’s even better than I’d hoped,” she told Oscar. He wished her luck and agreed to meet her at the café at midnight.

Danielle left Oscar and returned to work. By noon she found herself elbow deep in hot soapy water with towers of greasy, food encrusted plates piled high around her.

That afternoon Mrs. Penowski reviewed the menu with her. Danielle listened, all the while formulating her own plan. Tonight was her only chance. But how would she approach Heinrich?

“Are you listening?” Mrs. Penowski frowned.

“Sorry. Of course.”

Mrs. Penowski clicked her tongue. “These are very important customers. We don’t make mistakes with them, understand?”

Danielle nodded solemnly. How well she understood. “I won’t let you down.”

“If you do, you’ll only do it once. Now, you’ll find a uniform in the closet. Change, then we’ll go.”

Danielle changed clothes, then began to load the provisions into a paneled truck: a rack of lamb, a creamy vegetable soup, golden fruit pastries, the fresh baked breads, salads, and serving dishes. After Mrs. Penowski inspected and approved her work, they set out in the truck, allowing extra time to navigate the rough war-torn roads.

They arrived at the converted compound, cleared the checkpoint, and were admitted to the grounds. Danielle shivered from the chill in the early evening air. They passed through an ornate gate and wound down a tree shaded lane. The compound had been a stately old home, but now the grass was dead and flower gardens lay barren. Mrs. Penowski turned off the engine and the truck shimmied to a halt beside the servant’s entrance at the rear of the house.

“Let’s get started,” Mrs. Penowski barked.

Danielle bent to pick up a cast iron pot, and grimaced. She stopped, squatted, drew a breath, and lifted again.

“That’s right,” Mrs. Penowski commented. “Now come with me.”

Danielle followed her employer through the door and placed the pot on a huge iron stove. After brief introductions with the resident staff, Danielle returned to the truck for the remaining items.

“There now, pretty one, pick up your step,” the butler called out, slapping her behind. “You’ll be all night at this pace.”

Danielle shot him a glacial look and moved swiftly out of his way. She ducked her head under the white bonnet she wore and fairly flew back to the truck. By the time she had completed her task, perspiration dampened her black dress and white apron. She no longer felt the chill in the night air.

Mrs. Penowski huddled with the resident help to orchestrate the event. Danielle could see that the woman had a critical, well-trained eye. Clearly she had served here before, and the staff was quick to follow her command. It seemed the Nazi general liked her cooking.

The dinner began. Danielle took her post at the sink, her hands submerged in steaming dishwater. Before long, she heard a familiar voice drifting from the dining room. She caught her breath. Heinrich.

A young man in service at the estate whisked through the door carrying a stack of dirty china plates. She turned to relieve him of his armload, and through the open door, she saw Heinrich.

Danielle caught her breath, but she quickly registered every detail. Heinrich so resembles Max, she thought, her heart aching for what Max must have endured. He bore the family’s trademark chiseled features, though the tilt of his strong jaw was arrogant, whereas Max’s fine bone structure had appeared aristocratic. Fair skinned, muscular, blond, and blue-eyed, Heinrich favored the German side of the family.

She could hear him now, speaking perfect German with a superior officer, who sounded pleased with Heinrich’s reports. She turned her back. The entire scene sickened her.

The dinner droned on. Danielle scrubbed and hefted more pots and dishes than she had ever imagined possible, but the work didn’t deter her. Once dinner concluded, she knew that the men would excuse themselves to cigars and cognac, while the ladies in attendance would remain separate. Sometimes couples slipped away for a moment alone under personal auspices, before returning to their respective groups. Danielle had observed this old custom many times. Her only chance lay in this predictable tradition.

From her pocket she pulled a note she had written earlier, she gave it to a footman. “One of the ladies passed this to me for a gentleman. Take it to him, please,” she said, indicating Heinrich.

When the dinner ended, she slipped outside. Heinrich waited on the darkened verandah. She pulled her bonnet over her eyes and approached him from behind.

He turned expectantly but his face fell at the sight of a servant girl.

“Hello, Heinrich.” She greeted him in German.

“Who the devil are you?” He placed two fingers under her chin and lifted her face to him. A shaft of moonlight illuminated her face. He gaped at her.

“It’s me. Danielle.”

“What are you doing here?” His eyes narrowed and paled to a transparent blue.

“How lovely to see you again, too,” she replied. “I have news for you.”

A malicious grin played at the corners of his thin mouth. “You’ve come all this way to tell me Max is dead.”

Though his words struck her, Danielle managed to feign surprise. “So you know.”

“Don’t underestimate our intelligence.” He looked disparagingly at her; he seemed cocky and confident.

“And don’t underestimate mine,” she shot back. How she hated him. “I know he was on his way to meet you. Did you shoot him?”

Heinrich grinned broadly. “No, but he deserved it. Our family was fine until he brought you onto the scene.”

“I often suspected you didn’t like me, Heinrich. You sabotaged me too many times. You thought you were being so slick, so subversive.” She squared her shoulders. “As for Max, I am surprised only at your lack of remorse.”

“Max was a fool,” he muttered. “Especially for marrying you. He could have done so much better.” His eyes gleamed with spite.

She ignored his contemptuous remark, though it struck her to the core. I cannot let him hurt me, she thought, struggling to maintain her composure. “Max was an honorable man and he died a hero.”

“He couldn’t even save his own child.” He spat out the words. “Couldn’t even find his precious little Nicky.”

Hatred flared within her, blinding her reasoning. She advanced toward him, her hand flying to his face. She slapped him hard, savoring the sting on his face. There, I’ve wanted to do that for years.

He reeled. “So, you’re here to find Nicky.” He touched his jaw. “You think that’s the way to get me to talk?”

Fury coursed through her veins like hot molten lava. “You will tell me where Nicky and Sofia are.”

“Why should I?” he sneered.

Danielle smiled sweetly. “If you don’t, I’ll go to your superior officer and tell him I’m your wife, and Nicky is our son. Your Jewish son, you bastard.”

He took a step back as if she’d slapped him again. “Who’d believe you?” he said with a nervous laugh.

She looked up at him, still smiling. She had him right where she wanted him. She moved closer, her lips touching his ear as she spoke softly. “Perhaps you remember Sofia’s birthday party at the lake last spring. Max took a lot of photos with his new camera, Heinrich. Of you and me and Nicky. All of us together. We looked so friendly. I even sent some pictures to my mother. I’m sure you remember, in fact, I have them with me.” She patted her pocket.

“They won’t believe you.”

“Maybe not, but it will tarnish your image, won’t it?” She could see fury flashing in his cool eyes, like a dog that knew when it was cornered.

“What do you want?”

“Good, we understand one another.” She hesitated, aware of the scarce minutes slipping away. Mrs. Penowski would miss her soon. Her heart pounded. She still needed to know so much. “I want Nicky and Sofia. Where are they?”

Heinrich’s features twisted into a salacious grin. “Wouldn’t we both like to know?” He extracted a pack of cigarettes from his pocket.

Danielle slapped it from his hand, sending cigarettes flying across the verandah. “Where are they?” she demanded, grabbing his hand. Damn him to hell! And I haven’t much time before someone discovers us. Her nails dug into his skin, drawing blood.

He cried out, wresting from her grip. He put his hand to his mouth. “They disappeared. I tried to find them, but I couldn’t.”

“You’re lying,” she snapped. “Don’t lie to me, Heinrich. Where are they?” She lifted her chin and her eyes bored into his. “I’ll do it, Heinrich, I swear to God I’ll do it. I have the photographs. Tell me the truth. Now.”

“Shhh!” He glanced behind him. “I swear, Danielle, I swear this is the truth.” He drew a deep breath, clearly anxious to get away from her before another officer stumbled out the door and found them. “I didn’t want to tell you, not like this, but Nicky and Sofia are dead.”

His words rushed in her ears and she felt her heart pound wildly. “I–I don’t believe you.” She stared at him, but he didn’t flinch. “It can’t be.”

Hatred spread across Heinrich’s face and his eyes glowed with morbid satisfaction.

“Sofia was shot with Nicky in her arms.” Heinrich said. “They’re both dead. It’s over. Destroy the photos, go away. You have no place here.”

He finished speaking, but Danielle stood frozen in shock. Her face drained of color, until it felt as white as her bonnet in the eerie moonlight.

Heinrich just stared at her, an expression of pity mixed with fear and hatred.

Still, Danielle stared at him. “Don’t you even feel shame? Is this your idea of a glorious war?” She saw him nervously clench and unclench his hands, just as he had when he was a teenager and was caught lying.

Danielle sensed his vulnerability and she seized upon it. I must know everything. “How do you know they’re dead?”

“How do I know?” A sardonic grin contorted his face. “I killed them, Danielle. I did it, I shot them both.” He thumped his chest with his fist. “Through the heart.”

Infuriated, Danielle balled her fist and struck him in the face as hard as she could.

He reeled, then caught her wrist and twisted her arm. “Go now,” he hissed, his face reddening with rage. “They’re all dead, I tell you. Go away.” He shoved her away and she hit the floor with a thud, her hands scraping the rough wooden planks. He glared at her, then whirled around and stalked through the door.

Danielle sat stunned, her hands burning and bloodied from the fall. Heinrich’s horrible words echoed in her mind, while Nicky and Sofia’s death cries reverberated in her soul. No, no! she screamed in her mind.

Mrs. Penowski pushed open the door. “My God, girl, what happened to you?” She looked at Danielle and shook her head. “I can guess what happened here. I knew you were too pretty for your own good. Well, nothing more to do about it.” She helped Danielle to her feet. “Come on, clean yourself up. I need you in the kitchen. We’ll be out of here soon, I promise you that.”

Danielle stood, shaky on her feet. She didn’t resist, didn’t dare tell Mrs. Penowski anything different than what the woman thought she had deduced. But what did I expect? she thought numbly.

The rest of the night passed in a haze, and Danielle strained to complete her work.

Mrs. Penowski helped her load the truck, and wagged her head periodically on the long drive home.

“I won’t be back to work, Mrs. Penowski,” Danielle told her when they returned to the village.

“I didn’t think you would be, dear.”

Oscar had parked around the corner, waiting for her. When Danielle returned, she told him the entire story before getting into the car. He listened, his rheumy eyes glistening with tears, holding Danielle as her words choked and shook her.

Before today, neither of them had dared to mention the unspeakable.

“Sofia was so ill,” she sobbed. “The poor woman...to die that way.” She recalled her vision at the hospital and realized that it had not been her imagination. “But Nicky...as evil as Heinrich is,” she sobbed, “how could he have killed an innocent little boy?” How could it be?

“Where will you go?” Oscar gently prodded.

“I’m going back to France,” she said between sobs. “I’ve got to get my baby daughter. I don’t know where I’ll go, but I can’t stand it here, Oscar. The smell of death is everywhere. How can you stay?”

“It’s still my home,” he said sadly.

Oscar made the arrangements and the next day she boarded the train as Frau Werner, once again wearing the yellow flower on her hat and the brightly colored scarf, and clutching her fraudulent passport and traveling documents.

“I suppose I won’t ever see you again,” Oscar said.

Danielle embraced him. “You have my love and appreciation, Oscar, for your efforts and devotion to my family. I know Sofia and Max appreciated it, as do I.”

“Sofia was a great lady. And your husband and son, what a fine family you had. Don’t ever forget that.”

“I shall never forget any of this.” Danielle gritted her teeth. “Never.”
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The voice behind her was a mere whisper. “Pardon, Madame von Hoffman?”

Danielle had just entered the wide square of the Place Vendôme, and had spied Nazi soldiers guarding the entry of the Hôtel Ritz, where occupying German forces had taken up residence. Were her parents still there? Her heart beat wildly in her chest. Slowly she swung around.

“Oui?” She recognized the Ritz hotelier’s uniform.

“Wait here,” the dark-haired man said, then made his way past her into the hotel.

Danielle watched as Nazis paraded in and out of the hotel, many with German wives, and others with slender young French women extravagantly clothed.

Minutes turned to an hour, and Danielle tried to look nonchalant. The Ritz had been requisitioned and was now under German control, as were many of the grand palace hotels in Paris, including the Georges V, Le Meurice, Lutetia, Crillon, and others. Only the Ritz allowed civilians to stay, and only with Luftwaffe commander-in-chief Hermann Goering’s approval.

Danielle pursed her lips. Most likely, her parents had been moved from the hotel on the order of some Nazi officer who wanted their lovely suite. Paris was a mess of fear and confusion and armed soldiers, but at least it had been spared the Luftwaffe air attack that had decimated Poland. She prayed her parents were safe.

She noticed an elegant woman attired in a couture suit, layers of pearls, and a chic black hat. It was Mademoiselle Chanel, who was known as Coco, the couturière who lived at the Ritz near her rue Cambon atelier, which was now closed. She sucked in her breath. Marie knew her quite well. Did she dare approach her? Averting her face, she decided she would wait as she’d been told.

Suddenly a man brushed past her, his hat pulled low over his eyes. “Follow me,” he said in a low voice.

After a brief backward glance at the Ritz, she began to follow him at a distance. He darted into an alley beside a brasserie, and motioned for her.

“We’ve been waiting for you,” he said, his accent that of an aristocrat.

“Who are you and where are my parents?”

Instead of answering her, the man withdrew a handful of letters from his jacket, with the address of her brother clipped to the top. “The concierge, a friend of your parents, managed to keep these for you.”

“Where are they?” she demanded, concern rising in her voice.

Evading her question again, he motioned to a delivery truck that had slowed to an idle at the end of the alley. “Get in the truck, and you will be transported safely.”

“Where?”

A shadow of sadness crossed his face. “To your family, at your brother’s apartment, but you must hurry.”

Danielle kissed him on both cheeks, then turned and walked briskly to the truck. The door opened for her, she climbed in, and the young man behind the wheel gave her a sharp nod. “Better we don’t talk,” he mumbled, looking away from her.

Danielle glanced at the letters. One was from Abigail, another from Cameron, and two from Jon, all received before Paris had been occupied. Jon had written, just as he had promised. His first letter was confident, but in his second letter he wrote that one of his close friends had been killed and he had written to the parents. What do you say? he wrote, What can you possibly say to ease their pain?

Next she opened Abigail’s letter. She had returned to Los Angeles, and wrote in detail about her charity work. Cameron’s letter held a few words of sympathy for Max, and congratulations on Jasmin’s birth. Danielle smiled at his thoughtfulness.

As they drove, she heard shouts in German from the street outside. How strange it was to hear this in Paris.

She was so anxious to hold Jasmin and to see her parents. A rush of raw emotion engulfed her as memories of Nicky and Sofia and Max flooded her mind. Rubbing her throbbing temples, she closed her eyes, thankful to be so close to the comfort of her parents and Jean-Claude, even though Paris was occupied, even though she dreaded what that occupation meant.

Upon arriving at her brother’s building, she walked upstairs to her brother’s flat, where the door swung open. A neighbor greeted her, a Spanish nurse name Christina. “Danielle? Why, your hair is so dark, I almost didn’t recognize you. Come in,” she said, embracing her.

Danielle returned her embrace. Glancing over Christina’s shoulder, she noticed the apartment was brimming with flowers. A special celebration, perhaps. “Where is everyone?” Christina often watched Liliana when Jean-Claude and Hélène went out.

Christina lifted her hand to her mouth and stared at her.

Danielle put her bag down and shrugged out of her jacket. “Where is Jasmin?”

Christina hesitated. “In Liliana’s room.”

“Good, I’ve got to see her.” Danielle hurried through the hallway and pushed the bedroom door open.

Jasmin was sleeping in Liliana’s old bassinet. Relief surged through her. My baby is safe. She stroked Jasmin’s fine hair and bent to kiss her smooth cheek. She smelled like sweet milk, and Danielle smiled sadly her. She would never know her brother or her father.

Danielle tiptoed out and closed the door. She walked through the hallway, passing the small kitchen. Flower arrangements were everywhere, even by the sink. Everything seems so odd, she thought, massaging her temples. Or is it just me?

Danielle sat on the sofa and Christina joined her, placing two etched crystal glasses and a bottle of sherry on the table before them. “I thought you might like a drink,” said Christina. “Are you hungry?”

Danielle shook her head. “No, just tired. Sherry would be nice, though. Why all the flowers, Christina? Good Lord, there are so many irises it looks as if someone–” Danielle stopped. Died, she started to say. “Did Maman and Papa have a party?”

Christina poured the sherry, then handed a glass to Danielle. “Then, you don’t know?”

“Know what?”

Christina spilled the sherry as she lifted it to her lips. “Weren’t you with your uncle in Grasse?”

“Why?”

Christina looked distressed. “Didn’t you receive my telegram?”

“No, I must have just missed it.”

“And you haven’t seen the newspapers?”

“No. Christina, what’s wrong?” Blood drained from her face and her hands suddenly went cold. Irises. The floral arrangements were full of irises.

Christina drained her glass. “Dios mio, you’d better drink your sherry. It’s about your family,” she began, grasping Danielle’s hand. She spoke gently, explaining that there had been an accident, a car explosion, on the day that Marie and Hélène had met her father for lunch for his birthday.

Danielle sat stunned. The words washed over her and an eerie calm set in. She grew cold, and it seemed as if her soul had separated from her body, as if she were watching herself through a shadowy haze in a horrible play. She drained her sherry and swallowed hard. Suddenly, the scent of flowers overwhelmed her with the putrid stench of sympathy. Irises. Funeral flowers.

Christina took a drink of sherry. “The police deduced that the bomb had been intended for your father’s partner, Louis LeBlanc, a Nazi sympathizer.”

Danielle winced and gripped the arm of the sofa.

“Your father and Hélène were killed immediately.”

Danielle gasped as a sharp, vise-like pain seized her chest. No, no, no! she screamed in her mind. “And my mother?”

“Your mother survived, gracias a Dios. It was a miracle. She is in the bedroom resting, though she is not, how do I say? She is not really with us, the shock was too much for her.”

The room swirled around, closing in on her. Danielle gasped, gagging on the stench of rotting flowers. Irises: the flower of condolences, the flower of the dead. Her mind was a rushing torment of emotion. A clock ticked in the kitchen, yet with each passing minute, her life, and those whom she loved, ebbed away. Where would it all end?

Christina poured another glass of sherry. Danielle pressed it to her lips, her hands shaking.

“I’m sorry, Danielle, but there’s more I must tell you,” Christina said. “When your mother was in the hospital recovering, I asked to be assigned to her. The day after the accident, Jean-Claude appeared at the hospital with Liliana and Jasmin. He looked half-crazed,” she said, her eyes widening. “He visited with your mother, then begged me to look after the girls, saying he had something urgent to attend to.”

Christina shook her head, her distress escalating. “Jean-Claude had returned to the apartment, and left a note asking us to care for Marie and the girls until you returned. He told us you were ill and couldn’t travel. He said if you hadn’t returned by the end of the month to wire your uncle Philippe.”

“Oh, no, no, no.” Danielle covered her face with her hands. “Christina, where is Jean-Claude?”

Christina wrung her hands as she spoke, tears welling in her eyes. “I’m so sorry to tell you this,” she sobbed. “We found him in the basement. He put a bullet through his head.”

“Suicide?” The word tasted strange on her tongue.

“He left a letter for you,” Christina added, motioning toward a stack of envelopes on the étagère. “Jean-Claude made the burial arrangements for your father and Hélène before he took his life. There’s also a letter marked ‘Urgent.’ It just came for you, hand-delivered.”

Danielle fought the urge to scream, to snatch Jasmin and race from the flat. But where could I run? Instead, she rubbed her forehead and tried to think clearly. “Maman, my poor dear maman. I wish I’d been here with her.”

“Amazingly, her injuries were minor.” Christina pulled a handkerchief from a pocket and dabbed her eyes. “But she’s under sedation, Danielle. I’m afraid the natural defenses of the mind have taken over. She seems oblivious to the tragedy. Most of the time she’s quiet, but occasionally she chatters pleasantly about you and Jean-Claude, or new decorations for the house. In time, she might recover, but it’s hard to predict the outcome for patients after they’ve had a nervous breakdown.”

Danielle nodded, struggling to assimilate the details. She stood and crossed to the window, peering out at the street below. She felt disembodied, as if she were watching the scene in the apartment unfold from a perch high overhead. How could it be?

She blinked back hot tears. First Max, then Nicky and Sofia. Now her father, and Jean-Claude and Hélène. Malheur ne vient jamais seul. Misfortune never comes alone. Did God have no mercy? She heaved a great sigh. But what was done, was done. She couldn’t bring them back. She had no time to cry now. Not anymore. She had the girls to think about. And her mother. Somehow, she found her voice. “Can my mother be cared for at home?” she asked.

Christina nodded.

“Can she travel?”

“I think so.”

Danielle chewed her lip. “And how is Liliana?”

“Pobrecita. She needs you, poor little one. She suffers from melancholia. But she’s young, she’ll recover with your love.”

“As soon as I can, I’m taking them to Grasse.” Danielle glanced around the flat. “I assume there is much to do here.”

“Not really. Jean-Claude mentioned that your parents’ house has already been foreclosed upon by your father’s bank, and that your uncle will handle the remainder of the estate.”

“Of course.” Danielle leaned against the wall, gazing outside the window. The smell of irises was nauseating.

Christine stood. “I really must go. Will you be all right?”

Danielle shook her head. “But thank you for looking after my baby.” Danielle lifted the window sash to air the room. She gulped a breath of air. “Actually, I’ll be better as soon as I get rid of these damned flowers,” she muttered to herself.

After Christina had gone, Danielle picked up the letters. She recognized Jean-Claude’s hasty scrawl and opened his letter.

My dear Danielle, it began. Forgive me, but I cannot live with what I have done. It was a horrible accident, and I was responsible. Philippe will tell you everything. Please look after Liliana for me, and let her know I will always love her. As I do you, my dear sister. May God bless and protect you, Jean-Claude.

His words didn’t make sense to her. How could he have been responsible for the accident? Danielle choked and wiped her eyes. She thumbed through the rest of the letters, mostly from friends of her parents. One was marked Urgent. She remembered Christina had said it had just arrived. She tore it open.


You don’t know me, but I was a friend of your brother. 


Danielle sat down.

If you see F.W., tell her someone is looking for her in Paris. She must leave the city without delay. The letter was signed: Françoise.

F.W., Frau Werner. Panic seized her throat. The Nazis were on her trail.

Danielle picked up Jean-Claude’s letter and read it again. Philippe will tell you everything. Is he involved in the Resistance, too? she wondered. And who is Françoise? Danielle’s mind swirled with questions.

But she knew one thing. The Nazis had traced her. Courtesy of Heinrich, no doubt. She prayed that Oscar had been spared.

She glanced at the letter again. We must leave now. Tonight.

But she knew it would be a simple matter of time before she was traced to Grasse. Where could they go? Her head pounded with terror. The Nazis might be watching her even now. She stood and backed away from the window.

Suddenly she remembered Abigail’s letter. She snatched her purse and rifled through it. She ripped open Abigail’s letter and scanned it, taking note of her address. Abigail had once offered to help them if they ever came to America.

That was it, Danielle decided. She’d find a way to go to America, and then to Los Angeles. But how? She bit her lip and thought. Philippe. Somehow, he was involved. Perhaps he could help. Danielle glanced at her bag, still sitting by the front door. If they hurried, they could make the last train.

Danielle strode to the window. There, in the street below, stood young, skinny German soldiers in their green uniforms, shouldering guns. The haricots verts, the French disparagingly called them. The string beans. Were they waiting for her? She yanked the curtains shut.

Danielle hurried to the master bedroom and opened the door. Her mother and Liliana lay sleeping on the bed. Her mother’s hair, normally in a neat coiffure, lay tangled on the pillow; her face had a greyish pallor and looked drawn and lined. Danielle sighed; she hardly recognized Marie.

Liliana stirred. On silent feet, the waif-like four-year-old scrambled off the bed and ran to Danielle. Marie didn’t move.

“Shhh,” Danielle said, and guided Liliana down the hallway to the sitting room.

Liliana hugged her tightly. “My maman and papa went away and they aren’t coming back. Will you be my maman now?” Liliana asked. Her vivid green Bretancourt eyes, the mirror image of Danielle’s, were wide and desperate.

“Of course,” Danielle whispered, smoothing the little girl’s soft blond hair, but the words caught in her throat. She kissed Liliana on the forehead. “You and Jasmin will be my girls, and I’ll take good care of you. First we’ll go to Grasse to see Uncle Philippe, and then we’ll all go to America. Would you like that?”

“If...if you want to.”

“Indeed I do, and you’ll like it, too, once we’re settled. We’ll be safe there, we’ll go to a city called Los Angeles.” She thought of Abigail and Cameron. “I have friends there.”

“Los Angeles,” Liliana repeated. “The angels, like Christina says in Spanish. Is it like heaven? Maman and Papa are in heaven now.” She looked down at her bare feet. “I miss them.”

“We all do. But now we have to make our own little heaven on earth.” Danielle squeezed her eyes shut and hugged her niece. “Liliana, I need your help now. I need you to help me with my mother and Jasmin. You’ll have to be a big girl now. Can you do that? Will you help me?”

Liliana nodded, her face pale and serious.

“Good. There’s no reason why we have to stay here any longer, and it will be so nice to see Uncle Philippe. In fact, they’re harvesting on the farm and you can watch. I thought we’d all go tonight.”

“Tonight? All of us?”

“We’re a family now, Liliana.” Danielle hugged her again. “And I’ll never, never leave you alone.”

When she opened the front door to leave, she saw a note pinned to it. Go to the rear entrance. Danielle quickly herded the girls and Marie down the stairs, where the young boy in the delivery truck met them.

“We’re taking the train,” she began to say.

“You can’t. But I have permission for deliveries to and from Paris.” He motioned for them to squeeze into a shallow hidden compartment. They climbed in, not another word was spoken.

* * *

Early the next morning, Danielle walked into the kitchen and found Philippe at his table drinking coffee.

“I didn’t expect you to be up so early,” he said. “You arrived so late last night, I thought you’d need more rest.”

“I couldn’t sleep,” she said, pouring coffee for herself. She turned to her uncle. “I heard you on your short-wave radio last night.”

He shrugged. “Just a hobby.”

“You were speaking to Paris and Marseilles.”

Philippe raised his eyes to her. “Danielle, we need to talk, and I’d rather not do it here. I called my midwife friend, the one who delivered Jasmin. She’s upstairs with Liliana now. She can look after the girls and Marie for a while. I thought we could saddle the horses, take a ride, and speak privately along the way, just like we used to do. Some of your old riding gear is still in your closet. Are you feeling up for it?”

Danielle lifted a brow, and glanced questioningly at him, but knowing her uncle, she replied, “I’ll change right away.”

“Good. I need to check on the receipt of raw material—sandalwood oil—from India. Afterwards, we can look over the fields.”

Minutes later, Danielle came downstairs wearing her old beige riding pants, tall black leather boots, and a black jacket. “I’m ready, Philippe.”

He rose and put his hands on her shoulders. “Good. I know that you are.”

The summer morning shone clear and bright, and as they rode, they talked as they surveyed fields of rose, lavender, and tuberose, the fresh aromas caressing the morning air.

Philippe pulled on the reins of his old bay gelding. “Let’s stop here,” he called to Danielle.

Danielle slowed her dappled grey horse to a trot. They came to a stop on a knoll above the farm and the chateau.

Philippe stroked his horse’s mane. “I wish you could stay for the jasmine harvest.”

Danielle shook her head. “We’ve got to leave. I’m determined to take my family, or what remains of it, as far from Europe as possible. If only you’d come with us.”

“Before harvest is complete? You know better than that, Danielle.”

She frowned. “You’re just like Max, putting business before family. Look where it got us.”

“That was different, Danielle,” Philippe said quietly. “I must stay here.”

Danielle whirled in her saddle. “Why, Philippe? What is it that binds you so to this land that you’d risk your life for it?”

Philippe looked at her. “You’re angry, and that’s good. Anger will give you the strength you need.”

“Philippe, you know I haven’t much time. Jean-Claude left me a letter. He said that you had something to tell me.”

“I do.” He cleared his throat. “It’s about the accident.”

“What more is there to say?” Danielle’s words tasted bitter in her mouth. “It’s over. Nothing can bring them back.”

“Your brother set the bomb.”

Danielle’s mouth opened, and at first, no words came out. Had
her uncle gone mad? “That’s preposterous.”

“You knew Jean-Claude was working for the underground.”

Danielle gasped. “But, but how did you know?”

“I recruited him.”

Danielle slumped in her saddle. “No, Philippe, don’t tell me you are behind this.”

“I want you to know what happened, the reason behind it, and why Jean-Claude took his life.”

“Does it matter now?”

“Someday it will matter to Liliana, and you must tell her that her parents died for a noble cause.” He touched Danielle on the shoulder. “I share your pain, Danielle. Their blood is on my hands. If I have the courage to live with this, then you must have the courage to listen and try to understand.”

Danielle steadied her horse. “Go on.”

Philippe went on to tell her how fervent Jean-Claude’s beliefs had been, how he had helped hundreds of refugees to safety, and how he had developed a specialty in explosives. “He was quite good with his hands.”

Danielle nodded sadly. “He would have made a fine surgeon. He always wanted to save lives.”

“Yes, and he succeeded. He saved many lives, Danielle. Unfortunately, his last mission went awry. Françoise, his partner, gave me the details. Your parents and Hélène were not supposed to have been in that car. The target was LeBlanc and another board member. They succeeded with LeBlanc, and it has crippled the flow of funds into fascist coffers. Jean-Claude accomplished part of his mission.” Philippe’s eyes grew moist. “But he could not live with the knowledge of what he had done to Hélène, Marie, and Edouard.”

“Why do you tell me this now, Philippe?”

“Because Françoise wanted to meet you and give you her condolences in person.” He motioned beyond them on the path. An attractive woman with short henna-red hair stepped from the bushes and walked toward them.

“You’re Françoise?” Danielle’s tone was clipped.

She nodded. “I wanted to tell you how sorry I am for your loss. Your brother and I often worked together, and he never would have endangered your family. He was a careful man. A man of high principles.” Tears swelled in her eyes. “We all miss him. I just wanted you to know that if you need my help, I’m here.”

“Françoise arranged your traveling documents to Poland,” Philippe said. “And arranged your passage here.”

“Come closer.” Danielle’s voice softened and she reached down to shake her hand. “Then you have already helped me. And thank you for the warning yesterday.” She turned to Philippe. “You’re both to be commended. You’re quite brave. Are there many of you?”

“Quite a few,” Philippe said. “But we always need more people, more money, and more arms.” His steady gaze held Danielle’s. “We must all fight this war, Danielle, each of us in our own way. My place is here. What do the Nazis want with an old perfumer in the country? They have no immediate plans to occupy the south of France. We can endure the Vichy government. We can help people get out of France through Marseilles, Toulon, and maybe Portugal. We’ll weaken their forces. And eventually, reclaim our country.”

Danielle asked, “Do you really think you’ll be successful?”

Françoise spoke quietly. “We succeed one person at a time. We are committed to freedom, as was your brother.”

“Well, he’s free now, isn’t he?” Danielle bit her lip. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. First my husband and my son, then my family. And my mother–—I fear she’s not long for this world, either. All I have now is my daughter and my niece....” Her voice trailed off and she frowned, her gaze transfixed on the neat rows of flowers that stretched beneath them toward the horizon.

Suddenly, her path was clear, and she knew what she needed to do. It is time now. Danielle lifted her chin and straightened in her saddle.

“I have seen the destruction in Poland,” she continued. “I have seen villages destroyed and innocent people murdered. I can only imagine that it is the same in Holland and Belgium and elsewhere. And I refuse to remain on this God-forsaken continent, to be terrorized by Hitler’s racist regime. I’m moving to America, for my girls and my sanity. For our freedom. Still, I am one of you,” she added, her resolve hardening with determination. “I shall never forget you, and I promise that one day, I, too, will aid the Resistance.”

Philippe smiled at her. “Bravo, I believe you will. Now, about getting you out of France. We have an idea.”

* * *

The next evening, under the cloak of midnight, Danielle, along with her mother and the girls, boarded a fishing vessel in Marseilles bound for Lisbon. When they reached Portugal, Danielle followed Philippe’s directions and found a ship sailing for New York. She paid an enormous price to book passage for the four of them. Philippe had given her some money, and she had taken her mother’s jewelry from Paris, but Danielle knew their funds wouldn’t last long.

Danielle stood by the rail at the bow of the ship, holding Liliana’s hand and Jasmin in her other arm. Marie sat behind them, rocking, a vague expression on her face and a blanket around her shoulders. Danielle tried to shake the trepidation she had about their crossing, and her horrible memories from the year before.

The sea churned under turbulent skies as the great ship cast off. The wind howled and whipped her hair wildly about her shoulders. Danielle braced herself against the elements, her expression resolute. As a sharp prick of salty spray spattered across her brow, she thought of Max and Jon, and her feelings for both of them, then recalled the vow she had made to Philippe and Françoise.

And as she did, she thought of Heinrich and his heinous crimes of war. She thought of her family, of the loved ones she had lost. They were casualties of war, all of them. She glanced at her mother and the girls. Especially the living. 


But I will never concede defeat.


She lifted her chin to the wind, the damp teakwood and salty algae smell of the sea filling her mind with exhilarating possibilities.
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Danielle stood in the middle of a squalid one-room apartment near downtown Los Angeles. The rank smell of rancid grease and human feces hung in the air. She wrinkled her nose. Fried food and diapers, Danielle thought, pinpointing the aromas. Only the price of the room was right.

She remembered the French francs she’d exchanged that morning, and how few U.S. dollars she’d received in return. She swallowed her pride and turned to the landlord of the Bradley Arms building. “It will do.”

The landlord chomped on a cheap-smelling cigar and held out a beefy hand. “Cash,” he said in a loud voice. “In real money, American. The green stuff.”

Does he think I’m an idiot just because I have an accent? She opened her purse, counted the bills, and handed him the exact change.

He raised his bushy brows, scratched his belly through his undershirt, and counted the money out loud. “The rent is due weekly, paid in advance.” He raised his voice again. “If you’re more’n one day late, you’re out. Understand?”

“Perfectly.” And does he think I can’t understand English unless spoken at high volume? She held out her gloved hand. “May I have the key please?”

He fished into his pocket and produced two grimy keys. A smirk spread across his face as he handed her a key. “I’ll keep the other one.”

“Fine.” Danielle sniffed. Note, change the lock. She dropped the key in her purse and snapped it shut. “That will be all, thank you.”

The landlord shuffled out the door, muttering to himself.

Danielle let out a sigh of relief and bolted the door after him. She removed her black felt beret, peeled off her white cotton gloves, and rolled up the sleeves of her black and white checked cotton blouse. “A good cleaning and airing is all this place needs,” she said to herself, though she had her doubts.

She forced open a warped window. The sounds and smells of the busy street two floors below wafted in. A cacophony of foreign languages rose on the wind, some Asian, some Eastern European. Pungent spices Danielle recognized as dominant in Indian and Mexican cooking punctuated the breeze as it lifted the faded gingham curtains from the wooden sill.

She had chosen this room because it was relatively spacious and could accommodate all of them. The space wasn’t an apartment really, but a large single room. Sparsely furnished, it contained only the bare necessities: a bureau, three lumpy beds, and four rickety chairs. A single sink and an old icebox were all that marked one corner as the kitchen.

She found a rusted can of soap powder in a cabinet. Tackling the sink first, she scrubbed until the battered porcelain approached an acceptable shade of white. She fashioned a kitchenette in the corner behind a screen, with a table that would double for food preparation and dining.

At last, she surveyed her handiwork with grim determination. It’s not much, but it will have to do, she thought.

* * *

“Here we are.” Danielle stepped out of Abigail’s Packard automobile in front of the Bradley Arms building. She peered up. The eaves were peeling, the white brick dirty. A radio blared from an open window. With little Jasmin in her arms, and Liliana and Marie trailing her, she started up the steps.

Abigail’s mouth dropped open. “Danielle, you can’t be serious. You can’t live here.”

Danielle’s neck grew warm and she swung around, acutely embarrassed. “It’s what we can afford for now.”

“Good Lord, had I known—”

“Abigail, please. We’ll be fine.” Danielle reached for the front door and went in. “Our room is on the second floor.” The carpet underfoot was threadbare, the banister rickety, the walls smudged with hundreds of dirty handprints. Danielle shuddered. “Liliana, don’t touch anything.”

Abigail took a bundle of sheets and towels and pillows that she no longer needed from the car and picked her way up the stairs.

Danielle swung open the door to their room. “This is it, our new home.”

Liliana sniffed and made a face. “What’s that smell?”

Danielle hurried to open the window. “We’ll take care of that odor soon enough.”

“I should hope so,” Abigail said. She glanced behind her. “Danielle, where’s Marie going?”

“Mon Dieu!” Danielle whisked past Abigail into the hallway, Jasmin still in her arms. Her mother had taken to wandering away on board the ship. “Maman, Maman?” She spotted her at the end of the hall. “Maman, come this way, this is our room.”

Marie turned slowly, her eyes vacant, her hair in disarray. Danielle grabbed her by the arm and led her back into their room to the bed. “Here, sit down and rest. I’ll make a nice cup of tea for you.”

Marie made no reply.

Abigail put down her bundle and reached for the baby, a wistful look crossing her face. “I’ll take Jasmin while you see to your mother.”

“Thanks, Abigail. Have a seat, I’ll make tea. There’s a kettle here somewhere.” Danielle bit her lip and bent to search through the cabinet. Extracting the kettle, she filled it with water and put it on the hotplate.

Abigail sat at the table, her expression sympathetic. Liliana scrambled onto a chair next to her. “Danielle, I wish you’d let me help you. Jon said to make sure you were comfortable. Why, this place—”

“This will be fine, Abigail. I don’t want to talk about it.” And she didn’t want to talk about Jon. She felt so conflicted about what she felt for him, while she was still grieving for Max, and now, for her family. Danielle turned from the hotplate and her heart sank. She’d snapped at Abigail, who was only trying to help. But after three days at Abigail’s small, though posh home in Beverly Hills, she knew she’d have to find other lodging. “Forgive me, Abigail.”

Abigail waved her hand. “You’ve had a long journey, Danielle. Crossing the Atlantic, the train across the states, moving your family. I know it hasn’t been easy. If it’s money you need, I can help.”

“No, I can manage, thank you.” As soon as the words left her mouth, Danielle was sorry. She sounded just like Max. Charity, that’s what he had called people’s kind-hearted attempts to help them. A rush of guilt tore through her. Now she understood how Max had felt.

The pot began to whistle. Danielle removed it from the hotplate, measured out tea, then poured boiling water into chipped cups she’d found in the cabinet. She sat down, glad to be off her feet. Abigail was right, the journey had been exhausting. But I’ve no time to rest. Her funds were running out fast. And I certainly can’t afford the luxury of pride. Reaching across the table, she touched Abigail’s hand. “Maybe you can help me find a job.”

Abigail’s eyes lit up. “As a matter of fact, I spoke to a friend, Clara, who owns an exclusive boutique on Wilshire Boulevard. All the celebrities shop at Clara’s.” She blushed. “And she’s expecting you tomorrow.”

* * *

The next morning Danielle awoke with the sun. She bathed and dressed in a brown tweed suit the London Women’s Society had given her. For a moment, she wished she had brought some of her mother’s chic couture clothes from Lanvin and Lucien Lelong, but they’d left Paris so quickly that all she’d had time to take was her jewelry. She dismissed the thought, thankful they’d managed to escape at all. She trailed a fresh floral perfume she’d created along her neck and wrists, honeysuckle and freesia with a touch of bergamot, she thought quickly, then hurried to prepare her family for the day.

She made breakfast, and Liliana helped her feed Jasmin. Liliana had celebrated her fifth birthday on board the ship. She had proven herself a calm, capable helpmate during their arduous journey.

“Make sure your grand-mère doesn’t leave the apartment, Liliana.” Danielle glanced at her mother, who sat smiling vaguely at her over a cup of coffee. She handed Liliana a piece of paper. “Here is our address, and the phone number of where I’ll be. You must keep it with you at all times.”

Liliana nodded and Danielle’s heart lurched. At that, there was a knock on the door.

Danielle opened it to a petite Mexican woman in a brightly embroidered cotton dress, which Danielle instantly admired for its detailed handiwork. Her dark hair gleamed in a tight glossy bun, and the most delicious aroma of roasted peppers and maize surrounded her like an exotic culinary aura. “I hope I’m not too late,” the woman said with a warm smile. “I had to get my children off to school.”

“You’re just in time, Anna.” She had met the woman yesterday, and had instantly liked her. The woman had agreed to look after her mother and the girls while she was out. After all, she thought wistfully, Maman is in no condition to be left alone. I hope she’ll be better after we’re settled.

As Danielle opened the door to leave, Marie called out to her. “Are you and Jean-Claude going to school, Danielle?”

Danielle sighed in resignation and gave Liliana a sad smile. “Yes, Maman. I’ll be back soon. You must not go out today. You need to stay home with Anna and rest.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll be fine,” Anna said.

Danielle checked Jasmin’s diaper once more, then gave Liliana a hug. “You’re my big girl, I’m counting on you.”

Half an hour later, Danielle stepped off the bus outside of Clara’s boutique. Although she had worked in her family’s business, she had never applied for a job. Her heart beat so loudly she feared Clara would hear it, too. She opened the heavy, beveled glass door to the shop.

A smile spread across her face. Abigail had mentioned that Clara had once lived in Paris. And it’s quite evident, Danielle thought, feeling very much at home. The shop was a replica of a fine Parisian boutique, from the Savonnerie rugs and crystal chandeliers, to the Louis XV marquetry reception desk. Extravagant clothes and precious accessories were displayed like fine art.

Clara appeared at the top of the curved staircase. “Bonjour.”

Danielle stared, momentarily awestruck.

Clara was tall and tanned. Her platinum hair curved over one eye, and fell in soft waves to her shoulders. She commanded the room, her gold bracelets clinking with each step. She moved with assurance and vitality. Amethyst chandelier earrings sparkled against her neck, and a silk jacquard scarf was draped across one shoulder, the long fringe trailing the stairs. “You must be Danielle,” she said, as she descended the stair.

Feeling self-conscious, Danielle glanced in the mirror. Her tweed suit was hopelessly outdated. Her dyed brown hair lacked luster, and her face, devoid of makeup, was alarmingly pale. She looked up at Clara, certain she had heard the glamorous woman make a small clucking noise under her breath.

Danielle stood tall and lifted her chin, determined to show herself well and prove herself worthy. She met Clara’s eyes in the mirror. And then Danielle saw Clara glance at her brilliant emerald and diamond wedding ring, which she still wore on her left hand. Clara cleared the last step and held out a manicured hand in greeting, a smile curving her lips.

“Bonjour,” Danielle said, shaking her hand.

They spoke a little, first in French, then in English. Clara seemed surprised. “You speak English beautifully,” she said to Danielle. “And I love the perfume you’re wearing.”

“Thank you, it’s one I’ve made.”

“Abigail told me you were a perfumer.”

They continued talking, and in a brisk, businesslike manner, Clara outlined the hours, work, and wages. “I’ll give you a try, but first, you must see Esmeralda, my head seamstress. She’ll have something for you to wear.”

“But I’m sure I have–”

“No, you don’t.” Clara looked at her directly in the eyes, and Danielle felt herself blush. “And I’m sure you wore your best outfit to interview today. Just follow me.”

Clara burst through a set of rear double doors. She introduced her to Esmeralda and spoke Spanish to the stout Mexican woman. Clara turned to Danielle. “Be here tomorrow morning at nine o’clock.”

After Clara left, Esmeralda brought out two dresses for Danielle to try on. One was a chic black silk sheath, the other made of a royal blue wool crepe fabric.

“I couldn’t possibly accept these,” Danielle said wistfully, stroking the fine, rich material.

Esmeralda put a hand on Danielle’s shoulder, her lined face crinkling into a warm smile. “Clara insists that her salespeople look stylish. We have an image to maintain. The nicer you look, the more customers will trust you, and the more you’ll sell.” She held the blue dress up to Danielle. “Besides, these dresses were worn before they were returned. We can’t sell them again, so you might as well have them.”

Somewhat embarrassed, Danielle hugged Esmeralda and murmured her thanks. Danielle left Clara’s filled with a mixture of relief and elation. My first job. She was on her way.

The next morning, she dressed in the blue wool crepe, and after Anna arrived to look after her family, she hurried to Clara’s, eager to begin.

Clara unlocked the door to let her in. “You’re early. I like that. Say, that’s a good color on you.” She put a finger to her chin. “You need accessories,” she announced. She strode across the room and plucked a scarf from a display, then scooped up a strand of costume pearls and a pair of pearl earrings. “Your color is striking.” She draped the scarf around Danielle’s neck. “You must accent it.” She stepped back.

“It’s lovely, Clara. But how about this?” Danielle turned to the mirror and rearranged the scarf, nestling the pearls within its folds.

“Yes, much better. You have a good eye.”

“Clara, thank you for everything.”

Clara held a hand up. “No need to thank me.” She brushed her platinum hair over her shoulder. “You might think I’m being nice, but it’s not that. I have a business to run, and with that accent, I’m betting you can charm my customers into buying vulgar amounts of clothing and jewelry. And if you don’t, you’ll have to find other work. Now, let’s get started.”

Danielle paid close attention to Clara’s manner with customers. By noon, Danielle was assisting customers and making sales.

That afternoon, Clara showed her the customer book, which outlined each customer’s purchase history, sizes, and preferences. Clara had saved photos and articles clipped from the society news pages. “You must remember and greet each person by name.” Danielle learned that most customers were established Los Angelenos, along with wealthy Europeans and Latin Americans, and a host of movie stars.

At the end of the day, Clara called Danielle to her office. “You have quite a sense of style, and you’re good with customers.” She peered at Danielle’s hair over the rim of her rhinestone glasses. “But you need a good hair styling. And what in heaven’s name is wrong with your hair color?”

Danielle’s face grew hot. “It’s growing out. I dyed it brown.”

“Whatever for? Well, never mind.” Clara scribbled a number on a piece of paper. “Call Roberto tomorrow. And don’t thank me again. You paid your way today with your sales.” She grinned. “Mrs. Groves spent a fortune following your advice.”

* * *

That evening, after Danielle had made potato soup for dinner, bathed Liliana and Jasmin, and put everyone to bed, she picked up a pencil, a pad of paper, and a small amber-colored bottle of perfume she had created in Philippe’s laboratory. She made her way downstairs and outside onto the front porch of the apartment building, settling on the creaky wooden steps under a dim overhead light. She gazed up at the clear night sky, deep in thought.

She had an idea.

With the war underway, perfume sales in Europe had plummeted. Danielle chewed on the tip of her pencil. Philippe had a surplus of material, and Danielle had several new formulas she had perfected. She thought of one in particular that she had named Chimère.

Max had always thought her interest in perfume a folly. She smiled sadly. Well, maybe it was, but I have to support my family now.

She needed to make more money, more than she ever could working at Clara’s. The Bradley Arms was no place to raise her girls, and her mother clearly needed medical help.

Danielle tapped her pencil on the pad. She had never started or run a business. But if others can do it, so can I, she thought.

She recalled how her mother had often assisted clients with the overall image of the final product, suggesting bottle designs, color schemes, and even names. “Our clients appreciate our insight,” Marie once said. “They are experienced in fashion and retailing, but we know the perfume business.”

Danielle had the perfume. Now she needed to create the packaging, image, and business plan. Although she had never really delved into this aspect of the business, she had often observed her mother and uncle and their clients at work.

Where to begin? Briefly stymied, she decided to work backward, first projecting the number of bottles she thought she could sell. She frowned. Surely Clara would agree to sell it at the boutique.

Next, Danielle estimated supplies and the time she thought it might take to sell her inventory. She calculated the cost of the fragrance compound, or ingredients, from Philippe. She could manage the rest of the processing and filling in the States, but she would need bottles. The beautiful bottles Max had produced sprang to mind. She squeezed her eyes against the memories of her husband that suddenly flooded her mind.

No! She steeled herself against her anguish and drew a deep breath. Where was I? Bottles. She recalled the people she and Max had met in New York, and made a note to call them. She frowned, considering the money she would need to purchase bottles and supplies. Money she didn’t have.

But there must be a way, and I will find it. While she worked, crickets chirped their evening serenade. The night air grew cool and Danielle pulled her sweater around her, oblivious to the late hour. She hunched over her pad and continued working. Once she had completed her cost, wholesale, and profit calculations, based on her projected sales, she turned her mind to the creative aspects of the project, the bottle design and packaging.

Danielle picked up the perfume. Opening it, she inhaled deeply. A fresh, uplifting mélange of Italian bergamot, mandarin, and raspberry that comprised the opening accord filled her nostrils with the carefree scents of spring. Her imagination soared with memories. Picnic baskets bursting with summer fruits on balmy Mediterranean beaches, summers spent on the Riviera, yacht parties, and the casino in Monte Carlo. The plain little bottle held the essence of the life she had known.

She inhaled again, closed her eyes, and allowed her mind to wander, to visualize the images the aroma evoked. Excitement coursed through her veins. She imagined a glamorous, luxurious lifestyle of exotic locales, mysterious lovers, sandy beaches, glittering parties, elegant gowns, and precious jewels.

And amidst it all, sumptuous bouquets of fabulous flowers, enchanting and romantic, intense aromas of pure, bridal white jasmine and sultry tuberose, and the heady, evocative aroma of rose. Seductive spices, clove with musk and patchouli, smoothed with sandalwood and vanilla, elegant and sensual, as stealthy as a lover in the night.

And finally, the warmest core of the amber blend emerged. She felt the connection to her soul, to her spirituality, and it filled her with serenity and misted her eyes.

This was Chimère.

Her eyes still closed, she breathed in the magical scent again and let herself slip farther into her dream world, where her creativity and imagination swirled and became one with the provocative aroma.

She moistened her lips. In her mind’s eye she saw vibrant colors, she heard a soaring symphony, she saw the colors of the music, and the shapes took form. She shuddered as the aroma touched the deepest core of her being. Her skin was hypersensitive, as if a lover trailed his fingers along her body. She touched her lips. Visions of Max, then Jon, floated before her.

