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			PRAISE FOR

			A Bridge Across the Ocean

			“I was utterly spellbound, beguiled, swept up in this ghostly mystery about the secrets kept during a time of war. I couldn’t put it down.”

			—Jamie Ford, New York Times bestselling author of Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and Sweet

			“Meissner illustrates the endless link between the past and present, the known and unknown, the flesh and the spirit, and all the mysteries therein. A Bridge Across the Ocean is a beguiling tapestry of storytelling and a unique look at one of history’s most enigmatic ships, the Queen Mary.”

			—Sarah McCoy, New York Times bestselling author of The Mapmaker’s Children

			Stars over Sunset Boulevard

			“Susan Meissner deftly casts a fascinating friendship between two complex women against a glittering 1930s Hollywood backdrop. You will love this book for its very human characters and for its inside look at one of the greatest movies ever made.”

			—Marisa de los Santos, New York Times bestselling author

			Secrets of a Charmed Life

			“Rich with vividly drawn characters, places, and events . . . its themes of reinvention and redemption will strike a chord with readers.”

			—Booklist

			A Fall of Marigolds

			“A transportive, heartwarming, and fascinating novel that will resonate with readers in search of emotionally satisfying stories connecting past and present, and demonstrating the healing power of love.”

			—Erika Robuck, bestselling author of The House of Hawthorne

			The Girl in the Glass

			“A delightful tale that will take readers into the heart of Florence, Italy . . . Meissner blends Nora’s, Sofia’s, and Meg’s stories with a deft hand, creating a layered work of art sure to enchant readers.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			A Sound Among the Trees

			“Meissner transports readers to another time and place to weave her lyrical tale of love, loss, forgiveness, and letting go.”

			—Karen White, New York Times bestselling author of A Long Time Gone

			Lady in Waiting

			“Both the history and the modern tale are enticing, with Meissner doing a masterful job blending the two.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			The Shape of Mercy

			“Potentially life-changing, the kind of inspirational fiction that prompts readers to call up old friends, lost loves, or fallen-away family members.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)
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			For the soul awakes, a trembling stranger,

			between two dim eternities,

			—the eternal past, the eternal future.

			The light shines only on a small space around her;

			therefore, she needs must yearn towards

			the unknown . . .

			HARRIET BEECHER STOWE, UNCLE TOM’S CABIN

			Death is an impossible ending

			It releases all the emotions of life

			To roam the uninhibited skies forever!

			And to endure all the spirits

			Of other lifetimes

			DENNIS A. BOOTS, 1948–1969
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			RMS QUEEN MARY

			SOUTHAMPTON, ENGLAND

			MAY 1936

			The afternoon sun lies low and sweet among the clouds that hug the harbor, bathing the promenade deck in shimmering half-light. On the pier a brass band plays a happy tune as good-byes are said at the far end of the gangway. Men with cameras are jockeying for position to catch the best view of us pulling away from the dock.

			Today is different than all the other days. I feel the change all around me. Something new is about to happen.

			I study each person as they step aboard, but no one pays me any mind. They don’t know I am here, so they do not stiffen at my touch or reach for me or gape wide-eyed in surprise or alarm. They alight on the decks, cheerful and carefree, joyfully reaching for glasses of champagne offered by white-coated stewards.

			I drift among them all, unseen, unnoticed.

			But then a woman with peacock feathers in her hat breathes in deep when I swirl about her, as though she has caught my scent and is mesmerized by it. Intrigued, I linger. Her eyes widen in surprise as she stands there at a portside railing.

			“Where are you?” the woman murmurs, so soft it is almost like a whispered prayer.

			She is speaking to me. She senses my presence. This woman is the first. I did not know this was possible.

			“Don’t be afraid,” she says. “Where are you?”

			I fold in closer to her. “Here,” is what I want to say.

			“Do you want to tell me your name?” she asks kindly.

			And oh yes, how I want to. But I cannot.

			“Have you been here awhile?” she asks.

			I don’t know the answer to this question. And that troubles me.

			“It’s all right. You can trust me,” she says soothingly.

			I want to trust her but I hesitate. Her questions fill me with unease. Another woman, this one red-haired and wearing a tweed coat, approaches. A wave of concern washes over her as she looks at the woman in the peacock-feather hat.

			“Who in the world are you talking to?” says this new woman.

			The woman who knows I am here startles. Her gaze darts about, as though she thinks I might scamper away at this intrusion. Instead, I move closer to her. The silken strands of the feathers on her hat ripple like sea grass under water as I draw near. She opens her mouth in awe and falters a bit.

			“Are you all right?” the redhead says, as she grabs her arm.

			“I am all right.” The woman steadies herself.

			“For the love of God, don’t tell me there’s a ghost here!” The redhead speaks as if her jaw is wired shut and she must spit the words out through her teeth. “This ship is new!”

			“Not really. It took years to build, you know.”

			The redhead is angry. “And here I thought you’d be safe from all that on this ship,” she grumbles.

			“But I am safe. This one intends no harm.”

			“And how do you know that?!” the redhead snaps.

			“I just do. She is young, this one. She doesn’t know how she got here. I think she might be alone, poor thing.”

			I lift away at once to ponder these words. How is it that this woman can know so much? I am surprised. Perplexed. Torn between wanting to know everything and know nothing. She senses my gentle departure.

			“She is leaving us,” she says to the redhead as she looks beyond the place where they are standing.

			“Fine with me.” The redhead leads the woman toward a steward bearing champagne flutes on a silver tray.

