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Praise for We Meet Apart

“A historical novelist at the top of her game, Martha Conway makes WWII-era Ireland so real that you can smell the tinned ham and floor polish, and taste the fear. Two brave sisters struggle to find each other in separate timelines, a brilliant conceit that invites the reader to consider how war shapes each of these women: who they fall in love with, and what sacrifices they are willing to make. This haunting tale is certain to delight fans of Kate Atkinson and Tracy Chevalier.”

—Helena Echlin, author of Clever Little Thing


“A spellbinding novel that blends history, fantasy and the supernatural, with a captivating dual-reality narrative and deeply emotional stakes. Beautifully written and unforgettable.”

—Louisa Treger, author of Mad Woman


“This deeply engrossing story follows two American sisters trapped in Ireland during World War II as they search for love and safety. With a touch of magical realism, We Meet Apart offers a fresh twist on historical fiction, asking how much you will give up for your family? Martha Conway is one of my very favorite writers, whose novels often explore the bond and tensions between sisters. This is her finest work yet.”

—Malena Watrous, author of If You Follow Me


“Set in WWII Ireland, Martha Conway delivers a mind-bending tale of the power of sisterhood, even after death. Impeccably researched and written, We Meet Apart will stay with the reader long after the last page. A hypnotic read from one of my favorite contemporary authors!”

—Ashley E. Sweeney, author of The Irish Girl
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Dedication 

Dedicated to my great-grandparents from Ireland, England, and Germany.







Quotes

“My basic view of the world is that right next to the world we live in, the one we’re all familiar with, is a world we know nothing about, an unfamiliar world that exists concurrently with our own. The structure of that world, and its meaning, can’t be explained in words. But the fact is that it’s there, and sometimes we get a glimpse of it, just by chance.” 

—Haruki Murakami, interview in The New Yorker, 2018



“Throughout the descriptions of this early [Celtic] religion there is always the feeling that the deities are never far away and that the Otherworld, or next life, is only just barely hidden from view, ready to become visible at a moment’s notice.”

—In Search of Ancient Ireland



“These siths or fairies they call sleagh maith or the good people…and best seen at twilight.”

—Robert Kirk, The Secret Commonwealth of Elves, Fauns and Fairies, 1692







Quotes 

So We must meet apart—

You there—I—here—

With just the Door ajar


– Emily Dickinson







Author’s Note

In 1940, during World War II, Nazi Germany secretly produced a five-volume plan to invade Ireland called Operation Green (Unternehmen Grün). Although ultimately never used, Operation Green detailed the landing of nearly 4,000 German troops along Ireland’s southern coast even though Ireland, like Denmark and Norway and other countries, had declared itself neutral in the war.

The plan was not finalized until August of 1940, but I have borrowed its strategic details—including the use of forced labor, commandeering local resources, and harsh martial law—when imagining a second timeline in which such an invasion took place. In that imagined timeline, Ireland is invaded on April 9, the same day Germany invaded Denmark and Norway.







Part One





Dieter Ott

June 24, 1940

Neutral Ireland

He’s not nervous until he sees the expression on the pilot’s face looking back toward the rear of the aeroplane. Dieter looks too. Smoke is rising from the Dornier’s starboard engine.

He’s alone in the rear double seat and had just been gazing out his small square window thinking how Ireland reminds him of Germany: the sloping hills and brown rivers, the planted fields and gray stone houses. His grandmother’s house outside Hamburg was made of just this kind of gray stone, with cherry-red shutters and a veranda where they ate breakfast in good weather. Dieter was sent to his oma—“that old witch,” his father called her—for the first time when he was four, the day after his baby sister was accidentally scalded to death in a boiling bath. After that he spent every summer with her, away from his mother’s bruised face and his father’s temper. It was the only place where, as a child, Dieter had been happy.

The pilot, Walther Anschuler, nudges the radio operator sitting next to him and cocks his head at the problem: a rising gray plume wagging in the wind like a tail. Dieter has a roll of film stashed in the heel of his boot—cleverly hollowed out for this purpose—but if they crash he’s got to ditch his camera. It’s twilight, the time of day when, according to Oma, ghosts can be seen walking our world. Technically, civil twilight; Dieter calculates the sun to be only five or six degrees below the horizon. They’d counted on cloud cover to hide them or, failing that, indecision on the part of the Irish. They’ve no anti-aircraft machinery, the Irish, and their army is mostly volunteers on bicycles. Plus they’re neutral; a neutral country. A German Dornier—the famous “Flying Pencil”—should not be in their airspace.

The radio operator starts sending out a distress signal.

“You must try to land her,” Dieter tells Anschuler loudly over the noise of the engine and the metallic rattling that is jostling him in his seat like a child being bounced on his father’s knee. Not that his father ever bounced Dieter, unless he meant it to hurt. 

“Yes, yes,” Anschuler shouts back in a thin voice as he cranes his neck left and right looking for a suitable place. He’s the same age as Dieter, twenty-two, but looks like a teenager. His face is stiff, all bone and nose, and his forehead is bright with sweat. He doesn’t like to be told what to do but Dieter is in charge of this recon.

The engine coughs and hisses as though someone is applying wire cutters to its cylinder, raising sparks. As the plane’s metal frame begins to shake dramatically Dieter spots a handful of shops along a road that’s divided by two long fields. One of the fields is fallow.

“There.”

He’s leaning forward trying to read the altimeter over Anschuler’s shoulder when something through the windscreen makes him blink. One shop is displaying a Nazi banner. A trick of the light? But no, there’s the white circle with the Nazi insignia. Even more surprising: a German Panzer truck is parked in front of it. But that’s impossible. The German high command has not committed itself to an invasion of the Irish Free State, as they like to call Ireland. At least not yet. What would it be like, Dieter has wondered, to rule the Irish as the Norse did, and the English after them? To teach their children German, lead competitive games, reward healthy habits and physical bravery? Dieter’s supervisor back in Hamburg declared the Irish unteachable; “subhuman,” he called them. A word cast in many directions these days. 

The plane circles the shops as it descends. The Nazi banner flaps in the wind. “Do you see that?” Dieter asks.

But Anschuler has begun pulling the nose up to bleed off excessive speed. Although the field looks to be long enough, there’s a ditch and a stand of trees to clear first. The smell of smoke and burning fuel fills the cabin.

Dieter leans forward again. “Keep above 300 hundred feet until the last turn.” 

But even as he’s speaking the starboard engine coughs and cuts out. 

No more turns. They have to land.

Anschuler pulls at the controls furiously, trying to hold the plane steady as it approaches the field. The radio operator—an old man at forty—is clutching his iron cross while barns and stone houses zoom in ever closer. In the day’s leftover sunlight Dieter can see stalks of grain glittering as though their tips have been dipped in ice.

Is this how it ends? Will there be another world after this one? His stomach tightens but, strangely, he isn’t afraid. His skin sings with feeling and he’s awash in a kind of brilliant heat. He can remember every movement his body has ever made: skating on Herr Graesler’s pond in winter, swimming in the Elbe, dancing on an outdoor platform at a midsummer party in France. Two American girls, one missing her right hand, watch him foxtrot; he can feel the weight of their gaze. Then the wind wraps itself around the plane and tilts it hard.

“Left rudder!” Dieter shouts. He holds on to his safety belt and grips the knapsack between his knees as the earth rushes up to swallow them.

“The dead watch us,” his oma used to say, “waiting for their cue to enter.”





1

Gaby

April 9, 1940 

Neutral Ireland


She isn’t lost, at least. The address on the paper—Gaby looks down to check again—matches the brass number plate on the door, 41 Glanmire Road, a blue-gray house with white shutters. It’s a narrow city house; only a whisper stands between it and its neighbors. Even a mouse couldn’t squeeze its way through, Gaby thinks. She rings the bell again.

It’s colder and smoggier in Cork than she expected, and Glanmire Road is loud with buses and taxis and horse carts. Today is Market Day, apparently. Near the ferry she watched cows in canvas halters being air-lifted onto boats, while small boys led goats nearly as big than themselves up the streets. The goats got in the way of the cyclists who were getting in the way of the motorcars and buses. Gaby can hear shouts and rippled car horns behind her, and bicycle bells, and a couple of animals bleating their distress. 

When she steps back to look at the upper windows for signs of life the wind brushes her face. It carries with it a faint smell of gasoline—petrol, she reminds herself. Like the bird. Different spelling. She’s wearing the narrow, shiny shoes that she bought back in France; leaving Customs she stepped on a piece of discarded chewing gum, which is still stuck on her heel. She tries, once again, to scrape it off but can’t get enough friction off the cobblestones.

Cobblestones! On top of everything else she’s gone back a century in time. When Monsieur Perrin first suggested going to Ireland, Gaby imagined old-fashioned Georgian houses and funny-looking telephones. But the houses here are cramped and run-down, not at all like picture postcards, and there’s soot everywhere. All she wants to do is stretch out on a bed or sofa or anywhere and close her eyes. The sea became choppy as soon as they left the French port and her cabinmate, a dancer from Paris with peroxide blond hair, was sick for the entire two-day crossing, spurting a line of yellow vomit up the wall the time she couldn’t make it to the sink and hadn’t yet succumbed to the bucket. Up on deck it was almost as bad with its stench of machine oil and briny, sea-rotted wood. The chairs were claimed at once and, as far as Gaby could tell, never relinquished. She could hardly walk for all the tagged suitcases and crates and people sitting where they could, wrapped in horse blankets, a few holding umbrellas against the sea spray, all of them just thankful to have found a way out of France ahead of the German army. 

The fog is turning into an icy drizzle and a drop like a wet finger slides down the back of her neck. Gaby is eighteen, tall and healthy looking; with lipstick on she can pass for twenty. But at the moment she feels like a child wandering around an unfamiliar neighborhood, spent and confused. 

Maybe you should leave, find something to eat, come back in an hour? She’s begun talking to herself this way in the last few weeks, as though it’s someone else giving her directions. 

As she picks up her suitcase she hears a scraping noise from the house next door, a window opening. A woman with a wide red face appears. 

“Is it Mrs. Sheehan you’re looking for?” she calls down.

Gaby raises her voice. “Yes, I’m her niece. Her great-niece, I mean. She’s expecting me. Gabrielle Donnelly.”

The woman pulls back her chin. “American, is it?”

She’s wearing a brown head covering that looks like a cloth duster. A moment later something furry bobs at her side: a small child with a fluff of curly hair. 

“It is—I mean, I am,” Gaby calls up. 

The child disappears and then reappears a moment later; she must have climbed on a stool because now Gaby can see her face and chin and the top of her shoulders. She has a wide face like her mother.

“And you’d be whose child now?” 

“Kevin Donnelly. Mrs. Sheehan is his aunt. Though he isn’t… He grew up here, but then he moved to New York. That’s where I’m from. Although just now I came from France.” Gaby flaps her hand in a meaningless gesture, aware that she’s jabbering. She unsticks her right heel, feeling a slight pull from the gum, and sets it down carefully on another spot. 



“Do you know where my aunt is? Should I wait for her?” 

“Well. I’m sorry to be the one to tell you but Mrs. Sheehan passed on only last Saturday.” The woman makes the sign of the cross. Her daughter does, too, bypassing her forehead in order to catch her movements up with her mother’s. 

Passed on? For a moment Gaby’s vision narrows to the window with the woman and child framed within it and the peeling green paint on the trim. The house is identical to Aunt Maeve’s house in all but paint color. The street is built up above the river, which runs along the back of the houses, although Gaby can’t see it from here. She looks at her aunt’s house, then back at the woman in the window, waiting to understand.

“She…what?”

“A stroke or a heart attack they’re not sure which, maybe both at the same time, the light of Heaven to her soul.” 

“You mean…are you talking about my aunt?”

The woman leans out to tell the story. “The postman was coming up the street and he ran to the pub to call the doctor, while Mrs. O’Keeffe from next door on the other side, she sat on the step with your aunt. But the poor thing was taken in her senses before the doctor could get here, God love her.” 

“But I spoke to Aunt Maeve only last week! I was supposed to live with her until I could get back to New York!”

“Were you?” The woman shakes her head, and her little daughter shakes her head too. “Isn’t that a shame, now.”



Mrs. Daly—she introduces herself when she leaves her window perch and comes down to the front door—is shorter and plumper close up. She hands Gaby a business card from Aunt Maeve’s solicitor. “He gave it to me Monday when I saw him on the property. Here you are then, I’ve no need for it.”

Gaby looks at the card. Gerald Faley, Esquire, with an address on St. Patrick’s Street. She fights an irrational urge to plead her case: This can’t be right, it’s a mistake, she was expecting me.

Up the street she spots a taxi threading its way between horse carts, and after she waves it down she takes a wrapped peppermint drop from her purse and offers it to Mrs. Daly’s little girl, who accepts it solemnly with her pink, clean, babyish hand. Normally Gaby would be talking to the girl, she likes talking to children, but at the moment she feels almost mute with fatigue and astonishment. 

The taxi is worn but clean inside, smelling of disinfectant. As she struggles to close the window the driver says, “Sorry, that needs to be mended.”

So she leans back, keeping her face away from the thread of wind whistling in, and looks out at the young boys on the street with their goats and pigs, and men bent over from the weight of the bundles tied to their backs, and clutches of old women in long black cloaks with huge hoods, one holding a woven basket as big as a washtub. Also, glimpses of modern life: shiny double-decker buses advertising whiskey, and a couple of gorgeous young women crossing the street arm in arm wearing belted raincoats and bright pink lipstick. 

On the corner a newsboy calls out, “D’paper!” holding a newspaper over his head. “Germany invades Norway and Denmark in stealth attack! Denmark surrenders after only three hours!”

The taxi driver shakes his head. “Three hours, can you credit it? They know how to plan a raid, those Germans. Everything worked out to the minute.”

Gaby already heard the news on the ferry this morning, but now the war comes back to her. She can’t return to France, where the fighting is only getting worse. The French government has begun rationing meat and flour, and she needed special papers just to travel from her grandmother’s house to the port.

“We’re all of us wondering if we might be next,” the driver says. “No doubt Dev will make a broadcast tonight.” 

“Dev?”

“Eamon de Valera. Our Taoiseach.” 

“Tay-shock?” She’s never heard of that.

“The prime minister, some might say.”

She’s embarrassed by how little she knows about Ireland, for all that her father was born here. The potato famine, of course, and how the country is divided in two. Eire, her father called Ireland. Rhymes with Sarah. 

“But I thought… Ireland’s neutral, isn’t it? In the war?”

“That didn’t help Norway or Denmark now did it?”

He meets her eyes in the mirror. Gaby has one overstuffed suitcase, eighty francs, and the roll of ten-dollar bills that her father always traveled with, his “emergency funds,” which she found at the back of his sock drawer. She looks down at her hands, which are white and cold, her fingernails bitten to the quick. A hunk of cold steel forms in the middle of her chest like an undetonated bomb.

Don’t panic, she tells herself. 

They stop in front of a row of brownstone office buildings and the driver gets out to help Gaby with her suitcase. On the sidewalk she pours the coins from her coin purse into her hand. 

“Can you…?” she asks, holding them out to him. 

He shakes his head as he picks out two coins. “You Americans. I’m only wondering, have you got so much money to spare that you don’t care if a stranger cheats you?” His fingernails, brushing against the creases in her palm, are trimmed to a straight, square shape. “Here’s two shillings, see? And the fare is two shillings. So I’ll just pocket that.” 

“I only got here this morning.” 

“And already setting yourself up to be robbed.” 

But he smiles as he says it and her heart warms unexpectedly. Human contact, she thinks. 

Get a grip on yourself, Gaby. One step, and then the next. As Monsieur Perrin advised.



Mr. Faley’s office is above a chemist’s shop: a square, chilly room with high ceilings and long bookcases crammed with thick leather volumes. Three tall file cabinets stand like soldiers against the wall, one of them partially blocking a window. 

Mr. Faley gives her tea and condolences—“So unexpected and sad; a lovely woman, your aunt”—while pulling out one file and then another until he’s located the one he wants. Gaby is grateful for the warm mug; she wraps her fingers around it and leans back in the worn leather armchair facing the desk. Her eyelids feel heavy; her whole body feels heavy. She inhales sharply, willing herself into alertness.

“I admired your aunt,” Mr. Faley is saying as he sits down at his desk. “Very organized, she was. She listed your father as next of kin. Naturally I did try to contact him in—” he opens the file and looks down at his notes—“in Poughkeepsie.” He pronounces it Pow-keepsie instead of Poh-keepsie. “But I couldn’t get through to him.”

“You wouldn’t. We were in France.”

“In France? I’m surprised to hear that, considering the state of things.” 

He means the war. He has a kind face with crinkly blue eyes and ears that jut out from his head. About forty, Gaby guesses. Does he have a wife, children? He manages to be both instructive and kind, like her father. She shifts in her chair. 

“I know. But we always spend every summer there. At my grandmother’s house in Puy-de-Dôme. That’s where my mother grew up, she’s French. But my grandmother had a stroke in August and so naturally we had to stay on, even after they declared war. We were in the country, I guess it felt safe enough. And we thought there’d be a treaty soon.” 

Her grandmother was ill for months and they kept hoping, though not really expecting, that she would recover. Gaby’s grandfather had died before Gaby was born, and Gaby’s mother, Adèle, was an only child. “We’re all she has,” Adèle kept saying. Anyway the war will be over by January, everyone said so. In January they said it would be over by April. 

“And then, just a few weeks after my grandmother died, the rest of us—my whole family—we came down with typhus.” 

She stops and bites her bottom lip. When Mr. Faley asks her, gently, whether her parents recovered, she shakes her head. 

“No. They—no. Also my younger sister, Sabine.” 

“Oh dear. Oh my dear,” he says, his face crumpling.

She looks down. Don’t, she tells herself, but an image surfaces of Sabine’s silvery blond hair, her long, pretty lips—Gaby tries to push it away. It’s no use thinking how others have it just as bad or even worse; like everyone, she’s seen the grainy newspaper photographs of displaced Polish children, victims of Hitler’s invasion, but her sympathy for them can’t replace her own misery. There seems to be an infinite amount of room on that shelf. 

She takes a breath and works to keep her voice steady. “It’s why I came to Cork. To live with my aunt Maeve. My grandmother’s neighbor—Monsieur Perrin—he arranged it for me. He said Ireland would be safer since it’s a neutral country. Also he thought maybe I could get to America from here. I’m supposed to be in college. Vassar. That’s where my parents taught.”

“They were professors? Your mother as well?”

“She taught French. My father was history. European history.” She bites her lip again. If she lets herself start to cry she might never stop.

“Well, there are no ocean liners going across the Atlantic now, I’m afraid. The Germans have been laying mines underwater. No one will risk it. But don’t worry, my dear, we won’t leave you to wander.” He begins to thumb through the papers on his desk, finds one, pulls it out. A bus rumbles by outside, making the windowpanes rattle. 

“Your aunt was related to the Grogan family, am I right? Thomas Grogan and his wife? I’ve done some work for them in the past.”

“Connected, more like. Not related.”

“But surely they would help you? They own The Majestic, that’s the largest hotel in Cork, and also the biggest import business outside of Dublin. Would you know them at all?”

“We met them once. My father didn’t like them.” Snobs, he called them. “We’re not related,” she says again. 

After his parents died, Gaby’s father lived with his aunt Maeve, who sent him to Trinity College in Dublin and then helped him get to America for graduate school. He and Gaby’s mother met a few years later in New York. By then Kevin was teaching at Vassar, and Adèle, who had a degree from the Sorbonne, was hired to teach French. Aunt Maeve married Mrs. Grogan’s uncle only after Kevin moved away, and she became a widow when Gaby was just a toddler.

“So you see I don’t really know the Grogans. I don’t think my father has spoken to them in years.”

“Well, let me ring them for you.”

“Please! Don’t do that. Can’t I stay in my aunt’s house? Until I can get back home?” She’s not sure how long her money will last but maybe she can find a job. 

“Problem is, your aunt didn’t own that house. The Grogans own it. And they’ll want to get a new leaseholder straight away, so.”

“A new leaseholder?”

Mr. Faley looks down at a sheet of paper. “I can see that they gave your aunt a good rate, but yes, she paid them rent.”

This fits with what Gaby knows of the Grogans; they have more money than God’s favorite prince, as her father would say, but they still look for every opportunity to make more. 

“Thomas Grogan passed some years back, but let me ring Mrs. Grogan at least,” Mr. Faley says. 



Gaby can tell he’s trying to be helpful. And what choice does she have? She came here with no backup plan, she didn’t think she needed one. Take a ferry to Ireland and then book a steamer to New York: that was the whole plan. 

“In the meantime,” Mr. Faley continues, “we’ll find you a hotel for the night. I know one or two you might try. Not The Majestic, of course.” He spreads his hands, as if summoning all the wealth Gaby doesn’t have. “Something comfortable, but on a smaller scale.”



Comfort on a smaller scale turns out to be a hotel on the river, which means noisy. The lobby features a long desk and two uncomfortable-looking armchairs covered in worn pink fabric. There’s no elevator—lift, Gaby reminds herself—and the floorboards beneath the thin carpeting creak whenever she shifts her weight.

“If you wait a tick,” the clerk says, “I’ll get the boy to help you with your case.” He has red hair brushed back from his forehead and a small birthmark shaped like a strawberry on his cheek.

But Gaby’s too tired to wait. “I can manage, thanks,” she tells him.

The stairs have a wobbly wooden railing and lead up to a narrow, twisty, dimly lit hallway that feels downright Dickensian. But she likes the room they’ve given her. There’s a sink in the corner—the bathroom is at the end of the hall—and a painted wardrobe instead of a closet, and pretty rosebud wallpaper with matching rose-colored curtains. 

The window overlooks the alley behind the hotel. For a moment Gaby gazes down at the stream of people below: a woman pushing a pram, another woman on a bicycle, two men in suits discussing something with their heads bent toward each other as they walk. She can’t help feeling another pang of dislocation. Everyone is out there living their lives while she’s standing apart, only watching. She can no longer imagine what it feels like to do the most ordinary things: go to school, wash dishes, prepare for bed. One foot and then the next might be fine for Monsieur Perrin but with every step she feels further away from her true self, her true life, whatever that might be. 

She unbuckles her suitcase to find her sister’s old stuffed koala bear staring up at her, and all at once she’s too tired to put her clothes away. On impulse she carries the koala to the bed and stretches out, sliding her hand into the koala’s pouch the way Sabine did so many times as a little girl. Sabine, only a year younger than Gaby, had been born with a little stub on the end of her right arm instead of a hand: a smooth oval peg. “Is that where your fingers were?” little boys sometimes asked about the pebble of flesh at the end of it—the botched beginning of a fetal thumb. If she sensed someone stealing a glance at her short arm, Sabine would lift her chin defiantly.

The pouch is plush and warm with a few hard lumps behind it. The night before she left France, Gaby cut a thin slit there where it couldn’t be seen and pulled out a handful of the koala’s cotton stuffing; in its place she pushed in her parents’ gold wedding rings, her mother’s engagement ring, and her grandmother’s silver peacock pin with six small emeralds on its fanning tail. Then she sewed up the slit, a difficult task since she couldn’t see inside the pouch very well and there was barely enough room for the needle.

“There are laws about taking jewelry out of the country,” Monsieur Perrin had warned her earlier that day. He might have been telling her the truth but she didn’t like the way he kept looking at her grandmother’s silver. She figured she could sell the jewelry if she needed money, though she’d been thinking of the steamer ticket to New York, no longer an option, and college tuition once she got home.

You’ll be all right, Gaby tells herself, fingering the lumps of jewelry as she stares at a ceiling crack that looks like a crushed derby hat. You’ll find a way back to Poughkeepsie and sign up for classes. Sign up for the tennis team. Will the girls look at you funny; will they know? There’s Gaby Donnelly, she’s completely alone.

Maybe she should have just stayed in France. She thinks of Luc Perrin, Monsieur Perrin’s nephew, and the feel of his warm lips on hers when he kissed her under the chestnut tree near her grandmother’s barn. At the time it seemed this kiss was just the beginning, but war was declared the very next day and after that there were no more kisses, only talk of rifles and tanks and whether the Maginot Line would hold and when Luc would enlist and what weapons he might be assigned.

There’s a shout at the end of the alley, another newsboy: 

“Coming of the Armageddon! The German war machine is on the move!” 

All this death—it doesn’t make sense. Men are drawn to destruction, she thinks. If not to do it themselves, then to be there when it happens and watch. Her feet are cold and she slides them under the folded blanket at the foot of the bed. It’s easy to imagine a bomb falling on this little hotel, the walls shaking and crumbling inward, the roof collapsing on top of her. It’s not that she wants to die, exactly, it’s just that she can see herself dead. She can’t begin to imagine the future when all she wants is the impossible: to be back home with her parents and Sabine.

Gaby closes her eyes and almost immediately, even with all the street noise, feels herself moving purposefully into sleep, as though sleep itself is her true destination—the place that, for weeks and weeks now, she’s been trying so hard to reach. 



The next morning she wakes up early, still in her clothes. She lifts her wrist to her face to read her watch, but she didn’t wind it yesterday—she thought she was only napping—and it’s stopped. The corners of her eyes are wet and there’s a scratching noise in the wall by her head. Rats? But it wasn’t the scratching that woke her. Someone has slid an envelope under her door.

Message from Mr. Gerald Faley, Esq.: “Mrs. Grogan has extended an invitation to you to visit her at her estate near the village of Ballyleam this Friday. If acceptable to you, I’ll drop by your hotel at breakfast time to give you full details. Yours very truly, GF.”

There’s no mention of how long this visit might last. A weekend? A month? Until Gaby can get back to America? Still, the note lifts her spirits. 

She washes and dresses, clips on her mother’s earrings that are shaped like small gold shells, and applies coral lipstick without a mirror. Her chest feels like a thin sheet of metal: endurance or resolve. You can do this. The Grogans might help her find a way home—they’re in the export business, right? Plus they’re rich, they’re connected. Her parents raised her to think problems through logically, preferably with pro and con columns. Pro: She’s out of France, now a war zone. Con: She knows absolutely no one in Ireland. And the Germans could very well invade here next. That’s two cons. She tries to think of another pro to balance the sheet.

Downstairs two women are setting tables in the dining room, one instructing the other on how to fold the napkins. A smell of fried bacon and fish wafts out from the open double doors. 

“Did anything happen yesterday?” Gaby asks the young man behind the front desk. It’s the same clerk as before, with the strawberry birthmark on his cheek. 



“What do you mean, miss?”

“With the war?”

“Ah.” He scratches his throat with his fingertips, something her father used to do when he was collecting his thoughts. “First off, we call the war The Emergency here since we’re not in it. But you’ve heard about Norway and Denmark?”

“Yes, I just wondered…” She was thinking about the newsboy yesterday, The German war machine is on the move! “They’re not coming here now, are they? To Ireland?” 

“What, the Germans?” He gives a short laugh. “I wouldn’t say so, no. We’re a neutral country.”

“But weren’t Norway and Denmark neutral?” 

“Well, but they were close at hand, weren’t they?” He motions to a stack of newspapers on the table by the dining room door. “Complimentary.”

The front page is all about the attacks on Denmark and Norway, but on the second page Gaby reads about a German weapon that’s washed up on a beach in southern England: a torpedo that can detonate twice. On its side is a crude drawing of the British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, carrying his ubiquitous umbrella. 

A threat, obviously. This one is for you. But when Gaby shows the photograph to the clerk, he surprises her by laughing.

“Let’s hope they get Mr. Chamberlain direct with the next one,” he says.



“You have to understand,” Mr. Faley says when Gaby tells him about the clerk’s reaction, “the history of British rule in Ireland. Suppression and domination. Land grabs. Starvation. The Penal Laws, whereby Catholics—and that means most Irishmen—weren’t allowed to own a horse valued over five pounds. Quite a lot of bitterness still.”

This morning he’s wearing a green sweater under his blazer with flecks of orange cat hair. They’re sitting in the dining room at a table far from the fireplace. Spring in Ireland is like December everywhere else, her father used to say. Gaby is wearing her gray flannel skirt and a matching cardigan. Should she run upstairs for another sweater? She wishes she could take a long hot shower, something she hasn’t had since she left New York.

“My people are from Mayo, they took part in the Battle of Castlebar fighting for the umpteenth time for independence. Doomed, of course, like every attempt before it. My great-uncle was exiled to Tenafly, New Jersey. I hear it looks much like Killarney.”

Their waitress is matter of fact but not unfriendly, and she punctuates her clipped speech with now. “Now. What will you be having with your breakfast, tea or coffee?”

“Coffee please,” Gaby tells her. “And eggs.”

“Fried or boiled?”

“Fried.”

“I’ll have the same,” Mr. Faley says. 

“Now. How about a kipper with that?” 

Yes from him, no from her. 

The eggs come with boiled tomatoes and bacon but Gaby has learned to distrust meat in other countries—it never tastes right. As she squishes the side of her fork into a tomato the young man at a nearby table raises his voice. 

“I’ll not go back with you. I’m eighteen. It’s my decision, so.”

“Is it now?” the older man sitting across from him says. “Tell me, why should we lift a finger to help the English? What did they ever do for us except bring us starvation and humiliation for eight hundred years?”

“You can get training, Da, and they pay for it. It’s more practical than school.”

“No son of mine is going to help the British army.”

“But the Nazis—”

“They’re all dirty rats to my way of thinking.”

Mr. Faley raises his eyebrows. “There you have it,” he says to Gaby. “Both sides of the argument.”

He pours himself another cup of tea. “Now to the business at hand.”

He tells Gaby about the Grogans, some of which she already knew: they started out in Cork where they built up an export business, after which they expanded to a string of hotels. They have a large house in town but are currently living in their country home, Kilcurra House, which is in the country near a village called Ballyleam. He asks her if she’s ever been there.

“Once. A long time ago. I don’t remember it very well.”

“Oh, it’s a grand house altogether,” he tells her. “Huge rooms with Axminster carpets fitted just for them. I was there with my wife once, we were going up to my uncle’s sheep farm for a holiday and I said I’d drop off some papers on the way. Had tea in the drawing room, lovely and warm it was, with a fireplace as big as a racehorse. I think you’ll enjoy yourself there. There’s a bus leaves for Ballyleam every Friday afternoon, and Mrs. Grogan said she’d have someone come meet you down in the village.”

“How did Mrs. Grogan sound when you talked to her?”

“What do you mean?”

“Was she pleased? Annoyed?”

“Neither, really. She’s one who keeps her thoughts behind her teeth, as they say.”

A cold fish. Didn’t her father once call her that? Gaby tries to think back to their visit to Kilcurra House all those years ago. Mostly she remembers the tiny sandwiches rolled up like sausages.

Mr. Faley looks down at his sweater. “Made the mistake of saying good-bye to my cat this morning.” He plucks off an orange hair and smiles at her, looking all at once like a young boy.

Gaby likes him, especially when he says he’ll see what he can do for her about money. She gives him Monsieur Perrin’s address in France. 

“He’s also handling the sale of my grandmother’s house.”

“Matters in France move very slowly,” he warns. “Especially now with the war. But I’ll get him to wire whatever money he can so we can set you up with a bank account here.”



After breakfast Gaby decides to go look at Elizabeth Fort, which Mr. Faley told her was once a famous prison. When she crosses the river she can see clouds reflected in the water, more wings than weather, and a light fog is rolling down the street like another herded animal. She walks by a man missing a leg, another with an angry red scar down his face. Some of the women have weird gaits, as though their legs are only loosely attached to their torsos. The effect of malnutrition? Gaby wonders. War and civil unrest? In comparison she feels monstrously tall and well fed. 

Elizabeth Fort turns out to be just a jumble of ivied stone walls and broken steps and heavy chains barring her passage. For a while she walks aimlessly up and down the streets looking at the shops until she spots a large Woolworths on the corner. Her heart lifts: something familiar at last. She’ll order a Coca Cola in a glass with chipped ice, like she used to at home. She can sit at the counter and pretend she’s in America, which is possible, maybe, if she doesn’t look around.

When she pulls open the heavy door she’s hit with a familiar scent of soap, sugary candy, brown paper wrapping, and polished wood. Tables have been set in regular rows with neat arrays of merchandise: handkerchiefs and socks, bike spanners and repair kits, candy hearts in small boxes, rolls of socks and stockings, and pyramid towers of canned meat. 

But no lunch counter.

“Not at this location,” a girl in uniform says when Gaby asks.

“Oh. Okay.” She tries to hide her disappointment. 

“You’re American? My cousin just moved to Chicago. Her name is Annie Neary.”

Is Gaby supposed to know her? The girl is wearing bright fuchsia lipstick. When she smiles at Gaby, Gaby smiles back reflexively. 

“She says that Americans say, ‘Durn right.’ Do they?” 

“I don’t know. It sounds like something you’d hear on the radio, a radio story.” 

Sabine used to love the Woolworths in Poughkeepsie; she would have spent hours there if their mother had let them. But Adèle was always in a hurry to leave; an efficient shopper she was, in and out and then on to the next errand. In looks Sabine took after Adèle with her slim frame and light blond hair. Gaby was more like their father, tall and thick-limbed.

“Is there a museum or anything nearby?” Gaby asks the girl who has a cousin in America. She can’t keep walking along the streets with no purpose, it’s too cold and foggy. She can feel her mood sinking at the thought.

The girl suggests the Savoy Theatre. “It shows all the latest films.” 



The Savoy is a tall structure nestled in the curve of St. Patrick’s Street with its name spelled out in enormous block letters. The stylized art deco lobby makes Gaby think of 1930s Hollywood, and the huge screen in the auditorium is flanked by two curly columns, like Shirley Temple locks.

She chooses a brown velvet seat in the middle of a row, spreading her coat on the chair next to her as if waiting for someone. She can smell marshmallows and hair tonic and damp wool, and she buys a Cadbury Flake bar from a girl walking up and down the aisles carrying a tray yoked around her neck. The chocolate is sweeter than American chocolate and crumbles in an odd way. 

A newsreel flicks on, “Defending Our Nation.” And there in black and white is Eamon de Valera. He’s got a pinched, narrow nose and round glasses, and he’s addressing a crowd of men in a park. “Mr. de Valera sounds a warning about German aggression,” the newsreel announcer says with rolling gravitas. The camera pans to take in the outdoor group: all men. “Britain and Ireland may not have always seen eye to eye in the past,” the announcer goes on, “but today all that is forgotten in view of our common danger.” 

A man in the theatre shouts, “Not on your life!” and a titter of laughter follows. The shot changes to a line of military trucks driving into a camp. “If Herr Hitler tries to strike our way,” the announcer says, “we trust he’ll find Eire ready.” 

No one laughs at that. 

The film comes on, a Laurel and Hardy picture, followed by more newsreels and then a second film, The Light That Failed. Ronald Coleman plays a painter who is going blind. It’s a silly story with melodramatic music, but Gaby finds herself tearing up when Coleman wakes from a nap and discovers he can’t tell the difference between night and day. She cries harder when he leaves his dog because he can no longer take care of him (“Goodbye, Binks”), and when he asks to be put in the calvary charge since he has nothing left to live for, and when he’s shot dead in the middle of the battle.

The woman in front of Gaby turns around to look at her. At the closing shot, when Coleman’s riderless horse stands alone against a gray sky—incredibly hokey—Gaby is sobbing so hard that she’s hiccuping. Two more people turn to look at her. 

“Everything all right, miss?”