Her eyes fluttered open, moist and hazy, yet ablaze with clarity. As if in a trance, Danielle picked up her pencil and began to sketch what she had seen and felt and recalled. She let her heart guide her pencil as she drew fluid, graceful lines of the bottle she envisioned, along with the elegant imagery for her perfume. The golden brocades, silken pouches, and exquisite presentations. She chewed her lip with dismay. And costly.

Finally, when the moon was high in the midnight sky, she sat back, sated, and studied her sketches. Her magical perfume was taking shape. But she needed money to begin.

She glanced at her wedding ring, the nearly flawless emerald and diamond ring that had belonged to Sofia’s mother, the ring Danielle had promised Max she’d never sell. She extended her hand. How it sparkles, even in the moonlight. Sadness trickled through her, and guilt tugged at her conscience.

She swallowed a lump in her throat.  But
I know what I must do.
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As soon as Jon’s train eased into the station, he saw his father. The trim figure of Nathan Newell-Grey towered above the crowd. Jon waved and hoisted his bag, wincing with pain as he did from the dislocated shoulder he had sustained in a skirmish. He’d been granted forty-eight hours leave, and he was glad to be home. He stepped from the train.

“Hello Father, Mother.” Jon greeted them with warm embraces.

Nathan frowned. “How’s the shoulder, son?”

“Not too bad, it’ll mend.”

“We’re so glad you’re home,” said his mother. She gave him a peck on the cheek. “Everyone is looking forward to seeing you.”

“I’d rather hoped for some rest, Mother.”

“Now Harriet,” his father said, “what did I tell you?”

His mother ignored them. “A few people might call by this afternoon, or this evening. Naturally, Victoria is quite anxious to see you.”

“I don’t mean to be rude,” Jon said, “but I rather wish you hadn’t broadcast my arrival.”

His father winked at him. “I dare say you’ll find a way around your mother’s scheme.”

They got into the car and Nathan started for home. Harriet chattered on about friends, but Jon’s thoughts drifted to Victoria.

He had always had a soft spot in his heart for Victoria, despite her stormy personality. Their parents were close friends, and he had fond childhood memories of country weekends, of horseback riding and snow skiing together. They had many friends in common, and he and Victoria had dated over the years.

But during his absence from London, working at the family’s office in Long Beach, California, Victoria had grown from a fun-loving, sporty girl into a gossipy society brat. Since he’d been gone, she had attended a highly touted finishing school, and her former charm for him had, for the most part, vanished. In its place was a slick new veneer. Yet, he could not deny that he still found her intriguing, much to his vexation. He wondered if she would develop the dignity, grace, and determination he found so attractive in Danielle.

Still, Victoria was charming. Her father spoiled her and men fawned over her. Accustomed to being the center of attention, her sparkling laugh could fill a room one minute, and in the next, her pale eyes might cloud with anger, turning her fine features brittle and sharp. Jon chuckled to himself. She certainly knew how to keep men on their toes.

His mother’s voice intruded on his thoughts. “So what do you think, Jon? Will there be an announcement this evening?”

Jon leaned forward. “Sorry, what was that?”

“Didn’t you hear a word I said? Most of your friends are calling by tonight. It would be a perfect time to announce your engagement.”

“Here we are,” his father interjected. He pulled the car in front of their home.

Jon shoved himself from the car. At that moment, the front door opened.

Victoria flew out to meet them, her blond hair cascading behind her. “Welcome home, Jon darling.” She flung her arms around him.

“Victoria, what a surprise.” He shook a finger at his mother over Victoria’s shoulder. With some reticence, he gave Victoria a perfunctory peck on the cheek, then pulled away. Still, she astounded him with her silvery, ethereal beauty. She had the largest, palest blue eyes he had ever seen, a true aquamarine blue, the shimmering blue of a brilliantly sunlit sea. Her figure was undeniably superb. She was tall and slender, with long shapely legs like those of a thoroughbred horse. A fitting description of her, Jon thought, a real thoroughbred. She was just as finicky and skittish, too.

Nathan shook his head at his wife. “In we go. Victoria, after you.” He shut the door behind them. “Now ladies, our young man might want to rest before taking part in any activities the two of you might have planned.”

Harriet’s face fell. “But Nathan, Victoria’s been waiting weeks to see Jon.”

Victoria lowered her long lashes. She looked marvelous in a dress the color of liquid silver, with icy aquamarines at her ears and ivory throat. “If you wish to rest, Jon, I’ll wait for you. But I can’t wait forever.” She licked her lips and raised her mournful eyes to him.

Jon made no response. Victoria’s in top form, he thought, heat gathering on the back of his neck.

Swiftly, his father cut in. “Give the lad time to catch his breath.”

“Excuse me while I freshen up.” Grateful to his father, Jon gave Victoria another peck on the cheek, then bounded up the stairs two at a time to his bedroom.

He had to admit that Victoria looked good. It would be easy to let himself be swept up in the moment. Soon she’d be planning a wedding, and from that moment on, he’d never have a moment’s peace. She was a demanding woman, with a cunning, clever manner, just like his mother, God love her.

And then, there was Danielle.

He tore off his shirt and found a fresh one in his closet. Marriage. Grandchildren. Nothing would make his parents happier, he conceded. He had always been a dutiful son, and even he could understand the advantages of a marriage to Victoria, particularly in view of Abigail’s condition, which was a private family matter.

He buttoned his shirt and noticed it was tight. He’d bulked up even more during the naval training program. He went into the bathroom to splash water on his face. In the mirror, he saw more grey in his bleached chestnut hair and new lines on his ruddy forehead. Perhaps his mother was right, perhaps it was time to think about marriage. Most of his friends had already taken the plunge. He toweled his face dry and ran a comb through his hair. Victoria was certainly considered a catch. Wealthy, socially prominent, attractive.

He caught himself actually considering the option. “I must be exhausted,” he mumbled as he put on a jacket before returning downstairs.

He spotted his mother in the drawing room, standing by the mantle, her silvered mahogany hair set off by her rust tweed suit. She turned imperiously. “Well?”

Jon lifted his palms. “Well what?”

“What about Victoria?” Harriet’s eyes flashed with annoyance. “She’s waited for you.”

Jon grabbed a handful of mixed nuts from a crystal bowl on a table. “What’s the rush, Mother?”

“We’re at war, for heaven’s sake. Anything could happen.”

“And you want grandchildren.” Jon popped a few nuts into his mouth.

“Naturally.”

Jon smirked. “Little heirs.”

She threw her hands up. “You men.”

“So if I don’t come back, the family line is protected. God forbid the male line should die before a seed is firmly planted. Thank you Mother, for your concern.” He threw the rest of the nuts into his mouth.

At that moment, Victoria entered the drawing room and crossed to his side. “Jon darling, I couldn’t help but overhear. Your mother is just trying to be helpful.” She fluttered her lashes and said, “She has a point, so why don’t we skip the pretense?” Her eyes shone, her voice caressed the air, and she slid her hand up his arm. She murmured in his ear, “We could be married before you return.”

Despite his resolve, a quiver of excitement coursed down his spine. He swung around to meet Victoria’s gaze. He would not be coerced, he decided. “Frankly, my dear, I think an ambitious woman like you could do much better than a naval rogue like me.”

Victoria recoiled as though he had struck her. “Why, Jon, what do you mean?”

Harriet glared at him.

“Sorry, must run.” He grabbed another handful of nuts and started for the door. “I promised Libby I’d see her for tea.”

“Jonathan!” he heard his mother yell as he hastened from the house.

He knew his mother would chastise him later, but he had only forty-eight precious hours. Once outside, he paused to fill his lungs with fresh air. The afternoon sun cast a golden glow on the crisp autumn day. It wasn’t far to the Leibowitz home, so he decided to walk, tossing nuts into his mouth as he went. Although he was accustomed to the sea, the feel of the earth, firm beneath his feet, provided welcome reassurance. He rolled tension from his neck. His eyes crinkled as he leaned his head back, chuckling with relief at his hurried exit from his parents’ home.

The sun grew warmer as he walked, leaves crunching beneath his feet. The perfect weather brought to mind lazy weekends of years gone by. With the war in full force, there was no time for frivolities, for holidays and parties and hunts and shooting, vestiges of his life before the war.

The war. He shuddered involuntarily. He remembered the first war causality he had witnessed. An old school chum had died tragically in his arms, his broad chest slashed open by a mortar shell, his blood spilling forth, his life ebbing away, while Jon, awash in his friend’s blood, was utterly powerless to help. Amidst Jon’s anguished cries, his friend had choked out his final words before he died, Tell my family I love them. Jon had never felt so helpless or enraged.

Forty-eight hours. God, how he needed them.

With swift steps, he covered the path to the Leibowitz home. When he reached the door, he raised his hand and knocked. The door swung open under his hand.

“Hello, Hadley.” Jon greeted the butler, and as they spoke, Libby entered the room. Her delicately lined face was wreathed in a smile, a genuine smile that revealed strong, white teeth and softened her dark, wren-like features. Jon stooped to hug her, glad to see the woman who was like an aunt to him. “Libby, how lovely you look. And you’re still as small as a bird.”

“Jonathan, my boy.” She stepped back to admire him. “How handsome you look. Have you had tea?”

He grinned at her. “I thought you’d never ask.”

She took his hand and led him into the atrium room.

They passed a crystal vase of luscious yellow roses, which burst from tight salmon buds into golden, creamy yellow blossoms tinged with delicate strokes of subtle peach. Libby waved her hand. “My roses were voted Best of Show this year,” she announced with obvious pride. Their intoxicating aroma filled the atrium and reminded Jon of his visit to Grasse, and of Danielle.


Danielle.


A pang of loneliness tore at him. He remembered visiting her here in this room, with Max.

Jon glanced around. He loved this room, and it hadn’t changed since he was a boy. Dark polished wood floors gleamed in the sunlight, filtered through high atrium windows overhead. Aubusson rugs of rich blues and corals anchored the room, and a pair of yellow and coral chintz sofas flanked a soaring window. The only additions he could ascertain were heavy blackout drapes that hung at every window. When dusk gathered, Jon knew the drapes would be drawn to block light that might attract German bombers.

“So good of you to visit,” Libby said as they sat down. She motioned to Hadley for tea service. “Tell me, how are you? Really?”

“It’s been a tough tour.” Jon blew a breath out. “I fear this war might last longer than we’d originally anticipated.”

“I’m glad we have men like you to defend us.” Her face darkened, and she looked down at her hands, neatly folded in her lap. “My sister wasn’t so lucky. She was killed when Holland was invaded. Carted off like cattle, and murdered.”

He placed his hand gently over Libby’s. “I know, Mother wrote me. I’m awfully sorry. Listen, we don’t have talk about this whole mess if you don’t want.”

Libby nodded. “Of course, you’re not here for long are you?” She brightened a little. “Tell me, how is Abigail? I haven’t heard from her since she left for the States.”

“Busy with her Red Cross work in Los Angeles.” He elaborated on his sister’s activities and their mutual friends. “She wrote that she’s raising funds to start a new charity for war orphans.”

“Good for her, I like the sound of that. Your mother must be proud of her. And happy to see you, I daresay.”

Jon grimaced. “Mother is up to her usual tricks.” He told her about Harriet and Victoria.

“Really?” she exclaimed. “Victoria’s a fine girl, of course, but she is a bit, well, how should I put it?”

“Spirited?”

“That’s right. Forgive me if I’m speaking out of turn, but I simply don’t see the two of you together.”

He shook his head. “She’s very charming, and quite popular. Then there’s the family alliance. We’ve been friends forever, and I like her well enough, but—”

“Nice,” she interrupted, “but hardly reason enough to marry. I imagine the pressure from your family is immense.” She cocked her head. “It’s about love, Jonathan. Never forget that. After all these years, I love my husband more today than the day we met. You must decide if that’s what you want. Or do you want to have children, and then live separate lives with lovers on the side, coming together only for social events and holidays?”

Hadley knocked softly and entered, carrying a silver tea service with an assortment of biscuits and sandwiches. He placed it on the table before them. “Sorry, madam, no sugar.”

“These rations.” Libby sighed. “But it’s a small price for freedom, and much better for my waistline.”

“Shall I serve you now?” Hadley asked.

“No, thank you, Hadley. I’ll serve Jon.”

Hadley turned and left, closing the door behind him.

Libby turned to Jon and took his hands. “You must listen to your heart, my son. With the war underway, many young people feel an urgency to get married.” With her small hand she traced Jon’s scarred knuckles. “Have the courage you show in battle, to make such a decision at home.”

“You’re right, of course, but our families would be delighted.” He grew quiet, thinking of his devotion to his family. Someday he hoped to have a son to follow him in the business his father had built. His conscience gnawed at him. Was there some truth in his mother’s words? Jon glanced at Libby. “In time, Victoria might change for the better.”

Libby regarded him for a moment. She lifted the teapot, poured two cups of tea, and passed one to Jon. “But it wouldn’t be fair of you to marry Victoria if you’re in love with another woman.”

Jon sloshed his tea over the thin china rim. “But, I’m not,” he sputtered. He reached for a napkin.

A smile flitted across Libby’s face. “Aren’t you? As I recall, you were quite enamored with Danielle. Even went to Grasse and helped her give birth. Quite commendable, Jon.”

“But she was a married woman.”

“Not anymore, God rest Max’s soul.”

Jon picked up a cucumber sandwich and wolfed it down.

“It’s Danielle, isn’t it?”

He stopped eating and heaved a great sigh. Was he that transparent? True, Danielle was everything Victoria was not. In Grasse he had felt himself falling in love with her. “I don’t know, the timing is all wrong. And I don’t know if it will ever be right.”

“She’s a fine woman.”

He nodded. “I should be so honored.”

“Have you heard from her recently?”

“We write, but mail is slow to reach me,” Jon said. “The last letter I received she posted from Portugal, just before she left Europe.”

“What a tragic turn of events.” Libby frowned and clicked her tongue. “I received a letter yesterday from her. She’s returned to Los Angeles with her mother and niece and baby, and she’s working in a boutique. Danielle is a woman of immense character. She sounded quite burdened, but determined.”

Jon nodded and pushed his plate away, his hunger suddenly dissipated. “Max was a swell fellow. Like any couple, they had their problems, I suppose, but they were in love. For Danielle to lose him, her son, and most of her family, why, it’s unfathomable. How can someone possibly survive so much loss?” He swept his hand across his face in despair. “How could I possibly understand the depth of her pain? How could I ever help her overcome it?”

Libby sipped her tea thoughtfully. “I remember how devastated I was after I lost my parents in the Great War. At times, I thought I would never recover. Some people didn’t. Survival guilt, it’s called. But life goes on, and I came to be grateful for that which others had lost. Life. How precious it is. And now, my sister....” She shook her head, put her tea down, and faced him. “Life is too short, Jon. Given time, Danielle will overcome her grief. She has an inexorable will to survive. And the war can’t last forever.”

“I hope not. But I’m in England, she’s in America, and she has no idea what I feel for her. I’m not even sure of it myself. Is it love? Or is it just these crazy times?” His expression fell. Though he was a man not easily intimidated, a feeling of helplessness washed over him. “It just seems too complicated. Furthermore, I don’t think I could compete with her husband. The consummate gentleman, he was. Then there are the children. I honestly don’t know if I could do it.”

“Does she have any idea how you feel?”

“I don’t think so.” He hesitated, remembering their embrace, their kiss. Had she thought it was only his desire to comfort her? He had held her in his arms for but a moment, yet he had relived that moment a thousand times as he lay in his bunk at sea. Had she suspected his true feelings? He was careful in his letters to her.

“I see.” Libby nodded sagely. “I’ll grant you, it’s a difficult situation, but I believe you and Danielle are well-suited.” She thought for a moment. “She’ll be busy enough with her poor mother and the two girls. At least Abigail and Cameron are near enough to look after her.”

Jon scowled with disdain. “Right. Cameron.”

Libby appeared not to notice. “You should continue to write to her.”

“And what shall I do about Victoria?”

“Be honest with her.”

“Won’t be easy. She can be quite convincing. And you know how insistent Mother can be.”

Libby smiled. “You asked for my opinion. But it’s up to you to decide. You must stand up to the opposing forces, if that’s what you really want.”

“I’ll do my best.” He rose, kissed her cheek and promised he’d write, then took his leave, feeling substantially better than when he’d arrived.

He paused on the front step, thinking. Still, the continuation of their family line depended on him, and it weighed heavily on his conscience. Even Libby didn’t know about Abigail’s physical impairment.

Then, knowing what awaited him at home, he turned away from his home and headed to his club in the city.
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Clara breezed into her office. She was a startling vision in a shocking pink suit, her platinum hair swinging about her shoulders. With a deft motion she tugged off her kid gloves and tossed them onto her inlaid marquetry desk. “What’s this?” she blurted, waving at the perfume bottles that sat next to her speech outline.

Danielle heard the annoyance in Clara’s voice and sensed she’d picked the wrong time to show Clara her creations. “It’s my new perfume,” she began quickly, springing from a chair. “I call it Chimère, which means—”

“Well, it’s lovely, I’m sure, but I don’t have time to look at anything today. The fashion show starts in less than an hour, and we have more than a hundred ladies and members of the press arriving. Even Lou Silverman, head of Silverman Studios, is coming to personally scout designs for the new Erica Evans film.”

“Exactly. That’s why I thought today would be a perfect time to introduce it. All your best customers will be here.” Danielle had stayed up all night preparing for this opportunity, filling crystal bottles and sewing golden brocade pouches by a dim light as her family slept.

“Danielle, we’ve discussed this. I told you I don’t sell perfume here at Clara’s. This is not open for discussion, especially today.”

“But Clara—”

Clara raised a finely arched brow. “I’m running very late, Danielle.” She kicked off her flat shoes. “Now where did I put my platform pumps? And where is Esmeralda?”

“But why not?”

Clara turned to rummage through an armoire behind her desk. “Why not what?”

Danielle paced the length of the office, her face burning. She needed this opportunity. “But why won’t you sell perfume here?”

Clara emerged from the armoire with the missing platform shoes and a pink and violet scarf. “Esmeralda,” she shrieked. “I need you!”

Danielle frowned. Today is the perfect opportunity. “I can set up in the foyer and demonstrate after the show,” she persisted.

Clara scowled at her. “Danielle, I’ve got my hands full here. I need to know if my models are ready, if the champagne is on ice, if the valet attendants and photographers are here. I haven’t time to discuss your perfume. Esmeralda!”

“Everything is ready, Clara, relax. Here, won’t you at least try it?” Danielle picked up a crystal bottle and spritzed the air with its gold-tasseled bulb atomizer.

Clara put her hands on her hips, her silver bracelets clinking sharply. “We might love perfume, Danielle, but American woman don’t understand it yet, they don’t pamper themselves the way French women do. They won’t buy it, they wait for their husbands or lovers to buy it for them. I tried it once; it didn’t sell. This isn’t Paris.”

Esmeralda appeared at the door. “You called?”

“Where in the world were you?” Clara huffed. “Oh, never mind, fix this hem. I stepped on it when I put my skirt on this morning.”

Danielle pressed on. “But if you can make a good profit—”

“Your perfume is not a known brand. Drop it, dear. I have work to do. And so do you,” she added with a piercing glare.

Disappointed, Danielle gathered her perfumes and withdrew from Clara’s office. Today is the day, I just know it. But how can I convince Clara? She chewed her lip, thought about fellow perfumer François Coty and his creative marketing decades ago. As she made her way down the sweeping staircase, her eyes fell on the marble foyer floor, and suddenly, she had a wild idea.

She thought of the red leather traveling case that Max had knocked from the dresser in their stateroom, before everything went down with the ship. How the fragrance had filled the air! Her lips curved in a mischievous smile.

While the other sales clerks busied themselves with the fashion show, Danielle commandeered a round display table by the front door in the foyer and quickly arranged her crystal bottles and brocade pouches.

She stepped back to admire her work, then glanced outside. Through the beveled glass door she could see Cameron Murphy and Abigail Newell-Grey, and behind them, a woman in a wide-brimmed, extravagant hat, whom Danielle recognized as Hedda Hopper, the Hollywood gossip columnist.

Perfect! She smoothed her simple black sheath, straightened her shoulders, and drew a nervous breath. She glanced around to make sure no one was watching her, then picked up one of her crystal perfume bottles and smashed it onto the marble floor behind her.

In an instant, the scent of Chimère exploded, bathing the boutique with its intoxicating aroma.

Cameron opened the door for Abigail and Hedda Hopper. When he caught sight of Danielle, his dark eyes sparkled. “Why, it’s the beautiful Danielle. It’s been a long time since London,” he added. His deep voice was rich and silky, and seemed to imply much more than Danielle recalled. But that’s what had made Cameron an international singing sensation, Danielle reminded herself. That voice, and his charm. She smiled. When he had heard of Max’s death, he had been so kind to write to her and offer his assistance.

Abigail greeted Danielle with a kiss on the cheek. “Danielle, darling, you look lovely.” She shot a reprimanding look at Cameron. “Don’t mind him, he’s in rare form today. I’d like you to meet Hedda Hopper. May I present Danielle von Hoffman.”

“Danielle Bretancourt, please, my family name.” Danielle took Hedda’s proffered hand. In the present political climate, she had decided to use her family name. “I’m pleased to meet you.”

“Likewise,” replied Hedda. She sniffed the air and her face lit with pleasure. “What is that marvelous aroma?”

Danielle could hardly contain herself. “Oh, I’m terribly sorry, I knocked over a bottle of perfume. I really must see to it. Please excuse me, and watch your step here.”

Hedda held onto her hand. “But, what is it? I can’t quite place it.”

“No?” Danielle smiled. “Well, I suppose not. After all, it is exclusive to Clara’s.”

“Really?” Hedda still held her hand. “Well, what is it?”

Danielle could see Abigail standing behind Hedda, a smile playing on her lips. “It’s called Chimère, madame.”

“Chimère? You say it so beautifully.” Hedda finally released her hand. “You’re French, aren’t you?”

“Mais oui.” Danielle picked up a bottle and sprayed a veil of scent across Hedda’s eagerly offered wrist.

Abigail leaned over to whisper in Hedda’s ear. “I happen to know it’s one of Lana Turner’s favorites.”

Hedda’s face flushed. “Really?”

“Really,” Cameron said. “Ginger Rogers, too,” he added with a wink. He stooped to pick up a shard of crystal. Danielle reached out to take it from him, and as she did, he caught her wrist with his other hand. He gazed deeply into her eyes as he spoke, his smoky voice mellowing every word. “You know, it’s a fragrance to make love by.”

Hedda waved her wrist under her nose. “A fragrance to make love by,” she intoned, her eyes fluttering. “Oh yes, it is. And how would you know, Cameron?”

Cameron pulled Danielle close, encircling her with one arm. “I know the creator, Hedda. And I think I know exactly what this woman is capable of.”

Danielle gave him a coy smile. “Do you now?” she said, gracefully extricating herself.

Hedda shot Abigail a knowing look. “I suppose there’s no better judge of aphrodisiacs than Cameron Murphy. Or so I’ve heard.” She gave Cameron a long, appraising look, then turned back to Danielle, and patted her arm. “I’ll take a bottle of this, and I want to talk to you after the show. I want to know all about you, my dear.” Then she waved to a distinguished man in a fine Savile Row suit entering the store. “Why, there’s Louis Silverman. Lou, darling.” She sailed away, leaving a fragrant wake behind her.

Danielle breathed a sigh of relief and Abigail nudged her in the ribs. “I suppose this concoction is yours, Danielle?”

“That’s right.”

“I thought so. It’s really lovely.” Abigail gave Cameron a playful punch in the arm. “And you! What a line: A fragrance to make love by. I can already see it in Hedda’s column tomorrow.”

Cameron shrugged. “Why not? That’s how the game is played, Abby.”

“And what game are you playing, Cam?”

“Game?” He glanced at Danielle. “No games. Just dinner. How about it, Danielle? I’m free tonight.”

“Well, I’m not, not if Hedda Hopper is going to write about my perfume.” Her head was spinning, and it wasn’t from Cameron Murphy’s advances. Danielle was already making a list in her mind of things to do. I’ve got to buy more bottles, sew more pouches, tend to the children and my mother, shop for groceries, make dinner, wash clothes.... She sighed. Her list was endless. And she was already exhausted from her lack of sleep the night before. Still, she smiled to herself with a sudden surge of satisfaction as she thought of Hedda and Cameron, and their response.

After they moved on, Danielle cleaned up the broken crystal, but the magical aroma lingered in the air, drawing people to her table.

She watched Hedda chatting up everyone she met, gesturing to Danielle and the perfume. Danielle smiled to herself, half in joy, half in relief. This is perfect, I couldn’t have chosen a more ideal devotee.

By the end of the show, she had started a waiting list for Chimère, and everyone clamored to be on it. “And I personally heard Cameron Murphy says it’s ‘a fragrance to make love by,’” she heard Hedda say. Danielle was elated. This was the break she so desperately needed.

Lou Silverman, head of Silverman Studios, added his name to the list, too. “Hedda told me you dropped a bottle just before she arrived,” he commented with a level gaze.

Her face burned. “An accident,” she murmured.

“A brilliant accident.” Lou’s eyes shone with a knowing intelligence. “Clara has a gold mine in you. I hope she knows it.”

Danielle averted her eyes, wincing inwardly. She knew Clara wouldn’t be happy that she had gone against her wishes today. As Lou examined the crystal bottle and pouch, she scanned the list she held in her hands and did a mental mathematical tally, pleased with her numbers. Perhaps Clara will come around, or at least, not terminate me. She could barely keep up with the weekly rent on the Bradley Arms hovel.

Cameron approached them. “Mr. Silverman, may I have a word with you?”

Lou swung around. “Cameron. What’s on your mind?”

In passing, Danielle noticed a change in Cameron’s attitude, but a woman who was interested in putting her name on Danielle’s waiting list soon drew her attention away.

Cameron said to Lou, “It’s about that movie you’re planning on producing with Erica.”

“We’re happy to have her, Cameron. Now, what can I do for you?”

“Did Conrad mention to you that I’d like the part of Jack?”

“Yes, your agent called. I’ll consider it. Of course, you’d have to read for the part.”

“Oh, sure, but you know, I haven’t read for a part in years.” Cameron flexed his jaw.

Lou shot him a look. “We shoot on a tight schedule, Cameron. Any delays cost us money.”

“Sure, and I know.” Cameron glanced down and ran his hand through his hair. “Look, I’m sorry about the last movie. It won’t happen again.”

“No, it won’t.”

“Listen, Erica and I were in a bad patch. I feel awful about everything that happened. I’ve cut down on the booze, Mr. Silverman, and Erica and I are on good terms.” He paused, his breath quickening. “She let me read her script, suggested I go out for the part of Jack. There’s a couple of great songs in there I know I can make into hits for you.”

Lou lowered his voice. “Look here, Cameron, I don’t know what Erica ever saw in you, but she’s my number one star, and I’ll let you read for the part just to keep her happy. But if you know what’s good for you, you’ll get your personal life sorted out and work on repairing your image. You want my advice? Get married, settle down.”

Just then, Hedda Hopper brushed past them. “Well, look who’s talking again,” she cooed.

Lou acknowledged her with a courteous nod. “Don’t get any ideas, Hedda. We were just discussing the weather.”

“Oh, no, you don’t.” She wagged a finger. “I heard you mention the ‘M’ word, Lou. Who’s getting married? Anyone I know?” She turned to Cameron, then threw a look at Danielle. “Well, if no one’s talking, I’ll just have to keep my eyes open.” With a theatrical sweep of her exotic hat, she flounced away in Danielle’s direction.

Lou followed Hedda’s gaze. “Now there’s an interesting thought, Cameron. Quite a lady, a woman of quality with a capital ‘Q.’”

Cameron’s mouth dropped open. “Hedda Hopper?”

Lou shot him a look that could curdle milk. “I meant Danielle Bretancourt.” He arched a brow. “Not your type, though, is she? Pity. That’s the type of woman you need. Smart, hard-working, respectable. A good woman, one who’d keep you out of trouble.”

Cameron coughed. “They say opposites attract, sir.”

“You should be so lucky, Cameron.”

“Ah, but remember,” Cameron said, lapsing into an Irish brogue, “I’ve got the luck o’ the Irish with me.”

Later that evening, Danielle stepped off the bus in front of her apartment building. Smiling to herself at the success of the evening, she opened the door to the building, then stopped at the mailboxes. She turned the key in her box and withdrew a letter that bore a London postmark. Her heart skipped. It was from Jon. She glanced up the stairwell. She knew her mother and the girls were safe with her neighbor for a few more minutes.

Danielle sat on the stairs and carefully opened the envelope. She unfolded a thin sheet of writing paper and began to read.

My dearest Danielle, it began. The seas were rough today, and now the night is so dark you can't see where the sea ends and the sky begins. Thoughts of you are ever present in my mind, I can't stop thinking of how you're faring in America. While I admire your courage, I know things must be very, very difficult for you.


You must know that I hated leaving you in Grasse. And I have a confession to make.



Before we parted ways in England, Max asked me to look after you in the event he didn't return from his mission. And the hardest thing I have ever had to do was to deliver the message to you that Max had been killed. How I hated hurting you, believe me, I would rather have taken a bullet myself. But I want you to know now, Danielle, that I will always be there for you, no matter how rocky our path might be.



It was so difficult to leave you in Grasse. Ever since the first time we met, I have wanted to take you in my arms and never let you go. But you were a married woman, and I respected that. I respected you and Max. What a fine man he was, Danielle. You were a fortunate woman, and I often wonder if I could ever measure up to him in your eyes. Did he know how I felt about you? Perhaps he did, and perhaps he knew that there was nothing I wouldn't do for you. If he did, I hope it eases his mind, wherever he is now, to know that you are cared for.



Every night when I close my eyes to sleep, I feel your arms around me. I replay our last moments in Grasse together, I can smell the sweet scent of your skin, feel your silky hair in my fingers, I can taste your lips on mine, feel your breath on my skin, hear your last whispered words. I knew you were grieving for Max, but I wanted to comfort you, to show you that you are still loved. I hope you didn't think my actions inappropriate, Danielle, but I simply couldn't conceal my feelings for you any longer. 



I wish this war were over, and that I could turn this ship toward America to see you. But I can't, I have a duty to do, and God knows when this mess will be over. However, Abigail told me of your circumstances, and I can't bear the thought of your being alone. I have given this great thought. Will you come to London? I know my parents would welcome you and your family into our home, and we could see each other when I have leave. Please think about this, Danielle. I love you. Let me know when you can come. I'll make all the arrangements for you.



With all my love, Jon.


Slowly, Danielle folded his letter, her hands shaking. How many times have I, too, replayed our days together in Grasse in my mind? She moistened her lips and touched them, closing her eyes. How many times have I tasted his kiss again? She felt a great surge of happiness course through her and a smile danced on her lips.

She slipped his letter into her pocket. She glanced up at the window where her family waited for her. They seemed to be settling well in Los Angeles. How would they feel about going to England? There were so many things to consider. With a thoughtful sigh, she rose to go upstairs.
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The Silverman Motion Picture studio lot stretched across three hundred and sixty acres situated in the center of Los Angeles County. From a hilltop perch at the farthest northern boundary of the studio, Abigail could see clear out to sea. On the other side, beyond Hancock Park and Boyle Heights, loomed downtown Los Angeles, the city lights twinkling beneath a fine mist of ocean haze. The view in the evening was reputed to be one of the best shows in town.

Abigail stood mesmerized at the full length, plate glass window, her fingertips lightly touching the cool surface, while Louis V. Silverman concluded his telephone call.

She glanced nervously around his spacious, well-appointed office. In her fundraising efforts, she had come to know many of the Hollywood power brokers, but Lou Silverman was, by far, the most curious of the studio bosses. He held himself above the Hollywood fray, donated vast sums to medical research, held nearly a dozen patents, and published poetry under a pseudonym. Abigail smiled to herself. He was a true Renaissance man.

On behalf of her work for the Red Cross, she had met many stars and executives in the movie industry, had cajoled and flirted and bargained, even begged for the funding needed to ease suffering in far flung corners of the world. She was proud of her success, passionate about her mission. Few people could resist her well-planned requests.

But Lou Silverman was no pushover; he was one of the most formidable and respected members of the Hollywood club. She stole a glance at him. He had already been exceedingly generous with her, having donated the princely sum of fifty thousand dollars to the Red Cross at her spring gala at the Beverly Hills Hotel. Yet, despite their favorable history, Abigail was nervous. Lou Silverman was the biggest of the big fish.

“Thanks, Erica,” Lou said into the phone. “We’ll talk more about the new movie later. You’re perfect for it, and I know you’ll love it. But think twice about Cameron’s part, will you? Çiao, darling.” He returned the phone to its burl wood cradle and swiveled in his massive, wine-colored leather chair. “Excuse the interruption.” Lou rose and stood beside her, his astute, penetrating eyes admiring the view below.

Abigail took a small step away from him, so forceful was his mere presence. And yet, he had a dignified air of casual sophistication. The faint aroma of a fine cigar, mingled with Bay Rum cologne, emanated from his skin.

Lou turned to her. “Now, where were we?”

“Such a beautiful view,” she began. “From this distance, it’s difficult to imagine suffering in other parts of the world.”

He shook his head. “For anyone who has ever witnessed devastation, the image of it lives within them, and is impossible to shake.”

“You sound as if you speak from experience.”

“Perhaps. In the forgotten corners of our souls, we all harbor a collective experience, if we chose to journey inward and acknowledge it.” A clock chimed in the background. “Ah, it’s cocktail time,” he said, smoothly changing the subject. “What will you have?”

Abigail’s face grew warm. “I don’t mix business with pleasure.”

“Pity.” He inclined his head. “All right then, have a seat. We’ll get down to business.” A faint smile played on his lips. “What is it now, Abigail? Which of your many causes brings you here so late in the day?”

A lamp threw a shadow across his face, illuminating his deftly cut cheekbones. In his early fifties, Lou Silverman had a dignity and refinement that was rare in Hollywood, a remnant from his youth spent in part, Abigail knew, in the Russian court, where his father had served as a diplomat for the Romanov regime. With his silver hair, ruggedly creased bronze skin, and piercing blue eyes, Lou exuded power. And he’d wielded his power well in the years since he and his family had fled Russia in the midst of the rebellion.

Abigail seated herself demurely in front of his imposing desk, smoothing her mahogany brown velvet suit.

Lou continued to stand, obviously appraising her from his vantage point.

She felt his intense eyes upon her. Abigail was shaking like a schoolgirl inside. She tucked a stray hair into her sleek chignon. This was a brand new project of vital importance, and very dear to her heart. Abigail lowered her head for a moment to gather her thoughts.

She clasped her hands and raised her eyes to him. “It’s about children, Mr. Silverman, displaced and orphaned children from Europe. If they are to survive this war and have decent opportunities, we must rescue them.”

He listened and nodded. “Call me Lou.” He remained standing. His eyes roamed over Abigail. “Tell me more.”

“I’ve started my own charity, and I call it Operation Orphan Rescue.” Abigail went on to plead her cause. She had crafted countless pitches in the course of her work, but she still harbored butterflies deep in the pit of her stomach.

“So that’s the story,” she concluded, slightly winded. But hadn’t she forgotten something? She pushed the thought from her mind. “We need your help. Surely you can sympathize. You have children yourself, don’t you?”

“No. And no.”

“I, I don’t understand,” she stammered.

Lou shrugged. “I don’t have children, not my choice really, just circumstance. And as for your plea, as noble as it is, I didn’t hear a solid long-term plan.” He remained standing, his arms crossed, his expression resolute. “I don’t fling good money toward pie in the sky plans, Abigail, no matter how attractive the messenger. You should know that.”

Abigail’s mouth dropped in horrified embarrassment as she realized her mistake. How could she have left out the most important, salient points of her argument? “I do have a plan, Mr. Silver—”

“Lou.”

“Lou.”

“Look, Abigail, I hate to cut you off, but I’m afraid our time is up.” He strode to the door. “I’ll show you out.”

Taken aback, Abigail stood on wobbly knees. She couldn’t believe she had mangled such an important pitch. She desperately needed Silverman behind the project. How could she salvage the meeting? Her mind raced. “Please, can’t we meet again soon? I’ll show you a detailed business plan.”

He turned to her, a benevolent expression on his face. “No, I’m sorry. Good day.”

“No, wait, Mr. Silv—, Lou. Just ten more minutes, please.”

He waited by the door, his hand on the knob. “My schedule is full, Abigail.”

“Haven’t you any free time this week?”

“Not really. Unless....”

“Yes?”

“Look Abigail, I understand your strict rule about not mixing business and pleasure. That’s a fine rule. As a bachelor, my only free time is in the evening after I’ve reviewed daily rushes. If you were willing, we could meet in the early evening. I certainly wouldn’t want you to think I’m imposing on you.” He opened the door. “Strictly a business meeting, over a brief dinner.”

Abigail caught her breath, but before she could respond, he went on.

“On second thought, I shouldn’t impose my schedule on you.” He stroked his smooth chin. “You’re young and popular, with dozens of dates, no doubt.” He waved his hand. “Sorry I mentioned it. Forget it.”

“No, that’s a marvelous idea,” she exclaimed.

“Wouldn’t be prudent, my dear Abigail. The media is always watching me.” He shook his head. “I couldn’t expose you to such gossip and speculation. No, it wouldn’t do. Come on now, out with you, before I change my mind.” He snapped his fingers. “Gladys, please see Miss Newell-Grey out.”

His secretary appeared at his command.

Lou turned back to Abigail, his gaze resting coolly on her. “Good luck with your project,” he said as he shook her hand.

Abigail panicked. “How about dinner tonight, or tomorrow evening?” She bit her tongue as soon as her words tumbled out.

“Why, Abigail, you surprise me.”

“Or next week. Whatever is convenient for you.” She wanted to sink through the floor, she was so embarrassed. She realized she had just asked the chairman of Silverman Studios out to dinner, against every social rule for women of her class and upbringing, and definitely against her better judgment. But this was business.

Lou hesitated for a brief moment. “Only if you insist. I think I might have next Wednesday evening available. Eight-thirty. Gladys will confirm the details with you.”

Abigail followed Gladys to her desk, where the woman consulted his schedule. She peered over her reading glasses at Abigail. “Let’s see. Next Wednesday. Eight-thirty appears to be fine. Where do you live?”

Abigail felt herself flush. “I’ll meet him at the restaurant. It’ll be much easier for Lou, I mean, Mr. Silverman.”

Gladys appeared to suppress a smile. “That’s fine, miss. But here’s the way it works. A car will pick you up and take you to the restaurant. This way, you won’t get lost, forget, or leave him waiting. Besides, he seldom knows where he wants to eat until seven or eight o’clock. Fortunately, he has a standing table at most every restaurant in town. And if I were you,” Gladys added with a kind smile, “I’d dress for Chasen’s. Something elegant.”

* * *

The next morning, Abigail arrived at Clara’s boutique to peruse the new fall fashion arrivals. “I need something for a dinner meeting,” she explained to Clara, who was putting the final touches on an autumn-themed display window. “Something serious, capable, and sophisticated. Marvelous, but not too sexy. For business of course.”

Clara propped a feathered hat on a mannequin. “Who’s the lucky man?” she asked with a smile.

Abigail glanced around, ignoring her question. “Is Danielle here?”

“No, she and Esmeralda went to Miss Crawford’s home for a private wardrobe consultation and fitting.”

“Crawford? As in Joan?”

“You got it. Her Highness fell in love with our Danielle.” Clara put her hands on her hips and frowned. “That’s the only thing that kept me from firing her after that stunt she pulled the day of the fashion show.”

“What stunt?”

“I think she broke that perfume bottle on purpose.”

“What?” Abigail said, feigning surprise. “You mean, ‘the fragrance to make love by,’ as Hedda Hopper wrote in her column? ‘Available exclusively at Clara’s, and made by the French woman who has captured Cameron Murphy’s heart?’ You’re right, that simply can’t be good for business.”

“So who knew it would be such a huge hit? And where did Hedda get that story about Cameron?”

“Who cares? It’s certainly not true. Unlike most women, Danielle hardly gives him the time of day.”

Clara fluffed a scarf on the mannequin, then stepped back to admire her handiwork. “Only because Danielle is stuck on someone else.”

“Max, of course,” Abigail said. “The poor dear, she’s still grieving for him.”

“Max isn’t the one sending her love letters,” Clara said with a pointed look. “Wait here, I have something for you.” She disappeared into the back of the shop.

For a moment Abigail wondered what Clara meant about Danielle, then Clara returned, bustling in with an armload of sumptuous clothes.

“Here, these just arrived. You can have first choice. It’s becoming increasingly difficult to get merchandise out of Europe. When this lot is gone, I don’t know what we’ll do until the war ends.”

“Oh Clara, these are gorgeous.” Abigail picked up a delicately embroidered ivory silk blouse and paired it with a floor length, sweeping black velvet skirt. She held the outfit to her and swirled to face the full-length mirror. The creamy shade blended well with her chestnut hair and ivory complexion, she decided. Sophisticated, yet understated. Conservative, yet alluring. Yes, it would do nicely for dinner at Chasen’s. Business meeting, she corrected herself.

Clara grinned. “Try it on.”

Abigail emerged from the dressing room and turned to the mirror. The blouse skimmed her well-toned figure, and the black velvet skirt accentuated her narrow waist and hips.

Clara let out a low whistle. “Abigail, how do you stay so slim?”

She laughed. “I swim five days a week at the YWCA. You should join me sometime.” She turned slowly. “This is breathtakingly beautiful,” she exclaimed, admiring the lace that fell in dramatic folds from the high collar and long sleeves.

“Belgian lace. It’s among the best.” Clara sighed and shook her head. “I can’t get any more now that Belgium has been invaded. Most European designers have closed their shops, as well as the women who provided my hand-crafted items. Someone has to run the farms while the men serve in the military.”

“Women are also serving their countries, staffing hospitals, and more.” Abigail paused. “I can’t believe what’s happening in Europe. Every day I pray for my brother. Jon’s right in the thick of things, you know.”

Clara put a hand on her shoulder and a sympathetic look softened the proud angles of her face. “He’ll come through it.”

“I hope so. Jon’s always been the lucky one. He must have a guardian angel.” She frowned. “Let’s not talk about it.”

“I understand,” Clara said gently.

Abigail studied herself in the mirror. “Tell me honestly, do you think this is appropriate for Chasen’s?”

“It’s a knock-out. Hmm, Chasen’s—Lobster Newburg and the Hobo Steak are my favorites.” Mischief sparkled in her eyes. “So who is your mysterious dinner date?”

“It’s just a business meeting,” Abigail said, tossing her long hair over her shoulder. Her cheeks grew warm and her heart beat faster. What on earth is the matter with me? She turned to the sales clerk. “I’ll take this outfit. Put it on my account please.” She returned to the fitting room, changed back into her clothes, then reemerged.

“Now, getting back to this business dinner,” Clara said. “What’s his name?”

“He’s just a charity donor,” Abigail replied vaguely.

“Don’t charity donors have names?”

“If you must know,” Abigail said in exasperation, “I’m meeting Lou Silverman. I’m trying to get him to fund my new orphaned and displaced children’s project. It’s strictly business. You know I don’t date my donors. It’s too messy.”

Clara flung her hands up. “Too messy, listen to you. You’re socializing with the wealthiest, most fascinating men on the planet, and you’re too proper to get involved? Please, toss me the crumbs!”

“It’s not like that,” Abigail said, taken aback.

“Oh, I know, you’re hung up on that fellow back in England, Sir Rooty Toot Toot, or whatever his name is.”

Abigail threw her a prim, disparaging glance. “Rutherford, his name is Sir Rutherford. We call him Ruttie.”

Clara rolled her eyes. “Look honey, I can only dream of the men you hobnob with every day. Sure, I’ve had my flings. I’ve known my share of big spenders, but they were just passing through. Listen, the years have a way of slipping by. I’m forty-five, and I doubt if I’ll ever find the white picket fence existence I used to scoff at.” She sighed. “Now it doesn’t look so bad. Mark my words, Abigail. Someday you’ll wake up and wish you’d leapt at the opportunity. If Sir Ruttie isn’t Sir Right, you’d better start looking for Mr. Right, right now.”

Abigail laughed. “Lou Silverman is old enough to be my father.”

Clara’s expression became solemn. “Let’s sit down.” She led her to a sofa in front of the mantle at the farthest end of the boutique. They sat and Clara leaned toward her in earnest. “I’m serious, Abigail. Men don’t have to worry about waiting too late to start a family. We do. And you could do much worse than Lou Silverman. Why not at least consider him? In my book, he’s a prime candidate, a fine man, but he sure keeps a safe distance. Unless he’s serious about a woman, that is.”

Abigail frowned and lowered her eyes.

“What’s the matter, Abigail? Something you want to share?”

Tears welled in her eyes, “It’s no use, Clara. I can’t ever marry. That’s why Ruttie and I broke off our engagement.”

“Why, Abigail? If you loved one another—”

“Love has nothing to do with it,” she snapped. “It’s the bloody aristocracy. Ruttie is the oldest child, the only son. The family line depends on him, don’t you see?” Abigail choked out her words. “I would only be a disappointment.”

Clara paused. “Are you saying you can’t have children, Abigail?” she asked gently.

By now, Abigail couldn’t speak. Her terrible secret, so long buried, was out. She nodded, silent sobs racking her slender frame.

Clara sucked her breath in. “So that’s why you left England, why you won’t have anything to do with an eligible man. And why this children’s rescue operation is so important.”

Abigail nodded. “What a predicament, huh?”

“There’s always adoption,” Clara said, gently taking her hand.

“Not in my family.” She wiped her eyes. “It was a horse riding accident, you see, on my thirteenth birthday. Jon and I were racing, and his horse crossed over into mine. I took a bad spill. He still feels awful about it. They say it’s a wonder I lived, but sometimes I think I’d rather be dead.”

Clara drew back. “Don’t even think that.”

“I do, though. Instead of being a wife and mother, I’ll have to be satisfied playing the spinster aunt.”

“For Pete’s sake, this is nineteen-forty, not the Dark Ages. We’ve got choices, Abigail. Women have the vote, we can own property in our own name, and if you want to adopt children, you can do that, too.”

“No Clara, my life is decided. It’s up to Jon to carry on the family line, and I’ll become the grandest do-gooder of them all. It’s all that’s left to me.”

“You don’t mean that. You love the work you do. So many people benefit from your work, Abigail.”

“You’re right, I love my work, really I do. I just wish things were different, that’s all.”

“I understand.” Clara patted her on the arm. “I’ve also had to accept that I’ll probably never have children. But we’re modern women, we can define ourselves as something other than mothers.” Drawing a handkerchief from her pocket, she gave it to Abigail. “Blow.”

Abigail did. “These last few weeks have been particularly difficult,” she admitted. “I received a letter from Mother. She says Jon and Victoria are getting married soon.” She smiled bravely. “I received a letter from Victoria, too, prattling on about her wedding plans, so I guess they’re finally going to the altar. It’s awful to feel jealous, but I do. I wish it were my wedding.”

Clara bolted upright. “Jon’s getting married?”

“You’re surprised?” Looking up, Abigail dried her eyes.

“No, I just thought, oh, never mind. It just goes to show, you never can tell.” Clara whistled softly, then added under her breath, “I wonder if Danielle knows?”
  

20

Shivering against the dampness, Danielle turned up her thin collar. As the bus lumbered through the streets of downtown Los Angeles, she watched rivulets of rain sputtering across the window.

The first winter storm of the season had arrived, pummeling the California coastline and battering the piers that jutted out to the ocean like fingers beckoning to ships at sea. Danielle had witnessed the coastal destruction that morning during her visit to a Venice Beach boutique, another new account for her expanding perfume line.

At four o’clock in the afternoon twilight was already encroaching, the sky a somber grey, ashen clouds dense with the threat of a second, rapidly moving storm front. Her throat was raw and her forehead burned with fever. I’ve no time to be ill, she thought, not with so much to do.

These last months, she’d found that the busier she was, the less she thought of Jon. Under the circumstances, it was better that way. When she’d received his letter inviting her and her family to London, she’d been elated, but reality quickly set in. Marie had not improved, the girls had been displaced once already, and worse, England was under constant threat from the Nazis with no end in sight.

She shook her head sadly, her heart aching with sorrow. What a burden we would have been on Jon and his family. No, my duty is here now. She had made the commitment to move to America, had uprooted her family. Not by choice, of course, but by necessity. They had barely escaped France. And England was at war. Anything could happen there.

She blinked back hot tears of regret. No, she could not endanger her family, no matter how much she loved Jon. She would stay in Los Angeles. Still, they continued to write. Maybe, when the war was over, they would have their chance. She smiled through her tears as she remembered how it felt to be in his arms. I hope it’s soon, she thought, longing to be with him, to have a partner, a lover, a husband again.

When the bus reached her Boyle Heights neighborhood, she gathered her belongings, two large black canvas bags in which she carried her product samples and paperwork, and stepped gingerly from the bus, balancing a broken umbrella on her shoulder. She glanced down in dismay at the water sloshing over her shoes, vaguely hoping they would dry before her morning appointment. With Christmas little more than a month away, she had no time to lose in placing her perfume line with retailers.

Her family’s Christmas would be sparse this year. She had bought a little menorah for her mother to celebrate Hanukkah; it would be the first time since Marie had married and had to forgo her religious observance for Danielle’s father. She hoped it might give her mother a touchstone, even aid in her recovery. Growing up, they had always celebrated Christmas, but Danielle often sensed her mother missed the faith she had been born into. And now, because Judaism was part of her heritage, Danielle wanted to learn more about its traditions.

Still, she planned to have a little tree for Christmas, especially for Liliana. If she waited until Christmas Eve, she could get a tree for a good price. She’d made ornaments with scraps of fabric from her golden brocade pouches. She smiled as she imagined Liliana’s delighted surprise. This year the holidays were especially important because of the loss of their loved ones. She shivered in her raincoat.

As she walked, Danielle thought of her mother, and hoped she’d had an uneventful day. Due to Marie’s condition, her neighbor still looked in on Marie when Danielle had to go out.

On days like this, Danielle missed the security of Clara’s boutique. She had left the boutique last month to form her own business. Her brief experience at Clara’s had not been in vain, for at Clara’s she’d learned what American women wanted. She’d developed an appreciation of current styles that complemented her own inbred sense of elegance. Clara taught her how to negotiate with buyers and create publicity for her new line. “Give it to the celebrities,” Clara had told her, “and the press and customers will follow.” Danielle had followed Clara’s advice assiduously, aware that Marie’s improvement hinged on her ability to make money for medical care.