			But she looks for me as she sips, and the mooring lines are dropped, and the tugboats begin to pull us away from the dock.

			I want to be near this woman, for she has spoken to my soul. And yet I feel as though the answers to the questions she has posed will be found in only one place: beyond the noise of the bands and the cheering crowds and the whirring planes overhead.

			I ease up and away to where the bow points to the sapphire horizon. The sea stretches before me like a shimmering bridge, welcoming me across, inviting me to embrace all that I do not yet know.
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			SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA

			PRESENT DAY

			A friend’s baby shower was the last place Brette Caslake expected to encounter a ghost.

			The gauzy apparition wafted into the stylish living room, as if blown in on a breeze, the moment the pregnant guest of honor began to open her presents. Or perhaps the ghost had been loitering there by the mahogany bookcase long before the attendees started arriving, and it was just the gentle gust from the open window that had stirred the form, giving its edges depth and shape.

			The moment Brette saw the ghost, she knew she’d stupidly let her guard down. She’d neglected to prepare herself to enter a structure she hadn’t been inside before, and it was a mistake she hadn’t made in a while. The high-rise apartment was a brand-new building, and that fact had lulled her into dismissing the hairs that had prickled on the back of her neck when she’d stepped inside—she’d remembered too late that a building didn’t have to be memory-laden for a ghost to take up residence; it just had to be located at a place where the unseen membrane between this world and the next was delicate. As Brette silently berated herself for such a lapse of judgment, she made a second, far worse gaffe. She made eye contact.

			When their pupils met, the ghost—an adult female in a plum-colored dress of a vintage Brette couldn’t readily identify—opened its mouth in surprised alarm. Brette half-expected it to shriek from across the room. Ghosts, at least the ones Brette had come across, reacted to someone like her the same way people tended to react to them—with alarm. A yelp or two was customary, or a fearful shudder, or a perplexed stare of disbelief. Ghosts were unaccustomed to being visible when they didn’t want to be seen, and they didn’t always like being found out. For Brette, the feeling was mutual. Ever since a disastrous episode in college, she’d endeavored to ignore anyone she encountered who wasn’t mortal. And avoiding eye contact was the first and best way of doing that.

			Stupid, stupid, stupid.

			She looked away and focused her attention on Lindsey, who was opening a gift from Brette’s mother, Nadine, who sat a few chairs away. Nadine and Lindsey’s mother had been best friends for years. A chorus of monosyllabic expressions of delight erupted from the other women in the room as Lindsey held up a trio of tiny smocked dresses; white, yellow, and pink.

			“Oh, Nadine!” Lindsey gushed. “I love them. They are adorable!”

			The ethereal image in the corner vanished, but only for a moment. Less than a second later it materialized in front of Brette, practically atop the gift pile on the coffee table. If it had had form and weight, it would have scattered the presents at everyone’s feet. Brette had felt its energy as it made its move, and as she quickly cast her gaze to her feet, she emitted an involuntary gasp.

			Not here! Not now! Brette inwardly demanded, but she only wished for a mere snatch of a second that the ghost would hear her silent appeal. Having them inside her head would be a nightmare. They always wanted something. Always. And half the time they didn’t even know what it was.

			“You are so very welcome,” Brette heard her mother say, but she could tell that Nadine was looking at her, not at Lindsey. Her mother had heard her gasp. Everyone probably had.

			At that very moment, the ghost lifted a pale hand toward Brette. The apparition’s fingers were visible at the edge of Brette’s limited field of vision as she stared at her shoes. She sucked in her breath even though she knew it would not touch her. She would be as flimsy to the ghost as its form was to her.

			There was an odd pause as the attention in the room swung in Brette’s direction. If she raised her head, she and the ghost would be at eye level, and there would be no way to pretend there was nothing there. At least there was no animosity emanating from the vaporous presence in front of her, thank God, and no evil intent. The apparition was not something dark and malevolent. It was merely an uneasy earthbound soul, stuck in a dimension it should have left long ago. Harmless.

			“You all right, Brette?” her mother asked.

			Brette turned her head toward her mother, keeping her gaze as low as she could. She put a hand to her brow. “Just a bit of a headache. Don’t mind me.”

			The ghost leaned in, more curious now than startled, and Brette felt the skin on her arms and legs grow warm, as though electricity were passing through her limbs. She closed her eyes.

			“You want an Advil?” said Lindsey’s best friend, Allison, who was hosting the shower. “I have some in the kitchen.”

			Brette nodded, her eyes still closed. “That would be great.”

			She heard Allison rise from her chair and start to cross the travertine tile toward the kitchen. Brette longed to tell Lindsey to please, please continue opening her gifts. The sooner she wasn’t the center of attention, the better. She opened her eyes carefully. The ghost was at her side, staring at her profile, perhaps trying to figure out what she was made of.

			“Please don’t let me spoil anything,” Brette said to Lindsey as she rose from the couch to follow Allison. “I’ll be fine. Really.”

			“Is she still getting those awful headaches she had in college?” Lindsey’s mother asked Nadine in a low tone.

			“Not so much anymore,” Nadine said, but doubt cloaked her words.

			Brette joined Allison in the kitchen but kept her gaze low and fixed. The ghost had swept into the room with them, but she didn’t scan the corners to see where it had drifted. No doubt it was lingering at the far end of the granite-topped island, if the electrical charge emanating from that direction meant anything. Allison was at the refrigerator filling a glass with water. She turned and handed Brette the tumbler.

			“Here you go.”

			From a cupboard above a tiered display of pastel macarons, Allison took out a bottle of Advil. “Two enough?” she asked, as she shook out the gelcaps and offered them to Brette.