Gaby nods but can’t manage to speak. Her head feels like two wooden doors are banging against each other, and there’s something wrong with her neck, too, as if it’s being squeezed and wrung out. She grabs her coat and makes her way down the stairs, trying not to stumble. Maybe because of her head, she’s thinking about the time she and Sabine were fighting and Sabine crawled under her bed and Gaby tried to pull her out by the hair, both of them crying and shouting. Another time Sabine scratched Gaby on her face because Gaby wouldn’t stop reading to walk into town with her. They were close—at times a little too close, her father said. That’s why they fought. When they were little they loved to play a game they’d made up themselves called The Encounter, about when and how they would meet their true love. It always began with a mistake: “I fell asleep on the train and missed my stop and the man across the aisle said…” “I was crossing the street in New York when I tripped and the heel of my shoe came off and a man helped me up saying…” Sometimes in drugstores or while waiting in lines they spoke French, which they thought of as their own private language. “Don’t hide it!” Gaby used to say when Sabine tried to cover up her missing hand with her coat sleeve. 

Gaby wipes her cheeks with the palms of her hands, then turns to follow the river, hoping it will lead her back to her hotel. She looks down at the water pleated with tiny brown waves and inhales slowly, breathing in the minerally air. Her head begins to feel marginally better. When she was in the hospital in Clermont-Ferrand delirious with fever, she thought her bed was a rowboat; she was trying to find the oars while Sabine watched from the other end of the boat, frowning a little. They were both wearing life jackets but Gaby knew they had to get off the water and back to land to be safe. Where were the oars?

She woke to find a nurse feeling her forehead. Another nurse gave her something warm and sweet to drink. After a while the doctor came and, in very good English, gently told her the news: mother, father, sister.

At first she didn’t believe him. And when she did, she turned her face away while he was still talking and stared at the white stucco wall so hard she thought she might push herself right through it. She heard the creaking groan of a window being opened and a woman’s voice asking for water. Everything was normal and nothing was. The doctor went on and on in his nasally English but she didn’t want to hear one more word. 

It was a boat after all, her hospital bed, taking her away from everyone she loved. Her parents were young but at least they’d lived full lives. Sabine was only seventeen. Not quite seventeen. 

You couldn’t protect her. It’s not your fault.

But she feels guilty. She survived and Sabine didn’t. As children they’d loved books about magic and thought it very unfair that nothing magical ever happened to them. It didn’t matter that in stories the magic always went awry—no one, not even the most blameless hero, could control it. Better to stay with the natural order of things; that was always the lesson.

But I hate the natural order of things, Gaby thinks. Her parents, Sabine, Aunt Maeve. All dead. And surely it can’t be natural to wish, as she does, at least in part, that she hadn’t been left behind. She remembers Sabine’s way of blinking twice when she was thinking through a problem, her white-blond braids that always seemed to twist oddly at the end. 

I wish I could see you again. 

Nothing feels right. Nothing feels less than awkward and miserable. One foot and then the next won’t change your circumstances, not really, since you’re still dragging along the same thoughts and worries and regrets.

Up ahead she spots her hotel with its Irish tricolor flag jittering in the wind. From this distance the hotel looks small but somehow brave, a brave little haven in the fog. She’ll keep marching along, of course she will; what else can she do? And with any luck Mrs. Grogan, with all her money and connections, will help her get back to America. Back to central heating and lunch counters and dollar bills and percolated coffee.

I’ll be alone, Gaby thinks, but at least I’ll be home.





2

Sabine 

April 9, 1940 

Ireland, The Otherworld

I’m lost, Sabine realizes. 

She hates that. The Cork streets wind around following the River Lee, many of them unmarked, and the signs that do exist have films of dirt over them, obscuring the letters. Clouds come and go like a persistent injury, making the afternoon feel suddenly like evening and then returning a moment later to afternoon. She really has no idea where she is. 

Was she supposed to veer left instead of turn left after Clancy’s Pub? She tries to get her bearings, sniffing the air like a dog. She’s angry at herself for losing her way, though at least that’s a change from the panicky fear she’s felt almost from the moment she arrived in Cork. The air smells like chimney smoke and animal dung and something tangy, like the pith of an orange.

Nearly all her belongings are gone. A young man on a bicycle swept past her on the street, grabbing her suitcase from her hand as she was leaving Customs. He wobbled away—the case was heavy with her clothes and choice pieces of her grandmother’s silver—before she could even think to run after him. And there goes my passport with it. 

Stupid. 

Why didn’t she put her passport back in her purse? Her suitcase was open, that’s why. After the Customs agent had finishing rifling through her things and taking what he wanted for himself, he handed Sabine’s passport back to her. Without thinking she threw it on top of her dresses and then buckled the case. She was annoyed that the agent had taken two of her grandmother’s silver teaspoons and had been focused on that. “For my trouble,” he’d said. 

You mean for doing your job? she wanted to ask. 

But he could have stopped her from entering Ireland altogether, or taken another teaspoon or the pair of silver candlesticks, so she kept her mouth shut. Stepping out onto the street she was distracted and disoriented. An easy mark.

“Stop!” she called as the thief cycled off, ridiculously too late and also just ridiculous, because of course he wouldn’t stop. He had no intention of stopping. For a moment Sabine thought her suitcase was too heavy and he might lose his balance and fall—oh please!—but he didn’t.

That first day she wandered around Cork trying to find the consulate (closed) or some way to locate her aunt. Aunt Maeve’s address, scribbled by Monsieur Perrin on a heavy piece of writing paper, was tucked in her suitcase’s inside pocket. 

Stupid, stupid. 

She’s been in Cork for almost a week now and has spent all the money that she’d had in her purse. At a bus stop she struck up a conversation with an old woman with sharp blue eyes and deeply grooved wrinkles, who told her about a cheap hotel where she might find a job washing dishes in exchange for a mattress on the storeroom floor. The woman’s accent was not at all like her father’s; it sounded like its own language, or a woman singing in a distant room. Beautiful, but hard to follow. 

And I guess I didn’t follow, Sabine thinks now. 

While she’s been standing there uncertainly the afternoon has fully shifted to evening. Soon it will be too dark to walk anywhere. They’ve stopped switching on streetlamps because of the threat of a German invasion; it’s all anyone can talk about. People are constantly checking the sky for planes, and she’s seen radios perched on stools in shop doorways, droning out the latest news for passersby. 

She gives up on finding the cheap hotel, if it even exists, and walks around an export warehouse, and then another, looking for a way inside. She’d like to sleep under a roof if possible.

At last, a bit of luck: she finds a long, loose board in the back of the third warehouse, which she manages to pry off. At nearly seventeen, she’s only recently left girlhood behind and is still thin as a board herself. Sucking in her breath and twisting her hips, she manages to squeeze through the gap.

Inside she finds crates and crates of butter packed in ice. She has to break a crate to get to one of the tubs, and then break the tub. She eats the butter with a splintered wooden slat like an oversized spoon.



Butter and honey shall be eaten that he may know to refuse the evil and choose the good. Isaiah 7:15. This, printed on a lemony square of poster paper under a picture of a fat black-and-white cow, is pasted on the side of every crate.

Is it an advertisement, Sabine wonders, or a warning? The rumpy cow makes light of the quotation, and the somber quotation makes the cow seem absurd. She arranges a nest for herself using straw and papery packing materials that smell like glue. 

Hard to believe that only a month ago she’d been in a hospital in Puy-de-Dôme with her parents and Gaby, all of them trying to fight off a severe strain of typhus fever. Only Sabine, the youngest and scrawniest, had been successful. It left her body weaker, but alive, but alone.

She’s angry about that too. At first she was miserable and afraid, but after that she was angry. They left her all alone. Did they go somewhere else, like heaven? Or are they just gone? They left her, that’s all. She falls asleep stroking the smooth end of her short arm, soothing herself the way she did as a child.

Hours later the boom of guns wakes her, forcing her outside to see what’s happening. A brilliant flare, dropped from a plane, lights up the early morning sky. That’s when she sees the parachutes. White balloons, she thinks at first. Then she notices the men attached. Scores of them. Like a swarm of flies above a carcass, slowly drifting down to feed.

A man jumps out from a nearby doorway, startling her. He’s wearing a thin oat-colored sweater with the sleeves rolled up over his elbows.

“It’s begun,” he says. 

Her fear returns in one quick thrust. “What’s begun?”

“The Germans, they’ve come. Take my advice and get out of the city as quick as you can.” He wags his thumb a couple of times like a hitchhiker.

“Where? To where?” 

But he’s already running down the street. She watches him swerve into an alley and disappear.

The butter warehouse is one of a line of warehouses facing the water. Boat lights blink on: an armada. German planes buzz over the rooftops. The sky lights up again as more flares float down, illuminating the way for the parachutists. They’re still far away—they’ll land in fields outside the city, organize themselves, and march in—but there are legions of them, and they’re coming. 



The blood rushes to Sabine’s ears. Every cell in her body seems to twitch in a different direction. She should move, do something, hide, but she can’t.

“By air and by sea,” she thinks.

She came to Ireland to be safe.



Maybe because the first thing she heard after the invasion began was “Get out of the city,” Sabine tries to follow this directive. But she’s hemmed in by the troops and can’t escape Cork for over a week. 

The first days are chaotic. Submarines surface off the Irish coast and great ships unload Panzer tanks that roll through the narrow Cork streets, turning awkwardly through the maze of the city and chipping stone buildings they meet at corners. Glass shards litter the sidewalk from so many windows being shot out as soldiers with rifles lean out of tank hatches to fire into any crowds that form. People quickly learn to duck into doorways if they hear the rumble of metal links eating up the street. Armored vehicles follow the tanks, with helmeted soldiers pointing rifles in every direction.

Sabine sees one tank nick the side of an older block building as it turns. The wall cracks and falls, and a moment later the roof slides down over it into the street, and then the adjacent wall crumbles into its neighbor. A couple more buildings collapse, a domino effect, and a woman screams from a third-floor window as the building she’s standing in starts to fold. But there is nothing anyone can do.

Leaflets rain down from the sky, German propaganda dropped from aeroplanes: “Irish men and women: we have come to you as friends, to save you from the English.” All the government offices have closed and the Lord Mayor has fled. Bands of young people arm themselves and fight back, while others carry flour and sugar in burlap bags as they try to get out of the city. 

German soldiers corral young men, pushing them into the back of trucks with the butt end of a gun across their back or head or face. No one knows where they’re going. Other soldiers line up a group of journalists and shoot them against the wall of a pub (“Watch, you must watch,” the soldiers shout to the crowd), and three boys are hanged with some ceremony in Elizabeth Fort for disrespecting the German flag. Their bodies are left hanging to rot while crows flap around them, swooping in and away. 



An old woman wearing a long black cloak with an enormous hood throws loose cobblestones at the birds, trying to shoo them off. “But I can’t stand here all night, now, can I,” she complains.

Sabine helps her, hoping the old woman will offer her a place to sleep that night, but when she spots a soldier coming toward them lifting his rifle she runs. 



By the end of the week, like everyone else, she’s searching for shops that haven’t already been completely looted, while also trying to stay as far away as possible from the soldiers. She’s drunk rainwater that collected in barrel tops and has eaten wet cabbage, discarded sausage casings, potato peelings, scraped bones, moldy bread, and the soggy ends of unidentifiable vegetables. Fear and hunger feel just about the same in her stomach.

One woman pushes a wheelbarrow full of puppies down the street and Sabine follows her for a while, curious, but the woman is walking aimlessly, crying and talking to herself. One sandwich short of a picnic, as her father would say. Sabine can hear his voice so clearly, and a lump rises in her throat. But she can’t let herself cry, she has to focus on survival. Keep moving, find food, hide.

On a narrow side street she comes upon a passel of children, maybe one family, all wearing nothing but white shifts. They glimmer in the sunlight like angels but are stick thin and they crouch in the dirt sobbing with hunger or fear. 

Before she can approach them Sabine hears a tank coming and she presses herself into the nearest doorway. The street, not much more than an alley, is empty except for the children and her. The children don’t move from their spot. One of them, the smallest, starts hiccuping while she watches the tank pass. Following the tank are two jeeps, coming so close to the children that the driver could have touched the little girl’s head as he passed. When the second jeep brakes, Sabine holds her breath. A German soldier jumps out of the back with something in his hand.

A loaf of bread.

He gives it to the little girl. Then, moving heavily with all the guns and ammunition strapped to his body, he jogs back to the jeep.

The four ragged angels in their stained white robes stagger away with their prize. For a moment Sabine has the urge to follow them, to snatch the bread for herself. She’s taller than the tallest one and probably older. No. She’s not as bad as that. She makes herself walk in the opposite direction.



“Where are the Brits in our time of need, I’d like to know?” asks a young man with greasy red hair and a red birthmark shaped like a strawberry on his cheek. He’s crouching behind a blown-out window with Sabine and four or five others, all strangers who rushed into an abandoned basement flat—scrambling through a huge hole in the wall like a round Chinese door—when they heard tanks barreling up the street. 

“What about Ireland’s army?” Sabine asks. She keeps hoping that soldiers will come marching into the city and save them. Save her.

“And what army is that?” he says, scratching his throat with four fingers. Something her father used to do. “The LDF’s a joke.”

“What’s the LDF?” Sabine asks.

Another man snorts. “Bicycle units and that.” 

“You’d think the lads up in Belfast would lend us a hand,” says a bony woman wearing a man’s ripped overcoat.

“They’re fighting for their own lives up there.”

“So we’re doomed altogether.” 

“Not just us. Norway and Denmark were hit, too,” the man with the strawberry birthmark says. “I heard the news at the hotel where I work—used to work.” He scratches his throat again. “It’s all past tense now, so it is.”

The bony woman is looking at Sabine’s short right arm, at the rounded end where her hand should have been.

“What happened to you?” she asks.

Sabine raises her chin. “I was born this way.”

“Oh. Thought you might have forgotten it somewhere in all the commotion, so,” the woman says and Sabine feels herself flush. The men laugh meanly, but they stop laughing when another furious spray of bullets razes the street. Sabine crouches lower and holds her breath, listening to the metal clang of spent shells on cobblestones and then the wail of an animal—a dog?—in pain. She can’t risk going out to drag it to safety, she doesn’t even lift her head to look. I’m a coward, she thinks. No one else moves, either. We’re all cowards. At last the tanks turn the corner and are gone, but when she creeps out there’s not an animal in sight, dead or otherwise.



“Too bad, I was hoping for leg of dog for dinner,” the bony woman says, and Sabine can’t tell if she’s joking or not.



Horses appear in the city, brought by the Germans on boats to haul all the heavy guns from their landing craft—jeeps are no good on the beaches. One unit is ordered to clear the Woolworths on St. Patrick’s Street so it can be used as a stable.

Sabine is inside when they come, looking for anything useful among the piles of ribbons and skeins of colored wool, packets of needles, packets of pins, garden tools, shoelaces. She finds a knapsack, that’s good, but there is not a scrap of food—even the licorice whips are gone—so she searches for supplies: a ball of twine and a pen knife, a Bakelite cup and plate, and all the cutlery from a wicker picnic hamper. Her plan now is to leave the city at night, in the darkness, avoiding the sentries. She’s tried twice so far—last night and the night before—but turned back when she spotted German patrols. She heard them asking for identity papers and she doesn’t have any.

Woolworths familiar smell is comforting, though. Polished wood and metal hardware, a lingering scent of sugar. It reminds her of America, as far away as Mars.

“All in a flash, it’s everything gone,” the woman next to Sabine complains. She picks up a pair of boys’ woolen knee socks. “Here now, these might fit you.”

But before Sabine can take them a German unit comes bursting through the heavy doors. She barely has time to look up before they begin spraying the room with bullets. 

“Aus! Aus!” 

But no one can get out; the soldiers are blocking the exit. The people who raise their arms in surrender are immediately shot. The woman next to Sabine drops to the floor and begins crawling but as she crosses an open aisle she’s gunned down too.

“Diebe! Aus!”

Thieves, get out. 

More gunfire. Some of the soldiers are laughing as they pick off people trying to leave.

It’s a large store and Sabine is near the back. She crawls under the ransacked display tables and until she finds a door marked Employees Only and struggles to pull it open with her good hand, thinking maybe there might be a rear exit. Instead she comes upon iron steps winding down into total darkness. Another spurt of gunfire sounds. She runs down the steps.

She finds herself in a dimly lit storage area piled with boxes and crates. An old dresser stands against the wall; it looks, at first glance, like a squat, many-eyed monster. The room smells of rusty iron and wet wood and packing materials. She can’t see an exit.

“Friend or foe?” comes a man’s voice, low and quiet. 

She spies two figures sitting in the corner with their knees up and their arms around their legs.

Sabine says, “Friend, I think.”

“American, are you? What are you doing over here?”

“I don’t know,” she says truthfully. Anymore.

He tells her they’d only just come down to the cellar when the soldiers charged in. “Out on the street I’d seen the horses, a man at every bridle. Only they were stopped at the corner and waiting for what I didn’t know. But now I’m putting two and two together. They need a stable I’m guessing and this’ll be it.” 

He introduces himself as Joe Kearney. “I used to work here. I was thinking there might be something left in the storeroom, that’s why we headed straight down. This is Moira,” he adds.

“Why don’t you come sit with us,” Moira says.

Sabine crouches down beside them. Her eyes begin to adjust to the darkness—not totally dark, as there are a couple of small vented windows high up on one wall. When Moira shifts her position, Sabine sees that she’s pregnant.

Moira and Joe live in a flat in another part of the city but they are all trapped there for the better part of the day, listening to furniture (and bodies?) being hauled outside, and curt German commands, and then hammering and sawing. Joe pulls out a tin of ham from his bag, which he slices open with a butcher knife. He passes them each a bite on the knife-end. After he left his job here at Woolworths—Woolies, he calls it—he found work as a carpenter. He claims he wasn’t surprised when the Germans landed. 

“England’s back door,” he tells Sabine, handing her another portion of ham. “They’ll go there next, I’m thinking, and truth be told at first I was just that little bit pleased. The English deserve to know what it feels like to be conquered and pushed around. Only it seems they’ve decided to burn us down first, so. The Germans, I mean. Like the Black and Tans twenty years ago.” 

The ham is good, the first unspoiled meat she’s had in a week. She’s aware that she’s eating too fast but can’t help herself. She both is and isn’t getting over the shock of how her world has changed so suddenly—all in a flash, as the woman upstairs (now dead) put it. 

“Had an accident, did you?” Joe asks, noticing her hand. 

She lifts her chin. “It’s always been this way.” 

“Well, don’t let the Germans see. They don’t like anything defective. I’ve a mate who escaped from Warsaw a couple of months ago; he saw his uncle taken away because he’s retarded.”

“Away where?”

Joe shrugs. 

“I’m not retarded,” she says.

“No. But you’re pretty,” Moira tells her. She glances at Joe. “That might be a problem too.”

Joe finds a pot with a lid and they take turns peeing into it. He examines the crates and from one pulls out a pile of heavy sweaters, which he hands around. He pries open a second crate to find small round tins of beef tongues, and a third with tins of baked beans.

“Let’s find you an opener,” he says to Sabine. 

He has to time his movements to the noise upstairs, stopping whenever there is silence. When the horses clomp in, dust shakes down from the ceiling. Joe lights a match to check his watch and in the spark of light Sabine can make out a poster behind him: 

Cover that Worn Patch

And Beautify Your Home

With a British Made Floor Mat

Above the block lettering, the colored illustration of a woman wearing a flared apron over a gingham dress makes her think of her mother, although her mother didn’t own a gingham dress and hated to be seen in an apron. She was a French professor and wore tailored suits even on Saturdays. Sabine’s throat feels like there’s a hard round marble stuck at the top. She tries not to think of her mother or father or her sister, Gaby. She wraps her arms around herself to keep from crying. You left me alone.

“Why don’t you put on your sweater,” Moira says to Sabine. “It’s getting cold. Are you needing help with that?”



“I’m okay,” Sabine says.

She arranges the sweater the way her father taught her long ago, placing it on her lap and folding up the hem until she can push her good arm through the body of the sweater to make a channel, in the opposite sleeve, for her short arm. After she pushes her short arm through the channel she pushes her good hand through the other sleeve. Then she grabs the hem material from the outside, bunches it up to get as much as she can, and leans over to pull the sweater on over her head.

You must do things for yourself, her father told her, as much as you can. Don’t rely on other people to help. Sabine grips jars with her right elbow so she can use her left hand to open them, though that can be hard if the jar is cold or wet. Cutting her fingernails is fairly impossible so she bites them instead.

“Sun has gone down,” Joe says, peering up at one of the small windows near the ceiling. “Nearly time.”

“Time for what?” Sabine asks.

“To make our escape.” 

Most of the men will leave when it gets dark, he guesses; they’ll go back to their quarters with only a sentry posted outside. Maybe also a man guarding the horse stalls, so they’ll have to be quiet.

“There’s an employee entrance we can use to get out, but it’s upstairs.”

“What if it’s locked?” Moira asks.

“We’ll break the window next to it, crawl through and make a run for it. But we should wait until it’s absolute dark.” He looks at Sabine. “You’re not afraid of the dark?”

Sabine shakes her head.

“At least we’ll miss the pookies and ghosts,” Moira says.

“What do you mean?” She has to go to the bathroom again but feels shy about asking for a match to see her way to the pot.

“That’s when you can see them, after sunset but before true darkness settles in.”

Joe says, “If you believe that nonsense.”

“Oh, I do,” Moira says. She and Sabine are sitting side by side against the wall, and she’s holding Sabine’s good hand. She gives it a squeeze. “We’ve a ghost living above the bakery, so. On MacCurtain Street, where I work. Or worked, I should say, until recent events.” 



“Moira. She’s only young, and scared enough.”

“And who wouldn’t be with soldiers stomping around waving guns above our heads? But ghosts, they’ll not harm you. They’re just sad and confused. Wandering about. Searching for something.”

“Isn’t it midsummer when the veil is thin?” Joe asks, making light of it. “And here it is only April.”

“What’s the veil?” Sabine asks.

“Between our world and the next. And it’s always thin,” Moira tells Joe.

Sabine isn’t afraid of ghosts but she is afraid of water. She doesn’t say this to Moira and Joe. They’ve decided she should swim across the river to get out of the city since the bridges are all well guarded. Joe agrees that without a passport it would be best to leave the crowded city behind. 

“More food in the country too. But you’ll have to keep your distance from the soldiers all the same.”

“Maybe I could just stay here?” She isn’t altogether joking. When she was little she had a secret wish to live in the Woolworths in Poughkeepsie. She would sleep in the display hammock set up in the window and make hamburgers for herself behind the counter. She’d be able to inspect every item on every aisle without her mother hurry-
ing her out.

“They’ll come down here eventually,” Joe says. “Best for you to head north, toward the middle of the country. They’re less likely to bother you there.”

He can’t find a tin opener so he gives Sabine his butcher knife. “We’ve an opener at home.” Moira packs Sabine’s knapsack carefully so the tins won’t rattle. Then she finds a rubbery raincoat to wrap around the outside. 

“It’ll not be perfect,” Moira says, “but hopefully some of it will stay dry.”



When Joe figures it’s time they creep up the iron steps, himself leading the way, followed by Moira and then Sabine. At the top he pushes open the heavy employee door slowly, inch by slow inch, trying to keep it from creaking. A sliver of light slants down from somewhere. The comforting smell of Woolworths has disappeared, replaced by the scent of recently cut lumber and straw and sweating horses and manure. 



Sabine and Moira step carefully behind Joe, who even in the new maze of woodwork seems to know where to go. They walk as softly as they can, carrying their shoes. Every so often Joe stops, and once he even sniffs the air—for what, for soldier scent? The back door, the employees’ entrance, isn’t guarded, thank goodness. Moira squeezes Sabine’s elbow to reassure her. Or maybe for luck. 

Joe tries the handle. It turns. But as he’s pushing open the door a German voice calls out from behind them.

“Stop. Who are you. Hands up.”

His English is oddly inflected. There’s straw on his uniform and he’s not much older than Sabine, with chubby lips and a round face. His eyes look scared. He has no gun in his holster and his fly is unzipped. Perhaps he’s come from the bathroom? Or was engaged in some private, salacious activity? She pushes the image out of her mind.

“Oh now, mate, sorry to surprise you. We were just coming in for a delivery—didn’t know the store had changed hands!” She knows Joe has to be scared but he’s trying for jocular. 

“A delivery? What delivery?”

“We pick up boxes for the store in Dublin. Things they can’t sell. Every Tuesday like clockwork I load up here, and then I drive the stuff up to Dublin. My van’s out back.”

“You drove here?”

“No easy task, I can tell you!”

The boy scowls, thinking. His fat brow creases, making him look even more like a toddler. “When we came, only the thiefs. No, what do you call them, the workers?” 

“Is that so? Management’s gone?” Joe’s hands are still raised. “Wish I’d been told.”

The boy looks at Moira. “So this is your wife?”

“And her sister.”

“They always come with you?”

Joe nodded. “Every Tuesday.”

“Every Tuesday you come,” he repeats, obviously thinking it over.

“Like clockwork.”

Sabine has put her raised hands behind her head hoping to hide her short arm. They don’t like defects. The boy is still looking them up and down. “Why you wear no shoes?” She sees Joe flick his eyes toward the empty holster. With a sudden movement, he kicks wide the door and pushes her toward it. Run, he hisses.

She runs. She’s only a few steps into the street when she hears a crash and then a shout, but she doesn’t look back. She can still feel the pressure of Moira’s warm fingers on her elbow and she decides this is a sign that they are okay. They are resourceful and quick. Even pregnant, Moira will be quick. They will make it back to their flat and Joe will find the tin opener in the kitchen drawer and he’ll open the tinned meat and maybe a bottle of wine, red wine. They’ll be laughing with relief. When her parents came home at night they always opened a bottle of wine, and sometimes they gave Sabine and Gaby their own small glasses with a sip or two in each. 

The marble rises in her throat again. She clutches her shoes with her good hand and keeps running with her lopsided knapsack jogging up and down uncomfortably on her back. Her feet are bleeding but she puts the pain somewhere else, outside her body. The Opera House is on the River Lee, and Joe told her that under its cover she could probably swim across the water undetected.

The river is cold and somehow greasy feeling but she makes herself start swimming. Above her, German soldiers are assembling large, drum-like searchlights on the Opera House balcony. One flashes on while Sabine is still in the water. A pale white light sweeps downstream, and she veers right—against the tide—to stay out of the search eye. But more lights snap on, and soon it will be difficult, if not impossible, to stay in the darkened swaths of the river. The breaststroke is the only stroke she’s ever mastered, and that’s difficult enough with only one hand. 

By the time she climbs up the rocky bank she’s shaking all over, and not just from the cold. The night is windless, still and dark. The earth seems to be holding its breath. But she still has her knapsack, thank God, with the extra sweater and tins of food and Joe’s butcher knife. She’s lost only her shoes.

Crouching in the underbrush among blackened tree stumps, she can hear the lapping river and shouts in German as one of the searchlights fails. How would she have managed without Joe and Moira? She sends a prayer of thanks into the dark, timeless void that now seems to be her existence. She cups her short arm, making a nest for it in the palm of her hand. All she wants is to be safe. Or invisible. Maybe both.
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Gaby 

April 1940 

Neutral Ireland

The bus to Ballyleam is slow and cold. For the first few miles out of Cork they follow an onion cart; pale gold onionskins flit out like moths whenever the cart meets a bump in the road. The road grows increasingly narrow as they continue north, wending its way around fields dotted with sheep and stocky plow horses staring at nothing. Every so often the bus driver stops to drop off a pile of newspapers tied with string, or to let on a passenger standing at the crossroads. 

“Which is why the trip takes half the day,” Moira explains.

Moira is the young woman sitting across the aisle from Gaby. She has dark hair and a wide face with strong cheekbones. She works at Thompson’s Bakery back in Cork and offered Gaby a day-old scone when she first sat down, which was surprisingly tasty. “Buttermilk,” Moira said. “That’s the trick of it.”

She’s heavily pregnant, “still sick in the mornings but sure, what can I do,” and is going to visit her parents who live in a tiny village outside Limerick. “You’ve not heard of it,” she told Gaby. “No one has.” Her husband, Joe, has a new job with a carpenter and couldn’t get the day off. Before that he worked at Woolies.

“Woolies?”

“Woolworths, on St Patrick’s Street.”

“I’ve been there!” For some reason the coincidence delights Gaby.

“It’s lovely, yeah? But the managers are queer particular. Joe told me a Sam fella got sacked just for loosening his tie too once often.”

They pass churchyards with tilting headstones and piles of quarried rocks that had once been houses. Gaby doesn’t remember closing her eyes but she wakes suddenly to a coppery orange light. A moment of panic: Have I missed my stop?

“Good you could close your eyes for a bit,” Moira tells her. She’s knitting a sweater using four needles; a worm of gray wool rings her thumb. “Ballyleam’s not too much farther.”

Looking outside, Gaby can see that the landscape has changed. The farmhouses are farther from the road and the trees are darker, their trunks thicker. The dense ivy growing up their bark is more black than green, and the gray stone wall hugging one side of the road has a line of jagged rocks on top, like pointed teeth. A stream follows the road for a while, a thin trickle that disappears into the muddy earth then re-emerges a stone’s throw later.

Moira lifts the half-finished sweater toward the window light. “I’ll have to stop. It’s gotten to be the ghostlight and I can hardly see my stitches.”

“What’s the ghostlight?” Gaby asks.

“What my mam calls twilight. It’s the time of day when our world connects with the otherworld, the ghosts and fairies and that. You see them at dusk before true darkness sets in.”

“Have you ever seen one?” 

“Oh, aye. We’ve a ghost at the bakery, Old Sally. She always looks sad, like she’s lost her way, poor thing.”

“Ballyleam, next stop,” the driver calls out.

The bus begins to climb a rise. “There it is,” Moira says as a large stone house appears in the mist. It has three stories, six chimneys, and evenly spaced windows. A crumbling castle tower stands at one end—a remnant of the original stronghold. A dark feeling opens up in Gaby, like a flower that blooms in the night. It’s not a premonition exactly, more like recognition. Kilcurra House. But that’s crazy, Gaby thinks; she couldn’t have been more than eight when she came here with her family.

The road turns and descends; the ivied trees crowd closer. Gaby twists around on the rubber seat but Kilcurra House drops out of sight.

“Aren’t you the lucky one visiting that grand place,” Moira says, winding the loose yarn around her knitting needles and putting the unfinished sweater away. “It’s like a palace, so it is.”



Gaby knows gasoline has been rationed but still she’s surprised when she steps down off the bus to an empty road. The bus stop, if you can call it a bus stop, is in front of a pub. There’s a butcher shop next to it, then a small grocery, and then another pub. Across the street is a police station and a post office; both appear closed. But Mr. Faley assured her that someone would be here.



“Miss Gabrielle Donnelly?” a small voice calls out. “Would that be yourself?” 

It’s a child, a young girl, sitting on the bench in front of the pub. She looks to be about ten. She’s small with large blue eyes and straight brown hair cut into a bob that touches the top of her shoulders.

“I’m to take you up to Kilcurra House,” she says, jumping off the bench. “Mr. Terence would drive normally but with the petrol shortage they’ve mostly stopped driving and anyhow he left us yesterday to retire on account of his arthritis and to be with his daughter. Mrs. Grogan sometimes takes out the pony cart but Mrs. O’Connell, that’s the housekeeper, she would be the one to come for you and she hates the cart and horses and anything like that and also she had an appointment with the dentist. So Mrs. Walsh says what about Norrie, she can walk, and I say delighted. Mrs. Walsh is the cook. I’m Nora Cullens.”

Gaby takes her hand. “Gaby Donnelly.”

“You’d never find the path yourself though it’s not far, just over the bridge and then a shortcut through the woods. Do you want me to carry your case? It’s a bit uphill for part of the way.”

“That’s okay, but thanks.” 

“I’ve got a hurricane lamp.” Nora lifts the bulky lantern she’s carrying, as if Gaby might not have noticed it. “Couldn’t find a torch. It can get quite dark in the woods but we’re in and out in a minute. Do you need to use the lav first? There’s one in the pub. The sign says The Two Hounds but everyone calls it The Wailing Baby on account of Mrs. Murphy’s oldest son who cried night and day for the whole first year of his life. He’s away to be a priest now.”

Gaby is relieved by Nora’s chatter and by Nora herself: a child, and so not someone she needs to impress. “Sure,” she says.

When Nora opens the pub door a strong smell of hops seeped in wood hits Gaby first, and then cigarette smoke mixed with smoke from the peat fire in the fireplace. There’s a semicircular bar in front, a large room to the left, and a smaller room to the right. A cigarette is burning in a square ceramic ashtray on the bar top but no bartender is in sight. On the back wall a photograph of the pope hangs near a trio of stuffed, mounted fish. 

“Mrs. Murphy?” Nora calls out. “We’re just here to use the lav.”

“Go on then,” a husky voice replies from the back. 

Nora shows her a door marked Mná. “It’s indoors and has been these past two years!” A boast. Then in a whisper: “Mrs. Walsh, that’s our cook, she says they got notions about themselves after their son was called by God Himself.”

Gaby nods, not really understanding. She’s trying to quash the feeling that she’s come to the wrong place yet again. She uses the lavatory and works out how to pull the chain to flush it. Then she combs her hair and puts on lipstick—and voilà, she’s an adult once more. 

“Others might like it,” a man is saying when she walks back into the main room, “but for my part I could well put up with the loss of it.”

She glances at a group of men sitting near the fireplace, all of them nursing pints of beer.

“The real question is, will the Germans use us as a launching pad to get to England, or will they take England first and then come for us?”

“I’d lay good money that the Brits’ll come first, telling the rest of the world they’re here to defend us,” says a man with a bright red handkerchief triangled in his breast pocket. He takes the handkerchief out and wipes his mouth, then carefully folds it up again. “After which they’ll stick it to us for another five hundred years,” he says.

A chorus of affirmatives. “Aye, Aye.” “That’ll be it.” 

“So we have to be ready to block them,” he goes on. “Defend ourselves.”

“You’d rather have the Germans?” one man asks.

“The enemy of my enemy is my friend, am I right?” he retorts. 

“That was Jammy Jim,” Nora says when they get outside. “The one with the red handkerchief. Has an opinion about everything. The postmaster’s daughter Aisling Mulligan is in love with him. At school they call her Bun Mulligan because she sells buns in the yard at lunchtime.”

“Why do you call Jammy Jim Jammy Jim?” 

“Oh, he collects old jam jars and things. He’s got a bike and he cycles around the countryside re-selling them.” 

They start across the bridge. The moon is casting pale, dappled light over the water.

“Do you live in Kilcurra House?” Gaby asks. “With the Grogans?”

“I do, yeah. Well, not in the big house, in the gardener’s cottage with my father, he works in the yard, he’s a gardener. I’m still in school. Mrs. Walsh says she’ll train me to cook when I get my leaving certificate but I’m not sure I want to be a cook, you’re stuck inside all day, aren’t you? And this year Sister Mary had me top of the class for spelling and sums. My da says I don’t have to decide right now. It’s just the two of us in the cottage. My mother died right after I was born but I still see her sometimes.” She speaks quickly, barely drawing breath.

“You see your mother?”

“She came and sat on my bed last Christmas. She asked me did I like baking.”

“Maybe you were dreaming,” Gaby says.