Crowds choked the streets as Danielle forged her way. Old men sat smoking and gossiping, observing the afternoon parade like sentinels on watch. Snippets of foreign tongues floated to her ears, melodious strains of Latin, Asian, and Eastern European dialects. She squeezed through the teeming mob, their umbrellas jostling for prominence on the narrow sidewalk.

Extricating herself from the swarm of humanity, she slipped under the awning of the corner market. Shaking rain from her tattered umbrella, she hooked it over her arm, opened her change purse, and examined its meager contents. The boutiques wouldn’t pay her until after Christmas. Pressing a hand to her throbbing temple, she swallowed hard. Her budget was beyond frugal.

She went into the market. At the butcher counter, she gazed hungrily at the enticing array of pink salmon filets, fresh beef, and plump chickens.

A portly butcher stood behind the counter. “Howdy ma’am. Fine fat hens today. What’ll it be?”

“One breast of chicken,” she replied. “A small one.”

“That ain’t much, ma’am,” he drawled.

“It will have to do.” While the butcher wrapped the chicken, she hurried to the rear of the produce section to a bin of half-price vegetables. She crinkled her nose and made a sour face. How she hated the stench of rotting vegetables. Digging through the bin, she pulled out limp carrots, a bruised onion, a battered stalk of celery, and a handful of wilting herbs and mottled garlic. On her way back to the butcher counter, she picked up a loaf of stale bread from another markdown rack.

“Here you are, ma’am.” With a flourish, the butcher handed her a paper wrapped package, presenting it as if it were a brick of gold. To her, it was.

“Thank you.” She took it, then suppressed a sneeze.

“Better take care of that cold, if you don’t mind my sayin’ so,” the butcher said, his beefy red face breaking into a smile that revealed two missing teeth. “Flu goin’ around. My missus pert near died o’ pneumonia last year.”

Danielle blew her nose into her handkerchief, then returned his smile. “Looks like I have the ingredients for chicken soup right here.”

“Best medicine around. You take care now, y’hear?”

“I’ll do my best.” She waited in line at the checkout counter, then counted out her money, and made sure she received the correct change. Every penny counted.

By the time she left the market, dusk had given way to nightfall. Streetlights flickered to life, casting an iridescent glow on the rain-slicked streets below. She hurried to the apartment building.

Once inside, she checked her mailbox. One letter was from Uncle Philippe, smuggled out and sent through an intermediary. Direct mail with France was very difficult. Recognizing Jon’s handwriting on another letter, she smiled. She could hardly wait to read his letter; they could tell each other anything. He wrote several times a week, although depending on where he was, the letters would sometimes arrive in bunches, or out of order. She stuffed his letter, unopened, into her pocket and started upstairs. She would savor it later, after her family had gone to sleep.

A bare, solitary light bulb flickered overhead, threatening extinction. Danielle shook her head. The building looks better in the dark anyway, she decided.

As she fumbled for her key, she heard a police car radio squawk through an open window at the end of the hallway, and the voices of two police officers drifted up to her. They were there so often, Danielle recognized them. The Hollenbeck precinct was a busy beat. She shivered and opened the door.

“Mama!” Liliana flung herself at Danielle. Her niece had recently started to call her ‘Mama.’ The young adapt so quickly, she thought.

Dropping her black canvas bags by the door, Danielle knelt to hug Liliana, but instead she gasped and her hands flew to the little girl’s head. “What happened to your hair?” Liliana’s long, silky blond locks had been shorn into a choppy boyish bob.

“Don’t be mad, Mama. Grand-mère cut my hair.” Her green eyes widened. “You like it, don’t you?”

Danielle’s heart sank as she surmised the situation. “It’s just that I didn’t recognize you,” she said to Liliana, stroking her hair.

Her neighbor, Anna, hung back. “I was tending to the baby, Danielle. “I’m so sorry. It happened so quickly.”

“It’s okay, Anna. Go home, it’s late. But I appreciate your looking after them.” Danielle called out, “Maman, I’m home.”

“Oui, oui, I’m coming,” Marie answered from the bathroom.

Without removing her raincoat, Danielle put her groceries on the table, her teeth chattering.

Danielle checked on Jasmin, who slept soundly in her wicker bassinet. She tucked another blanket around her. Fortunately, their desolate circumstances had little effect upon her. Jasmin communicated with gusto, laughed frequently, and was the only pure light in their dreary life.

“Maman, what have you done to Liliana’s hair?”

Marie emerged from the bathroom, shears dangling from her fingertips. Her silver hair hung to her shoulders, she still wore her bathrobe, and her feet were bare. Her pale face was devoid of cosmetics, her eyes glazed with a feverish gleam. She smiled timidly, like a child who had been scolded. “Jean-Claude was beginning to look like a girl, his hair was so long. Didn’t I do a nice job?”

Danielle checked her anger and bit back a reprimand. What good would it do? Her beautiful, capable mother was lost to them. Instead, she took the shears from Marie and led her to the bed. “Sit down, Maman, while I find your shoes.” She found her mother’s boots under the kitchen sink, and plucked a pair of woolen socks from a curtain rod.

“Here, let’s put these on.” Danielle knelt and struggled with the socks and boots. She tied the laces, then stood, removed her own coat, and draped it on a hook by the door. With a sigh of resignation, she smoothed her skirt and blouse, then tied an apron around her thin frame to begin her evening duties.

Liliana offered to wash the vegetables. Danielle smiled down at her and handed her the vegetables. “Look Maman, isn’t Liliana helpful?”

Marie peered at her and cocked her head, trying to place the girl. The young woman looked familiar. She knew she should know her. After all, mere strangers didn’t help a person with socks and boots. Perhaps she was the new housekeeper. Yes, that’s who she is, she decided, pleased with her deduction. She hoped the young woman was a good cook. Her husband would be home soon and he’d be hungry after a long day at the bank. “What’s for dinner, girl?”

“Chicken soup.” Danielle unwrapped the chicken breast. “Why did you cut Liliana’s hair?”

Marie shook her head. “Jean-Claude, you mean.” The girl hadn’t learned their names yet. She must have just started working for them. An intense pain blazed through her head. She pressed her fingers against her temples and sank her head into her hands. Why couldn’t the girl keep anything straight? And chicken soup for dinner? How awful! Edouard needs a substantial meal. What will I do? He’ll be home any minute. Marie cleared her throat. “We can’t have chicken soup.”

Danielle filled a large pot with water and lifted it to the hot plate. “Her name is Liliana,” she said evenly. “And yes, we are having chicken soup. With garlic and onion, it’s the best medicine for winter colds. That’s what you always told us when we were little. Don’t you remember?”

“Of course I remember,” Marie replied with false assurance. She peeked out between her fingers. Who was this girl? She tried to recall, but her memory had been fuzzy today.

Danielle took the vegetables from Liliana and picked up a knife to slice them. The doctor’s warning came to mind: Be gentle with Marie. She drew a breath to begin the familiar sing-song recitation. “You remember me, Maman, I’m your daughter Danielle. And here is your granddaughter, Liliana. My sweet baby, Jasmin, is in the bassinet. You remember her. You and Anna take such good care of her while I’m working.”

“Yes, of course I do,” Marie cried. She’d never let anything happen to the baby, her little Danielle. She stood to check on Danielle. She leaned over to kiss the baby’s pink cheek, and adjusted her blankets. “My little Danielle is such a good baby.” At that, the baby opened her eyes and gurgled.

Danielle sighed at her mother’s bizarre behavior. Her heart ached for Marie, who had once been such a self-assured, confident woman. She returned to her well-worn recitation. “I’m your Danielle, Maman. I’ve grown up. That is my daughter, Jasmin. Your granddaughter. You’ll remember soon.”

Marie’s head throbbed as she tried to assimilate the girl’s words. Jasmin, Jasmin, what was she talking about? She’d have to let the poor girl go. She liked the other one better, she seldom contradicted her. Not like this one. Why, she didn’t even know their names. And Edouard would be home soon. She must have an appropriate meal for him. She drew herself up, fighting through her confusion. I am still the lady of the house. I must put this right. On wobbly legs she turned to the girl, summoning her strength. “Perhaps chicken soup is special to you, but my husband is accustomed to finer fare.”

Danielle stopped slicing the vegetables, her knife in midair. She is worse today, Danielle thought, alarmed. Usually her mother came out of her fog quicker. The doctor said she might relapse. Her heart pounded. What if Marie never comes out of it? Wiping her hands on her apron, she hastened to her mother, took her hand, and led her to the table. “Please sit with us, madame. You’ve had a long day.” She searched for a flicker of understanding in Marie’s face. She saw none. She swallowed and tried again. “I’m Danielle, your daughter.”

Marie sank into the chair, her strength ebbing away. She glanced around the tiny room. Where was she? She shook her head. Nothing.

Danielle filled a glass of water, handed it to Marie. “Papa won’t be joining us for dinner tonight.”

“Oh?” Marie took the glass with both hands and drank the cool water. Gradually, the excruciating pain subsided. Her head began to clear. She closed her eyes, reorienting herself, blinking once, twice. “Danielle? Is that you?”

“Oui, Maman.” Relief flooded her. She took her mother’s icy hand in hers and warmed it in her own.

“I’m so glad. And Edouard? Where is he?”

Danielle hesitated, smothering her anguish. “He’s gone away with Jean-Claude. They’ve gone away for a very long time.”

Marie gazed into space and the room blurred, then returned to focus. Her headache had faded, but her memory was still dim. “They’re on holiday together?”

“Oui, Maman, on holiday. Relax and warm yourself by the heater, I’ll make a cup of hot tea for you while the soup simmers.”

From the corner bassinet, Jasmin let out a piercing scream. Danielle hurried to put on a kettle, then crossed to the bassinet. She cradled Jasmin in one arm, opened her blouse so the baby could nurse, and returned to the kitchen alcove, tending to her mother’s tea with her free hand. Liliana watched with wide eyes.

Danielle glanced at her blond-haired pixie. “How about a hot cup of milk and cocoa to warm you, Liliana?”

Liliana broke into a happy grin.

Danielle made tea for Marie, then handed Liliana a cup. “You put the cocoa in, I’ll heat the milk.” Liliana did as she was told, then Danielle let her stir the milk and cocoa.

“You’re very grown up,” Danielle said. “Come, we’ll slip into bed while the soup simmers.” Balancing the baby in one arm, she sank onto the bed. She kicked off her wet shoes and slid her throbbing feet under the threadbare covers. Liliana snuggled next to her, warming her hands on her steaming mug.

Danielle ruffled Liliana’s newly shorn hair and whispered to her. “I really do like your hair, it makes you look older. I was just surprised, that was all.” Danielle smiled down at her and Liliana cuddled closer.

Thunder cracked outside the window and rain sluiced the pane. Danielle leaned her head against the cold wall, grateful for a rare moment of tranquility. Her responsibilities were overwhelming. She was mother to Jasmin and Liliana, caretaker to her own mother, artist and entrepreneur, provider for them all. Only her sheer force of will power and perseverance kept her going. But how could she help Marie?

She’d become increasingly alarmed at her mother’s erratic behavior and her inability to emerge from her trauma. Marie appeared mired twenty years in the past, in the early years of her marriage, with her two young children. The ages of Liliana and Jasmin reinforced this belief for Marie. When she regressed, she was often lucent and lively. She wore her hair down, used little makeup, and dressed casually.

Danielle had taken Marie to a doctor who’d suggested a relatively inexpensive home where Marie could receive special care. One day Danielle visited the home and was appalled by the filth and neglect. She decided to care for her mother herself, to learn all she could about her condition, and someday, when she had the money, she vowed she would find a cure.

Through the rain spattered window Danielle could see the liquor store’s red electric sign blinking across the street. Her gaze turned to Liliana and Jasmin. The girls were content. Her mother was placated with her tea, and the soup was gently simmering, releasing a soothing aroma. She closed her eyes. Just another moment, she thought. Her feet were almost warm.

Danielle’s thoughts drifted to her finances. Money was scarce, yet she scrimped and bargained, and tucked away as much as she could. Every penny brought her closer to her goals.

She rotated her neck and massaged a sore muscle. The money she’d received for her wedding ring hadn’t gone far. When she needed money to expand the perfume line, she took in extra sewing and alterations from Esmeralda for Clara’s customers. Marie could still sew, though her attention span was limited, so Danielle often finished her work.

With the extra earnings, she bought supplies to make scented bath oil and dusting powder. Danielle smiled as she thought of her progress. She worked from this room cutting and stitching brocade pouches, filling bottles, and doing her bookkeeping.

She’d worked hard to open new boutique accounts, but every store needed product for the holiday season. She pressed her lips together, concerned about her ability to deliver orders placed. She was desperate for funds, toiling under an escalating mountain of debt for medical bills, food, rent, and supplies. How would she juggle it all?

Furthermore, she had her eye on larger accounts, especially Bullock’s Wilshire, a department store where so many fashionable ladies shopped. Once she sold into Bullock’s, she planned to approach the elegant Lord & Taylor store in New York and Marshall Field in Chicago. Houston was home to Sakowitz, Dallas to Neiman Marcus. Later, she would add accessories, such as purses, scarves, and gloves; next, a line of suits and evening gowns, maybe even open her own shops. Her field of vision expanded daily, despite the despondency she battled on the home front.

Just thinking about her plan excited her and imbued her with a fresh, fierce determination. I can do it, she told herself, envisioning the empire that would someday be hers. She imagined every product in vivid color and detail.

And yet, her troubles intruded on her dream, diminishing its brightness and luster. How she hated their poverty and sickness, this dingy room, their tattered clothes. Not a day passed that she didn’t think of Max and her father and Jean-Claude and Hélène. Visions of Nicky inhabited her dreams. Of all the deaths, it was Nicky’s that she could not accept, that haunted her, mocked her, and filled her with sadness. His life force remained painfully vivid.

Her throat tightened as a passage from Shakespeare she’d once learned in school came to mind: Do not let your grief be measured by his worth, for then your sorrow has no end. Although their grief had been immeasurable, she knew their sorrow had to end someday.

Danielle drew a ragged breath. The past belonged firmly behind them, along with this miserable existence. They had only one safe way out, of that she was convinced.

She had her plan, and money was the indisputable key, the solution to their problems.

She would have it, no matter the cost. The late hours, the drudgery, the sacrifices. She didn’t care what it took—she would prevail. Of that, she was absolutely certain. And then one day the war will be over, and I’ll see Jon again.

Slowly, she opened her eyes, and her beautiful dream receded as the gloomy, depressing room returned to view. Jasmin lay sleeping in her arms, and Liliana looked up expectantly. Danielle’s stomach knotted with guilt. My family doesn’t deserve this life, Danielle thought, her resolve hardening. Jon’s letter lay unopened in her pocket. They could have a better life in England. But for how long? It was no secret that Hitler had England in his sights. No, she had made the right decision.
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Clara drummed her fingers on Danielle’s business plan. She removed her rhinestone reading glasses, laid them on her antique marquetry desk and stared hard at Danielle. “Your perfume line is selling well. Your business plan is obviously well conceived.”

“Thank you, Clara.” Danielle’s heart pounded as she sat in Clara’s upstairs office, certain that Clara could hear it, see it through her thin black sheath dress.

“I may be a tough old broad, but I know talent when I see it. You’ve got a lot on the ball. But there are costs that concern me. The bottle and packaging seem so expensive. Can you reduce those costs?”

Danielle pitched forward in her chair. “The packaging must reflect the potion within. A fine perfume is a blend of art and science. It can take months, or years, to develop a composition that sparkles with magic, that captures the heart, that tantalizes the imagination. Fortunately, these development expenses have already been incurred.”

“Well, the packaging is beautiful, but—”

“Clara, you’ve agreed that this perfume has that magic, and your customers and sales confirm it.” Danielle perched on the edge of her chair, gesturing with her hands. “As far as the packaging, I assure you, it’s money well spent. Women love lead crystal bottles. The weight conveys luxury and quality. Fine packaging is absolutely crucial to the success of a perfume.”

“You have a point.”

Danielle pushed a paper across the desk and tapped on the columns of numbers. “This is my inventory, here are sales-to-date, and these are my orders. The bottom figure is the amount of money I need, and here is my projected profit.”

Clara put her glasses on, frowned as she scanned the figures. “The only problem I see is that you might become a victim of your own success. If sales continue to double and triple, then your investment in inventory must rise, but can you get the money to fulfill the demand?”

“If you could refer me to a bank—”

“Forget it.” Clara shook her head sharply, her platinum hair brushing her shoulders. “You haven’t lived here long, or established credit. Your worst crime of all is that you’re a woman in business, and a single woman at that.” She leaned across the desk, tapping her fountain pen. “You can’t imagine how difficult it was to establish my business. Had it not been for my investors, I never could have done it.”

“You mean, a business that invests in businesses?”

“No, private investors.” Clara laughed. “All men, I might add. Even though you’re French, and the French are so marvelous in their understanding of these, ah, arrangements, I don’t think you’re prepared to repay that sort of ‘interest.’” Clara spread her hands and shrugged. “But what could I have done then? Now I’m established, now it’s different. Today, if I need to borrow money, the banker will answer my call. But it has taken forever, and the bank still asks for a man to co-sign my business loans.” She rolled her eyes. “What we need are more women bankers.”

Heat colored Danielle’s cheeks. “That’s why I came to you for advice.”

Clara leaned back, put her long, lapis silk-clad legs on a corner of her desk and dangled a silver high-heeled sandal. “It’s not easy for a woman to be in business, but I love it. Now we have the right to vote, and someday we’ll own our own banks. Your girls will have a better shot at the brass ring than we do.” She arched a brow. “Until then, we have to play the game.”

Danielle lifted her chin. “Yes, but by whose rules?”

Clara’s expression hardened. “Your own. Only play by your own rules, Danielle. Otherwise, you’ll never be truly happy.”

“You speak from experience?”

“I do.” For a fleeting moment, Clara’s cool eyes reflected a deep sadness, and then the emotional curtain closed, as quickly as it had parted.

“Then I shall heed your advice,” Danielle said quietly. She returned her attention to her projections, then they reviewed Clara’s list of retailer referrals.

“Are you really sure you want to do this, Danielle? It’s a tremendous undertaking.”

“I’m quite sure, Clara.” She squared her shoulders. “I’m going to build a great company. American women have no idea what they’re missing, in terms of French perfume and style, and I know I can provide it. All I need is capital.”

Clara tapped her manicured nails on the desk. “Private capital, that’s what you need. Someone who believes in you.”

Danielle made no reply, but watched Clara’s thoughtful expression as she gazed out the window.

On the street below, the busy sounds of Wilshire Boulevard wafted in. Finally, Clara turned back to Danielle. “Women need to help one another. So, I’m willing to lend you the money you need.” She stood, held her hand out. “Is it a deal?”

Danielle shook her hand, thrilled but guarded, and well aware of the financial risk to Clara. “I won’t let you down.”

Clara smiled at her. “I’ll have my attorney draw up a loan agreement. Your inventory can serve as collateral.” She removed her glasses and leaned across the desk. “Remember, you need volume. That’s where you’ll make your money. Focus on volume and collections and publicity.” She chuckled. “Actually, you have to focus on everything. I wish I could lend you more, but this will get you through Christmas.”

After thanking Clara, Danielle left the office and shut the door behind her. Her heart pounded with excitement, her business plan shook in her hands. She couldn’t wait to write to Jon and give him the news.

* * *

Jon stood on the deck gazing at the edge of the sea where the waves stretched toward the horizon, as distant and elusive as his future. The full moon cast an opalescent glow on the letter he held in his hand. From time to time he glanced at it, read it again, and thought about Danielle.

My dearest Jon, she wrote. Your letter was such a surprise. I am so honored that you feel you can bare your feelings to me, and first, I want you to know that I share your feelings. You are so very special to me, you have a place in my heart that no other occupies. 


Love is a deep commitment, Jon. If I were a woman with no responsibilities, I would be on my way to England. But my life is full of other commitments of love. The love for my daughter and niece, the love for my mother. And with this love comes a duty of protection. Jon, we barely escaped the Nazi surge into Paris. And while I realize that England is strong, and will likely prevail against Germany, I cannot endanger my family again. I know your offer was sincere, but I cannot accept it.



All that I can offer to you in return is the love in my heart and prayers for your safety. 


Feeling frustrated, Jon lowered the letter, crumpled it, and flung it out to sea. Instantly he regretted his action. What did he expect of her? He had poured his heart out to her, had proposed a plan that was impetuous and unrealistic. As he thought of it now, he was glad that she’d had the sense not to accept his offer. He wouldn’t want to put her in the path of potential danger. No, she was right to refuse him. Still, this didn’t make it any easier to accept her rejection.

Jon blinked against the stiff wind, his stomach knotted with anguish and regret. I have duties, too, he thought. My duty to my country, and to my family. But I also promised my duty to Max, and to Danielle. 

If Danielle would not come to England, he could go to her. Letting his mind wander, he thought, we could marry, and I could set her up in a home in the safety of Los Angeles, take care of her. She’ll be there waiting for me when this war is over. I could work from our Long Beach offices.

He shook his head sharply. These are the rambling thoughts of a lonely man. This is what I tell the young men under my command. 

His thoughts turned to those men, his friends, poor chaps who’d died leaving behind widows and babies, or family estates without heirs. He thought of those left behind, how they grieved and struggled.

And what if he didn’t make it through? Should he be so quick to turn Danielle into a widow again? Hadn’t she suffered enough? He wanted to comfort her, not cause her more grief. In her letters she wrote that her business was successful, and assured him that she and her family were very comfortable. Should he rock their boat? Of course not, he decided. The war couldn’t last forever, and when it was over, he would go to her.

A sudden spray slapped across his face, jolting him. Wiping water from his face, he tasted salt on his lips. His father’s words came to mind. We Newell-Greys have salt water in our veins. Jon knew that right now, his duty was to his country. His commitment to Crown and country and the cause for which they fought took precedence over all else in his life. The future would be sorted out in time.

But even now, he had a feeling about how his future would play out. His mother had written about a surprise planned for his next leave, whenever that might be, and he suspected that his mother and Victoria were still planning their marriage, even babies. He spat into the sea, expelling the taste of salt from his mouth. Again, it seemed his life was all about damned duty, and sometimes he hated everything and everyone for it.


Except Danielle.


Jon spun on his heel and strode inside. He still had a letter to write before turning in.
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The months slipped from the calendar as winter gave way to spring and Danielle felt renewed invigoration for the business and life she was creating for her family.

She bathed quickly this morning, preparing for a very important day. Today she was scheduled to launch her line at the fashionable Bullock’s Wilshire department store. At last, she thought, I’ve worked so hard to get to this point. This is my big opportunity.

Though she had every confidence in her creations, Danielle was still most comfortable behind the scenes, crafting her perfumes and accessories and organizing the business. She loved working with people, but selling into a new store with new faces made her nervous. Marie had always handled that.

In preparation for this huge step, Danielle had kept a rigorous schedule. In fact, her only social outlet was correspondence she exchanged with Jon. He encouraged her efforts, and she liked to think she helped raise his battle-fatigued spirits. England was still under attack, but holding her own.

Danielle swept her hair into a chic roll, then pulled on her dependable black sheath dress. She had worn it so much the neckline had frayed. Frowning, she arranged a beautifully embroidered scarlet silk scarf, one of her own design prototypes, to mask the tattered edge.

She gazed idly at her reflection in the mirror, but her thoughts were consumed with business. At last, her tenacity had proved rewarding. Thanks to Clara, my first holiday season was successful. Money is still scarce, but someday, somehow, I will provide everything my family needs. And today is just the beginning.

She kissed her sleeping family good-bye. A half hour later, she stepped from the bus. Shielding her eyes from the spring sun, she gazed up at the grand Bullock’s Wilshire store.

Calming her jittery nerves, she swept inside, then rode the elevator to the executive offices. Her morning was jammed with meetings with the buyer, publicist, marketing director, and store manager. Rarely did a store of such stature place such a large opening order with a newcomer. However, the buyer made the terms quite clear: If the Bretancourt line didn’t sell, it would be returned to her. Danielle knew her success lay in training and motivating the sales clerks. Today was her moment of truth.

“We wish you luck,” the store manager said.

“Thank you, I’ll do my best,” Danielle replied. I cannot fail, she told herself. She walked to the elevator and pushed the call button. While waiting, she flipped open her burgeoning appointment book. Where did the days go? A lack of time was the bane of her existence. Danielle sighed, watching the movement of the shiny brass dial as the elevator ticked past each floor.

As she waited, her thoughts shifted from business to family matters. Jasmin had taken her first tentative steps, and Liliana was excited to begin school. Even Marie’s regressions occurred less often, though she was still a shadow of the sophisticated, self-assured woman she had been in Paris.

The elevator arrived, the doors slid open, and Danielle stepped into the empty elevator. She breathed a silent prayer as she rode the elevator down to the first floor cosmetic department. Nervously, she smoothed her hair, securing wayward tendrils.

The elevator slowed its descent and came to a halt. She stepped out, pausing to admire the soaring Art Deco architecture overhead, the finely detailed murals, the sparkling chandeliers. A tuxedoed pianist played at a black grand piano near the entrance, filling the air with a Vivaldi melody. Bullock’s Wilshire was one of the finest stores in California. She swallowed her fears and arranged a smile on her face.


I am ready.


She crossed the floor to her appointed counter, where her product line was already displayed against an artfully draped backdrop of scarlet satin. It’s breathtaking, she thought, immensely pleased. Chimère, by Danielle Bretancourt. The display was arranged exactly as she had instructed the in-house designer.

The cosmetic sales clerks greeted her laconically, with a mixture of apathy and boredom, then returned to their gossip, spurning her efforts to engage them. A difficult group, she sighed, her hopes sinking. Then she remembered what Jon had once said to her: Where’s your famous French courage? She thought about the challenges he faced every day. Just thinking about him gave her confidence. She set her jaw, stepped up to the perfume counter, and introduced herself to the floor manager.

Several customers passed but ignored her. A well-dressed woman in a navy hat and fitted suit approached the counter.

“Bonjour, madame. Would you like to try a new French perfume today?”

The woman hesitated, sniffing the perfume, then admired the crystal flacons and satin brocade pouches. She glanced at Danielle, then back to the name on the display. Suddenly, her face illuminated with recognition. “Are you Danielle Bretancourt?”

“Oui, madame.”

“I’ve heard of you,” she exclaimed, breaking into a wide smile. “I’ve read all about you in Hedda Hopper’s column.”

Danielle suppressed a laugh, recalling the scene at Clara’s boutique. “Hedda Hopper adores my perfume, too.” Clara had been right about the press. She must remember to thank Cameron, too. “Louella Parsons also wears it,” she added with a conspiratorial smile.

At the mention of the two Hollywood gossip queens, the sales clerks shifted their attention to Danielle.

The woman said, “I’ve heard all the movie stars wear it!”

“Oui, madame,” Danielle said coyly. “Many do.” She sprayed the perfume in the air, creating a theatre of scent for the woman to experience as they spoke.

“May I try your perfume?”

“Of course. I call it Chimère.” Danielle’s heart leapt, her mind raced. She remembered how Marie used to demonstrate the art of wearing perfume. “But first, allow me to help you discover the true heart of the perfume, madame.”

Danielle spritzed the fragrance on the back of the woman’s hand with a flourish, then placed her own hand over the spot, drawing strength from the connection. “You see, the warmth of my hand brings out the true nature of the perfume as it develops on your skin. This is why perfume seems different on each person. As it blends with your skin, it becomes unique to you.”

“How fascinating,” the woman said, her face warming with a smile. She leaned in toward Danielle and said, “Tell me more.”

Danielle’s nervousness abated, and she pressed on, excited at the prospect. This is my moment, she thought, her heart pounding. She noticed the sales clerks were listening in rapt attention, too. “You see, a fine perfume usually passes through three phases, just as a symphony soars and glides through various movements. Yet, the phases are similar, like variations on a theme.”

Danielle continued to hold the woman’s hand, warming the perfume. “The initial phase, or opening accord, is evident on the first whiff from the flacon. It’s designed to be enticing and engaging. In French, this is the note de tête, the head note.”

“The floral heart,” she went on, “or the note de cœur, develops within a few minutes, followed by the base accord, the note de fond. In this finale are found rich, long lasting essential oils, including sandalwood, patchouli, and vanilla, which give the perfume staying power. These are superb fixatives. Naturally, the finer the oils, the longer perfume lasts on the skin, especially in perfume, or parfum, the richest, most concentrated version of fragrance.” She removed her hand with a graceful flourish. “Try it, madame.”

“Why, you’re right, it’s lovely.”

Danielle smiled at her.

Over the woman’s shoulder, Danielle could see the sales clerks hovering with interest. One spoke up, her tone edged with sarcasm. “It sounds like perfume is related to music, what with all those notes and chords you’re talking about. Are you sure you’re in the right department?” A titter of laughter erupted.

Danielle swung around to the gathering crowd. At last I have their attention, she thought, now I can teach them, help them learn. She smiled at the group of ladies. “How perceptive of you. Years ago in France, in attempt to bring order to the perfumer’s art, a master perfumer created a system whereby every essence was assigned a note, based on a tonal scale of six and one half octaves. So yes, music and perfume are related,” she finished, giving a dazzling smile.

Another woman spoke out. “How do you know all of this?”

“My family has been creating perfumes for generations in France.”

A wave of murmured approvals swept across the crowd.

“Then you must know what you’re talking about,” another sales woman said. Others nodded in agreement.

The woman in the navy hat opened her purse. “Chimère is utterly magical. I simply must have it.”

Excitement spiked the air, sending shivers down Danielle’s spine. She breathed a brief sigh of relief, then swung into action.

“Merveilleux,” Danielle declared, acting swiftly. “But for the most exquisite, surreal experience, you must use our perfumed soap and skin softening bath oil for your toilette, then dust your skin with our silky talc, and finish with our parfum, et voilà. A cloud of fragrance, layers of sensual scent, will surround you. It will last all day and into the evening. But never, never will it be overpowering. Mais non, it will be subtle, in the French tradition. Très chic. Your husband will adore you.”

The woman inhaled again, her eyelids fluttering. “I’ll take it all. One of everything. Put it on my house account.”

Danielle wrapped her purchase while a clerk prepared her bill. “Merci madame, I’m sure you’ll enjoy it.”

After the woman left, Danielle turned to the sales clerks. “You see, that’s all there is to it,” she said earnestly. “Show your customers how perfume can touch their deepest desires. Be of service, teach them how to experience and enjoy the artistry of perfume. Share the magic, the art of living well with them.”

“But we can’t present it like you do.”

“Each one of you has your own distinct style. Trust your instinct and your customers will trust your judgment.” She smiled warmly at them. “I’ll teach you the technique I demonstrated. Most of all, pamper your customers.” She paused, searching for words of encouragement. “I believe in you, in your ability to make this a top selling perfume. I know you are the best in the business, because you are here at Bullock’s Wilshire. Here,” she added, giving each of them a brochure. “This is my family story, of how the House of Bretancourt came to be. I wore an early version of Chimère on my wedding day, it was my husband’s favorite perfume.”

Whispers fluttered through the crowd. “Was he really a German aristocrat?”

Danielle’s throat tightened at the thought of Max. “Yes, he was, God rest his soul. But like you, I’m an American now.” And as the words left her lips, she realized for the first time that she truly felt like an American in her heart. It was a place to begin life anew, to prove her worth, to build her future. And I will.

The sales clerks smiled their approval. Relief flooded Danielle. With their help, the line would be a success.

She spent the rest of the day getting to know every sales clerk and assisting sales efforts, thrilled with their new-found enthusiasm. As closing time drew near, she prepared to leave. After a quick mental calculation, she exhaled a breath of relief. She had barely exceeded her goal for the day. Just then, she heard a familiar male voice behind her, deep and mellow.

“So this is where you’ve disappeared to.”

Danielle whirled around.

“No phone number, no address, nothing but a postal box number. Who’re you hiding from, lass?” The handsome, dark-haired man lowered his sunglasses, and a wide grin spread across his face. Cameron Murphy looked every inch the glamorous star. He wore an evening suit that complemented his broad Adonis-like physique, complete with a sky blue silk ascot and diamond pinkie ring. Wavy black hair flowed from tanned temples, and his sparkling eyes were teasing.

“Cameron, of all people, what are you doing here?” Suddenly self conscious, she smoothed her hair and stood straighter.

“Had a few things to pick up before I went out this evening. Are you working here?”

“I launched my perfume line here today.”

“Why, congratulations! Did you have a good day?”

Danielle grinned. “Thanks to you and Hedda Hopper.” The gossip columnist had created quite the little story about her and Cameron. Untrue, of course, but people read the column, and publicity helped sales.

Cameron sniffed the air, glanced at the shimmering crystal bottles arranged on the counter. “Tell you what, I’ll take ten of your largest perfumes. It’s fine smelling stuff, sure and it ‘tis. Real quality.”

She laughed. “Really Cameron, ten bottles?”

“You think I don’t know ten beautiful ladies? Okay, here goes.” He ticked off his fingers as he spoke. “My secretary, mother, sister, sister, sister, sister, hair dresser, a couple of waitresses, my housekeeper, and Silverman’s secretary Gladys, oops, I’m out of fingers, that’s eleven. Give me a couple extra, say thirteen, a baker’s dozen.”

“You’re serious?” Danielle was amazed. What a dear man, she thought. This sale will cinch the line’s position at Bullock’s, especially after the columnists hear about it!

“Of course I’m serious,” he murmured. “Especially about you.”

Danielle spun around, ecstatic, and threw her hands in the air. “Who can ring up Mr. Murphy?”

The younger sales girls hung back, obviously overwhelmed by Cameron’s celebrity status. An impeccably attired, plump older woman stepped forward sprightly. “Aye, I will ma’am.” She smiled merrily, her cheeks like rosy apples. “I’m Mrs. Murphy.”

“Sure, and I’m thinking we might be related,” Cameron replied in a thick Irish brogue. He leaned across the glass counter and gave her a peck on the cheek.

Mrs. Murphy blushed and counted out thirteen bottles. “Would you be liking gift wrap too, sir?”

“Absolutely. And delivery. My secretary will ring you tomorrow with instructions. Thank you, Mrs. Murphy.” Grinning, he turned back to Danielle. “Say, there’s a party this evening at Lou Silverman’s. Are you busy?”

Startled at the invitation, Danielle hesitated. It sounded like fun. But I couldn’t possibly, she thought, crestfallen. Every minute of her schedule was fastidiously planned. She had sewing to do, accounts to balance, bottles to fill. “No, I’m awfully busy, Cameron. I must prepare dinner, then more work.”

“Nonsense, no more work today. We’ll call for Chinese take-out for the family, and then we’ll head over to Silverman’s party.” He sidled close to her. “You’ll have a great time.”

“I simply can’t, Cameron.” She took a step back.

“Come on, Dani,” he whispered. “Say yes. I need a date tonight. Don’t ruin my reputation in front of all these ladies. Say yes, Dani. Just one little word,” he said, feigning desperation. “Me very career depends on it, nay, I dare say, me very life.”

She suppressed a smile. “You’re impossible. And my name is Danielle.” But then, how could she argue with him? After all, he had just made her first day at Bullock’s a resounding success. Perhaps I should go with him, she thought, just to express my appreciation. I’ll get up extra early tomorrow morning to finish my work. She nodded. “All right, you win.”

“Hallelujah, Dani,” he cried, obviously ignoring her correction. By now, he had drawn a crowd, and the sales clerks broke out in applause at his shenanigans. “Put an extra bottle on there for yourself, Mrs. Murphy. You’re the tops, you are.” He signed the sales slip, hooked his arm in Danielle’s, and marched her out the front door before she could change her mind.

Once outside, Danielle exploded into gales of laughter. She couldn’t remember the last time she had laughed so hard.

“Here’s my car.” An attendant pulled a white convertible Rolls-Royce to the curb.

“Oh no, you can’t drive this into my neighborhood.” This is crazy, she told herself. “Really Cameron, the fun’s over, I must get home.”

“Nay, that’s where you’re wrong, lass. The fun is just beginning.”

There seemed to be no dissuading Cameron Murphy. “Well, I won’t say no to a ride home, if you’re sure you want to take this car into my decrepit neighborhood.”

“No one says no to Cameron Murphy, my dear Dani. Didn’t you know that?” He grinned and held the car door open for her. She slid in obligingly, admiring her unexpected surroundings. The burl wood dash and chrome dials gleamed in the sunlight, and the leather seats were smooth and supple beneath her touch. Someday, she thought, I’ll have a car just like this. She glanced shyly at Cameron, and her mind began to whir.

Cameron tipped the attendant and hopped into the car. “Lead the way,” he said, putting on his dark sunglasses.

She gave him directions and he pulled away from the store, turning onto Wilshire Boulevard. The wind ruffled her hair, so she tied her scarf over her head.

“Hey, you look like a movie star, Danielle. Everyone at the party will wonder who you are.”

“Cameron, I really can’t go with you tonight, but thank you for what you did back there. I mean it, you made my day.”

He took her hand and squeezed it. “I’m glad I happened to be there, Danielle. It’s nice to use my stardom for a good purpose when I can.”

“You didn’t have to do that—”

“I don’t have to do anything. I wanted to help you.”

“But Cameron, fourteen bottles, why, that was far too expensive!”

They stopped at a signal light and Cameron turned to her, his eyes shining with passion. “Nothing is too good for you, Danielle. Nothing.” The light turned green and he drove in an easterly direction on Wilshire. “Now, about this party. There’s something I should tell you. I need you to go with me because my ex-wife Erica is going to be there with her new boyfriend. You have to come, Dani. Please. Silverman expects me to be there, but I can’t go alone.”

“Cameron, I wasn’t even invited.”

“Relax, you’re with me. Besides, Silverman likes you, he’ll be glad to see you.” A twinkle came to his eyes. “Know what he calls you?”

She glanced down at her simple black dress. “What, a poor waif?”

He laughed. “A woman of quality, that’s what he says to me at Clara’s fashion show. With a capital ‘Q.’”

Danielle was secretly pleased. But then, an immense feeling of guilt overtook her. She was certain the store would be buzzing tomorrow with Cameron Murphy’s purchase and their exit together. And at no small cost to him. Fourteen one-ounce bottles of her best perfume. Why, the money he must have!

She swallowed and looked out, watching the scenery fall past at a dizzying pace. She hadn’t attended a social event since Max’s death, certainly not with her overwhelming responsibilities and single-minded purpose. And now
I’m simply returning a favor to Cameron. She glanced down. He still held her hand. Gently she slipped it from his grasp, under the guise of straightening her scarf. A thought flashed through her mind and her heart quickened. But no, it was too crazy.

“Please come with me,” he reiterated, his puppy dog eyes melting her resolve. “Think what the newspapers will print tomorrow. The ‘Man with the Golden Voice’ can’t even get a date, they’ll write. But look at Erica Evans, his ex-wife—”

“All right, enough!” She laughed, and gave him a reassuring smile, which quickly turned to a frown. “But what’s the dress?”

“Hollywood style, silver screen gowns, glitter galore.” He glanced at her, a worried look crossing his face. “Ah, I’m an idiot, maybe you don’t have—”

“I happen to have a few dresses.” She lifted her chin and a smile curved on her lips. “I don’t think you’ll be disappointed.”

“I’m sure I won’t be.” He cast an appreciative look at her and grinned. “See, it’s a welcome back party for Erica. She’s been filming in Mexico, and tonight Lou Silverman will be announcing a new film with Erica in the starring role. The place will be crawling with press.” He stretched his arm across the seat, over her shoulder. “Sure, and it’ll be a party like you’ve never seen, lassie.” 
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Cameron and Danielle drove on, winding their way through Los Angeles. With each passing block, the area grew more dreary and downtrodden. Cameron squinted out the window. “This is a tough neighborhood. Are we getting close?”

“We’re almost there,” Danielle answered quietly, watching him from the corner of her eye. “I warned you.” She pointed to her building. “There it is. You can park in front.”

He eased the Rolls-Royce into a space in front of the Bradley Arms apartment building. “Sorry, Dani, I just didn’t picture you living here, that’s all.”

Her face grew warm in embarrassment, and she wished she hadn’t let him bring her home. “Well,” she began, looking up at the dingy building, “the price is right.”

Cameron shut off the ignition, and without a word, helped her from the car.

Danielle led him into the Bradley Arms, up the rickety stairs, and through the grimy, malodorous hallway. A child’s scream pierced the dark, and scratchy strains of a worn Benny Goodman record sounded from another room. I shouldn’t have brought him here. Danielle stopped at her door, shame growing in her, not for the way she lived, but the way she felt about it. I’m earning my way and taking care of my family. But maybe that’s the way Hollywood men think....
And if anyone has a problem with that, it’s their problem, not mine. 

“Here’s your last chance, Cameron. I wouldn’t blame you if you left now. I’d understand.” She bent her head, searching for her key.

“No, Dani, I’m here to stay, that I am.” He gave her a quick grin. “Truth be known, lassie, this neighborhood is a far better place than the one I was born into back in Ireland, in the stinking slums of Dublin. I know you’re doing the best you can. You have guts, Dani. Real courage. I admire that about you, I always have.” He glanced at his watch. “We should hurry, though.”

“I don’t know about this party, Cameron, I have so much to do, and my mother and the girls need me tonight.”

“There you go, waffling again.” He swept a strand of hair from her cheek. “You should go out more, Dani.”

Danielle brought the key from her purse and held it up. “This is your final warning. You’re about to meet the family.”

“Let’s do it, then. I’m game.”

When Danielle opened the door, she was shocked at the sight before her, a scene of such normalcy, such domesticity, that Danielle almost cried out. Their tiny quarters sparkled, and Marie stood over the hot plate stirring what smelled like beef stew. The children were playing quietly in a corner, scrubbed and happy, with pink ribbons in their hair. Unbelievable! Danielle was aghast with astonishment. Their neighbor, Anna, was napping in a chair.

For the first time since their arrival in America, Marie seemed normal. She had even arranged her hair in her previous upswept style, and applied makeup. Tonight, Marie was a most extraordinary sight.

Danielle recovered and performed the perfunctory introductions. Marie was gracious and the girls were perfect angels. And they had no idea that Cameron was a celebrity.

Everything appeared so normal, so under control, that Danielle had no excuse not to accompany him. She had to admit, her mother was in excellent form, and for this, Danielle breathed a sigh of immense relief. They all chatted briefly, and Cameron made Liliana laugh. Anna stirred and yawned.

“Why, your family looks fine,” Cameron said. “Now, I won’t take no for an answer, you’re coming with me.”

“Go on,” Marie urged her.

“I can stay,” Anna added.

Finally, Danielle acquiesced and excused herself to change clothes.

In the cramped confines of the dimly lit dressing area, Danielle turned her attention to her meager wardrobe. Where once she had taken such pride in her appearance, now she’d discovered that a simple black dress could take her anywhere. But tonight she needed something different. There in the closet hung a dress she had unearthed in a thrift shop and redesigned. It was a sample for the new clothing line she was developing for Clara’s boutique.

She let her worn black dress fall to the floor and lifted the other dress over her head, the golden satin material slithering over her slim hips. The dress suited her well, skimming her frame and flaring dramatically. The neckline draped across her collarbone and the dress plunged to her waist in the back, leaving her back bare. She’d redesigned the dress in its entirety, and added delicate, bronze embroidered trim to the neckline. She squinted at herself in the cracked mirror.

It had been a real find, she remembered. A thrift shop in the neighborhood carried vintage items, mostly from Europe. Months ago, Danielle had obtained a trunk full of clothing after cleaning storerooms for the owner. The fine quality fabric had attracted her, and though many articles were outdated or stained, she had tried her hand at redesigning several dresses. Then she’d bartered perfume for several new bolts of fabric from a factory downtown, and experimented with combining new fabric with vintage accents. Just last week, she had shown her samples to Clara, and to her delight, Clara placed orders for several pieces. With the war raging in Europe, there were few fashion or fabric imports to the United States.

Danielle smoothed the dress, pleased at its fit. Yes, it will do. If only Jon could see it....

Hastily, she pushed thoughts of Jon from her mind. She brushed her hair, then secured it with bobby pins, letting soft tendrils escape around her face. Because she had sold all of her jewelry, her ears and neck and wrists and fingers were bare. Yet, the effect was one of elegant simplicity. She looked in the mirror, somewhat heartened.

“I’m ready,” she said, emerging from the dressing area.

Cameron was momentarily speechless. “Why, you’re beautiful, Dani, just gorgeous. You remind me of me mum.”

Danielle kissed her family good-bye, still marveling at Marie’s miraculous turn. She hoped Marie’s current condition would last for a while, though she had grown accustomed to her mother’s behavioral shifts. “I won’t be late, Maman.”

“It’s all right, dear, I know you’re in good hands with Jean-Claude.” Marie smiled sweetly and a vague light shone in her eyes.

Danielle realized with a sudden start that her mother thought Cameron was Jean-Claude. Her heart sank in disappointment.

“Who’s Jean-Claude?” Cameron asked as they descended the staircase.

“My brother,” Danielle replied curtly.

Cameron stopped, obviously confused. “But, isn’t he...” His voice trailed off.

“Dead? Yes, he is.” Danielle paused, grabbing the handrail for support. Heat prickled her neck. “My mother thought you were Jean-Claude. She gets confused at times, but she always takes good care of the children.”

“Will she be all right tonight?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, she’s much better. Besides, she’s fine with Anna there. I warned you, Cameron.”

They reached the bottom of the stair and Cameron reached out, placing his hands on her shoulders. “For the record, I think you’re doing one heck of a job.” He kissed her forehead, and as he did, his smooth, woody aroma of vetiver drew her in. Then she detected tonka bean and finally, the sensual, animalic aroma of civet. It was Guerlain’s, she noted absentmindedly. Jicky. One of her favorites, she thought, feeling herself flush with pleasure. He wore it well.

For once, she was glad for the dim lighting.

He pulled back. “In this light you look so much like me mum, like an old photograph of her before she married.” His gaze fixed on a point beyond her. “Back when the bloom of youth was still fresh in her face, before the angry hands of me dad battered her cheekbones and broke her nose. Before he beat her to death late one night.” He blinked and shook his head, as though expunging the memory. “Yeah, she was a beauty then.”

Stricken by his story, Danielle touched his face. “Why, Cameron, I’m so sorry.”

“Let’s go, we’re late as it is.” He opened the door. He helped her into the car, and started off.

The sun was setting in the western sky, casting a burnished brilliance over the horizon, like a shimmering scarlet cloth flung high across the cityscape. They drove in silence through Los Angeles. Cameron turned north on Beverly Drive into a neighborhood of mansions. They cruised the palm tree-lined road across Sunset Boulevard, past the pink stucco Beverly Hills Hotel. The road narrowed and curved beyond Pickfair, the estate of Mary Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks, as they climbed higher into the sunset glazed hills.

“Here we are,” Cameron said, as they reached the crest of the rise.

There, perched on a promontory point overlooking the sprawling city, sat Lou Silverman’s magnificent estate, a shimmering white vision veiled in the sunset’s crimson iridescence.

Danielle suppressed a gasp. A pair of wrought iron filigree gates swung slowly open, allowing them to pass a white stucco gate house, where a guard waved them in after recognizing Cameron. Towering Italian cypress trees lined the drive, lending a majestic air to the entrance. At the end of the drive, the vista widened to reveal a sprawling Spanish-Mediterranean estate. A red-tiled roof, flaming red bougainvillea, and royal blue tile punctuated the white stucco expanse. To the right, orchard trees heaved beneath the weight of oranges, lemons, and grapefruit, and to the left, a pair of tennis courts and several cabañas dotted the landscape.

Danielle breathed in the scents of citrus, lilies, and honeysuckle, sweet aromas that reminded her of her uncle’s farm. Beyond the drive, the sounds of an orchestra playing lively big band tunes drifted to her ears. Danielle’s eyes widened. Never had she seen such a magnificent estate in Los Angeles, so beautifully kept, so private and palatial. Someday, she thought, I’ll live like this. She smiled to herself, taking mental notes as they eased to a stop at the grand entrance.

“Get ready to dazzle,” Cameron told her as they relinquished the car to a parking attendant.

They stepped from the car and blinding white camera flashes popped in their faces. Cameron donned his famous grin and struck a well-practiced pose for a cadre of photographers. Danielle tried to remain poised and calm, but the attention was nearly overwhelming. So this is his world, she thought.

A formally clad butler greeted them at the front door. The room teemed with people, the noise was deafening. Instantly, Danielle regretted her decision to accompany Cameron. She felt as if she didn’t belong here, not with Cameron.

There were so many people! And so many aromas jostling in her nose. Smoke, perfumes, cocktails, flowers, food. She spotted Cary Grant ahead of them, smelling of sandalwood. Near the bar, Ginger Rogers chatted with Charles Boyer. Danny Thomas waved to Cameron, Myrna Loy kissed him on the cheek as they passed, and a young starlet drenched in Shalimar winked at him.

As they were swept through the crowd, Danielle’s nerves tensed in the pit of her stomach.

“Relax,” Cameron shouted above the din. He guided her by the elbow. “This is supposed to be fun.”

“I haven’t been to a social event in a long time, Cameron, not since, not since Max....” her voice trailed off and she began to feel faint.

“Oh God, Dani, I didn’t realize.” Cameron pulled her into a small alcove and hugged her tightly. “I’ll stick by you, kid. Tell you what, let’s say hello to Mr. Silverman, and then, if you’re still uncomfortable, we’ll go. All I need to do is put in an appearance. Though I should say hello to Erica, and congratulate her.”

Danielle took a breath to steady her nerves. “No, we can stay. I feel better now.” She rested her head against his shoulder, grateful for his concern. He felt solid, reassuring. As Max had been. And Jon. It was nice being with someone who cared about her well-being. She caught herself and pulled away, gazing into his kind face. “Perhaps I should go out more.”

“There’s the spirit. You’re damned right, too. You know what they say about all work and no play.” He grinned down at her. “How about I make you my project? I’m not dating anyone special, and I need an escort for parties and other events. Say you will, Dani, please?”

She had to laugh at his gentle eagerness. “First let’s get through tonight, shall we?”

He grinned. “Sure doll, one day at a time.” He glanced toward the rear door. “The patio isn’t as crowded, and I can use some fresh air. A drink, too.”

Once outside, Danielle began to relax.