			“Sure. Thank you.”

			As she tossed the pills into her mouth, Brette sensed movement on her left. The hairs on her arm rose to attention. Her hand trembled slightly as she brought the glass to her lips.

			“You sure you’re okay?” Allison said, her head cocked to one side. “You can lie down on my bed if you want.”

			As Brette set the glass down on the counter, the ghost swirled into view. She knew what she needed to do.

			“I’ll be fine as soon as these kick in,” she said. “But thanks. Is there a bathroom I could use?”

			“Just down the hall and the first door on your left.”

			Brette smiled her thanks and headed out of the kitchen. She knew she would be followed. Inside the bathroom she closed the door, stood at the sink with her head down, and waited. A moment later she was no longer alone.

			Slowly she raised her head to look at the ghost’s reflection in the mirror above her head. It hovered behind her and to one side, by a sunlit window that sprinkled it with a muted, glitterlike shimmer. Brette saw for the first time that the ghost carried something in one of its hands: a baby doll with a cloth torso, hard plastic limbs. From the 1950s, she guessed.

			“Where’s Bess?” The ghost’s mouth and lips barely moved, but its words were distinct in Brette’s ears, and their airy tone was almost childlike. Pleading. Brette had encountered enough earthbound souls in her thirty-four years to know they were impossible to reason with. Logic meant nothing to souls stuck in the in-between realm, which was why she’d long since decided not to acknowledge their existence.

			She was going to have to engage with this one, though, if she was going to get through the rest of the baby shower.

			She lowered her gaze to the apparition’s reflected midriff. She needed a second before looking into those questioning eyes.

			“I don’t know where Bess is,” Brette murmured, quietly enough that no one in the living room could hear her. “Nobody here does. You must leave.”

			The ghost waited only a moment before repeating its question. “Where’s Bess?” This time the tone was more fretful. Insistent.

			Brette placed her hands on the marble countertop, willing its cold steadfastness to strengthen her. She tipped her head upward and looked into the ghost’s face in the mirror. Its gaze was fixed directly on her own, eyes wide with expectation.

			“I can’t help you,” Brette said quietly but firmly. “No one here can help you. You need to leave.”

			Then, without waiting for a response, she turned and charged through the diaphanous form, dispelling the vision as she opened the door.

			Brette returned to the living room full of happy women, paper hydrangeas, and plates of herbed hummus and pita chips. She maneuvered her way back to the couch without so much as a backward glance. If she could continue to ignore the ghost, it would physically tire and leave. She pasted a smile on her face as she retook her seat, nodding toward her mother to reassure her she was fine. Nadine smiled back, but her eyes were full of questions.

			Brette knew the little reprieve she’d been able to orchestrate for her parents had most likely just ended. She’d enjoyed a long stretch without them being overtly aware that she still saw and heard what few others could, and almost as many years without an incident of direct contact. She’d only just met Keith the last time a ghost had spoken to her. They had been at a restaurant on their first real date after meeting at a party. It had taken Herculean effort to ignore the apparition that had somehow picked up on her ability and then bobbed above their table to repeatedly ask her what day it was. Brette liked Keith Caslake and had known she would eventually have to tell him about her ability if things got serious, but it would not be on that first date. Never on a first date.

			“Is it happening again, Brette?” Nadine asked quietly an hour later, when the shower was over and as they waited for the elevator that would take them to the parking garage. Nadine’s words were robed with a mother’s keen weave of sympathy and protectiveness, as though she already knew the answer.

			Brette wanted to assure her mother that it had been merely a headache and nothing more. But she hated pretending to the people she loved most that she was just like everyone else.

			“It never really stopped,” she said.
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			Nadine waited until the elevator doors closed before asking Brette if the apartment building was haunted.

			“No,” Brette said. “It isn’t.”

			“But you saw one at the shower, didn’t you?” Nadine’s gaze was on the digital screen in the elevator. She watched numbly as it clicked off the numbered floors. “A ghost.”

			Brette hadn’t manifested her gifting in front of her parents in more than five years. Only Keith knew that from time to time she still saw them: on sidewalks, in buildings, in parks, on the beach, even inside churches. “Yes,” she said.

			“Is it . . . is it here with us? In the elevator?”

			“No.”

			The elevator came to a gentle stop and the doors opened. Brette stepped out into the warm parking garage.

			Nadine followed. “I honestly thought maybe you had found a way to make them go away. I was hoping you had.”

			Brette offered a wan smile. “I wanted you and Dad to think that. I’ve gotten pretty good at pretending I can’t see them, but I was careless today.”

			Their shoes tapped an echoing staccato beat as they walked together across the concrete floor.

			“What did it want?” Nadine said a second later.

			“It doesn’t matter.”

			They neared her mother’s car, and Nadine’s hand trembled as she pressed her remote to unlock it.

			“Mom. You don’t have to be afraid,” Brette said. “I’m not. They don’t scare me.”

			Nadine looked down at her feet before turning to face her daughter. “I know you’re not afraid.” But her expression was concerned.

			“Then what?”

			Nadine shrugged, and even in the shadowed confines of the parking garage, Brette could see her eyes were rimmed with tears. “It’s been so long since . . . since I’ve seen you that way.”

			“You don’t need to worry about me. Honestly. I can handle it.” Brette crossed over to the passenger side and got into the car, closing her door with a resounding thrump.

			Nadine opened the driver’s-side door and lowered herself onto her seat. She said nothing as she closed her door and slid the key into the ignition.