“Maybe,” Nora says agreeably. “I’ve seen her before, though. Twice when I was playing outside. She didn’t talk then, just looked at me she did.”

On the other side of the bridge they step off the road toward the woods. Nora is swinging the unlit lantern as she walks.

“My mother died, too,” Gaby says. “Also my father and sister.”

“I know. Mrs. Walsh said not to ask about it.”

Gaby says, not quite immediately, “That’s all right. I don’t mind.”

“Was it a motorcar accident? I hear that happens a lot in America.” 

“Typhus fever. But we were in France.” 

“Were you ill too?”

“I was. But I got better. Well, as you can see.” To her surprise, she doesn’t feel the sharp pain she expected—the hurt’s there, yes, but it’s not quite as piercing. Is this what happens? Gaby wonders. You get used to telling the story? But that’s awful too.

Nora says, “Here’s the path. Hold this for me?”

She hands the lantern to Gaby, then lifts off its glass bowl. After she strikes a match she touches its flame to the stubby candlewick, which catches and holds it. Somehow the pinpoint of light makes the rest of the world seem darker. Nora closes the glass bowl and takes back the lantern. 

They enter the woods and the air abruptly cools as the trees close over them. There’s a dense smell of bark and dry leaves and something else, something animal. Although it’s April the trees seem like autumn trees, already dressed in mourning.

“How old was your sister?” Nora asks.

“Almost seventeen.” 

“I’m eleven. How old are you?”

“Eighteen. They called us Irish twins at home. Do they say that here?”

“They do, yeah.”

Gaby switches her suitcase to her other hand. Her footsteps crackle as she walks over twigs and decomposing leaves on the path, a sound like crunching bones. The trees have thin trunks and wreaths of old leaves on the dirt around them. A branch catches her arm. When she turns her head she thinks she sees the metallic glint of a gun, and for a moment her breath sticks to her ribcage. But it’s just a glitter of moisture from the fog.

“Mrs. Walsh says your mother was French,” Nora says.

“That’s right. She met my father in New York. At the Frick Museum.”

Gaby and Sabine always loved hearing the story: how their father was supposed to go to the Met but the exhibit he wanted to see wasn’t yet up—he’d gotten the dates wrong. So he decided to go to the Frick instead, and that’s where he saw Adèle. He knew right away she was French—from her posture, he always claimed, not her clothes. He talked her into walking around the museum with him, and after that suggested lunch.

“They always said that by the time they left the Frick they were in love,” Gaby says. “Sabine and I had a name for the story, we called it The Encounter, and we played a game we called The Encounter where we’d make up a story about meeting the man who would change our lives. It had to begin with a mistake. Like going to the Frick at the last minute when all along you’d been planning to go to the Met.”

“The Encounter. I like that. My parents always knew each other. They grew up right next door.”

They come to a long wire fence and Nora works the twisted latch that opens the gate. “The Grogans’ property begins here,” she says. “Pigs are over that way. That other path leads to some old farm buildings we don’t use anymore. No one goes there except Mrs. Walsh or me to get a bit of rosemary or the mint that grows near the old barn.”

As they leave the cover of trees Nora says, unnecessarily, “And there’s the house.”

Up close Kilcurra House is even more commanding with its large blocks of pale blond stone and impressively long windows. Despite her lipstick Gaby doesn’t feel like an adult anymore. Her face is sticky with sweat and once again she shifts her suitcase to the other hand. They trudge around a dark tennis court and past a lone tree with sparse, waving limbs as if signaling for help. Gaby lifts her face to the wind while Nora, marching faster now as if keeping time to something only she can hear, heads for the back door. 

“Here we are, Mrs. Walsh!” she calls out as she opens it.



Mrs. Walsh is a plump woman with a round face, salt and pepper hair twisted into a bun, and a heavy bottom lip that curls up over her top lip. The thick frown line between her eyes deepens when she sees them. She scolds Nora for bringing Gaby in through the kitchen.

“But it’s so much faster this way and then I don’t have to scrape the mud from my shoes—see?” She’s pushing the toe of one shoe against the heel of the other, trying to lift her foot out. “I can just take them off. And you told me I’m always to use the kitchen door myself.”

“Never mind.” Mrs. Walsh turns to Gaby, taking her hand briefly without smiling. “Mrs. Grogan unfortunately has a headache and is having soup in her room. She left a message that she’s looking forward to meeting you tomorrow. Miss Julianne was supposed to return this afternoon but at the last minute decided to spend another week in Dublin.”

“And the—the son?” Gaby can’t remember his name. She’s never met him. He was away at school when their family visited all those years ago.

“Mr. Theobald is in Galway at the minute.”

No one to greet me here, either. She’s not sure if she feels insulted or relieved. 

“Bridie,” Mrs. Walsh calls out. A moment later a twiggy girl wearing a dark blue uniform and a white cap walks into the kitchen. When she sees Gaby she narrows her eyes.

“Is Mrs. O’Connell back yet?” Mrs. Walsh asks.

“Not yet.”

“I don’t suppose she left any instructions?”

Bridie says not to her. 

“All right. Well, let’s see. Why don’t we put Miss Donnelly in The Emerald Room for tonight. Take her case up, won’t you?”

The kitchen is huge and warm and smells like roasting meat. There’s a long wooden table in the middle and at least three different ovens plus a roasting spit all made from the same dark iron. Off the main room is a smaller room with two tables piled with nested mixing bowls and tin canisters marked Flour and Sugar and Tea.

“Do you want to see something?” Nora asks. “Over here. Now look down. No, to the right. Look at the floor. Those are fish bones.” 



A tiny fish skeleton is embedded in one of the flagstone tiles. 

“It came like this from the quarry, the stone.”

“Two hundred years before you were born!” Mrs. Walsh says, scolding again.

“I didn’t say I was here at the time.”

“Is that how old this house is?” Gaby asks. “Two hundred years?”

“More even,” Mrs. Walsh says. “Still has part of the old castle turret. Fifteenth century, that.”

“It’s full of bats,” Nora tells her. 

Mrs. Walsh turns to fetch a bowl from the shelf. “Idleness is a fool’s desire as they say, and here we are talking while you’re wanting something to eat.” She begins ladling stew into the bowl. Pork, from the smell of it, with carrots and onions. Gaby’s stomach growls.

Mrs. Walsh and Nora have already had their meal, “but we’ll keep you company,” Mrs. Walsh tells her, dishing out two more bowls. There’s also a loaf of brown bread and the most delicious butter Gaby has ever tasted.

“Better than French butter,” Gaby says.

Mrs. Walsh is pleased by that. “We’re a small staff. Not like the old days. But I have my standards. That’s the real Allie Daly, it is.”

Gaby nods, although she has no idea who or what Allie Daly is. One more ill-fitting puzzle piece in the puzzle of Ireland. But the kitchen, like the butter, is impressive. Even her richest friend—Marielle Regan, whose grandfather founded a car company—has a kitchen only half this size. Mrs. Walsh is cutting another slice of bread for her when a man walks in from the outside.

“Hello, Desmond,” Mrs. Walsh sings out. “We’re just having a wee second supper. Care to join us?”

Gaby’s introduced to him: Desmond Cullens, Nora’s father. He’s in his thirties, though it’s hard to tell how far he is into them. His face, a bit ruddy from working outdoors, has sharp cheekbones and a distinct chin. He smiles at her, not very energetically, and with obvious effort.

“So you’re the American.” 

She’s getting so tired of that. It’s as though her personality has been stripped away and replaced with a cowboy or something.

Nora doesn’t get up when Desmond comes in but only nods at him, still holding her soup spoon. Gaby and Sabine didn’t run to their mother or father either. They weren’t a hugging family. “Why should I tell my daughters I love them?” she overheard her mother once saying to a neighbor. “They know I love them.”

Don’t think ill of the dead, Gaby tells herself.

“What’s the news, then, Norrie?” Desmond asks.

“I brought Gaby here from town. I showed her the shortcut through the woods.”

“Did you, now? That’s very helpful.” He turns to Gaby. “You’ve just come from France? We’re all of us wondering about that situation there.” He looks at her expectantly.

She doesn’t know much. Will the Maginot Line hold, that’s what everyone was asking when she left. She tells him that until last month most of the fighting had been in the east, but that’s changing. Lines of French planes had begun flying overhead, their glistening steel tails bright against the blue sky, and she watched heavy military trucks creep along the dusty roads on their way to fight the Germans—who made a new advance, it seemed, every single day. 

As she speaks, her head begins to cloud with fatigue and uncertainty; also the desire to be somewhere else. Not here. Not France. Not anywhere, because nowhere is safe.

“Well,” Mrs. Walsh finally says, mercifully. “Enough of the war. You must be longing for bed. Nora’ll show you to your room. Let me just make a hot water bottle for you to take up with you.”



The Emerald Room lives up to its name with its competing shades of green: creamy wallpaper with a repeating pattern of clover and ivy, a dark green bedspread, and a fitted carpet the color of spring peas. Even the table lamps have swirly green vines painted on their paper shades. The room is small and square with a narrow bed that faces the window. To the left of the bed is a fireplace that’s laid but not lit, and next to that is a washstand with a china basin. 

An antique, or is she supposed to wash there?

“Lavatory’s just next door,” Nora tells her. “Bridie or Clary will bring you hot water in the morning.” 

She’s brought along a tin of biscuits, which she leaves on the bedside table, and drops the hot water bottle on the bedspread. The room smells of burnt charcoal and wood polish.

“We’re in the cottage in back. This room looks out to the drive. Mrs. O’Connell always keeps the curtains closed so people visiting the house can’t see inside as they drive up.”

“Mrs. O’Connell is—?”

“The housekeeper. She doesn’t like children.” Nora is matter of fact. She sits down on the bed and bounces the mattress. “Only she likes me.”

“Do many people visit here?”

“No, not many. The Grogans are Catholics like us. Their type would mostly be Protestants.”

Their type. “You mean rich?”

“Living in the grand houses, yeah.”

Gaby doesn’t see the problem. “So why can’t they visit each other?”

“They can, they just don’t. Sweet dreams!” Nora jumps off the bed and skips out the door.

Gaby’s suitcase is on the mahogany rack at the foot of the bed. Someone—Bridie, she assumes—has unpacked for her. Sabine’s koala is propped against the pillows and Gaby’s nightgown is laid out on the bed like a ghost waiting to be filled with flesh and bone. In the bathroom she finds her toothbrush by the sink with a curl of toothpaste already on it. 

Back in her bedroom she gets undressed quickly. No central heating, and she doesn’t want to mess about with the fireplace—she’s not sure she’s allowed to. She feels a little like a party guest invited by mistake. 

She checks the window: locked. She peers under the bed. She doesn’t know what she’s looking for; maybe like a dog or a rat she just wants to secure her den. The house creaks around her, ancient and unfamiliar. More like a museum than a home, Gaby thinks. Living in a manor house with servants! It’s hard to believe, after everything that’s happened. Her life has twisted itself into an unrecognizable shape. Maybe this is a good thing, she thinks.

But in the middle of the night she wakes up drenched in sweat. 

It’s so dark she can’t see even a stick of furniture. She’s perspiring everywhere—her legs, her torso, even the back of her neck. Her nightgown is wet through but she can’t tell if she’s cold or hot. Did I have a nightmare? Am I ill? There’s a faint, fluttery headache behind her ears. 

She presses the palm of her hand to her forehead. If she’s cold, she should get another blanket. Mostly she feels wet. She gets out of bed and feels around in the cupboard for her extra nightgown. The thin carpet is scratchy and cold on her bare feet. As quickly as she can manage it, she strips off her clothes, even her underpants, which are also wet with sweat. She pulls the new nightgown on over her head. 

Back in bed it takes her a few minutes to warm up. What if she falls seriously ill here, like she did in France? Who would take care of her? With effort she closes her eyes and puts herself into her old bedroom in Poughkeepsie, the one she shared with Sabine. She sees the white wallpaper with small yellow daisies, the sloped ceiling, the window that looks out to the sidewalk. Gaby’s bed was the one closest to the door. 

A great longing like a thirst rises in her. She can picture Sabine sleeping with one arm flung out across the bedspread, and she’s making her usual night noises: not snores exactly, but quick puffs through her mouth like a fish. Their parents are in their own bedroom down the hall. The front door is locked. Everyone is safe in their beds.

You’ll be all right, Gaby tells herself. You will. You’ll be all right.



Two birds arguing in the trees wake her the next morning. She feels fine.



She’s sitting at the dressing table brushing her hair and trying to see her face properly—the mirror is warped with age—when there’s a knock on the door. Before she can answer Bridie walks into the room carrying a tray with toast and tea. She sets the tray down on Gaby’s unmade bed and goes to light a fire in the fireplace. 

“Oh, hello. Thanks,” Gaby says, but Bridie doesn’t answer. When the flame catches and spreads she gets up off her knees and replaces the gilded fire screen.

“Mrs. Grogan will see you at nine,” she announces, still with her back to Gaby. She seems unaccountably surly, whipping open the stiff curtains so hard they seem to crack. “In her solarium.”

“How do I get to her solarium?”

“Through the library.”

“Where’s the library?”

“Downstairs.”

Gaby can’t keep playing this game so she goes over to the window and looks out, waiting for Bridie to leave. There’s a white wrought-iron table and three matching chairs below her on the lawn, and a dozen or more sheep are grazing near the house. That’s a surprise. Shouldn’t they be off in a field somewhere? A line of elm trees lead down the drive to two white posts marking the end; beyond that must be the road.



When Bridie closes the door behind her, Gaby gets back into bed and eats a slice of toast. I could get used to this, she thinks. There’s fresh marmalade, and orange juice, and a newspaper that looks as though it’s been ironed. Or rather, half ironed; toward the middle the paper is crumpled. 

The front page is all about the war, of course. The Swiss, worried that Germany will invade them next, are handing out rifles to Boy Scouts and old women. Everyone is speculating about Hitler’s grand plan. Does he have a secret weapon, as he claims? Will he honor his peace agreement with Ireland? Will his troops march into Belgium?

Gaby turns to the society column. The Duke of Windsor—the former king of England—and his wife—the former Mrs. Simpson—are planning a trip to their estate on the French Riviera despite the war. “We’re not at all worried,” they declare.

When Bridie doesn’t come back with hot water, Gaby goes to the lavatory and twists the tap. The water runs and runs but never gets warm.



After she’s dressed Gaby goes out to the hallway, closing the door softly behind her. The hallway is wide enough to be a room itself, with long mahogany tables along the wall and wooden cupboards so shiny with polish they seem liquid. Rabbits and fish are carved on the cupboard doors, and a long red carpet runner covers the floor. 

The house is so large it feels deserted, though she knows that it isn’t. On impulse, Gaby crosses the hall and opens a door. She’d like to snoop around a little. She walks into a bedroom that is much larger than hers and dominated by a huge bed under a heavy, embroidered silk canopy. An antique desk and a chair with spindly legs is opposite the bed, and two chintz armchairs face the fireplace, which is stained black from centuries of smoke and ash. The knickknacks are all horse-related—small statues of rearing stallions, a miniature gold-filigree pony cart, and horsehead bookends propping up a set of leather-bound books. A door on the far side leads to a private bathroom with a porcelain hip bath and a sleek cupboard, also carved with fish.

She peeks into two more rooms before going downstairs. Both have long rectangular windows with glittering diamond panes and silk wallpaper—one deep red and the other one pale yellow. A few garments are hanging in a tall wardrobe: a mint-green jacket, a navy dress patterned with small white flowers, a creamy blouse ruched in front like an accordion.

The rooms are beautiful but the house isn’t perfect. As she goes down the wide staircase she can feel tiny nicks in the banister, and the white marble floor in the hall is yellowing with age. A dozen or more animal skulls hang from the walls, also stuffed elk heads with glass eyes. The domed ceiling above them makes Gaby think of an art gallery or a church, inspiring the belief that perhaps she could be someone better one day, maybe starting today; also, conversely, the fear that she never will be anyone better. 

There’s no sign of Mrs. Grogan or anyone else. She has a choice: right or left. She opens the door to the left, a kind of sitting room. Or is this the library? There’s a bookshelf under one window. She steps up to examine a delicate oil painting of a young girl and reads the slanted signature: John Blythe. Never heard of him.

“Miss Donnelly?”

She turns. An extremely tall, thin woman with round rimless glasses is standing in the doorway.

“I’m Mrs. O’Connell, the housekeeper. I was away yesterday so I wasn’t able to welcome you when you arrived.”

“Oh, hello. How do you do.”

Mrs. O’Connell takes Gaby’s outstretched hand but exerts no pressure at all with her fingers. She’s wearing a neat brown dress with a pointed lace collar, and the shape of her face with the rimless glasses makes Gaby think of a hungry owl. She leads Gaby across the hall into what must be the library (two bookshelves this time) and knocks at a paneled door at the far end.

“Mrs. Grogan, here’s Miss Donnelly to see you.”

She opens the door and nods Gaby into a bright room. The solarium.

“Oh,” Mrs. Grogan says, glancing at a black-and-gold painted clock on the wall. “All right.”

“Do you want me to see to Miss Donnelly’s room?”

Mrs. Grogan inhales through her nose, thinking. She’s a tall woman with a square forehead and a wide, handsome face. A little too much space between nose and lip, Gaby thinks, but otherwise beautiful. For her age.

“I suppose not,” Mrs. Grogan says. “Now that it’s done.”

Gaby’s first impression of the solarium is that it’s de trop, as her mother would say; it’s like something you’d see in a film. There’s a spread of windows along the back wall and cheerful green-and-yellow striped wallpaper on the other walls. A wide wicker basket chair with a round back, somehow tropical, takes up one corner. The rest of the room is stuffed with long bamboo tables displaying neatly aligned terrariums and potted plants. 

Mrs. Grogan is wearing a canvas smock with large pockets and exudes a strong chemical scent, a mixture of perfume and hairspray.

She takes Gaby’s hand. “I’m very pleased to meet you, Gabrielle.”

Gaby feels overdressed in her violet suit and French shoes and her mother’s silver bracelets. She almost slipped on her mother’s diamond engagement ring, too—later she’ll wish that she had—but it’s still sewn into Sabine’s stuffed koala. She doesn’t want to feel intimidated by this woman or this house, but she does. 

The room is humid but not particularly warm. They’re standing in front of a table with four or five terrarium boxes, two of which are identical with planed glass sides and triangular lids. Another one resembles a birdcage, while the one next to it has a wooden drawer built into the bottom with a brass handle. 

“Mrs. Grogan collects moss from all over the world,” Mrs. O’Connell is saying. “They ship them in boxes lined with zinc.”

“And other plants, too, but yes, I do like an exotic moss. This one is from Australia.” She shows Gaby a mass of spiky green growth in the terrarium that looks like a glassed-in birdcage. “And you see there across from it there is another specimen from Borneo. Darsonia superba, both of them. Slight variation, of course.” 

Gaby looks closely. “Is there a little purple on the one from Australia?”

“Very good.” Mrs. Grogan steps over to another terrarium. “And in here is a very exotic sample from Ohio. Just around the corner from you, yes?”

“Not too far,” Gaby lies. It’s impossible to explain the distances between states to people in Europe and she’s given up trying.

“Fissidens bryoides, from a place called Hocking Hills. It sounds very English, does it not?”

“Would you like tea now, ma’am?” Mrs. O’Connell asks.

“Yes, please, Mrs. O’Connell. If you could just help me off with my smock.” She turns to Gaby. “I’ve a touch of rheumatism in my shoulder.”





A healthy fire is burning in the fireplace in the library. Was this where her family had tea with the Grogans all those years ago? It’s a large room with soft gold sofas, matching chintz armchairs, embroidered footstools, tall vases, and half a dozen side tables with knickknacks and old family photographs. Like the solarium, the room feels overdone: Hollywood’s idea of a country manor. Gaby notices little knobs on one side of the fireplace—bells to call the servants? She wonders how many they have. 

She sits on the sofa opposite Mrs. Grogan who, now that she’s taken off her gardening smock, has turned into an advertisement for Country Life in her oatmeal tweed suit and knotted silk scarf with a pattern of horseshoes. Gaby spots a small gold cross on a chain beneath the scarf. Catholic, Nora had said. Gaby was raised Catholic too, but she can’t imagine her mother wearing a necklace with a cross. A tiny, sly smile always appeared on Adèle’s face when conversations turned to religion, as if she wouldn’t dare share her thoughts (too radical?) but wanted you to know that she had them.

A small dog emerges from the corner and jumps up onto Mrs. Grogan’s lap. As she strokes his muzzle, Mrs. Grogan tells Gaby how sorry she was to hear about her parents.

“And my sister. Sabine.”

“Such a tragedy,” Mrs. Grogan says. But she speaks almost absently, as if her thoughts are already elsewhere. “I’m trying to remember, did your family live in the west part of the country?”

The west? “We live—our house is in New York. Upstate New York.”

“I meant in France.”

“Oh. Yes. Near Rouen.” Sort of.

Mrs. Grogan fingers the dog’s silky ears; her fingernails are perfectly shaped and painted with rosy-pink polish. “Were your people in wine?”

“No. They were—they owned land.”

“Ah. And your grandfather, did he have a title?”

Gaby is confused by this line of questioning. She begins to explain her grandparents’ estate, the acres of land they leased out, the stud farm her grandmother ran with a neighbor, Monsieur Perrin. She wonders if she should use the term chateau, or is that too pretentious? It’s certainly not a castle. Americans would just see it as a large country house. She doesn’t know how the Irish would see it.



Bridie comes in with a tea tray. The face she presents to Mrs. Grogan is stiff and closed, and she doesn’t look at Gaby at all. 

“Thank you, Bridie. Here, take Rodney, will you?” She hands Bridie the dog.

The teacups have gold rims and budding pink petunias curling toward the handles. Gaby doesn’t want tea; she already drank three cups up in her bedroom and needs to visit the bathroom again. But she takes a sip when Mrs. Grogan hands her a cup. 

“My daughter was supposed to come home yesterday but she decided to go look at a horse. Do you ride?”

“I do.” In France, she and Sabine rode horses almost every day.

“And hunt?”

Ugh. Gaby tries to keep her expression neutral. “No.”

“Have a piece of fruitcake,” Mrs. Grogan says. “Mrs. Walsh’s specialty.” She lays a tiny silver fork on the side of the plate and hands it to Gaby. “How do you say fruitcake in French?”

“Gateau aux fruits.”

Mrs. Grogan frowns. “I believe that’s a different dessert.”

“My mother made it last Christmas. It’s similar to this but without the nutmeg.”

“Well, it can’t be a real fruitcake then, can it?”

Gaby is stumped. She takes another sip of tea and regrets it.

“Did you bake often, you and your mother?”

She’s being tested but she doesn’t know for what. She learned how to make French croissants last summer—very difficult, an accomplishment to be proud of, although she only did it to impress Luc Perrin. She doesn’t mention that part.

“Oh, croissants, yummy.” For a moment Mrs. Grogan looks like a young girl. “We can’t get those here. Well, maybe one or two places in Dublin.”

She takes another sip of tea still looking at Gaby.

“Mrs. Grogan, thank you for inviting me here.” Gaby realizes she should have thanked her first thing but got sidetracked by the moss and the questions about France. 

“Of course. To be perfectly honest, Gabrielle, I thought I might be able to help you. But I wanted to meet you first.”

Gaby lets out a breath. She was right. Mrs. Grogan, with her money and connections, can help her get home. Maybe not on an ocean liner, but something. 

“I thought perhaps we could help each other out,” Mrs. Grogan says.

“Of course.” Gaby puts her teacup down on the side table next to a little china cat sitting upright holding its tail. She tries to arrange her expression into something obliging. But what could she possibly do for people like the Grogans?

The thread of explanation is, at first, confusing. A girl who was working in the kitchen has left to get married just when Mrs. Grogan decided to stay in Ballyleam for the whole of The Emergency. (“Fewer restrictions in the country, and they’re threatening to bomb the north.”) Now their butler has left too, to live with his daughter. 

“Claims arthritis is getting to him,” Mrs. Grogan says, shrugging, as if repeating a lie. Although this is a small household, it’s one with certain needs and standards. She can offer Gaby room and board in exchange.

“It won’t all be clean work. Do you have a plain dress you can wear? You don’t have to put on a uniform unless you prefer it.”

She’s looking at Gaby with a neutral expression—calm and transactional—and Gaby’s cheeks flush hot. All at once Bridie’s surliness this morning makes sense to her, also the snippet of conversation between Mrs. Grogan and the housekeeper, Mrs. O’Connell: Do you want me to see to her room? No, now that it’s done.

She was put in the wrong bedroom last night. She was not meant to be a guest. She was meant to be a servant. Mrs. O’Connell probably said as much to Bridie this morning. But I suppose we’ll have to bring up a tray to her just this once.

The library windows are small and intricately paned as if constructed to let in as little light as possible. Gaby finds herself looking at the china cat on the side table, its front paws holding its tail like an upside-down question mark. She tells herself she has options. She could take the bus back to Cork and look for a job there. But the humiliation feels strangely justified. 

Having notions about yourself, so you were. She can hear her father’s Irish inflection so well, that particular timbre that’s half amused and half scolding. She’s the daughter of academics, the granddaughter of a French landowner without a title. She doesn’t deserve to be waited on. Is this what she deserves? A nerve pulses in her neck. She lived; she survived. Sabine did not. 



Mrs. Grogan is watching her patiently, waiting for an answer.

“I—I have a dress,” Gaby says.
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Sabine 

April 1940 

Ireland, The Otherworld

In the early morning Sabine finds—steals—a pair of rubber boots from outside a farmhouse. They’re at least a size too large but she has footwear again, and she finds old newspaper to stuff into the toes. She heads north, following Joe’s advice, skirting the German guards barricading bridges or appearing in twos and threes at crossroads for impromptu checkpoints. 

She has no compass so she follows the sun. North, north. She chants it to herself like a mantra. Her senses stretch themselves, hyperalert to signals of danger: the charred scent of recent gunfire; a steely flash on the road ahead that means motorcar. Fear has a metallic taste.

German planes fly so low overhead that she can make out the black and white crosses on their wings as well as helmeted gunners in the back. Can they see her? Would they gun her down if they could? She sleeps in barns when she can and in fields when she can’t, waking early to an orchestra of feeling: birds crying out their delight and hunger. She has no real plan except to keep walking and to stay out of sight. 

She tries not to think about her family, Gaby in particular. But it’s hard not to. Isn’t it strange how sadness can feel distant, Sabine thinks. Or not distant, exactly. It’s as if she can see it without hearing it. Or hear it without seeing it. But anger is different. It cuts through her at unexpected moments, uncomfortably close. You abandoned me. You left me to fend for myself.

Childish and irrational, but there it is. 

Sometimes she sees plumes of smoke rising in the distance—houses or farm buildings on fire. If she comes to a village that seems safe (no German cars or tanks) she stops to ask for news and directions. Old women like to talk to her. 

“It’s full surrender as of Monday,” one woman reports. She has a single gray braid slung over her shoulder and is sitting on a bench in front of a pub, puffing on a long white pipe. Behind her there’s a poster with Eamon de Valera looking pale and pinched like a mechanic or a factory worker, someone who stays inside all day and never sees the sun. Printed beneath his picture is the new Irish slogan, dictated by Germany: “Farm, Family, and Fatherland.” 

The Germans have taken over the schools and post offices, the woman tells her. They’ve seized most of the motorcars and are buying up white flour to send back home. She takes a drag from her pipe, expels the smoke, and continues with her grievances. They’ve changed the time to German time. They’ve set all able Irishmen to widen the roads for their trucks. They like Irish lace so now everyone is tatting, even young boys, but they’re paid in German deutschmarks. 

“For that’ll be the Irish money now. I wouldn’t be surprised if they change our name too. New Deutschland, what do you think? Like locusts they are.”

Don’t complain too loudly, Sabine wants to tell her, thinking of the soldiers hanging boys in Cork just for mocking their flag. She accepts a drag of the woman’s pipe. The smoke feels like a gritty snake winding its way down to her stomach, then curling uncomfortably there.

“Good for the hunger,” the woman says. 

Everyone is hungry.

Sabine finds an empty schoolhouse where German words are chalked on the chalkboard and there’s a pile of books by the door marked, in English, To Burn. Sabine reads as many as she can before it’s too dark to see. She hasn’t read a book in weeks, or has it been months? She can’t tell how much time has passed. It’s almost summer, that’s all she knows. Berries are ripening on bushes near streams. She’s trying to eat what she finds, to save all the food that she can. She keeps the tinned meat for barter. 

Is this what her life is now—constant movement and fear and hunger? She misses the smell of hay in her grandmother’s barn, and the sight of the leather saddles on wooden pegs, and the off-balance thrill when she put her foot into the stirrup while mounting Morel, her favorite horse. The feel of a banana bite squashed up against the roof of her mouth. The scent of her mother’s lotion when she kissed Sabine good night. 

Never again.

I’m heading toward something. I must be. There has to be a life for her out there where she’ll be safe. But where? And what? 

I’ll know it when I see it. 

She finds herself holding the rounded end of her right arm for comfort, an old habit. When she was younger she used to slide this arm into the pouch of her old stuffed koala—where is that now? 

Gone, like everything else. 



A few days later a bomb explodes near the barn where she’s sleeping, so close that for a moment Sabine is sure she’ll be killed. The wooden walls shake violently from the explosion and then keep trembling for a long time afterward. Will they collapse? She holds her breath waiting for the next bomb, wondering if she should go outside. Or is it better to stay put?

The two cows also panic, leaping away from the wall with their front hooves raised. The floorboards rumble like the floor of a train car. Once, when her family was going to Paris for the weekend—something they did every year after their annual midsummer party, as a treat—they shared a train compartment with a tall frizzy-haired woman and her two young sons, boys in flannel shorts and silly white shirts with bows. When the woman saw Sabine’s short arm she said it was a sign of God’s favor. It was a piece He kept for Himself, she said, and she told Sabine that she’d be blessed her whole life.

She doesn’t feel blessed. She feels exhausted and scared and sweaty from sleeping in straw. For a long time she lies awake listening for more planes, the whistle of a falling bomb. She imagines the barn exploding in fire. Death travels like sound; you can feel it approach, Sabine thinks. A sort of anticipation. After a while she goes outside to check the sky but sees nothing except stars. 



The next morning Sabine is out near the road when she spots a line of soldiers marching her way, and she quickly finds a leafy sycamore tree to hide herself in. She’s not as clumsy as she was in the early days, battling a racing heart and her whole body shaking. Of course she’s nowhere near calm now, but at least the shaking doesn’t start until after she’s hidden.

She climbs as high as she dares, pulls her legs up, and hugs the thick branch just above her. Then she looks out at the soldiers marching toward her. As always, she’s amazed at how clean they are—their stiff, spotless uniforms, their helmets like shiny tortoise shells. Even their boots! How do they keep their boots so clean on the dusty roads? Boreens; that’s what the Irish call these narrow roads. It sounds like a little girl’s nickname.

The sycamore is on the other side of a low stone wall that runs along the road. If they look up the soldiers might possibly notice her but they don’t look up. They’re like a pack of wolves with their snouts pointing straight ahead. It’s a show of power, surely, this marching up and down the boreens. A display of German organization and discipline. Although they only landed, what, a couple of months ago?—her sense of time is hazy—already they are firmly in control. It’s as if a much older child has come into a game they’ve all been playing and immediately taken charge of the rules.

The last soldiers pass, eyes straight ahead. Two farm horses with thick tufts of hair on their fetlocks stand motionless on the field, facing the road. Their ears twitch forward as if trying to gauge whether the troops will return. 

When she can no longer see even the dust the men have kicked up, Sabine climbs down from the tree. Her movement rouses the horses and they begin to walk slowly toward the middle of the field. She follows them, keeping well away from the road.

Oats and beans and barley grow, do you or I or anyone know, how oats and beans and barley grow? Her father used to sing that to them at night when they were little. It was her favorite bedtime song, though Gaby always wanted “Mitty Matty Had a Hen.” 

The grain in this field—could it be barley?—is still mostly stem. Looking back Sabine sees a trail of flattened plants behind her. She feels flattened herself, as if all the dimensions have merged and there is only herself in the present moment, a speck in the universe, with nothing behind her and nothing before her. Her lack of sleep is like a board pushing her skull from the inside. The corners of her eyes are wet—from fatigue, she tells herself. 

At the bottom of the field there’s a sign posted on the stile: All farmland owners must plant only those products decreed by German authority. 

The laws change every day. Driving a private car has been illegal for weeks, and meat is rationed. There’s no more sugar and no more tea. Radios are still allowed, but listening to an English broadcast is a crime “because the English only tell you lies.” Breaking the law can result in a fifty-pound fine.

But for her, a foreigner with no papers, the result would be worse. Tall makeshift crosses mark the graves of the Irish who’ve been killed, mostly Local Defense Force soldiers. The crosses are topped with rimmed helmets or hats, although a few have bonnets—women in the resistance or caught in the crossfire. 

She spots two crosses now on the other side of the field. Hanging on one of them is a woman’s hat and a pair of soft, knitted baby shoes.

Her throat tightens. A baby and mother, probably; caught where they shouldn’t have been and killed for it. The white knitted wool is chunky but it will certainly unravel in the first heavy rain. Another young life only briefly acknowledged before vanishing altogether. 

The idea wraps itself around her heart. The baby will never learn how to walk unassisted, never eat ice cream on a hot summer day. Never have a first kiss. Never fall in love. 

She hears the creak of wooden wheels and her heart lurches, but it’s not soldiers. A small caravan is making its way down a small track near the field. There are five of them: two men in civilian clothing, two nuns, and a third woman leading a donkey. The donkey is pulling a cart with suitcases and wooden crates roped to its bed. 

Sabine lifts her good hand and walks out to meet them. 

“Mind if I travel with you for a bit?”

It’s the first time she’s done this. But the bomb last night unnerved her, and the soldiers this morning, and the dead baby’s shoes. 

Or maybe she’s just tired of being alone.



They’re a friendly group, welcoming her especially when they see what she can offer: canned meat and canned beans to share. And no luggage, nothing for the skinny donkey to add to its haul. The older man and his wife are going to Mayo, where his uncle has a sheep farm. “We’re the Faleys,” he says, nodding toward the woman next to him. 

“Call me Ronan,” the younger man tells her. “I’ve a brother in Roscommon I’m looking to live with.”

“We’re going to Galway, ourselves,” says one of the nuns, and the other one adds: “There’s a priory there.” 

When it’s her turn, Sabine just says, “I’m going north.” 

“American, are you?” Mr. Faley asks. “How’d you get caught over here?”

“My father’s Irish. I’m trying to catch up with him. With my family. We got separated.” Not wholly a lie.

She asks if they’ve heard any recent news. “A bomb dropped near where I was sleeping last night. But I thought we’d already surrendered?”

Ronan shakes his head. He has a bristly black-and-white mustache and a pug nose that seems to lift itself away from it. A red handkerchief is folded up into a triangle in his jacket’s breast pocket. 

“They’ve given us no peace terms as yet,” he says. He pulls the red handkerchief from his pocket, wipes his face, and carefully folds it again. “They’re still at it up in Belfast and that. Probably meant to drop your bomb there.” 

Mr. Faley is wearing a gray wool cap and his ears jut out beneath it like little flags. He’s carrying a large orange cat in his arms. “Meanwhile they’re taking all our food. Bad enough we’re invaded, now we have to bear the cost of the occupation as well.” 