“Much better,” he said, steering her to the edge of the patio near a low stucco wall, beneath which the hillside fell away in dramatic sweeps of verdant green terraced gardens. “Stay here, I’ll get drinks. Champagne okay?”

Danielle smiled up at him and nodded. He was nice.

As soon as Cameron left her side, Danielle saw Hedda Hopper sailing toward her. Hedda wore a sequined, canary yellow evening gown with yards of skirt, a low décolleté, and a shimmering hat to match. “Danielle, what a surprise to see you here.” She held out a wrist. “Guess what I’m wearing!” Without waiting for an answer, she cooed, “Chimère, darling. What else?”

Hedda perched on the low wall and patted the spot beside her. “Have a seat, let’s catch up.”

Danielle sat beside her, glad to have found someone she knew. “As a columnist, you must know everyone here, Hedda, but I hardly know a soul.”

Hedda leaned close to Danielle. “See that dark-haired woman standing near Lou Silverman? That’s Erica Evans, Cameron’s ex-wife. Surely you know her from the movies.”

“No, I haven’t seen her films.” Danielle followed her gaze to a beautiful woman attired in a slinky white satin evening dress that enhanced her voluptuous, full-bosomed figure. “She looks Latin.”

“She’s from Mexico.” Hedda arched a brow. “I happen to know her mother still works as a domestic there, cleaning houses.”

Danielle decided not to mention that she’d been cleaning storerooms. “How did Erica become an actress?”

“She ran away from home at fourteen, crossed the border at San Diego, and started singing in nightclubs. There she met an agent who changed her life. Juanita Juarez became Erica Evans, and after a nose job, two years of elocution and acting lessons, she landed her first movie role. The rest is history.”

“She must have worked very hard.”

Hedda gave a hearty chuckle. “On her back, some would say. You know, you should watch Cam around Erica.” She kissed Danielle on the cheek. “Ta-ta, dearie, I must dash.”

Danielle watched Erica and Lou for a moment, then Cameron returned, bearing two flutes.

“Champagne?” Cameron asked.

“What a treat.” Danielle accepted a glass.

He clinked her glass. “To the future. May your tomorrow be as bright your eyes.”

“Oh, really, Cameron.” Danielle smiled even as she felt Erica’s cold glare upon her.

The party reached a fever pitch and Abigail stood next to Lou Silverman as he scanned the crowd, seemingly satisfied with his handiwork. Judging from the press people, Abigail imagined the party would be covered in all the newspapers and trade publications tomorrow.

Lou’s brightest star, Erica Evans, had turned out well this evening. She stood on the other side of Lou, greeting guests and looking beautiful.

“Lou, you really must lend a hand to our cause,” Abigail said, drawing his attention away from the party scene. “There’s a wonderful couple in London assisting me, the Leibowitzes. They’re aiding in rescuing orphaned and displaced children from across Europe and England.”

Lou Silverman leaned against the railing, listening to her and smiling. “Abigail, your enthusiasm, energy, and passion are a sight to behold.”

At that moment, a director stopped to speak to Lou, diverting his attention.

Erica turned to Abigail and whispered to her. “Are you completely oblivious to his interest in you?”

Abigail was genuinely surprised. “Honestly, Erica, the stars here shine much brighter I do.”

“But you’re different,” Erica said. “You’re intelligent, well-bred and well-educated, and you’re a natural beauty besides. You stand out, head and shoulders above the rest of us. I know Lou, and he has his eye on you.”

Abigail glanced at Lou. Did he really?

She saw Lou shake hands with the director before the other man moved off into the crowd. Lou caught the eye of his butler across the crowd. Lou raised his eyebrows in a silent query, and the butler gave a nod. Abigail knew that everything was under control this evening.

She could imagine a man like this in her life, entertaining with him, strolling the terraced grounds with him, lying in bed with him. What would it be like?

Lou adjusted the white tie of his tuxedo and returned his gaze to Abigail. “Now, what were you saying?”

“Sorry?”

As if he were reading her mind, Lou grinned and winked at her.

Abigail gathered her thoughts again. “As I was saying, you know about the special benefit to introduce my new children’s rescue program. Lou, I’ve been making the same plea for weeks now, and you have yet to accept or decline. I need an answer.”

“Tell me again, Abigail.”

“Have you been listening to me?”

“I’ve had a lot on my mind. I run a studio, remember? You have my full attention now.”

Abigail plunged into the story, relating how she had spoken to Mrs. Roosevelt, the First Lady. They went on to discuss the possibility of the United States entering the war, and the potential impact on the American people and business.

“I don’t see how we can avoid it,” Lou commented.

Erica interrupted. “Look, here comes Cameron Murphy.”

“Who’s that with him?” Lou asked.

“Why, it’s Danielle,” Abigail stepped forward, and kissed Danielle on the cheek. “What a surprise, Danielle.”

They spoke briefly, and Danielle asked, “How is your family? And Jon?”

“Everyone is fine. Did you hear that Jon is getting married?”

Danielle felt like she’d been punched in the stomach. She took a shallow breath. “Married?”

Cameron grinned. “So he finally got the girl, huh?”

“Someone has to carry on the family line, you know.” A shadow flashed across Abigail’s face as she said to Cameron, “You must remember Victoria.”

Danielle felt her head swim, she fought to mask her devastation. “Strange,” she muttered, “Jon never mentioned her in his letters.” How could he? And yet, she had rebuffed his offer. Still, she thought they had something. But he was a man, a very handsome man, and—

“Oh?” Abigail said. “He writes you, does he? How nice of him. Well, I suppose he mightn’t have mentioned it. It’s just been assumed for years and years. I guess they’ve always been in love, or, whatever. Promised, you know. It’s the way our families do things in England. But I know Victoria’s simply mad about him.”

“Well, give him my best.” Danielle hoped she didn’t sound as heartsick as she felt. Why hadn’t Jon told her about Victoria? Danielle hadn’t even confided in Abigail, because she was still presumed to be in mourning over Max.

Cameron draped his arm across Danielle’s shoulders. “I’m glad Jon’s love life is settled. Say hello to Mr. Silverman, Danielle.”

She turned to Lou and found her voice. “Good evening, this is quite a party. Thank you for having us.”

Lou nodded politely to Danielle. “Glad you’re both here.” He turned to Cameron, scrutinizing him. “You’re looking good, son. Taking care of yourself?”

“Yes sir, taking good care of myself. Behaving myself, too, if that’s what you mean.”

“Good. Erica is still quite sold on you.”

Erica cut in, her mouth set in a sensual pout. “Aren’t you going to greet the guest of honor?”

Cameron laughed. “Of course I am, my Latin lassie.” He grabbed her hands and held her in front of him, admiring her. “You’re gorgeous tonight, Erica. But then, you always are.” He bent to kiss her on the cheek.

Erica quickly turned her cheek and caught him full on the lips. “For old times’ sake, mi amore,” she said seductively.

“Nice that you’re on such good terms,” Abigail observed wryly. “Most divorced couples hardly speak to one another.”

Erica threw a wicked glance over her shoulder. “We do more than speak, don’t we my pet? Why let a divorce ruin a perfectly good relationship?”

Cameron coughed. “You’re in rare form tonight, Erica. But as I recall, you were the one who packed your bags and left.”

Erica cast his words aside with a wave of her ruby jeweled hand. “Details, details.” Her gaze rested squarely on Danielle, and she tilted her nose into the air. “Who’s the girl in the golden gown?”

Cameron introduced Danielle to Erica. “I ran into her today, she was working at Bullock’s Wilshire.”

“Oh, a shop girl.” Erica narrowed her eyes. “Nice dress. You should have borrowed some jewelry, too.”

“I’m pleased to meet you, too,” Danielle said, tilting her chin and swallowing her disappointment over Jon. She held her hand out to greet Erica.

Erica ignored her proffered hand.

Lou spoke up. “As I recall, Danielle, the last time we met you were just starting your perfume company. Now I read about you all the time in Hedda’s column.” He said to Cameron, “Danielle is a very special lady. Take good care of her.”

“You needn’t worry,” Danielle said. “Cameron is taking very good care of me this evening.”

“Really?” Erica flipped her jet black mane over her bare shoulder, the scent of Joy on her skin. “Just how good, Cam?”

“That’s enough, Erica.” Lou caught her arm.

Abigail cut in. “What a beautiful evening dress, Danielle. Where on earth did you find it? At Clara’s?”

“No, it’s one of my new designs. Do you really like it?”

“Like it? I love it! I’ve never seen anything like it. Let me see the back of it.”

Danielle whirled around, the fluid satin rippling in golden waves about her legs. “What do you think of the back?

“Sensual,” Cameron interjected, his fingers trailing down her bare back.

“Naughty boy.” Danielle winked at him. Secretly, she enjoyed his compliment, especially because Erica was still throwing silent daggers in her direction. “I have other designs, too, for my new fashion line.”

“Clara must see these, absolutely must.” Abigail’s eyes danced. “I’m going to call her.”

Danielle grinned. “We’re already planning the first House of Bretancourt trunk show at Clara’s. The focus is on enhancing a woman’s natural figure, and combining sumptuous new fabrics with vintage accents.”

“How interesting,” Lou said. “I’ll make sure some of our stars attend. Erica would look lovely in something like that.”

Danielle imagined that Erica would rather rip the gown off her, but since Lou still had her firmly by the arm, Erica arranged a pleasant look on her face instead.

“Naturally, I’d love to attend,” Erica gushed, her words dripping venom. “I always enjoy meeting new dressmakers.”

“Danielle is much more than a dressmaker,” Abigail said. “She could be the next great designer, like Chanel or Patou. Look at how successful her perfume line has become.”

“I’ll be sure to send you an invitation, Erica. You should bring your boyfriend, too,” Danielle said, “so he can choose some dresses for you. Is he here tonight?”

Erica ignored her, and Danielle saw Cameron actually blush a little. So, he lied to me about her having a new boyfriend, she thought.  I wonder why? 

“I’d also be willing to design special evening dresses and costumes for the studio, Lou,” Danielle added, filling the awkward silence.

“Would you now? Then let’s talk about costuming for Erica’s new movie. Maybe we’ll commission two or three dresses like this. Might be good exposure for you. Call me tomorrow.”

Erica looked like she wanted to scratch out Danielle’s eyes.

“I’ll call you first thing in the morning,” Danielle replied calmly. Inside, she was delighted.

When Lou left them to visit with other guests, Abigail turned to Danielle. “I’m going to freshen up. Would you like to come with me?” Danielle nodded, and they started off through the crowd, leaving Erica and Cameron alone.

Cameron glared at Erica. “What was all that about?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” she said, tossing her hair over her shoulder.

“You’re such a bitch,” he hissed, as he grabbed her wrist and twisted it. “Shop girl?”

Erica grimaced against the sharp pain, and leaned into him, whispering in his ear. “You take your hands off me, Cameron Murphy. I am no longer your wife, and you can’t pound me into submission anymore.” She motioned over her shoulder. “Let go of me, what will everyone think?”

Cameron jerked on her wrist again, pulling her closer to him. “They’ll think we’re getting along just fine now.”

“Not when I slap your face, you bastard,” she hissed. A smile curved on her red lips.

He released her, shoving her from him. “Stop being so dramatic, Erica. The cameras aren’t rolling.”

Erica stumbled, then caught herself from falling. “And they won’t ever roll for you again in this town unless you’re nice to me.” She rubbed her wrist. “I’m the only one who can save you, Cam.”

Cameron spun on his heel to leave her and saw Danielle motioning to him across the room.

Grinning broadly, he made his way to Danielle. “I’ve had enough of the party,” Cameron said, making a face, “and enough of Erica. Let’s get out of here.”

“I don’t think Erica has had enough of you though,” she said softly. “I think she’s still in love with you.”

He made no reply. He steered her through the crowd and out the door.

They got into the Rolls-Royce and Cameron maneuvered through the gates and started down the hill. Before long, Cameron pulled the car to the side of the road and turned off the engine. “This is a great view,” he said. They sat at the edge of the road where city lights sparkled beneath them, and to the west, the black velvet ocean stretched into infinity.

The night was still, the spring breeze cool. Cameron turned to Danielle and put his arm around her. “I want you to understand, Dani. Erica and I loved one another very much. But we were like oil and water. Between my Irish temper and her Latin temper, it was pure combustion. Our marriage was like a prize fight—not at all like the relationship you and Max had.”

Danielle raised her face to his. “Don’t think our marriage was perfect. Every relationship requires compromise. Do you mind if I ask why Erica left you?”

“Aye, that she did, and with good reason. I was wild in my younger days. Hollywood can be very alluring, Dani, but it’s not real. Not like you.” His hand rested on her bare back, his fingers nestled in the small of her back. “I’ve tried to change, though not many people realize it.” He hung his head.

Danielle lifted his chin and gazed into his eyes. He looked like a little boy who needed to be loved. Her heart tightened as for a fleeting moment, she thought of Max, and then, Jon. “Have you really changed, Cameron?”

“Sure an’ I’ve changed. I’ve learned my lessons. Now I just want to settle down, be a family man, work regularly.”

“You? A family man?” She laughed. “I’m sorry, I just don’t see that, Cameron.”

“It’s true, Dani, it’s true. Sure, I’m a fun-loving guy, and I think you like that about me.” He tapped her nose. “I can make you laugh. But deep inside a man needs the love of a good woman.” He pressed her hand over his heart.

Danielle’s breathing grew shallow. “Just as a woman needs the love of a good man.”

Cameron enfolded her in his arms. Danielle was acutely aware of his hands on her bare skin. His touch was gentle and she closed her eyes, enjoying the warmth of his body and the sureness of his embrace and the effect of the champagne.

She missed the touch of a man. She ached for Jon, but knew now that their relationship would never be. Just a moment more, she promised herself. His hand began to move, almost imperceptibly at first, caressing the nape of her neck, tracing her spine to the small of her back. Danielle quivered in his arms. She could feel his muscles tighten under his shirt as she pressed her fingertips into his back.

“Oh, Dani,” he whispered hoarsely. “How I’ve longed for you, from the minute I first laid eyes on you.”

Though tempted, she pulled back. “We really mustn’t.”

Cameron lay his head on her chest, and she could feel the quickening of his heart. His hand brushed against her breast as he lifted his head. She stiffened under his touch. “Don’t be afraid of me, Dani. I’ll be gentle.”

She relaxed against him, needing his reassurance, pushing thoughts of Max, and Jon and his marriage from her mind. Cameron was here with her now, here for her. His breath felt warm on her neck.

“This is perfection,” he murmured. “Utter heaven, lying here like this, with you in my arms. Dani, I adore you.”

Danielle shifted in his arms, tilting her face to his. “Cameron, we should probably leave before....”

“Before what, before I tell you how much I love you?” Cameron brushed his lips against her face, his body tensing. “I do, you know, like I’ve loved no other.”

A warm, musky scent rose from his skin, and as Danielle breathed in his aroma, she felt her body naturally responding. Tonight, she needed comfort. Her lips found his and they kissed, tentatively at first, then with increasing fervor. Danielle shuddered in his arms, murmuring his name.

She felt his hands exploring her neck, her back, her hips, and as his hold on her tightened, she knew that she could not break free of his muscular embrace, but nor did she want to. She let go, and let herself fall under his trance.

Cameron shifted his attention from her lips to her neck, then her décolletage, then paused. He framed her face in his hands and gazed into her eyes. “There’s no turning back now, Dani.”

Danielle averted her eyes and looked away. As she did, Cameron sat back in the seat and turned the key in the ignition. As the engine roared to life, Danielle knew Cameron wasn’t taking her home, and her natural sense of propriety tightened in her chest. Should I? She glanced at Cam, considering.

After a short drive to Cameron’s home in the flats of Beverly Hills, he guided her through the massive front door of his two-story brick Tudor-styled home. He paused in the foyer, kissing her on her forehead, her eyelids, her cheeks, her nose, then finding her mouth, softly, teasing and tantalizing with his tongue, taking his time. “Are you ready? he whispered.

Danielle felt her heart beating wildly in her chest, felt herself give in to Cameron’s touch, while their desire flamed within. Then, in one swift motion, he lifted her in his arms and carried her upstairs to his bedroom.

Should I? she thought again, savoring the sureness of his touch, his strength and virility. After everything I’ve been through, I long for someone to hold me and make love to me.
Not since Max have I... She blinked back hot tears and rested her head against Cameron’s chest. Just for tonight, she decided. No one has to know.

They slipped from their bonds of clothing, and Cameron continued caressing and kissing her, his ardor growing more insistent. His gentle touch gave way to raw power, and Danielle succumbed to his pure passion as his intensity, which bordered on roughness, heightened his sexuality. As their bodies melded together, Danielle discovered a primal sensuality she had never known before, and she felt herself slide under his spell as their lovemaking went on for hours. With each wave of ecstasy, Cameron brought her to a new level of pleasure. Danielle had never known such rapture with a man before.

He woke her before sunrise, and she dressed quickly to return home. She felt embarrassed about coming home so late, but her family was asleep. Even her neighbor had dozed off, and when Danielle woke her, Anna seemed genuinely happy that Danielle had had such a wonderful time at the Hollywood party, accepting that the party had gone on all night, then she made her promise to share all the details later.

After Cameron kissed her and slipped out the door, Danielle lay in bed smiling to herself, smelling the scent of him on her skin and thinking. And before she drifted off to sleep, she couldn’t help but wonder, where will this lead?
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“So where the hell is Cameron Murphy?” Lou Silverman barked into the phone on his desk.

“I don’t know,” Erica replied, her voice wavering across the wire. “But I’ll find him.”

“We were to have met at ten o’clock Monday morning. It’s already Wednesday and there’s still no sign of him. I can’t use Cameron in your picture, Erica, if this is any indication of his future behavior. He’s easy to replace.”

“Please, Lou, give me twenty-four hours. I’ll find him, and I swear to you, he’ll never pull this stunt again. I’ll stake my own salary on it, Lou.”

“Hate to see you do that, Erica. But you’re absolutely right, he’ll never do this again, because if he does, he’s finished, not just with me, but with every major studio. I’m doing you a favor now as it is.” Lou paused, lowering his voice. “Don’t let me down, Erica, or it’s your contract we’ll be discussing next.”

“No, you’ve been more than accommodating.” Erica sounded repentant. “I promise, once production begins I’ll see to it personally that Cameron is on the set early every morning.”

“You do that. Now find him.”

Erica hung up the phone, then quickly dialed another number. A man answered in Cantonese. “Hello? Sammy, it that you?”

“Who’s calling?”

“Erica. You remember me, Sammy. I’m looking for Cameron.”

“No, Cameron not here. Sorry.”

“Wait, Sammy, don’t hang up. Has he been there?”

The line was quiet.

“Sammy?”

“Okay. He been here. Not today, though. Yesterday. You too late, Miss Erica.”

“Where did he go?”

Silence.

“Sammy? Do you know where he went?”

“I can’t say on phone.”

Erica thought quickly. “I’ll come there then.”

“No, you not come here.”

“Yes I am, Sammy. And don’t run away,” she hissed. “You stay right there, or I’ll tell the police what I know.”

“Okay, okay. You be here in fifteen.”

“Twenty,” she replied, snatching her car keys and French leather purse from the kitchen counter. “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” She slammed the phone down, her anger blazing.

Erica jumped into her Dusenberg roadster and raced through town, tires screeching. In barely twenty minutes, she was in Chinatown, skidding through a turn onto a pot-holed street. “Shit!” She slammed on the brakes in front of a dilapidated house, its windows boarded. She flew from the car, ran to the rear of the house in her stiletto heels, and banged on the door.

The door swung open and a slight man cowered before her. Erica was twice as large as Sammy. She put her fists on her hips and glared at him. “Where is he?”

“I tell you, okay? I write it down.” Sammy scribbled an address on a scrap of paper and handed it to her with trembling hands. “Don’t tell anyone I tell you. Very bad for me.”

“Bad joss, huh?” Erica snatched the address and stormed out, cursing in Spanish. She scowled at the paper, immediately recognizing the address. Her shoulders slumped in dismay. Damn Cameron a thousand times to hell!

She didn’t have far to go. Her next stop was in a grimy downtown industrial area near the railroad tracks. She parked, pounded on the door, and waited. No answer.

Looking from side to side, making certain she wasn’t observed, she opened her purse and withdrew a pick and tension wrench she had stolen years ago from a drunken locksmith in a border town bar. She tried maneuvering the lock cylinders, but to no avail. Frantic, she kept trying. At last, the lock gave way. She stepped inside.

The air was sickly sweet and dense with smoke. She sniffed the air. Opium. She tiptoed through the hazy corridor until she reached a stained drapery. Shoving it aside, she let her eyes adjust to the darkness.

The putrid odor of human waste assaulted her nose. She pressed her white chiffon scarf over her nose and mouth to keep from gagging. Her eyes burned from the malodorous mixture of smoke and stench. Blinking hard, she wiped her eyes, smearing her mascara. She glanced around in desperation. Tattered cots lined the wall, but only one held a body.

A low moan emanated from the deathly white lips of the motionless figure. The man was clad in stained, wrinkled pants, his chest bare, his hair matted. Erica suppressed a wave of nausea. Cameron. Just like old times.

She hurried across the room and the stench intensified. “Cameron, get up. Time to go,” she whispered hoarsely. No response. She rolled him over, and his head lolled listlessly off the bed. Startled, she pressed her fingers to his throat, found a faint, slow pulse, and breathed a small sigh of relief.

Hooking her arms under his, she heaved him off the bed and dragged him across the room. Erica was a tall woman with substantial strength in her well-developed arms and shoulders, and she knew how to leverage her body. She had done this before.

As she moved him, Cameron’s eyes glazed over in delirium. His garbled speech was incomprehensible and he had no control over his limbs. Erica dragged him through the hallway and out the door. She propped him against the building and ran to the Dusenberg. Pulling the car onto the sidewalk, she pushed him into the passenger side, slammed the door, and jammed her key into the ignition. She turned the key. Nothing.

In her rear view mirror, she could see two men running from the exit, shouting about money and shaking their fists.

“Come on, baby, start.” Perspiration seeped through her hair and dripped down her silk blouse. The Dusenberg sputtered, coughed, then roared to life. She floored the accelerator.

A half hour later, ensconced in her Bel Air mansion, Erica gave her domestic staff the rest of the week off with pay. Better to be safe, she always thought. No telling who might wag their tongue to a tabloid newspaper.

When the help had gone, she dragged Cameron onto the rear porch and dropped him onto a lawn chaise.

When he regained consciousness, she screamed at him, “Don’t ever do this to me again, or so help me, I’ll kill you.”

* * *

Several days later, Erica sat in her spacious, sun-drenched kitchen and stared at a cup of coffee, thinking of Cameron, who was upstairs dressing for his meeting with Lou Silverman. Erica had covered for Cameron during the horrible gut-wrenching days it took for the opium to exit his system. He might have been the love of her life, but he put her through hell.

Yet on a good day, no one was more fun than Cameron Murphy. He had a magnetic charm. Erica smiled as she reminisced. When he took her shopping for a new dress, he couldn’t buy just one dress. Instead, he’d purchase a dozen, with accessories to match, showering her with generosity. And the parties! People flocked around him. His extravagance was legendary.

But so were his indiscretions. Erica gulped her coffee. They’d been thrown out of the finest hotels around the world for their violent arguments. She rubbed her thumb along the line of her jaw where Cameron had punched her one evening, shattering the bone. She’d confronted him, screaming, and biting his ear. They were on location, and production had stopped on the film. Of course, Lou had been livid.

Her makeup artist always managed to cover the scars left on her body by Cameron, but even today she was seldom filmed from her left side. She shook her head as she remembered the highs and the heartaches.

Cameron had soaring, jubilant heights one day, then black, bottomless depressions the next. She’d lived with the constant fear that one day he’d die of an overdose or in an automobile accident, or that he’d be shot by a lover’s husband. In the end, Erica was exhausted.

It had been three years since she’d divorced him, but she hadn’t given up hope. She still dreamed he’d break free of his demons and return.

She blinked back despair. Maybe he needed to hit rock bottom before he could turn his life around. But how much worse could it get? He appeared to be failing in every way: physically, professionally, emotionally. Erica sighed. How long could she, should she, hold out hope?

When Cameron’s manager, Harry Nelson, told her that Cameron was broke, she had used her box office power to sway Lou, insisting that Cameron be given a part in her new movie. “But he’s just a drunken saloon singer,” Lou had said. “Do you still love him that much?”

“Of course not,” she’d smoothly lied. “But he’s perfect for the part. Besides, you can get him at a good price.” The deal was sealed, then Cameron had gone out to celebrate.

Erica stared into the depths of her coffee cup, searching for answers in the murky blackness.

Cameron entered the kitchen, jolting her from her thoughts.

“How do I look?” he asked. He wore a cream linen jacket, dark sunglasses, and a hat tipped at a jaunty angle.

Erica couldn’t help but smile. “You look like a star. Now, don’t forget what I told you, and here—” She tossed him her keys. “Take my car.”

“Thanks, and Erica?”

“Yes?”

“I owe you one.” His face lit up with a grin, his white teeth dazzling against his suntanned skin.

Erica scowled. “You owe me a lot more than one.” She looked into his eyes and found that, to her chagrin, it was impossible to be angry with him when he turned on his charm. She relented, and gave him a kiss on the lips. “Get out of here, and don’t wreck my car.”

“Hasta luego, me darlin’.” The screen door slammed behind him, and within minutes, Erica heard the throaty rumble of her Dusenberg roadster.

Lou punched a button on his intercom. “Yes, Gladys?”

“Cameron Murphy is here. Will you see him now?”

“Send him in.”

When Cameron entered his office, Lou made no motion to stand or acknowledge him.

Cameron crossed to Lou’s massive desk, nervously turning his hat in his hand, his eyes downcast. “About my disappearance last week, Mr. Silverman. There was a death in my family back east. In Boston. Pity my poor old aunt, God bless her soul.”

Lou knew Cameron was lying. He leaned back in his chair, lightly tapping his fingertips together, studying Cameron through narrowed eyes. Lou valued honesty and integrity. He could smell a charlatan a mile away, and Cameron reeked of duplicity. Finally, he said, “You understand the studio is taking a risk with you.”

“Beg your pardon, sir, but I have millions of fans from my record sales and concert appearances. There’s little risk.”

“Only the financial risk of costly delays.” Lou clipped his words. “And you haven’t recorded a song in what, three years?”

“No, sir.” Cameron hung his head. “I appreciate your taking a chance on me. I won’t let you down.”

“I hope not. This is a rare opportunity for you. You wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for Erica.” He smoothed his already impeccable silver hair and glared at Cameron. “Tell me how you plan to organize your life so that you’ll be more responsible during our filming and contract period. Why should I put my studio resources behind you?”

“Well, sir, I-I,” Cameron stammered.

“Yes?”

“I’m getting married.”

“Married?” Lou sat up, frowning. Would Erica make the same mistake twice? I certainly hope not, he thought, or there goes another star, just when she’s on top.

“To Danielle Bretancourt, the perfumer and dress designer.”

Danielle Bretancourt. Lou repeated the name to himself with pleasure. Now there was a woman who had both feet on the ground. No doubt, she could keep Cameron in line, at least for the duration of filming. He recalled that when he had asked Danielle about designing costumes for Erica Evans, she had phoned him early the next morning, just as she’d promised. And her designs were stunning. Lou had approved every one she submitted, taking twice the number he’d planned. Danielle didn’t miss an opportunity. Lou couldn’t really put them together. But who can ever tell about affairs of the heart?

“Good move,” Lou said. “I like her.” He stood abruptly, signaling the completion of their meeting. “Don’t let her get away. She’s a good match for you.” He paused. “If what you say about your marriage is true, then I have renewed confidence in your judgment.” He stared hard at Cameron. “That is, if you marry Danielle, and if you can hold onto her. I’m being straight with you, Cameron. You need someone like her.”

“Absolutely, I couldn’t agree more.” Cameron shifted from one foot to the other.

“Have you chosen a date? Let’s time it in conjunction with the release of the new movie. Weddings are great publicity for the studio.”

“Sure, I guess that’s okay.”

“Good. Let me know tomorrow. Don’t let me down again, boy.” Lou grasped his hand with an iron grip and sent Cameron scurrying out the door.

Lou turned to the window, gazing out across the city. He thought for a moment of Danielle Bretancourt with Cameron Murphy, then shook his head.

What made women fall in love?

A slow smile spread across his face. He made a mental note to call Abigail for dinner.

* * *

The late summer sun streamed through the smudged windowpane in Danielle’s apartment. She pressed her fingers lightly against the glass and watched her mother and Liliana two flights below on the street, strolling hand in hand to the corner market. She was glad that Marie’s mental condition had improved, but Marie still had tremendous hurdles to overcome.

Over the summer, Danielle had visited with several doctors. They agreed that Marie needed a substantial period of rest and recuperation in a controlled environment, and might benefit from recent advancements in psychotherapy and psychiatry.

Treatment would be expensive, and no matter how much she worked, or how far she stretched their budget, there simply wasn’t enough money. Danielle drummed her fingers on the glass, frustration churning in her stomach.

An enormous decision weighed on her mind.

In the bassinet behind her, she could hear the regular rhythm of Jasmin’s breathing. Her girls also had needs. School, clothing, food. She sat on the bed and folded her arms, mulling over her dilemma.

Since Lou’s party, Danielle had been seeing Cameron. For weeks, he had professed his undying devotion.

And just yesterday, he had proposed marriage.

Although their lovemaking was extraordinarily passionate, when the sexual fog lifted, Danielle knew she didn’t love him as she had loved Max, or even Jon. Still, she thought they could grow into love.

Perhaps I owe it to Mother and the girls, she thought. They deserve a better life. Someday she would be able to provide for them, but when? Next year? Or would it take her three years, or five years? She shuddered to think of it. Those would be lost years for Marie. How could she justify that?

Time...how precious a gift. She thought of Nicky, her beloved son. She’d give anything to spend just one more day with him.

Anguish seized her heart in a flash before she pushed it away, efficiently boxing her emotions for storage, as she did at night when Nicky drifted into her dreams. It was the only way she could function, the only way she could sleep.


Should I marry Cameron?


Still, another question tugged at her heart.

Danielle reached into the nightstand drawer and withdrew Jon’s last letter. Curling her legs under her, she opened it and began to read.


My dear Danielle,



Thank you for your last letter. Your words certainly keep this lonely sailor going. 



We’ve scarcely a free moment these days. The night raids over London continue, and the Germans are intent on sinking every blessed vessel in the Royal Navy. I fear we can’t hold out much longer without assistance from the Yanks. This war is pure hell, and my heart bleeds for the poor young blokes on the front lines.



Last week I received a disturbing letter from my sister. Abigail wrote that you’re seeing quite a lot of Cameron, that you’re practically engaged. Why haven’t you mentioned this in your letters? I was startled to learn you’re contemplating marriage, particularly to Cameron. Think this through, I beg of you. 


Danielle lowered his letter, thinking. Her relationship with Cameron had moved so quickly. He was an impetuous man, a man accustomed to having his way, which was so clearly evident in everything he did, from his career to his passion for her body.

She lifted the letter and began to read again.


Abigail also wrote to say she told you of my engagement to Victoria. I suppose most men in my position would be happy. No formal engagement has been announced, and I don’t intend to make any final decision until after the war. I hope you understand the reason for my hesitation. 



It takes a long time to really know someone, Danielle. I wish I were there with you, to share our experiences and develop our friendship.



Give little Jasmin a kiss for me. Must sign off now, I’m on duty again soon.



Regards,



Jon


Danielle stared at the letter, trying to read between the lines. To develop our friendship, Jon had written. She remembered Grasse, how he had helped her through her grief over Max, helped her deliver Jasmin. And his passionate good-bye kiss. His offer for her to live with his family in England. And now she writes about friendship? A slow anger filled her.

I’ve misjudged him. His earlier letter had held the words and promises of a man under pressure, fearing for his life. She wasn’t the first woman to receive such emotional letters from the front lines. And now that he had made up his mind and proposed to Victoria, as Abigail said, he was clearly he was putting distance between them. She couldn’t really blame him, though. After all, she had rebuffed him when he asked her to come to England. But she could not have put her family in harm’s way, not for the love of any man. And rightly so, she thought. Nazi night raids by air were devastating London now.

She shook her head sadly, regret filling her heart. She had been mistaken. Jon’s feelings for her were clearly in the past.

She lifted her chin and faced the truth. Jon was marrying Victoria. Both families approved of the match. As Abigail said, they’d been planning it for years.

If only Cameron were more like Jon. If only. Still, Cameron was incredibly, unrelentingly passionate.

Danielle pressed her hands against her throbbing temples as she came to her difficult decision.

She reached into the nightstand for a pen and writing paper. She scratched a brief, hasty reply to Jon, sprayed it with perfume, as was her custom, then folded the letter and sealed it in an envelope.

The next morning, Danielle waited on the street outside of her apartment with an armload of dresses she’d carried downstairs, not wanting Abigail to see the chaos in her apartment. She hoped Abigail would like the new slim silhouettes. Fabric was scarce due to the war effort, so she'd tapered her designs to skim the body and use very little material. Her new designs were perfect for Abigail's athletic figure.

Abigail arrived at exactly nine o’clock, as they’d arranged. She waved and pulled her car to the curb.

“I can’t wait to show you my latest designs,” Danielle said, placing the garments carefully in the back seat.

Abigail laughed. “I don’t know which of us is more excited. I can’t wait to try them on. I need something very special for this V.I.P. luncheon.”

Danielle swung her legs into the car and shut the door. “Will Lou be there?”

Abigail smiled. “He seems to turn up wherever I go.”

The two friends chatted as Abigail started back to her home.

“Abigail, I need to post a letter. Mind stopping at the Beverly Hills post office?”

“It’s on the way.”

Abigail stopped, and Danielle stepped from the car to mail her letter to Jon, thinking that it might be the last one she’d write to him. Thoughts of Cameron and Jon swirled in her mind, and she shook her head. She hurried back to the car, and Abigail continued to her nearby home.

“Here we are. Danielle, let me help you with those.”

“You just want a peek!”

The two women hurried into the house, and Abigail kicked off her shoes, eager to begin trying on the clothes that Danielle had made.

Danielle held up a rich plum-colored dress. “This is my favorite for you.”

“Mmm, this deep violet dress is beautiful, too.”

“This collection is all in rich jewel tones, which work beautifully with your complexion. Here, start trying them on. I’ll fit them to you when you’re ready.” Danielle reached into her black bag and brought out an embroidered pouch. “I have a new perfume for you, too. I was inspired by this new collection.” She opened the pouch and dabbed the elixir on Abigail’s outstretched wrist.

“It’s heavenly!” Abigail picked up several dresses. “I love that you’re branching out into fashion, Danielle. You’re going to be a mogul some day! Help yourself to coffee while I change. The housekeeper should have a fresh pot in the kitchen. She’s gone to the market, but make yourself at home.”

“Thanks, with these late nights of work, I could use another cup.” Danielle made her way through Abigail’s elegant home, across the polished hardwood floors, and past long white divans and vases of fragrant pink calla lilies into Abigail’s cheerful yellow kitchen.

As she was pouring coffee, the telephone rang. She heard Abigail call to her, “Darling, will you answer that for me.”

Danielle picked up the phone. “Hello?”

The line crackled, and she heard an operator’s voice. “I have an international call for Abigail Newell-Grey. Do you accept?”

Danielle accepted the call. A man’s deep voice boomed across the line.

“Is that you, Abigail? Hey sis, it’s Jon, can you hear me?”

Danielle felt her heart in her throat. “It’s me, Danielle.”

The line went quiet, and it seemed like an eternity before Jon answered. “Danielle! My God, it’s great to hear your voice!”

“Jon, where are you?”

“Can’t really say, but I wanted to tell—that I plan—in a few—hello? Are you there still?”

The line crackled, and Danielle could hardly make out his words. “You’re breaking up!”

“What?”

“Jon, I—I should congratulate you on your engagement.”

“Sorry, didn’t catch that—listen, I don’t have much time. Danielle, I have missed you so much.”

Danielle closed her eyes. These were the words she had longed to hear. But it was too late; he was engaged to be married. She opened her eyes and cleared her throat. "Jon, I want you to know—"

“What? Say again, Danielle.”

“I said—”

“Danielle, I’m—Angeles, want—speak to you.”

“What? Say that again?” The line sputtered and Danielle jiggled the phone. She couldn’t understand what he was saying. “Jon, are you still there?”

“I—you, Danielle.”

“Jon?” The line went dead. Danielle jiggled the telephone again. “Operator, operator? Can you get that call back?”

Jon stood by a country road, yelling into a phone at a farmer’s house. “I have to see you, Danielle. Can you hear me? I said I love you, and I have to see you. Wait for me!”
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Two weeks later, Danielle knelt on the black and white checked linoleum floor in the studio fitting room, marking the hem of Erica’s ball gown, an ivory duchess satin dress Danielle had designed for the new Silverman Studios film, The Spanish Heiress.

“Can’t you hurry?” whined Erica. 

“No, I can’t.” Danielle rocked back on her heels. “This is the dress Lou wants you to wear for the premiere, so it must be perfect. Now stand still.” With deft fingers she measured, marked, and pinned. “Walk,” she commanded.

Erica whirled, knocking Danielle over with the full skirt, the rich aroma of Caron’s Tabac Blond rising in the warm room.

Danielle caught herself and grimaced, swallowing her anger. I will not allow her to intimidate me. She knew the opportunity for her new Bretancourt line to be introduced on the silver screen was the break she needed. She would not let Erica ruin it with her petty actions.

Erica Evans had a well-earned reputation of being difficult. The costume designer for the film had quit after one of Erica’s tyrannical tizzy fits. By default, Danielle had been put in charge of completing the film’s costumes.

She’d had been given a small staff, but she insisted on fitting Erica herself. Although Erica was temperamental, Danielle wanted her suits and evening dresses to be perfect.

“Come here, Erica. I need to let the bodice out. Have you gained weight?” Danielle had given her strict orders not to gain weight, otherwise she’d have to refit the entire wardrobe. Not that Erica cared.

“Absolutely not.” Erica sucked in her stomach. With her buxom, rounded figure, she had a tendency toward plumpness.

“I know you didn’t gain ten pounds just by looking at that plate of enchiladas you ordered at lunch yesterday.”

“How did you—” Erica stopped. “What would you know? You’re too skinny, anyway.”

“Breathe naturally, Erica. I’ve got to let this out. You’re bulging over the top.”

Erica smiled coquettishly. “Something you wouldn’t know about, my sweet.”

“It’s not attractive in the back, trust me.” She slit a seam, sniffing. “Tabac Blond is a lovely parfum, but are you bathing in it?”

Erica smirked, she liked to annoy her by dousing herself with a competitor’s perfume. “Ouch, you poked me!”

Danielle stood and walked around to face Erica, mere inches from her face. “I’ve had all I can take of you.” She jabbed a finger in the air, punctuating her words. “Lou expects your clothes to be ready by the end of the week. You may have run off the last designer, but you won’t get rid of me.”

Erica folded her arms across her chest. “Oh, really. Let’s take the gloves off, shall we?” Her lips curved into a wicked smile. “Lou told me you’re marrying my husband.”

“Cameron is no longer your husband,” Danielle replied smoothly. She still hadn’t given Cameron a reply. “You divorced him.”

“What does Cameron see in you?” Erica narrowed her eyes. “And that family of yours...you’ve got enough baggage to fill a railroad car.”

“Leave my family out of it.” Danielle picked up a pin and jabbed it into the side of Erica’s bodice.

“Ouch!” Erica glared. “Do you really know what you’re getting into? Or are you marrying Cam for the fame and fortune? Because if you are, I feel honor bound to tell you, there may be fame, but there’s no more fortune, honey.”

“Erica, we have work to do. Let’s just be civil.”

“Civil? You want to be civil?” Erica’s dark eyes flashed. “Okay, how about a little friendly advice, from the ex-Mrs. Murphy to the future ex-Mrs. Murphy. Here goes, honey. Time to meet your real husband.” She ticked off her fingers as she spoke. “He’s a charmer, a seducer, a drunk, and a spendthrift. And those are his good points. You’ll wind up hating him as much as you love him, and one day, you’ll throw him out the door, or pack your bags, just as I did. Mark my words. And when you do, he’ll run back to me. I know just how to lick his wounds,” she added with a smirk.

Danielle felt her face grow red. Her first thought was, What a jealous bitch! Then a small voice inside of her asked, What if she’s right? She put her fists on her hips. “I don’t believe a word of it.”

“Oh, you’ll see.” Erica struggled out of the dress, tearing a side seam in the process. She threw it on the floor and stomped out of the fitting room in her underwear, grabbing her clothes as she left.

Danielle picked up Erica’s dress, thinking about Cameron’s proposal and Erica’s so-called advice. Danielle knew she was right on some points. But he told me he wants to change, she thought, and I can help him. And Erica has mistakenly assumed one very important point: She thinks I love Cameron as much as she does. That’s where she’s wrong. And if I don’t fall in love with him, he can never hurt me.

Methodically, Danielle assembled her scissors, pins, and measuring tape. Cameron might serve her purpose just as she’d serve his. She needed to provide for her family. Cameron needed a wife to keep him grounded. We’ll help each other, she thought. And someday, who knows? We might even fall in love. After all, their physical passion for one another was proof enough of their attraction and compatibility.

Suddenly she stopped, as thoughts of Jon rushed into her mind, causing her heart to tighten with yearning. She felt her pulse roaring in her ears, and a prickly longing sensation gathering in her groin. No! she told herself, shaking her head, I must be practical. And then, although everything in her being warned against it, Danielle made a decision.


I will marry Cameron Murphy.


Moments later, Cameron appeared at the door, his mouth agape. “Erica just stormed past me in the hall wearing practically nothing. What did you do to her?”

Danielle looked up at him and smiled. “She’s heard of your proposal.”

Cameron grinned and took her in his arms, smothering her face with kisses. “Just say yes, Dani, I’ve waited too long for a woman like you.”

He did feel good, in a different way than Jon, or even Max, but still, she felt her body respond. It will be okay, she told herself. “You win, Cameron. I’ll be your wife.”

Delight spread across Cameron’s face. “Fantastic, I knew you’d come around, Dani. We’ve got to tell Silverman right away. He wants us to have a huge wedding. The studio will foot the bill, and then—”

“Absolutely not,” Danielle interjected. She set her jaw. “If we’re going to do this, let’s do it quickly. The Justice of Peace is fine with me.”

* * *

Jon tapped the pilot on the shoulder. “How much longer?” he yelled above the din of the small twin engine airplane.

The pilot turned around, her short brown fringe sticking out from under her leather flight cap. “Two or three hours,” she hollered. She pointed to a panoramic carved canyon below. “That’s the Grand Canyon, a real beauty, aye? Used to fly this route for Hughes Aircraft.”

“Glad you know the area,” he shouted. Jon had met the gutsy young flyer in Canada, where she was a member of the Women’s Royal Air Force, or WRAF. He’d convinced her to fly him to Los Angeles during her leave time in her personal aircraft.

Jon gazed out beyond white fluffy clouds into the endless blue sky. On a whim during leave he’d hopped a Royal Air Force flight from England to Canada, ostensibly to inspect Newell-Grey ships docked in the Long Beach harbor of the Los Angeles basin.

He remembered Libby’s advice about Danielle. She’d been right on target about his feelings for her. Though England was at war, he’d realized there might never be a better time for them. He needed her now. Tomorrow might never come.

After he’d spoken to Danielle on the telephone, a sense of urgency had rushed through him. The moment he’d heard her voice, he knew what he had to do. Now, if only he could talk Danielle into it. He’d understand if she preferred to stay in Los Angeles, out of harm’s way with the girls and her mother. All he knew was that he loved her, as he’d never loved Victoria. He tapped the pilot on the shoulder again. “Can’t this crate fly any faster?”

* * *

“Stop here, please,” Jon told the taxicab driver.

The cabby turned and raised a bushy brow. “You sure?”

Jon pulled Danielle’s last letter from his shirt pocket. He checked the return address, then glanced out the window. The apartment building across the street sported a crooked porch, peeling paint, and a rocky lawn where grass had been ground under foot. “The Bradley Arms, this is it.” He paid the cabby, stepped from the car and caught his breath. There, across the street, was Danielle, turning into the Bradley Arms building and starting up the steps.

Looking to the right, he started across the street. From behind him, a horn blasted, and an old car swerved to avoid him. With a nervous grin, Jon held up his hand. He’d forgotten the Yanks drove on the wrong side of the road.

Jon sprinted across the street, and hesitated at the curb. There she is! He felt his heart beat wildly. Danielle stood on the landing, shifting a package from one hand to the other to open the front door. He rubbed the back of his neck as he watched her, considering his words. What would he say? What would she say?

He held his breath. She looked beautiful in a fitted black suit that emphasized her narrow waist, skirted her slim hips, and revealed her long shapely legs. Her hair shone like burnished copper in the California sun. She wore it loose, and it skimmed her shoulders like a veil of heavy silk. How he ached to run his fingers through that hair, to touch her face, her lips, her throat, her thighs...he had to make love to her, or he felt he would burst.

He swallowed hard. The door was closing behind her. He strode across the sidewalk, climbed the front steps, and placed his hand on the grimy brass knob where her hand had been a moment ago; it seemed magnetized by her touch.

He peered inside, inhaling the sweet trail of her perfume. She was walking up to the second floor, her hips swaying deliciously. He blinked in the dim light, cleared his throat, and found his voice. “Danielle!”

She froze at the top of the stair, then whirled around. “Who is it?” A blaze of recognition illuminated her face. “Jon!” Her package tumbled to the floor and she gripped the rickety banister.

Danielle couldn’t believe her eyes. Mon Dieu! What is he doing here? At the sight of him, excitement coursed through her veins, and she felt her limbs tingle with sheer happiness.

Jon raced up the threadbare stairs two at a time, paused for a split second, then caught her in his arms, burying his face in her silken hair, reveling in her sensual aroma. He loved her perfume, and the scent of warm skin that was her; it was like a magical fog that he disappeared into. She threw her arms around his neck and pressed her soft face to his, her excited breath warm on his cheek. He cradled her face in his hands, and saw joy evident in her smile.

“I must be dreaming,” she murmured, clinging to him, wanting him, feeling herself respond to his touch, their bodies melding together in natural unison. “I can’t believe it’s you.”

And then a thought struck her, mais non, no, no, no!

“In the flesh.” He tightened his grip and a warm glow spread through his body, his torso, his groin. “I told you on the telephone that I had to see you,” he said, his voice hoarse from the airplane flight. And then, he felt her arms go limp around his neck and her shoulders droop against his chest.

She pulled away slightly, her eyes downcast. As the full force of her feeling rushed through her, she realized her mistake. Oh, what have I done? 

“Danielle?” With two fingers, he lifted her chin. Her lashes were like feathers against her smooth skin. Heat burned within him, his blood pounded in his ears. Closing his eyes, he hungrily pressed his mouth to hers.

Again, she started to pull away, but he held her to him, caressing her back, her hair, her face. Slowly, her hesitation dissolved. She sank into his embrace as their kiss deepened. When Jon finally released her, he noticed her cheeks were damp with tears.

She rested her head against his chest. She knew she had to tell him, but she just wanted to hold this precious, incredible feeling forever, to sear it into her memory. After a long moment, regretfully, she found her voice. “Jon, why have you come?”

Her voice sounded strangely weak. He drew a deep breath. “I’ve missed you so much, Danielle.” He heard her breath catch. “I have only a few days here, but I, I thought....”

“I didn’t hear you say that, Jon,” she said softly. “The line went dead.” Danielle raised her shimmering brilliant green eyes to him. A sad expression stole across her face and Jon’s stomach lurched. “What did you think, Jon? What?”

“It’s what I know, Danielle.” He glanced around the dingy hallway, and guilt besieged him. Why hadn’t Abigail told him about Danielle’s circumstances? He kissed her again, softly this time. “I love you, Danielle. I don’t want to wait until the war is over to sort out our situation.” He smiled down at her. “Come back to London with me, marry me, let me take care of you. Or stay in Los Angeles, you’ll be safer here, I realize.” He glanced over her shoulder at their surroundings. “But you don’t belong here.”

Danielle leaned against him. She wished the moment could last forever. As soon as I tell him, it’s over, she thought, her heart tightening with remorse. “No, no,” she moaned.

Perplexed, Jon lifted her face to his. “What’s wrong?”

She couldn’t hide it any longer. She lifted her left hand. A diamond band glinted sharply against a stream of light overhead, and Danielle felt the fire emanate from it, striking her eyes, seeming to sear her soul. “I was married two days ago.”

Jon released her, staggered back as if he’d been hit. His head swirled, he felt as if the rug had been ripped from under him. Danielle leaned over the banister, her pale face contorted in anguish, her body shaking with silent sobs. Numb, he reached out to her, placed a hand on her shoulder.

Danielle gasped for breath. Seeing him, feeling him, and not having him...this felt worse than she’d ever imagined. “From your letter, I thought you planned to marry Victoria.”

He drew a hand across his face. “Didn’t you read my letter? Didn’t you understand why I was stalling my engagement? Because of you, Danielle. Because I love you.”

His letter! Of course she’d read his letter! She felt frustration, no, anger, surge within her. Danielle brushed his hand from her shoulder. But what’s done is done. “C’est fini, Jon. And I how wished he were more like you.”

“Then you do love me?” Despite a surge of hope, tension gathered in his shoulders, knotted the muscles of his neck.

She dropped her head back and sighed. “Yes, yes, I love you, Jon. But I’m married to Cameron Murphy.”

Instant rage boiled within him. “Why would you do such a stupid thing?”

Danielle whirled around, anger snapping in her eyes. “Stupid? Stupid is waiting for a fool on a ship who can’t make up his mind. Why didn’t you say so in that letter?”

“I’m here aren’t I?”

Danielle crossed her arms. “It’s a little late.”

“Okay, I know I should have cabled.” Jon threw his hands up. “I don’t believe it, of all people on earth, you married Cam? Do you know what kind of man he is? My God, he’s a drunk, a spendthrift, sleeps with a different woman every night.”

“No! He’s changed. Cameron’s a good kind man who’s there for me. At least he isn’t off traipsing around the world.”

Jon clenched his jaw. “I’m fighting a war, Danielle, fighting for freedom.”

She pressed her hands to her ears. She didn’t want to hear any more. “You sound just like Max.”