			The sound of the car’s engine echoed around the low-ceilinged garage. A few moments later they emerged onto a sun-drenched street in San Diego’s Little Italy.

			“Does Keith know you still see them?” her mother asked as she turned onto Cedar Avenue.

			“He doesn’t ask much about it, and I really don’t want him to. I just made a careless mistake this afternoon. Don’t let it ruin your day, Mom. I’m not letting it ruin mine.”

			Nadine smiled weakly. She pressed a button on her steering wheel to activate a playlist, and Debussy filled the car.

			The conversation shifted and the heaviness in the car seemed to lift. Her mother had never been one to discuss the Sight for longer than a few minutes, and that fact suited Brette far more now than it had when she was young. The Sight was a gifting Nadine had passed on to Brette, but she didn’t possess the ability herself. It showed up only in female members of the family and hopscotched across generations with apparent randomness. Nadine’s mother also had it, and so did an aunt, and there’d been a few distant second cousins, whom Brette had never met, with the Sight. As far as Brette knew, she was the last person in the immediate family who could see earthbound souls. Drifters, Aunt Ellen had called them.

			Nadine had married Brette’s father, Cliff, in her late twenties, and together they’d moved to San Diego from Minneapolis to take jobs in retail—she in human resources and he in sales—that paid well. They had been in no rush to become parents, so the story went, and waited for five years before casting off all forms of birth control. Brette had been born on Nadine’s thirty-fourth birthday.

			When she was a toddler, her parents began to tire of the relentless pace of the workplace. Cliff had no free time to play his guitar or write music or jam with his friends. Nadine wanted more time to experiment in the kitchen, grow an herb garden, and take interior decorating classes.

			A couple of years later, Cliff inherited a substantial sum of money from his maternal grandfather’s estate. He and Nadine quit their corporate jobs, bought a near-to-crumbling Victorian mansion in the charming coastal suburb of Solana Beach, restored the house, and opened a bed-and-breakfast. Nadine was finally able to indulge in culinary pursuits and decorating instead of personnel matters, and Cliff could at last spend the hours he wasn’t tending to the inside sales job penning music that he sold for good money to recording artists who didn’t write their own tunes.

			Brette’s bedroom off the kitchen had once been the maid’s quarters. Her parents slept in what had been the original owner’s private library. When they wanted a little privacy, a back porch off the kitchen—with ocean views—gave them a quiet place to relax. Mimosas and omelets were served to guests in the formal dining room, and the expansive living room was a common area for anyone who happened to be in the house in the evening to enjoy a drink and conversation before heading out to dinner. Cliff, a self-proclaimed wine connoisseur, liked to wow his visitors with robust Zinfandels and Cabernets crafted from old vines up the coast in Paso Robles. Cliff had given Nadine the naming rights to the B and B, and she settled on Willow House, an homage to the aging arroyo willow that stood squarely on the tiny front lawn.

			The old house creaked and groaned with the changing seasons, and its walls were infused with the memories of forty thousand days. But Brette didn’t see her first ghost in Willow House until she was six.

			Her mother’s aunt Ellen, a silver-haired spinster who smelled of cloves and Camay soap, had come for a visit after selling her Midwest home and before taking up residence in a stylish retirement village in Phoenix. She’d brought with her four trunks containing photo albums, picture frames, dishes, and stacks of lace and linens that had been her grandmother’s and that Nadine had claimed for Willow House when Ellen called to announce they’d be sold at an estate auction if no one else in the family wanted them.

			Brette had never met Aunt Ellen, as most of the extended family lived east of the Mississippi and were infrequent travelers to the West Coast. But she was curious about her after hearing snippets of a hushed conversation in the car between her parents a couple days prior to Aunt Ellen’s arrival. It had been late in the evening, and the three of them were returning to Solana Beach following a wedding in Los Angeles. Brette had been faking sleep as they neared their exit off Interstate 5. If she was asleep when they got to Willow House, her father would carry her in—and she liked being carried in.

			Brette hadn’t been paying much attention to her parents’ conversation until her name popped up in it.

			“Do you think I need to tell Aunt Ellen to be mindful of what she says around Brette?” her mother had said. Brette cracked open one eye as she lay curled up in the dark on the backseat.

			“Do you really think she’ll say anything?” had been her father’s quiet reply.

			“No, not intentionally,” Nadine answered. “But you know how it can be with older people who don’t spend much time around kids. They say things too loudly and they don’t stop to think who might be listening.”

			“But do you honestly think the topic will come up? I mean, if you don’t ask Ellen for an update, then how likely is it she will even say anything about it?”

			“Yes, but do we really want to take that chance? What if I ask her what she’s been up to lately and she tells me—in front of Brette—that she’s, you know, still conversing with the deceased?”

			At six, the word deceased meant nothing to Brette. She’d continued to listen.

			“Then don’t ask her what she’s been up to,” her father had answered, almost playfully.

			“Cliff, I’m serious!”

			“So am I. Don’t ask her. Don’t ask her what she’s been doing since the last time you saw her. Assume she’s been watching Jeopardy and playing bunco and getting her hair done. Keep it about the right here and the right now. Take her to the zoo. Take her to Balboa Park. Take her to Coronado. Keep her busy with happy activities that have nothing to do with any of that other stuff. You bring it up and then it’s up.”

			The conversation never went any further. But Brette’s interest in her great-aunt had been piqued.

			Two days later mysterious Aunt Ellen arrived. But six-year-old Brette saw nothing remarkable about her, though she followed her everywhere. Aunt Ellen was just a warm-hearted old lady who wore rosy-pink eyeglasses that dangled on a chain around her neck and who liked tea, not coffee. She didn’t seem to converse with the deceased, whoever or whatever the deceased were.