His wife is tall with a frame that was probably hefty six months ago. She’s holding the donkey’s lead. Sabine thinks of the horses in Woolworths and asks if she can pet him.

“You can, yeah,” Mrs. Faley says. “We traded our last two pounds of tea for the poor thing.”

“Almost three pounds it was,” Mr. Faley says.

The donkey is a thin, sway-backed creature, more spirit than beast. When Sabine strokes his nose he lifts his head slightly.

“Stayed in Cork as long as we could and longer than we should have,” Mrs. Faley tells her, “hoping against hope that things would settle into some sort of order. Instead it kept getting worse. When we left we took every last bit of tea we could find. Had the idea it would come in handy for bartering, and so it has.” 

Mrs. Faley has sharp cheekbones and heavy eyebrows that make her look stern, but her voice is kind. She’s wearing a tweed skirt with a matching wool cardigan, both slightly ragged, and a brown low-brimmed hat with one square wooden button on the side posing as decoration. The two nuns—Sister Jerome and Sister Agnes—walk stiffly, clearly trying to keep up, not wishing to slow the pace, but they are old. They are smaller than Sabine and make her think of tiny, wizened raisins. Sister Jerome, from the back, might be taken for a child.

“I saw some soldiers earlier,” Sabine says. “Marching west.”



“Did you now?” Ronan looks at Mr. Faley and nods, man to man. “Good thing we stuck with our plan.”

“They’re sure to get to Ballyleam eventually,” Mrs. Faley says.

“Is that where you’re going?” Sabine asks. Ballyleam. The name sounds familiar. 

“There’s a big house near there,” Mr. Faley tells her. “We thought we’d stop and see the family if they’re still there. And get more supplies if there are any to be had.”

“A big house?” In America, that’s slang for prison.

“A manor, like,” Mrs. Faley explains, “on a farm. A rich family called Grogan bought it during the last war but they don’t farm it anymore, just use it as their country estate. My husband has done some business for them in the past. He’s a solicitor, so.”

The Grogans. This is why she knows the name Ballyleam. The Grogans are—not family, exactly. She can’t remember what they are. But she met them once on a family trip to Ireland. They lived in a huge house in the country; it took ages to get there and she’d been sick in the car. The Grogan girl had long strawberry-blond hair and was snotty to Gaby. The mother collected tiny plants.

A sharp sensation, a kind of brightness, zings through her. That’s where I’ve been headed all this time. That’s where I’ll be safe.

“Do you mind me asking, what happened to your hand?” Mrs. Faley asks.

The same tired question. Sabine lifts her chin. “I was born like this.”

“Like what?” Ronan says. He looks down at her good hand and then at her other one. “Oh.”

“How long will it take to get there?” Sabine asks. “To Ballyleam?”

“Another week maybe?” Mrs. Faley guesses. “Longer if we lose the donkey.”

“Donkey?” Mr. Faley pulls back his face as though offended. “I have a name, you know.”



For the next few days they trudge along the wriggly boreens going north, then west, then northeast, then north. The roads are even dustier than usual, Mrs. Faley tells Sabine, because the spring was so dry. Summer’s bound to be more of the same. Farmers have started to scoop river water into barrels to water their crops, and children in rubber boots bend over streams, filling up galvanized buckets.



“They’ll take those back to their houses,” Mrs. Faley says as they pass a couple of them, “for won’t the wells be drying up too.”

She takes turns with her husband leading the donkey while the other one holds the cat. 

“We don’t want him wandering off with the woodland creatures,” Mr. Faley says with a smile.

Dry as it is, the countryside here is beautiful: haycocks in the meadows and clusters of small white flowers with insect-nibbled petals along the side of the road. Sabine picks one and brings it to her nose but it has no smell. She lets it fall from her fingers. Just a weed.

Mr. Faley shoos a horsefly away from his wife. “All right?” he asks. Mrs. Faley smiles up at him, her severe expression loosening its grip. They always walk together, sometimes hand in hand. They remind Sabine of her parents: one unit. She used to think she and Gaby were one unit too. Now here I am by myself.

Mr. Faley turns to Sabine. “And you, Sabine? All right?”

Her heart folds over at the sound of her name. It feels like a long time since anyone’s used it. 

“Thanks. I’m good.”

Being with people is exhilarating. Other than getting news, Sabine hasn’t really talked to anyone since she left Moira and Joe. The haze behind her eyes is lifting and her brain is beginning to move its gears faster. She needed to be with people, she realizes. She’s been too afraid, too much in her head. It isn’t healthy.

“So now where are you meeting your mother and father?” Ronan asks. The same question from the nuns or Mr. Faley would sound harmless. Ever since Ronan noticed her hand a strange expression comes over him when he looks at her. As though he views her as damaged. Or vulnerable. She moves a little closer to Mrs. Faley.

“A little town you’ve never heard of, probably.”

“Try me.”

“Now don’t be bothering the girl,” Mrs. Faley scolds him. 

There are beads of perspiration on Ronan’s coarse black mustache. He puts his hand up, palm forward. “Just thinking I could help her to get there maybe.”

Sister Jerome asks Mr. Faley if she might take a short rest in the cart—each day one or the other needs to ride in the back for a spell among the suitcases and crates—and the subject drops. 



Mr. Faley wonders aloud what they’ll find in Ballyleam; Kilcurra House, which is what the big house is called, might still have stores of food. “And maybe there will be someone living there, the mother and daughter, or the son.”

“Or all three,” Mrs. Faley says. 

Sabine has never met the son. Still, she thinks, he might take her in, take care of her. He’ll be older than she is, but not so very old.

You could have a bath if you like. I have soap, he’ll say.

She laughs aloud. Out of all the things she might fantasize about! But she hasn’t seen a bar of soap in weeks.

“What’s funny, there?” Ronan asks.



They’re so deep in the countryside that it’s generally quiet except for the clatter of birds and insects and their own sporadic talk. So it’s a shock when the road turns and they see an armored car stopped up ahead. Mounted on the car’s hood is a red flag with a black-and-white cross and a swastika. 

Sabine stops in her tracks.

“It’s not a checkpoint, I don’t think,” Mr. Faley says after a moment. “Looks like they’re just waiting for those horses to cross.” Two young men are driving a couple of horses pulling ancient plows into the next field. “It’s all right, we’re fine. We all have our identity papers if they ask.”

“I don’t,” Sabine tells him, soft as a breath.

Ronan looks at her sharply. “What?”

“I don’t have any papers.”

Two soldiers in heavy green uniforms stand in the road. The car has spare tires and heavy canvas bags roped to the back, and one of the soldiers is fiddling with a knot. The other one is leaning against the closed driver’s door, smoking. He turns his head to look at their group. Blows out smoke. Flicks some ash. 

“Well, they’ve seen us. They probably don’t care but best to play nice,” Mr. Faley says. “Let’s stop and have a bite of lunch right here, right in front of them. Lena, you spread the blanket.” He gives his cat to Sabine. “I’ll go talk to them, nice as punch. I’m thinking they won’t bother us if we don’t seem afraid. And, Sister Jerome,” he raises his voice just a little, “why don’t you just stay in the cart there, out of sight. Lie flat as you can, if you please.”



“Like me to come along?” Ronan asks. He pulls out his red handkerchief, primly re-folds it, then tucks it neatly back into his breast pocket.

“Mm.” Mr. Faley frowns, thinking. “Better not. Just the one of us will seem less threatening.”

He walks down the road alone while his wife steers the donkey as far to the side as possible. She puts the bucket of water they filled at the last stream down on the ground and he begins to drink noisily, his long pale tongue lashing out. Ronan gets the food box from the cart—a water-stained black leather trunk—while Sister Agnes helps Mrs. Faley spread a blanket on the edge of the field, flattening a few purple thistles. They weight the corners of the blanket with palm-sized rocks from the ditch.

Mr. Faley comes back a minute later.

“They want to see our papers.” He goes to the cart to talk to Sister Jerome. “Sister, if you don’t mind, just stay lying flat. I’ll give them your papers as Sabine’s. Hopefully they’ve only seen the five of us, and we’ll give them five sets of papers.”

“But I’m not a nun,” Sabine says. “They’ll see that.”

“A novitiate. Get a flour sack from the back why don’t you to cover your hair.” 

Mr. Faley gathers everyone’s documents and goes back down the road. Sabine can feel the cat’s punctuated heartbeat through her fur, and her brain is pricking with fear as though someone is sticking thin pins into it. The flour sack won’t convince anyone close up. She could run across the field, try to get away, but then what? And what about everyone else? They can’t all run. The nuns can’t. But if she runs and they stay they’ll be put in jail. Or worse. Back in Woolworths they sprayed bullets into the store when they found looters, even women with their hands raised. 

“It’ll be over before it’s begun,” her father had promised in September when war was declared in France. “No one wants a repeat of 1914.”

But not only is it not over, it’s worse. Even here in Ireland, where I should have been safe. 

She watches Mr. Faley pull out a tan oilcloth pouch and offer tobacco to one of the soldiers, the one who’d been smoking. He shakes his head. When Mr. Faley returns, he isn’t smiling. For a moment she’s afraid he’s given her up.



“He told me Japan has come into the war,” Mr. Faley says. His voice is dry and flat, a piece of brittle wood. “On Germany’s side. They’ve invaded the Philippines and Hawaii and are dropping bombs on San Diego, California. Have you been there?” he asks Sabine.

Sabine shakes her head.

“Well, America is going off to fight them. Which means they’re not coming here. The Luftwaffe has begun bombing Paris.” 

Mrs. Faley crosses herself. “Is that it, then? No one to help us in our time of need?”

Mr. Faley doesn’t answer right away. Then he says, “For now let’s just stick to the matter at hand.”

He gives Sister Jerome’s papers to Sabine. “Put these in your pocket. All right then. We won’t leave until they do.” He means the soldiers. “And mind, keep your back to the road. Now. What have we got to eat? Oh, it’s the tinned meat, is it? That’s a treat.” He flashes Sabine a smile but his eyes look worried. 

Sabine hears the armored car growling to a start and then the sound of tires spitting out gravel as they find traction. She hides the end of her right arm in her lap and hopes the flour sack, fastened under her chin with one of Mrs. Faley’s long hat pins, stays on her head. When the car gets closer Mrs. Faley stands, partially blocking Sabine from view.

The driver sounds the horn aggressively as he passes. Mr. Faley raises his hand in farewell. 

“All right then,” Mrs. Faley says as the car zooms out of sight. “Over and done.”

“Good thing you have us here to protect you,” Ronan says to Sabine. His lips are plump and wet.



So far Sabine has managed to avoid soldiers asking for identity papers, but she’s had a couple of near misses. Once, not long after she left Cork, she stepped into a shop to ask for water and a minute later a couple of Germans on motorcycles roared up the road. This was in a tiny village—more of a crossroads with a blacksmith and a couple of shops. The curfew here, the shopkeeper told her, was six p.m. instead of eight because someone threw a clod of dirt at a German truck as it passed.

“What time is it now?” Sabine asked.

“Six o’clock.”

She stayed inside hoping the Germans would carry on to wherever they were going but instead they swerved to a stop and parked. From the window she and the shopkeeper watched them adjust their belts and uniforms. They tugged their black gloves tighter and, not quite in unison, each man placed a hand briefly on his holster. 

“Do you have a back door?”

The two men were walking toward the shop.

“There. Through the curtain. Be quick.”

She ran out and kept running through the long field behind the shop as long as she dared and then she fell to her stomach to hide in the tall sprouted grass, her heart pounding.

Seconds later the men left, one of them holding a ham under his arm like a football. He took his time roping it to the back of his motorcycle while the other one watched. Even after they zoomed off, both of them leaning into the curve of the road, Sabine stayed where she was. She watched the shopkeeper come out and look for her, his hands on his hips. Did he report her? She held her breath, hoping the grass was high enough to hide her while at the same time feeling like she was nothing at all. Insubstantial. 

It’s a strange feeling to want to be visible and invisible at the same time. Depending on who’s looking.



Mr. Faley finds an even smaller boreen—she didn’t think it was possible—that twists west and then north and once even loops south, back toward Cork, before correcting itself. Dust rises steadily from the cart wheels, and now and then the air fills with spores twinkling as they ride the breeze. 

The news that Japan is bombing America has made them all somber. America was supposed to come here or to England; they were supposed to help turn the mess in Europe around and instead they’re being sidetracked. How would she feel if Poughkeepsie got bombed? She thinks of their kitchen, the bedroom she shared with Gaby, the crab apple tree in their backyard where some previous owner had wedged a metal bar five or six inches wide into the vee of the trunk, providing a narrow seat. When they were little, Sabine and Gaby loved to sit up there making up stories. 

She waits to feel the spurt of anger that she always gets when she thinks about Gaby. It comes, but it’s not as sharp as it was. Maybe she’s getting used to being alone. The only survivor.



Mr. Faley takes the donkey by the bridle and steers him into a dirt path dividing two fallow fields. A crow clicks at them from the gatepost.

“Tonight we’ll have to sleep outside again,” he says over his shoulder. “Maybe we can find a fairy fort.”

Sabine looks down at the path, clumpy soil mixed with pebbles and dry leaves. Her feet feel hot in her rubber boots. “A fairy fort?” 

Ronan steps closer. “You’re not afraid of the dead, are ya? The Tuatha De Danann? Fairy forts is where they live.”

“Who are the Two-a-day…?” 

“The Too-ah-day-dah-nahn.” He enunciates it slowly, as if she’s an idiot. “The fifth race of people to come to Ireland.”

Ireland doesn’t have a creation story, it has an invasion story. Wave after wave of invasion, he tells her. The Tuatha De Danann were the last group before the Celts. They were supernatural creatures, full of magic, descended from an earlier, otherworldly race.

The nuns shake their heads. “Pagan stories.” But Ronan pays them no attention. The Celts—“and that’s us”—forced the Tuatha De Danann down into the earth, where they’ve lived ever since. 

“The fairy forts are portals to their world,” he says. “The otherworld.” His mustache is a furry insect, wagging when he speaks. 

“The Vikings came next,” Mrs. Faley says, “then the Normans, then the British.” She shakes her head. “Now it’s the Germans. You’d think we’d get used to it, so you would.”



But what they find instead of a fairy fort is, to Sabine’s mind, even better: the remnant of a castle. It’s set back in a field, a mass of unevenly crumbling walls surrounding a single, roofless tower. Outside the wall sits a second ruin, the shell remains of a house or a chapel. 

Mr. Faley carefully maneuvers the donkey and cart through a break in the wall. The ground is so congested with dirt and bracken that the cart nearly tips. In the middle of the enclosure, in front of the tower, is a sprawling ash tree. 

“The walls are a bit shaggy, aren’t they?” Mrs. Faley says, helping her husband uncouple the donkey from the cart. The weathered castle stones are covered with lichen and spattered with bird droppings. “But the tree might shelter us if it starts to rain.”

They all look up. The clouds are one long piece of stretched felt. 

Ronan makes a campfire. This is his job in the morning and at night; he also provides flour for the little griddle cakes Mrs. Faley makes over the fire. He has a weathered face that makes Sabine wonder if he’s lived out of doors before. 

The nuns find a couple of rocks large enough to serve as chairs, take out their rosaries, and begin to pray—their nightly ritual before dinner. Sabine watches their lips move though she can’t hear their words. 

“Shall we take a look at the tower?” Mr. Faley asks. The orange cat is curled up in the bird cage, asleep. He takes his wife by the hand. “What about you, Sabine?” 

She follows them inside the tower, where it’s two shades darker than outside despite its roofless state. Mr. Faley pulls out his flashlight—torch, he calls it—and shines the beam up and down the walls. A rocky ledge glitters as if encased in gems.

“That’d be the second floor, once.”

There are stones on the ground separating the tower into rooms. Sabine steps carefully into one. A bedroom? A rook flaps down as if taking a look at her. Satisfied, it flies back up to its perch.

“Remember when we snuck into the Lennox house?” Mr. Faley says.

Mrs. Faley turns to Sabine. “That was a grand manor house burned down by the Republicans. By the time we came to it, it was only a square stone box with empty windows and weeds for a carpet.”

“Is that where you met?” Sabine asks.

“Oh no,” Mrs. Faley says. “We were engaged by that time. No, we met by accident. I was at a dance at the Majestic Hotel with my friends; it hosted a ceilid every Friday evening and we girls could pay a shilling each and take a bath there beforehand and then get ourselves dressed. I didn’t have makeup so I used red Christmas paper to rouge my cheeks. I looked like a film star, I thought.” She laughs. “An eight-to-twelve dance it was.”

“I was drinking at the pub across the way,” Mr. Faley says. “I stepped out to get a bit of air and heard the music going and thought to myself, you’d have to drag me by the hair to get me dance to that. But then I saw a beautiful girl come out of the hotel.”

“My cousin was supposed to meet us there and she was late. I went outside to look for her for no real reason except that I wanted to get away from dancing with a Tom fella stepping all over my toes.”

“I’d had a few pints by then,” Mr. Faley says, “and I plucked up my courage to speak to her, so.”



They are at the far end of the tower now, with the remnants of a large fireplace taking up nearly the length of one wall. Mr. Faley shines his torch along it. The stones are cracked and mossy, like a giant’s bad teeth.

“I thought him very forward,” Mrs. Faley says. “But like the gentleman he is he waited with me for my cousin and when at last Mary Eileen showed her face he went into the hotel with us and paid his two and six but he wouldn’t dance, he only wanted to talk to me, he said, and as you can imagine I liked to hear that. He bought me an orange squash and I made it last a long time because I was afraid when I finished it he’d say his goodbyes.”

“Now it’s our anniversary drink.”

Mrs. Faley laughs. “Very posh.”

Sabine’s parents met at the Frick Museum in New York, and that was also by mistake. Her father had been planning to go to an exhibit at the Met but he got the dates wrong so he went to the Frick instead—and there was her mother standing in front of St. Francis in the Desert. He was already a professor at Vassar, and Adèle had just graduated from the Sorbonne.

It was their family’s favorite story. The Encounter, Sabine and Gaby dubbed it. Up in the crabapple tree they played a game imagining what The Encounter would be like for them. Meeting the man who would change their lives. It always begins accidentally.

Tonight’s supper is boiled potatoes and the wild carrots that Mrs. Faley found growing along the road. The carrots are crooked and stubby and Mrs. Faley boils them with the potatoes. They don’t get quite soft enough but they’re sweet. A slight aftertaste of dirt. 

“The ash tree is sacred, isn’t it?” Sabine says after they’ve cleaned up from supper but before Ronan puts out the fire. The tree’s fingerlike branches are waving in the wind, pointing here and there, unable to make up their minds. “It has healing powers.”

“And I for one believe it,” Mrs. Faley says.

“How d’ya know so much about Ireland,” Ronan asks, “you being a Yank and all?” 

“My father. He was Irish.”

“Was? I thought you were going to meet up with him?”

She realizes her slip. “I’m meeting my mother and sister.”

“Your father, you told us.” 



Her face burns. “Stepfather, actually. Yes, him too.”

Does he believe her? He picks up a stick and pokes at the fire. Mr. Faley is sitting behind his wife with his arms around her. He bends his head and kisses her neck through her hair. 

Sabine’s heart pinches a little. It looks so easy. Two people in love. Gaby had a crush on Monsieur Perrin’s nephew, Luc, with his hooded eyes and moody smile. But Sabine has never even had a crush. The red-headed boy in church back home, that’s the closest she’s ever come. She doesn’t even know his name. 

After Ronan scatters dirt on the fire they say goodnight to each other, and then there’s a common rustling as each person arranges their blankets and themselves just so for sleep. Sabine could leave their little group, and probably she should—without identity papers she’s a liability—but she likes the Faleys and the two nuns, and she likes traveling with other people. She likes seeing the Faleys together, one unit, still in love. They give her hope. 

That’s where I’m going, she’s decided. To find him. She considers all she has lost: her parents, Gaby, and every shred of clothing except what she was wearing when she arrived and what Joe and Moira later found for her in the basement of Woolworths. 

It has to mean something, doesn’t it? All that loss? She’d been taught, and accepted, that there is a purpose to every life, in some cases even a dedication to one idea, like the nuns’ dedication to Christ. Some are dedicated to earning money. Some only want to survive. The Faleys are dedicated to each other, just as her parents had been. 

And that’s what I want, she thinks. That’s what I’ve always wanted. If she has to have a purpose, that purpose will be love. It’s not unique, wanting love, but that’s part of the attraction. She can be like everyone else in this way.

A night bird clacks for a couple of beats and then falls silent. Sabine closes her eyes. She’s been alone for too long. 



In the morning she wakes up before everyone else. It’s light out, not quite sunrise, and the cold has settled onto her shoulders because her blanket is a little short and she likes to wind her feet in it in her sleep. When she sits up she can see a thin green stripe near the horizon. For some reason she feels happy.



She pulls on her oversized boots and finds her sweater. Her heels have become calloused and tough, but the crushed papers in the boot toes are ripping; she should replace them. She leaves the Faleys, a curled lump under their shared blanket; and Ronan, sleeping on his back with his cap over his eyes; and the nuns. One of the nuns is snoring.

Sabine walks over to the second, smaller ruin, which has four walls but no roof. She feels like exploring. There’s a smell of moisture in the air and dew on the grass; her footsteps leave a trail behind her. A bush by the stone doorway is covered in cobwebs, like a frayed hairnet stretched over unruly hair.

Inside there’s not much to see: pebbly dirt and weeds made gray by the lack of light. A chipped line of dark ankle-high stones suggests a front and back room, and a pile of rusting farm equipment sits in the corner with a helter-skelter of rags and blankets beneath it. Sabine starts to walk over to the blankets—maybe there’s something useful there—when a noise makes her turn.

“Up early today, are you?” Ronan says.

He’s standing just inside the doorway, blocking it. His mustache looks like a swath of dirt above his lip. She can’t read his expression, but there’s something different about how he’s holding himself. Looser, but also intentional.

“I’m only wondering, would it cost you very much to give an old man a kiss?”

She feels her face get hot and at the same time her body seems to cool, to prick as though bombarded by ice pellets. She steps back and shakes her head, staring at the red handkerchief in his jacket’s breast pocket.

He’s grinning like an ape although his upturned nose also brings a pig to mind. “Might bring me luck.”

There’s no mistaking his plan. Sabine backs up again but there is nowhere to go. The sun is coming up, a wash of ashy blue through the empty windows. The windows are narrow, and the stone walls are higher than anything she can scramble over in time despite the lack of a roof. Should she try? She can feel wind on the top of her head but not heat from the sun.

“Why do you need luck?” she asks, stalling. 

He takes another step and to her surprise—his reach is longer than she thought—grabs her by the arm. She pulls away but can’t free herself. He holds her firmly while his other hand begins stroking the end of her short arm. 

“I’ve been wondering how this would feel to the touch.” 

He brings his finger to the knob of skin that was supposed to be a thumb and begins to jiggle it around in circles. His breath is foul, raspy. 

“Stop it,” she says. She struggles to free herself but he’s stronger.

“Don’t pretend with me. You Americans, I know all about you.” He stops rubbing her nascent thumb and begins to unbutton his trousers with one hand while holding her fast with his other one. “You’ve probably done this more times than I can count.”

“I haven’t. Don’t!” She tries to scream but as if in a dream it comes out like a breath of air. Her throat is too tight.

He pulls out his penis, stiff and red. He’s not smiling anymore. “There now, you’ll like it. You girls always do.”

“Sister!” she cries. 

He takes her by the shoulders and pushes her onto the dirt floor. “Ssh, can’t you. They’re both asleep.” He sprawls on top of her, bringing his knee down hard on her thigh. A sharp slash of pain. The sour scent of sweat and woodsmoke on his clothes fills her nose. Fumbling, he grips her left shoulder with one hand and with his other hand tries to get hold of her short arm again. 

He wants to hold it while he rapes her. Once she realizes this Sabine swings her right arm in the air, trying to keep it out of his reach.

“What are you two on about?”

They both startle at the sound of a weedy voice behind them. Ronan loosens his grip on her shoulder and Sabine takes advantage, bringing her free leg up to knee him in the groin. “Ach-ow! Hell!”

She scrambles out from beneath him and tries to stand. Her legs are shaking hard; her muscles have turned to water. She crouches like a runner waiting for the start of the race and then gets herself upright using the wall. 

“Waking me up with your sinful ways,” the voice scolds.

The blankets and rags under the rusty farm equipment rise and form themselves into an old woman. She’s as thin as a rail and wearing at least two dresses, plus a gray tartan shawl crossed over her front like a pretzel and tied in the back. Sitting up, she feels around the dirt and comes up with a man’s hat. She takes a pair of round rimless glasses from inside the crown and puts them on. Then she puts on the hat.



“What the hell?” Ronan says.

Sabine is still leaning against the wall; she can’t yet trust her legs to run but she’s got the door in sight and Ronan is not in the way of it. 

“You ought to be ashamed of yourselves,” the old woman goes on, now peering at them through her cloudy lenses. Her thin face and round rimless glasses make her look like a starving owl.

Ronan makes a disdainful noise although his face is as red as a pepper. “Just having a bit of fun, no harm in that.” 

He glances at Sabine as if challenging her to say different. Can she outrun him? Her legs still feel like jelly but she lunges for the door and starts to run. She doesn’t want to look back. She can’t afford to slow down or stumble. Her chest is a tight skein of emotions, fear and relief and cold shock being only a few of them. She hears someone breathing hard; it’s herself.

Light is spilling over the countryside as though filtered through a paper shade. She spots the two nuns walking arm and arm outside the castle wall.

“Sister!” she calls out. “Sister!” Her voice quivers and sounds strangely high and weak. But they hear her. They turn their heads in unison and smile.

“Just enjoying the new morning,” Sister Jerome says as Sabine reaches them, shaking and out of breath. Her left hand lands hard on the rough stone wall beside them, finds a crevice, and clings to it.
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Gaby 

May 1940

Neutral Ireland

Mostly, Gaby washes dishes. 

She stands at the long stone sink in the kitchen scrubbing mixing bowls and bread pans and the long wooden spoons that get surprisingly gritty with clumpy dough, while Mrs. Walsh moves between the various ovens braising meat and stewing vegetables. 

The window above the sink is so high that looking out Gaby can see only sky, and in the early morning before the ovens are lit she wears two wool cardigans over her brown serge dress. To her right there’s a small pantry and a small windowless room where Mrs. Walsh prepares dough; the main room is filled with heavy iron appliances and copper pots hanging from hooks. The large, scrubbed pine table in the middle of the room, where Gaby ate pork stew on her first night, has thin grooves etched into it from decades of being scoured with a wire brush—which is now one of her jobs too. If she runs a fingernail along one of the grooves she pulls up a line of ancient soap.

Neither fish nor flesh, her father used to call the Vassar freshmen. Neither adult nor child. Or in her case neither servant nor guest. Like a governess in a gothic tale, Gaby thinks. But the life she’s leading is too dull for gothic.

Although she doesn’t wear a uniform she’s at work in the kitchen by six a.m. If she thought she was going to learn something useful, like baking a cake, she’s so far been wrong. The warm scent of yeast—comforting at first—has become just another kitchen odor, along with roasting meat and smoke and the industrial smell of Jeyes-Fluid, which Mrs. Walsh occasionally directs Gaby to use, as she puts it, “for a good scrub out.”

Gaby still sleeps in the Emerald Room but her nightgown is no longer laid out for her at night and she squeezes toothpaste onto her toothbrush herself. Still, it’s her own room, with a lavatory just down the hall. Clary and Bridie, who share a bedroom up in the attic, use a chamber pot at night. They scowl when they pass her in the corridor; they don’t want to share a room with her but they hate that she sleeps in one of the guest rooms.

She’s rolled newspaper into her narrow French shoes so they’ll keep their shape and pushed them to the very back of the wardrobe. Julianne Grogan is still visiting friends or looking at horses or both. Theobald, the brother, supposedly comes to stay on the weekends but so far Gaby hasn’t laid eyes on him. 

There are bars on all the downstairs windows. A line of bells calling servants to various rooms (Library, Drawing Room, Master Bedroom) hangs in the kitchen corridor, and opposite them is a long black sign with gold lettering: RULES to be OBSERVED in THIS HALL.

No person is allowed to sit in the hall with his hat on.

Bad language will not be tolerated.

The hour of meals to be strictly attended to, or servants get none.

Is this nostalgia? Or a bit of humor? It clearly dates to the Kilcurra House of fifty years ago, when there were dozens of servants and much more activity.

In truth there’s not much baking or cooking to do for one person, Mrs. Grogan, who has toast and tea in bed in the morning, a small lunch, and then a slightly larger meal in the evening that she calls tea. Gaby doesn’t know why they need her, except that Mrs. Walsh would rather not wash the dishes herself. She grumbles at Gaby for using too much hot water or too much soap or for not noticing a scrape of dried food along the inside of a pot that needs to be scrubbed again with a little—a little!—hot water and soap. She gives Gaby a blunt knife and tells her to scrape off candle grease spattered on the kitchen tiles. On her hands and knees. Ruining her stockings.

Her pay is five shillings a week, plus room and board. 



Nora takes her down to see to the village of Ballyleam, but there isn’t much to see: a short row of buildings on either side of the road leading up to the bridge out of town. There are a couple of pubs and one of everything else: grocery, police station, post office, butcher. “My school’s across the bridge,” Nora tells her, “past the garage and next to the Holy Trinity Church.” That’s the Catholic Church. The Church of Ireland, which is Protestant, is on the same road. Nora claims she’s never set foot inside it, “as that’s a reserved sin.” The two churches are built on a slight rise and tower over every other building as if keeping an eye on them, reminding them who’s boss.

Kilcurra River snakes around the stores and houses like a long protective arm. Gaby can see half a dozen farmhouses spread over the fields, not all of them facing the same direction. Some have slate roofs and some have thatched, and she spies at least one with only a hole up top instead of a chimney. The shop doors are painted in a variety of colors—bright red, bright green, deep blue—all except for the police station, which is appropriately somber.

“We’ve a police sergeant as well as a guard,” Nora boasts. “And that’s Kip.” She points to a white sheepdog sleeping outside the station door. “Kip used to belong to Patrick Mulligan, that’s Bun Mulligan’s father, but Kip likes it here at the station better. Patrick Mulligan’s the postmaster and he also plays the fiddle and he’ll give anyone a lesson for a penny. I’ve never taken one. I’d play drums if given a choice, which I’m not. A Dublin band comes down every year to give a concert to help poor babies and unfortunate women, though they’ll not say how the women are unfortunate, even when I ask very politely, which is very frustrating. Do you think they’ve lost their arms or their legs? They play in the school lunchroom. The band I mean. Not the women without arms.”

She carries a black purse shiny with age, holding it against her belly. She has her father’s clear blue eyes and sharp nose. But Gaby thinks she seems like an orphan: independent, watchful, with a certain resilience. 

“You might see the Baggy Man about,” Nora goes on. “He sells rags and wears grain sacks tied around his legs with twine and another sack tied over his shirt like a shawl. Like a soft clane rag?” She imitates a man’s breathy voice. 

On the other side of the bridge there’s a garage but only the priest and the Grogans own motorcars, she says. Daniel McGuin owns the garage and he can repair any machine ever invented. “He’s also good with shoes and boots, and once he fixed the buckle on my coat.”

“Does he have a nickname?” Gaby asks.

“What d’ya mean?”

“Like Bun Mulligan or the Baggy Man?” Tools McGuin. Boots McGuin.

Nora narrows her eyes. “We’re not comic strips and that.”

“Sorry.”



They’re standing on the bridge looking over the river. What if this is her whole world now, this small village that doesn’t even have a library? She’s out of place here, a puzzle piece from a different puzzle altogether. Her ear is drawn to the Irish inflections: Nora’s soft t at the end of it or but; how she says frustrating. It’s mesmerizing. No one is mesmerized by my accent, she thinks. And why would they be? She can hear her words land like the stamp of a foot.

“Do you fish?” Nora asks her. Below them a couple of men in waders stand motionless in the river looking over their fishing poles.

“I might have to start,” Gaby says.



In the afternoons, when Mrs. Walsh doesn’t need her, she explores the house grounds—tennis court, algae pond, castle turret, woods—walking round and round for the exercise. Then she sits on the stone bench near the pond and reads Mrs. Walsh’s Evening Echo, checking the want ads:

Messenger boy

Nursemaid

Hairdressing assistant

It makes her tired just to read them. She has no qualifications, no training, and she needs a certificate to teach—also, apparently, the teachers must be able to speak Irish. Jobs are hard to find all over the country. According to the Echo, unemployment is nearing 20 percent.

Not a good time to be looking for work. No wonder so many boys are leaving to fight for England, Gaby thinks, remembering the young man and his father at the hotel restaurant.

She writes letters to the Red Cross and the American Consulate hoping to find a way back to America, but so far no answers have come back. She begins to read the war news more carefully, trying to keep track of German advancement. If they decide to invade Ireland, Gaby thinks, I’ll be well and truly stuck.

May 16, 1940

Meredith Zimmerman

Poughkeepsie, New York

Dear Merrie,

Half of me is in shadow. It’s an hour before sunrise and the lawn below my bedroom window is a long field of ash. I’m writing this letter by candlelight as a lone bird calls out for morning.

How’s that for poetry? Do you think Miss Hague would approve?

I am actually writing by candlelight. I’m visiting my cousins in a grand house in the Irish countryside with a castle turret and servants. They’ve all been very kind, only of course I can’t stay here forever.

The stupid war means I can’t get a regular steamer home—they’ve stopped going across the Atlantic, apparently, for fear of mines. But I remembered that your father works in shipping. Any chance he could find me a corner in a commercial boat somewhere? I can leave from anywhere in Ireland, and I can also get to England and leave from there. Any help would be GREATLY appreciated. My parents, you may have heard, and Sabine, succumbed sad to say unfortunately have I’m sorry to report

There’s a hard lump in her throat as Gaby crumples the notepaper. She can’t write about what’s happened yet, she can’t frame it honestly. Whatever she puts down feels false: either too pathetic, or not sad enough. 

Merrie is a dolt anyway, she thinks. She can’t help me. 



A few days later she takes the bus to the train station and then two very slow, very cold trains up to Dublin. Mrs. Grogan has gone to Galway to see a litter of puppies—she’s thinking of trying her hand at raising a show dog, “Something to occupy my time”—and so Mrs. Walsh has given Gaby a couple of days’ “leave.” As if she’s in the army.

Dublin is more crowded than Cork but has the same moist, smoggy air. She walks past men constructing an air raid shelter in Fitzwilliam Square, and trucks full of sandbags, and corners where sandbags have been strategically placed. There are tight expressions on almost every face she sees.

The war has picked up steam. The German army has begun moving at an astonishing speed as it vacuums up countries, commands puppet governments, sets up local war offices, and rations food to hapless citizens so that German soldiers can be packed off to the next country they invade with bread and beans and cured meat in their haversacks. Denmark is finished; Norway is limping to its end. Last week Germany added Holland, Belgium, and Luxembourg to its invasion list; Luxembourg surrendered immediately. It’s rumored that the Germans parachuted into Holland wearing British uniforms, to confuse them.

That’s six countries down in less than six weeks. In London they’re distributing gas masks and have appointed a new prime minister, Winston Churchill, who vows to fight Hitler to the end. The French are erecting barbed-wire barricades at bridges and crossroads, and here in Ireland men are digging trenches to put telephone lines underground. There are new lookout posts stationed all along the Irish coast with volunteers called Coastwatchers scanning the skies day and night. Gaby keeps thinking of her cab driver back in Cork: Everyone’s wondering if we might be next.