“Yeah, well, that’s a compliment. Max was a fine chap. How dare you dishonor his memory by marrying the likes of Cameron Murphy? And what about your daughter? You want Jasmin to be raised by Cameron Murphy?”

This was not any of his business. Danielle’s resolve hardened, she lifted her chin. I made the best decision I could under the circumstances. “He’s good to her, he’s teaching the girls how to sing.”

“What, for their supper?” Jon banged the wall with his hand, frustration welling within him. “And all he’ll teach them is how to drink themselves under the table.”

“How can you speak about him like that? I thought he was your friend.”

“Who knows him better? Believe me, Danielle. You’ve made a huge mistake.”

“I don’t care what you think.” Danielle held her hands up like a shield. How dare he judge me? She took a step back. “He’ll take care of us. And don’t you dare blame me for this. You’re engaged to Victoria.” Danielle stooped to pick up the package she’d dropped. She drew herself up and glared at him, her eyes steeled with cold determination. “We have nothing else to discuss.”

Jon pushed a hand through his hair and cursed. “This life—I guess it’s no bed of roses, is it?”

“No, it never has been.” She turned from him and started for her door.

Jon reached out to her, then let his hand drop. Realizing he’d been trounced by Cameron Murphy, he turned to leave, his heart a heavy stone in his chest.

Danielle slammed the door and leaned into it, tears of anger and frustration streaming from her eyes. Why hadn’t Jon been clearer in his letters?
Why he misled her? Had he? Or had she been too swift to marry? And Cameron—she couldn’t believe what Jon had said about him. Cameron made her laugh, he was there to help her, he was an incredible lover, wasn’t that enough? How dare Jon criticize her when he had led her to believe he was getting married!

Danielle wiped her eyes and pushed herself from the door. Moving boxes lined the walls. She had already started to pack their few belongings for their move to Cameron’s Beverly Hills home. She narrowed her eyes. She’d show Jon. And Erica. And everybody. God help me, I’ll make a go of this marriage.
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Danielle tried to push Jon’s visit and its disastrous timing from her mind. Fortified with resolve, she moved her family into Cameron’s home in Beverly Hills on shady, tree-lined Maple Drive, then threw herself into making them comfortable. She was delighted to find a bungalow on the rear of the property. With a bedroom, kitchen, and living room, it was ideal for Marie.

To Danielle’s eye, the imposing English Tudor home was incongruent with its lush tropical gardens, thick with palm trees, ferns, and bird of paradise plants. Immediately she set to work, pulling together the disparate elements into a California version of British Colonial style.

Next to the bungalow, Danielle had the gardener plant a garden with a variety of rose bushes, jasmine, and gardenia, reminiscent of her uncle’s farm in Grasse, and Sofia’s garden in Poland.

To relax, Danielle tended the roses herself. Her thoughts often drifted to memories of her family, of Max, Jean-Claude, and Hélène. She wished Sofia and Philippe could see this garden, thriving so well in the mild climate. Danielle found herself thinking of Nicky, of how he would have enjoyed playing with Liliana and Jasmin. Her son occupied her dreams with increasing frequency. She simply could not accept his death. Could Heinrich have been so cruel as to have lied to her? But no, it was an unfounded hope, she told herself.

As the weeks passed, despite her longing for Jon, and despite his warning of Cameron, Danielle managed to convince herself that she was happy with her new marriage. Cameron’s passion for her continued, and overall, life was vastly improved for her family.

She’d arranged an outpatient treatment program for Marie at a nearby hospital, in hopes that she would respond without resorting to long-term hospitalization. Fortunately, after mere weeks, Danielle saw marked improvement in Marie.

Liliana and Jasmin each had a bedroom, as well as a live-in nanny named Beth to look after them. On Cameron’s urging, Danielle took the girls shopping, filling their rooms with toys and stuffed animals and new clothes. How she’d longed to spoil her girls, to make up for the hardships they’d endured. But one day at a store when Jasmin pleaded for a stuffed monkey, Danielle firmly forbade it. It reminded her too much of the monkey she’d made for Nicky.

Danielle made plans to redecorate the home to suit her young family, disposing of all reminders of the vivacious Erica. “Send the bills to Harry Nelson,” Cameron had told her, explaining that his business manager handled all expenditures.

Though she still adhered to a full work schedule, Danielle’s early mornings were spent reviewing menus with the cook and giving instructions to the housekeeper, the nanny, and the gardener. She had inherited Cameron’s staff, except for the new nanny, and although they were courteous to her, she could tell that they weren’t pleased that their workload had increased with the addition of the new family. When Cameron was single, he’d hardly been home. And the cook, Mrs. Johnson, still spoke reverently of Erica, often preparing Erica’s rich Mexican dishes for Cameron, which prompted Danielle to instruct her to prepare more fresh fruits and vegetables, lean meats and seafood. Danielle was determined to keep her family slim and healthy, even though for the first time in a long time, they had an ample supply of food.

The months flew and before Danielle knew it, the first week of December arrived. She’d decided they would have a proper Christmas this year, unlike the last year’s sad little gathering, and a special Hanukkah celebration for Marie. Danielle was happy that her family was comfortable honoring both faiths.

One morning, Cameron left for an early call at Silverman Studios. Danielle always rose early, before the staff arrived and the children woke. Today she planned to prepare for their holiday cocktail party.

Brushing her hair, she let it fall softly to her shoulders, then applied a rich, ruby red lip rouge and a light veil of Chimère. Peering in the mirror, she noticed a bruise on her shoulder where Cameron had grabbed her the night before. They’d had another argument, but it was nothing, she told herself, a feeling of dismay flushing her cheeks. That’s just the way Cameron is, she thought, he’s passionate in everything he does.

The truth was, Cameron had been talking about having children with her again. He desperately wanted a son, and again, she had flatly refused. Danielle stared at herself in the mirror. I can’t, she thought to herself. How could I ever replace Nicky? 

She slipped a pastel blue satin dressing gown over her nightgown, wincing as she rotated her sore shoulder into the sleeve. She opened the door and made her way downstairs.

Once in the kitchen, she scanned supplies in the walk-in pantry and realized she needed to make a list. She opened a cupboard drawer where she’d seen Mrs. Johnson retrieve pencils and paper.

As she went through the drawer, she was aghast at what she found.

Just then, Mrs. Johnson blustered in, plump and round-faced, her thick grey hair wrapped in a bun, her cheeks pink from exertion. She put the morning milk bottles on the counter, then cried, “What’re you doing in that drawer, ma’am?”

Danielle swung around, clutching a fistful of delinquent grocery bills. “Why haven’t these been paid? They’re all past due. Six months, seven, and here’s some from last year,” she exclaimed, rifling through them. “What are you doing with these? Do Cameron and Mr. Nelson know about this?”

“Of course,” the cook said indignantly. “Mr. Nelson is taking care of them.”

“Is he paying them?”

“No, but I can still charge food on the account.”

“I see.” Danielle pressed her lips together. “Are there other outstanding household bills?”

Mrs. Johnson flushed crimson red. “A few, quite a few, actually.”

Danielle was mortified, but she kept expression from her face. “Get all the unpaid bills. Put them on the dining room table for me.”

She marched to the phone and dialed the number of Cameron’s business manager. “Good morning, Harry. I need to speak with you right away. Will you come by this morning?”

Harry yawned. “Don’t you ever sleep, Danielle?”

“Hardly, Harry, it’s a waste of time.” She motioned to Mrs. Johnson. “We’ll have a pot of fresh coffee for you, and cheese and mushroom omelettes. Come have breakfast, and we’ll discuss business.”

“You sure know the way to a single man’s heart, Danielle. But what’s so urgent?”

“We’ll discuss it when you get here.”

Half an hour later, Danielle opened the door, greeting him with a cup of cinnamon-spiced coffee. Harry was an attractive man, with slightly greying black hair and a fit physique.

“Good morning, Harry. Let’s sit in the dining room.”

Danielle opened a pair of ebony-stained doors to reveal a sweeping mahogany dining table, where stacks of paper were now arranged. She drew aside royal blue velvet draperies. Morning sunlight spilled into the room, glancing off the Waterford crystal chandelier.

Danielle stood at the head of the table. “Have a seat, Harry. Breakfast is almost ready, but first, let’s talk.”

Danielle leaned on the table, her eyes piercing his. She tapped a stack of receipts. “What’s all this about? Mrs. Johnson tells me the grocer hasn’t been paid in more than a year. Is this true?”

Harry sipped his coffee and raised a brow. “It’s true.”

“How can this be?” Without waiting for an answer, she went on, gesturing to other stacks. “And these are for household repairs, laundry, and milk delivery. I assume there must be other debts as well. Am I right?”

“I thought I’d wait until you were settled, but I’ve been meaning to talk with you.” Harry hesitated. “It’s time you knew that Cameron owes...a little...well, there’s no other way of putting it...actually, he’s seriously in debt.”

“How much?”

He cleared his throat. “Three hundred fifty thousand, more or less.”

Danielle gripped the edge of the table. Three hundred fifty thousand dollars. To owe that much! Why, it was utterly unfathomable! Her
face burned with anger and shame. Three hundred fifty thousand dollars!

“Why didn’t Cameron tell me?” she demanded. And then she remembered, with a sickening feeling, that Jon and Erica had warned her. Suddenly she felt guilty for the money she’d spent redecorating. How frivolous! “What about the payments on this house?”

Harry touched her hand. “Relax, Danielle. I’m carrying the mortgage on this house, and most of the debt he owes to me. With a couple of hit records, he can easily pay his debts. All he has to do is work. And I don’t mean bit parts in Erica’s movies. He needs to do what really earns money. His music. He just has to work.”

“Then why doesn’t he?” she snapped. She couldn’t imagine owing that much money and continuing to live in the grand style in which they did. Suddenly, she was ashamed for their lifestyle. Champagne, caviar, filet mignon. Why, they couldn’t even pay the grocer!

Harry shrugged. “Because he doesn’t have to, I suppose. Look, I’m guilty, too. People like me make it easy for celebrities, just to count them as clients and brag about it.” He grinned sheepishly. “Still, Cameron has earning potential, especially with you behind him. You’re a smart business woman, Danielle. Look at what you’ve done in the last few months with the line of bank credit I arranged for you. Even if he doesn’t earn money, you can repay his debts.”

Danielle jumped up, seething with rage over Cameron’s irresponsible behavior. She paced the floor, her satin robe flaring behind her.

Suddenly she stopped, then started to laugh. The irony of it, she thought, was that if she was truthful with herself, she had married Cameron for his money. And he was broke. No, not just broke, but so deeply in debt it might take years to pay it all back. And because they were married, she was now responsible for the debt. How did I miss that? She laughed until tears streamed down her face.

Harry rose to help her back to the table, clearly concerned. “Sit down, Danielle, you’re upset.”

“Of course I am,” she snapped. Trembling, she sank onto a chair, wiped her face, and considered her options.

She knew what had to be done.

“Take these receipts, Harry, and add them up.” She glanced around, taking in the well-furnished rooms stretching before her. “I insist that these hard-working people be paid immediately. Give me the totals and I’ll have some money for you by the end of the week.” She set her mouth in a resolute line. She had to raise money, and if it meant selling some of Cameron’s antiques or paintings, or the Oriental rugs she had just purchased, that’s what she would do. People talked, and she would have none of it. Not while she was trying to build a respectable business.

“Mrs. Johnson will have breakfast in a few minutes,” she said. “I’ll be right back.” Danielle disappeared into the kitchen and gave Mrs. Johnson instructions, then buzzed the nanny on the intercom and asked her to wake the girls and feed them in the breakfast room. She did not want to be disturbed.

Minutes later, Danielle returned, followed by Mrs. Johnson, who carried breakfast dishes. Danielle had quickly changed into a silver silk blouse and black wool slacks. Though few women wore slacks, except for a handful of stars such as Greta Garbo, Danielle found them comfortable, and made the look feminine.

They ate while Danielle talked about expansion of her House of Bretancourt clothing and accessory line. “In view of all these debts, is the financing still viable?”

“Absolutely. You’re a darn good bet, Danielle.”

She went on to explain the introduction of two new fragrances in the spring, Jour de Bretancourt and Nuit de Bretancourt, perfumes designed to be worn for day and evening, respectively. “Just as one changes clothes, so should one change fragrance to fit the occasion, the season, and the time of day.”

“That’s an intriguing concept, Danielle. But are you certain American women will understand?”

She smiled with confidence. “They will once I explain it to them.” She quoted a number, a number that would also include her Fleurs line, a line of single impression floral fragrances still in the development stage. “That’s how much I’ll need. Can it be arranged?”

“No problem, not with your sales track record.”

Danielle pushed her plate away. “Now let’s talk about how we can get Cameron out of debt. It’s imperative, you see, because as his wife, I’m responsible for his debts, am I not?”

“That’s true.”

“As I see it, we have to get him back to work, making the greatest amount of money as quickly as possible. He’s not being paid much for this movie role, is he?”

“No, he makes more money when he writes, publishes, and records music. But Cameron’s unreliable. The major music labels won’t touch him. He’s cost them money, and in this town, you’re only as good as your last project. Still, he could make a comeback.”

Danielle drew her brows together in thought. “Then we’ll start our own music production company.”

Harry shook his head. “It will take at least a year for Cameron to develop or find a new body of material.”

“We can’t wait that long.” Danielle rubbed her forehead. “There must be something we can do. What about revising his past hit songs?”

“We did that three years ago, when we were in the same position. You haven’t heard his Greatest Hits album?”

She sighed and shook her head.

“There is one new song he could do,” Harry said slowly. “He wrote it for Erica, right before they divorced. But it’s a great song. A hit, I’m sure, if you wouldn’t mind.”

Danielle pushed aside her pride. “I don’t care who he wrote it for, as long as it sells millions.” She drummed her fingers on the table. She remembered a beautiful singer at the studio, Pauline d’Amore, for whom she’d designed a dress for a nightclub scene. She was well-known and had several hit songs. “What about duets?”

“Duets?”

“With other famous singers,” she said, thinking aloud. “Cameron could reprise his old hits. Everyone knows the music, so we could produce it quickly. And the new song could be the lead single.”

Harry rubbed his chin. “Who would work with him? Although he’s popular with the public, Cameron has a poor reputation in the business.”

“Leave that to me,” she said, brushing his question aside. She planned to start with Lou Silverman, and every singer he had under contract to the studio. “I want you to draw up documents of incorporation for a new production company.”

“For you and Cameron?”

Danielle considered his question. “No, if I’m funding the company from my earned profits, it stays in my name. He can’t have access to the money. Don’t worry, I’ll pay his debts, including his debt to you. He’ll have a contract with the firm, but I’ll manage the business. Is that clear?”

“Sure, but that’s mighty aggressive.”

“Do I have any other alternative?”

“Not really.”

“And Harry, I’d like you to serve on the board.”

“With pleasure.” He smiled at her and covered her hand with his. “I’d do anything to help you, Danielle. I want you to know that.” Harry’s eyes lingered on her.

Danielle coughed and drew her hand back from his. She knew Harry found her attractive, and she certainly didn’t want to encourage him. Just look at where that got me, she thought with a grimace.

Though she was still disturbed by their financial situation, her mind was racing with possibilities. Her instinct told her this new endeavor was the answer, but more than that, it could open a new, highly profitable field to her.

Just then, the front door swung open and Cameron raced in. “My God, have you heard?”

Danielle whirled around, anger rising in her throat.

But before she could speak, Cameron yelled, “Hawaii’s been hit. The Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor this morning. The United States is at war.”
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The sun’s first luminous rays sparkled like a kaleidoscope over the sands of Santa Monica beach, caressing the coastline in the golden hues of early morning.

The air was cool for January in southern California. Danielle strolled along the water’s edge, the waves crashing with a thundering roar. She turned the collar of her camel-colored suede jacket against the chill wind and jammed her hands into her pockets, enjoying the solitude.

The winter beach was deserted, on perpetual alert since the bombing of Pearl Harbor. The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor had brought the United States to war, shattering both its illusion of peace and its policy of isolationism.

For the last two years, Danielle had risen before the sun on the first Saturday of every month to walk on this beach. She told her family it was her quiet time, her time to meditate and reflect. She loved the solitude of the beach in the morning. But she had another reason, too.

She looked expectantly behind her. Her colleague, André, was late this morning.

The ocean’s rhythmic waves mesmerized Danielle as she gazed across the shimmering swells, the surf thundering in her ears. She turned her face into the cool sea mist and breathed deeply. The smell of the ocean brought back a flood of memories, of Max and Jon and their final Atlantic crossing, of the night she and her mother and the girls fled Marseilles, of their grief-laden voyage from Lisbon to America. And yet, over endless crystalline waves also travelled the sparkling scent of triumph, of limitless possibilities, of strength and inspiration.

She’d never forgotten the vow she’d made to Philippe, or the debt she owed to the Resistance fighters, those who’d arranged her movements from Paris to Poland and back again, and provided her family’s ultimate escape.

If only others had escaped, too. Her heart ached as she thought about the sweep in Paris in July of 1942, the roundup of thousands of Jews for no reasons other than their heritage or religion, herded like animals into the velodrome, then sent to the death camps. Children of all ages, women and men. The Rafle du Vel' d'hiv, Drancy, Auschwitz. Stories of horror, families and friends she had known from childhood murdered.

It was this debt that brought her to the beach the first Saturday of every month to meet André. To fulfill my promise, to help my people, my country. So that others may live, too.

She shook her head. Life was ever changing.... 

Her thoughts swung to her personal life. She had to admit, her marriage to Cameron had been a mistake. Their fiery passion had burned out, and all that remained were ashes. But at the time, it had seemed the right thing to do for her family.

Their marriage had proven tumultuous, and she was shouldering the bulk of responsibility. Cameron had turned to the bottle, and who knew what else. She cringed. His fun, crazy quirks had ballooned into grossly irresponsible behavior.

She sighed. Theirs was a marriage in name only now, due to Cameron’s incessant philandering and his subsequent bouts with venereal disease, relieved only recently by the new penicillin treatments. How could she ever trust him again to make love as they had in the beginning when his insatiable passion for her body had taken her to new heights, opened new vistas on lovemaking? I can’t, she realized, I simply can’t. And she knew now that his passion for her was not a desire born of love, but of lust. And he was in lust with many other women, too.

Then, as always, thoughts of Jon intruded, and she wondered what her life would have been like with him. She missed his loving passion, his natural charisma and sense of honor, his spirit of responsibility. I love those qualities so much in him. Then she stopped herself; regret aching in her heart. After Jon had left her in Los Angeles, he had returned to England and married Victoria. She blinked against the breeze and pushed him from her mind.

Danielle rotated her sore neck and ran her fingers along a bruised lump. Cameron’s temper had grown quick, too. He had shoved her against the armoire in their bedroom last week in a fit of rage when she'd asked where he’d been the night before. However, he was still insistent on having a son with her, but the more he persisted, the more she resisted. Besides his philandering, she couldn't imagine bringing a baby into their chaotic home life. It is time to face the truth, she thought, time to make a change.

And yet, for all her private heartache, her business had flourished. She lifted her chin as she thought of her business, ever changing, ever growing, and felt pride in her accomplishments and the jobs she had created for many war widows, just as she had been.

She’d thrown her energy and talent into a variety of opportunities. Her perfume and prêt-a-porter fashion lines were now established in all the better department stores and boutiques across the country. National Music, the production company she’d founded in desperation shortly after her marriage to Cameron, had also prospered. She’d made friends with many singers through her perfume and couture business, and persuaded these stars to perform duets with Cameron. With her clever marketing techniques, the Duets albums had been such a smash hit that she had paid off all of Cameron’s outstanding debts and bought their home back from Harry.

She paused at the water’s edge, watching shorebirds dive into the surf as they fished for food. They are fearless, she thought, diving headlong into rushing waters, just as I do. She thought of Harry Nelson. She couldn’t have done it without his guidance. He had taught her sophisticated finance and manufacturing strategies, and this new knowledge, combined with her flair for design and promotion, had catapulted her to even greater success. Whenever she met a promising new actress at the studio, she made a deal with Lou Silverman to produce records, and together they coordinated their marketing and promotional efforts. And all their stars wore Bretancourt designs and appeared in ads for Bretancourt perfumes and cosmetics.

With last year's War Production Board regulations dictating fashion design, such as skirt circumference—no more than 72 inches—and hem depth—no more than two inches—among other details, Danielle had used her profits to purchase a clothing manufacturing company in the garment district, then secured government contracts to produce U.S. military uniforms. This division of Bretancourt Holdings had proven quite profitable.

But the war wouldn’t last forever, so she was leveraging herself, investing in real estate, betting on the increased need for housing once the war ended. She’d studied the economy and felt she was properly positioned for the coming change. Nothing could hurt her now.

Except Cameron Murphy, she thought grimly, idly dragging a toe in the sand. He was scheduled to sing tonight for the mayor at a special event honoring Abigail. These days, Danielle dreaded every public appearance Cameron was required to make. She shivered and walked on.

Aside from her other business interests, the foundation of her empire remained the perfume division. She still blended every new perfume for the House of Bretancourt. Ingredients had become difficult to obtain during the European conflict; trade with her uncle had been cut off. Instead, she sought raw fragrance materials from other sources around the world, but especially in the United States.

Globally, perfumers were a tightly knit community, and Philippe had forged a special relationship with many of them. When Danielle bought materials from an island grower in the Indian Ocean, she paid handsomely for the shipment, with the stipulation that a portion of her payment was smuggled via fishing boats to Philippe in Grasse, along with a myriad of supplies for the Resistance movement, including guns, ammunition, and communications equipment.

True to her word, she had kept her promise to Philippe and Françoise. She had become one of them.

She paused and breathed in the brisk ocean breeze, feeling its power fill her lungs. Wealth is a powerful tool for change, she thought. With her new wealth, she found doctors who brought Marie back to sound mental health. With her wealth, she found security and safety, for herself and for her girls. And with her wealth, she found a way to rescue people from tyranny and death.

Danielle turned and squinted against the sun at a lone figure on the beach, smiling as he approached. There he was, just as he was on the first Saturday of every month, casually dressed, but still lean and handsome. André had been a friend of her father’s, a well-respected member of the French diplomatic corps who’d immigrated to America.

“Bonjour, André,” she called.

“Bonjour, Danielle.”

They fell easily into step, walking to a coffee stand that was just opening for morning business near the pier.

André smiled at her. “Café?”

“Oui, merci. The usual.”

Minutes later, André emerged with two steaming cups of café au lait. They continued their walk until they came to a wide, flat rock. Shooing birds and brushing sand from the stone, they sat down. Danielle reached into her pocket and withdrew an envelope, bulging with cash, and handed it to André.

“Merci, Danielle. You are too generous.”

“I’m just glad I can help.” Her money went to help people in Nazi-occupied countries escape annihilation and begin life anew. But relocation was difficult, especially if they were Jewish. Many countries were loath to admit refugees unless they could demonstrate financial independence. Even then, there were many other hurdles to cross. She sighed. How well she remembered her family’s beginning in America, their grief and poverty, their depressing little room at the Bradley Arms.

She shielded her eyes against the rising sun, her attention drawn to sea gulls squawking overhead. A comfortable silence hung between her and André as they sipped their coffee and watched the gulls dip and soar in morning flight.

As André gazed across the ocean, Danielle studied his profile. His wavy black hair was shot with grey, his aquiline nose proud and strong. But a deep furrow creased his brow, and his jaw flexed and tightened.

Danielle’s heart clutched. “What’s wrong, André?”

He let out a puff of air between his lips. “You can always tell, can’t you?”

“I know you well, André.”

“It’s your intuition.” André shook his head. “Some of our operatives were killed in Paris last week.”

“I’m so, so sorry to hear that.” She hesitated. “Not Françoise?” she asked, suddenly alarmed. She recalled her brother’s partner, the passionate, dedicated woman who had helped her flee to safety. How devoted Françoise had been to the Resistance.

André put his arm around her. “She’s fine, she’s a very brave woman. But then, they are all so brave. Speaking of which, I have another letter for you from Philippe.” He drew a crumpled letter from his pocket.

“I’d hoped you did.” Each time she received a letter, she knew an escape had been successful. Philippe always gave them a letter for her. She opened it and read it quickly. “He sends his love to you, André,” she said. She finished the letter and slipped it into her pocket.

High overhead, magnificent white gulls glided in lazy circles. Their graceful wings cast dancing shadows upon the water as they swooped to the surface to scoop fish from the surf. Danielle and André finished their coffee, rose, kissed each other on the cheeks, and went their separate ways.

“Until next month,” called André.

“I’ll be here, you can all count on me.” She walked across the beach to her sleek cream-colored Delahaye automobile. She shook sand from her shoes before getting in, and as she did, her mood darkened as she thought of Cameron again. Today is going to be a long day, she thought, dreading Cameron’s appearance.

* * *

Abigail had just stepped into her high-heeled satin pumps when two sharp knocks sounded at the door of her Beverly Hills home. Recognizing Lou’s signal, she strode to meet him, excited at the prospect of this special evening with her closest friends.

“Hello, my dear.” She kissed him on the cheek. He smelled deliciously of Bay Rum cologne, and his impeccably styled silver hair shone against the midnight black of his tuxedo.

“Good evening, Abigail. Hmm, marvelous perfume. One of Danielle’s?”

“Of course, it’s Joie de Bretancourt. Now, tell me honestly, what do you think of the dress?” She whirled around in her navy silk Bretancourt evening dress, unusual in its sleek simplicity, and the perfect backdrop for her silvery South Sea pearls.

“Stunning,” Lou replied. “The mayor couldn’t have chosen a more beautiful, talented woman to honor tonight. Beverly Hills Woman of the Year, but in my opinion, you’re Woman of the Century. You’ve earned it.”

“Thank you, dear.” She hugged his neck. “You look quite handsome, too, as always.”

Lou cleared his throat. “Don’t get me started, Abigail, I don’t think I could resist you tonight. You really don’t know the impact you have on me, do you?”

“Silly man.” She laughed and picked up her matching navy purse. “Always teasing me. Well then, shall we be on our way?”

“I suppose,” he said with a sigh. “Your public awaits you.” Lou offered his arm and she hooked her arm into the crook of his elbow.

They slid into the back of Lou’s black limousine, and as they rode to the mayor’s home, Abigail reflected on her work for Operation Orphan Rescue, the charity she’d founded, and for which she was being honored tonight. It was nice to be recognized, she admitted, but that was hardly the reason behind her efforts. The world was fraught with turmoil, locked in a reckless race toward destruction. She shuddered. Sadly, after every battle, orphaned children were left behind.

Abigail’s Operation Orphan Rescue had grown into an international organization, aiding children from Europe and Asia displaced by war. Most children she managed to place in loving homes in the United States or Canada. The children were so dear to her. She’d made it her mission to save as many as she could, and she thrived on her work. In a sense, they were her children, replacements for the babies she could never have.

She glanced at Lou, sitting beside her. After a valiant struggle to win his financial backing, he’d become one of her most ardent supporters, and a good friend. He’d even made a short documentary about her work with studio contract stars. The film played in theaters across North America to overwhelming response. Money continued to pour in, enabling her to aid even more children. And she couldn’t thank him enough.

She stole another look at Lou. Their platonic relationship seemed to work for him. She knew she was the only woman he went out with who didn’t put pressure on him to marry. And that’s just the way I want it, she told herself firmly, opening her powder compact to check her red lip rouge.

“Here we are,” Lou said, as the limousine turned into the driveway of Mayor Albright’s Beverly Hills home.

The mayor welcomed them at the door. “Follow the crowd to the tennis court,” he said. “We’ve tented it for the event.”

Abigail and Lou strolled past a rippling koi pond. Flickering lanterns lined the pathway behind the serene Asian-style home.

A tall, distinguished man approached them. Abigail recognized him as one of her father’s friends, Steve Demetriades, an American who owned a smaller rival shipping firm. She smiled. “Mr. Demetriades, how lovely to see you."

“Call me Steve, please. Congratulations on your honor, Abigail. And Lou, it’s been too long,” he said, shaking Lou’s hand.

Abigail said, “What brings you here tonight?”

He laughed. “I just bought a home around the corner on Sierra. Nathan Newell-Grey’s daughter named Woman of the Year—do you think I could miss this and still speak to your father? He’d never forgive me. And how is he?”

Abigail shook her head sadly. “As you know, he’s a tough old buzzard, but this war is really taking a toll on him.”

A sympathetic look crossed Steve’s face. “I’m awfully sorry about the ships he’s lost. We’ve all lost them,” he added. “Give him my best.”

“Thank you, I will,” Abigail said, remembering. German forces sank two fine Newell-Grey ships that had been put into His Majesty’s service, along with the H.M.S. Eagle and the H.M.S. Manchester. To the Japanese, they’d lost another ship, as well as the H.M.S. Prince of Wales and the H.M.S. Repulse. She hated to think of the waste incurred, and more than that, the lives lost.

“And your mother,” Steve asked, “is Harriet still in London?”

“Indeed, she won’t leave my father’s side, despite the Nazi air strikes. And you must remember the Leibowitzes. Their home was damaged in an air raid, but thank God, no one was injured.”

Lou added, “Since Allied forces have retaliated, bombing Germany, perhaps we’ll have an end to this soon.”

Steve nodded gravely. “I don’t see how the Nazis can manage their invasion of Russia. Spreading themselves too thin, if you ask me.”

“We hope,” Abigail said, nodding in agreement.

Steve went on. “And how is your brother Jon faring?”

“Helping to keep the Royal Navy afloat,” Abigail replied. “He’s been fortunate, more than I can say for many of our friends.”

Steve touched her arm in a compassionate gesture. “Some of ours, too, sad to say. Well, give your parents my regards. And congratulations again on your honor. Mighty fine work you’re doing.” He glanced overhead, then winked at her. “With any luck, we won’t have an air raid drill tonight.” He turned to Lou, shook his hand. “Let’s have lunch soon.”

“Call my office,” Lou replied. “Gladys will arrange it.”

As Abigail and Lou continued toward the tennis court she caught her breath in surprise. Sure enough, an enormous tent had been erected over the court like a draped pagoda. They walked inside, where the Asian theme continued, with pale celadon green fabric lining the interior, an enormous golden Buddha at the entryway, and gaily colored lanterns illuminating each table.

“How exquisite!” Abigail took in the scene. An orchestra played on a stage, and urns of exotic orchids and fragrant jasmine were dotted around. She broke into a smile when she saw her friends. “Danielle and Cameron, I’m so glad you could join us.”

“Hello, darling,” Danielle said, kissing her on each cheek. “We wouldn’t have missed it for the world.”

Abigail hugged them both. “And look, here’s Clara.” They turned to greet her and Abigail said, “Clara, you look marvelous. You certainly dressed appropriately for the occasion.” Clara wore a sleek red cheongsam dress, with red enameled chopsticks in her platinum up-sweep.

“Actually, I can’t take credit for this outfit. Danielle designed it for me. It’s part of her Asian collection.”

Abigail turned to Danielle, who wore a similar tunic and pants outfit in emerald green. Quite daring, she thought, to wear pants to a formal event, but Danielle carried it off with great aplomb. She grinned at her. “Looks like you’re starting another trend tonight.”

Danielle laughed. “It’s good for business. Speaking of which, I believe you know my business partner, Harry Nelson. He’s Clara’s escort for the evening.”

“Of course, I’m happy to see you again, Harry. Danielle tells me you’ve done wonders with National Music. The first Duets album was on the chart for a year, wasn’t it?”

Harry nodded. “And the series is still selling well, as are his Christmas collections. But I must confess, Danielle was the brains behind it all.”

“Yeah, I jus’ sing,” Cameron cut in, slurring his words. “Shut up and sing, that’s all they say.”

Before Abigail could reply, Danielle shot a sharp glance to Harry, who grabbed Cameron by the arm, and guided him away.

Well-wishers quickly swept Abigail and Lou into the crowd, with gossip columnist Hedda Hopper among them.

Danielle frowned, fearing Hedda’s press coverage. At least Harry had been swift in his reaction. She didn’t want any more wild stories leaking to the press. Why can’t he behave, just once? Cameron’s new album was scheduled for a spring release. It was his first original material since before they’d married. And she’d hate for Cameron to spoil tonight’s special honor for Abigail.

Her heart sank as she watched Harry and Cameron. She’d really hoped Cameron would be on good behavior. She’d turned her back on him for just a few moments with the mayor, but that was all it took for Cameron to swallow several shots of vodka. Worse, Mayor Albright wanted Cameron to sing a few of his new songs after dinner. He’ll be in no shape to sing tonight, she thought ruefully, and sighed. All he has to do is sing and flash his million-dollar grin. Is that so much to ask?

Danielle returned her attention to the guests. Marie had come, too, and Danielle smiled as she watched her mother speaking animatedly, her lilting laugh filtering across the glittering crowd.

To Danielle’s relief, Marie had made tremendous strides, due in a large part to Dr. Genet, a French doctor living in Los Angeles who’d taken particular interest in Marie’s condition. Survivors of tragedy were his specialty. Furthermore, he and Marie enjoyed a common bond through their shared language and culture. He was incredibly good to Marie, and she’d blossomed under his care. Even her voice had regained its lovely harmonious quality.

Danielle never forgot that it was Cameron who’d made Marie’s initial treatment possible. Danielle checked her anger against her husband. For all his faults, he had been generous to her and Marie and the girls. Had it not been for Cameron.... She glanced at him again. She owed him a great deal. He had opened doors for her, and she would never forget it. But that didn’t excuse his behavior.

Abigail swept up behind Danielle. “Penny for your thoughts.”

“Oh, Abigail,” she replied with a jolt. “You surprised me.”

Abigail followed her gaze. “Will Cameron be all right?”

Danielle nodded. “He’s had a fair amount to drink, but Harry will see to him.”

“I just want to make sure everyone is having a good time.”

Danielle grasped her hands. “That’s exactly why we’re here. Because you care so much, and you do so much for others.”

Abigail flushed with modesty. “I couldn’t do it without financial support. You’ve been one of my most loyal and generous contributors, Danielle. We should honor you.”

Danielle shrugged. “It gives me great pleasure to help your children.” She lowered her eyes, grew pensive. “Imagine, Nicky could have been one of the children you’ve rescued.”

“His memory lives on through your efforts, Danielle.”

“It’s still hard for me to realize he’s gone, Abigail. He’s so real in my dreams. What if—” Danielle stopped, suddenly unable to voice her thought. What if Heinrich had lied?

“You’ll always find him, Danielle, in your dreams and in your heart.”

Danielle sighed. “You’re too good, Abigail. In fact, you’re the best person I know.” She glanced at Lou, who was deep in conversation with Dr. Genet. “You’ll make someone very happy some day. Some day soon, perhaps?”

Abigail’s smile faded, replaced by a wistful expression. “Lou? No, we’re just good friends. Marriage isn’t for me. I’m far too busy.”

One glance at Abigail’s face and Danielle quickly changed the subject. “Have you heard from your brother lately?”

“I received a letter from Jon just yesterday. He’s exhausted, of course, he hasn’t had leave in months. Besides which, poor fellow, he and Victoria have had such problems in their marriage.”

Danielle bit back regret. “Where is she now? Still in New York?”

“Last I heard, she’s visiting friends in Mexico City and Acapulco. Wherever the fashionable place to be is, that’s where Victoria can be found.”

“I am truly sorry for him, Abigail. It’s no wonder you shy away from marriage. Jon and Victoria, Cameron and me. We don’t exactly inspire a sprint to the marriage alter.”

“I’m sure everyone has problems to work through,” Abigail said, sighing. “We were brought up believing in fairy tale marriages. But it’s not reality. Not in today’s world.”

“This is a crazy world.” Danielle hesitated before asking her next question. She and Jon had painfully reestablished their friendship and had been corresponding for the last several years. But there were some things, she knew, one only confided to family. “And Jon? What do you think he’ll do? About Victoria, I mean.”

Abigail drew a sharp breath. “I can’t say, I really mustn’t say, Danielle.” Her voice cracked.

Alarmed by her reaction, Danielle asked, “Abigail, what’s wrong? Is Jon all right?”

Abigail shook her head.

“Please tell me.”

“I can’t,” she whispered. “I promised Jon.”

Danielle’s heart raced. A thousand images rushed through her mind. Had something happened to him? “Abigail, you must tell me,” she whispered urgently.

Frowning, Abigail looked over her shoulder. “He made me promise not to tell you. Oh, Danielle, really, this isn’t the time or place.”

Danielle clutched her arm. “Has Jon been wounded?”

“No, nothing like that.” Abigail let out a deep sigh. “It’s just too awful. You can’t imagine.” She turned her head away, then spoke very quietly. “Victoria is pregnant.”

Danielle caught her breath. Had she heard right? Still, she’d known it was inevitable. The family wanted children more than anything, heirs to the family business and fortune. “I don’t understand, Abigail, what’s wrong with that?”

“Everything!” Abigail’s face was etched with anguish. “Jon hasn’t seen her in almost a year. It’s not his child!”
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Danielle parked her Delahaye automobile in front of a modest red brick church. She paused for a moment, her hand on the key. This could be the day, she thought, then stepped out of the car. The attached playground was deserted as she made her way to the side door and went inside.

“Mornin’, Miz Bretancourt.”

As she passed the office, Danielle nodded to the pastor of the Prince of Peace congregation. “Good morning, Brother Anderson. What brings you here so early?”

“I could ask the same of you, my child,” drawled the portly pastor from behind his desk. “But I know your heart, and I wish you peace in your journey today.”

“Thank you, and good day to you.” Danielle turned, anxious to get on with her business.

“Oh, and Miz Bretancourt?”

She stopped. “Yes?”

“We appreciate your generous donation for the children.”

“It’s my pleasure, Brother Anderson,” she replied with a gracious nod.

The children of the Prince of Peace orphanage had breakfast from six to seven o’clock. On the next block, in the Temple Emmanuel orphanage, breakfast was served from six-thirty to seven-thirty. A quick walk through both to check on any new boys who might have arrived, and she could still be at her desk by seven o’clock.

Every month she visited all of the orphanages in Los Angeles County. Everyone knew her, and knew why she visited, and everyone left her alone, except for the occasional greeting.

Unfortunately, this morning was no different. Danielle swept through the dining hall, but she saw no child who even remotely resembled Nicky. She swallowed a pang of grief as she returned to her car. With a slightly trembling hand, she turned the ignition of the Delahaye and started for her office.

She’d never stopped dreaming of Nicky. In fact, her dreams had become increasingly vivid, even eerily realistic, leading her to reexamine the events surrounding his death. At the time of her dreadful encounter with Heinrich in Poland, she had no reason to disbelieve him when he told her he’d killed Nicky. But later, she realized she had no reason to believe him. Could Heinrich have lied to her? Could he have been so cruel?

Of course, she’d admitted with painful realization. In hindsight, she understood Heinrich was capable of anything.

What if Nicky still lived? Where would he be? And how could she find him? To return to Poland was impossible now.

And so she’d had a sketch artist make copies of Nicky’s photograph, aging him several years. She sent these copies to orphanages and relief agencies on the East Coast and in England, as well as to Philippe and his colleagues. She vowed to continue her search as long as there was a chance, however slim, that Nicky might still be alive.

She turned into the garage of her office building, parked, and hurried in, deliberately turning her focus to business.

Outside her office, seven melodic chimes from a neighboring church rang out in the clear spring morning air, marking the hour. She relished the early morning solitude that allowed her to work uninterrupted.

Opening the door to her second floor office, she went in. Her office was her cocoon, sumptuously decorated to her exacting standards, and organized for work and comfort. She walked to the window and drew back burgundy velvet draperies.

A coffee urn, ready to brew, stood on a red lacquered Chinese table in the corner. She flipped a switch and while coffee brewed, she freshened a floral arrangement that graced a low table in front of a brocade sofa and two coordinating chairs. Humming a soft tune, she snipped a few wilted red roses, and shook the petals into a wooden basket to dry for potpourri. After pouring coffee into a delicate bone china cup, she seated herself at her Louis XIV inlaid desk, eagerly anticipating a productive day. She took a sip of coffee, thinking.

With Allied forces pressing into Germany, and France’s recent liberation, she was already planning for postwar expansion to meet the needs and desires of returning veterans and their families. She smiled as she thought of the recent turn of events in the war. How she had loved seeing news reel images of French tanks passing under the Arc de Triomphe in Paris! Charles de Gaulle had organized the resistance fighters into the French Forces of the Interior, which rose up against the German garrison in Paris. The Free French Army of Liberation and the United States’ 4th Infantry Division had joined in, and now freedom was restored to her beloved homeland. And thankfully, to her immense relief, Philippe and Françoise had survived.

However, fighting still raged across Europe, and Poland was still occupied. She paused, holding her cup in mid-air, thinking of Nicky.

She glanced at the clock. She and Harry had a meeting with her banker after noon, and she had to complete her review of the financial statements. She forced her attention back to her work. By the time her secretary and staff arrived at nine o’clock, she would have completed reviewing projections for the next fiscal year for Bretancourt Holdings. As she reviewed the documents, she periodically took up her gold fountain pen to make changes and note items to discuss with Harry over lunch.

She thought of Harry, who was now a board member of Bretancourt Holdings. She knew he would think her projections aggressive, but every year they’d exceeded her numbers. Still, she welcomed his advice, as well as his ability to handle Cameron’s increasingly difficult spells.

Grimacing, she recalled her husband’s behavior at the mayor’s function honoring Abigail. Cameron had actually passed out on stage. The gossip columnists had gone wild with the story. She shuddered and pushed this last thought from her mind. She had important plans for the coming year, and thoughts of Cameron only depressed her.

She paused to review the revised projections. “Yes, this will do nicely,” she murmured, satisfied. She made a note for Harry, then her mind began to drift.

With a sigh, she put down her pen and opened her desk drawer, extracting a letter she’d received from Jon last week. She opened the letter; it was short, as his letters usually were now, and with no mention of Victoria’s pregnancy, the confidence Abigail had divulged to her. But from the tone of his letter, Danielle could tell Jon was deeply troubled. Her heart ached for him. Most likely, he would claim Victoria’s child as his own. It was, after all, the honorable thing to do. How well she’d come to know him through their correspondence. She bit her lip. If only things were different.

Danielle rested her head against her leather chair. She folded his letter carefully, then rose from her desk and crossed to a tall safe that stood behind a Chinese lacquered wood screen. She spun the dial, opened the heavy door, and placed his letter on the top of a stack of his other letters. She let her hand linger on the envelopes for a moment, her fingers caressing the envelopes of cherished memories, then shut the door and returned to her desk.

With a heavy heart, she picked up her pen and returned to work. The rising sun glinted through the window, shimmering on her silver desk set and crystal perfume bottle collection. She glanced at an antique French bronze clock. It was almost eight o’clock. She still had an hour to herself.

Suddenly, she heard a bang and footsteps in the hall outside her door. She stiffened. No one else ever arrived this early.

The door burst open, slamming against the wall with such force that her prized French impressionist oil paintings rattled on their hooks. Cameron staggered in, his fine evening clothes wrinkled, his face blotched and unshaven. His eyes held a dark, wild expression.

Her heart pounding, she stood and squared her shoulders. “What do you want?”

“Knew I’d find you here,” he said, slurring his words. “Look at you,” he sneered, gesturing toward the financial statements on her desk. “Always countin’ your money. You never quit, do you?”

“It’s your living, too,” she said pointedly.

Cameron grinned. “We share the wealth, do we? Tha’s not the way I see it. You control the money, Dani, you wear the pants in this family. Hell, ever’body knows that. You don’t even want to give me a son, do ya, Dani?”

Danielle clenched her jaw.  I can’t speak to him like this, she thought. “You have no business here, Cameron. Go home, sleep it off.”

“First, I got a problem to clear up.” He lurched menacingly toward her. “You hired Buck Jones to watch me, didn’t you?”

“Buck Jones was hired to manage the tour.” Her fingers tightened on the edge of her desk. Cameron could not be trusted to remain sober, and after the mishaps of his last tour, she and Harry had retained Buck Jones, a seasoned manager.

“Why the hell do I need him?” He leaned closer and slammed his fist on her desk, rattling its contents.

Danielle drew back. He stank of alcohol and smoke. “His job is to control the tour.”

“The tour? You want him controllin’ me, right Dani?” His face contorted and his bloodshot eyes bulged.

“You have a contract to fulfill, Cameron.”

“To hell with the contract. I’m the star, I say he’s out.”

Danielle crossed her arms and glared. “Buck Jones stays.”

Cameron cursed, snatched a crystal bottle from her desk, and hurled it against the wall. Shards shot through the air like projectiles. He smashed another one, then another.

Danielle trembled inside. But I will not concede this to him, it would be a disaster. She lifted her chin. “Anger won’t do you any good, Cameron. The board decided on Buck Jones. Under your contract with National Music you have no right to dispute the decision.”

He whirled around, jerked a thumb at his chest. “Yeah, but I made National Music what it is today.”

Danielle glared at him.

“Still, you call the shots, Danielle, you always have.” His face darkened. “And I’ve had enough of it.” He clenched his hands into fists and started around the desk.

Glancing behind her, Danielle realized she was cornered. Her heart raced and she fought the panic that clenched her throat. “We’ll talk about this later, when you’re sober.”

“We’re through talkin’.”

She tried to run but he grabbed her by the arms. “Cameron, don’t!”

Though she struggled, she was no match for him. She arched instinctively, twisting her face from him as a blow exploded against her cheek. She hit the floor with her palms, screaming, glass from the bottles slicing her hands and forearms as she careened across the polished parquet floor. Quickly, she rolled onto her side, blood splattering her white silk blouse.

Cameron charged toward her again.

Danielle spied the silver letter opener that had been knocked from the desk. Kicking him away, she lunged for it.

But Cameron grabbed her legs and dragged her toward him. He straddled her and pinned her to the floor. His eyes were raw and savage, her blood seemed to feed his frenzy.

Danielle tried to struggle from his grasp, but it was no use. Mon Dieu, she thought, he’s going to kill me! 

He gripped her neck with one hand, crushing her throat to the floor, and raised his other hand to strike her.

Unable to breathe, she stretched her fingers for the letter opener, found it, and jabbed in defense.

An agonizing wail erupted from Cameron’s mouth and his warm blood spurted across her face. The letter opener had pierced his hand, and protruded through his palm and forehand.

Frantically, Danielle tried to scramble out from under him, but Cameron threw his head back and roared with anger, clutching his hand, blood gushing from his wound.

Just then, Harry raced through the door. “My God, what’s going on?” Harry pulled Danielle free with one hand, and shoved Cameron off with the other.

“Call the police,” Harry shouted to Danielle as he fought to restrain Cameron.

With bleeding hands, she picked up the phone.

Cameron jerked away from Harry and ran from the office. Harry started after him.

“Let him go,” Danielle cried. “He’s completely crazed.”

Cameron disappeared, blood trailing behind him in the hall.

Harry pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped Cameron’s blood from Danielle’s face. “Here, I’ll make the call,” he said.

Danielle collapsed into her chair, shaking her head in disbelief. What had just happened? Gritting her teeth, she began to pick shards from the palms of her hands.

Harry finished his call. “Let me help you,” he said gently, kneeling beside her.

“I have never been so glad to see you,” she said, her voice shaking. She grimaced as Harry tenderly removed bits of glass.

“Glad I made it when I did.” Harry pulled a long shard of glass from her palm.

“Ouch, easy.” Danielle looked up. Harry had obviously just rolled out of bed. His clothes were wrinkled and mismatched, he wore no socks, his hair was in disarray, and he needed a shave. “You’re never here this early. What brought you here?”

“Erica phoned me. Cameron had been at her house ranting and raving about you and Buck Jones. She said he was threatening you, and she became frightened for you. I had an idea he might come here because everyone knows you work alone in the morning. We’re changing the locks. From now on, all doors are to be locked until nine o’clock, especially yours.”

A police siren sounded outside. “Look,” Harry said, standing and turning to the window. They watched as the police apprehended Cameron staggering from the building. “Good. They’ve got him.” He turned back to Danielle and pressed his handkerchief to her hands to stem the bleeding. “This isn’t the first time, is it, Danielle?”

She cast her eyes down, ashamed of the truth. Should I tell him? And then she made a decision. “No, but it’s the last time. I’ve tried everything. I can’t understand it, he has more going for him now than ever before and he knows it.”

“He doesn’t deserve you, that bastard.” Harry touched her bruised chin, raised her swollen face to his. “Why don’t you leave him, and marry me?”

“Dear Harry,” she murmured, lowering her eyes. “Don’t say things like that. He’d kill you if he thought—”

“If he doesn’t kill you first,” Harry exclaimed in exasperation. Removing the handkerchief, he inspected her hands. “You need stitches. We’d better get you to the hospital.” He ripped a piece of cloth from his shirt, then painstakingly wrapped her hands with it. “You can’t love him, yet you stay with him, despite my best efforts and offers. You know I’m here for you. Why won’t you leave him?” His voice dropped a notch. “Is there someone else?”

At his words, her heart constricted with real pain. Sweet, thoughtful Harry. “There’s no one else,” she said with resignation. After all, Jon is married now. “You’re a good man, Harry. I love you as my dearest friend and most trusted partner, but you deserve so much more than I have to give.”

He brushed her hair from her face. “I don’t understand you, Danielle,” he said softly.

Danielle turned from him. “I’d better go to the hospital.”

On the way to the hospital, Harry asked, “What did you mean, Danielle, about this being the last time Cam would hurt you?”

“I plan to have him committed to an institution,” she said, “He needs help for his addictions.”

Harry blew out a breath. “Well, he sure needs help, and has for a long, long time.”

Danielle grimaced, keeping pressure on the deepest wounds on her hands. “I know it’s the right thing to do, but it will create complications in the business.”

He nodded. “We’ll have to cancel the tour and the new record.”

Danielle grew silent. She hadn’t wanted to admit Cameron’s weakness, his dependence on drugs and alcohol, his promiscuity, and least of all, his abusiveness. But his behavior could soon sabotage her business as well as their home life. Most of all, she was tired of lying for him to their family, their business partners, and the press.

She was truly worried for his safety, and now, for her own.

The fun-loving man she’d married had disappeared into an abyss of addiction and abuse. Where was the man she’d once had such fun with?

Danielle gazed from the window as they turned into the hospital parking lot of Cedars of Lebanon. Guilt coursed through her. Cameron had done so much for her in the beginning. Not only for her, but also for her mother and the girls. She shuddered to think of where Marie would be now, had it not been for Cameron. At the least, I owe him a chance at rehabilitation.