			One morning during the visit, Brette trudged up the attic’s folding stairs behind Aunt Ellen, who’d insisted to Nadine that the box of old photo frames and empty albums wasn’t too heavy for her to carry. She was leaving the next day and wanted to store the box for her niece where it wouldn’t be in the way. There was a single window in the attic at Willow House, all the way at the back, and it let in the only natural light in the small A-framed room. When Brette entered the dim-lit space, just behind Aunt Ellen, she saw a boy crouched on the windowsill. His hair was tousled, his clothes were rumpled, and he wore no shoes. Sunlight dappled him, making him seem like nearly a shadow.

			Brette’s reaction was a mix of curiosity and surprise.

			“Hey!” she’d said to the boy. “How’d you get in here?”

			He cocked his head, seemingly both pleased and surprised by her question.

			Ellen turned around, to peer first at Brette and then at the window. She looked surprised, too. But more alarmed than pleased.

			“Who are you talking to?” Ellen said.

			Brette pointed toward the window. “Him.”

			Ellen glanced toward the window again and then back to Brette. “Him?”

			“That boy.”

			Ellen tipped her head in wonderment or concern or maybe both. “Can you see a little boy sitting on the windowsill?” She’d smiled in a strange way.

			Even at six Brette could tell the smile was fake. Aunt Ellen was not happy with her. She didn’t answer.

			“No one is angry with you, sweetheart.” Ellen knelt down and put her arms gently on Brette’s shoulders. “Look at me, dear. Only at me. Did you see a boy on the windowsill?”

			As Brette nodded, she caught movement out of the corner of her eye. The boy was coming toward them. But his feet were making no sound.

			“Look only at me,” Ellen said, and her smile was genuine now but her tone was firm. “Only at me. We’re finished here and we’re going to go downstairs. Let’s play a little game, all right? You close your eyes and hold my hand and then tell me when you think we have reached the ladder.”

			But Brette hadn’t wanted to leave the attic or play the game. She wanted to know how that boy had gotten inside their house.

			“Why is he here?” she asked.

			Ellen had tucked in her lip for a second. “He’s just got the wrong house, Brette. That’s all. I am sure he’ll figure that out soon enough.”

			The wrong house, Brette wondered, and then she’d felt fear. She didn’t know the word intruder but she’d felt its meaning within her. “Is he a bad boy?”

			Ellen leaned in closer and locked her gaze with Brette’s. “No, he’s not a bad boy. That’s not what he is. You don’t need to be afraid of him. Do you understand? He doesn’t want to hurt anyone.”

			The boy was suddenly right beside them and Brette couldn’t not look at him. He looked as if he were standing in a tiny burst of mist, the kind that gathered over the ocean every morning. If she were to reach out and touch him, she thought, her hand would come away wet and he would not be there.

			And then he suddenly wasn’t there. He wasn’t there at all.

			Brette whipped her head around the room. Ellen’s strong arms were still on her shoulders.

			“Where did he go?” she exclaimed.

			Ellen stood up straight and let out a long breath. “We need to go to find your mommy and daddy, Brette.”

			“Where is he?”

			“Come along.”

			“Are you going to tell them about the boy?” Brette asked, still gazing about the little room, looking for the child made of mist.

			Ellen took her hand to lead her back to the stairs.

			“Yes,” she said. “Yes, I am.”

			And her voice had sounded sad.
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			VENELLES, FRANCE

			JUNE 1944

			Simone Devereux woke to the sounds of scuffling feet, voices shrouded in hoarse whispers, and the slamming of the wine cellar trapdoor. A sallow glow from a flashlight bounced off the wall opposite a staircase mostly hidden from her view by stacked wine barrels. She sat up on her makeshift bed as heavy boots clunked down the stairs. She expected to hear next the guttural shouts of the Gestapo ordering her in halting French to put her hands above her head or they’d shoot, and she felt strangely detached from the moment. Simone had imagined this day when the SS would find her. Her mind had played it out for her in different ways: Getting inside her empty barrel but forgetting the blanket. Getting inside her barrel with the blanket but leaving a bit of her clothing peeking out from the lid. Getting inside the barrel but having one German reach down to the pile of straw that was larger than the others and feeling the warmth left behind by her body. Or not getting inside the barrel at all and feeling the piercing bullets at her back as she tried to climb in. And the worst of all scenarios—the one her mind cruelly revisited over and over—safely inside the barrel with the blanket, the straw strewn about, but the Germans firing into all the barrels anyway, her blood mixing with the red wine as it spilled onto the dirt floor.

			But the voices of the men descending into the cellar in the agitated manner she’d imagined a thousand times were strangely hushed, and it was this anomaly that kept Simone frozen on the straw and not dashing for cover in those seconds before whoever was coming down the stairs rounded the corner and saw her.

			“Simone! We need your bed.” Henri spoke her name in a tone that was both urgent and restrained from just beyond the wall of barrels.

			She scrambled off the straw at the same moment that he rounded the corner, accompanied by two men she did not know. The winemaker shone the flashlight in Simone’s direction, blinding her, but not before she saw that the strangers with him were carrying a fourth man covered in blood.

			“Put him there!” Henri commanded, pointing to the mound of straw and the tousled blanket where Simone had been lying.

			Simone watched in stunned silence as the injured man, wearing a uniform she did not recognize, was laid out on the cellar floor. He groaned and pawed awkwardly at his belt, reaching, it seemed, for something strapped to his pant leg.