At the embassy she stands in no less than four lines in rooms that feel more like hallways. She fills out form after form with mostly the same information. All the clerks are useless; she can’t find anyone to speak with who has any authority. “I’ll see that your request is passed on, miss.” “Can’t I talk to somebody now?” “Do you have an appointment, then? No? Well, the line’s just there to book one.”

Afterward she stops at a fish-and-chips shop where she is given, by mistake, two forks with blunt tines and no knife. Like I’m in prison, she thinks. She doesn’t want to ask the waitress, an older woman with a missing front tooth and a limp, to make an extra trip so she cuts the fish with the edge of one fork while holding it in place with the other. 

On the cafe radio, a man with a posh accent drones out propaganda: “When we read about German submarines sinking British vessels, let us remember what the British did to ourselves, the battering-in of little cottages in Donegal by English soldiers, and the turning of poor Irish families out onto the roadside with nothing. They made our children into beggars, don’t forget.”

She takes another bite of the bland fish. She misses hamburgers and American ketchup. Hot showers, hot baths, hot anything. Strong coffee. American toilet paper. Twice now she’s found pig hairs in her bacon at breakfast. 

Back at the embassy she overheard a woman talking about the US ambassador, who lives in a place called Phoenix Park. When she asks the limping waitress, Gaby learns that Phoenix Park is only a short bus ride away. 



Another half shilling, plus she’ll have to stay overnight because she’ll have missed the last train. But shouldn’t she try everything?

In Phoenix Park the daffodils are blooming and the tulips have opened into translucent, layered cups. She’s had to walk a long way through the park to get to the ambassador’s residence, and despite the cold she feels sweat under her arms. The house is protected by a long white stone wall with iron gates and a sentry who won’t look at her. She can see the residence beyond the iron railing with its American flag fluttering in the crisp Irish wind.

What did she expect? That she was going to knock on the front door and plead her case? Now that she’s standing here she realizes how stupid she was, thinking she’d say that she knew the president of Vassar College and then throw herself on the ambassador’s mercy. She’s young and pretty, it might have worked. But the sentry is as unhelpful as the embassy clerks. “No access, miss.” Still not meeting her eye.

She can’t get near anyone who might help her. 

Defeated, she heads out of the park to look for a hotel. Two drunken teenage boys don’t so much follow her as stumble along in her wake. One of them is wearing a bright-red slicker. She isn’t worried, or maybe she is—she’s beginning to sense that in this new, unprotected life of hers anything might happen. She goes into the first place she sees (Luggage Storage and Rooms to Let), which turns out to be a pub that rents out a couple of bedrooms upstairs.

Obedientia Civium Urbis Felicitas; she’s seen this motto all over Dublin. Obedience brings happiness. But she won’t obey fate, or whatever this is. That won’t make her happy. In bed, listening to the clink of pint glasses and rowdy laughter in the pub below, she composes another letter in her head. Professor Marsh, one of her father’s colleagues, used to boast about his son in the foreign service. Our fathers were friends and I’m in need of assistance.

But isn’t everyone in need of assistance these days? How can she pretend to be more deserving than anyone else? She feels like a gambler who has nothing left in her pockets but won’t walk away from the game. If I can’t get home, she thinks, what will I do?

Another ripple of laughter wafts up from the pub. Is the boy in the red slicker standing at the bar with his friend? They might have watched her walk in and followed her. Gaby gets up and pushes a wooden chair against the door, barricading herself into a place she’s frantic to leave. As she pulls the thin, scratchy bed cover up to her chin she tries and fails to appreciate the irony.



When she finally gets back to Kilcurra House—the return trains stopped not once but three times for the slowest cattle on earth to cross the tracks—Gaby finds that Julianne Grogan has come home.

It’s nearly four o’clock. Gaby is pulling at the fingers of her gloves when she hears the unfamiliar voice in the library. She stops outside the closed door still wearing her hat, blatantly eavesdropping, while the ancient stuffed elk on the walls look off into the distance as if ashamed of her.

The voice is light and melodious: “Who is she again?”

A murmur from Mrs. Grogan.

“But why is she working in the kitchen?”

Gaby presses her ear against the door.

“We need the help,” Mrs. Grogan is saying. “It’s good for her as well. She’s getting useful training. You must think of her as an au pair.”

Julianne says something Gaby doesn’t catch.

“In times like these we must all make sacrifices,” Mrs. Grogan says.

What does that mean? Gaby wonders. Who is sacrificing? Me, or Mrs. Grogan? 

Mrs. Grogan says, “She’d not be my first choice, either.”



A few minutes later, just as Gaby is tying on an apron, Julianne comes down to the kitchen. She has strawberry-blond hair and is wearing silk harem pants and a matching blue-and-pink striped blouse. Although Gaby is tall, Julianne is an inch or two taller.

Mrs. Walsh smiles at her broadly. “There you are, my duck.” 

Julianne gives her a long hug. 

“Hi, Norrie,” she says to Nora, and then, smiling, she turns to Gaby and holds out her hand.

“Gabrielle! I remember when you came here ages ago. You had tea with us, didn’t you? And I showed you my pony? Though I can’t think which one.” She drops her voice. “I’m terribly sorry about your parents and sister. How awful for you.”

She uses the same tone that Mrs. Grogan used: as if she’s heard of sympathy but doesn’t entirely know what it should sound like.



“You’ve grown quite pretty,” she says, and Gaby feels herself blush.

Julianne is somewhere between handsome and stunning. Striking, Gaby’s father would say. If you take her features apart they don’t seem especially fine; one of her eyes is visibly larger than the other, she has a straight but fleshy nose, and a rather large mouth. But somehow they work together to achieve a definite beauty. Her long hair is tied back with two thin ribbons, one green and one white. 

“I see that the carnival’s in town,” she says. “What do you think? Care to look in at it?”

Gaby had noticed the striped tents when she stepped off the bus; they were set up in the field just over the bridge. From a distance it looked small and homemade, a country caravan traveling from village to village in painted vans.

“Right now?” 

“Sure, why not? What about it, Norrie? Would Des let you come?”

“I’ll just go ask him,” Nora says happily.

“It’s a strange time to have a carnival,” Gaby says after Nora leaves.

Julianne is looking into one of the pots on the stove. “Is it? They always come in May.” 

“I meant because of the war.”

“Oh. The Emergency,” Julianne corrects her. “That’s not really so bad. Of course, the petrol shortage is tiresome.”

“Are you at all worried about Germans coming here?”

“They won’t do anything to us, they’ve given their word. Now the English, that’s a different story. They might decide to invade us.”

“The English?”

“I wouldn’t put it past them.”

“Nor I,” Mrs. Walsh says. She’s slicing carrots rhythmically, like a machine.

“But why ever would they?” Gaby asks.

Nora shoots into the kitchen. “He gave me three pennies to spend,” she announces, panting. She opens her fist to show them. “Well. Two pennies and two half-pennies.”

“Grand!” Julianne tells her. “Let’s be off.” 



Julianne, despite her flimsy sandals, walks on the uneven path through the woods and into the carnival field with the ease of someone who has always been athletic and active. Gaby can’t help but look down at her ugly brown loafers. She’s taken off her apron, at least. 

They walk around a large makeshift wall with Dreamland painted on it in bright yellow paint. Nora twists her neck this way and that, trying to see everything at once. The carnival is humming with activity: children wearing paper hats running from attraction to attraction, and men drinking pints on blankets on the grass. Other men are showing their boys how to shoot at a rickety shooting gallery, with cutout birds as targets.

There are animals and games, and even some rides. Gaby is surprised to see so much equipment. 

“Your brother runs your family’s company, is that right?” she asks Julianne as they make their way to the ticket booth.

“A man of business,” Julianne says, dismissively. 

“An export business, is that right? And hotels?”

“Always diversify, that’s what he says. I don’t pay attention, myself.” Julianne buys a string of tickets from a tall, skinny woman wearing a colorful red and gold turban.  

“Is he sending any boats to America, your brother?” Gaby asks.

“Not at the minute, I shouldn’t think. Shall we take an elephant ride first? Or save it till the end?”

“Elephant first!” Nora says, skipping ahead. 

It’s only the first day of the carnival but the field is already rutted from all the people and animals walking about. Julianne takes long purposeful strides, returning hellos to a few people without stopping to chat.

She glances at Gaby. “You’re still hoping to get back to America?”

“Of course,” Gaby says.

“I know just how you feel. I’m in the same boat. I was supposed to start art school in the fall. In Paris. Then the stupid war started.”

Does she actually think our situations are the same? Gaby rolls through a few responses before she says, “It was kind of your mother to take me in.” 

They catch up to Nora, who has stopped to watch a girl climbing to the top of a long wooden pole only about six inches around. “The Stratosphere Girl!,” according to a man with a bullhorn. A fiddler starts to scratch out a tune as she pirouettes on the pole end, balances on one foot, and then bends into a handstand. Her torso forms an upside-down U as her legs go up, left one first. She’s slim with dark hair cut as short as a boy’s. When she stands upright again she lifts one arm to the sky and her open hand pivots toward the clouds as if inviting—what? God? Good fortune? Applause?

Everyone claps.

“Why don’t you and Nora take the first ride,” Julianne says. 

The elephant has a long, beaded double saddle with raised cloth handrails that are satiny red and more than a bit worn. Nora and Gaby are too large to sit together in comfort; Nora is squished in front and Gaby can feel the saddle end pushing into her backside. 

But as the elephant, prodded by the trainer, rises up from his kneeling position she’s suddenly joyously high. The Irish landscape rolls out in soft sloping hills all around them, culminating in a mountain to the west. She can see the river, the shops, the houses, and even the old castle turret from Kilcurra House—just a glimpse of it over the treetops. 

“Oh!” Nora says.

“We’re the kings of the world,” Gaby tells her, and they laugh.

The village seems more vivid from up here. The shops feel alive, as if they’re waiting for someone, and the road curving over the bridge promises a happier future. For a moment Gaby can imagine an abundance of choices: to live in this cottage or that, or to float away entirely and land someplace new. She could fly to America; she could swim. Anything’s possible, that’s how it feels. As the elephant jostles and turns, Gaby spies two men behind one of the carnival tents. They’re embracing.

Is one of them Desmond? She cranes her neck to stare at the couple. Nora is looking off in the opposite direction.

It is Desmond. 

She doesn’t recognize the other man. He’s square-shouldered and tall and has reddish blond hair that’s a shade darker than Julianne’s hair. When Desmond’s cap slips from his head to the ground, the man stoops to pick it up for him in one elegant motion.

Theo Grogan, Gaby guesses. 
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Sabine 

June 1940

Ireland, The Otherworld

Sabine wakes with the feeling of an animal, quivering with sensation. Not knowing what but knowing something. 

Her heart starts pounding hard and she looks up to the sky, which is made up of deep gray and purple stripes. A nearby tree is creaking in the wind. Someone once told her that in the moment before dawn all the cows lift their heads. But there are no cows here. She’s been sleeping outdoors again, this time next to a bombed-out railway platform. 

She lets out her breath. It’s all coming back. France. Typhus. War. 

She looks at the four sleeping bodies around her, the two nuns and the Faleys, all wrapped in blankets she has come to associate with their personalities: Sister Agnes has a blanket the color of Christ’s dried blood; Sister Jerome has a blue blanket that’s faded almost to white, like a church statue. The Faleys share a tartan plaid, deep orange and yellow and red; the orange matches their cat’s fur. 

Her thigh still hurts where Ronan pressed his knee into it. As she lifts her head her heartbeat quickens again, hard fast pebbles against her chest. She gets up onto her elbows, looks around. Sits up, looks around.

She doesn’t see him.

The sun is struggling over the horizon as she stands and pulls on her cardigan. Then she walks over to the donkey, quietly skirting Sister Jerome and Sister Agnes. The donkey has a long piece of grass dangling from his saggy lips. Sabine strokes him between his tufted bunny ears and watches him give a chomp every so often as though suddenly remembering the grass. She digs out a small, wizened apple from her pocket and holds it out in the flat of her palm. He mouths it a couple of times before committing to it.

The railway station has been burned to the ground—a bomb, or arson—and then been picked over for usable firewood. Tall weeds sprout up between the rails, changing color as the rising sun reaches them. One room is still partially intact at the end of the platform.

It’s the station bathroom, now only two half-walls made of brick, but the toilet and sink are still there. No roof and no running water, of course, and there’s algae growing over the sink. But she uses the toilet anyway, which is a luxury after so many months of squatting in the grass. Underneath her is a long, dark hole; she listens as her urine hits dirt. Above her, spots of gray clouds pattern the sky like a line of bruises on milky skin.

The bruise on her thigh has gone from pink to purple to gold. She also has a bruise on her shoulder, a bruise on her neck, and a cut beneath her thumbnail from clawing at the floor. That doesn’t make sense, though; it was only a dirt floor. Maybe she scratched him?

Don’t think about it. 

She tears off a scrap of the newspaper that she carries in her pocket for toilet paper. In the cracked mirror she confronts herself, tracing out a circle from the grimy surface so she can see her face, which is none too clean. Dirt is caked on her skin as though pasted to her in patches. She feels it on her scalp, the creases in her elbows, and between her toes. Her forehead shines back at her.

Is it possible she looks older? On impulse Sabine unravels her braid to see how she looks with her hair down. Her birthday is coming up soon. She’ll be seventeen. I feel older, that’s the truth.

The sound of footsteps makes her heart speed up again and she whirls around, but it’s only Mrs. Faley. She has a leaf in her hair and sleep creases along one cheek. 

“Whoowh! That’s a smell for you.” 

Sabine hadn’t even noticed the smell.



Ronan has disappeared. He never followed Sabine back to the castle, and when Mr. Faley went to look for him the small ruin was empty. 

“There was an old woman there, too,” Sabine told Mr. Faley when he returned. 

“Not anymore,” he reported.

The last thing Sabine wanted was for them to go out looking for him, so she told the Faleys, half in whisper, what had happened.

“He what?”

She didn’t know why she was whispering. She didn’t know why she felt ashamed.



“Kneeling on my leg so I couldn’t get up.” 

“And did he—that is, did he—” 

“The old woman who was sleeping there, she surprised us. Then I ran.”

A shocked silence.

“I thought there was something,” Mrs. Faley finally said. “You coming back pale as a ghost.”

Mr. Faley’s face was crimson. “Are you sure that he—that he wasn’t just flirting?” 

“Kneeling on her leg? Honestly. And Sabine a—” Mrs. Faley stopped herself.

Sabine lifted her chin. “I’m not a cripple.” 

“I never trusted him, to be honest with you,” Mrs. Faley said. 

“But I thought he was your neighbor. Back in Cork?”

“A neighbor? No. He saw us fussing with the cart outside the city and he offered us rope. Had a couple of burlap bags with jars of flour and grain and that. Provisions, he said. So we joined forces.” She shrugged. “He probably thought we’d let him ride in the cart, is the truth of it.”

Later, when the nuns asked about Ronan, Mrs. Faley told them they had parted ways. “He’s a bad egg so he is, and the less said the better.”

They threw Ronan’s burlap bags into the cart before heading out. That was two days ago. Now, when Mrs. Faley and Sabine return to the camp site from the burned-out bathroom, they find Mr. Faley going through them.

He’s pulled out two wool sweaters and a frayed black blanket with red edging. There’s also a small wooden toy boat, badly cracked, and a storybook: Little People. On the cover a young boy is pushing a girl in a chair over ice. 

Sabine looks carefully at the girl, who appears to be crippled. She has a pale, pretty face, full lips, and red cheeks. A resolute expression. 

“Would you look at this, now,” Mr. Faley says.

He holds up a battered, green-covered booklet with a title in block letters: Militargeographische Angaben uber Ireland.

“Military Geography Information of Ireland,” he says.

“You know German?” Sabine asks.

“A little.” 

He runs his hand over the cardboard cover, turns to the first page, and begins reading. “Hmm. It’s plans for the invasion of Ireland. Operation Green, they call it here. Very specific.” 

The plan calls for 3900 troops and a bridge-building battalion at first landing. Artillery squadrons. A motorized infantry. Horses to haul guns and timber ashore from landing craft. Air cover given by the Luftwaffe’s Air Command.

“And after Ireland surrenders,” Mr. Faley goes on, reading aloud, “twenty raiding patrols to do…something…in the countryside, followed by three divisions to oversee the occupation.”

“It says all that?” Sabine asks. All of it rings true. It happened. She lived it. 

“My German’s a bit rusty, but yeah.”

“Makes you wonder, it does,” Mrs. Faley says.

“Wonder what?”

“If Ronan was a spy.”

“He could have just found it,” Mr. Faley says. “Plenty of dead soldiers on the road, their belongings scattered about.”

“Fifth columnists, they’re called,” Mrs. Faley tells Sabine. “German sympathizers and spies.”

“We don’t know he was one of them,” Mr. Faley says.

“Why are you defending the man?”

“I’m not,” Mr. Faley says quickly. “He’s only a lousy blackguard and could very well be a spy. Or maybe he wanted to be a spy—ideas of grandeur and all that. He just doesn’t seem all that clever, is all.”

“Take a look at this,” Mrs. Faley says. 

She holds up a jar which a moment before had been wrapped in newspaper and tied with twine. “It’s the flour he brought with him.”

She tilts the jar to show that inside it contains mostly straw. She unwraps another jar, and then a third. Each one has only a thin layer of flour on top of heavily packed straw. 

Mr. Faley shakes his head. “I did wonder why he was so cagey about fetching flour when we asked.”

He consolidates the flour into one clean jar. “Do we want to keep his blanket?” The blanket with its black and red weave—Germany’s colors—now seems suspicious.

“Leave it,” Mrs. Faley says firmly. “Leave everything.”

“Well, I won’t leave the flour, so.”

“And that being hardly a mouthful.”

Mr. Faley looks down at the open jar with a tired expression. He’s not been smiling much these last few days. “We might just find ourselves happy for a mouthful before too long.” Their supplies have gotten thin.

Sabine considers taking Ronan’s storybook, Little People—she’s desperate for books—but she doesn’t. Nothing he’s touched, she thinks.



They leave the burned-out station and follow the train tracks for a while, still heading north. The donkey has a hard time of it as they’re not on a proper road or path, so eventually they give up and go back to the winding boreen. That night they sleep out in the open again and in the morning decide to skip breakfast, trying to conserve what they have.

Two days later they have some luck at a farmhouse, where the farmer and his wife give them milk and cheese and bastible cake made with honey instead of sugar, sugar being almost impossible to get now. In return Mr. Faley offers them a can of kerosene. The farmer keeps bees behind the outhouse and also has a cow and her calf hidden in his cellar. “You should see them try to climb the stairs.”

They eat the cheese and cake sitting on crates in the kitchen because a couple of German soldiers had taken a fancy to their chairs. “We didn’t try to bargain with them, just wanted them out before Lila started making noise,” the farmer says. Lila’s the cow.

“The chairs were hand painted by my granny, they were,” his wife tells them. She shakes her head. “Well.”

“May all your misfortune go with them,” Mrs. Faley says.

They have no electricity, of course, and like most homes no indoor plumbing. They use turf for the cooking stove, which makes the small kitchen warm and snug. A cross hangs on the wall on one side of the solitary window, and a horseshoe and a photograph of a young girl hangs on the other.

“Our Caitlin,” the farmer explains when he sees Sabine looking at it. “One of the Petticoat Pilots.”

“Petticoat Pilot?” Sister Jerome asks. “I’ve not heard of that.”

“Girl pilot. Got her license when she left school, before the war started. A year later and isn’t her plane shot down by the very first Messerschmitt in sight.”

The nuns cross themselves and kiss their fingers. “Terrible.”

“Our boy’s still fighting up north. For his sister, he says.”

Sabine doesn’t know how she manages it, but Mrs. Faley persaudes the farmer to let Sabine have Caitlin’s identity papers, sent to them by the Local Defense Army with a box of ashes. No ration card, of course, but it’s something, at least.

Caitlin Gallagher. That’s who she is now. It’s a relief, but also it’s another thing gone: her own name.

In addition to the kerosene, Mr. Faley gives them the last of their flour—Ronan’s flour. The farmer’s wife makes up a little package with more cake and a few apples for them to take with them.

“I’m only wondering,” Mr. Faley asks them as he untethers the donkey. “Did you hear any planes last night?”

“Not a peep.”

“Maybe the Prods have surrendered.”

“We had that thought too.”

Has the resistance up north been defeated? Will the Germans invade England from here? And then what will happen?

The farmer and his wife watch their slow departure. They’re a generous couple but they never smiled, not once. Maybe no one does anymore. The farmer raises his hand in farewell while his wife scans the empty sky.

“Should I go by Caitlin now?” Sabine asks when they’re back on the road.

“We’ll introduce you that way but we’ll call you Sabine amongst ourselves,” Mrs. Faley says in her comfortingly firm voice. “Times like this, it’s important to remember who you really are.”



Part of the problem is that it hasn’t rained in three weeks, which is good and bad for traveling; the dirt roads are easier to traverse, but dry weather is no friend to the cart’s wooden wheels. The wood starts to shrink and then the iron rims around them become loose. When a rim falls off it’s quite a job to hammer it back on. So Mr. Faley keeps a lookout for mud holes or puddles in the fields, and he runs the cart over them to keep the wheels moist. Sabine, whose eyes are sharper, helps him look. Which is why she doesn’t at first see the carnival. 

Or the remains of a carnival. They’ve been walking on a narrow, rocky lane with a jumbled stone wall at elbow height. At intervals the stones have fallen or been taken away, replaced with wires strung up between wooden poles. They come to a spot where the wall has crumbled entirely and Sister Agnes says, “Well, look at that, now.”



It’s a flat dirt field littered with oversized dartboards, two long wooden slides, and a half-dismantled shooting gallery. Torn sailcloth is scattered about—the remains of the carnival tents—as well as a makeshift wall with the word Dreamland scrawled in yellow paint. 

Everything is broken and abandoned or cannibalized. One of the slides has been pulled down and hacked at with a saw. There’s an oval track with small cars, all of them turned over and their wheels removed. The cars have metal steering wheels on long rusty rods, like flamingo necks.

“Look at this.” Mrs. Faley picks up a torn, muddy poster from the road. 

The whole town is talking about

A.A. Show & Carnival! 

featuring
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Two Baboons
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The Stratosphere Girl

Also Pongo, Speedway, and The Big SpinnerAll Barry’s Amusements

Admissions 4d. 


“Do you hear music?” Sabine asks.

“Music?” Mrs. Faley cocks her head. 

A pause and then there it is again. A faint whine.

The Faleys and Sabine walk across the field to investigate, leaving the nuns sitting on the donkey cart. Down past the Dreamland wall is a small building with wide barn-like doors and a couple of old gas pumps in front of it. Inside someone is playing the accordion. 

“A dance hall,” Mr. Faley says.

Mrs. Faley sniffs. “An old garage, I’d call it.”

Inside there’s a strong smell of gasoline and oil, but Sabine doesn’t notice this at first because she’s entranced by the mirror ball that someone has strung up from the rafters. Kerosene lights nailed to the wall posts make the ball flicker. It can’t be much past six o’clock—early for dancing—but it’s wartime and tradition goes out the window when opportunity presents itself.

Or when there’s a curfew.

A dozen girls are shifting around together dancing on the cleared floor, and older women sit on stools around the room watching them. A couple of boys have been corralled too; they look no older than Sabine. The only grown man is the accordion player. He stares at the Faleys and Sabine when they walk in but he doesn’t stop playing.

He’s playing a quick-step, his fingers dancing hard along the instrument and his thumbs hitchhiking above it. The girls laugh as they step on their partners’ feet but one couple has perfect timing: their shoes stay toe to toe as they sashay one way and then another. 

“Having a dance here, is it?” Mr. Faley walks up to the oldest woman there, a crone with widely spaced blue eyes and claws for hands. But she’s smiling as she nods in time to the music. Her foot is tapping too. 

“That we are.”

“What happened outside?”

“Outside?”

“The carnival.”

“Oh, the carnival.” Her smile straightens itself into a long, thin pencil. For a moment Sabine doesn’t think she’ll answer. Then she says, “The carnival people, what happened was the soldiers took ’em.”

“They took them?”

“Right in the middle of a show. Girl doing ballerina poses on top of a post no wider than my fist. One of them kicked the post down while she was performing and she fell and broke her neck. Left her body to rot, so they did. All the rest were rounded up in lorries and driven away.”

Sabine says, “But that’s horrible!”

“The carnival people will not be returning, that’s certain.”

“And the animals?” Sabine asks. The poster mentioned an elephant and baboons.

The woman shrugs.  

A boy approaches, wiping his hand with a handkerchief.

“Ah, here’s my grandson. How are you faring, my boy? Learning to keep up with the girls? That’s a skill come in handy all your life.”

The Faleys laugh. The boy flushes but he says to Sabine, “Care to dance?”

She’s never danced much, except with Gaby. “I would, if you don’t mind—” She holds up her short arm to show him. 

A challenge.

He takes in her missing hand and flushes darker. Will he weasel out? But he says, “You can manage all right? Right then.”



Sabine, surprised but pleased, puts her left hand on his shoulder. His shirt is rough, handmade, with gray threads unevenly shot with black. He takes hold of her wrist lightly, just above the bump of her dwarfed fetal thumb. She can’t see his face, which makes his touch all the more thrilling. His hands are cool but not cold. She wonders how her skin feels to him. 

She hasn’t danced much, but when she has the boys wouldn’t really hold her stump, only circle it with the least amount of flesh on flesh possible. But this boy holds her skin firmly. She stumbles a little as they check their initial movements and try to coordinate them. Then, gamely, they cross the dance floor, never quite relaxing but following the beat, avoiding each other’s shoes. Up, down; up, down. His hand starts to feel warmer.

“What’s your name?” he asks.

She starts to say Sabine and at the last minute remembers to say Caitlin.

“I’m Michael,” he says. “My friends call me Mick.”

They start back toward the other end of the room.

“So what’ll I call you?”

He looks at her, surprised. Then he smiles a small, sweet, lopsided smile. “You can call me Mick.”

She catches a whiff of motor oil from a long, dark stain shaped like a vase on the floor. Mick steers right to avoid it as the music wheedles its way into another refrain. Mr. and Mrs. Faley have come out on the floor to dance too.

“You live here?” Sabine asks Mick. “In Ballyleam?”

“Up the road, yeah. With my gran there.” He pauses. “From America, are you? We don’t see many Americans.”

“And here I was thinking my accent was fading.”

“You’ll want to be mistaken for one of us, then?”

“Any chance of that?”

“Keep working on it. Maybe you’ll get lucky.”

They smile at each other.

The accordion player begins another song without a pause. They move a little faster to keep up with the new beat.

Mick says, “Not a bad dancer, yourself.”

Is it her imagination, or has he pulled her closer?

“The trick is to dance in oversized boots,” she says. He laughs.



They go around the floor again.

“And what do you do? Farm?” Sabine asks.

“Used to work at a pub. But I’m eighteen in a couple of weeks, so they’ll be starting me on the roads or something. I had plans for university, but.”

There’s compulsory labor for all Irish men aged eighteen to sixty; she’s seen the posted signs with colored illustrations of smiling men in work caps, a few holding pickaxes. Would the Germans really give out pickaxes? Sabine trips slightly in her boots—she admires the other girls with their low-heeled shoes—and Mick tightens his hand on her waist to steady her. 

“All right?” 

She nods. He has cornflower blue eyes that crinkle up in the corners. 

“How did you find yourself here anyway?” he asks.

“I was in France, I left to avoid the war. But I didn’t run far enough, it turns out.”

“Must have been a shock when they came.” He means the Germans.

“I was in Cork when it happened.”

He looks at her face. “I heard Cork had the worst of it.”

“It was pretty bad. I hid in a Woolworths for a while. Very American of me, I guess.”

She leans into him a little. Is this what people do?

“You’ve a nice accent, you do,” Mick says. “You should keep it.”

She’s trying to think what to say next when the music breaks off in the middle of a refrain. Surprised, Sabine looks at the accordion player and then follows the line of his gaze. 

Two German soldiers in glossy boots and long gray uniform capes are standing in the doorway.

Her heart lurches and she pulls away from Mick, looking quickly around for the Faleys. Mrs. Faley motions and Sabine steps sideways toward her, hiding her short arm behind her back. Mick follows suit, making a beeline for his grandmother.

The soldiers take off their caps as they duck inside. One of them, the older one, is dark, and the other is blond. The blond one crosses the room, taking in everything. He’s short with a barrel chest and rigid shoulders. When he lifts his eyes to the mirror ball, he frowns.

“What is this, a celebration? Did someone marry? I don’t see a bride.”

His tone makes it clear that he views the gathering as an infraction of some kind. He mock-salutes the accordion player, though his manner shows he might have just as well have spit. The light from the mirror ball makes his heavy belt buckle sparkle, and his smooth yellow hair glints like bright metal.

So clean, Sabine thinks again. How do they stay so clean? She edges back further, toward the wall. 

“Well?” the blond soldier says again.

The accordion player clears his throat. “No wedding, sir. Only a dance.”

“Only. A. Dance.”

Menacing. But why? Because he can. The older soldier is still standing by the door. He has black hair and widely spaced brown eyes and a long, razor-thin nose. He reminds Sabine of Luc Perrin; they’re about the same age, with the same thin frame. The blond turns and stares down Mr. Faley next.

“Shouldn’t you be at your job? It’s not yet six o’clock.”

“I’ve a travel pass, sir.”

“Well, let’s see it.”

Sabine notices that one of his eyes is slightly smaller than the other, with a heavier lid. He makes her think of a teenage boy shooting at pigeons. Or at Irishmen. Or at anything. When he hands back the travel pass he catches her watching him and he leers at her. He says something in German, his eyes moving across the girls in the room. 

The other officer says, “Nein. Wir haben keine Zeit.”

“What’s he saying?” Mrs. Faley whispers to her husband.

“That they don’t have time for—for this.” 

The dark-haired one seems to be senior. He is everything Sabine has always, all her life, detested: stiff, polished, clipped, and severe. Nothing like the easy relaxed manner of her Irish father, whose words nevertheless carried weight. This one is all business. He’s not obnoxious, like the blond, but rules and regulations seem to emanate from his rigid spine, his perfect uniform.

He steps out to the middle of the dance floor as if it’s a stage and takes off his cap.

“We’re looking for a house large enough for a commander,” he says loudly, in English, “and his men. They’re coming next week. We need a grand house, a manor, you understand? We were told there was one nearby.”



The flap of dark hair over his forehead is stiff with oil, as if carved from polished mahogany. There’s a slight pause as if everyone is wondering who should speak. 

The accordion player has his instrument between his legs. He puts one hand on top of it protectively. “That’ll be Kilcurra House, sir. If you follow the road straight up the hill and take a left at the crossroads, past the shops, you’ll come to it.”

“Is the family in residence?” His English is surprisingly good.

“I don’t know, sir.”

The blond says, “You don’t know?” and stares at the accordion player with drummed-up anger. He’s a weak personality who finds himself with power; the worst kind of authority, her father used to say. Sabine’s mouth has gone dry. You’ve got papers now, she reminds herself. You’re Caitlin Gallagher.

Los gehts, the dark-haired one says. He replaces his cap and straightens his cape, one hand on each lapel. Like a witch, Sabine thinks. She can imagine him taking to the air, the heavy cloth cape billowing around him like a sail. 

To everyone’s relief, the two men stride out heavily, the equipment on their belts clanging against their canteens. It’s over.

After they leave the dance breaks up. Mick takes his gran’s arm but then turns to look at Sabine. “Maybe I’ll see you here next week? Unless they shut it down.” He means the dance.

“Sure. Yes.” She wishes she could think of something interesting to say. Her mouth is so dry—probably because of the soldiers. She watches Mick navigate his grandmother around the oil spill on the floor and out the door.

Mr. Faley spends a few minutes talking to the accordion player, probably getting news or directions. When they finally go outside, Mick and his gran are nowhere in sight. 

Sabine spies a coin in the muddy imprint of a horse’s hoof. There’s a harp on one side, a rabbit on the other. Irish money. Useless now, but she drops it into her pocket anyway, for luck.

Mrs. Faley, who was walking ahead, stops to wait for her.

“Next time a boy asks you to dance,” she says, “don’t show him anything. Just go dance.”
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Gaby 

June 1940

Neutral Ireland

Gaby is sitting on a white wrought-iron chair on the front lawn, the croquet lawn, although all the croquet hoops have been removed. The air is warm and thick with humidity: summer weather. A bird clacks out a Morse code and, after a pause, another bird answers. Julianne is standing to her left in front of a portable easel, painting en plein air.

“I’ll just put on my evil pose, shall I?” Theo says, stretching out his legs and crossing his ankles in front of him. He’s sitting on a chair facing the easel.

Julianne swirls paint onto her brush tip. “No need to pose.”

It’s only just past noon but Gaby is glad to be off her feet. She’s already washed a sinkful of pans and topped two baskets of strawberries and rolled the newly made butter into little balls, which is how Mrs. Grogan likes her butter. The morning paper is open on her lap, but the news is bleak: Norway has surrendered. The Norwegian king is rumored to be hiding in the Nybergsund forest, and there are photographs of Nazi flags flying in Oslo while German soldiers march in the streets. But the worst reports are about Dunkirk, where British and French troops were trapped. Thousands and thousands of men have been killed, a colossal defeat.

The sheep are nibbling grass near the drive, so close that Gaby can see bits of dung hanging from their backsides, caught in the wool. Julianne is wearing her artist costume: an ancient, paint-stained smock and a greeny-black beret. Gaby can’t tell if Julianne means the beret to be taken ironically; she’s an odd mixture of confidence and naiveté. 

On her canvas, a young man—Theo—is lounging on a white chair while long, stemmy flowers grow over his feet and up toward his calves.

“A sort of sinister pre-Raphaelite,” Gaby said when she first saw it.

“Sinister pre-Raphaelite—I like that, Gabrielle!”

Julianne has decided to call Gaby by her full name (“So pretty, why put it to waste?”), which makes Gaby feel as though she’s actually talking to somebody else, someone older and more sophisticated. Julianne is amused that Gaby wants to study art rather than make it. “You must dream bigger, Gabrielle!” But she’s also, Gaby suspects, happy to have a consultant without the competition.

At first Gaby thought that Julianne’s arrival might change her life here—Julianne is very friendly to her, and Theo is too. Every morning they greet her like a cousin. But Gaby still works in the kitchen, and she eats her meals with Mrs. Walsh and the rest of the staff downstairs. Bridie and Clary call her “Madam” sarcastically when they have to talk to her. 

Gaby is company when Julianne wants company, and she’s a servant the rest of the time. Theo drops in most weekends and is cheerful and kind but unhelpful about anything that really matters—like finding Gaby a berth on a boat, any boat, heading west.

“What do you think about flames behind his head?” Julianne asks Gaby, her paintbrush poised like a candle. “Orange spears with a touch of blue?”

“Mm.” Gaby considers it. “Maybe.” It seems a bit much.

Julianne takes in a long breath through her nose. “I’m going to try it.” 

Theo is wearing a crisp white shirt with a loosened blue tie and no jacket. When he moves his hand—which is often, as he’s smoking—his heavy gold watch glints in the sunlight. Earlier, after Gaby set the dough to rise, Theo corralled her in the kitchen: “Julianne wants me to sit again. Come talk to me! You alone can save me from an hour of utter boredom.”