“When do you plan to commit him?” Harry asked, easing the car into a parking space.

“Soon.” Danielle chewed her lip, her mind whirring. “But first, if he can’t do the tour, at least he can finish the voice tracks for the new record. Afterward, if he hasn’t improved, I’ll commit him. Don’t you agree?”

He switched off the ignition, and turned to her. “Against my better judgment, Danielle. You have a will of iron, God knows I can’t budge you once you’ve made a decision. But this time, you should reconsider.”

“But the money we have invested—”

“My darling Danielle,” Harry interjected, “delaying his commitment puts you at risk, and for what? A few bucks? What would you be worth dead?”

Danielle clenched her jaw and shot a sidelong glance at him. He was right, but.... “You wouldn’t be so quick to say that Harry, if you’d ever been poor. Cancel the tour, but I will do everything in my power to deliver that album.”

After Danielle had been stitched and bandaged at the hospital, Harry drove her to the Beverly Hills police station where Cameron was being held after also having received treatment for his wound.

So often had Danielle visited police headquarters in the past year to bail out Cameron that the officers greeted her by name. Embarrassed, she nodded to them as she and Harry walked through the station.

They were ushered into the police chief’s office. Harry had also telephoned Danielle’s attorney, Otto Koenig, who was waiting for them there.

Chief of Police Dave Walsh, a leathery-faced man of immense stature, stood and waved them to a pair of plain wooden chairs. Danielle and Harry sat down, while Otto remained standing, a trim sentinel in his grey pin-striped suit and burgundy tie.

Walsh jerked his head toward Otto. “Shut the door.” Walsh leaned back in his chair, shrewdly studying Danielle through a haze of cigarette smoke. “I’m told you don’t want to press charges.”

“That’s right,” Danielle said smoothly. “You may release Cameron into my custody.”

Walsh coughed. “Let’s not be hasty.”

Danielle sat rigid in her chair, her freshly bandaged hands folded in her lap. She glanced down. Her white silk blouse bore bloodstains and she knew her face was bruised and swollen. She looked up, fixing her eyes on Walsh. “What do you mean?”

“We can charge your husband with attempted murder.” Walsh held up a plastic bag containing her silver letter opener smeared with Cameron’s blood. “It appears you might have acted in self defense.”

“I don’t want him charged. Can’t you simply release him into my custody as you have in the past?” Her neck crawled with tension, and she glanced down at her hands again. Cameron had crossed the line this time and she knew it wouldn’t be easy to sweep this incident away. Yet, she couldn’t afford the publicity, not with the planned record release. Furthermore, she’d signed a deal with Lou Silverman to use the new recording in an upcoming movie starring Erica Evans. After the recordings were complete, she would arrange professional help for him—even commit him—if she must. A month, that’s all I need. She raised her eyes, uncomfortable under Walsh’s unrelenting stare.

“You allege your husband attacked you this morning,” Walsh said. “It appears he tried to kill you. This is not the first time, and I assure you, it won’t be the last. Next time, Harry here might not be around to save you. What then? What about your children?”

Danielle stared straight ahead, determined to proceed with her plan. When Cameron didn’t fulfill his contracted appearance obligations on the last tour, she’d been left with the debts; she hoped to recoup those losses soon with record sales. She swallowed hard. In short, she owed a great deal of money for Cameron’s indiscretions—from her personal funds—much, much more than Harry realized. Without the tour, she thought, I’ll be bankrupt. What a choice, dead or bankrupt. 

Harry stroked his chin. “Look Walsh,” he began in a conciliatory manner, “none of us wants to see this in the newspapers. Bad for business.”

Walsh narrowed his steely grey eyes. Leaning across his immaculate desk, he jabbed an accusatory finger at Danielle. “There’ll be plenty of publicity when you’re wheeled out in a body bag, Danielle.”

She stiffened. “I will not press charges.”

Otto stepped forward. “Release him into my custody, Walsh. I’ll see to him.”

“Nice try, Mr. Koenig, but not good enough. He’d be back at home within the hour. Danielle?”

“My decision stands.”

Silence hung in the air, and smoke from Walsh’s cigarette curled overhead like a storm cloud. Flicking his ashes, Walsh drew a long, slow drag, the ember blazing hot orange.

Danielle stared at it, transfixed, yet repulsed by the stench.

Walsh leveled his gaze at Danielle. “Looks like I’ve met my match. I admire you, but by God, you’re a stubborn woman when it comes to your scoundrel of a husband. How can I make you see that one day, you won’t make it out alive? Then where will your family be?”

Otto rested a hand on Walsh’s desk. “Look, Walsh. “I understand your tough position on domestic violence, and we’re all very sorry about the death of your daughter. But Danielle can count on us to come to her aid.”

Walsh’s jaw tightened. “My daughter had a police chief father looking out for her. It wasn’t enough, was it? Her sonofabitch husband got her in the end.” He looked back to Danielle. “I’m offering you a way out.” He reached into his shirt pocket for his cigarettes, lit another from the tip of his spent cigarette, then ground out the finished butt in an ashtray. “So?”

Danielle shook her head. “No charges.”

Walsh shook his head. “Excuse me.” He stood abruptly and marched from his office, the door slamming behind him. After a brief moment, he returned.

“The District Attorney is in the next office,” Walsh began in a grim tone. “We are prepared to press charges against you for attempted murder.”

“Me!” Danielle gasped.

Harry leapt to his feet. “This is preposterous!”

Otto Koening stepped forward. “This is absolutely inconceivable, it’s incomprehensible. This charge will never stand up in court. I’d never have imagined such deplorable tactics from you.”

“My job is to protect and serve.” Walsh blew smoke rings above their heads.

Harry turned to Danielle. “Please Danielle, can’t you see he’s dead serious? You know you’ve got to do something about Cameron. The recordings aren’t worth it.”

Averting her eyes, she stared at her bandaged hands, her mind clicking. She desperately needed Cameron to complete the recordings. And the publicity! She shuddered, imagining the headlines. It would decimate his career and National Music. Furthermore, her carefully tended business relationship with Lou Silverman would undoubtedly suffer. Her head pounded. The thought of bankruptcy taunted her, sickened her.

Walsh barked an order into his intercom. He swung back to Danielle. “We’re placing you under arrest, Danielle. My officers are on their way.”

Harry whirled around, grabbing the arms of her chair. “Danielle, no!”

“You’ll be safer in custody,” Walsh said.

“A battle of wills, is it?” Otto paced madly. “You can’t do this, Walsh, I’m warning you. This case will be thrown out, and you with it. Is it worth it?”

Walsh tapped an ash. “Your client leaves us no option.”

Danielle shifted uneasily in her seat. What can I do? Clearly, Walsh wanted to make a point, but at her expense? How far was she willing to go to protect Cameron and her investments? Thoughts of Marie and the girls filled her with worry. Suddenly, she had an idea. Mindful of her bandaged hands, she pushed herself up by her elbows, standing tall, meeting Walsh’s piercing glare. “I have a deal for you.”

“I propose the deals, Danielle.”

“Hear her out, Walsh,” Otto said.

A sharp knock sounded, and two uniformed police officers stepped in.

Otto swung around. “Come on Walsh, at least listen to her before you arrest her. Have some respect for my client.”

Walsh glared at the attorney. “When she shows respect for the laws of this country.”

“She does,” said Otto. “She’s perfectly within her right.”

Walsh coughed at his remarks. “Let’s hear it, then,” he said, motioning to Danielle.

She blinked, her eyes irritated from the smoke. “I have a plan that should be satisfactory to all concerned. First, absolutely no press, and no formal charges.”

Walsh began to protest, but Danielle held up a bandaged hand. “I’m willing to commit Cameron to a sanitarium, effective immediately, and grant full authority to the medical staff to determine his eventual release. Otherwise,” she added, offering her wrists to the officers, “you may arrest me now.”

Walsh raised his brows, considering, then nodded. “You’ve got a deal.”

“There is one condition,” she said, lifting her chin. “Cameron’s music is terribly important to him, and to his recovery. As part of his treatment, Cameron will be allowed to express himself creatively, through his music. Even if it means releasing him periodically to Harry Nelson’s custody to record music.”

“You’ll have to clear this with his doctors,” Walsh said, “but as far as I’m concerned, we’ll release him as soon as you have a judge’s order to commit.” He motioned to the officers to depart. “You win, Danielle.”

Otto was right behind them. “I’ll have the order within the hour. Judge Johnson owes me one for sponsoring his membership at Los Angeles Country Club.” He fairly sprinted from the office.

“So I’m free to leave?” Danielle asked.

“Yes, and as lovely as you are, I hope this is the last time I lay eyes on you here. Understood?”

“Exactly,” she replied. She felt tension melt from her shoulders.

Harry held the door for her and they left. Crossing the parking lot, Harry shook his head and ran his hands through his thick hair, which had greyed to salt-and-pepper during his management of Cameron Murphy. “I’ve got to hand it to you, Danielle, that was quite a performance.”

“That was no performance, Harry. I was prepared to go to jail.”

“Why do you protect him so? Just look at yourself,” he sputtered, anger rising in his voice. “I can’t believe you still love him.”

Danielle raised her face to him, her resolve strengthening. “You’re absolutely right, Harry. I don’t love him.” Never did, she thought, wincing at the truth.

“Damn it, Danielle. You’re an intelligent woman, beautiful and talented. I don’t understand, what is this desire you have to hang onto Cameron Murphy?”

Danielle measured her words. “I owe him, Harry. And now, he owes me, too.”

“You owe him? By God, Danielle, the man would probably be dead if weren’t for you.”

Abruptly, she stopped beside Harry’s car, whirled to face him. “I’ll be damned if I’ll let Cameron Murphy force me into bankruptcy. I need him for one more album, then we’ll be even.”

Harry said nothing for a moment, then nodded slowly. “I see,” he said quietly. “You’re a smart one, Danielle. Got to hand it to you.” He placed his hands on her shoulders. “You must be exhausted. Come back to my house, let me take care of you.”

“Dear Harry.” Danielle hesitated for a moment as she looked into Harry’s eyes. “You’re really too good to me, Harry.”

“You have no idea how good I could be for you, Danielle,” he murmured, his breath warm on her neck as he folded her into his arms.

She relaxed in the safety of his embrace, anxiety flooding from her being. She always knew she could count on Harry. She closed her eyes and rested her swollen cheek against his chest.

She was so relieved that Cameron would receive treatment. His confinement would probably be lengthy, but she had already decided that she would divorce him upon his release. Once Cameron recovered, she would tell him.

Harry’s heart thundered in her ears. She knew his commitment, his devotion. She’d sensed Cameron was wrong for her from the beginning, but he’d rescued her family from years of struggle. And then there’s Jon. Am I crazy to maintain our friendship? 

She sighed. And am I a fool to turn my back on a fine man like Harry Nelson? 
  

29

“Merci, Danielle,” the young woman said with a smile as Danielle placed an armload of fragrant white lilies next to the blush pink roses she had already chosen. “You always chose my best flowers.”

Danielle winked at her friend, the owner of the Flower Pot in Beverly Hills. “And you always have the best flowers in town, Mimi. Especially this spring.”

“Mais oui! It’s a good season. Are these for a special occasion or party?”

“These are just for me. You know I can’t resist walking past your beautiful flowers.” Danielle buried her nose in the bouquet of roses that Mimi had already wrapped in newspaper. “I feel so much better when my home is full of flowers. Their perfume always lifts my spirits.”

“Mine, too. That reminds me, my brother just sent some potted gardenias from the farm. They’re full of buds and would be perfect for the windows in your boudoir. Did you see them? They’re in the front of the shop.”

“I’ll take a look.” Danielle meandered through a brilliant maze of cut flowers, charming topiaries, and magnificent floral arrangements. She loved the scents that swirled through the air, and they really did lift her spirits.

After she had committed Cameron to the sanitarium for his alcohol and drug addictions, she tried to banish the turmoil that had been in their home. Not only had his behavior affected her, but it had also disturbed Liliana, Jasmin, and Marie. Once he was gone, she had asked a friend, who was an interior designer, to make subtle changes throughout their home using an ancient Chinese design theory called feng shui, which they all found calming and healing. The sound of waterfalls and the aroma of flowers had helped restore balance and happiness to their home, and reminded her of her uncle’s flower fields in Grasse. Since then, Danielle managed to find time in her busy schedule to shop for fresh bouquets every week, and she felt better than she had in years.

She drank in the heady aromas wafting through the air, closing her eyes from time to time as she leaned into an exotic flower or plant to breathe in its scent. I could almost be in Grasse, she thought.

She loved her friend’s shop, in fact, she had helped Mimi and her brother start their business with a small investment. They were from the Provence region of France, and while Mimi ran the retail shop, her brother oversaw their farm in a valley north of Los Angeles where they grew the flowers and plants.

The shop was busy this Saturday morning in May, bustling with people in their casual weekend clothes enjoying the warm spring weather. Danielle folded up the long sleeves on her white cotton shirt, and as sunshine streamed through the front windows, she pulled her dark sunglasses from their casual perch atop her head, shielding her eyes against the bright glare. She spied the gardenias and made her way to them.

She rubbed the glossy green leaves, touched the moist earth in the pot, and let her fingers trail along a fresh white flower bursting from a tightly swirled bud. Instinctively, she sniffed her fingers.

Perhaps I’ll capture this aroma, she thought to herself, smiling. Cool greens combined with sweet gardenia, the moist earth, the warmth of the sun—it would be perfect for this season. Maybe a new line of garden-inspired perfumes—

“Danielle?”

She squeezed her eyes shut, her fingers still hovering beneath her nose. Am I hearing things? She heard someone call her name. And not just anyone, but it sounded just like—
And that scent...the patchouli, the hint of rose...it was Spanish Leather and the scent of his warm skin...oh, mon Dieu! She felt a hand on her shoulder, and felt a shiver of remembrance course through her.

“Danielle.”

Slowly she swung around. The shop seemed to fall away, and she felt suspended in the moment. She pushed her sunglasses up on her head and blinked, staring at the handsome man who stood before her. “Jon?”

“It must be kismet.” A wondrous smile spread across his face. “I stopped to buy flowers for Abigail, and I thought I saw you through the window.” He ran his hand down her shoulder and caught her hand, drawing her to him, intensifying the delicious scent of him in her nose.

“I can’t believe it, what brings you here?” She felt her heart beating wildly, and was certain he could see it beneath her blouse.

“We have a ship going out on the Pacific from Long Beach. I didn’t have much notice, what with security and all. So I thought I’d surprise Abigail.”

Danielle laughed nervously. “Oh, you would have. But she’s not here. She’s in San Francisco with Lou. He has a film shooting on location there.”

He ran a hand through his thick hair, releasing a faint scent of the sea. “Ah, once again, I should have called ahead.”

He smiled wistfully at her, his warm eyes crinkling at the corners. She noticed his face was leaner than before, but his chest was broad, and he looked more muscular. He’s even more magnificent than I remembered.

“Then our meeting really is kismet,” he murmured. His voice sounded low and gentle, yet charged with emotion and strength. “You look so different, Danielle, you’ve bloomed, just like these flowers. How many years has it been since that day outside of your apartment?”

Danielle felt her face flush, and moistened her lips to speak, but at that moment, Mimi bustled toward them.

“Did you find the gardenias?” Mimi paused and tilted her head. “Ah, I see you’ve found a friend instead. Who is this?” she asked with a curious smile.

“Jon is an old friend, and Abigail’s brother.”

“I am so very pleased to meet you,” she said, her eyes darting between Danielle and Jon. “Danielle, I have your flowers ready. Did you want the gardenias, too?”

“Oh yes, of course. I’ll take two of these.”

“Let me help you,” Jon said. “Which ones do you want?”

Reining in her emotions, Danielle pointed to two lush plants, and Jon swept them up in his arms. “What else do you have?”

Mimi gestured to the counter. “She has quite a few roses and lilies.” She glanced at Danielle and added, “How nice that you ran into Jon.”

“Yes, what luck,” Jon said with broad smile as they wound through the shop.

Danielle felt her pulse quicken, and yet, she marveled at how easily they fell into step together. It had been three, no, almost four years since they’d seen one another. Before Cameron, she thought with a jolt.

Jon paid for the flowers and scooped them into his arms. Laughing, Danielle said, “Here, I can manage the lilies.”

“How far do we have to go with these?”

“I’m parked in the back, follow me.” As he held the door for her, she glanced over her shoulder, and noticed his gaze lingering on her body, then he met her eyes.

“Nice flowers,” he said with grin.

She laughed nervously and shook her head. “I’m in the Delahaye.”

Jon walked to the car and let out a low whistle. “What a beauty—the car, too,” he added, looking appraisingly at Danielle.

“Jon, you’re being naughty. And I’m supposed to be mad at you.” She unlocked the doors.

“At me? Why?”

“Well, why shouldn’t I be? You show up again, with no notice at all.”

“Danielle, let’s not waste time on the past.” Taking the keys from her, he opened the trunk and placed the flowers inside. He drew a deep breath. “I didn’t call you, or anyone, because I didn’t know how much time I would have. As it is, I only have a few hours, and I don’t know when I’ll return.” A serious look shadowed his face for an instant. He took her hands in his. “But I’m here now, and it’s a beautiful day. May we enjoy it together?”

She smiled up at him. “Come with me to the house. My mother and the girls are visiting friends in San Diego. And you know where Cameron is. I wrote to you about that.”

He nodded. “Is he any better?”

“He’s taking this opportunity to work on new songs, and is looking forward to coming home soon.” She paused, then sighed deeply. That had been her standard answer to the press for months. Why should I lie to Jon? “Actually, he was released from the sanitarium to work on his new album, but after just a month, he had a horrible relapse and returned. But let’s not talk about Cameron.” She flipped her sunglasses back on her nose. “Want to drive?”

Although Danielle lived less than a mile from the Flower Pot, at her direction they took the long way home so that he could enjoy the fine, sleek automobile. Jon drove south and turned east on Wilshire Boulevard, enjoying the feel of the car at his command. He’d been so busy, there had been few moments to truly enjoy life, especially with a woman he found so fascinating. In truth, there had never been anyone like Danielle in his life, not even Victoria.

Danielle. This was not the woman he’d left in France, not the woman he’d last seen in Los Angeles. Had he thought she would remain unchanged after all she’d endured?

He remembered the young woman he’d met on the Atlantic crossing before the war in thirty-nine, the waif-like creature she had been, even when she was pregnant, with large, luminous eyes in her pale face. He recalled the last time he’d seen her in Los Angeles, right after she’d married Cameron. Could he really blame her for that? She’d been so emotionally scarred and painfully poor when she’d first arrived in Los Angeles; he knew that now, but he hadn’t realized the extent of her suffering at the time. Though they’d corresponded some through the years, and he’d followed her hard work and remarkable accomplishments, still, her new image had startled him when he first saw her in the flower shop. Even in her casual white shirt and cotton pants, she was clearly an independent woman in charge of her destiny. She was so... He paused, searching for words. So sophisticated, so self-assured.

Turning onto La Cienega, he glanced at Danielle, hardly believing that she actually sat beside him this glorious sunny day. She lifted her hand to smooth her auburn hair.

He smiled to himself. Her every movement transfixed him; she was graceful and refined. She’d become a woman. An elegant woman. He turned onto Sunset Boulevard and they wound through the neighborhood.

“So you approve of my choice of car?”

He laughed. “What’s not to love?” He really meant her, not the car, but she seemed a little nervous since he’d mentioned Cameron, so he added, “I’ve always thought this was one of the most gorgeous cars ever built. I met René Dreyfus, the auto racer, not long after he won the Million Franc race in thirty-eight in his Delahaye.” He laughed. “What a great victory over the Nazis that was.”

“Among others,” she said with a world-weary smile.

“Rumors are still swirling in Europe about Hitler’s demise,” Jon added with a grimace. “There were so many different accounts in the media these past couple of weeks, but it’s now been established that he did himself in.”

“Good riddance. Turn here,” she said, indicating her street. “And here we are.” He eased the car into the driveway of the large red-bricked Tudor-styled home, and turned off the ignition.

“I’m so glad to see you, Jon,” she said, touching his hand.

As he curled his fingers around hers, and felt her slim fingers respond, a rush of desire coursed through him. “I’m glad I ran into you. I’d thought about calling you, many times, actually.” He leaned into her and casually kissed her cheek, marveling at the softness of her skin, and the fresh, subtle perfume that wafted about her hair and neck. She seemed a little flustered by his action, so he pulled back, and said, “Let’s put those flowers in some water, shall we?”

He got out of the car, opened her door for her, then gathered the flowers from the trunk. She led him to the side entry and into the kitchen.

Jon glanced around, taking in the comfortable surroundings, photographs of Danielle and the girls, potted palms, and fresh oranges on the kitchen table. “What a lovely home you have, Danielle. I’m glad, you deserve it. But are you happy here?”

“I have so much to be thankful for.” Danielle picked up a pair of scissors and began snipping the flower stems. “My family is together, my business is thriving.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“I know what you meant.”

“We have just a few hours, Danielle.”

“I’m very aware of that.” Snip, snip. She tossed discarded leaves in the trash bin.

Jon watched her for a moment. She wore a pair of lean black cotton trousers and flat ballerina-style shoes. Her hair flowed around her shoulders, and her face was angled from him. “Are these the vases you’re using?”

She nodded.

“I’ll fill them with water.”

She nodded again.

“Danielle?” He touched her shoulder, and when she looked up at him, he could see that her brilliant green eyes glistened with tears, and it tore at his heart.

She brushed her eyes with her hand and waved him away. “I’m just being silly.”

“No, you’re not. Come here.” He wrapped his arms around her and felt her body slowly respond, relaxing into his. God, she feels so good.

“I should be happy, Jon. Except for Cameron, I really am, but I don’t have much time for myself anymore. This is a rare day....”

“You’re still a woman with feelings.” He tilted her chin up and looked into her eyes. “And I still have feelings for you, Danielle, I always have, from the first moment we met. I will never deny it, no matter what our circumstances might be. There was a time, right after Max died, when I should spoken up, told you how I felt, but I thought it was too soon for you. And then when I did...what a disaster. I’ve made so many mistakes with you.”

She laughed softy. “And now it’s too late for us. We’re both married.”

“It doesn’t change the way we feel about each other. I know what you don’t say in your letters. And I’ve always known that when I saw you again—”

“Shh,” she said, kissing him softly. Her lips were warm, her kiss gentle, and he felt his resolve melt under her tender touch. Then she pulled away, her hand lingering on his face. “Let’s just enjoy the day,” she said, as he turned into her hand, kissing her palm. “I have a bottle of champagne in the refrigerator.”

“I’ll get it,” he said, and kissed her lightly before he released her.

“I’ll get the flutes from the bar.”

Danielle left the kitchen and made her way through the living room. Pausing, she leaned against the bar and drew a hand across her face. She knew what she felt for Jon, she knew what she wanted, but wanting didn’t make it so. And yet, if there was one lesson learned in the past few years, it was to seize the moment and whatever joy might come your way. What if Jon never returned from the Pacific? The war was still raging there. How would she feel if she never saw him again?


How would she feel if she did?


Her attorney had already drawn up her divorce papers. But Jon was still married. And Victoria had a baby. And I shouldn’t be thinking this way.

She chose two tall flutes from the glass shelves behind the bar and went back to the kitchen.

Jon had opened the champagne and he poured two glasses. “To us,” he said.

They drank to the toast, then Jon helped her fill the vases with lilies and roses. Together they placed the arrangements throughout the house, with Jon listening as Danielle told him about her girls’ accomplishments in school, and Marie’s fortunate recovery. They talked about Abigail’s work with orphans, and Jon’s parents, but when they spoke about their postwar plans, Danielle noticed that Jon was vague, so she didn’t ask him about Victoria. What’s the point? she thought.

They returned to the kitchen, and had another glass of champagne along with some fruit and cheese that Danielle prepared, but neither of them were very hungry. Jon wanted to know everything about the way she lived there, and how her business was going. “I want to show you something,” she said, taking his hand and leading him into a room at the rear of the house. As she opened the door he said, “Wow, what’s that incredible smell?”

She smiled, pleased at his response. “This is where I work at home when inspiration strikes. My main laboratory is in my office building, not far from the Flower Pot, but I like to dabble here after everyone is asleep and I have time to think and imagine and create. It’s always been my private room.”

He peered in through the doorway. The room was tidy, but her creativity was evident. On one side sat a small perfumer’s organ, with neat rows of amber bottles, and across from it was a drafting table. A pair of comfortable brocade chairs, a stack of books, a potted palm, beautifully framed impressionist paintings, and a phonograph completed the comfortable room.

“What’s this?” Jon asked, motioning to an open sketch book on the drafting table.

“These are ideas for evening gowns for my winter collection,” she said, showing him her sketches, and touching a stack of jewel-toned fabric swatches as she spoke. She felt Jon’s eyes on her, and their fingers brushed as she showed him her drawings.

Jon asked several questions, and he seemed genuinely interested in everything she was doing, unlike Max or Cameron had been.

While they talked, she opened a set of French doors to the backyard, where a swimming pool sparkled in the sunlight, a waterfall cascaded with a pleasant rippling sound, and a soft breeze billowed the drapes of an open-air pool house.

Jon turned around, taking in the room. “You once described this room to me in a letter. It’s exactly the way I imagined it to be.” He moved toward the perfumery organ. “And this is where you blend your perfumes?”

“Many of them. Here’s one I’ve been working on.” She picked up a small amber bottle, opened it, dipped a slender white blotter strip into it, and held it up. “Tell me what you think.”

He took her wrist and guided the strip under his nose and closed his eyes, inhaling. “It’s fresh, very modern, smells like California in the summer.”

He has a good nose, she thought to herself, acutely aware of his hand on her wrist. “That’s California orange blossoms, and I added a fresh accord, reminiscent of the Pacific Ocean.”

“It’s spot on, Danielle.” He took the blotter strip from her, trailed it along her throat, and leaned closer to smell her neck. “A great perfumer once told me that it’s better to experience scent on skin.” He nuzzled her neck. “Remember when you told me that?”

Danielle let her head fall back, exposing her throat to him, and savoring the warmth of his touch. “It was in Grasse, after Jasmin was born. I was so glad you were there with me. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

Jon slipped his hand under her hair and held her neck, his lips brushing hers as he spoke. “Do you remember the first time we kissed?”

“How could I have forgotten?” she murmured, tasting his lips with her tongue.

He picked up the perfume bottle, poured a small amount of perfume into his palm and, unbuttoning the top button of her shirt, pressed the fragrant oil into the skin on her chest between her breasts. A small moan escaped her lips as he bent to her, intent on experiencing the aroma as it emanated from the gentle curve of her breast, warmed by his touch.

He slipped another button free, trailing the perfume on her skin with his fingers, past her lace brassiere, and onto her firm, flat stomach, pausing to caress her skin with his nose and lips and fingertips.

His breath felt hot on her skin, she felt his pulse quicken as he held her, encircling her with his hands and arms, engulfing her in a passionate embrace.

At once he stopped and cradled her face in his hands, his eyes dark with desire, then he lifted her easily in his arms.

“Take me outside,” she whispered, and he stepped through the French doors. “To the cabaña,” she added, leaning against his chest and feeling the beating of his heart.

Jon carried her past the sailcloth curtains that lifted in the gentle breeze, and into a slate-floored room with sliding glass doors and a stone fireplace. He placed her on a marine blue, double-width chaise lounge, and Danielle lay with her hair fanned out beneath her. Jon propped himself up on one arm next to her and gazed at her. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known, Danielle. We’re meant to be together, you know that as well as I do.”

“I know, Jon, I know,” she murmured, pulling him close and unbuttoning his shirt. He stopped her, then finished the job and tossed his shirt to one side. He bent to kiss her and she met his lips again, gently, then more passionately, as their desire flamed against the cool spring breeze.

“I want to make love to you, Danielle, more than anything I’ve ever wanted to do. You are my heart, my soul, I love you, Danielle.”

She felt the warmth of his breath on her neck, as his words seeped into her soul, warming her to her core. A thought sprang from deep inside of her: I love this man...I always have. She ran her hands through his hair and pressed him toward her, then hesitated, checking her desire. She knew what she wanted, but should she?

He brushed his lips against hers and said softly, “Danielle, I once promised Max I would look after you. Will you let me?”

Jon’s words hung in the air as she met his intense gaze. “But there are others....”

“Who don’t have to figure in our future.”

Danielle sucked her breath in. Do I dare hope? “Until then, let’s just lay together, Jon, there’s no harm in that.”

The minutes turned into an hour, and then another, and they explored one another’s bodies as they lay together, whispering their desires and sharing their passion, and knowing that someday, somehow, they would share their lives. It would be so. As the sun set, Jon rose and started a fire in the fireplace, and Danielle lit citrus-scented candles. Jon brought the champagne and cheese and fruit from the house, and they laughed and drank and ate, then caressed another again, enjoying each other’s touch.

Finally, the champagne unleashed their inhibitions, and Danielle opened herself to Jon, who hesitated only for a moment before entering her with an ease and naturalness that surprised them both at first. They fell into rhythm with one another’s bodies, their scents mingled, merged, and exploded with passion, while their lovemaking soared on an arch of joy and intensity, and they knew no boundaries between them.

Danielle felt herself transported on wave after wave of pure joy, pure love, pure feelings. And this feels so right, she thought.

Satiated at last, Danielle gazed at Jon’s profile against the flickering fire, basking in the glow of their love. For the moment, she was simply happy, and felt closer to Jon than she’d ever been with another man. She smiled, and thought, I feel truly, deliciously loved. She knew he would be leaving soon, but rather than feeling sad, she felt that this day was a gift, a rare glimpse into the future, a snapshot of what could be. If only...she stopped herself, not daring to spoil their moment of pleasure with doubts or questions of the future.

The last thing she remembered was Jon covering her with a blanket and kissing her—kissing her face, her lips, her hair, and then she must have dozed off, for when she awoke, he was gone.
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Cameron Murphy’s rich baritone rang out, resonating with the rounded warmth of a well-aged cognac. The long months he had spent in the sanitarium had been good for him. He knew he sounded better than he had in years.

The young sound engineer, Rex, gave two thumbs-up through the glass window that separated them.

“That’s great, Cam,” Harry said through a microphone. He sat beaming next to Rex, the sound engineer, at the control board. Next to him was Danielle, and she nodded her approval through the glass. “Okay, let’s do the third number now.”

“Sure, old man.” Cameron grinned and continued his masterful vocals, gliding through one love song after another, the words of each smooth ballad flowing like a slow rippling stream. He was in top form, and it felt grand.

Cameron completed the song, then everyone took a break while Cameron stretched and drank a glass of water. He’d put in a good day’s work. As far as he was concerned, his vocals were almost finished.

He had to admit, his treatment had benefited him in every way—physically, mentally, and emotionally. Still, he missed the excitement of living on the edge. “There’s a lot to be said for a normal routine, for peace and calm,” his doctor had told him. But the way Cameron figured it, there’d be time enough for that when he was cold in the ground.

He wasn’t one for a mundane, workaday existence. Not like Danielle, he thought, pitying her. Yet, he realized that his actions had inflicted extreme suffering on Danielle and the girls. On Erica and Harry and Lou, too. On every friend he’d ever had, and for that he was genuinely sorry.

But he had thrived on the heightened reality produced by drugs and alcohol. The passion it brought to his work was electrifying. How could he explain this to anyone? How could he exist, and still write great music, without it?

Cameron finished his water. Motioning to Harry, he returned to work.

Danielle sat in the sound-proofed engineering booth. She had her sketch pad before her, working on next season’s designs for her ready-to-wear line, a new perfume bottle, and costumes for Erica’s new movie. Actually, Cameron’s music had always inspired her, despite their problems. And now, she squeezed as much work into a day as possible so as to spend time with her family in the evening. Yet invariably, she found herself over committed, and she often worked late into the night in her studio at home after the girls had gone to bed.

She closed her sketchbook as Cameron began the last song of the session, Perfumed Letters, a song he’d written for her during his confinement. The title referred to letters she’d written to him before he was well enough to receive her visits. The song was a ballad of star-crossed lovers.

Shivers gripped her spine as she listened to him spin the tale, then the haunting finale: “And in my still hands they’ll find, yellowed with time, perfumed letters from my love, my love for all time.” What a beautiful arrangement, she thought, as she blinked back sudden regret. It’s sure to be a hit.

And then she thought of Jon, and all the letters he had written her, too. It was just one delicious day, she thought, remembering Jon’s visit. And nothing more.

She dragged her attention back to Cameron. She hadn’t told him about the divorce. The past months she’d been supportive of him, though she was careful not to encourage him romantically. But their marriage was over. She knew that now, and she’d known it even before Jon’s visit. Otto Koenig had already drafted the legal documents for the divorce.

“You’re being extraordinarily fair,” Otto had remarked. She planned to vacate the house and relinquish the deed to Cameron free of encumbrance. After all, it had been his home when they’d met, though she had paid it off for him. National Music was to remain her sole property, and she had insisted on a generous contract for Cameron’s recording and tour. “I’ll take only what I’ve personally developed and built,” she had instructed Otto.

Cameron’s final vocals hung magically in the air, and a hush gathered in the room. Harry leaned forward and tapped the microphone. “That’s a wrap. It was absolutely perfect, Cam. You’re free to go.” Harry stood, glanced at his watch. “Danielle, I’ve got to make a call.” He walked from the room.

Danielle watched as Cameron gathered his sheet music. He shoved it into a large black leather valise and stooped below the plate glass window to pick up something on the floor.

He’s made remarkable progress, she thought with a pang of guilt. Initially, the medical staff had approved of Danielle’s unusual conditions, probably due to his celebrity status, she knew. Nonetheless, it had given Cameron hope and purpose, a raison d’être. Everyone needed a reason to live, and music had always been Cameron’s way of communicating with the world.

An attendant arrived to escort Cameron from the recording studio for his return to the sanitarium. According to the provisions, he was to be escorted at all times, especially after his relapse a few months ago. The medical staff concurred that the recording sessions had been of enormous benefit to Cameron’s recovery. The staff had grown to love him, too. Once he began to respond to treatment, the old Cameron had emerged, as charming and fun-loving as ever. Danielle felt that the end of his confinement was near, and that this time, he’d make it. Or so she hoped.

Cameron poked his head through the door. “Hey emerald eyes, how’s Dani mine?”

Danielle smiled at his nickname for her. He’d also written and recorded a song entitled Emerald Eyes. She felt it was another sure hit. “Fine,” she said cordially. “You sounded marvelous, Cameron,”

He responded with a roguish grin. “Just wanted to say good-bye. Got a moment?”

“Of course, what’s on your mind?” He’s in unusually good spirits, she thought, genuinely happy for his progress. Rex excused himself, closing the door behind him. “Come in, Cameron.” Danielle stood to greet him.

Suddenly, Cameron dropped his valise, caught her in his arms and pressed her to him. “Just wanted to tell me darlin’, me favorite girl, that I love her dearly.”

She hesitated, uncomfortable in his embrace, then said guardedly, “And I’ve loved you, too, Cameron. In my way.”

His face brightened. “Sure and it’s good to hear those words from your lips, Dani. You’re a beautiful lady, and I thank you for what you’ve done for me. I admire you, really I do. There’s no one like you, no one who would’ve put up with me the way you did, no one who cared enough to help me.”

She cocked her head. For an instant, she thought how strange his behavior was. Then she relaxed and laughed softly. She’d been so traumatized by his former behavior that his return to normalcy caught her off guard.

“Give my love to the girls, to Liliana and Jasmin, and to your lovely mum, too. Now I understand what Marie went through with her treatment. What a grand lady she is.”

“I’ll give them your love.” Yes, he’s the old Cameron, the one who adored and spoiled the children. Later, she recalled, when he’d began his decline, descending into his dark abyss, it was the girls he would first appeal to after a long absence, tail between his legs, with gifts and surprises, until Danielle finally absolved him as well. Not surprisingly, the girls missed him. When he was sober, he was a barrel of fun, certainly more fun than she’d been, what with her mountain of responsibilities. But his dark side had troubled all of them.

“That’s good of you, Dani. You won’t forget, will you?” He held her even tighter, playfully tapping her nose.

“I won’t forget.”

With obvious reluctance, he released her, but he still held her hands, gently stroking them. “I’ve always loved you, Dani, to the best of my ability. As much as I could love anyone.” He paused, his dark passionate eyes searching her face. “You understand, don’t you?”

“Perfectly.” He must know about the divorce, she thought, or least suspects.
This is his good-bye. A wistfulness overtook her, a sorrow for all that had passed between them, for all that had gone so wretchedly wrong. She smiled at Cameron and gave him a light kiss on the cheek.

Cameron responded with a flare of passion, then slowly retreated, releasing first one hand, then the other. He picked up his valise, opened the door, and turned back to her, giving her one last smile, his famous smile, the grin that could light up a movie screen like fireworks, sending mothers and daughters swooning at his songs. And then he was gone.

Guilt slashed her heart as she watched him go, the sanitarium attendant close at his heels. But I’m doing what’s best for both of us, she told herself firmly. She had never shared with him the kind of feelings she had for Jon. And yet, Jon wasn’t the reason she was divorcing Cameron. She was doing it for her own sanity, and to provide a peaceful existence for her family. Her relationship with Jon was uncertain at best, and she didn’t want to delude herself. They might never share anything more than his last visit.

Harry appeared at the door. “Are you all right?”

She sniffed. “I’ll be fine.” Her face felt flushed. She watched Cameron disappear around a corner. A strange feeling gripped her. Could I have loved him after all?

“Ready when you are,” Harry said gently, touching her elbow.

“I’m ready.” She cleared her prickly throat. She picked up her sketches and purse, then walked with him to his car.

“Good night, Rex,” Harry called to the sound engineer.

“Good night, Harry,” Rex replied as he loaded items into his pickup truck. “Say, you didn’t see my extension cord, did you?”

“No, can’t say that I did,” Harry replied.

“Must’ve overlooked it.” Rex walked back to the studio.

Harry turned to Danielle and put his arm around her. “Are you sure you want me to join your family for dinner tonight? You seem preoccupied. Anything wrong?”

“I’ll be fine. Cameron and I just said good-bye. Somehow, I think he knows of my plans for the divorce.” She arranged a smile on her face. “And yes, I do want you to join us for dinner tonight. My mother has been cooking all day, and she’s quite excited. You’re one of her favorite people.”

“What a coincidence, her daughter’s one of my favorite people.” Harry leaned to kiss her.

Swiftly Danielle turned her face, giving him her cheek. “Dear Harry,” she said. “We’ll be late.”

* * *

When Cameron Murphy didn’t appear for dinner, one of the attendants volunteered to track him down. Katy Gibson, a nursing school volunteer, fairly ran through the corridors, her blond hair streaming behind her. She hoped Cameron Murphy hadn’t forgotten the autographed photo he’d promised for her mother. Tomorrow was her mother’s birthday, and she had planned it as a special surprise. He was her mother’s favorite singer.

Excitedly she tapped on his door. No answer. She knocked louder. “Mr. Murphy?” she called out. “It’s me, Katy.” Silence. Gingerly she tried the knob. The door swung open.

“Are you here?” She walked in, then stopped in her tracks, happiness lighting up her face. There on the bed lay an autographed photo. Delighted that he had remembered, she picked it up. An excellent photo, it was an eight-by-ten, glossy black-and-white. He wore his famous, enchanting grin, and a sparkle shone in his eyes. His wavy black hair was picture perfect. At thirty-seven, he was at the peak of his appearance, the lines around his eyes only adding to his character.

Katy smiled. He had signed the photo on the diagonal with a great flourish in a large flowing hand, just as Katy had asked, so her mother could read it without her glasses. To Maude, mother of the beautiful Katy, it read. And then, remembering her mission, she swung around to continue her search for Cameron Murphy. As she did, her smile froze, and her scream reverberated through the long white corridors.

Cameron Murphy hung by the neck from an electrical extension cord wrapped around a transom window crank. And scattered beneath his feet, Hedda Hopper would later write, lay a handful of sweetly perfumed letters from his wife, yellowed with age.
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Abigail sat at her modest desk at Operation Orphan Rescue headquarters on South Beverly Drive, deep in thought. It was October, 1946; a little more than a year ago the war had finally, mercifully, come to a close, first in Europe, then recently in the Pacific. Along with other courageous men and women who’d served their countries, her brother Jon had returned home to England, to Abigail’s enormous relief. It had been more than a year since she’d seen him. She’d missed his last, brief visit to Los Angeles, but she was glad that he had run into Danielle.

Around the world post-war activity reached a fever pitch. The grand ocean liners, converted for troop use during the war, were now ferrying troops home. Families were reunited, while the displaced sought refuge. The war had taken its toll on the most innocent of victims, the children. Many had no home to which to return, no family with which to be reunited.

There were so many needy children around the world and so much disorganization that everything seemed to take much longer than it should have. Their grief tore at Abigail’s heart, and though she helped them find new families, she could not alleviate the horror they had been through.

In front of Abigail loomed a tall stack of slender files of new candidates, of children available for adoption. It was a heart-wrenching task, reading their brief biographies, their diaries of anguish and suffering and loss, each one an unwilling witness to death and destruction. Abigail’s heart went out to them. Every child deserved a family.

As she sorted through the files, she made notes of each child’s age, native country, language, and religion. She noted whether the child had siblings. Whenever possible, she and her staff tried to keep siblings together. Last week they’d had the amazing good fortune to place six youngsters with three brothers and their respective wives, all of whom lived within a two-mile radius in a small town. Each couple had adopted two children. It was a miracle to keep that many siblings so close together, and she’d cried when the children met their new families.

When she opened another file, her heart lurched. Triplets. Eight years old. Almost impossible to place; she’d need another miracle. Most adoptive parents wanted babies, and hardly anyone would take three children. They would probably remain in an orphanage. She sighed. At least they would be together. She studied their photos. One girl, two boys. Alexandra, Aaron, and Aristotle. A lump formed in her throat. They looked so precious.

Birthplace: Russia. She smiled. Lou was from Russia. She’d mention the triplets to Lou at lunch. Perhaps he’d know of a family who might be interested. She studied the photo for a moment longer, curiously drawn to the triplets. Abigail made a notation, then put the file aside and turned to another.

Lou Silverman parked his car outside of Abigail’s office. He rested his hand on the steering wheel for a moment, thinking. In business, he was a calculated risk taker. For a man accustomed to making decisions, there was one decision he’d been hesitant about making for several weeks now. Not because he wasn’t sure of his decision, but because it was so vitally important to him that he wanted to make absolutely sure he chose exactly the right time. He knew the answer he wanted, and he was willing to wait for it.

At noon, Lou got out of the car, and tapped on Abigail’s door. When she opened the door, he said, “How’s my favorite lady? Ready for lunch?”

Abigail smiled. “Sure, but there’s something I want you to see first. Do we have a moment?” Her velvet brown eyes danced with excitement.

“For you, all the time in the world.” He kissed her on the cheek and gave her a hug. “So what’s on your mind?” He cast an appreciative gaze in her direction. She wore a sleek boatneck beige dress, nipped at the waist and lean in the hips, with beige platform pumps. Surrounded as he was by aspiring starlets and demanding stars, Abigail was like a breath of fresh air.

“I have a real challenge.” Abigail perched casually on a corner of her desk, swinging a trim leg well-shaped from swimming. She picked up a file. “We have a set of triplets to place.” She went on to tell him about the Russian children. “Aren’t they darling? I thought you might know of a family among your Russian set.”

Lou picked up their photo. “Cute kids,” he said softly, then fell silent. After a long moment, he looked up. “Actually I do know of a nice couple. They’d be perfect.”

“Lou, that’s marvelous.”

“So, where are the children?”

“That’s the best part. They’re already here, at our downtown children’s home.”

“With Mrs. B.?”

“Yes, we can see them anytime.” Abigail’s face shined with excitement. “In fact, we could see them today. And you can see the work that’s been done at the home, thanks to you.”

Lou grinned. “Get your coat, gorgeous. We’re taking the afternoon off. And I brought the convertible.”

When Abigail and Lou arrived downtown at the children’s home, they could see eager faces peering from gingham curtained windows. Children aged three to twelve lived in the comfortable home. Abigail smiled and waved, and the children returned her wave.

Lou laughed. “What a welcoming committee.” He turned his gaze to Abigail, admiring her naturalness. When she was with her orphans, her entire persona changed. The mantle of the ambitious fundraiser gave way to her maternal instincts, which sent her doting and laughing and clucking and pampering. She truly loved the children, and they loved her right back. And Lou loved her for it.

“Come on,” she said, pulling him by the hand along the bricked path. “Now remember, every child gets a hug. They need love, they need to be held and made to feel secure and valued. This is most important.”

Lou saluted her. “Yes, sir,” he replied, grinning.

“And wait until you see your studio crew’s handiwork. The carpenters and electricians and painters were wonderful, and the children adore their new rooms. Come on.”

The brightly painted red door flew open and a plump, aproned woman with rosy apple cheeks stood beaming in the doorway. “Welcome,” she called out. “So glad to see you, Miss Abigail, and you, too, Mr. Lou.”

“Mrs. B.,” Abigail exclaimed, and flung her arms around the robust, middle-aged woman. Beatrice Bonnecker was a big-hearted Austrian woman, and Abigail considered herself lucky to have found her. Mrs. B., as she was known to all, held a degree in child psychology, and spoke seven languages fluently, a skill which endeared her to the children. Nothing was more comforting to a frightened, orphaned child in a strange country than to hear the familiar sound of their native tongue.

Mrs. B. greeted Lou with a brisk handshake. “Have we got a lot to show you, Mr. Lou, ja, you’ll like it. You’ll be happy, I tell you, as happy as the children.”

“I like it already, Mrs. B.,” Lou said. “Red was a fine choice for the front door. Cheerful and welcoming, a true reflection of you.”

Abigail was on her knees now, greeting each child. “Hello, Leon, just look at how you’ve grown. And Marisa, what a pretty pink ribbon in your hair. Tito, what a nice haircut, how grown up you look. Hello Henri, and Maria and Katia. Gerard, why the sad face? I’ve got a hug for you. Oh, I love you all.” She laughed and hugged several children at once.

Lou knew she loved them as if they were her own, and indeed, they truly were her children, the only children she thought she’d ever have.

Lou watched, love and admiration welling in his heart. Then he knelt and chatted with several of the boys who gravitated toward him.

Abigail stood, then glanced down. Her smart beige dress and coat were covered with tiny hand prints, but clearly she didn’t care. “Where are the triplets, Mrs. B.?”

“In the art room. They love the water colors.”

“Excellent,” Abigail said. “We’ll see them now, and as we go, I’ll show our Lou what we’ve done with the home.”

Mrs. B. smiled with obvious pride. “Your stylish friend, Miss Bretancourt, certainly liked it.”

Abigail and Lou stopped and looked at one another, nonplussed. “Danielle Bretancourt was here?”

“Ja, she comes here often. I thought you knew.”

“But, why?” Abigail said.

“She told me she lost her little boy, Nicky. Gave me a nice drawing of him. She hopes to find him someday.”

Abigail threw a worried glance at Lou, and dropped her voice to a whisper. “Maybe she still holds out hope, but I thought he’d died.”

Mrs. B. shrugged. “A mother never gives up hope. Now, if you’ll excuse me,” said Mrs. B., “I’m needed in the kitchen. I hope you’ll join us for lunch.”

“Thank you, yes, Mrs. B.” Abigail and Lou traded glances. Lou kissed her on the cheek. “Danielle will be okay. She’s a tough one.”

“I guess you’re right, but it’s so sad. She’s lost so many loved ones, and now Cameron, too. Well, come on, I have a lot to show you.” Abigail started down the hall and the children followed her, skipping and laughing.

She paused at the first door, where a sun-filled room was painted lemon yellow, and giant cushy cubes of bright green and red and blue were stacked in the center like a pyramid. Thick blue mats for acrobatics were arranged around the cubes, and matching pillows were stacked to the side near a blackboard and a well-stocked bookshelf.

“This is the indoor play room and reading room,” Abigail told Lou. “This is where story time is held. The children learn English through story-telling and pictures, and Mrs. B. uses the blackboard to go over new words and sounds. Communication is essential for placement. We wanted this to be a happy, well-loved room, full of bright colors to hold their attention and keep their minds sharp and alert.”

“And my staff did all this?”

“This and more. Follow me,” she said with a wink.

They wound through the house, examining one room after another. The rambling old home had once been a rundown boarding house. Abigail had bought it at a good price, and with the aid of Lou’s set crew, she’d transformed it.

Abigail opened the door to the art room. There sat three redheaded, freckled eight-year-olds, two boys and one girl, cloaked in smocks, and intent on their artwork. A volunteer worked with them. “Try the blue,” the woman was saying, pointing to the blue paint, and repeating, “blue, blue.”

“Bl-u,” they repeated.

“Very good. Good,” she said, clapping her hands. “Good, good.”

“Good,” they repeated. Laughing and clapping, blue paint accidentally flung from their fingers.

The volunteer was clearly mortified. “Oh, Miss Abigail, I’m afraid you’re blue, too. I’m terribly sorry.”

Abigail looked down. Sure enough, her beige woolen outfit was now splattered with fine blue drops, and Lou had blue splatters across his white starched shirt and burgundy tie. “It’s okay,” Abigail said. “In fact, I rather like it. Greatly improves our image, I believe.”

The children, at first afraid for their transgression, broke into wide smiles.

Abigail said, “We came to see the triplets, Alexandra, Aaron, and Aristotle. We’ll take over, if you’d like to go to lunch. I wanted Mr. Silverman to meet them. He’s also from Russia, and speaks their language.”

“How nice. I’ll see you later,” the volunteer said, then left the room.

Lou removed his dark grey suit jacket and perched on a stool next to the children. Speaking in his native tongue, he said to them, “Hello, how are you?”

At the sound of his words, their eyes widened with delight. All at once, they began to babble.

Lou laughed and looked up at Abigail. “I think we understand each other perfectly.”

They played with the children while Lou spoke to them, then translated to Abigail. She knew a few Russian words, too. “Ask them if they have other brothers or sisters.” He did and they shook their heads no.

They spoke a little longer, then walked with the triplets to the dining hall. After eating, they spent the rest of the afternoon talking with Mrs. B. about children’s pending placements.

“Lou has a couple in mind for the triplets,” Abigail mentioned.