			“Take the gun,” one of the men said to Henri. The winemaker removed the black pistol the man had been reaching for and tossed it to the straw.

			Simone’s blood ran cold in her veins. “Is he German?” she whispered.

			But Henri seemed not to have heard her. He and the other men were tearing at the wounded man’s clothes to expose his bloody torso. Simone saw dog tags attached to a chain around his neck and nestled in the hollow below his Adam’s apple. They, too, shone with blood.

			“I see it!” one of the strangers said. “He was shot here. Take off your shirt, Henri.”

			Henri began to unbutton his shirt with shaking hands. “Is the bullet still inside him, Sébastien? There is no doctor here we can trust.”

			The man named Sébastien turned the wounded soldier over, revealing his back and a hole, crimson and shiny. “The bullet exited here. That is good.” Sébastien looked up at Henri. “Press the fabric here. I will see if Marie will come dress the wound. François, go find this soldier’s parachute and get rid of it. Bury it if you must. See if he dropped anything else besides the camera. Take someone with you.”

			The man named François nodded and sprinted away as Henri knelt by the bleeding man and pressed his shirt to the man’s side.

			“Is your wife at home, Henri?” Sébastien grabbed the gun on the straw.

			“Yes.”

			“We will need hot water and bandages. Maybe her sewing box. I don’t know what Marie will want.”

			Henri glanced up at Simone. “Come hold this in place while I go fetch Collette.”

			The wounded man moaned. “Can I just go get Collette instead?” she asked.

			“That is impossible and you know it. Come hold the shirt.”

			Simone got to her knees beside Henri. His hands were splotched with blood and she felt her gorge tumble inside her.

			“Press here.” Henri took her hand and placed it over the bloodied shirt. Her hand was instantly sticky. Henri rose to his feet.

			“You have anything stronger than wine?” Sébastien tucked the confiscated gun into his belt.

			Henri shrugged. “We’ve some Armagnac. Not a lot. But some.”

			The man nodded toward the figure on the straw. “He’s going to need it.”

			As Henri spun away to run up the stairs, Sébastien turned toward Simone.

			“So you are the daughter of Thierry Devereux?”

			Simone looked up from her grim task. The man speaking to her seemed like every other Résistance member she had known in her life, aside from Papa and Étienne: angry, driven, and fiercely in love with France. She said nothing. Papa had never mentioned a man named Sébastien before.

			“Your father was a true patriot,” Sébastien continued. “We have heard what he did. He was a very brave man.”

			His words were clearly spoken in admiration of her father, but coming from a stranger they made Simone bristle with a terrible sadness. This man didn’t know her father. And he didn’t know her. “I know what he was,” she muttered.

			The man took hold of his cap, removed it, and bowed slightly. “Sébastien Maillard. People around know me as the mechanic who can fix anything.”

			Could she trust him? Henri did. But Henri never talked about knowing her father. Henri never talked at all about the reason she was hiding in his wine cellar.

			“You’re not going to tell me your name?” He laughed lightly.

			Simone hesitated for a moment. “You already heard my name. Henri said it.”

			Sébastien’s smile diminished, but only somewhat. “Look, I don’t care why you had to get out of Paris. But you need to know that if the Germans find this man here, they will likely kill Henri and Collette, and you, too. You need to understand that. They will kill you if they find you here with him.”

			Simone returned her gaze to the injured man. Despite the cuts and bruises on his forehead and cheek and the grim set of his mouth, he had a nice face. Handsome, even.

			“He is not German?” she said.

			“He’s American. The Germans shot down his plane, and sooner or later they are going to figure out that he survived. They will be looking for him. If you want to leave, now is the time.”

			Simone allowed a slight smile to frame her lips. “If I want to leave,” she echoed.

			“You think I am joking? You think you are safe here?”

			“No one is safe anywhere. And the Germans already want me dead.”

			Sébastien cocked his head and an unmistakable look of approval mixed with equal parts doubt fell across his face. “Is that so? Why do they want you dead? Were you passing secrets for your father before he died?”

			In her mind’s eye Simone saw her father and brother jerking to the ground in front of the shoe-repair shop, their bodies riddled with Gestapo bullets. “You mean before they killed him? And my brother?”

			The look of doubt on Sébastien’s face slid away and his gaze intensified. “Are you Résistance, too, chérie?”

			Simone didn’t know what she was. She didn’t answer him.

			“How old are you?”

			“I’ll be eighteen on my next birthday.”

			Sébastien knelt down to meet her at eye level. That close, and with the weak light emanating from the flashlight, Simone could see that he was younger than Henri, older than her brother, Étienne, had been. Twenty-five, maybe. It was hard to tell. The occupation of France had aged everyone in different ways.

			“What did you do?” Sébastien asked, his tone almost tender. “Why do the Germans want you dead?”

			Simone looked down at her hands stained red.

			“I killed one of them.”
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			Papa taught her how to fire the gun.

			A few months after the German armies marched into Paris, Simone’s father had taken her into the shoe-repair shop’s back room and shown her where he’d hidden a pistol inside a box of old polishing cloths.

			“I do not know what the future holds for us, Simone,” he said. “There may come a day when you will need to know where this gun is and how to use it.”

			She had just turned fourteen. She hadn’t known that her father even owned a gun.