“It’s a miracle that Churchill got as many men out as he did,” Theo says now about Dunkirk. He takes another drag off his cigarette as Julianne mixes a bright orange color on her palette. “Word has it if the three German units up the coast hadn’t halted for a day, the war would be over now. Total German victory.”

Maybe because of his job, he seems to know more about the war than the newspapers here report. Gaby hasn’t read anything about three halted units.

“Why did they stop?” she asks.

“Exhaustion? Lack of supplies? Or a mistaken strategy.” 

Gaby hasn’t seen Desmond and Theo together since the carnival, though Theo has been back every weekend since. She was surprised about the two of them, but not shocked. At Vassar her parents were close friends with two professors, a couple, who went everywhere together: Mr. Parker and Mr. Crowley. They ate lunch on campus together, attended evening events together, shopped together, and went to the cinema in town together, although they lived in two separate houses.

Everyone liked them. Mr. Crowley always gave Sabine and Gaby butterscotch drops when he came to the house for dinner while Mr. Parker, behind him, carried in a bottle of wine for her parents. No one said anything, as far as Gaby knew. But of course it’s probably different if one of you is rich and the other one isn’t. And Ireland is Catholic. Maybe that’s part of it too?

“Would you fight if the Germans come here?” Gaby asks Theo.

He stretches his arms above his head. “Have to, I suppose.”

“Everyone’s so afraid of invasion,” Julianne scoffs. “Myself, I’d throw a big party.”

“You wouldn’t,” Theo says.

“I would!” She steps back to look at her canvas. “It’s the English I’d fight off tooth and nail.”

Theo lifts his eyebrows, making an attractive, upside-down V above his eyes. “You wouldn’t say that if you were facing thousands of angry krauts with rifles pushing you into the sea.” 

“He’d rather fight for our English oppressors,” Julianne says to Gaby.

“It’s not that.”

“Then what is it?”

Theo shrugs again. “Have to defend your country from the bandits, I suppose.”

“I have German cousins,” Gaby tells them. “Second cousins. On my mother’s side. Hans and Karl. They used to visit us in France. Every year we threw a big party on midsummer night, and they always came. They were like big brothers, so much fun!”

“You see!” Julianne says to Theo, as if a point in some ongoing argument has just been made. “Anyway they can’t be any worse than the English.”

Theo looks down at his cigarette tip. “Can’t they?”

Julianne swirls an orange-red flame on the canvas. There is a strong element of performance in all her actions; she loves being watched. “I thought for a while I’d be an actress,” she told Gaby last week, “but theatres are so dusty and cold and the dressing rooms smell like burnt mascara.”

“When our grandfather bought Kilcurra House,” she says, sweeping her paintbrush on the canvas, “he found portraits up in the attic of Lord and Lady Eagan with their eyes shot out.”

The Eagan family, who are Anglo-Irish (of English descent, Gaby’s been taught, but living in Ireland), owned Kilcurra House for two centuries before the Grogans bought it. Lord and Lady Eagan fled to London after the Easter Rising and sold the house from there.

“Why their eyes?” Gaby asks.

“We think their portraits were used for target practice,” Theo tells her. “By the revolutionaries in the twenties. Yeah, there’s no love lost between us and the English. On that score she’s right.”

“I wish I’d been alive then,” Julianne says. “In the revolution.”

“You were alive. You were a baby.”

“You know what I mean. I wish I’d been in it. Stop moving your hands.”

“You’d be all withered and wrinkly now instead of young and dashing.”

“But at least I’d have lived. I’d have done something. Instead I’m stuck here, doing nothing.”

“Oh, kangaroo,” Theo says, his pet name for her. He throws his cigarette butt on the ground by his foot and steps on it without leaving his sitting position. “You wouldn’t have done a thing.”



Gaby has asked Theo about a boat to America and he promised her he would look into it. But so far: nothing. It’s been almost two months and she’s no closer to going home than she was when she first landed in Cork. She should be at Vassar right now, walking on the path between the quads to Rockefeller Hall or eating Vassar Devils—fudgy cake with ice cream and marshmallow sauce—at the Alumni House, or studying in her dorm parlor while someone tootles on the parlor piano. She should be requesting heavy art tomes from the library stacks and sharing a cigarette with her roommate as they walk laps around Sunset Lake, trying to keep their weight down. Instead, here she is in the middle of nowhere, washing dishes and watching a rich girl play at being an artist.

She feels a sick deadness in the afternoons when she has nothing to do. Last week when it was spitting rain she went into the library to look for something to read, although from previous inspections she knew that the books there were mostly about fishing or dogs. To her surprise, she found Mrs. Grogan on her knees on the carpet.

“Oh, Gabrielle,” Mrs. Grogan said. “Look at this. I found it on the floor.” She was holding the small china cat sitting upright with its white paws clutching its tail, which Gaby had noticed at their first meeting—her interview, as she thinks of it now.

“Someone knocked it down and didn’t bother to pick it up.”

The cat, about the size of a perfume bottle, was the same color as the carpet. The nearest window had its curtains pulled back but the rest of the room was dark. The rain was making a tinny sound as it hit the gutters.

“Maybe they didn’t notice it?” Gaby suggested.

“And look. It hasn’t been properly dusted. So easy for dust to get trapped between these tiny ears. Do you have a handkerchief on you?”

She did. She pulled it out of her skirt pocket and offered it to Mrs. Grogan. But instead of taking it, Mrs. Grogan handed Gaby the china cat. She said, “It’s these small jobs that show a person’s worth.”

Gaby stood still, unsure what to do. Mrs. Grogan was watching her. She began to rub her handkerchief over the cat.

“Use the corner,” Mrs. Grogan instructed her, “for the tight spots.”

When Gaby passed the cat back, Mrs. Grogan turned it over in her hands.

“Mm. Not quite there, I think.”

Gaby felt her face flush. 

“Spit and polish,” Mrs. Grogan said, giving her the cat again.

After a strange moment—am I really going to do this?—Gaby spit on her handkerchief. She rubbed the spot between the cat’s ears again.

Mrs. Grogan nodded. “That’s the way.”

Would Gaby’s mother treat a relative, even a relative by marriage, this way? No. Never. She was always generous to Hans and Karl. Julianne has complained to Gaby about her mother—“Don’t even bother asking for sympathy, she has a great contempt for personal feeling”—but Gaby can tell she’s afraid of her too. 

After Mrs. Grogan left the library, Gaby studied the bookshelves for something, anything, to read. Her heart was still beating hard with shame and anger. As she walked back past the table with the little china cat on it, she impulsively scooped the cat up without breaking her stride and pushed it into her pocket.

Since then she’s stolen two more things: Julianne’s thin silver necklace with a freshwater pearl pendant, which she spied on the drive one afternoon; and a ten-shilling note. The ten-shilling note was bad, since she actually rifled Mrs. Grogan’s purse for it, though it only amounts to about fifty cents. The purse had been left on the hall table, no one else was around. The stuffed elk heads with their cloudy glass eyes had an air of detachment; why should they care?

Clearly she’s angry at the Grogans—at Mrs. Grogan for making her work in the kitchen (cheap labor); and at Julianne for not insisting that her mother treat Gaby better; and at Theo for not finding her a place on a boat. But she doesn’t openly protest.

Pathetic.

“Are you nearly done?” Theo asks Julianne, yawning. He’s tired of posing, although it only amounts to sitting in a deck chair in the summer sun.

Gaby stands to look more closely at Julianne’s canvas, where freshly painted tangerine flames rise behind Theo’s head, burning blue in the middle.

“The flames are dramatic,” Gaby says. She has to admit they add a new, interesting layer. 

“You see? You must always believe me,” Julianne tells her.

“Now don’t go doing that thing with my nose that you did last time,” Theo says.

“What did I do? You have a bump and you know it.”

“Not as large as you made it.” 

They flash amused looks at each other and for a moment they seem like twins out of Shakespeare, both of them tall and healthy and nearly identical; the boy is the one with the short hair. Gaby envies their ease with each other, their deep familial knowledge, and their shared history, good and bad, which they can always call up and discuss. She misses that. “No more for me, s’il vous plait,” Sabine liked to say primly, as a joke, when something unpleasant was offered. 

“How does my nose look, Gabrielle?” Theo asks about the painting. “Tell me the truth.”

He’s addressing her but the joke is still between him and his sister. Gaby feels a heavy weight, an ache that might just be permanent. They aren’t my family, she thinks, and they won’t ever be. They’re just the closest ones to it.

“There’s no bump,” she tells him.

“No bump yet,” Julianne says wickedly, and the two Grogans, twins again, laugh the same laugh.



The next morning Gaby wakes early and dresses without switching on a lamp. She’s down to two pairs of stockings; one pair is soaking in a bucket of Lux next to the wardrobe and the other pair is yellowing and stretched out, but dry. She buttons her brown serge dress over her slip (also yellowing) and grabs her wool cardigan, for all that it’s June.

Downstairs she can hear Mrs. Walsh in her bedroom, the floorboards creaking as she moves about getting ready for the day. Gaby pockets the heavy scissors that are kept with the knives in the kitchen, and then she slips on her shoes and opens the back door.

Today is Sabine’s birthday. She would have been seventeen.

The sun is glittering its way over the treetops and the breeze feels fresh and cool. Dew sparkles on the ground, painting the grass in different shades of green. Gaby crosses the back lawn to the woods. She ignores the path that leads to town and instead heads toward the abandoned farm buildings that Nora told her about. The air is thick with humming insects.

When she emerges from the trees she blinks and stands for a few moments just looking across the cleared space. This was where the farm work was done, back when Kilcurra House was still a working farm. All the old outbuildings—the barn, the milk house, the lime kiln, the potting shed—are made from the same quarried gray stone. A few windows still retain broken shards of glass (one shard looks like a ragged tooth in a cavernous mouth), and the barn roof has great gaps where its tiles have blown off. 

But the milk house, where they used to store huge canisters of milk back when Lord Eagan kept a dozen cows, is still in fairly good condition. It’s a small stone building with a wooden door painted teal-blue, and a long horizontal iron pole acting as both a door handle and a latch. Next to it, a rosemary bush with Medusa-like branches has grown nearly into a tree.

Gaby walks over to the rosemary bush, pulling the kitchen scissors from her pocket. Ever since Nora mentioned that rosemary grew here, Gaby promised herself she would cut some on Sabine’s birthday if she were still living here (of course she hoped she wouldn’t be).

Her grandmother used to put a jar of fresh rosemary in her bedroom every year on their grandfather’s birthday. “Rosemary to remember,” she’d say. It’s a strong smell, not at all sweet, but long lasting. Eventually, in water, the stalk ends soften and grow white but they never take on the musty smell of decaying flowers, a smell Gaby particularly dislikes. 

At their annual midsummer party, Gaby’s mother always put rosemary in the flower arrangements to honor her father, who began the tradition years ago. Like her father, Adèle invited all their neighbors as well as her German cousins, Hans and Karl, although she liked to tease them that they really were French—they were born in Alsace Lorraine. Where are Hans and Karl now? Gaby wonders. Did they emigrate? Enlist? The last time she saw them they were still living in Hamburg. She hopes they’re safe. They were not much older than Gaby herself, and great fun. Every year they brought a friend along with them to the party. “Let us introduce you to our beautiful American cousins!”

The rosemary branches are as thick as Gaby’s pinkie and peppered with small, violet buds. As she half-cuts, half-saws one of the stalks, its scent fills her nostrils. She cuts another stalk, struggling with the alive greenness of it, twisting and bending to sever it from the mother bush. 

Back at the house she fills a jam jar with water, arranges the stalks in it, and takes the jar upstairs to put on her bedside table. Rosemary to remember. She wants to do the right thing, to honor her sister, but the gesture feels surprisingly hollow. Remembering isn’t enough. In some ways, Gaby thinks, it’s a trap. 

Is this what’s keeping me from moving forward? Nostalgia? Or am I still hoping someone will help me get home? She feels like a wind-up toy slowing to a stop and there’s nothing she can do about it. She has to face facts: she can’t get back home. That dream is over.

Down in the kitchen Mrs. Walsh tells her to start on the dough, “and then slice up what’s left of last night’s roast and push it through the meat grinder. Oh, and fetch me a soup ladle, would you?”

Gaby wraps an apron around her waist and expertly ties it behind her back. In the pantry she tugs open a couple of sticky drawers until she finds a ladle and, next to it, a small silver salt bowl, which was probably put in the drawer by mistake. The bowl is the size of a half dollar, tarnished but heavy, with a small indent for salt in the middle. Its colors make her think of the night sky: dark with flashes of silver like the whorl of a constellation. She stands for a moment in the cramped space tipping the bowl back and forth in the palm of her hand, hardly breathing, watching the flecks of light spark and fade. 

“Today, Miss Donnelly, if you please!” Mrs. Walsh calls out.

Gaby slips the salt bowl into her dress pocket and picks up the soup ladle. As she moves around the kitchen—mixing dough, washing wooden spoons, mincing meat with the antiquated hand grinder—she can feel the salt bowl’s weight against her thigh like a stone. 

It’s probably worth a few pounds at least. No one will miss it, she tells herself.
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Sabine 

June 1940

Ireland, The Otherworld

“Yeah, they came around. A couple of soldiers. But they’ve gone now,” the man says. He’s wearing a rough outdoor coat and he pushes his cap back from his forehead to look at them.

He’s got a sunburnt face and clear blue eyes. Sabine is standing next to the nuns at the end of the Grogans’ drive, her loose rubber boots rolling forward on the gravel. The donkey cart, without the donkey, is propped up on the grass behind them. The donkey is dead. 

After they heard that the German officers wanted to requisition the Grogans’ house, Mr. Faley decided to just press on north to Galway. But the loss of the donkey made him reconsider yet again. The poor animal knelt in the road soon after leaving the carnival field, buckling one front leg and then the other like a penitent. His pink tongue hung loosely from his lips and his visible ribs were like a giant, curved comb.

Sabine cried for him: his long lashes, his patience. His sporadic thirst and constant hunger. She’d given him a personality: self-effacing and loyal. She didn’t think she was wrong.

“God love him, he owes us nothing, the poor sad creature,” Mr. Faley had said, looking down at the corpse in the road. He sighed. “All right then, now what?”

“At least we might spend the night at the house?” Mrs. Faley suggested. “If the soldiers have left? Or in the barn if they haven’t.”

The wind had changed direction and was blowing in quick, heavy gusts. There was rain on the way, maybe even a storm. They pulled the donkey cart to Kilcurra House themselves, Mrs. Faley and Sabine on one shaft and Mr. Faley and Sister Agnes on the other. Sister Jerome carried the cat. 

They had to leave the donkey to the dogs.

“Or that nice accordion player, if he’s in need of meat,” Mrs. Faley remarked.



“Please! Don’t!” Sabine couldn’t bear to think about it.

“It’s a pity, so it is. But the hunger around here will only get worse.”

When they got to Kilcurra House they found the white iron gate off its hinges and the drive overgrown with weeds. There was a smell of cut grass—not newly cut, but cut and left out in the dew and rotting. A battered motorcar was parked by the front door while a man in a thick work coat and cap, a civilian, loaded suitcases into the back seat. A young girl sat on the flagstone step of the house. She looked at the group with dead eyes.

“They were only here a short while,” the man says about the soldiers, “a quick ten-minute tour. Decided the house will do and that’s that. They’ll be back in a couple of days with the rest, so they say. In the meantime we’re cutting out. If you don’t mind me asking, how do you know Mr. Grogan?”

“I’m a solicitor, I did some business for his mother in Cork. Leases, that sort of thing.” Mr. Faley puts out his hand. “Gerald Faley.”

“Desmond Cullens,” the man says, taking his hand. He turns to the girl. “Run and get Mr. Grogan, Norrie.”

The house is large and square made of creamy blond stone with an old dark castle turret at the back. One of the house’s front windows is broken and an unevenly cut board has been nailed behind the jagged bits of glass.

“Mrs. Grogan isn’t here, then?”

“She left with her daughter, oh, about three months ago now. Headed for South America—Argentina. We haven’t heard if they made it.”

“Got out while they could, did they?”

“A good thing they did, now it’s come to this.”

Sabine is trying to remember her last—her only—visit here. There was a daughter and a mother, and a large room with a warm fire, and two little dogs, and a pony around back. The daughter was a year or two older than Gaby. She showed them her pony when her mother insisted: “Take the girls to see Peabody, why don’t you.” She wasn’t very nice, the Grogan girl. She looked bored. “You mustn’t touch his muzzle, he bites,” she said in a way that made Sabine think she rather wished one of them would touch his muzzle. 

What was her name? Julia?

The young girl comes back with another man behind her. Theobald Grogan, he says, introducing himself to the nuns. To Mr. Faley he says, “Faley! Look at you now! I’d hardly recognize you and that’s the truth.”

“Lost a bit o’ weight lately, Mr. Grogan.”

“Haven’t we all. And it’s Theo, please. No need to stand on ceremony these days.”

The girl begins shifting the cases and boxes more neatly into the cramped back seat of the car. She has short, straight brown hair and the same blue eyes as her father.

“Can I help?” Sabine asks.

“I think that’s everything. Is that everything, Da?”

“They’ve cleaned up in the north and now are massing near Wexford,” Theo Grogan is saying. “I heard another battalion landed in Cork last week.”

Sabine sticks out her hand. “I’m Caitlin,” she says to the girl.

“Nora Cullens.” 

Theo is standing next to Nora’s father, Desmond. Although they aren’t touching, Sabine senses an intimacy. When they turn to go into the house they glance at each other, an unspoken communication. Don’t worry, from Theo. I’m not, from Desmond. Something about that feels familiar.

Theo takes them into the drawing room so the nuns can sit down. “Let me pull off some of these sheets,” he says. “I was covering everything when you came, not that it matters. I’m not entirely sure—well. It doesn’t seem likely we’ll be back.”

“We don’t want to keep you,” Mrs. Faley says.

“We were planning to wait until dark in any case. Roads not as crowded. I’ve a pass but it can still be dicey.”

“Do you live here too?” Sabine asks Nora.

“In the gardener’s cottage. Behind the house. My father’s the gardener.” 

“Where is it you’re off to?” Sister Jerome asks.

“Halifax, Canada,” Theo tells her. “There’s a boat waiting for us up near Galway.”

“We hope,” Desmond adds.

“All the troop movement’s to the east at the moment,” Mr. Faley says. “Now’s the time to go.”

“I wish I could offer you passage.” Theo fiddles with the gold watch on his wrist and for a moment Sabine thinks he’s going to offer it to Mr. Faley. For what, recompense for not taking them too? “I’m not even sure they’ll take us. Though my family does own the boat. On paper.”

He stops fiddling with his watch and turns to switch on a lamp. 

“Oh!” the nuns say together. They gaze up at the shaded light. 

How long has it been since she’s been in a place with electricity? Sabine blinks, feeling its magic. 

They hear the rain begin, hard drops against the windowpane. All the sofas and chairs except the ones they’re sitting on are covered in white sheets. The carpets have been rolled up and tied with heavy twine, and the walls are bare except for stray bent nails. Sabine spots a pile of paintings stacked in the corner with their backs to the room. 

It’s like a chicken coop, she thinks, after all the chickens have been slaughtered. Just a sad reflection of the past. All these weeks she’s felt drawn to this place and now here she is. Should she tell Theo Grogan she’s been here before? That she’s met his sister’s pony? But what would be the point? He’s leaving, and she is not.

“Was it very bad down in Cork?” Theo asks Mr. Faley.

“Terrible. Hanging lads from the lampposts for breathing wrong, so they were.”

Desmond glances at Nora. Her eyes have gone dead again. “We’ve seen some of that here too.” 



Theo takes them upstairs to show them the bedrooms. “You’re welcome to camp here for a day or two but I’d be off before the Boche return,” he says, using the French slang for Germans. 

“We’ll just be glad to sleep indoors for a night.”

Mr. and Mrs. Faley take Mrs. Grogan’s old room, the nuns take Theo’s, and Sabine chooses a small square room with green carpeting and clover wallpaper. “The Emerald room,” Nora calls it.

The window looks out over the front lawn and the drive. She thinks of Mick’s smile flicking on like the electric lamp. His crinkly blue eyes. 

Nora comes in with blankets and a hot water bottle. “The lav’s down the hall.”

Indoor plumbing! Maybe even better than electricity.

“Do you know a boy named Mick?” Sabine asks as they smooth a blanket up toward the pillow. “Lives with his gran? I met him today.”

“Today? You saw Mick today? I’m glad to hear it.” 

Sabine waits; she can tell there’s a story there. Nora glances up at her and then stares down again at the blanket.



“A bunch of lads were walking down the road with their legs tied together, a couple of soldiers with rifles prodding them along. Last week it was, and I wasn’t sure who the lads were exactly, I was watching from the upstairs window.” Nora lowers her voice. “They shot one in the head. For what I don’t know. He was still tied to the others and they had to drag his body along behind them. The whole way down the road, they dragged his poor body.”

“But that’s awful!”

Nora is quiet a moment. Then she says, “I’m glad it wasn’t Mick. He’s always been nice to me.”

Sabine follows Nora downstairs past a huge elk rack and smaller polished skulls all hanging on the walls. A green baize door leads to the servants’ area. There, in the hallway by the kitchen, there’s an open crate of knickknacks packed in straw: jade ashtrays, Chinese vases, and a little gray-and-white china cat holding its tail. 

“Mrs. Grogan took most of the silver with her, but there are still dishes and cutlery and that,” Nora says.

Sabine picks up the china cat and strokes the curve of its tail and its little back. Strangely, she likes seeing the house like this: remnants of a former life. She thinks about Mick again.

“Seems like a nice place to live,” Sabine says. “I’d like to live in a place like this.”

“I’d rather not be leaving, to be honest with you.” 

“Did the soldiers say when they were coming back?” Sabine asks.

“End of the week.”

“So the house’ll be empty until then.”

Nora looks at her sideways. “You’ll want to be gone when they get here.” She notices the little china cat in Sabine’s hands. “You can probably keep that if you like. They won’t come back for it, I’d wager.”

Sabine nestles the cat back in its nest of straw. “No. It’s not mine.” 

In the kitchen, Mrs. Faley is helping Desmond and Theo pack up as much food as they can for their trip. “You’ll not be finding much on the way, so.” 

Still, generously, Theo sets aside a box for the Faleys with a jar of flour, five eggs, a few cans of condensed milk, and three squat jars of milled barley.

“There’s wood stacked in the cook’s sitting room,” Desmond says. “Here’s the key. People kept breaking into the kitchen so now we keep everything locked up there.”

“Do you like barmbrack?” Nora asks Sabine. “I made it myself.”

It looks like a loaf of bread. “I’ve never had it, I don’t think.”

“I’ll cut you a slice.”

It’s delicious. Nora cuts her another slice, then one for herself, and then she sets the rest of the loaf aside. “You keep it. We’ve another. But it’s better with butter.”

“I’ve nothing to give you. Wait.” Sabine pulls out the coin she found at the carnival. “It isn’t anything. Just to remember me by.”

The rain trickles to a stop. “Should be the worst of it over,” Desmond says.

As they say goodbye Sabine feels an urge to hug Nora, although they’ve just met, and she’s not from a hugging family—neither is Nora, she suspects. Nora and Desmond and even Theo are all careful with their personal space. But after Theo puts the car into gear he grasps Desmond’s hand on the seat beside him and gives it a squeeze. Sabine can’t see this but somehow she knows it.

“Well, they’re off,” Mr. Faley says as the car pulls away. 

Mrs. Faley crosses her arms in front of her. “And good luck to them.”

They look up at the sky again before going into the house. The nuns are already asleep in their bedroom. Sabine waits, savoring the feeling of being outside and the happy knowledge that she can go into a real house with walls and a roof whenever she wants. Theo’s car is halfway down the drive when it brakes and Nora hops out. “Caitlin!”

Sabine runs over, her feet sliding in her oversized boots.

“If you go into the woods behind the house and take the left path you’ll get to the old farm buildings,” Nora tells her. “No one goes there now. You could stay there when the soldiers come. In the barn or the old milk house. For a little while at least.”

Have I given myself away? Nora seems to know what she’s planning. 

“Maybe we’ll see each other again,” Nora says.



The next morning is humid and overcast. The dirt road leading to town is littered with straw and there are bulky burlap bags piled up near the bridge. Women in headscarfs stand in a line outside the grocer’s; Twomey’s, it’s called. Sabine and Mrs. Faley join them. Tacked up behind the glass window is a square poster: Citizens Exploited by the English, the Third Reich Will Protect You! 



There are no soldiers in sight, although a long red Nazi banner hangs outside the post office.

When it’s their turn at Twomey’s, Mrs. Faley buys a block of cheese, three boxes of biscuits, a paper sack of salt, and as much animal feed as she can manage. They’ve got the Grogans’ speckled gray pony now, shorter and fatter than the donkey, with a white mane and white socks. White socks are lucky.

Outside Twomey’s a man stumbles by, pushing a rusty bicycle and bleeding from the corner of his mouth. Another man, in the middle of unloading jingling glass bottles from a cart, stops and stares at them.

Mrs. Faley nods hello. “Warm day, isn’t it?” He doesn’t answer. They’re strangers here.

“Never mind,” Mrs. Faley says as they walk back. Sabine helps push the wheelbarrow with her good hand, the feed and groceries in its bucket. When they get to the house the nuns are standing on the flagstone step like salt and pepper shakers looking at the sky. 

“Cart’s all loaded,” Sister Jerome says, and Sister Agnes: “Please God, the weather will hold.”

Mr. Faley is fitting blankets around the whiskey crates holding their supplies. “Have you got your papers?” he asks Sabine. She nods.

“I’ve left our address in Clew Bay on the hall table. Are you sure your family will find you?”

This is the story she told them this morning; she’s meeting her family nearby and she’ll just stay in the house for a few days until then. It’s obvious they don’t believe her but what can they do?

“You’d be doing a service coming with us,” Mr. Faley had said. “Help with the farm and that.” 

But Sabine was firm. “Can’t. I’m sorry. It’s my family!” Lie, truth, lie.

Now she strokes the pony’s shaggy mane. “Do you bite?” she asks gently. He lifts his head and looks her in the eye for a fraction of a second. His pupils are as dark as black coffee. “No, you don’t,” she says, and touches his muzzle.

After they’re all packed up, Mrs. Faley pulls her into a hug. “May God and Mary bless you and keep you safe.”

The nuns also bless her, and Sister Agnes touches the top of Sabine’s head. 

“I don’t like it, myself,” Mr. Faley announces.

“You can see that her mind is made up,” Mrs. Faley tells him. “Anyway, at her age my mother already had a babe in arms and was expecting another.” 

“Times have changed, though, haven’t they?”

“You’re right, they have changed. Girls need to grow up even faster now.” 

But as they start down the drive Sabine sees Mrs. Faley wiping her eyes.



After she makes and eats an omelet with the egg the Faleys left for her—bliss!—Sabine searches the house for shoes. First order of business: get rid of these rubber boots.

In what must have been the daughter’s bedroom—Julia? Juliette?—she discovers masses of clothes hanging in a huge wooden wardrobe carved with rabbits and fish. There’s a short-sleeved knitted white dress, a wrinkled blue dress with white flowers, and a stained lilac dress with a matching short cape. There are also silk evening gowns with muddy hems and stained crepe-de-chine blouses. One blouse smells strongly of horse.

Did Julia leave in a hurry? Or maybe, being rich, she just took whatever was clean, planning to buy more later. Sabine tries on dark-blue harem pants and a matching blue-and-pink striped blouse. She studies herself in the long mirror affixed to the wardrobe door. Do I look older? On the wardrobe floor she finds a pair of cork-wedged sandals but they prove to be uncomfortable, so she switches to the daughter’s riding boots. A perfect fit. She pulls out the two wool cardigans, most of the blouses, three dresses, two skirts, and a black velvet evening gown. Then she packs the clothes into two large hat boxes after dumping out the hats.

She’s happy. She’s just gone shopping.



Next stop is the library, though it turns out the Grogans’ books are inexpressibly dull. Fly fishing and more fly fishing. Biographies of elder statesmen. She’d been looking forward to drowning herself in a story, a real story with adventure and romance. Still, she reads a page or two, sometimes a whole chapter, before picking up a new book, starved for the act of reading itself. She’s aware of the passing time only when the room grows cold. 



She’d like to light a fire, but what if people in town see the chimney smoke? Do they know the whole family has now left, will they come to investigate? For the first time Sabine wonders if Theo Grogan made his plans known. If he did, others might come by hoping to loot the place, or to camp here like her.

People kept breaking into the kitchen, Desmond said.

Will someone come while she’s inside? A man? Several men? There’s plenty left to steal. What if Ronan comes? He knew they were headed for Ballyleam.

You’re making up stories, she tells herself. You wanted to be here, and now you’re here. 

She goes out to the hall and pulls the iron bar across the front door, then attaches the heavy chain as though securing a dungeon. The sound, a dull clanking, is dungeony too, and afterward she can’t tell if she feels safer or trapped. She makes herself dinner—a bowl of strawberries and the rest of Nora’s barmbrack—and then carries a book about dog breeding up to her bedroom to read. Sitting up in the bed she can see out the window to the front drive. In case someone comes that way.

But she can’t concentrate; she keeps checking to see if there’s anyone on the drive. And the house creaks sporadically for no apparent reason. It’s dusk, the time for pookies and ghosts as Moira told her at Woolworths. A hundred years ago, that feels like now. She’d been drawn to this place for so long, day after day, certain that this was where she was supposed to be. But the house is so big and empty. Why is she only taking that in now?

A smell drifts into the room which at first she can’t identify. Then it comes to her: rosemary. Her grandmother used to keep a few sprigs in a Chinese vase by her bed, and they were there all through her illness and even after she died. The smell of death, Sabine thought. She’d asked her mother to get rid of it.

“Mais non, cherie. Rosemary to remember.”

Hateful smell. Sabine struggles to open the bedroom window, a herculean task. The wood groans and sticks; she can budge it only a couple of inches. Beneath the window she can see four or five rusty croquet hoops and a broken mallet in the shrubbery. 

A thought occurs to her. 

She leaves the bedroom and goes downstairs. In the kitchen, a calendar is hanging near the stove, the days marked off one by one in pencil crosses. June. She looks at the date.

She was right. Today is her birthday. She’s seventeen. 

They were always in France for her birthday. If the weather was good they’d have a small family lunch outside and play croquet and a game from her mother’s childhood, pétanque. Gaby always won at croquet; she was vicious about hitting other people’s balls out of her way, especially their mother’s. After the games: presents tied up in silk ribbon, which Sabine kept for her hair. Last year she received a sketchbook with thick ecru paper, a Japanese calligraphy set, and, from her grandmother, a silver pin shaped like a horseshoe. 

Four days later the housemaid Genevieve found her grandmother slumped in the garden. A stroke, the doctor said when he came to the house. She had a second, worse stroke that night, and never left her bed again.

Sabine takes the pencil that’s balanced on the calendar nail and crosses out the date. Seventeen. Do I feel any different? She thinks of a babysitter they once had, Margy Russell, who was seventeen. She seemed so old to them, an adult. Sabine and Gaby went through Margy’s coat pockets when Margy was in the bathroom but they found nothing except a tube of pink lipstick. 

It was a mistake to stay here alone. I should have remembered what alone was like. If she knew where Mick lived she would go there and knock on his door. Tomorrow she’ll go into town to look for him. She thinks of Ronan unbuttoning his trousers and kneeling on her leg. No. Push that aside.

She’s just replacing the pencil when she hears glass breaking upstairs and then the high clanging sound of metal on wood. She freezes, listening hard. Her fear has come true: someone is breaking in. Her heart starts pinging like mad. “Over here!” a man’s voice calls out. Another voice answers. There’s more than one of them. 

The wooden floorboards creak above her, heavy stomps followed by the scraping sound of furniture being moved. More voices, and they sound angry. They’ll be coming down here soon, searching for food. 

Sabine looks around wildly, opens the kitchen door, and spots Nora’s woods at the bottom of the lawn.
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Gaby 

June 1940

Neutral Ireland

Nora and Desmond’s cottage is tucked within the Grogans’ walled garden at the side of Kilcurra House. Gaby’s grandmother in France also had a gardener’s cottage on her property, though not attached to the garden wall. Gaby’s cousins Hans and Karl used to stay there when they came for the annual midsummer party. André, her grandmother’s gardener, had moved into a room off the kitchen when they put in central heating, and the little cottage was cold and damp. But Hans and Karl loved it; they preferred it to a guest room in the main house. They used to make a great fire in the fireplace to cook their famous rabbit stew. “We have all that we need right here!”

Nora’s cottage is larger and prettier than her grandmother’s old cottage. It’s made of the same black-and-ash quarried stone as the garden wall around it, with a slate roof and red geraniums in the two front windows flanking the front door. The main room has a wide fireplace, a kitchen table, and prim stuffed chairs covered in worn chintz—castoffs, Gaby suspects, from the big house. Nora shows Gaby the settle bed in the corner where she sleeps; Desmond sleeps in the room off to the right. The kitchen takes up the rear of the cottage, blocked off by two blue-and-white gingham curtains in lieu of a door. 

Nora has invited Gaby to tea. She’s made barmbrack—a kind of dense, cinnamony raisin bread—which she slices carefully, her tongue hanging over her bottom lip. She slathers the piece with Mrs. Walsh’s creamy butter and puts it on a little white plate with ivy trim for Gaby. 

“The secret is soaking the raisins overnight in cold tea. Plumps them up.”

Gaby takes a bite. “Delicious!” 

They’re sitting in the chintz armchairs by the fireplace. There’s no central heating in this cottage either, but it’s small enough to be kept warm by a peat fire. Gaby thinks of how every summer Hans and Karl had to clean out a year’s worth of stray leaves and debris before they could build a fire in the tiny stone fireplace in France. They were both tall and blond and athletic, and they used to lead camping trips for the Boy Scouts in Hamburg before it was banned to make way for Hitler Youth. They always came for at least three days, driving up the night before the party with a friend—a different one each year—and their two dogs, little spaniels, whom they walked every afternoon in the woods near the cottage. When Karl gave a signal, one of the spaniels would dive into the hedge; a moment later a rabbit leaped out and the other spaniel jumped on it and broke its neck. Hans picked up the dead rabbit and pressed its stomach with his thumbs to make it pee, and after that he put the loose body into a cloth shoulder bag he carried on their walks for this purpose. Hans and Karl always caught three or four rabbits this way. For their famous rabbit stew.

Their friend, whoever they happened to bring with them that year, always laughed in delight at the peeing. Gaby did too. But Sabine refused to go into the woods with them; she hated the sound of the rabbit’s neck cracking, she said.

While they have tea Gaby finds herself telling Nora about the cottage and her cousins and the party. “It was mostly outside,” she says. “That’s where everyone danced, though there were a couple of tables of food in the house. Also a champagne fountain.”

“Did your grandmother dance?”

“She watched from a window. My father carried over her favorite chair; it had an embroidered crimson seat, like a throne.”

Every year men from town would construct a wooden platform for dancing on the long back lawn (once a potato field), and Adèle put a wooden table at one end for the gramophone. The gramophone had a wide black-and-gold horn and used triangular wooden needles; a man hired for the night changed records and clipped the needles to keep them sharp. André, the gardener, strung electric lights up the four poles around the platform and in the guard trees just beyond the field. 