Mrs. B. grew excited. “Is that so?”

Lou nodded. “I’ll see what I can do. I think it’s a perfect match.”

Mrs. B. said, “That would be a marvelous blessing.”

Before they knew it, the afternoon had slipped away, and Mrs. B. walked them to the doorway. All the children received another round of hugs before they bade them farewell.

Lou closed the door behind them and slipped his jacket back on. He checked his watch. “We have about an hour before dinner. Shall we take a drive up Mulholland on the way? We can just catch the sunset.”

“That would be lovely.”

Lou folded down the convertible top on his ruby red roadster and helped her in. Turning the key in the ignition, he pulled from the curb.

Abigail drew a silk scarf from her purse and tied it over her hair. She turned eagerly to Lou. “Aren’t the triplets adorable! Do you think your friends will like them?”

“I think so. In fact, I’m certain they would.” He was silent for a moment, then drew a deep breath. “Gorgeous day.”

“Well?”

“Well, what?”

“Don’t tease me. Who are they, silly?”

“A great couple, very loving. He’s somewhat older than she is, but they don’t have any children.”

“Sounds fine to me. I trust your judgment.”

Lou draped his arm casually over the back of the seat, and Abigail moved closer. She asked, “What does he do for a living?”

“He’s in the entertainment industry.”

“Is that how you met him?”

He paused. “Yes, that’s how we met.”

“How long have you known him?”

He paused again. “So long that I’ve forgotten how many years. He told me he’d like to have a family before it’s too late. He doesn’t have to work as hard as he once did, and he could reasonably make time for a family. And he can easily afford one.”

“Why haven’t they had children?”

“They’ve just married,” he said quickly. “Sometimes he thinks he might be too old to start a family. But the triplets are perfect. He’d have a head start, you see. It’d be like turning back the clock eight years.”

Abigail nodded thoughtfully. “I see. Yes, of course, you could say, ‘Do you ever wish you’d had children eight years ago?’ and when he says yes–”

“Exactly.” He turned onto Mulholland Drive and began their ascent. “Naturally, I think they’d be well-suited for a ready-made family, and he speaks their language.”

“That’s excellent. But you haven’t told me about his wife. What’s she like?”

“She’s a beautiful young woman from a nice family. Smart, athletic, well-educated, a good head on her shoulders. A great big heart, too, loves children, does a lot of volunteer work. An incredibly busy woman.”

She frowned. “Too busy, do you think?”

“No, she’s extremely energetic and well-organized. But I believe if they had a family they’d spend more time together.”

Her ears perked up at his last comment. “Have they had marital problems?”

He laughed. “Not at all. But children would bring them closer together, they’d be even closer than they are now, I assure you.” He touched her hand in a familiar gesture as he spoke. “Ah, here we are,” he said, maneuvering the car off the road. “Let’s watch the sunset from here.”

Abigail grew silent. The sun was setting over the Pacific Ocean, burnishing the sky with coppery, shimmering shades in the encroaching twilight. She leaned into Lou, comfortable by his side. “They sound like a wonderful couple. I’d love to meet them. Where did you say she was from?”

“England.”

“And who does he work with? Or does he have his own business?”

“He’s with Silverman Studios.”

“Oh,” she said with a start. “I didn’t realize he worked for you.”

Lou made no reply. He gazed out, admiring the changing colors in the sky. His mind was far, far away. He put his hand in his coat pocket, playing with the small velvet box he’d carried for so long.

Abigail shifted on the supple leather seat, mildly annoyed. She sensed he was keeping something from her, and she intended to know what it was. “When can I meet them?”

“Just look at the sunset tonight, Abigail. Isn’t it marvelous?”

“Lou, I asked you a question. When can I meet them?”

“Relax, Abigail.” He stroked his chin. “How about tonight?”

“Tonight?” she exclaimed. “Why, I’m a mess. Did you have this planned all along?”

Lou grinned, glad he’d interrupted her flow of questions. “You just told me about the children today. No, this is one of those pure coincidences, Abigail.”

They often dined with a variety of people, and as she considered it, she realized they hadn’t discussed dinner because they’d been at the children’s home. “But really, Lou, you should have warned me. Just look at my dress.”

“You didn’t mind before, besides, you look lovely. They’ll understand. We have a seven o’clock reservation at Braga’s.”

At the mention of the restaurant, Abigail relaxed. Braga’s was one of their favorites, a casual Italian café with a lively atmosphere. She shook her head. Men didn’t understand some things. At least it would be dark in Braga’s. “Well then, what are we waiting for?” she said. “I’m starving. Let’s go.”

Lou hesitated for a moment, then reluctantly turned the key in the ignition, and shifted the car into drive.

As they drove, Lou told her about the progress he’d made on Erica’s new movie. They’d replaced Cameron, though everyone was still shocked over his suicide. “He was so troubled, I suppose he found it impossible to live without his crutches, his drugs and alcohol.” He shook his head. “Erica told me Danielle called her and the two of them buried the hatchet. After all, Cameron had been important to both of them.”

“Really? Why, that’s astonishing. What motivated Danielle to befriend Erica?”

“Ah, that’s interesting. Erica told me that on the day Cameron attacked Danielle at the office, she’d phoned Harry to warn Danielle of Cam’s threat. Seems Danielle told Erica she’d never thanked her properly.”

Abigail nodded. “Amazing, at one time those two women were at one another’s throats. But Erica’s really changed, too, for the better. Look, here we are.” She removed her scarf and smoothed her hair. “I can’t wait to meet your friends and tell them about the children. I love those kids as if they were my own, that’s why I ask so many questions. Forgive me?”

“Sure, I don’t blame you.” Lou watched her with great interest, and a smile danced on his lips. “In fact, I’m glad to hear you say that.” A parking attendant met them at the curb and they got out of the car. Lou turned to Abigail and offered his arm. “Shall we?”

They walked into the café, and Lou motioned to the maître’d, who greeted them and hurried to seat them at a red-checked, cloth-covered table for four. Lou excused himself to speak to the chef, an old friend who knew Lou’s favorite dishes.

When Lou returned to the table, Abigail asked, “What type of volunteer work did you say she does?”

Lou grinned. A thousand questions, she had. “I didn’t say.”

“Lou!”

“She works with orphans.”

Abigail sat up. “Really? What’s her name?”

Lou could hardly conceal his amusement. “Abigail.”

“Abigail?” She searched her mind, trying to remember having met an Abigail. “I’d surely remember if we had met, having the same name and all–” She stopped mid-sentence and threw a swift glance at Lou.

By this time, Lou was grinning broadly, his expression innocent. “Yes, dear?”

She looked around the restaurant, growing perturbed. “There isn’t another couple joining us, is there?”

“Perhaps not,” he mused. He motioned to a waiter, who delivered a basket of breadsticks, then vanished. Lou had been waiting weeks for the right moment. “Have a breadstick.”

Abigail rolled her eyes in consternation, then reached for a breadstick, and gasped. Encircling a garlic breadstick glittered the most beautiful diamond ring she’d ever seen.

Lou leaned across the table and took her hand. “I wish I’d met you and had children with you eight years ago.” His eyes twinkled. “Marry me and we’ll adopt the triplets.”

He kissed her, and a long-denied passion flamed within her.

“I have loved you from the first moment we met,” he whispered. “We’d make a perfect family, Abigail. We’ll be so happy, I promise.”

Tears of joy welled in her eyes. “Lou, my darling, I do love you. It is perfect, and I’d love to marry you.” Then she paused and frowned. “But darling, I must tell you something. I-I’ll never be able to have children.” Her terrible secret finally out, Abigail felt a tremendous sense of relief.

At that, Lou threw his head back and roared with laughter. “Three should be enough. And if you want more, we’ll adopt more. Hundreds, if you wish!”
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“Anyone for a fire?” Danielle shivered. An early November chill had seeped into the living room of her home on Maple Drive. She knelt to open the flue, and laid the first fire of the season in the red brick fireplace.

“Thanks, Mama,” chorused Jasmin and Liliana, who were sprawled on the sofas absorbed in schoolwork. At eleven years old, Liliana was excelling in sixth grade, and at six years old, Jasmin was starting first grade.

Marie sat erect in a brocade wing back chair with her knitting on her lap, her needles clicking softly. She hummed along with the Vivaldi concerto record on the phonograph as she worked. “I’d forgotten how nice a fire is, Danielle. It reminds me of the library of our home in Paris, n’est-ce pas?”

“Oui, Maman.” Danielle touched a match to wood chips and fanned the flames, blowing on the flickering fire. Paris—what a long time ago, so many lost. She shook the memory from her head. She and Marie had decided they would only speak of the good times. She smiled at her mother. “It smells like Paris in the autumn.”

Danielle loved the fiery, musty aroma. She curled her legs beneath her, watching as the logs sputtered and sizzled, then caught the flame. “Speaking of France, have you heard from Philippe lately?”

“Oh yes,” Marie said. “I received a letter from him today. He wrote that the first full year’s harvest since Victory Day went quite well, and he is enjoying tending to the farm again. He sends his love.” She paused and tilted her head. “He sounds happy.”

Danielle smiled in satisfaction. Philippe had been writing regularly since the liberation of France. In an odd way, he seemed to miss the excitement of his Resistance work. “Is he still planning to visit us next year?”

Marie smiled. “Mais oui,
ma chère, I insisted. The girls should visit him in Grasse sometime, too. To see the perfumery and farm.”

Danielle didn’t reply; between Max’s death and Jasmin’s birth, her last memories of Grasse were bittersweet. She coaxed the fire to a bright blaze, brushed wood particles from her hands and black wool slacks, and returned to her desk. She sat down, opened a box of creamy white Crane stationary, and began to write the last of her thank-you notes. So many kindnesses had been extended to her and her family in the months since Cameron’s death in the summer.

The funeral had been private. But outside of the chapel there were thousands of fans, and their outpouring of grief and affection for their beloved Cameron was overwhelming. Troubled and haunted though he was, he had inspired the love of millions through his unforgettable melodies.

Danielle folded a penned note, slipped it into an envelope, and sighed. She felt a strange relief for him that he’d finally escaped his self-imposed prison of addiction.

Since his suicide, his record sales had soared, and when National Music released his last album, it raced to the top of the charts. Two of his singles, Perfumed Letters and Emerald Eyes, held the number one and two positions on the top ten list.

Danielle could no longer bear to listen to the radio. Hearing his songs stirred in her an avalanche of emotion, of sorrow for the loss of such a great talent, of regret for her inability to save him, and worst of all, of guilt for her failure to help him when he needed her the most.

She put her pen down and stretched her fingers, watching as the crackling fire threw dancing shadows on the mahogany-paneled walls. A burning log rolled from the top of the heap, sending up a shower of embers.

Marie cleared her throat and everyone looked up. “I think we should all go to England for Abigail and Lou’s wedding. What better way to spend the holidays? We can ring in the New Year with a fresh start, and put this year well behind us.”

Jasmin and Liliana looked expectantly at Danielle, their faces brightening, but Danielle shook her head. “No, I’ve too much to do.”

The two girls threw pleading glances at their grandmother.

“Harry can certainly manage the business while you’re gone.”

At the mention of Harry’s name, Danielle stiffened. He’d been wonderful after Cameron’s death, helping her sort through Cameron’s personal effects and taking care of business matters. But when Harry proposed again, Danielle had rebuffed him so completely that he’d made himself scarce ever since. She was brutally honest with him. She told him she respected and valued his business acumen, but she couldn’t love him as a spouse.

At the office he was cordial and efficient, but his regular visits to her home ceased. Not that she blamed him. Since then, he’d been courting Clara. She was truly glad for them, though she missed Harry’s attention and their close camaraderie.

Marie continued. “It’s your responsibility to maintain the girls’ connection to European culture. It would be good for them to travel—they’ve become so Americanized. And Abigail has asked you to be her matron of honor. If I were you, I’d hate to miss it.”

“Oh yes, Mama, please, we’d love to go,” the girls added.

Danielle sealed the last letter, then looked up, surveying her family. The trip would be nice, she thought. She had designed Abigail’s wedding gown, and the happy couple had pleaded with her to join them in England for their Christmas wedding. She was disappointing everyone, but she had her reasons. “I’m sorry, darlings, we just can’t.”

Crestfallen, Liliana’s shoulders sagged, while Jasmin stuck out her lower lip.

Marie pursed her lips. “Then we’ll go without you.”

Danielle stared at her mother. “You couldn’t possibly make that trip alone.”

“Alone?” Marie replied with a lilting laugh. “We’d be with Abigail and Lou, and their friends. Don’t forget I’ve traveled the world, and though it may have been some time ago, I believe I can still manage quite nicely on my own.”

The girls stared wide-eyed at their grandmother, holding their breath.

“But Maman–” Danielle stopped herself. She was still accustomed to protecting her mother, despite Marie’s complete recovery.

Marie stood. “I’ll take the girls with me. If you change your mind, you’re welcome to come along. Otherwise, I’m sure you’ll have a nice holiday here without us. You can catch up on your very important work,” she added pointedly.

Danielle waved her hand in resignation. “Go ahead.”

Jasmin squealed and began to jump on the sofa; Liliana clapped her hands with glee and sang out, “We’re going, we’re really going!”

“That’s right,” Marie said, smiling. “Come now, bath time.” As she herded the happy girls from the room, Marie turned to Danielle and gave her a piercing glare, her voice dropping a notch. “I imagine you’d rather work anyway, so you don’t have to think about anyone else.” She paused. “And you know exactly which Englishman I’m referring to.” Then she gathered her long skirt and swished regally from the room, the girls clambering up the staircase before her.

Danielle’s jaw dropped. How had her mother suspected? Why, she’s never even met Jon. She rose and crossed to the bar, and poured a crystal balloon of cognac, her hands quivering. She usually drank her cognac slowly, reveling in its rich aroma, but not tonight. She tossed the golden liquid down her throat, grateful for the burn, then filled the glass again.

Everyone had adored Cameron, and Danielle was truly thankful for all he had done for them. She found some solace in knowing that she had been a good wife to him. She’d been faithful, thrifty, industrious, and caring. She had protected him to the best of her ability. But in the end, he had failed them all, even himself.

What a difference a few days would have made, she thought, her heart heavy. What if Jon had returned before I married Cameron?

At the sound of her mother’s heels on the hardwood landing above, Danielle glanced up, suddenly aware that Marie had been watching her. She put her glass down and shoved it away.

* * *

After several days, Danielle finally acquiesced to her family’s pleas. They planned to leave for England the day after Thanksgiving, so Danielle began to prepare for the journey.

Shivering against the cool evening air, Danielle went to the basement to get some sweaters she’d stored in trunks. She planned to shop for more winter clothing when they arrived in London, for it was hard to find winter woolens in temperate Southern California. Her seamstress had prepared traveling coats and holiday dresses for the girls, but they had no time for anything else.

She removed a few sweaters, closed the trunk, then spied another trunk, its label cracked and yellowed with age. Dusting the trunk off, she opened it, and her gaze fell on a long-forgotten photo album.

She lifted it gently, and as she did, a photo of Nicky and Sofia fell out. She picked it up and ran her finger over it, tracing their faces. July 1939. A photo taken just weeks before she and Max had sailed to New York. Our precious Nicky. And dear Sofia. Her pain had been so acute, she’d never been able to display these family photos in their home. She wiped her moist eyes, and returned the photo to its place.

She turned the page, glancing at the few family photos she’d quickly stashed in a bag as they’d fled Paris so many years ago. Her father, Jean-Claude, and Hélène. Max, in their wedding photos. She swallowed hard.

She mourned them all, but especially her darling little Nicky. I should never have left him. For all her efforts, she’d been unable to find him, unable to save him.

When the war ended, she asked Jean-Claude’s former colleagues to search for Nicky in Poland, and they had, but unfortunately, they had found nothing. Her throat tightening, she closed her eyes and pictured him again. Nicky still lived in her heart. She smiled sadly. And he always would. But perhaps it’s time I put him to rest.

She opened her eyes and turned the page. A photo from her first Atlantic crossing stared up at her, and she felt her eyes mist. She remembered posting it to Marie from New York. She stood between Max and Jon aboard the Newell-Grey Explorer. We looked so excited, so full of promise, she thought. But how the
world changed us. 

She looked at Jon and her heart sank. My poor Jon, what a tragic predicament. He had returned home to find his wife pregnant with another man’s child.

Danielle touched her lips and closed her eyes; she still tasted his kiss, felt his caress. Since his last visit, she had received only one brief letter from him. You are my heart, you are my soul, he had written. Beautiful words, but no promise of fulfillment. Months had passed now, and though a part of her had held out hope, she had come to realize that he would not break his vows to Victoria. Nor should he, Danielle thought.

Opening her eyes, she closed the album, and resolved to keep her distance from Jon and Victoria at the wedding. And that’s all there is to it, she thought as she put the trunk away.

She gathered her bundle of sweaters, closed the basement door firmly behind her, and climbed the stairs, thinking of the trip.

Harry would look after business in her absence. Indeed, her companies were thriving in the post-war economy. She had created a new line of perfumes, while clothing and accessories sales surged from pent-up demand. National Music had signed several popular recording artists who’d returned from the war. Now, as she thought about Harry and Clara dating, she decided it was a good match. She made a mental note to tell him so.

She reached the top of the stairway, and handed the clothes to her maid. “Thank you, Nora, for your help in packing.”

“Not at all, ma’am. I’m so excited to be going with you. Will there be anything else tonight?”

“No, thank you.” After Nora closed the door behind her, she went the window and looked out at the starry night sky. Once again, thoughts of Jon intruded. She still remembered how his skin had felt under her touch, the warmth of his breath between her breasts, the feel of him within her.

He had seemed so certain of their future then, but now she realized their future would never be. She felt her chest constrict, but she knew there was only one solution. All of these memories, she thought, they’re just too painful to carry with me. She shook her head, determined to make a resolution. It’s time I stopped living in the past. 
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Early the next morning after Thanksgiving, Danielle and her family met Lou and Abigail and the triplets at the Los Angeles train station. Lou had engaged a handsomely appointed private rail car to take the entire entourage to New York, where they boarded a Newell-Grey ship bound for England. After having served as a troop ship for years during the war, the grand ship had been recently restored to its former grandeur.

Abigail and Lou organized afternoon promenades, cocktail parties, and card games for everyone in the wedding party. Dinners were lively with spirited conversation, excellent food from a world-renowned French chef, and formal attire de rigueur.

Danielle was enjoying the crossing. Still, she retired early and rose every morning to devote several hours to work. She sketched new perfume bottle designs, revamped the company strategy, set goals for the coming year, and attended to a myriad of details.

This morning, she was reviewing Harry’s daily cabled report on Bretancourt Holdings, as she did every morning. She glanced at the clock; it was nearly noon. She always completed her work before lunch so she could spend the rest of the day with her family and friends.

Danielle made final notes to wire to Harry. She put her pen down and rang for the steward. To her genuine surprise, she found herself at ease with her comparatively leisurely schedule. It was part of her new resolution to live in the present.

She glanced at her calendar. They were just two days from England now. She had even resigned herself to seeing Jon and his wife. I’ll be perfectly cordial, she thought, arranging a smile on her face. I’ll simply keep my distance from Jon. After the wedding and Christmas and New Year’s day, she’d be back on the ship, bound for home.

A soft tap sounded on the door. She opened the door, handed the wire to the steward, slipped on her coat, then closed the stateroom door behind her and started off to meet the others.

Danielle stepped through the passageway to the promenade deck, the collar of her coat turned up against the cool breeze. She spotted the wedding party reclining on chaise lounges and smiled. Liliana and Jasmin had quickly befriended the eight-year-old triplets, Alexandra, Aaron, and Aristotle, or Ari, as he was known. Lou had legally adopted the three children, and upon their marriage, Abigail would become their mother.

“Are you sure you can stand us all?” Lou was saying, laughing, as the children were happily quarrelling.

“I can still change my mind,” Abigail replied. “You should all be on your best behavior until the wedding!”

Liliana bounded over to Danielle with her latest fashion sketches clutched in her hands. “What do you think of these, Mama?”

Danielle studied then for a moment. “I think they’re excellent,” Danielle declared. She took Liliana’s hand and walked with her to join their group. Liliana was very mature for her age, and had truly become her daughter in the years since her parents’ deaths. Liliana had a distinct artistic flair for drawing and painting. Jasmin was a spunky ball of fire, always in motion. Danielle had enrolled her in ballet school, where the young girl quickly excelled with her natural rhythm. Both girls were fluent in French and English. They were helping the triplets learn English, and in the process, they were learning Russian.

Danielle was terribly proud of her girls. She knelt to hug them, and glanced over their shoulder at her mother. Seeing my family happy and healthy is all that matters, she thought, embracing the girls. “I love you both so much,” she said. “Are you having fun today?”

“Yes, we are,” they cried in unison.

Danielle sat on a teak wood chaise lounge between Marie and Abigail. She glanced approvingly at her mother. Marie’s silver blond hair was wound in a perfectly coifed chignon, and she was stylishly bundled in a cashmere coat. Jasmin and Liliana perched on the foot of Danielle’s chaise lounge, while Abigail looked happy cuddled next to Lou, hot toddy in hand.

A waiter carrying a tray of steaming drinks approached them. All five children clamored for their cocoa. “Who ordered the hot buttered rum?”

Lou raised his hand. “Right here, sport.” He grinned at Danielle and Marie. “I have to keep this young woman inebriated until after the wedding. Afraid she’s thinking of backing out. Can’t imagine why.” He laughed and made a funny face at Abigail. “Another rum toddy, my pet?”

Abigail and Danielle dissolved into gales of laughter as warm mugs were passed around. The children were given cocoa topped with mounds of fresh cream.

“I can’t possibly back out now,” Abigail replied, still laughing. “Through no effort on your part, I might add, unless you’re in league with Mummy and Daddy. They cabled saying they’ve invited practically all of London.”

“Then I’m the one who’d better be on good behavior,” Lou said with mock horror. “All of London, you say?”

“That’s right, we have a party every night for almost a week. There’s one before the wedding, then on Christmas and Boxing Day, and another with our relatives from Wales. I think everyone is eager for an excuse to celebrate...something, anything. The war went on far too long. It’s time to live again.”

“Hear, hear.” Lou turned serious and raised his mug. “To the brave men and women who fought in the war.”

They all raised their cups, and a man passing by tipped his hat in respect.

“And to Jon,” Abigail said. “To my dear brother, who finally made it safely home.”

“To Jon,” Danielle murmured.

“How long it has been,” Abigail mused. “Since 1940. Good Lord, how everything has changed since then.”

They all fell silent.

Marie cleared her throat and held her cup high. “And to those who’ve gone on before us, may they watch after us,” she said solemnly, then added with a lilting laugh, “and may we never cease to amuse them.”

“Hear, hear,” they chorused, and clinked their mugs in remembrance, murmuring the names of their loved ones: Cameron, Max, Jean-Claude, Hélène, Edouard, Sofia, Nicky, and other friends.

Marie continued. “I look forward to meeting your brother, Abigail. I’ve heard so many wonderful things about Jon. I understand he has a new baby, too. The first grandchild.”

“That’s right,” Abigail said. “But not for long. Jon and I have always been rivals. Soon I’ll be able to boast two more children than he has, and they’re older, too.”

Marie inclined her head. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. Well, I do look forward to meeting Jon and his wife,” she added, glancing at Danielle.

“Jon has been so busy rebuilding our shipping fleet since he returned.” Abigail sipped her drink. “Everyone is involved in the family business, everyone except me, that is.”

Lou raised a brow. “She’s not kidding. The triplets and I are taking sailing lessons as soon as we return to Los Angeles.”

Abigail poked him. “It’ll be such fun. It’s Daddy’s gift to them, along with a boat, of course.”

“Imagine, we’ll have our own crew,” Lou added. “At least their Uncle Jon will be on hand to teach them.”

Danielle felt her heart skip a beat and she coughed, spilling her hot buttered rum. “In Los Angeles?”

Abigail handed her a napkin. “Didn’t I tell you? Jon’s moving to Los Angeles. He’ll be in charge of our Long Beach shipping operations.” Abigail giggled. The rum had clearly gone to her head. “Wonder what Victoria thinks of that?”

Lou gave her a squeeze. “I’m sure you’ll make his wife welcome, Abigail.”

“I hardly need to try,” Abigail declared. “Victoria makes herself welcome where ever she goes. Especially with the men,” she added under her breath.

“Meow, my bride!” Lou tickled her, and Abigail shrieked with uncontrollable peals of laughter. “I can’t believe you said that, Abigail. Say you’re sorry!”

Abigail gasped for breath, laughing. “Okay, okay, I’m sorry!” She held her fingers crossed behind her back.

“No more hot toddies for my young bride,” Lou admonished, feigning shock. “Or all the family secrets will be out, and I might change my mind.”

Danielle saw Marie glance at her again, but her mother said nothing. Danielle sipped her drink, thinking. Los Angeles is a big city, and it’s really none of my business anyway....

Just then, the triplets raced toward them, their red curls bouncing, all speaking at once, with their nanny bustling breathlessly behind them. “Puppet show, puppet show!”

Lou laughed and held up his hand. “One at a time, please. Alexandra, where is this show?”

She told him the show was starting on the main deck in a few minutes. Liliana and Jasmin wanted to go, too.

“I’ll go with them,” Danielle volunteered, anxious to avoid the topic of Jon and Victoria.

* * *

“Jasmin, behave yourself,” Danielle said. Her daughter sat pouting in the middle of the stateroom floor, arms folded, a stubborn expression on her face.

Danielle heaved a sigh in exasperation. The ship had eased into port, and Nora had gone to check on a missing trunk.

Jasmin had thrown a tantrum, refusing to dress. Soon it would be time to disembark. And Danielle hadn’t even had time to change from her dressing gown. “I’m counting to ten. One, two....”

Liliana sat waiting on the bed for her turn, chin in her hand, patiently watching the exchange between her mother and Jasmin.

“Nine.” Danielle put her hands on her hips. “Ten.”

“I still want to wear my red dress,” Jasmin said, snatching a hunter green bow from her blond curls.

“No, that’s a special dress for the Christmas Eve wedding,” Danielle said. “Today you must wear your green wool suit.”

Liliana added, “You don’t want to look out of place.”

“Yes, I do,” Jasmin insisted. “I want to stand out from the crowd. That’s what Miss Smithers says.”

Liliana grinned. “The drama teacher.”

“Yes, I know, as if she needed any more dramatic tendencies,” Danielle said. “All right, Jasmin, you can wear your red dress today, and your suit for the wedding. Of course, the other girls will have their pretty dresses on then, but that’s all right. You’ll stand out from the crowd, won’t you?”

Jasmin looked thoughtful. “I’ve changed my mind,” she announced. “I’ll wear the suit today and save my red dress for Christmas Eve.”

Liliana shrugged. See what I mean? she mouthed silently.

“What a nice choice, Jasmin,” Danielle said. “Liliana, we really must rely on Jasmin’s excellent judgment more often.”

Liliana suppressed a giggle and flopped onto the bed.

Marie opened the door. “Bonjour.” She looked resplendent in a cranberry wool suit and hat, with rubies at her ears. Liliana popped up and flung her arms around her grandmother.

Marie raised her finely arched brows. “Ma chérie, you’re not ready.”

Danielle shook her head wearily. “Jasmin has been exploring her wardrobe options this morning.”

“Well, so many clothes, so few occasions,” Marie said lightly. “We’ll have many special occasions in London. Ah, this is marvelous, Danielle, I’m so glad we came. Why don’t I take the girls up on deck? You need a few minutes alone to dress. We’ll meet you there.” Marie finished dressing the girls, who quickly complied for their beloved grandmother, then she scooped up their coats and guided them from the stateroom.

Realizing the time, Danielle threw off her dressing gown and pulled on a pair of black wool trousers, along with a black silk turtleneck sweater and jacket. She applied her favorite perfume, Chimère, the one she’d created in Grasse while she was pregnant with Jasmin. She drew the crystal stopper behind her ears, down her throat, on the back of her neck and inside her wrists. With a deft hand, she secured her long auburn hair in a chic updo, anchoring it with two tortoise shell combs. After adding discreet emerald earrings, a delicate emerald and platinum tasseled necklace, and a black and emerald-colored silk scarf, she was ready.

She stepped into her pumps and draped her sable coat over her shoulders. Turning, she checked her image in the mirror. She thought of the words that a newspaper writer had once used to describe her: Modern, accomplished, elegant.

She
leaned into the mirror to touch the faint lines around her eyes. And twice-widowed at thirty-one years old. She angled her head and saw a few grey hairs at her temple. She felt decades older. Gazing at her reflection, she heard excited cries through the open porthole as people waiting on the dock spied their friends and families. I wonder if Jon is here....

“Stop it!” she said aloud, purging the thought. She snatched her gloves and purse, then closed the door to her stateroom behind her.

She made her way to the deck. The day was clear and brisk with a bitter edge that held the prospect of a wintry cold evening. Passengers stood at the railing, waving merrily to the crowd below. Hundreds of people were on the dock calling to others on the ship. Colorful streamers sailed through the air, and a band played in the background.

Danielle stepped toward the railing, then caught her breath. There, in the front of the crowd where she couldn’t ignore him, stood Jon. Apart from him stood a woman, blond and willowy. And she’s dressed in Mainbocher’s latest suit, Danielle noted, recognizing the American designer’s work.

Victoria.

She saw Jon squint against the sunshine. His sun-bleached chestnut hair framed his rugged face. He stood erect, with an officer’s posture, and his broad chest filled out his suit. She remembered the day they’d spent together at her home, arranging flowers, drinking champagne, and laying together in the cabaña, the fire flickering, illuminating his profile as she stroked his chest. She felt her skin warm in remembrance and shuddered. I must not think about him, she told herself firmly, and backed away from the railing to find her family.

Jon gazed up at the ship, shielding his eyes, searching. Where was she?

“I’m cold,” Victoria whined. “Can’t they hurry up?” She sniveled. “Do you see your sister?”

“Not yet.” Jon regarded his wife with disdain. “Just relax, and remember your promise.”

“I don’t know why I agreed to this.”

“It’s for our families, not for us. I will not allow gossip to ruin Abigail’s wedding.”

Victoria sniffed and flicked a speck from her collar. “I’ll be glad when this wedding is over.”

“I’m sure you will be.”

Her face brightened. “And then you’ll sign the papers?”

He sighed. “My solicitor will have them for you the next business day.”

She smiled victoriously at him.

He’d resolved not to let Victoria spoil the day, but she was trying his patience.

Jon returned his attention to the ship. He was pleased for his sister and couldn’t wait to meet her fiancé and children. Naturally, he wanted to spend time with Abigail and Lou, although they’d have plenty of time to visit when he moved to Los Angeles in January. But first, he had something terribly important to settle.

“I’m freezing.” Victoria was pouting now, her huge aquamarine eyes filled with accusation.

Why she was pouting, he didn’t know. No doubt, her mood had something to do with the surreptitious phone call to her lover he’d overheard her make in the library before they left. He shrugged. It was over. He’d stopped caring, stopped trying to pacify and entertain her.


And the only woman I want is somewhere on that ship.


He bit his lip and frowned. He hated to think of it...that awful day in Los Angeles at Danielle’s apartment...but if Danielle hadn’t married Cameron, he certainly would not have married Victoria.

Jon scanned the ship for the one ray of sunshine, the one touchstone he had held to all these years. The one who still holds my heart. 

He thought of the day...that incredibly perfect day...that he ran into her in Beverly Hills in the flower shop. He had relived the afternoon they’d spent together so often that her every word, her every movement, and her incredible scent, was seared into his memory.

He pushed his hand impatiently through his hair. Where the devil is she?

And would she still feel the same for him?

Marie stood with the girls at the railing near Abigail and Lou, who were happily waving to Abigail’s friends and relatives.

Abigail squealed with delight. “Look, there’s Jon.”

“And that exquisite creature must be the famous Victoria,” Lou said, chiding her. “Be nice, now. Remember your manners.”

Abigail wrinkled her nose at him. She turned back to the crowd, blowing kisses to her family. She waved at Jon, then turned around, following his gaze.

Jon saw Danielle stride behind them, her long legs carrying her across the deck in purposeful strides. Most every other woman on the ship wore a skirt, but she wore slacks, and he noticed they made her appear taller. He caught his breath. She’s so beautiful.

His throat tightened, and he cursed himself. Tentatively, he lifted his hand and tried to catch her eye, waving slowly. Has she seen me yet? He screamed her name in his mind, Danielle!

The crowd on deck parted as Danielle passed. She stopped near his sister and a woman with two little girls.

He realized that the younger girl must be Jasmin, his goddaughter, and the other one must be Liliana. He recognized the girls from the photographs he’d seen in Danielle’s home. How he wished he could rush to her and hold her, but all he could do was watch and wait.

“Here you are,” Danielle said, giving Liliana a hug.

“Is Mama better now?” Jasmin asked, hanging back. “I’m sorry.”

“All is forgiven,” Danielle replied, hugging her young daughter.

Abigail whirled around, her face flushed with excitement. “Danielle, look who’s here.”

Danielle stiffened, bracing herself. This is the moment I’ve dreaded.

“My entire family and the Leibowitzes, too. See, right there,” Abigail added, pointing and waving. “And there, right in front, see? Jon and Victoria.”

Danielle suppressed a tiny cough. She saw Marie arch an eyebrow at her, but thankfully, her mother said nothing.

Abigail was exuberant. “Wave to them, Danielle!”

Danielle lifted her hand, nodding to the Leibowitzes, her dear old friends. Just breathe, don’t faint. She kept her eyes carefully averted from Jon, then turned back to her girls, and knelt to adjust their jackets and hair ribbons.

Once the ship had properly docked, they disembarked. Abigail and Lou and the redheaded triplets were swept into a sea of open arms.

Danielle greeted the Leibowitzes with warmth, recalling their kindness to her and Max. She introduced Marie and the girls, and soon Libby and Marie were chatting like old friends.

“You must join me for tea tomorrow,” Libby was saying to Marie, her face wreathed with a broad smile.

Danielle was startled to feel a hand on her shoulder. Without turning, she felt the hand press and squeeze her shoulder. She took a sharp breath, inhaling deeply, detecting leathery notes, rich patchouli with a touch of rose...time seemed suspended and she felt the world rush toward her.

“Hello beautiful.”

Danielle paused, took another breath and turned her head. She found herself staring into Jon’s s liquid brown eyes. Mon Dieu, I was so wrong...I have never stopped loving this man. Words caught in her throat as she strived to compose herself. “Hello Jon.”

They stood in silence for an awkward moment. Their families were talking and exclaiming over the children, and Victoria seemed to have disappeared into the crowd. Danielle felt his hand linger against her cheek as he lifted it from her shoulder, and she closed her eyes, remembering his touch.

“I’m glad you came,” he said, his voice husky.

“I came for Abigail,” Danielle said quickly, pushing her memories aside. She felt flushed, and gestured to her family. “Along with my mother, and my girls. You remember Jasmin? See how she’s grown? Why, the last time you saw her–” Danielle stopped, aware that she was on the verge of babbling.

Jon’s eyes roamed over her face, her figure. “It’s awfully good to see you. You look marvelous, Danielle.”

“Thank you, so do you.” His warm scent, mingled with ocean air, wafted to her nose; it was the scent she’d first loved on him so many years ago. She glanced away, suddenly aware that her heart was pounding wildly in her chest.

He lifted a hand to her face, and brushed a wisp of hair from her forehead. “My darling Danielle,” he said, lowering his voice. “We must talk. How is tonight, after dinner?”

Danielle hesitated, then shook her head. “I can’t,” she murmured.

“Tomorrow, then.”

“Not tomorrow, nor the next day.”

He let his hand rest on her shoulder again. “I must see you.”

She looked up into his eyes and felt her resolve slipping away.

He glanced over his shoulder.

Danielle drew a sharp breath, and before she could stop herself, she said curtly, “Is Victoria looking for you?”

“I need to see you alone,” he whispered, urgency rising in his voice. “You know we need to talk.”

She shook her head sadly, very much against her will. “The war is over. You’re home now. You have a wife and daughter, and you should turn to Victoria for support. It would be wrong for us to continue our—our friendship. It’s over.” There. I’ve said it, she thought, though she felt as if a piece of her soul had shriveled and died.

Jon looked as if she’d slapped him. He took a half step back, and let his hand drop from her shoulder, brushing her hand.

She felt his fingers entwine with hers. Oh, mon Dieu! A surge of electricity sparked down her spine, dredging up more memories. What am I doing?

Jon leaned in toward her and she felt his warm breath on her neck. “It’s not over, Danielle,” he whispered, his voice gentle, yet firm. “It will never be over between us.”
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The next morning dawned crisp and clear, the sky a vivid cerulean blue, heralding a perfect winter day. Danielle peered from her suite at the Savoy Hotel. A light snow had fallen the night before, dusting the city in velvety white.

She yawned and stretched before the window. Thoughts of Jon had kept her up half the night. She shook her head sadly, knowing her feelings were futile. As soon as she saw Victoria, she had accepted the reality. Jon is married...happily or otherwise, it doesn’t matter. It’s over.

Just then, the telephone rang. “Hello?”

Marie said, “Liliana and Jasmin and I are downstairs having breakfast. Nora’s taken ill, so I told her to stay in bed and called the hotel doctor to tend to her. I wanted to let you sleep longer, but the girls are anxious to go out.”

Danielle promised to meet them shortly and hung up the telephone. They were going to Harrods department store to shop for winter clothing, then meet Libby for tea. Danielle had also planned a meeting with the store’s executive buyers responsible for her perfume and evening dress accounts. She bathed quickly and dressed in a chic ebony wool suit, draped her warm sable coat around her shoulders, then hurried downstairs to meet her mother and the girls.

Danielle strode across the lobby, where she spied her family.

“Mama, look at my snowball,” Jasmin said. In her mittened fist she held a lump of snow, which Liliana was attempting to wrest from her grip. The snowball was melting, dripping on the fine Oriental carpets in the lobby.

Danielle suppressed a smile at the sight of her spirited young girls. Memories of her childhood holidays in the Alps sprang to mind, of having snowball fights and sledding with Jean-Claude and friends. She’d always loved the pristine scent of fresh fallen snow.

“Thank goodness you’ve come down,” Marie said, laughter bubbling in her voice. “I couldn’t keep Jasmin inside, she’s so enchanted with her first snow experience.”

“It’s beautiful, but I heard a storm is on the way tonight.” Danielle wrapped a cashmere muffler around her neck and pulled on leather gloves.

They emerged into the nippy air, and at her request, the doorman motioned to a taxi.

“Let’s go, girls. Jasmin, no snowballs in the taxi.”

“But Mama,” Jasmin wailed, “I want to take it with me.”

“You can’t take a snowball with you,” Liliana reprimanded her, sniffing in a very grownup manner. “Jasmin’s too young to know any better.”

With that, Jasmin dropped the snowball onto the sidewalk and scrambled into the taxi after Liliana.

Danielle and Marie slid into the back seat. “Harrods in Knightsbridge, please,” Danielle said, and settled back to enjoy the ride.

Danielle thought London was beautiful, with its spacious parks, charming mews and elegant townhomes, although remnants of rubble still remained from the German air raids. Danielle knew Britain was struggling to overcome years of devastation and deprivation, but she could feel a sense of hope and relief in the people.

As they approached Harrods, Liliana and Jasmin pressed their noses excitedly against the windows. At the entryway to the venerable department store, carolers dressed in hoop skirts and velvet muffs were singing holiday songs as Britons embraced the celebration of a peaceful holiday season.

They exited the taxi and swept into Harrods. Amidst the rush of the holiday crowd, Danielle found a salesperson and bought several warm outfits for the girls, as well as a new suit for her mother.

“Liliana is quite the young lady,” Marie commented as they shopped. “She’s a good influence on our wild child.”

Danielle arranged to have everything delivered to the hotel, and by the time they met Libby in the tea room, they were all exhausted, but happy.

Danielle had a wonderful time catching up with Libby. The girls enjoyed their first proper British tea, complete with thin cucumber sandwiches, crusty scones with Devonshire cream and strawberry jam, and delicious Earl Grey and Darjeeling teas.

Danielle left her family and Libby to finish their tea while she met with the buyers at Harrods. The executives showed her the new Parfums Bretancourt section in the parfumerie, and Danielle was extremely pleased with the large amount of space dedicated to her line. She shook hands with all the salespeople and spoke to several of their best clients, who had asked to meet the creator of their favorite perfumes.

Next, they rode the elevator to the eveningwear salon, and once again, Danielle took time to greet the staff and their clients. The executives showed her to their private offices, where she learned that Harrods wanted to double its spring order based on her line’s popularity. She agreed, thanked them, then made her way back to her family.

When she entered the tea room she paused and sucked in her breath. Jon was sitting at their table. No, I can’t do this, she thought, panicking. She was turning to leave when Libby spotted her and called out.

“Danielle, look who’s joined us.”

Jon turned around. “I hear you’ve been meeting with the executives,” he said in a friendly tone. “How did that go?”

Danielle arranged a smile on her face, though she still felt like fleeing. “Wonderful, the Bretancourt line has been well received.”

Jon pulled another chair to the table for her. She felt his eyes linger on her as she sat down, but then he turned his attention to Jasmin and Liliana, asking them what they’d bought, and how they enjoyed London. Still shaking on the inside, Danielle marveled at the ease with which he spoke to her daughters. The girls seemed to like him, so Danielle relaxed a little. This isn’t so bad after all, she told herself, not with everyone around.

When the conversation lulled, Libby said, “What brings you to Harrods, Jon?”

“I had to have a new suit for Abigail’s wedding.”

“Well, I’ll say, you’ve filled out in all the right places. Just look at your muscles,” Libby said, playfully squeezing his arm.

Liliana giggled, and Jasmin made a muscle of her own, which sent both girls into gales of laughter.

“Feisty, aren’t they?” Jon said, winking at Danielle.

“Like their mother,” Marie said.

Danielle’s lips parted in astonishment.

Marie shrugged. “Well, it’s true. You were a stubborn little girl. You had definite ideas, even then. Both the girls take after you, each in their own way.” She smiled at Danielle. “Don’t frown, I mean that in the kindest way, ma chère.” She turned to Jon. “I’m so proud of my daughter. She’s become quite a trendsetter in America.”

“Indeed she has.” Jon looked at Danielle, leaned back and crossed his long legs, his eyes dancing as a smile played at the corners of his mouth. “I saw your evening dresses upstairs. They’re stunning.”

Danielle felt herself blush and then, embarrassed by her reaction, felt her face grow even warmer. She swallowed and tilted her chin. “Shopping for your wife?” She winced inside as soon as the words left her lips. Now why did I say that?

“No, Abigail told me I should see your work,” Jon said smoothly. He glanced at his watch. “I must hurry to pick up my suit, though.” He hesitated, then looked directly at her. “I’d sure appreciate a woman’s advice on the accessories. Danielle, would you mind accompanying me, just for a few minutes?”

Libby was quick to answer for her. “That’s an excellent idea. We’ll meet back at the hotel, Danielle. You don’t mind, do you Marie?”

“Not at all,” Marie responded.

Danielle stood up. “Well, since you’ve all worked out my plans, I suppose we’ll be on our way.” She exchanged kisses on the cheeks with Libby and her mother and the girls before they left.

Jon touched her shoulder. “I’m glad I ran into you, Danielle. I enjoy having a woman’s perspective on style.”

“Don’t be silly, Jon, you don’t need my help at all.”

He gazed into her eyes and, it seemed, straight into her soul. “Oh, indeed I do,” he replied. “I need your help in every way imaginable.”

Danielle felt herself flush again. Why did he keep overstepping her boundaries?

She glanced at the clock. “We haven’t long before the store closes.”

“Then let’s not waste time.” He offered her his arm, and Danielle rested her fingertips lightly on his arm, taking care to keep her distance.

She accompanied him to the men’s department, where they assembled his formal attire for the wedding. Jon had also ordered three suits, and Danielle laughed as Jon tried to pair together ridiculous ties and shirts. “You know better than that,” she said, and smiled warmly at him.

“Hold it right there,” he said. “Just like that, that’s the way you looked when we ran into one another at the flower shop. That’s the way I always remember you.”

She shook her head as the smile faded from her lips.

“Danielle, I’m sorry if I said something wrong. But you must admit, fate intervened today to bring us together.”

“Fate?”

He shrugged and pushed his hand through his thick hair. “Libby might have mentioned that she was meeting friends here today.”

“I see. Well, we’re all good friends now, aren’t we?”

Jon looked crestfallen, but before he could respond, the sales clerk interrupted. “We’re closing now, sir. Will you be taking these items with you, or would you like us to send them to you?”

Jon arranged for the clothes to be sent to his family’s home, then he and Danielle made their way downstairs.

By the time they emerged from Harrods, snow was falling again. A long line of people waited for taxis.

Jon frowned. “This is an unusually heavy snowfall for London. Look at that queue, we should wait and have a drink, it’ll be easier to get a taxi later.”

Danielle shivered in the dusky blue twilight. “Let’s make that a hot drink, shall we?” The sun had set, and the cold air sliced through her.

“You’ve grown accustomed to California sunshine.” He rubbed her hands in his, warming them for her, and Danielle felt the sensation spread through her limbs.

They ducked into a nearby pub, found a table near the fireplace, and ordered their drinks. As the snow intensified, the room grew crowded with people seeking sanctuary.

Jon looked worried. “This storm is growing worse. You’re not far away, but I’ll certainly have trouble getting home.”

“Where are you living?” Danielle pulled her chair closer to his to allow people to pass behind her.

“About an hour outside of London. I planned to take the train from here, then drive home. I parked my car at the train station. But there’s no way I can cross country roads tonight, not in this weather. The roads won’t be clear.”

“What will you do?”

“There’s no room at my parents’ home, what with the wedding party in residence. Libby’s home is not far away. I’m sure I can spend the night there.”

Danielle nodded. “Perhaps the snow will ease soon.”

“Would you like another drink?”

“Just one more.” The fire was toasty, and she hated the thought of going out into the cold. Besides, I’m enjoying myself, she thought, smiling at Jon.

They toasted to their health, then Jon looked at her with curiosity. “There is something I’ve wondered about, Danielle. Why did you stop writing to me?”

She drew back in surprise. “Me? You were the one who stopped writing. I only heard from you once after you left Beverly Hills.”

He shook his head. “When your letters stopped, I thought you had changed your mind.”

Danielle stared at him. She was feeling the effects of the alcohol, and it was making her light-headed. But she knew what she had to say. She had to be honest with him. “I did change my mind. You’re married, Jon.”

“I was married before.”

“But the war was on, and I knew you needed support to keep up your spirits.”

“So did you.”

“I suppose I did,” she murmured.

“The war is still on, Danielle, it’s just moved to the home front.”

“Victoria?”

He nodded. “It’s been bloody awful. You can’t imagine.”

“Oh, I believe I can. Cameron was no walk in the park, God rest his soul.”

“Poor old fellow. I was truly sorry to hear about him.” Jon looked at her, concern evident in his eyes. “Are you all right? I mean, since Cameron—”

“I’ll be fine.” Her stomach clenched, and she turned up a corner of her mouth. She leaned forward and touched his hand. “Abigail told me about the baby.”

He shook his head sadly. “You know it’s not my child.”

Danielle entwined her fingers with his, nodding and listening.

“And what’s worse, I don’t think I ever loved Victoria. Not after you.”

She bit her lip. “Jon, don’t....”

“No, hear me out, Danielle. We didn’t talk about any of this when we saw each other in Beverly Hills. I didn’t want to ruin that one perfect day we had together, and it was so unexpected. It was truly heaven, Danielle.”

She smiled sadly. “I really loved being with you, Jon, but that’s all it was. One perfect day.”

“You know it was more than that, Danielle. See, after you married Cameron, nothing mattered any more. So many of my friends had been killed. I really didn’t think I had a chance. The least I could do was to give my family an heir. A noble act, that’s how I saw the marriage. And I have to admit, I felt a sense of pride for a short while, about being the chap who landed Victoria. She was every man’s dream.”

“She is beautiful.”

“Not on the inside.” Jon brushed a wisp of hair from Danielle’s forehead.

Danielle smiled softly as their eyes met. “We simply weren’t meant to be, Jon.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Believe it, Jon, it’s easier this way. We’re just good friends.” As she spoke, she felt her stomach recoil against her words. And I’m lying to myself.

His gaze held hers, and she swore he could read her mind. After a long moment, he spoke. “Then we’d better go.”

They drained their glasses, then rose, pushed through the crowd and stepped outside.

Danielle caught her breath. “Look at the lights of London,” she exclaimed in awe. “They’re back on.”

“That’s right, no more bombs dropping from the sky. We’ve taken back the night, Danielle.” He grinned and waved his hand toward the city. “You’ll see more changes, too. The city is slowly being rebuilt. London is coming back to life, and won’t she be grand?”

They hailed a cab, but the snow impeded their progress, and it seemed to take forever to navigate the short distance to the hotel. When they finally arrived, the driver turned off his meter and said, “That’s it, this is as far as I go tonight.”

“Would you see me to the train station?” Jon asked. “It’s not far.”

The cab driver shook his head. “I’ve got to get home meself. Storm’s just beginning, it is.”

Jon peered up at the Savoy with a wry smile. “Perhaps there’s room at the inn.”

They stamped snow from their feet, then walked inside to inquire at the front desk. Only one suite remained.

“I’ll take it,” Jon said.

The desk clerk took his information. “How long will you be with us, sir?”

“Until the thaw,” he replied with a laugh. He turned to Danielle. “I haven’t any luggage, so it won’t take me long to settle in. How about dinner?”

They stepped onto the elevator, and Danielle inclined her head. “I’ll see.” She knew she shouldn’t, but.... She got off on her floor.

“I’ll call you in ten minutes.” He leaned out the elevator and whispered to her. “I’m willing to take out the whole family, but really, I’d rather it was just us. As good friends, I promise.”

She laughed. “Ten minutes. I’ll hold you to it.”

When she opened the door, she found that in the adjoining suite Marie had already changed into her evening loungewear, and the girls were having their baths.

“I don’t think we’re going anywhere tonight,” Marie said. “Not with this weather. The girls are so tired, and Nora’s still sick in bed. I’ve already ordered room service. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all, Maman.”

“How was Jon? Handsome man, isn’t he?”

“Hmm. I suppose so.” Danielle remained standing, still wearing her coat.