			Her mother, Cécile, had been dead for five years, and while Simone missed Maman acutely, her father had carved a happy life for her and her older brother, Étienne. They lived above the shoe-repair shop in the seventh arrondissement on Rue de Cler. She had a number of close school friends living nearby. She enjoyed art class, and learning English, and the wonderment of imagining her first kiss with Bertrand Ardouin, a fellow fourteen-year-old who hadn’t yet caught on that she liked him. She made the meals for her father and brother, mended their clothes, and decorated the flat at the holidays. In the evenings, the three of them listened to the wireless or played cards or read. Her life had seemed sweetly simple until the Germans came, and the radio was the first thing to go.

			Papa repaired shoes. He was not a man who needed a gun.

			When he lifted the pistol from the tangle of cloths, Simone could not help thinking how sinister it looked, with its shiny, beetle-black paint and trigger like a little devil’s horn.

			“I wish I had shown you how to use it when I showed Étienne,” her father had said, shaking his head. “But I promised your mother I’d make sure to remember you were a girl becoming a lady. I knew she wouldn’t have wanted you to go shooting with us that day.”

			He laughed, but it was a sad laugh, as though the memory of that pledge was both sweet and wrenching. He opened the chamber of the gun and shook the bullets into his palm.

			“I keep it loaded, Simone, so you must be very careful to remember that this gun is always ready to shoot. But right now you can practice with it unloaded. I will put the bullets back in when we’re done.”

			Papa held the gun toward her, but Simone did not stretch out her hand.

			“I need you to take it, Simone.”

			“I’m afraid, Papa.”

			His eyes shimmered with tears. “So am I. I am so very afraid. That is why you must take it. You must learn what to do if you ever need to use it.”

			“Why would I need to use it?”

			“Paris is not the city it once was. Things are different now. There might come a time when you must protect yourself from . . . from bad people who would try to harm you. You are a beautiful young girl, ma chérie, and the world is no longer a safe place for beautiful young girls.”

			He had not said the word rape out loud but she read his meaning. The streets were increasingly full of German soldiers and Gestapo officers—men in power, far from home and fueled by their victory over a defeated Paris.

			She held out her hand and he placed the gun in it. The metal was surprisingly warm.

			“There are only two things you need to remember,” Papa said. “To keep your arm steady and your eyes open.”

			She nodded. The pistol lay in her open hand.

			“Now hold the gun the way you’ve seen it done at the cinema, Simone. You can do this.”

			She righted the pistol so that its barrel faced outward and looped her fingers around the trigger.

			Papa positioned himself so that he was standing just behind her. “Point the gun at the water heater. Use your other hand to help you control it.”

			Simone obeyed. The gun trembled in her hand.

			Papa drew his arms around her. “Aim for the triangle-shaped smudge there, cock back the lever, and pull the trigger.”

			Simone leveled the gun’s barrel toward the spot on the water heater. She pulled back the lever and then stopped. “I can’t.”

			“Yes, you can. You must.”

			Simone closed her eyes. She squeezed the trigger. The gun clicked and she shuddered.

			“Good girl. Do it again. This time with your eyes open.”

			A dozen more times she fired the bulletless gun. Each time she shook less.

			“There now, that’s good.” Papa said. “When there are bullets inside, it will kick back a bit; be ready for that, Simone. But do just as I told you. Keep your arm steady and straight and your eyes open. Don’t close your eyes.”

			She handed the gun back to him.

			“Watch me now as I slip the bullets back inside.” He spun the chamber and dropped them in one by one. When he was done, he put the gun back under the frayed polishing cloths.

			“I don’t want to have to shoot anyone,” Simone said.

			“I don’t want you to, either. I will pray every day that you never have to.”

			“You said you showed Étienne how to shoot it.”

			“I did. But what if he and I are not here? What if something happens and we are not here for you?”

			“Don’t say that, Papa!”

			Her father turned from the box to face her. “There is talk that the men will be sent to labor camps in Germany.”

			She didn’t know what that meant. Her papa had done nothing wrong.

			“Why? What men?’

			“Men like Étienne and me, ma chérie.”

			How could he even think of leaving her in Paris alone? And Étienne was only seventeen. She turned to leave the room. She would not have this conversation. But Papa took her arm and stopped her.

			“Simone, I don’t want that to happen. God knows I don’t. I just need for you to know. In case—”

			“In case what?”

			“In case you come home from school one day and we are gone. It has happened to other men in the Seventh. If it does, I want you to take the gun, hide it in a traveling bag, and go to the address I am going to tell you. You must memorize the address, Simone. It’s very important that you memorize it.”

			Tears were falling freely down her face now. Papa was speaking as if what he feared most was already happening. “Why must I memorize it?”

			“Because it cannot be written down anywhere. Promise me you will memorize it. Don’t write it down. Ever.”

			Up until that moment Simone had not known her father and brother had joined the fledgling underground Résistance. She thought their meetings with other men late at night were devoted to smoking their cigars and drinking all their brandy before the Germans did. And yet she’d overheard the boys at school whispering about a secret movement to oust the Germans and retake the city . . .

			“Where are you going at night with Étienne?” she whispered now, as she began to understand what that kind of activity could mean. The occupational forces had announced early on that any opposition to their rule would not be tolerated. Rebels would be shot.

			Papa’s eyes flashed dread and surprise at the same time. He had no answer at the ready.

			“I know what the boys are talking about at school,” Simone continued. “I know there are people who want to take back Paris.”

			Papa pulled her away from the door and the remote possibility that anyone outside on the street could hear them.

			“You must never, ever mention this to anyone. Ever.” His whispered words were laced with anger and fear. “Do not talk to those boys who are saying things that could get them killed. Swear you will not!”

			His gaze was tight on hers and his grip on her arms bit into her flesh. Simone was surprised into silence by the violence of his reaction.