“Fairies are watching us from the woods!” Gaby’s father used to say. 

Last summer Gaby danced four dances in a row with Luc Perrin: a swing dance, a foxtrot, a jitterbug, another swing. In her new high heels they were almost the same height. He wore a tight-fitting suit and his shiny dark brown hair had a cowlick in the back—not quite a duck’s tail but threatening it. Gaby had the urge to lick her fingertips and wet it down. Or run a finger along his newly shaved jaw, or touch the side of his neck, which pulsed with exertion. She pulled herself toward his chest whenever the dance called for it, daring herself to get as close as she could. Luc had plump lips that curved downward, a tiny scar above his eyebrow, and a smell of outdoors that she couldn’t identify but thought of as France. 

She hoped he might kiss her that night but he didn’t. That happened later, after her grandmother’s stroke. At the time she thought her life had finally begun, that the world was opening its doors to her at last, but the next day German tanks rolled across Poland and Luc he told her he was going to enlist as soon as he possibly could. He was more excited than she’d ever seen him. The lover, if he’d ever really been one, had vanished.

“We sometimes have a bonfire,” Nora says about midsummer night, “but never a party. But they have dances at the garage on Fridays, and my da says when I’m fifteen I can go.” 

She cuts another slice of the barmbrack. “I’m not eager though, and that’s the truth of it,” she says.

“What, to go to a dance? Dances are fun!”

“No, to be fifteen.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t want to forget who I am, and read newspapers or listen to the wireless trying to figure out what I think. Once you start doing that it’s too late to get back to yourself.”

“But reading the papers,” Gaby says, “that’s important. You don’t want to be ignorant of the world.”

“Oh, I probably will read them, so.”

“But you just said reading newspapers makes you forget who you are?”

“I didn’t. I only said that by then it was too late.”

“It sounds like it’ll happen no matter what.”

“That’s why I’m not eager. Do you want to see my walrus? My mam got it for me before I was born.”

The walrus is displayed in pride of place in a hollowed-out grotto near the fireplace, a spot probably meant for small statues of Mary or Jesus. Like Sabine’s stuffed koala, the walrus has glassy black button eyes. It still smells faintly of factory.



“She found it in a shop in Dublin. I don’t have any other stuffed animals, only this one.”

Gaby turns it over in her hands. The two white plastic tusks have yellowed slightly—the only sign of age. 

“You never play with it?”

“I want to keep it just as it is.” Nora returns the walrus to its shelf. “Do you miss your parents?” 

“Of course. And Sabine.”

“People—my teachers and that—they’ll tell me I can’t miss my mother because I never knew her. But it’s not true. I have an idea of her, don’t I? And I think that’s all we really have of other people anyway. I mean, we can’t know their thoughts, only what they show us, or what we happen to see. Bits and pieces. Then we make a sort of picture in our heads of who they are. Do you think that you knew your sister?”

“I thought I did. But now—” Gaby hesitates, then decides to plunge ahead—“I sometimes wonder if I’m making her up just a little bit. And maybe I’ll do it more and more the longer she’s…she’s gone.” She doesn’t want to say dead.

Nora nods. “It’s better than not thinking of her at all, though. I like to think of my mother. Her name was Deirdre. I like your sister’s name better, Sabine. Maybe I’ll name my daughter Sabine, if ever I have one.”

The thought is both piercing and sweet, like painfully cold ice cream. “It is a nice name,” Gaby agrees. 

She takes the tray to the kitchen and helps Nora wash up. Everything in the cottage is snug and pretty. Desmond has good taste in colors: French blue and cherry red are splashed throughout the clean white rooms. As she dries a saucer she wonders if Sabine, if she were here, would despise her, what she’s become. An untrained servant. A thief. What am I doing here? Really, what?

Outside a dog starts barking, a high yip in three quick beats that pauses for a second and then repeats. Gaby still has her parents’ wedding rings, her mother’s engagement ring, and her grandmother’s peacock pin. She could go back to Cork and pawn them and use the money to live on until she finds a job, any job. She thinks about doing this every day.

But the truth is she’s afraid to leave; she’s afraid to do anything now that she can’t get back home. Because what if she does the wrong thing? There are, simultaneously, too many choices and too few. And each choice feels like a coin toss. Applying for one job and not another, choosing a room in a boarding house based on the condition of the wallpaper. I took the bus to work but as I looked for an empty seat I dropped my book in the aisle and a man picked it up for me, saying… The Encounter game, once you’re grown up and you have to decide for yourself what to do with your life, is actually terrifying. There are better and worse encounters, as everyone knows. You can’t rely on luck.

You’re sleepwalking through your life, Gaby tells herself, hoping for a miracle. Hoping for someone or something to point the way out. You’re stuck. But she doesn’t know how to get unstuck.

The dog outside is still barking and barking, and now more dogs have joined in. They love their dogs, the Irish, and the dogs are amazingly well trained. Kip, the police station dog, is said to have saved not one but three children from drowning in the river. This incessant noise is unusual.

“What’s happening?” Nora asks.

They go outside to look, Nora in her stockinged feet. The sun has only just set and the sky is a clear, watery blue. Over the barking Gaby can hear the faint guttural whine of an aeroplane; that must be what set the dogs off. She’s never seen a plane around here before. 

When the plane comes into view it’s noticeably wobbling and black smoke is wafting up from its tail. There’s a dark cross painted on a white background near the wing.

German.

“Just over the pig field, it is,” Nora says. That’s the field next to the woods, which the Grogans call the pig field because whenever the pigs escape that’s where they go. 

Gaby’s skin seems to shrink into her bones. Has it begun then? The invasion? She looks around for more planes. Are they coming here now? 

The plane—so far the only one in sight—is shaking hard. Something’s clearly wrong. The glass windows glint in the leftover sunlight. When it falls behind the tree line they wait, tensely; expecting what they don’t quite know. But then there it is: a fantastic roar that ends in a boom and a screech of metal, followed by more animal noises, cows and pigs and something else—horses? Also rooks or crows sounding the alarm too late.

“It’s crashed!” Gaby says, unnecessarily.

“It’s German, isn’t it?” Nora makes a 360-degree turn scanning all corners of the sky. “Are more coming?” 

Smoke begins to rise over the trees, not pretty tendrils but an expanding beast racing upward.

Gaby looks at Nora. “Go and get your shoes on.”

She wonders if anyone was in the field. She should do something but she doesn’t know what. The smoke thickens and expands, and she hears another explosion. Her one thought is to take Nora to the big house to keep her safe.

Desmond comes running into view. “Nora!” He looks at Gaby full in the face, stricken. But before she can say anything Nora comes out of the cottage with her canvas shoes half on, her heels hanging over the backs. Desmond races over and enfolds her in his arms.

“I’m all right, Da, we’re fine. What’s happened?”

“I don’t know,” he says, releasing her. “I was only thinking you might be there in the field.”

Gaby can smell smoke and burning oil.

“I thought I’d take her to Mrs. Walsh.” She’s trying not to look up into the sky too often for more planes. She doesn’t want to worry Nora.

“Good idea. Norrie, go on with Gaby. I’ll see if there’s anyone—if I can help anyone there.”

Nora nods. Then she says, “I’ll just go get my walrus first.”

“Your walrus? Oh. Oh now, don’t worry. It’s nothing like that. We’ll be fine,” Desmond tells her. 

But after they’ve gone a few steps he calls out, “Ask Mrs. Walsh to switch on the wireless, why don’t you. And Mrs. Grogan should telephone the gardai.”



“An aeroplane went down in the pig field,” Mrs. Grogan says as they come around to the front of the house, but her voice is as mild as always. “I saw it from the window.”

She’s standing in the doorway, framed by it. What would it take to really startle her? Gaby wonders. Her eyes are trained on the sky above Gaby’s head and she’s cupping her elbow like a model being photographed.

“Julianne is just back from golfing. She ran down to see what happened.”

Nora says, “We didn’t see Julianne.”

“Through the woods she went. I do hope Mr. Dennehy wasn’t there.” 



Mr. Dennehy is the farmer they lease the field to. 

“Desmond asked, will you telephone the—the gardaí?” For a moment Gaby can’t remember the word for police.

“No doubt they’re on their way already. What a noise.” 

In the kitchen Gaby and Nora find Mrs. Walsh standing at the open back door looking out toward the woods. Bridie and Clary are together at the window, which is clearly as near to being outside as they want to be.

“Was it a German plane?”

Gaby nods.

Clary and Bridie both slide back from the window in one motion like two snakes suddenly alert to a hawk above them. 

“It had engine trouble or something,” Gaby tells them.

“We think the pilot and everyone must be dead,” Nora adds.

“But what if they’re not?” 

Mrs. Walsh shakes her head. “Aren’t we in a great big house here made of stone? No one can get in if we don’t want them in.” 

It’s true, Gaby thinks; it’s a castle, cold and protective.

“Oh!” Bridie says. “Look! It’s Miss Julianne coming from the woods! And hasn’t she got someone with her!”

Julianne is walking up the back lawn. She’s still wearing her golfing clothes but her long hair is loose and blowing forward in the wind. Next to her, leaning heavily on her arm, is a tall, bare-headed man.

Gaby leans forward to look closer. “No uniform,” she says.



His name is Dieter Ott. “A civilian meteorological observer,” he tells them, “not a soldier.” They were on a routine weather check but got blown off course.

“Too right you did,” Desmond says.

There were two other men in the plane, a pilot and a radio operator, but they’re both dead. The local gardaí are down in the field; one of them allowed Julianne to take Dieter Ott up to the house, seeing he was injured. But they’ll be coming to take him away soon enough. 

Is he a prisoner then? Gaby wonders. Even though Germany is not, officially, an enemy?

Although the German does not, at the moment, seem threatening—he’s sitting with his broken foot up on a stool and a clean tea towel, dotted with blood, is wrapped around his head—she’s glad Desmond’s there. For once the huge kitchen feels crowded: Bridie and Clary, Nora and Desmond, Mrs. Walsh, Julianne, and even Mrs. Grogan, who never comes into the kitchen if she can possibly help it.

“I’m sorry to put you to such trouble.” Dieter Ott smiles, showing a dimple in his left cheek, but it’s clear he’s in pain. His bare foot, resting on ice pushed into a pillowcase, is monstrous: swollen and purple. “I feel fine. Well, just my leg. Broken, I think. But the rest of me—fine. Even my heart.”

“Your heart?” Julianne asks.

“Arrhythmia. Not terrible, but it’s why I was able to stay out of the army.”

Why I was able to stay out of the army. He speaks as though of course he would want to stay out; anyone would want to stay out. Julianne pours him a cup of tea. Clary and Bridie have offered him scones and Mrs. Walsh’s special red currant jam. Only Desmond and Nora stand off a ways, both slightly frowning.

“Dr. Stephens shouldn’t be a minute,” Mrs. Grogan tells him.

“What about that bruise?” Mrs. Walsh asks. There’s a puffy purple welt across his cheek. “Is it swelling? Should I make a poultice?” 

“Oh yes,” Julianne says. She turns to Dieter Ott. “Mrs. Walsh is famous for her poultices.”

“I’ll get the witch hazel but I’ll need some mint. And rosemary too.”

Julianne glances at Gaby. “You can find those by the old barn. You know where that is? Through the woods?”

“Yes, but—” Gaby looks over at Bridie and Clary and they stare back at her boldly, unwilling to leave this interesting scene. 

“Okay,” Gaby says. “I guess I can go.”

Now it’s Dieter Ott’s turn to look at her. He has a razor-thin nose, slanted cheekbones, and a mouth that’s large and full. He’s very handsome in a sharp, sculpted way.

“You’re American?” he asks her.

“Gabrielle is helping out in the kitchen,” Julianne explains. “For the summer.” Her offhand manner says: she’s nothing. 

In the space of ten minutes Gaby is no longer her shiny new plaything. 

Was I ever? she wonders.





Her shoes make a puffing sound as she walks over the spongy grass. Although the sun has gone down, its lingering light makes it feel like late afternoon: the famously long Irish summer evening. When she unlatches the wire gate to the woods a finch calls out as though it’s limping up steps—one two, one two, one two—and a couple of translucent spores float by her. She can still smell exhaust and petrol and burning metal from the crash.

The trees along the path look different in a way she can’t quite pinpoint, and the wind rippling through their branches has a displaced quality, as though she’s listening through a window. Her skin constricts, like an animal sensing its world is not right. She inhales deeply trying to feel normal again. The day has dramatically slipped off its tracks.

In the clearing Gaby pulls a handful of the mint growing against the barn. How much does Mrs. Walsh need? Straightening up, she notices that the door to the old milk house is unbarred and juddering in the breeze. The iron pole that acts as a latch is lying on the dirt amid the white fairy flax and weeds.

Later she’ll wonder why she didn’t go back to fetch Desmond or one of the others, but everything was so quiet and she felt absolutely alone. It’s only as she’s pulling open the door that it occurs to her there could be another plane crash survivor, one who ran away and hid. She feels a flash of fear—am I doing something stupid?—but the creaky door is already open and she’s peering inside.

The milk house is small, hardly bigger than a potting shed, with clumpy bits of straw scattered on the floor and a couple of dented metal canisters along the wall. At first she sees nothing more than that. A cloying smell fills her nose. Then her mouth goes dry. 

A figure—a person—is kneeling on a blanket in the corner.

“Aaaah!” Gaby hears a noise come out of her mouth, half dread, half longing; it starts at the base of her throat like an animal. Her brain stalls but not her senses, sight and hearing and smell, all straining to understand what’s before her. Her nostrils widen and goosebumps rise on her arms. 

“Gaby?” the figure says.

It’s her sister. It’s Sabine. 



Sabine stumbles toward her like a toddler and for a terrible moment Gaby doesn’t want to touch her, certain she’ll evaporate in her arms or turn into someone else.

But she doesn’t. They hug hard, clinging to each other, and then rock to keep their balance. 

They both start talking at once:

“I thought you were dead! They told me you were.”

“They told me you were dead!”

“But how did you—?” 

“I know!”

“I can’t believe it!”

Gaby’s head feels light, as though a heavy brick that’s been lodged there has finally been lifted. It’s not possible. It can’t be true, but it is. Sabine feels solid. She feels the same. She takes hold of Sabine’s short arm, her lovely rounded oval. She finds the nub of thumb. 

All the same. All real. 

“How did you get here?” Gaby asks. “I mean, to Ireland?”

Sabine says, “Monsieur Perrin.”

“Don’t tell me. He knew a man who worked at the ferry office.”

“You too?”

Gaby nods.

“It was horrible.” Sabine shudders. “They crowded me into a berth that already had two girls in it, I had to share a bed! I decided to sleep out on the deck instead, on a deck chair.”

“Weren’t you cold?”

“Freezing.”

They have their arms around each other like they did when they were little and everyone thought they were twins. Sabine was prettier but when people saw her missing hand their admiration turned to sad pity, as though the defect was made worse by landing on so lovely a girl. Gaby never saw Sabine’s loss of a hand as a defect. It was just part of her. It made her unique. 

They go outside where insects are zooming in and out of the greenery and bats have begun diving down from the broken barn roof. Gaby’s brain still isn’t fully working. Shock, like she felt in the hospital in France and again later, in Cork, when she learned Aunt Maeve had died. But this time it’s not a bomb that’s inside of her, it’s a beam of light. 

“How long have you been living out here?” she asks.

“A few days. But I’ve run out of food.”

“Let’s go up to the house. We can stay there together until we work out a plan.”

“No. No. The soldiers will take me away.”

“What soldiers?” Gaby pulls back so she can see Sabine’s face. Does she know something? The German plane—have more landed? “Are they here?”

“Not yet. But they’re coming.”

“What did you hear?” 

“Just that. When the Germans come they’ll take over the house.”

So: only speculation. Sabine’s scared, of course she is. Like everyone else she’s waiting for the war to come here. 

“Beanie, you’re safe. I just came from the house. There are no Germans here. I promise. They haven’t come and no one knows if they will.”

“They will.”

“All right.” She’s not going to argue. “But they’re not here now.”

“What if they come while we’re there? While we’re sleeping? And the men, the looters?”

Gaby realizes that something has happened to Sabine, something bad. She’s in shock or worse. Her face is thinner; her eyes dart about anxiously. She looks like she’s been living outdoors for the past two months. “Then we’ll leave,” Gaby promises, to placate her. “C’mon, it’s getting dark out.”

She helps Sabine to her feet. “All right? Are you cold?”

“A little,” Sabine says.

Gaby presses herself against her sister. Sabine is here, in Ireland. She’s alive. She can’t work out what’s happened—the how and the why—but does it matter? Her heart feels like a boat carrying water. 

When they go into the woods she wishes she had thought to bring a flashlight or the cumbersome lantern that Mrs. Walsh keeps by the kitchen door, the one that Nora brought on Gaby’s first night. It’s much darker under the trees and they walk awkwardly down the narrow path, still arm in arm, as if they have to feel each other’s skin to keep believing it’s true. When they come to the wire gate, Sabine waits while Gaby unlatches the mechanism.

“Will you just check first?” she asks after Gaby pushes the gate open.

“What, the house?” Gaby hesitates. “All right, if it makes you feel better.”

“Be careful!” Sabine whispers.

Gaby walks up the lawn until she’s in sight of Kilcurra House. The light is on in the kitchen. The house, the castle turret, the walled garden; it’s too dark now to see them clearly but she recognizes their solid shapes. Everything is as it should be. Bombs are falling on Paris, the world is at war, but here it’s just a long country evening. No sign of soldiers.

She goes back to where Sabine is waiting on the other side of the gate, peering around like a nervous sentry—Gaby can see the movement of her head. An owl calls out and Sabine looks off in its direction. For a moment Gaby pauses to stare at her sister’s beautiful profile. The short straight nose like their father’s, the gentle curve of her brow. 

And then, while Gaby is watching, Sabine disappears. 

She doesn’t stumble. She doesn’t walk away. She just…vanishes.
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At first Sabine doesn’t panic, although after a few minutes her hand begins to shake—something that hasn’t happened in weeks. Or maybe the shaking is panic. Why isn’t she back yet?

The bats are more numerous now and she can hear owls communicating to each other in the trees. The trees themselves are straight as soldiers—scrub trees, for the most part, no good for anything but shade and hardly that. Still, she likes the cover. She doesn’t want to move away from them. She doesn’t want to expose herself. She crooks two fingers around the wire fence and stares in the direction of the house, willing Gaby to appear.

I’ll wait another minute.

I’ll wait another two minutes.

What could she be doing?

Fear turns on like a switch. Be brave, she scolds herself. After what feels like a century in time, Sabine forces herself to leave the trees and cautiously makes her way around the netless tennis court. The house, from the back, is completely dark. She holds her breath as she steps out of her boots and opens the kitchen door. 

Silence. There’s no sound, nothing to lead her from room to room except the desire to make sure. Kitchen, hall, library, solarium. No Gaby, no looters, no soldiers. She checks the dining room with its massive fireplace and heavy, dust-filled curtains. Even though it’s been less than a week since Theo Grogan left, Kilcurra House feels utterly abandoned, a Miss Havisham with old-fashioned jewels—the stuffed elk heads, the Victorian end tables—that no one else wants. 

Did I dream her? Sabine wonders. She’s only had a few crackers to eat today, the last of her stash. Hunger, she’s heard, can bring on hallucinations.



Or maybe she left me again.

But why? None of this makes sense.

She goes back to the kitchen and opens all the cupboards looking for food, but the looters have taken everything. She’s feeling lightheaded and scared but she doesn’t want to cry.

Either I dreamed her, or she left me, or something terrible has happened. 

She doesn’t want to believe something terrible has happened. Put that thought out of your mind. 

Yesterday she went down to the village in the late afternoon, hoping to see Mick. She found a hiding spot, a boarded-up doorway, where she could watch people go in and out of the pub, but Mick wasn’t one of them. If she’d had money or something to trade, she would have gone to Twomey’s, the grocer’s, but she hadn’t brought anything with her. 

She’s so hungry. She needs to find something to eat. At this time of night everything is closed but maybe a window will be open; or maybe she’ll find someone—Mick, ideally—who’s willing to help her. And when she returns, Sabine tells herself, Gaby will be here. I’ll get food for us both.

In the hall near the kitchen she spies the same packing crate she looked at with Nora. On impulse she scoops up the little china cat—maybe she can leave this as payment for food? She doesn’t want to steal food. Although I am, Sabine thinks, pulling on her new riding boots, stealing the cat. And the boots.



When she gets to the village she slinks along the shop walls like a ghost. Not that anyone is watching. The pub is closed. Everything is closed, just as she thought. She holds her breath, listening. 

There’s not a soul in sight.

It’s too dark to see over the bridge to the field with its carnival remnants. Sabine crosses the road heading for the row of shops that back up to an alley. Once in the alley she begins sorting through trash barrels: potato peelings, an apple core, unfamiliar seeds, and something that looks medicinal. She makes a fairy plate using a large green leaf with brown speckles and arranges the food on it. It’s important to eat slowly, ready to spit out anything gone bad but also to make the meal feel bigger. The seeds are sour with hardly a crunch but the apple core, though soft, is sweetly autumnal and has more flesh than she first thought. The potato peelings taste like nothing.



“Now didn’t I know we’d meet up again,” a low voice says.

Sabine jumps up, her scalp prickling as though a hundred thousand spores are suddenly pushing at her hairline. 

Ronan. 

“Saw the others leave. Noticed you weren’t with them. Thought you’d come round here eventually. But at night! That takes courage. Or desperation.”

He doesn’t move, not yet. He doesn’t need to. He can take his time. 

“Where were you—how did you—?” She’s stammering with fear.

“Well now, didn’t I just find myself a job at the pub? The old widow liked the look of me and gave me a room. When I’m not in her room, of course.”

Sabine feels sick to her stomach. In the moonlight his eyes look like two tiny dark coins. 

“Looked out the window, saw you there on the road. Well, I’ve been watching. You make your own luck, so they say.”

She can smell oil on him and something smoky. If she pounds on a back door, will anyone hear? Will they let her in? Most of the shopkeepers live in rooms above their shops. But the windows are dark and there is no one else in the alley. No old woman disguised as a pile of blankets and rags this time.

There’s no point in talking. 

She takes a step back, fills her lungs, and lets out a high, sharp scream. It’s loud, not like a nightmare scream where you can’t gather your breath, and it startles him. He jumps toward her with his hand out, ready to clamp it over her mouth, but she ducks and screams again.

“Stop that.”

He gets her by the shoulders.

“Stop that!”

She wrenches away. But as she’s drawing breath he grabs her by the arm and gets his other hand over her mouth. Sabine bites down and hears him inhale sharply in pain. He hits her face with his elbow and she staggers, falling. Her left hand shoots out to break her fall. He bends over and pulls her up like she was nothing, a sack of feathers, but also roughly as though he hated sacks of feathers.

She hears something. Boots, running. “Halt!”

German voices.

“Halt!”



Ronan swears under his breath. He pulls away from her and, without looking back, turns to run. But before he’s gone two steps there’s a crack of gunshot, and then another, and he crumples heavily to the dirt. His right palm is on the ground next to his head, fingers splayed as if he’s about to push himself up. Blood is oozing out and coating his hair like slow dark tar leaking out of him.

Her mind goes white for a moment. 

Two German soldiers catch up and kneel, clunky with all their gear, to check his body, confirming he’s dead. Sabine scrunches against the wall of a shop but they know she’s there. She recognizes the taller soldier; he’s one of the officers from the dance, the dark-haired one with a razor-sharp nose. His clipped precision is, this time, a relief and not a repulsion; she hears two satisfying clicks as both men secure their pistols and replace them into their holsters. 

“Now we’ve a corpse to deal with,” the dark-haired one says. “Next time, the kneecap.”

She doesn’t recognize the second soldier. It’s not the blond from the dance. Both men get to their feet and look at her. Now what?

“He was trying—“ Sabine says. “I didn’t mean to—” Didn’t mean to what, to scream? She did mean to scream. She’d felt like a wild, angry animal. But now everything in her has shrunk to insect size and she wishes she could disappear. If only her heart would settle down.

“Are you hurt?” the dark-haired soldier asks.

“No.” Her voice has sunk to a whisper.

The other soldier flicks on his flashlight. He has long arms and narrow shoulders and he wears his helmet strap like a chin guard. He has a spreading, bulbous nose and seems, to Sabine, too old to be a soldier. 

“Papers?” he asks. 

She pulls them out of her pocket.

While he looks them over, the first one interrogates her. “What were you doing out after curfew?”

“I—I’m sorry. I was looking for food.”

“You can’t look for food after curfew. You know this. Where do you live?”

She motions vaguely. She keeps her short arm behind her back. He doesn’t remember her from the dance, this is clear.

The chin-guard soldier hands her papers to the dark-haired one. He moves the flashlight over the print. 



“You’re far from home.”

She thinks quickly. “There’s nothing to eat there. I was hoping to get work in the village, maybe in the pub, but no one is hiring.”

“Mm,” he says. He looks at her face, assessing her.  Then he turns to the other soldier. “What do you say we bring her along. We’re going to need housemaids.”

“But, Lieutenant Ott, she’s a prostitute!” 

“I don’t think she is. And she owes us a favor, wouldn’t you say?”

All three look down at the body. It’s their problem now, Sabine thinks. Though not a big one. Ronan was out after curfew and ran when they called for him to stop. 

“What do you think,” Lieutenant Ott says to her. “Can you do housework? Cook? In exchange for room and board? If your work proves acceptable, of course.”

A maid. That’s not something she ever imagined. But she’s been someone else for a long time now—ever since her family died.

“Well?”

She’ll do whatever he says; of course she will. What choice does she have? 

She lifts her chin. “Yes, sir.” 

“Good. We were just on our way to the manor. We’ll drive you there now”—he looks down again at her papers—“Fraulein Gallagher.”
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Stepping into the large hall with an overfull box of files in his hands, Dieter is amazed to see how transformed Kilcurra House is already. The white marble floor is gleaming, the stairs and banisters have been polished to a golden shine, and he could swear someone has even dusted the glass eyes on the stuffed elk heads hanging high on the walls—yes, there’s the ladder, propped sideways in a corner.

He puts down the box and claps his hands. Young Anschuler, who trained as a pilot but crashed a critical mission, limps quickly into the room.

“Remove that ladder,” Dieter says, and Anschuler blushes. “When the commander arrives it must all be impeccable, you understand? And he could arrive any day.” 

Another officer might also order poor, limping Anschuler to carry his box of files into the library—every show of power, his father used to say, is a reflection of power—but Dieter carries the box in himself. He takes no pleasure in petty posturing. Unlike his father.

The library has been transformed as well. The oil paintings—stacked with their faces against the walls when he first came—are now hanging on the walls. The sheets have been taken off the heavy side tables and couches and armchairs, and the carpets have been unrolled. There’s a smell of lemon and wood oil mixed with smoke from the smoldering fire in the largest fireplace he’s ever seen. He thinks of pig roasts and ancient kingdoms as he sets his box down on the desk near a window. The desk is out of place, taken from a bedroom upstairs, but he needs somewhere to type his reports. He’s a good typist by now.

Maybe, he thinks, when this war is over, I’ll find myself a job as a secretary for a statesman. Or a playwright. 

He’s constantly considering possible occupations for when that day comes. A secretary, a hotel manager, a schoolteacher. But it feels like a child’s game, completely unreal. The war stretches out interminably.

He never imagined himself as a soldier, and even now—careful as he is to keep his clothes spotless—his uniform feels like a costume. Or maybe a disguise. Or am I trying to mimic Uncle Erich, he wonders, in some bizarre way? Back in St. Louis his uncle always left for his job at the Orange Crush plant impeccably dressed in a stiff collar and white shirt, carefully pleated trousers, and a pressed single-breasted jacket. He looked less like the German brewmaster he once was, before Prohibition, and more like a manager. Uncle Erich wasn’t actually a manager, but as an expert in flavoring and fermentation (so necessary for soda pop carbonation), he commanded respect. 

To be respected, he liked to tell Dieter, you must look like you deserve it.

Poor Uncle Erich! Dead from the Sleeping Sickness, a form of encephalitis that was rampant in St. Louis in the summer of 1933. Dieter and his aunt were lucky to escape it, but he thinks himself extremely unlucky to have been sent back to his father in Hamburg at the end of that summer. If he’d been just a little bit older he could have stayed in America. 

He loads carbon paper into the typewriter roll. I might have stayed on even so, he thinks, if I’d been more courageous. But his aunt—not a blood relation—was going off to live with her sister in Texas, and there was no room for him there. He didn’t want to be alone.

So he went back to his father, who had seen Hitler speak at Hagenbeck’s Zoo in 1932, and had subsequently become a Blockwart, a Nazi Party representative collecting subscriptions and selling postcards and pamphlets. He wore a brown uniform with a Party badge pinned to the lapel, and he reported on neighbors who did not hang out the German flag enough, or at all. 

Dieter, coming back to Germany after eight years away, could not believe how many flags were plastered on the streets. The boys wore their hair short and the girls wore theirs in long heavy braids, and storekeepers pinned up picture postcards of Hitler in various poses near the tills. Eventually Dieter managed to go to university for a couple of years, where he met Hans and Karl Kluger and their large group of friends. He’d never been popular, but suddenly, all because the Kluger boys took an interest in him, he was. He even slept on their sofa for six months when he finally made his escape from his father’s beatings. But before he could finish his degree he received a telegram with his call-up papers, and that was that. He was to report to his unit in twenty-four hours.

Compared to living with his father, the military was easy. You follow the rules, and the rules by and large didn’t change on you.

He types today’s date, and pauses. He’s working on the report about the shooting in town two nights ago. His usual method is to make his accounts as bland as possible. And long. Long and bland prompts (but does not ensure) inattention. Among the higher-ups, he’s known for being a bore. 

Another disguise. He used to be charming with Hans and Karl and their friends. He had lots of dates; the girls seemed to like him. The trick, his uncle once told him, is to start by agreeing, and then wiggle out your own opinion with a smile on your face. Always the smile, Uncle Erich advised, no matter what you say. But Dieter has no need to be charming here. His education and—mostly—his command of English have taken him far: he’s a senior officer already. He barks orders to men whether he likes them or not, taking care never to reveal his true self, or what he really thinks, because that would be suicide.

But it’s lonely. And for all the beauty of this house and this country, he feels like he’s in a prison. He oughtn’t feel sorry for himself—he could be at the front, after all—but he can’t help it, he feels trapped, and there’s no way to get out.

When he opens the diamond-paned windows to get more sunlight he hears a chorus of country noises: sheep sounding like frogs, and frogs sounding like Winston Churchill clearing his throat. Leaning forward Dieter can see the castle turret at the side of the house, all that’s left of the stronghold that stood here five hundred years ago. In the other direction, a foot soldier with a rifle slung over his shoulder is examining his fingernails while ostensibly guarding the front door. War is boring after the excitement of invasion has passed. Now comes dull administration: food aggregation, labor recruitment, and the tedious enforcement of new laws. And of course—he looks down at the typewriter—endless reports. 

Never the stuff of heroic tales. 

At the sound of a knock, Dieter turns to see one of the housemaids standing in the open doorway. “Do you want your tea now, sir?” she says in English. “The cook, Mrs. Walsh, is asking.” 



She has silver-blond hair and is as thin as a rail. They all are. And they’ll only get thinner still, he thinks, before this war is over. The young woman has her hands respectfully behind her back but there’s something not quite servantly about her. She’s the one he caught in town, a minor character in the report he’s supposed to be typing up now. But she looks a bit—what? Brazen? Maybe not brazen. But less than perfectly servile. She’s never been a housemaid before, he guesses. Her uniform must feel like a disguise too.

“Yes,” he tells her, using his clipped, practiced bark. “I’ll take it in here.” 

She makes an awkward curtsy. As she turns there’s a flash of something he doesn’t quite see, something off with one of her hands.

Should he call her back? Ask for whisky, a bottle of wine, someone to type for him while he dictates? Until the commander comes, he’s the king. A king with nothing of interest to do, desperate to be elsewhere. He should appreciate the calm, it won’t last, but he doesn’t. All he wants to do is escape.
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Gaby 

June 1940

Neutral Ireland

In the morning Kilcurra House is at its busiest: frying bacon, mixing dough, cooking oatmeal, not to mention all the sweeping, dusting, and vacuuming—hoovering, Gaby’s learned to call it. Usually Clary and Bridie work upstairs after breakfast while Gaby stays in the kitchen washing up, her thoughts—today—full of Sabine. 

What did I see last night? 

Dieter Ott, the German airman, is sitting at the scrubbed kitchen table with his cast elevated on a stool, eating eggs and sausage and lightly fried tomatoes. He’s wearing one of Theo’s cotton-knit sweaters, a deep wine red that looks striking with his black hair.

Last night he slept in what they call the housekeeper’s sitting room: a little room between Mrs. Walsh’s and Mrs. O’Connell’s bedrooms, on the same floor as the kitchen. These days it’s mostly used to store old paintings and broken antiques that may or may not be worth repairing. Desmond set up a camp bed for him, and Mrs. Grogan found some old clothes of Theo’s: pajamas and the red sweater he’s wearing now. They’ve telephoned Theo, who has promised to drive down this evening from Galway.

Clary and Bridie finish their upstairs chores in record time so they can hover around the table, bringing Dieter cups of tea and the newspaper. Gaby feels less magnetized by him, although she’s not completely immune. He’s handsome, and he’s a new element. What will happen to him now? Although Ireland is not officially at war with Germany, a German airman is bound to be questioned by authorities in Dublin, and likely sent to an internment camp afterward.

But Mrs. Grogan has persuaded the doctor to declare Dieter Ott unfit for travel, at least temporarily. She also telephoned a friend of the family, someone in the government, to persuade the gardaí to let him stay here until he recovers. 



She’s been charmed by Dieter too. 

Mrs. O’Connell comes into the kitchen to tell Dieter that he’ll remain at Kilcurra House for the time being. “But you’re not to run away, mind.” 

Where could he run to? The train station is a good five miles away and everyone would see him get on the bus, seeing as it stops in front of the pub. 

Dieter fake-groans as he lifts his heavy cast a fraction of an inch from the stool. “Not likely.”

Gaby is only half listening. Her thoughts whirlpool around as she works off a crust of sticky leftover oatmeal in the bottom of the pot with steel wool. Sabine was probably a hallucination. Of course she was. 

Is this how crazy happens? she wonders. Just a flip of a switch? One day you’re fine, and the next day you’re making up an impossible story that feels absolutely true: her sister didn’t die, she’s alive, and now she’s here in Ireland.

Or maybe Sabine was a ghost? But why would she be haunting here?

By now Gaby’s heard all about the ghosts in this house: the boy on the staircase holding a harp covered in blood, the laundry girl who’s always crying—Clary claims you can hear her right before a rainstorm—and the Grey Lady at the end of the upstairs hallway.

“Every big house has a Grey Lady,” Mrs. Walsh had sniffed dismissively. She worked at two manor houses before this one.

Still, if Sabine had been a ghost, like the Grey Lady or the boy with the harp, then Gaby wouldn’t have been able to touch her. Right? Her hand would have gone right through her, and it didn’t.

But why should I believe that? she wonders. No one actually knows anything about ghosts, do they? Just whatever they’ve heard, a story someone else has made up. Anyway, she doesn’t believe in ghosts. She’s the daughter of academics; her parents would laugh if they knew she was even considering it.