“So, how is he?”

“What? Oh, fine, Maman. On second thought, I’d like to dine downstairs this evening. I’m not quite ready to retire.”

“By yourself?”

“There’s a pianist I’d love to hear in the lounge.”

Danielle saw Marie threw a sidelong glance at her. “All right. Kiss the girls, and I won’t wait up for you.”

Danielle went to her room to change. Within ten minutes, the phone rang. “Hello?”

“It’s your best friend calling.”

Minutes later, they were seated at dinner. They dined on pheasant and enjoyed an excellent bottle of Chassagne Montrachet wine. As the evening wore on, Danielle became more comfortable with him and found it hard to imagine that this was all they would ever have together.

After dinner, they retired to the lounge for cognac, where they listened to the piano and continued talking. Jon slipped his fingers through hers, and when there was a lull in the conversation, he said, “I have something very important to tell you.”

Danielle moistened her lips and raised her eyes. His gaze was direct, but she met his eyes unwaveringly.

“Victoria and I have a deal. She asked me for a divorce several months ago. I agreed on the condition that we would not announce it until after Abigail’s wedding. I didn’t want the gossip mill to ruin my sister’s happy day.”

Danielle calmly held his gaze, letting his words sink in, guarding her emotions. “What will Victoria do?”

“She’s going to marry her baby’s father. It’s only right.” He shrugged. “I’m not the only chap this happened to during the war.”

“Still, I’m sorry to hear it, Jon. I know it can’t be easy.”

“It’s the right thing to do, for both of us.”

Dishes clattered behind them and they turned. A waitress was beginning to clear the tables.

“I believe they’re throwing us out,” Jon said. “Shall I see you to your room?”

“Please.” But when they stepped onto the elevator, Jon gave the attendant his floor number, and Danielle didn’t protest. Maybe Jon is right, she thought. Maybe this isn’t over. She tucked her arm through his and watched the floors slip past until they came to his floor.

They stepped out, and Jon withdrew his key from his pocket. “Give me just a few more minutes with you, Danielle. I can’t let you go, not yet. I’ll be a gentleman, I promise.”

“More’s the pity,” she replied with a slight smile, only partly in jest.

He opened the door.

For all their best intentions, as soon as he shut the door, they found themselves in each other’s arms, drinking in the intoxicating scent of one another. They held each other tightly for a long moment, then their lips met, and Danielle’s resolve evaporated. Her coat and purse dropped to the floor.

“Danielle, I have dreamt of this moment for months,” he whispered.

“So have I, my darling.” She nuzzled his neck, drinking in the smell of his skin.

He tilted her chin and cradled her face in his broad hands. “The night is ours,” his voice thick with emotion. “No one else has to know.”

Danielle responded with a kiss, passion flaring within her. In one fluid motion, Jon lifted her and carried her to his bed, placing her in the center.

He trailed a finger along the smooth contours of her face and neck as she lay basking in the moonlight, waiting for him. He bent to her and she pulled him closer, teasing his lips with her tongue before he lowered himself to her.

Danielle had only one thought. We are meant to be. She felt heat gathering in her chest, spreading through her torso and into her groin.

Slowly and deliberately, they undressed one another. Danielle caressed Jon’s chest, his back, his thighs, remembering the feel of his skin on hers, tracing scars where he had been wounded on his upper thigh. She kissed each scar, and he moaned in response.

As their fervor increased, Jon pressed her to him until rightly, inevitably, they joined as one. Danielle cried out, her heart expanding with the exquisite fullness of love as waves of emotion crashed over her.

She relished Jon’s every touch, marveling at the depth and intensity of their passionate lovemaking, while his expert strokes aroused her again and again, erupting together in a euphoric sense of pure elation.

Afterward, Jon stroked damp tendrils from her forehead and kissed her softly. “Don’t ever leave me, Danielle.”

“I don’t think I could.” Never again. She sighed. Her strong will had softened, become pliable in his hands.

“We’ll find a way, somehow.”

She smiled up at him, feeling his certainty, believing his words. “I know we will.”

Satiated, they rested in the curves of each other’s body, until their longings stirred once again. Over and over, they promised their undying love, until finally, as dawn crept through the windows, Jon fell asleep.

Quietly, Danielle dressed and returned to her room. But as she closed the door, doubt crept between them, and a terrible thought occurred to her. Had Jon really been truthful with her about the divorce?

She thought of Victoria and the baby, of his family, and hers, and what everyone would think if they knew. This was not a random day in Beverly Hills. This was the rest of their lives. There would be no turning back. She sank to her heels and covered her face with her hands. Oh, what have I done?
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Since childhood, Abigail had dreamed of getting married in the Newell-Grey home. Tonight, on Christmas Eve, feathery snowflakes floated from the heavens with the softness of angel’s tears. Candles flickered in the circular porthole-style windows, brilliant beacons for the guests who were beginning to arrive for the nuptials of Abigail Newell-Grey and Louis V. Silverman.

Upstairs, Danielle fastened the last of the twenty pearl buttons lining the back of Abigail’s wedding dress. “There, now turn around, let me see how it falls on you.”

Abigail swirled in front of the mirror, her face glowing with delight. “How beautiful,” she breathed. “It’s utterly gorgeous, Danielle, you’ve really outdone yourself.”

“You make such a beautiful bride,” Danielle said, feeling true happiness for her friend. “And the dress is yours alone, I’ll never make another like it. No one else could do it justice.”

Danielle had designed the dress to showcase Abigail’s lean, well-toned figure, while minimizing fussy details. The ivory satin, off-the-shoulder gown had a tasteful décolleté, and the fitted bodice featured tiny pleats nipped into a slim fitted waist. The simple design was the perfect frame for the heirloom Edwardian jewelry she wore, treasured family pieces of diamonds and pearls. Abigail turned again, and the expertly draped train swished gracefully behind her.

Danielle had also designed a sheer, delicate veil. She lifted it above Abigail’s sleek coiffure and secured it with two antique hairpins. “And here, don’t forget your perfume.” She picked up a crystal bottle of Chimère she’d given Abigail for her wedding day and helped her apply it, taking care around the dress.

As she trailed the perfume along the nape of Abigail’s long neck, the rich aroma of jasmine, rose, and sandalwood transported her back to Philippe’s laboratory in Grasse where she’d created it. Memories misted her vision. Max had been in Germany and Poland searching for Nicky and Sofia. How I had missed him and prayed for his safety. And then Jon had arrived, giving her the dreadful news about Max.

Danielle swallowed hard. With so much horrible history between them, could she and Jon really be happy together? She shook her head to dispel the memories.

Danielle smoothed perfume on Abigail’s wrists, then turned to her. “There, you’re ready now.”

Abigail’s eyes began to fill. Danielle whipped out a lace handkerchief to dab Abigail’s eyes, and then her own. “We’ll have none of that. No tear-streaked faces allowed, this is a happy occasion.”

Abigail laughed, then clasped Danielle’s hands and sighed. “You’re such a dear friend. I’ve dreamt of this moment all my life. You’ve helped make my dream come true.”

A tap sounded at the door and Abigail’s father joined them. A smile lit his face when he saw his daughter. “My dear, how lovely you look.” Tall and lean, he was attired in formal nautical regalia.

Abigail returned his smile, her brown eyes glistening. “Have all the guests arrived?”

Nathan Newell-Grey nodded. “All present and accounted for. Are you ready?”

Abigail hugged Danielle, then turned to her father, who held his hands out to her. “I’m ready. Danielle, you’re first.”

Danielle walked to the top of the stair and glanced down. The intoxicating aroma of white lilies and forest fir perfumed the air, the aroma reminding her of her own wedding to Max. She blinked against her memories. She lifted her chin, smiling through her pain. Today, it was Abigail’s turn at happiness. And tomorrow? Who knows?

She paused before starting down the steps. A pianist played in one corner of the living room, candles provided subtle illumination, and garlands of mistletoe and red berries lined the banister and mantle. Danielle’s heart brimmed with happiness for Abigail, for the wedding and the husband her friend so richly deserved.

Just four rows of chairs were arranged for the intimate ceremony. Danielle descended the staircase, her elegant, emerald green velvet dress trailing on the steps behind her. Walking past the guests, she nodded to the Newell-Greys and the triplets. Behind them were the Leibowitzes, Marie with Jasmin and Liliana, and a few other close friends. Victoria sat in the second row, her face a brittle mask.

Lou stood beaming next to the minister. Jon, acting as best man, waited next to him. As matron of honor, Danielle took her place across from Jon. Her heart lurched as she briefly acknowledged him, careful not to let her gaze linger. A moment later, Abigail made a grand entrance on the arm of her father amidst hushed murmurs of approval. “What a stunning dress...how lovely she looks.”

Abigail took her place beside Lou, and Danielle felt Jon’s unwavering eyes on her. She felt herself grow warm as she thought of their lovemaking, and lowered her eyes. She forced herself to turn her attention to the minister’s eloquent words.

The simple exchange of vows proceeded, and before long, the minister announced, “You may kiss the bride.”

“At last.” Lou’s bright blue eyes twinkled. He lifted Abigail’s veil and kissed her amidst a happy chorus of well wishes.

Danielle soon joined Marie and the girls. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more beautiful ceremony,” Danielle said, “or two people more suited to one another.”

Marie sighed. “Ah, l’amour. You can see it in their eyes.”

Jasmin tugged Danielle’s skirt. “What do we do now, Mama?”

“The wedding party will pose for photographs, then we’ll go to the ballroom. An orchestra will be there, and you can dance for all of us, Jasmin.”

Liliana said, “I’m going to dance with Ari first.”

Jasmin raised her chin. “And I’m going to dance with Aaron.”

After photographs were taken, they were ushered into the grand ballroom where linen-covered tables laden with crystal and silver stood ready for the Christmas Eve dinner. Smooth teakwood rails and shiny brass fixtures were festooned with more mistletoe and berries. Soon the room was buzzing with laughter as more guests arrived for the formal dinner reception. But Victoria left before dinner was served.

As Danielle watched Victoria leave, Marie caught her daughter’s eye. “Remember what I said earlier about l’amour?”

Danielle nodded thoughtfully, thinking about her evening with Jon.

“Life is short, darling.” Marie lowered her voice. “Victoria is gone. You and Jon shouldn’t suffer any more.”

Danielle opened her mouth to protest, but Marie put her hand on her daughter’s arm. “I know you well, and you are wise enough now to follow your heart.”

Marie invited Jon to join them at their table. As they dined, she asked, “What keeps you in London, Jon? I thought you lived outside of the city.”

“I have some business here.”

“During the holiday season?”

“Ships sail every day of the year.”

Marie glanced pointedly at Danielle. “Indeed they do.”

Jon continued. “Usually I stay with my family or the Leibowitzes here in town, but because they have a full house with the wedding party, I plan to remain at the Savoy a while.”

“And where will your wife spend the holiday?”

“Victoria will stay with her parents in the country. Under the circumstances, we thought it best.”

He didn’t elaborate, but Marie nodded, seemingly satisfied.

The guests dined and danced until three o’clock in the morning, and Danielle thought she’d never had more fun. She and Jon laughed all evening, and had a marvelous time dancing and whirling around the floor, and stealing kisses beneath the mistletoe in a darkened corner of the snowy terrace. And with all eyes on Abigail and Lou, no one seemed to notice them at all.

After Abigail and Lou retired, Jon accompanied Danielle and her family back to the Savoy. As they strolled through the hotel lobby, Danielle and Jon traded a brief look, then parted to go to their respective suites. After the children fell asleep, Danielle crept from her room. She tapped softly on Jon’s door.

He opened the door. “My darling,” he murmured. “I didn’t think you’d come tonight, it’s so late.”

“How could I stay away?” She sank into his warm embrace. “You’ve become a habit I can’t bear to break.”

Though the night was nearly spent, neither of them felt like sleeping. Jon lit a fire, then warmed two cognacs above the blaze. He handed one to her and they cuddled on the sofa, talking about their future.

Jon cradled Danielle in his arms, and as he did, she felt a warm sensation course through her. She smiled as she recognized it. It was happiness, pure and simple.

Outside, bells began to chime.

Jon kissed her forehead. “Merry Christmas, Danielle.”

She tilted her head and their lips met in a slow, passionate kiss. When the last of the bells rang, Danielle smiled up at him. “Merry Christmas, Jon.”
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It was New Year’s Eve, and Abigail shivered in the crisp morning air. Pristine snow blanketed the streets like a velvet throw, and her breath formed misty clouds as she raised the brass knocker on Libby Leibowitz’s massive Georgian door.

With the wedding and Christmas behind her, Abigail was eager to return to work. Libby had helped her arrange passage for orphaned children from Europe to travel to new homes with relatives or adoptive families.

“Come in, Miss Newell-Grey,” Hadley said automatically, opening the door and taking her coat.

“It’s Mrs. Silverman now, Hadley,” she said, pleased to see Libby’s loyal butler.

“So it is, and best wishes to you. Mrs. Leibowitz is in her study. She’s expecting you.”

“Thank you, I’ll see myself in.”

“I’ll take your coat. Would you care for tea?”

“I’d love it, thank you. I fear my blood has thinned considerably since living in California.”

Abigail tapped on the door and opened it. Her diminutive friend sat at her writing desk, wearing a robin’s egg blue wool suit. Libby looked up and smiled.

“My dear Abigail, come in.”

“Good morning, Libby. You look wonderful today.” She put her purse down and glanced around the sunny, lemon yellow study. She loved its spring-like ambiance on such a wintry day.

After they embraced, Abigail crossed to the fireplace where a fire blazed and crackled. She rubbed her hands near the fire.

“Marriage agrees with you, my dear. You’re absolutely glowing.” Libby joined her by the fire. “Before we begin, I must say, that was the loveliest wedding I’ve ever seen. Lou is such a gentleman, and the triplets are adorable. I’m terribly happy for you. And your wedding dress was beautiful. I didn’t realize Danielle was so talented.”

“She’s made quite a name for herself.”

“Indeed.” Libby tilted her head. “Danielle has certainly achieved a great deal. Why, I remember the day we met. I liked her from the very beginning. She had something solid about her, even when she was very young. Her success doesn’t surprise me. She always had such determination.”

“I suppose she must, her life has been so tumultuous.”

“I was sorry to hear about Cameron, and of course, poor Max. But pain strengthens a person, galvanizes them like iron. No one demonstrates that better than Danielle, don’t you think?”

Abigail nodded. “After Max died, I thought she’d crumple to pieces. But she didn’t. Then, when Cameron hung himself....” She shuddered. “Oh, it was just awful. You can’t imagine. Yet she kept right on going, like an engine gathering speed. I don’t know where she got the strength.”

“I think I know,” Libby said quietly. “She has good friends, like you and your brother.”

“She’s my dearest friend, too. You know, I didn’t realize that she and Jon had become so close.” She paused, remembering them dancing together at her wedding reception. “Danielle is twice widowed, I can’t help but wonder if she will ever marry again.”

Libby raised an eyebrow, and said, “I suppose that depends on the young man, or perhaps, his family.”

Abigail glanced at Libby. “What do you mean?”

Libby shrugged. “Everything works out in time. Time, it’s our best ally and our worst enemy.”

“But I do worry about Danielle. She still searches for her son, you know.”

“Nicky?” Libby looked surprised. “I thought he died, the poor little soul.”

“So did I. But she told me something about Max’s cousin, and she’s even called on orphanages here in London.”

“The death of a child must be very hard to accept. One can hardly blame her.”

A knock sounded at the door and Hadley entered with the tea tray. After pouring tea and exchanging pleasantries, he left.

Abigail sat on a floral chintz sofa. Libby joined her and handed her a cup, took a sip of her own tea, and motioned to a stack of files on her desk. “As you see, we’ll have quite a few children to send back with you. Are you sure you don’t mind? After all, it is your honeymoon.”

“Actually, we plan to take our honeymoon later in the coming year. We’re going on an African safari, a photo shoot, really. Lou will have more time away from the studio in a few months.”

“He won’t mind looking after seventy-six children?”

Abigail laughed. “It was his idea, believe it or not. Jon told him that one of our recently renovated ships, the Newell-Grey Voyager, was sailing the first week of January. The Voyager is such a fine ship, it’s her first crossing since she was rehabilitated after her war service.”

“Your father was kind to allow passage for all the children,” Libby said. “And we’ve compiled as much biographical information as possible for you.”

“I appreciate that. Where are these children from?”

“All over. Holland, Austria, France, and Belgium.”

Abigail nodded. “We’ll take good care of the new children.” She sipped her tea thoughtfully. So many families had been separated during the war. Some people had stuffed family photos and information into their children’s pockets, or stitched it into their clothing, in case the children were lost. It was a smart practice; now such photos had become part of the child’s file and often helped locate family members.

If there were any, Abigail grimly reminded herself. Children, especially Jewish children, had often been scurried away to safety, or placed to blend in with gentile families. Now that the war had ended, many surrogate families were trying to help these children find their parents. Often they could no longer afford to care for these orphans—such was the scale of devastation across Europe. The children scheduled to return with them aboard the Voyager were those whose parents had died, or had never been located.

“Oh dear.” Libby clicked her tongue. “I forgot, I received a call from a German nun just before you arrived. There might be some additional children, perhaps eight or ten. If they make it, do you think you’ll be able to arrange visas for entry into the United States?”

“I’ll certainly try.” Abigail drew her brows together. “If not, I know of an orphanage in Australia that will begin accepting soon. Are they from Germany?”

“Yes, but they’re not German, they’re from all over Europe. Several Catholic families sheltered these children on their farms for years. A fascinating story, actually. It was their version of resistance and religious service. Anyway, the families blended these young prison camp escapees into their own broods, hiding some of them, and passing off others as their own children. Most of the children are Jewish, but two are sons of a German priest, who is deceased, too, of course. I’m not sure how they managed to survive, but I’m sure it’s quite a saga.”

“Indeed it is. I’ll be sure to take care of them.”

“However, I haven’t received their paperwork. The Sisters said they’ll try to send it with the children.” Libby frowned. “Oh, I do hope they’re not too late to travel with you on the Voyager.”

* * *

Later that evening, Abigail and Lou insisted that Danielle and her family join the Newell-Greys and the Leibowitzes for an elegant New Year’s Eve dinner, after which Danielle and Jon, with Marie and the girls, returned to the Savoy. Marie retired with Jasmin and Liliana, while Danielle and Jon stayed up to welcome the New Year.

When Danielle and Jon opened the door to his suite, a crackling fire and a midnight treat of champagne, caviar, and lox greeted them in the sitting room.

“Hmm, Veuve Clicquot, my favorite. Named after the widow Clicquot.”

Jon smiled warmly at her. “And like you, she took the helm of the family business and charted a successful course.”

Danielle cast an appreciative glance his way. This is why I love this man. Not many people understood this side of her. “I like a man who knows his history, especially about the historically rare female entrepreneur.”

“And I admire women like you who are changing that history.”

Danielle slipped off her sable coat and crossed to the fireplace, warming her hands. “What a beautiful surprise this is.”

“Not as beautiful as you, my darling,” Jon said, joining her by the fireplace. He slid a finger under her chin and kissed her. “You know you’re the only woman I’ve ever really loved.” He cradled her face in his hands and kissed her again with a passion that warmed her to her very core.

They settled on the sofa in front of the fire, and Jon began to open the champagne. The cork quickly exploded from the bottle and rocketed against a lampshade. They laughed and, with a flourish, Jon poured the pale golden liquid into two crystal flutes.

“Here’s to the beginning of the rest of our lives,” he murmured, lifting his glass.

“Salut, my darling.” She clinked his glass. “To the best years of our lives.”

He kissed her again, then drew away and slipped a hand into his pocket. “There’s something I’ve wanted you to have for a long, long time. Close your eyes.”

Danielle obeyed, wondering what he’d been up to. She heard a snap prick the silence.

“You can open them now.”

In his hands sparkled a fiery emerald so clear and bright and familiar that she caught her breath. But how can this be?

Jon took her right hand and slipped the ring onto her finger. “Abigail told me you’d sold your wedding ring to fund your business. Max once said the ring had been Sofia’s, it had been in her family for years. I knew how much you loved and admired her. I thought you might like to wear it again in her honor.”

“I can hardly believe it.” Danielle blinked at the ring, touching it with reverence. “But how did you find it?”

“It wasn’t easy.” He chuckled. “I rang up a jeweler I know in Los Angeles and told him I was looking for a large Victorian-style emerald ring, one that I thought had been sold in recent years. I also had a photo from the ship when we first met and you were wearing the ring. So I sent the picture to him. A few months later, my man came through and I bought it straight away. I wasn’t sure when I’d give it to you, but I knew that someday, when the time was right, I would.”

Her eyes brimmed with happiness. “How incredibly thoughtful of you. It’s all I have left of Sofia, except for my memories.” With a trembling hand, she ran her fingers across the magnificent emerald, remembering Sofia...and Max and Nicky. Her past. She raised her eyes to Jon. He was her future, and she reached up to kiss him.

Jon kissed her back, then said, “There’s something else, too. In case you thought I had an engagement ring for you, I’d hate for you to be disappointed.”

He brought out a small suede pouch and took out an intricate filigreed ring encrusted with diamonds, which surrounded a breathtaking center diamond. He held it poised before the third finger of her left hand. “And this one is for us and for our future together. Will you wear this one for me, as my wife?”

Danielle hesitated, fully aware of the enormity of such a pledge. She knew in her heart that unlike her naïveté in marrying Max, or her hasty error in judgment in marrying Cameron, her marriage to Jon was a mature choice. He was a man of integrity, but more than that, she loved him as she had never loved before.

She gave a small sigh. Would this be enough?

Jon’s expectant face glowed in the flickering firelight, his eyes urging her acceptance.

“I will,” she said solemnly, then threw her arms around him.

“At last, it’s official.” Jon stood and held out his hand, his face flush with desire. She placed her hand in his and rose, and with one easy motion, he swept her up into his arms and carried her into the bedroom, placing her softly on the bed. As they made love, their passion soared to new heights and deepened with intensity, and they enjoyed the feel of one another’s body until the darkest hours before dawn.

At last, Danielle lay sated in the crook of Jon’s arm, her hair fanned across the pillow, reveling in his love. His skin smelled of the same scent he always wore, though now it mingled with the musky aroma of passion. She smiled and made a mental note to herself to blend something special just for him to capture this moment. She closed her eyes, deep in thought...she couldn’t wait to return to her perfumer’s organ. She wanted to remember this perfect moment forever.

Jon trailed his fingers along her arm, breaking her reverie. “Know what I’d like?”

“Hmm, I can imagine,” she said, stroking his chest. She could hear the happiness in his voice, and knew without looking that he was smiling.

“Once we’re married, I’d love to make a beautiful baby with you. I adore your girls, but I’ve always wanted to have a son, too.”

Suddenly, Danielle stiffened. A son. Her body jerked at the thought. She and Cameron had fought bitterly over her refusal to have his child.

Guilt gathered in the pit of her stomach. But this would be Jon’s son.... Feeling suddenly nauseous, she turned her face from Jon and bit her lip.

It felt as if he had asked her to abandon her memory of Nicky.

An overwhelming thought gripped her. I cannot do this. She drew up her knees and rolled onto her side, away from Jon. “It’s late, I should be going,” she said, fighting the putrid bile of panic and fear and regret that rose in her throat. She rose and began to dress.

“Danielle, what’s wrong?” Jon raised himself on an elbow, sounding sleepy and confused. “Whatever I said, darling, let’s talk about it.”

A few moments later, he heard the soft click of the door to the room. When he turned the lamp light on, he saw that she had left the engagement ring on his pillow.
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“Danielle, come in.” Nathan Newell-Grey motioned for her to enter his spacious, nautical-styled study. His reserved tone was even-keeled, and Danielle could not read him. That morning he’d telephoned and asked to speak privately with her before she left London, but he wouldn’t say why. She glanced around, hoping Jon wasn’t there. She hadn’t taken his repeated calls. It’s better this way, she decided. I’ll soon be gone.

“Please have a seat.” Nathan settled his trim figure behind an impressive teakwood desk. Behind him, an imposing ship’s wheel was mounted on the wall. Danielle sat in a burgundy leather chair across from him. The chair was comfortably worn, and held the faint aroma of the Trumper scent Jon often wore. Though it unsettled her, Danielle sniffed, and cleared her throat. “What did you want to see me about?”

Nathan made a V-shape with his fingers and considered her for a moment. “Ugly business, that with Victoria.”

He gets right to the point, Danielle thought. She arranged a pleasant smile on her face. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Of course you do. All of London knows that Gregory Gordon is baby Catherine’s real father.” He shook his head with disgust. “The temerity of that woman. My wife, too. Harriet pushed Jonathan into that marriage. Wouldn’t let him rest until he had married Victoria.” He picked up a cigar and clipped the end of it with a gold implement. “I tried to discourage it, but it got away from me, what with the war and all.” He narrowed his eyes. “Are you in love with Jon?”

Nervously, she licked her lips. “I don’t break up marriages, sir.”

“No, I don’t believe you’re like that, are you?” He leaned forward. “Well, Jon’s smart. Life is too damned hard, excuse the expression, to worry about what people think of you. Remember that,” he said, punctuating his words with the cigar. He lifted a brow. “Abigail tells me you’ve done well for yourself in America.”

“That’s true, sir.” She shifted in her chair.

Nathan stroked his neat grey beard. “I must admit, I like you, and I admire your courage. Fire in the belly, I’d venture to say. You’d be good for my son, and you’d rear the right sort of children to one day run Newell-Grey interests.” He stopped and apprised her. “I might even say you could run it yourself, should the need ever arise.”

Danielle drew a calming breath and met his gaze. “I’m honored, but I doubt if I’ll ever have the pleasure. I’m not seeing Jon, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“That’s not why I wanted to see you today.” Nathan fiddled with a silver lighter, adjusted the flame, then put it down.

“Why don’t you just light it?”

Nathan looked surprised. “You don’t mind if I smoke?”

“I’ve always loved the aroma of a good cigar.”

“You’re a rare woman, indeed.” Nathan picked up his cigar and, with a few puffs, lit it.

Danielle watched the lazy plume of smoke encircle his head, relieved to be off the subject of Jon. She sniffed the air. A fine cigar...Cuban, she noted, absently thinking of the various brands and pegging it. She nodded her approval.

Nathan tapped an ash. Just then, a knock sounded at the door and Herb Leibowitz pushed it open.

Nathan stood to greet his old friend. They shook hands and Herb settled in the chair next to Danielle. “Herb, we were just getting started.”

“Good,” Herb said, then turned to Danielle. “Libby sends her love,” he added.

“Thank you,” Danielle replied. “Now gentlemen, what’s the real reason you’ve called me here?”

The two men traded looks, and Herb nodded curtly to Nathan. “I’ll begin, please,” Herb said, his Eastern European accent still evident. “First we talk about Max.”

At the mention of his name, Danielle felt pangs of grief and regret for the path Max had chosen at the behest of Herb Leibowitz, Nathan Newell-Grey, and the British government. At the time, it had been the only way he could return home to search for Nicky and Sofia. But in the end, his efforts were futile, and the result, disastrous. Danielle lowered her eyes.

“We don’t mean to distress you,” Herb said, “but the British government realizes Max has never been properly recognized for his military efforts.”

Nathan leaned forward. “The intelligence he gathered saved the lives of several operatives we had in Germany and helped us throughout the war. He should be commended.”

Danielle said quietly, “He didn’t really have a choice in the matter, did he?”

“Those were difficult times,” Herb said, his eyes kind beneath his bushy grey brows and wire rimmed spectacles. “But Max was a brave man and he expressed a willing desire to go.”

Nathan went on. “Max is to receive a high honor from the British government. We hope you’ll accept it on his behalf.”

Danielle nodded, momentarily overcome. “I’d be honored, and I’m sure Max would have been, too. Thank you, gentleman, for your thoughtfulness.”

“Good, it’s settled then,” Nathan said. He shifted uncomfortably in his chair as he stared at Danielle. “Would you care for a cognac or sherry, my dear?”

“No,” she said, rising from her chair, anxious to leave before Jon materialized. “If that’s all, I really must go now.”

“Sit, sit. There’s another matter, too.” Herb reached for his briefcase and withdrew a folder.

While Herb organized his notes, Nathan crossed to a drinks cart and poured two glasses of sherry. He returned to his desk and handed Herb a glass, then sat and turned to Danielle, his expression grim. “We need to talk about Heinrich von Hoffman.”

Danielle tensed at the mention of Max’s cousin. She remembered the last time she’d seen Heinrich...his twisted, menacing face and the cruel words that still rang in her ears: I killed them, Danielle. I did it, I shot them both. Through the heart. Danielle folded her arms across her chest. “He’s a traitor and murderer. What more is there to say?”

Herb threw a swift look at Nathan.

“He betrayed Max and killed my mother-in-law, and–” Danielle dug her fingernails into her balled fists and fought to keep her anger in check. “And I don’t know if I’ll ever know what he did to my little boy.”

“We are well aware of his crimes,” Nathan said, nodding.

“And he will pay for all of them,” Herb added. “Heinrich has been detained and will soon be brought up on charges for war crimes and crimes against humanity, according to the terms of the London Agreement.”

Danielle looked from one man to the other. “He’s been arrested?”

“That’s right.” Nathan took a drink. “Soon he’ll go before the International Military Tribunal.”

“In Nuremberg?” Danielle could hardly believe their words.

“He’s there now,” Herb said. “Awaiting trial.”

 A feeling of cold satisfaction spread within her. “I’ll have that sherry now,” she said quietly.

Nathan quickly complied. He poured a glass for her, then went on. “It’s grave news, Danielle, but we thought you should know.” He handed her the sherry. “We’ve confirmed that Heinrich arranged Max’s assassination.”

Danielle took a drink. “I thought as much.”

“And you are correct that he murdered Sofia von Hoffman. Several witnesses confirmed he shot her.”

So, Heinrich told me the truth. Danielle closed her eyes and imagined how Sofia might have died, her last moments at the hands of Heinrich. She shuddered and pressed her hand to her mouth. After a moment, she raised the glass to her lips and drank. “And Nicky?” she managed to say.

“Nicky escaped with Jacob Warshawski and his wife and children.” Nathan coughed into his hand. “But Jacob and his family were executed in Auschwitz.”

Danielle felt her chest tighten. “Was my son–?”

“We’ve been told he disappeared from the camp. We don’t know anything more,” Nathan said. “I’m sorry. If I were you, I wouldn’t hold out much hope.”

Danielle set her jaw and blinked hard, her eyes stung, her face burned. She drained her sherry and put the glass down. “I returned to Poland just after Jasmin was born.”

“Yes, we know,” Herb said.

“I found Heinrich and confronted him. He told me he’d shot Nicky, too.” She gave a bitter laugh. “I guess he was just being hateful. He never did like me, you know.”

Herb reached out to her and patted her on the arm. “Some things we’ll never know, never understand. We just have to accept them and move on.”

“I try to, Herb, believe me, I do.”

Nathan stood to pour another round of sherry. “Would you like to attend Heinrich’s trial?”

For a moment, she savored the thought of revenge, imagining the look in Heinrich’s eyes if he saw her in the court at Nuremberg. She relished the thought of filling his heart with terror—like the terror she’d known, the terror he’d thrust upon her. But even his execution could not settle the score. He might pay for his evil transgressions with his life, but it would not bring back her family. Danielle shook her head. No, the vengeance she’d once sworn could never be fully realized.

She pushed herself from the chair, drawing up straight and leveling her gaze. “Gentleman, thank you for your news. If I’m needed to testify against him, I will. But even if he is executed, and I have no doubt that he will be, he cannot compensate for the deeds he has done. Not on this earth.” She turned, walked to the door, then paused. Still, she thought, he has been stopped. Feeling a weary sense of satisfaction, Danielle glanced over her shoulder. “And I hope to God he hangs.”

She flung the door open, strode from the study and through the foyer, and threw open the front door. She gasped as a rush of cold air stung her face. And then she saw him.

Jon was climbing the front steps. “Danielle! What are you doing here?”

“Putting the past behind me, Jon, right where it belongs.” She pushed past him to the hotel car that waited for her.

“Does that include me?”

Now shaking inside, she kept her face concealed from him. “Absolutely.”

Jon grabbed her arm. “Danielle, please wait. I’ve been trying to reach you at the hotel.”

He sounded so earnest, so caring. She could feel her resolve melting. “It’s over, Jon,” she managed to say, but she heard her voice cracking.

“No, the past is over, but the future can be ours. I’m returning to Los Angles on the Voyager.” Jon’s eyes searched hers, and seemed to delve into the depths of her soul. “At your side, if you’ll have me. There’s nothing we can’t work out, Danielle.”

He pushed a hand through his hair in exasperation, and added forcefully, “It’s you I want, not an heir. I can’t live without you, and forgive me for being presumptuous, but I don’t believe you can live without me.”

Danielle took a step back, her head swirling. “Why, how dare you presume to—”

Jon caught her and smothered her mouth with kisses, and after a brief hesitation, Danielle flung her arms around his neck, relief drowning her sorrows.
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After the snow storm, the day dawned with rare crystal brilliance, unusual for England in the winter. Danielle made her way to the docks with Jon and her family in two taxis laden with trunks stuffed with new clothes and teas and gifts for their friends in Los Angeles. When they arrived, Danielle stepped from the taxi and looked up at the gleaming refurbished ship.

“Just look at her,” Jon said, beaming. “Forty-thousand tons and even better than before.”

Danielle squeezed his hand. “Hurry now, you don’t want to be late for the ceremony. Look, there’s your father.”

A few minutes later, Jon and Nathan and the captain held a brief ceremony to recognize the crew and commend them on their efforts in returning the grand ship, the Newell-Grey Voyager, to civilian use, and on the crew’s wartime efforts in service to King and country. Danielle stood with her family and friends, and as she watched Jon lead and interact with the captain and crew, she felt her heart swell with pride and thought, I’m so proud of him. This is indeed the man I want at my side for the rest of my life.

Once the applause died down, travelers began to board, though Jon stayed back to talk with his father. After saying good-bye to Libby and Herb Leibowitz, and Nathan and Harriet Newell-Grey, Danielle and the others in her party boarded. Jon had reserved adjacent suites for all of them. Everyone was in high spirits, and while their trunks and valises were being delivered to their staterooms, it became clear the return voyage was going to be just as lively as the outward-bound voyage.

In Danielle’s lavishly appointed, burl wood paneled stateroom she was directing Nora on unpacking for the voyage and deciding which items to press for dinner when Abigail tapped on the door. “Can you spare Liliana and Jasmin for a few minutes?” she asked.

“Of course,” Danielle replied, smiling at her friend. “What’s going on?”

“My orphaned travelers are coming aboard and I thought the girls might like to help me welcome them. Some are a little frightened about making the journey. Liliana and Jasmin have made the trip before, so I thought they could help calm jittery nerves. And many of them speak French.”

Danielle swept a long lock of hair from her forehead and rested her hands on her hips. “Great idea, if we can find them. They need practice.” She opened the door and called down the corridor. “Liliana, Jasmin, where are you?”

Three cabins away, a door opened and the girls tumbled out of the triplet’s cabin, laughing.

“Girls, girls,” Danielle said, laughing with them. “Listen to me. Abigail has an invitation for you.”

Abigail caught Jasmin and Liliana by the hands. “I have some children for you to meet. I need your help, because most of them are a little scared of this big ship. Will you join me in making them feel more comfortable? We’re having hot cocoa and biscuits on the promenade deck before we cast off.”

“I’m starving,” Jasmin said, and immediately started down the corridor.

“Just a moment, young lady,” Danielle called to her. “Come back and get your coat and muffler. It’s sunny outside, but still cold. Don’t forget your mittens and cap, too. And Liliana, you’ll keep an eye on her, won’t you?”

“I always do,” Liliana said with a grown-up sniff. “She’s such a child.”

“Am not,” Jasmin said.

“Are too.”

“Girls, behave.” Danielle gave them a stern look and they scurried off to find their coats. “It’s the excitement,” she said to Abigail.

Abigail laughed. “I must admit, I’m fairly excited, too. Between the new children, the triplets, the new ship–”

“And your new husband. You have your hands full.”

“But I love it, Danielle. I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Abigail said, her face glowing. “You’re a busy woman, too, and I’ll bet you wouldn’t change a thing, either.” She took Danielle’s hands in hers. “And I want you to know, I’m very happy about you and Jon.”

“I’m glad to know that,” Danielle said, and gave Abigail a hug. Just then, a strange sensation prickled her neck, and a thought flashed through her mind. Those children. Hastily, she grabbed her sable coat and sunglasses. “I’ll go with you, if you don’t mind.”

Slowly, Abigail’s face lit with realization. “I’ve read all of the new children’s files, Danielle, and I don’t think—”

“I know you would’ve told me if you thought any of the boys might be Nicky.” Danielle slipped on her leather gloves, thinking. “I’ve decided I need to put to rest the tragedies of the past. For Jon’s sake, and for our future together.”

“Good for you.” Abigail hooked her arm in Danielle’s and when Liliana and Jasmin emerged with their coats, they all made their way to the promenade deck.

When they reached the throng of children, they greeted them, and Abigail, Liliana, and Jasmin began chatting, sharing stories about the fun they’d had on the journey from the States. As Danielle spoke with some of the boys, she scanned the other children from behind the safety of her sunglasses, but recognized no one.

“There you are.”

Startled, Danielle swung around at the sound of Jon’s voice. “What are you doing here?”

Jon gave her a kiss on the cheek. “We own this tugboat, remember? So, what are you doing here? I thought this cocoa party was for kids.”

She smiled at him. “I’m a chaperone.”

Jon put his arm around her and, as he did, Abigail cast a glance toward him and shook her head sadly.

I know, Jon mouthed. He took off his hat and plopped it onto Danielle’s head. “Hey sweetheart,” he said, affecting a Cary Grant accent. “How about joining me for a spin on the captain’s deck?”

Danielle managed a small laugh. “I’ll follow you anywhere, sailor.” As they left, she stole a parting glance at the little boys.

They visited with the captain, talked about the route the ship would take, then walked along the outside deck. As Jon continued his playful banter, Danielle felt her spirits lift.

He grinned at her. “So where do you want to get married, gorgeous?”

“I haven’t even thought that far ahead.” Tilting her chin down, she surveyed him over the rims of her sunglasses. “Besides, I thought you were already a married man.”

“Details, details. The divorce won’t take much longer.”

“Promise?”

“My word as a gentleman,” he said, holding his hand up. “Say, I have a great idea about our wedding.” Jon plucked his hat from her head, put it on, and adjusted it low over his eyes. “How about getting married in a home of our own?”

“Or in Grasse? Now that the war is over, my mother wants to open the old family chateau again.”

“Whatever you’d like,” he replied, his brown eyes twinkling. He pushed his hat back. “But as soon as we arrive in Los Angeles, I’d like for us to start looking for a new home.”

“I’d like that,” she replied, feeling relieved. She’d been worried about bringing Jon into Cameron’s house, even if it was hers now. “I’ll put my house up for sale right away.”

“Only if you want.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “I’d like to stay in Beverly Hills, though. I love the views from the hills above Sunset.”

“I once went to a party at Lou’s home. His view is absolutely breathtaking, from downtown clear across to the Pacific. Best of all, Lou and Abigail would be our neighbors.”

“Sounds perfect. I can’t wait, darling.”

“Neither can I.” She rested her head on his shoulder, yet in truth, their old issues still nagged her. With effort, she pushed her thoughts aside and looked up at him. “Let’s walk a little more.”

They continued their stroll along the deck, then stopped to gaze at the crowd below. It was almost time to leave, and far below they could see their friends and family who’d stayed to see them off.

“Let’s go down to the promenade deck,” Jon said. “The view’s better.”

They hurried downstairs. At the rail stood Abigail, Lou, Marie, and all of the children, waving and calling out their good-byes.

“Look, Jon,” Abigail said. “There’s our mother.”

“Where?” Jon leaned over the railing, and began to wave. “Oh, I see her, and there’s Libby, too.”

Danielle looked out. Libby appeared to be deep in conversation with a nun. Behind them, she spied a group of about ten children. A shiver coursed down her spine. “Abigail, who are those children with her?”

Abigail shot a look at Jon. “More orphans, Danielle. Leaving England. But not on this ship.”

“Do you know anything about them?”

Abigail nodded. “The nuns brought them here but they were too late to have their papers processed. Instead, they’ll sail next week for Australia. We have a good home there, too.”

The muscles in Danielle’s neck tensed. She lowered her sunglasses and squinted against the sun. The boys looked to be about eight to fourteen years old.

Suddenly, Danielle sucked her breath in and backed from the railing, her heart beating wildly. Time rushed to a halt. Her senses sharpened. Every smell, every sound, every sight suddenly crystallized in her mind.

Jon turned to her. “Danielle? Are you all right?”

She felt overwhelmed for a moment, her intuition crackled in her mind, and she felt dizzy from sensory overload. Those boys! She shook her head and inched toward the exit.

Abigail shook her head in warning. “Oh no, Danielle, you can’t mean to go down there. Why must you torture yourself?”

Jon glanced at his sister. “You’re Danielle’s dearest friend, Abigail. Surely you know by now that she’s obstinate and hard-headed.” He frowned and glanced at his watch. “I understand, Danielle, but we sail in a few minutes.”

 “Listen to Jon, dear.”Abigail rested a hand on Danielle’s arm. “Please don’t do this to yourself, love. You must get over this. Besides, there isn’t time.”

“I won’t be long.” Danielle felt her mind sharpen and clear. I must do this. She set her jaw and started for the doorway.

“Wait,” Jon said. “I’ll go with you.”

“You don’t have to, darling.”

“I’m with you, Danielle. From now on. You’d better get used to it.” He kissed her cheek. “But let’s hurry.”

They raced to the lower deck and Danielle pushed through the crowd. She paused at the top of the gangplank, angling for a view. A flash of red caught her eye. What was that?

“Going the wrong way, luv,” Danielle heard someone chide her as she tore down the gangplank.

“Four minutes,” called a uniformed crew member as they dashed past him. “Or we sail without you. Captain’s orders.”

“She’s with me,” Jon yelled. “We’ll be back!”

Apprehension gathered in Danielle’s chest and she began to tremble. Yet, the sound of the children’s chatter drew her like a magnet. She could make out several languages. Dutch, Yiddish. She hesitated. French. She pressed on.

And then, through the crowd, she saw it.

Her heart lurched. One of the boys clutched a stuffed monkey. Tattered and faded, it was made of red-striped fabric with black button eyes. Like the one I made for Nicky! 

Her legs weakened as she drew closer, jostling past a jumble of hats and coats and umbrellas. She tore off her sunglasses and squinted, wedging through the crowd, with Jon trailing behind her. She caught her breath and blinked. That monkey! Now she was sure of it. Her throat constricted and she grew light-headed.


Nicky?


Her pulse quickened. The boy who held the monkey was small and slight. Could he be ten years old? He had black hair, as bluish black as a raven’s wing. Could Nicky’s hair be so dark now?

She reached out and placed her hand on his shoulder.

The boy turned, clearly startled, and looked up.

And then her heart sank. He had the darkest eyes she’d ever seen. “Where did you get this monkey?” she demanded.

The boy shrank back. From the other side of their little gathering, Libby and the nun turned around.

Danielle knelt to his level. “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “My little boy once had one like it. May I see it? I’ll give it back.”

Shyly, he let her take it.

“What a nice monkey.” She studied the stuffed animal, brought it to her face and buried her nose in it. Her heart leapt. I know the smell of this fabric, the stuffing. But it had been more than six years ago. How many other mothers had made monkeys from the same pattern, the same materials? She looked closer. The buttons were different, mismatched. Her eyes misted. What did it matter anyway? This boy was not her Nicky. And yet, that
feeling.... She shook her head.

“Thank you for letting me look at it.” She handed the stuffed animal back to the boy and stood.

Jon arrived at her side. She looked up at him and shook her head. “Ah, Danielle,” he whispered, wrapping his arms around her. “I won’t say that it’s all right, because it isn’t, or that I can ever fully understand, because I’ll never know the depth of your pain. But I love you, and I’ll always be here for you, whenever you need me.”

The boy stood watching Danielle and Jon. He mimicked them, hugging his monkey. In halting English, he said, “I love monkey.”

Jon reached out and ruffled the boy’s hair. “Does your monkey have a name, son?”

“Maurice.” The boy kissed the stuffed animal’s cheek. “My brother was Maurice.”

Danielle glanced at Jon. “We’d better return to the ship.”

The little boy went on. “But Maurice got sick.”

“I’m so sorry. I hope you have a good trip.” Danielle smiled at him and started to leave.

“He died,” the boy said. “That’s when I got monkey.”

Danielle stopped, tilted her head. “Who gave you the monkey?”

“My friend. I was sad, he wanted happy for me.”

She raised her hand, shielding her eyes against the sun. Behind the little boy, another boy walked toward them.

Her vision greyed, prickling against her eyelids.

“Look, there he is.”

As the boy approached them, she felt blood rush in her ears, and she gripped Jon’s arm. That boy walks like Max! What was it about the shape of his head, his sandy hair? A cloud crossed over the sun and the boy’s face came into full view. And those eyes...they’re Bretancourt green!

Nicky? The name caught in her throat and she dropped to her knees. Could it be? She choked out his name, “Nicky?”

The sandy-haired boy stopped a few feet from her.

“Nikolov von Hoffman?”

He cocked his head. “That’s my real name. How did you know it?”

Mon Dieu, that voice! Danielle flung her arms open and tears sprang to her eyes. “Oh, Nicky, my dear Nicky, it’s you!”

“Maman?” he said hesitantly.

“Yes, it’s me, Nicky. It’s me, your mother.”

His eyes widened. “Maman!” Nicky ran to her and flung himself into her arms with a force that nearly knocked her over.

Danielle squeezed him to her, hardly daring to believe it was him. “Oh, Nicky, my dear, sweet Nicky, how I’ve searched for you.” She was laughing now, through her tears, nuzzling her nose against his neck, reveling in his touch and the familiar sweet, little-boy smell of his skin that she had missed all these years. Yes, oh yes, my son lived! Oh, grâce à Dieu, I always knew it!

Nicky hugged her neck tightly, tears of joy streaming down his cheeks. “I’d always hoped you’d find me, Maman.”

Jon knelt and put his arms around both of them. “Thank God,” he said in a thick voice, ruffling Nicky’s hair.

Danielle smiled at Jon through her joyful laughter and tears. She looked up and saw Abigail smiling at the rail, her hands clasped over her heart. Marie was beside her, waving and throwing kisses. Liliana called to Nicky, and Jasmin stood beside her, quiet for once, her mouth agape in astonishment.

The nun and Libby stood near them, beaming. Libby said, “I can guess who this is.”

Jon stood and gave her an enthusiastic hug. “Isn’t it wonderful?” He brushed his eyes and embraced the nun, too, to her surprise. “We’ll take care of the details, Libby, but we’ve got to get back on board. The captain waits for no one, not even a Newell-Grey. Well,” he added with a wink to Nicky, “hardly anyone, but he’ll wait for you. In fact, we’ve all been waiting for you, for a long, long time.”

Danielle laughed and hugged Nicky, rocking him in her arms. “Everything will be all right now. My darling Nicky, my brave Nikolov. We’re going home!”
  

Epilogue

Danielle stood at the bedroom window gazing over moonlit fields of flowers, their sweet scents mingling in the early pre-dawn air. Jon stood behind her, his arms wrapped around her, nuzzling her neck. This is a perfect moment, she thought, resting her head against his chest and breathing in the beloved summer aromas of the Grasse countryside.

Their late afternoon wedding on the lush grounds of her family’s chateau had been intimate, with a small number of friends and family in attendance, but the dining and dancing and revelry had lasted until midnight.

And now, everyone else at the Bretancourt family chateau was asleep: Marie, Liliana, Jasmin, Nicky, Philippe, Jon’s parents, the Leibowitzes, and Abigail and Lou and the triplets.

Danielle’s nose was tingling with the scents of dewy flowers and the musky warmth from their night of lovemaking. An idea for a new parfum danced in her mind.

Jon smoothed a wisp of hair from her forehead. “What are you thinking, my beautiful wife?”

Danielle smiled up at him. “That I want to capture this moment forever.”
  

Author's Notes

Chapter 1. The Prime Minister’s radio address is a transcript of British Prime Minister Chamberlain’s radio address, September 3, 1939. To hear the real speech, visit YouTube.com and search for: British Declaration of War Radio Broadcast, September 3, 1939.

The Perfumes:

The fictional perfume, Chimère, is based on a perfume I created with perfumer Marvel Fields, then of Mane USA. It was called Fabulous by Jan Moran Beverly Hills, and was sold in boutiques. It exists today only in my private reserve.

Other perfumes are based on an artisan perfume line I developed. The Joie de Bretancourt, Jour de Bretancourt and Nuit de Bretancourt perfumes are entirely fictional.

For more information and to join our list for all the latest news, visit www.janmoran.com


Follow Jan on Twitter @janmoran and on Facebook.
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Questions for Book Clubs

	In the beginning of the story, Danielle is constrained by societal values, but as the story progresses, she shuns convention. Why do you think her beliefs and behavior changed?

	Women’s career roles in history underwent seismic shifts during World War II. Do you think that Danielle’s motivation for business was external, internal, or both? Why?

	How would today’s modern communications of mobile phones, email, and satellite media have changed this story? The relationship between Danielle and Jon? The war itself?

	Danielle experienced many scenes through her sense of smell. What are your favorite olfactory observations in this story?

	How does Danielle’s keen sense of smell add to setting and characterization?

	Danielle and Max make the distinction between Germany and the Nazi party. How does this conflict affect their relationship? How do politics affect other relationships in the families?

	When Danielle is launching her perfume line at Bullock’s Wilshire in Los Angles, she realizes she feels like an American. What do you think she meant by that? Do you have any stories of immigration in your own family?

	Do you know what year women in your country gained the right to vote? The right to own property? Can you imagine how having new access to these rights might have motivated women? Why or why not?

	Danielle never gives up hope of finding her son, and senses that he still lives. Do you think parents have a sixth sense about the well-being of their children?

	As an entrepreneur, what were Danielle’s challenges and keys to success? Do you have any entrepreneurial ambitions, or have you ever started a new venture? Do you know where might you find business advice in your community or network?


Visit www.janmoran.com to discover more details about this book and follow Jan’s blog. Please join the reader’s club list, too!
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