			“Swear to me! Swear that you will not speak of that to anyone!” he said.

			“I swear I won’t, Papa. You’re hurting me.”

			His eyes widened in shock and he pulled his hands away. A second later he drew Simone into his arms. “I am so sorry this is the world we have created for you, ma chérie. So very sorry.”

			For several moments father and daughter stood in a tearful embrace in the cramped room.

			“I just want you to be safe,” her father finally said.

			He released her and took a step back. He placed his hands back on her shoulders, this time more gently. “The address you need to remember is twenty-three Rue de Calais. You are to ask for Monsieur Jolicoeur. Say it back to me.”

			“Twenty-three Rue de Calais.”

			“And the name.”

			“Monsieur Jolicoeur.”

			“Say it again.”

			“Twenty-three Rue de Calais. Monsieur Jolicoeur.”

			“Say it to yourself every day so that you do not forget. I will remind you.” He squeezed her shoulders.

			“I will.”

			“And what did I tell you about the gun?”

			“Keep my arm steady and my eyes open.”

			“Good girl.”

			He placed one hand under her chin and smiled at her. “You look so much like your mother, my Simone. I promised her I would take good care of you.”

			“You are taking good care of me, Papa.”

			He removed his hand. “One more thing about the gun. Tell no one we have it. And I mean no one. Not your friends, not your teacher. Not even the priest. No one can know. We aren’t allowed to have them.”

			After returning to the shop, which Papa had closed for the day, they went into the back room, where Étienne was standing at the window in case a German soldier came by to demand his boots be shined, despite the Closed sign over the door.

			He tipped his chin to Simone—a wordless affirmation that he knew all that she now knew.

			And then her brother asked her what was for supper.

			Six months later, when Papa and Étienne were told they were bound for a labor camp in northern Germany, Papa was able to convince the officer in charge that he and Étienne would much better serve the Wehrmacht by staying in Paris and making sure the officers had professionally polished boots for when Nazi dignitaries and high-ranking officers came to call.

			Simone had no need of the gun that first year of the occupation, nor the second or third. Somehow the three of them found enough food to eat and enough coal for the furnace. They endured muttered insults and rebuffs from neighbors who begrudged them their now strictly German clientele. But Simone knew her father gleaned much information from the officers who spoke to each other while having their shoes shined, never realizing that the proprietor who pretended to speak only a little German actually knew quite a bit. Her closest Catholic girlfriends from school had fled to southern France with their families. The few Jewish friends in her neighborhood had been rounded up by the French police and sent to German and Polish labor camps. Bertrand, the boy Simone liked, had already been sent away with his father, who died of pneumonia after a year. As far as Simone knew, Bertrand was still alive, building tanks and bombs for the Germans.

			As 1943 neared its end, Simone’s existence had been reduced to three activities: avoiding the shoe-repair shop during business hours, keeping Étienne and Papa fed and their clothes mended, and counting the days until the war would be over.

			The monotony she endured left her unprepared for surprises, however. On the third of December 1943, at two in the afternoon when she was alone in the flat, she’d heard angry shouting downstairs. She had been keeping up with her schoolwork on her own, opting not to attend classes anymore—too dangerous—and she laid her pen down to listen. The shouts were in German.

			She had been instructed by Papa never to come downstairs when the shop was open, but she cracked open the front door to the flat and peered down the flight of steps that led to a frosted-glass door and the back room of the shop. More shouts. Simone could not distinguish the voices, but she thought she heard her father’s and Étienne’s in the mix. She crept down the steps and listened at the glass door. The voices were sounding farther away and there was the sound of scuffling. The shop was quiet and the yelling seemed to be only coming from one man now, a German, outside on the street.

			Simone listened for her father’s voice and the rap on the wall that would let her know all was clear and she could come downstairs. But she heard neither. Slowly she opened the door and peeked into the back room. No one. Carefully, she tiptoed to the front of the shop, staying to the shadows. She could see just beyond the front door’s glass that a crowd had gathered. A row of Gestapo officers stood in the street with rifles raised. In front of them stood four men—Papa, Étienne, and two men whom Simone did not know—with their hands raised over their heads.

			Another German officer pushed each man to his knees. And then, before Simone could work out what was happening, the officers with the rifles fired, multiple times. Simone had no time to scream or cry or think. A moment later, Papa and Étienne lay dead in the street.

			For the first few seconds she could only stand at the glass and whisper, “Wake up, wake up,” for surely she had to be dreaming.

			One of the Germans addressed the crowd in broken French. “This is happen when we find Résistance. This!” He pointed to the four dead men. And as he walked away with his comrades, he gave each of the bodies a swift kick with his polished boots.

			When Simone at last found her voice and legs, she bolted out of the shop. “Papa!” she wailed.

			But before she could step out into the street where the bodies of her father and brother lay, an arm shot out across her chest and held her fast.

			She struggled, but the man who had her in his grasp was strong.

			Simone looked up, ready to bite, scream, lash out with her fists, anything to get away, but she was helpless to break free.

			The man leaned in close to her.

			“Run, Simone. Now. They will come back for you. Some of them know your father has a daughter. Run.”

			She stared at the stranger. How did he know her name?

			His gaze back on her was steel.

			“Go! Now,” he murmured. “Run!”

			He pushed her away from the store—from her dead father and dead brother lying in the street, from the gun in the back room, from everything she knew—and she took off as fast as her legs could take her.
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“I was utterly spellbound, beguiled, swept up in this ghostly mystery.”—JAMIE FORD,
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