As she dries the oatmeal pot she tries to sort out what she’s feeling: a dense mix of anxiety, wonder, dread, and hope. Maybe it was Sabine. Maybe she ran off, only it was so dark that it just seemed like she vanished. Night can descend that way sometimes, like a heavy theatre curtain. And it’s possible that one of the hospital nurses back in France mis-ticketed Sabine’s bed, believing her to be somebody else. Even Monsieur Perrin didn’t realize it. Or he knew, and contrived to get them both out of the country anyway. I know a man who works at the port. He’s always wanted her grandmother’s land.

Ridiculous. That couldn’t be it.

Then what?

As Mrs. O’Connell turns to leave, Julianne comes down to the kitchen. She’s wearing a short-sleeved white dress and her mouth glistens with fresh lipstick. 

“There you are!” She smiles at Dieter Ott. “Can you manage the stairs? I thought I’d give you the house tour this morning.”

“Well—oh! That’s very kind of you.” Dieter fumbles for his crutch and Bridie practically runs to help him stand up. “I’ll try not to smash into anything, still getting used to this new appendage.” He smiles, showing a dimple.

Julianne doesn’t ask Gaby to join them; she doesn’t even look her way. Yesterday Gaby would have been incensed at being overlooked, at being treated once again like a servant, but now she just wants to get back to her own thoughts.

“Fussing over him like an honored guest,” Desmond grumbles later. “When he should be a prisoner.”

“He’s only a wounded man,” Mrs. Walsh retorts in a scolding tone, “and in need of our help.”

“Is that what he is?” Desmond sounds doubtful.



“Tell me more about pookies,” Gaby asks Mrs. Walsh after lunch. She’d been outside sweeping leaves off the tennis court when she remembered how, a couple of weeks ago, Clary had come into the kitchen claiming she’d seen “a half dozen wee yellow fires in the field.” “That’s the pookies at work,” Mrs. Walsh had said. Clary gave a theatrical shiver and crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, I’ll not be going outside again till they’re gone.” 

“Arrah, the pookies,” Mrs. Walsh says now, pouring herself a cup of tea from the large brown pot warming on the stove. She pours one for Gaby as well. 

“They’re shape-shifters, so they are. They can alter how we see them, become a dark horse or an old man, even a rabbit. They’re playful and cunning.” 

“Not playful,” Bridie argues. She and Clary are standing at the kitchen table grinding raspberries into jam. They’re being unusually helpful, they usually leave all the kitchen work to her. Gaby suspects they’re waiting for Dieter Ott to reappear. “Mean-spirited, more like. Tricksters. And they’re called pookahs, not pookies.” 

“My mam always called them pookies,” Mrs. Walsh says.

“My mam calls them siths,” Clary says. 

“They’re not siths,” Bridie insists. “And they’re not ghosts either, or fairies and that. It’s something else altogether. They can only be seen by drunks and children.” 

Gaby isn’t drunk and she’s not a child. 

“And the insane,” Bridie adds.

She tries to ignore that. “So pookies live in the fields?” she asks.

“Well, you can meet them anywhere. But usually outside, yeah, in a field or the woods, somewhere like that. Some people think they’re ghosts because you only see them at night. After the sun sets but before it gets truly dark.”

Gaby has heard that somewhere before. It takes her a moment to remember. Moira, the pregnant woman on the bus from Cork. 

“That’s when our two worlds are visible to each other.” Isn’t that what Moira told her? “At dusk.”

Bridie nods. “That’s right.”

Gaby looks down at her hand. Her fingertips are faintly purple, as though the blood beneath her nails is draining away. Dusk—that’s when she saw Sabine. That’s when it happens. 

If it happens at all.

She’s still not counting out crazy.



After supper Gaby kills time listening to the news on Desmond’s crystal radio, which he made himself. It looks like an open clock laid out horizontally, with flat round discs that serve a function Gaby can’t guess at, and thin copper wires strung in a small accordion box above them. There are no dials; Desmond taps at a lever to adjust the signal. He’s actually quite skillful at this. They sit here together at the scrubbed pine table every night: Gaby and the housemaids, Desmond and Nora, Mrs. Walsh and Mrs. O’Connell. Mrs. O’Connell is forever knitting something long and black, like a shroud, as she listens. Dieter is upstairs with the Grogans.

Italy has just declared war on the Allies; Mussolini is siding with Hitler as everyone knew he would. The German army is now marching toward Paris. Eamon de Valera is advising Irish citizens to lay in food stocks and other supplies in case there’s a total blockade of the island. 

But there’s nothing about German planes landing here. “Guess the man was right, it was only the one,” Desmond says. But he still looks uneasy.

“A bit of bad luck for him,” Mrs. Walsh says, “and that’s all.”

Gaby slips outside when the war news turns to North Africa. The sun has only just set but it feels like day, an overlong afternoon that reminds her of the interminable summer afternoons she and Sabine spent in France, hungry and bored and waiting for their mother or Genevieve—the bonne à tout faire, maid of all work—to ring the handbell calling them in to dinner. Her grandmother kept the old ways, ringing children in for meals but not eating meals with them. Gaby was always a little afraid of her grandmother, even when she was laid out in her coffin. A large, strong-voiced, dominating woman. If anyone had the strength to come back to life, it would be her. 

In the woods, walking too fast, Gaby stumbles on an exposed root and falls, drawing blood on the palm of her hand. She decides to keep going anyway. 

And there, like a reward, sitting in front of the milk house waiting for her, is Sabine. 

A marvel. A miracle. Sabine is wearing a dark-blue dress made from heavy synthetic fabric and a white cotton sweater. The dress looks vaguely familiar. Relief and joy overwhelm her; she feels tears prick her eyes.

“Gaby! Where did you go last night?” Sabine says angrily. “You scared me!”

“Where did you go?” She takes Sabine’s hand. Warm. Real. “I came back and I couldn’t find you.” 

“I went down to the village to look for food but I got caught after curfew.”

“What do you mean, after curfew?”

“It was awful. Oh, Gaby! A man, someone I know, a bad man, I saw him in the village but then…” 

“What? What is it?” 

“A couple of soldiers shot him. He’s dead.”

“Oh my God! Why? What kind of soldiers?”

“What kind? I don’t know. Just regular Germans. They brought me back to the house, to Kilcurra House, and now I’m a housemaid! I have a uniform and everything. See!” She plucks at her dress. “Just in one day everything’s completely changed!”

Gaby is sitting next to Sabine, half turned toward her and holding her hand. She doesn’t think she’s dreaming, but like a dream she finds herself waiting for a clue that will help her understand what is happening. German soldiers? 

“I share a bedroom in the attic with two girls, Bridie and Clary. They came this afternoon. And a Mrs. Walsh came, too, she used to be the cook here but then she went to live with her sister or something outside the village. One of the soldiers went to fetch her—to ask her, I guess, if she’d come back and work for them.”

“Bridie and Clary, they are…” Gaby trails off. She’s not sure what to ask. 

“They’re housemaids, like me. The Grogans left months ago. Well, Mrs. Grogan and her daughter. The son was still here last week, and also a gardener and the gardener’s daughter, Nora. I met them, they were nice. They drove off before the soldiers got here. The first thing they did, the soldiers, was hang a huge red flag next to the front door. Even before they brought in their things! That ugly swastika.” 

“Nazis? You’ve seen them?”

“They’ve taken over the house. I told you they would.”

Sabine looks at Gaby waiting for her to respond but Gaby’s mouth has gone dry. A kind of misty uneasiness creeps over her, as though she’s trapped in a fairy tale. The world around her is palpable and real but only dimly understood. 

She watches a strand of Sabine’s silvery hair lift in the breeze and then she feels the breeze on her own skin. Her blood has begun to run hot. She feels like an animal, straining to use every sense, unsure of the danger. In all other respects the evening is perfectly normal—the waning light, the smell of tree leaves and dry bark. 

“What is it?” Sabine asks.

“Oh—um. Nothing, I just, I’m confused.” 

She doesn’t know what to think. She needs time to digest this, to figure out what’s happening. A gust of wind blows a band of small yellow leaves off a tree and she watches them twinkle down in the waning light. It’s getting late. After the sun sets but before it gets truly dark. That’s when you see them.



“Can you meet me here tomorrow?” Gaby asks. “I should get back.”

“Probably,” Sabine says. 

“Promise me.”

“I can’t promise, but I’ll try.”

Together they walk into the woods, and in the darkening light Sabine’s navy dress appears black. No wonder the dress seemed familiar; Gaby sees the same one every day on Clary and Bridie. Her mind still feels slightly untethered, as though she’s watching someone write an incomprehensible equation on a chalkboard but all the symbols are supposed to make sense.

When the path forks, Sabine takes a step toward Kilcurra House. 

“I’m the other way,” Gaby lies, and she pulls her sister into a hug. She doesn’t want to let go. 

“Where are you living?” Sabine asks.

“Oh—close by. I’ll tell you about it next time.”

They hug again, and Gaby watches her sister walk away. 

Then, at a safe distance, she begins to follow her.

She keeps Sabine’s white sweater in view as she tries to walk quietly, holding her breath as though Sabine might be able to hear it, although it’s much more likely that she would hear the twigs and dry leaves crunching beneath Gaby’s loafers. But Sabine unlatches the wire gate with deft fingers and latches it behind her without ever looking around. 

Gaby is clumsier with the gate and loses sight of her sister for a moment. But when she steps out onto the lawn there she is again in her white sweater. Same hair, same gait. Her short right arm is swinging in time with her walk, her torso slightly bent forward. Sabine rounds the tennis court and heads for the kitchen door. 

And then, like before, while Gaby is watching, she disappears. 
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Sabine 

July 1940

Ireland, The Otherworld

At the moment of hanging, or so it seems to Sabine, every noise falls away except for the clipped barking of a far-off dog. But later Bridie said, “No, a couple of lads were jeering too.” 

Sabine hadn’t wanted to go and only changed her mind at the last minute because what if it was Mick they were hanging? Not that she has any reason to believe it, but once the idea took hold she couldn’t shake it. 

So after her morning chores are done she sets off with Bridie and Clary, and they join the small crowd waiting in front of the Catholic church, where the hanging is to take place at noon. An Irish partisan sentenced to death, that’s all they know.

The church bells ring in German time when they do ring, which is not often because the priest has been taken away, “for who knows why,” as Bridie says, and the parish housekeeper has the muscles of a sparrow. Farther up the road there used to be a Church of Ireland, which means Protestant, but it was burned down last month by insurrectionists. Or so the Germans claim. 

Just before noon the group is spotted coming up the road: two soldiers walking abreast of their prisoner and another two following closely behind holding dogs on short chains.

Sabine lets out the breath she’s been holding. It’s not Mick. It’s a short, boxlike woman with narrow hips and shoulders. She has a shaved head and is wearing a green and yellow housedress stained with dirt and blood. They’ve hung a placard around her neck: I’m a partisan and I have shot at German troops. Her hands are tied behind her back; her bare feet are caked with mud. 

“It’s Bun Mulligan!” Bridie whispers.

“Who’s Bun Mulligan?” Sabine asks.



“She lives out past the crossroads. She used to sell buns at the schoolyard for a half-penny apiece. She was sweet on Jammy Jim.”

“Who’s Jammy Jim?”

“Just a fellow used to come by on his bicycle, buying and selling used jam jars and that. Kind of creepy he was, to my way of thinking.”

Clary shakes her head. “Shooting at soldiers? Who knew she had it in her?”

The soldiers stop at the high wrought-iron gate that marks the entrance to the churchyard. One throws a rope over the crossbar and makes a loop. Another places a milking stool beneath it, which the woman stares at as though she’s never seen such a thing before, can’t make out what it would ever be used for.

Besides a few young boys, the crowd watching is mostly women. The men have been called up to work for the Germans—mending roads, laying new rails, carting rocks away—or they’re in hiding, trying to avoid it. Aliens have to report to the police station to sign a special book on the first Monday of every month; Sabine, known as Caitlin now, thankfully has no cause to go. Cigarettes, like tea, have become hard to get—she doesn’t smoke, so that’s all right. But she would like real toothpaste, which she can now get only as powder, and Kotex, which she can’t get at all. (Back to rag bags, Bridie told her grimly.) Still, Sabine is lucky to work at the big house with officers who want to eat well. She tries not to think beyond that.

Clary and Bridie have her by each arm, squeezing in on each other for comfort but also pinning her in place. The placard around Bun Mulligan’s neck shifts in the wind and one soldier straightens it so that the crowd can still read the words. 

To die like that: cold and dirty and humiliated. Sabine can’t imagine it. The Germans want Bun Mulligan to face the crowd but she won’t, she turns her head to look instead at a couple of trees near the graveyard. Two of the soldiers force her up on the stool and one adjusts the noose as she stands there, her hands still tied behind her. Both her eyes are bruised and swollen.

For a moment, nothing. A far-off dog starts barking. When the soldier kicks the stool away Sabine looks down at her shoes, wishing with everything in her that she hadn’t come. She’s standing so close to Bridie she can feel Bridie’s rib cage expand when she takes a breath. Then she lets it out with a soft och like a moan.



“A warning to you,” the officer says loudly, in English, to the crowd. Sabine doesn’t recognize him; he’s not one of the soldiers living with them in Kilcurra House. 

What was Bun Mulligan like? Sabine wonders. What had she dreamed of? Now it’s over. Her whole life done. But she followed her convictions at least, that must count for something. The lie Sabine is living—pretending to be someone else and carrying false papers—is nothing compared to shooting at soldiers. It’s not something they hang you for. Is it? 

The church bells begin to toll, one, two, three, four… They go on and on and on, past any worldly hour, like a threat. 

After the Germans leave, a tiny bent woman with a tartan shawl criss-crossed over her chest walks up to Bridie. She looks boldly, with meaning, into Bridie’s face and then spits at her feet.



“They say it can take hours to die that way,” Clary says when they’re back in their attic bedroom, washing up.

“But her legs weren’t moving anymore.”

“It’s the face that tells you.”

“Poor thing,” Bridie says. “Finally got a bit of life for herself and look where it got her.”

“Her buns were good, though.”

Bridie shrugs one shoulder. “Never had a half-penny to try one, myself. Shall we have a quick smoke before we go down?” She always filches a cigarette or two from the officers when she cleans their bedrooms.

Sabine re-pins her starched white cap with its black velvet ribbon, wishing they’d stop talking about the hanging. One thing she’s learned is how to close the door on certain sights, just close the door and don’t let them in again. How I’ve survived this far. 

She’s been working here now for over a week. It’s fine; it’s good, even. She gets up before five, dresses carefully in a clean uniform and cap, vacuums and dusts the downstairs rooms, and lays fires in the fireplaces. She doesn’t dawdle and she doesn’t complain. She eats her breakfast and then helps to get breakfast ready for the officers—setting out chafing dishes in the dining room with scrambled eggs, cereals, fish, and oatmeal, also pots of coffee and tea and platters of sliced fruit. While the men are eating Sabine hurries upstairs to make their beds, empty hot water bottles, and take away their dirty laundry. Then she scrubs out the bread oven or cleans silver or does any one of a million other tasks depending on what Mrs. Flynn needs that day.

She likes the attic bedroom she shares with Bridie and Clary: the narrow iron bed she gets all to herself, the little window that leads to the roof, the pretty washstand with a washbowl shaped like a heart. She likes her heavy uniform dress, and her starched apron and cap. She likes Bridie and Clary. The work, hard though it is at times, isn’t bad. She’s warm and fed, that’s the main thing. To live indoors, to stop moving; maybe that’s all she wants now. 

And to see Mick again.

They’ve been slowly getting the house back in order: pulling the coarse, unbleached sheets off the furniture, rolling out carpets, hanging the pictures, dusting and wiping and sweeping. When Sabine opened the crate of knickknacks, they began placing the little objects artfully around the drawing room. Sabine centered the sweet little china cat on the mantel, but Bridie moved to it a side table next to a gooseneck vase. She and Clary were housemaids when the family all lived here and they know where everything goes.

A second pack of soldiers arrived yesterday in armored cars and jeeps, carrying in burlap sacks of flour and sugar and divvying up the bedrooms. Lieutenant Ott couldn’t find the Grogans’ old housekeeper, so he hired Clary’s mother, Mrs. Flynn, for the job. Mrs. Flynn took against Sabine immediately, because of her short arm probably. So did the cook, Mrs. Walsh.

But no one wants to question—or even appear to be questioning—a German officer’s decision. “How they think is a mystery to me,” is all Mrs. Walsh said, looking Sabine over in a way that made Sabine feel thinner and frailer.

Gaby is another mystery, although in some ways a paler mystery than the troubles Sabine has already lived through—death, war, expulsion, disguise. Almost nothing surprises her anymore. War makes people act like animals; Monsieur Perrin’s motivations for separating Gaby and Sabine were no doubt selfish and base. They were both sent to Ireland, and Sabine supposes it was only natural they would each head for the only place they remembered, Kilcurra House. 

But when Sabine offered to see if there was a job here for Gaby and Gaby refused (“I’m fine, I’m taking care of some kids and working on the farm for room and board,”), she felt, a little shamefully, some relief. 



I want my own life. She doesn’t want to live in Gaby’s shadow, which so often, she realizes now, she did. If there is something, well, off about Gaby, Sabine tells herself not to think about it. You can’t lose your focus. She wants to make this life work. And wartime makes everyone a little crazy. Or a lot.

Clary says, “And what about Mrs. O’Malley spitting at us like that? Thinks it’s better to starve to death than to work for Germans, the old cow.”

Bridie colors. “She may be right, anyway,” she says. 

“Not you as well! Would you rather be starving, yourself?”

“It’s not easy to get by out there,” Sabine tells her. 

Clary nods then pulls her head back. “Listen to our Caitlin, she knows.”

The bell above their bedroom door jingles its summons. Bridie takes a last drag of her cigarette and exhales through the open window—they’re not supposed to smoke up here—then stubs it out in the little glass ashtray she nicked from the crate of knickknacks.

“Ready?” Bridie asks. Clary pinches her cheeks red and nods. “Right, then, soldiers. Let’s go down.”



For the past few days they’ve been preparing for some higher-up’s arrival; yesterday Bridie climbed a ladder to get at the sitting room chandelier while Sabine cleaned the windows with a bucket of soapy water. She lugged the bucket from room to room, the wire handle looped over the crook of her right arm so she could carry a footstool with her good hand. Now she’s got a red line like a rusty stripe across her elbow pit to show for it.

A couple of soldiers killed two young deer and butchered them in the barn, while other soldiers filled the larder with pigeons and pheasants. The pigeons were set to boil in two large iron kettles, giving the kitchen a gamey smell, and the pheasants have been hanging from a beam in a potting shed for two days but now are ready to be prepared.

In the kitchen, Bridie shows Sabine how to back comb the pheasant feathers and then pull them away from the bird. Sabine watches carefully before trying it herself. She wants to get this right—you’re a perfectionist, Gaby used to tell her. But she has to be. She has to be better than anyone expects. She holds the bird still on the table with the end of her short arm, back combs the feathers with her left hand, then pulls one out.

“That’s it, that’s the way,” Bridie says approvingly before she leaves to beat the dust out of two small upstairs rugs. Clary is sweeping the tennis court, while a pair of soldiers wait nearby to re-paint it when she’s done. They’re eager to play tennis, apparently.

The kitchen, with its three ovens and its roasting pit, is the warmest room in the house. It feels almost cozy with sunlight streaming in from the windows and mopping the floor. But Mrs. Walsh, as usual, is frowning at Sabine. 

“Are you sure you can you manage?” 

Sabine flushes. Once again she must demonstrate that having only one hand isn’t the handicap it seems. My whole life long, she thinks. 

Try to get on her good side. “Does Mr. Walsh work here too?” she asks. The officers have recruited a couple of village men to work in the garden and barn.

Mrs. Walsh flops a plucked pheasant down at the other end of the table and severs its head with a butcher knife. “Mr. Walsh, no, he passed on many years back.” She shifts the knife to her other hand to make a quick sign of the cross.

“Oh, I’m sorry.” 

She cocks her head dismissively. “It’s a long time ago now.” 

A pause. “How did you meet him?” The story Sabine always likes to hear. “If you don’t mind me asking?” she adds. 

“He was working here when they hired me. An outside man he was, but he worked himself into the stables, back in Lord Eagan’s day.” 

Mrs. Walsh slices into the pheasant to expose the body cavity, and with her bare hand she pulls out its intestines, gizzard, and heart, which she plunks one by one in a bowl. 

“I’m from Galway originally. I wanted to get myself to America, so I found jobs at big houses like this one, working my way down the country one by one trying to get to Cork and a boat from there. I finally got to this one and it’s as close as I got. Had most of my money saved but I met Niall and there was the end of it. Lovely voice, Niall had. Used to sing me all the old songs at night.”

She wipes her hands with the dishtowel she keeps slung over her shoulder.

“Died of heartbreak, he did, after our Denny was killed at Gallipoli. That was the old war. But I don’t blame the Turks, no. I blame the English commanders. Used our boys as fodder, so they did. Kept them going in even after it was hopeless.”

“But that’s terrible!”

Mrs. Walsh glances at her, a quick jab, assessing her sincerity.

“And you didn’t want to leave after that?” Sabine asks. “To go to America like you dreamed?”

“Arrah, by then my life was here.”

Twenty years on and she’s still working in someone else’s kitchen. But at least she’s known love, Sabine thinks.

“Do you know a boy named Mick?” she asks. “About my age?”

“Mick Grady? Ena’s lad?”

“I don’t know. He lives with his grandmother.”

“That’ll be him.” 

Mrs. Walsh passes her the pheasant carcass. “Butter it on the inside and then we’ll salt it, but not too much salt. We haven’t got an endless store in spite what the gentlemen upstairs think.” 

She watches as Sabine pushes a slice of cold butter into the cavity. Sabine can feel it break into hard pebbles as she propels it along, sliding her fingertips over the bumpy ribs and wisps of membrane between them. “He’s nice, then? Mick?”

“Aye, Mick’s a good lad.” She hands Sabine a small silver bowl with an indent like a giant’s thumbprint holding the salt. “You’re not overly quick, are you?”

A hot wave of embarrassment goes through her and she begins to rub faster.

“But you’re thorough,” Mrs. Walsh says. “I’ll give you that.”

A bell rings. Mrs. Walsh knows the sound of each room; she doesn’t have to go into the corridor to see which one’s wiggling on its hook.

“That’ll be the library,” she says. “You’ll have to see to it. Mrs. Flynn is still in the greenhouse and who knows where the other girls are.”



The heavy library door is ajar but Sabine knocks anyway; she’s learning how to be a good servant. Lieutenant Ott is sitting at his long desk cluttered with papers and maps, and the square jade ashtray that Sabine emptied this morning is again full of long, unbroken worms of ash. A German voice crackles over the radio. He’s not shouting and full of anger so it must not be Hitler.



“Oh,” Lieutenant Ott says, seeing her. “Fraulein Gallagher.”

She explains that Mrs. Flynn is out in the greenhouse. “But I can go fetch her if you want?”

“No, no. That’s all right.”

He rises to switch off the radio. For a moment or two it continues to hum, like a faint echo of human anxiety.

“I’m expecting every minute to hear that Mr. Churchill and his government have fled to Canada. But not, apparently, today.” 

She stands in front of the fire, facing him. Does he think she would want that too? She clasps her wrist behind her, something else she’s learned. Deference. But then she thinks of Bun Mulligan with her hands tied behind her back and lets her arms fall to her sides.

He glances at her short arm. She should have kept it behind her, but it’s too late now. They don’t like anything they see as defective, Joe told her in Woolworths. 

“I just wanted to make sure everything is coming along all right, all the preparations. Commander Kern will be arriving tomorrow morning. His secretary just telephoned.”

“Yes, sir, we’re all ready.” 

“He’ll be in the master suite, of course.”

“It’s ready.”

“And the Emerald Room for his secretary.”

“I’ll tell Mrs. Flynn.” He looks at her. “Sir,” she remembers.

He smiles slightly, either ironically or kindly she can’t tell. There is something she finds—what?—unsettling, maybe, about his expressions. 

“Also. The commander has asked that we check everyone’s identity papers again. He is—concerned—about partisans.”

Sabine nods. He glances at her short arm again. 

“Especially considering recent developments. The hanging today. You heard about that? And where there’s one partisan, Commander Kern says, there are more. So I’m asking that the staff gather tonight at eight o’clock in the dining room. With their papers. You will let them know, Miss Gallagher?”

“Yes, sir.” The fire crackles behind her. Her back is hot, while the front of her, her breasts and face, feel cool.

“Is that all, sir?”

He pauses and then says, “For an Irish girl you have a strong American accent, I’ve noticed.”



He pulls a cigarette from the pack on his desk and lights it with a squat silver lighter. Sabine feels a prickling sensation. Is he suspicious?

She tells him the story she tells, which is more or less true: her father was Irish but they mostly lived in New York. As bad luck would have it they were here when the war started, and after her parents died of typhus fever she was left to fend for herself. 

People tend to believe you when you include specific details, like typhus fever.

Lieutenant Ott begins playing with his lighter, flicking open the lid and closing it, all the while watching her face. “But you have Irish identity papers? That’s a little, hmm, odd. Wouldn’t you say?”

“My father—he arranged it.” She always tries not to explain too much.

“I see. And your mother? Was she Irish too?”

She hesitates, and decides on the truth. “No, she’s French. Was French.”

“Ah.” He puts down the lighter and the mood in the room shifts; at first she doesn’t know what it is. Has the light changed? Is there rain on the way? She glances out the window but the clouds are stretched out like pulled taffy, thin and harmless.

“Do you find your work here difficult? With just one hand?”

It’s tiresome satisfying the same curiosity all the time. “No, sir,” she says, and takes a step toward the door.

“I don’t mean to pry. It’s just that I knew a girl once with a hand like yours. Her mother was French and her father was Irish. They lived in New York but spent their summers with a grandmother in France. I was friends with the girl’s cousin, Hans Kluger.” 

She feels an expression cross her face. Surprise, probably, and something else; something revealing. He stubs out his cigarette. 

“I liked Hans and his brother Karl very much. So friendly, so generous. They once took me to a party at the grandmother’s house in France, a midsummer party. We drove all night to get there. I sat in the back seat with their dogs; our cases were roped to the roof. That first night we didn’t even go inside the big house because it was so late, we went straight to the old gardener’s cottage, they told me that’s where they always stayed every year. Oh, it was a magical weekend. You know, I sometimes fancy that when I’m near death, that will be one of the memories that come back to me. Do you believe that just before we die we see moments from the past? People?”

A thin sweat of fear has formed on her skin, outlining her body as though testing its surface before soaking in. He could end it all, everything. He saved her from Ronan but he could end it too. 

“I know; not likely, is it? We’ll probably be too terrified to remember anything. Or we’ll be so old we think we’re seeing ghosts. My grandmother saw ghosts all the time. Tried to conjure them, even. A sweet old witch but I loved her. She died a few weeks after my mother died. That’s when my father sent me to my uncle in St. Louis. My mother’s older brother. I lived with him for eight years. And his wife.”

He’s still watching her. She glances at the door, half open. But he’s close enough to grab her before she got out.

“My own parents didn’t like each other much, I don’t think. Maybe that’s why I remember that weekend in France so well, Hans’s aunt and uncle were utterly charming, utterly in love. They had two daughters, both blond like you, and one was missing a hand. Hans told me she was born that way. Were you born that way, Caitlin?”

He says the name carefully, as though underlining it. She’s completely at his mercy. 

“What are you going to do?” she asks.

“Mm. Born this way, I would guess. To the beautiful couple I watched dancing at that party in France. They looked so in love with each other. Even after, what, twenty years? Made me wonder if my parents were ever in love. I find it hard to imagine. Now the couple in France—I’m sorry, what was their surname? Not Kluger.”

Sabine hesitates. “Donnelly.”

“Right. The Donnellys. Adèle and—?”

“Kevin.”

“And you are?”

It can’t all end, she thinks. 

“Sabine.”

“You may not believe this, Sabine, but I have always held Adèle and Kevin up as an example to myself. The kind of love I’d like some day.”

Wait. What is he suggesting? Clary has been flirting with a young soldier from Heidelberg, a handsome blond youth who takes care of the officer’s horses. Yesterday she came out of the barn with straw in her hair. Sabine takes a step back.



Lieutenant Ott’s face changes. “Oh no. No, no; don’t worry, don’t think of that. I didn’t mean it like that. I just mean—well. What do I mean?” He shakes his head and smiles, showing a dimple in one cheek. “When I guessed who you were, which was not right away, it felt like a little miracle, really. Your parents made such an impression on me. And it’s been, what, five years since that party? A lifetime ago. I was seventeen.”

She can see he’s picturing it all in his mind. For a moment, strangely, tears threaten. Someone who knows who I really am. He’s met her parents. He’s been to her grandmother’s house in France. He’s a person who can connect her then to her now. 

“Don’t worry,” he says again. His voice has become soft. “I just wanted to… Well, to let you know. That I’m a friend.”

“Are you?”

“I am. I am a friend. Tell me, Sabine, do you still have your house in America? Are your parents there now?”

There’s a noise in the hallway, boots ringing on the stone floor. A change comes over him; Sabine watches the transformation. His spine tightens, his shoulders square. He’s a soldier again. 

A young officer knocks at the door, enters, and clicks his heels. “Lieutenant Ott, sir. I was told you wanted to see this.” He holds out a folder.

Lieutenant Ott smiles a soldier’s smile: a thin stretch of the lips, no dimple. “Mm. Thank you.” Then, without so much as a glance in her direction: “That will be all, Fraulein Gallagher. Danke schon.”  
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Gaby 

July 1940

Neutral Ireland

It’s a gift, seeing Sabine again. A miraculous gift. Just appreciate it, Gaby tells herself. Try not to figure it out.

But she can’t help herself. Because there have to be rules to these two worlds, right? Some sort of order, or organization? An explanation, even? Something.

She’s seen her sister four times now, always at dusk, and always at the milk house. Is the milk house significant? She can’t think how or why, but in case it is, she doesn’t suggest meeting anywhere else, and neither does Sabine. It’s convenient for both of them—Gaby tries to make a joke to herself but she’s too imbalanced, as though anything could tip her over the edge. 

She feels slightly over the edge already. More than slightly. 

Two worlds that overlap at dusk; that’s what Moira said on the bus to Ballyleam. And later Bridie said the same thing. Crazy. Impossible. But it was impossible that her parents died, that Sabine died, that Aunt Maeve died, and that she herself lived. 

Nothing makes sense. She’s gone mad with grief, is what it is. With grief and loneliness. She didn’t want to be alone, and now she isn’t alone.

Two days ago she tried to give Sabine Julianne’s necklace, the one she found on the drive with a single pearl pendant. A test of sorts.

“How pretty! Where did you get it?”

“I brought it with me from France,” Gaby had lied. “You could sell it if you want.”

“But what about you? Don’t you need it?”

“I want you to have it.”

Sabine put it in her pocket but later, after they parted, Gaby found the necklace on the grass beneath the monkey puzzle tree as she was walking back to the house. So: objects can’t travel between the two worlds. People either, that probably means.

“Were pookies once real people?” she asked Mrs. Walsh when she went into the kitchen. “I mean human?”

Mrs. Walsh looked up from her newspaper with a bland, open expression. 

“Pookies, again?”

Gaby felt her face go hot. “I’m just wondering if they were ever alive?”

Bridie and Clary were also in the kitchen, practicing dance steps together. Gaby suspected they were half listening for Dieter Ott to come downstairs. He was playing cards with Julianne and Mrs. Grogan in the drawing room. He ate dinner with them, too—something Gaby has never been invited to do.

“No,” Clary said, while at the same time Mrs. Walsh said, “Oh aye, surely.”

“Where are they when we can’t see them?” 

“Under the ground,” Bridie told her. “That’s where they live, so.”

Clary said, “No, they live in the otherworld.”

“That is under the ground.”

“What’s the otherworld?” Gaby asked.

Bridie shrugged. “Just, I don’t know. Their world.” 

“Is it like our world?”

Three opinions at once: “Maybe.” “No.” “No one knows.”

“Which world is real?” 

Gaby looked at each of them. They stared back. Then Mrs. Walsh blew out air—“What a question!”—and went back to her Evening Echo.

Two worlds that overlap at dusk. But why only at dusk? And why can Gaby and Sabine meet and talk—why not anyone else? Gaby would like someone in authority (who would that be?) to tell her what all this means. Like a child, she wants to be told the impossible is true. As an adult, she wants it explained in a logical way. 

Maybe we were pulled to each other, she thinks. We were compelled to find each other again because our bond is so strong.

This is what she would like to believe. 



The next morning, knocking on Julianne’s bedroom door, she finds Julianne leaning over her bed sorting through a pile of charcoal drawings.

“Oh, Gabrielle! Take a look at these, would you? Do you think they’re awful? Dieter asked to see some of my work.”

Julianne’s room is large and sunny with mullioned windows that look out over the tennis court. Old nursery pictures hang in a straight line along one wall—A is for Aardvark; B is for Bear. Gaby can picture Julianne here as a toddler, already commanding attention. 

She looks down at the drawings: a man naked from the waist up with an indistinct face; a crowd on a city sidewalk (more indistinct faces); a wavy outline of a man and woman embracing. 

“I like this,” she says, picking up the last one. “It’s very concise.”

“Mm. Or is it too bare?”

“I don’t think it’s bare. You use strong lines, they’re very suggestive. Julianne, I was wondering. Have you ever seen one of the ghosts? In the house, I mean? Like the boy with the harp?”

“The one on the landing? No. I’ve always wanted to. Once I thought I saw the Grey Lady, but it turned out to be just Theo carrying a blanket.”

“Do you believe in them? That they exist?”

“Sure. What about this one?” Julianne picks up the sketch of the crowd scene. 

“Do you think they know what they are? The ghosts?”

“Probably they’re trying not to know. That’s what I’d do. Anyway, if you tell them what they are they curse you. Have you seen Dieter this morning? How’s his leg?”

“I’m not sure. The same I guess. What do you mean, they curse you?”

“It says something that he doesn’t complain, don’t you think? About his character? Do you ever talk to him?”

“Not really.”

Julianne picks up another drawing. “I wish I could go with him when he goes.”

Gaby feels a prick of resentment. She wants to know more about the ghosts but Julianne can’t keep her mind on anything except her own interests. “You want to go to prison camp?”

“No! Gabrielle! Of course not. I just hate it here. Every morning when I wake up the first thing I think is, how can I escape from this place?” She shakes her head. “I was livid when my mother told me I couldn’t go to France. I bet the art school is still open. I could be there now.”

“But the Germans are marching into Paris right now!”

“I don’t care about that. Oh, Gabrielle, I’ve just thought—are you going down to the village today? Would you mind picking me up something from Twomey’s?”

“What?”

“Just some new paintbrushes. If they’re in. Mrs. Twomey said she’d order a set for me. I’m almost out of toothpaste too.”

Gaby’s resentment flares. She’s not Julianne’s errand boy. She says, “Well, if I go.” 



She does go, but she doesn’t ask about the paintbrushes. A small (pathetic?) act of defiance. 

Mrs. Twomey is a smiley woman with a dumpling-sized bun at the back of her head and thick black eyebrows despite her white hair. Granny Totty, Nora calls her, because she always says, “I’ll just tot that up, then,” when you’re ready to pay. The store has a perplexing array of items; everything from safety pins, boot polish, soap powder, knitting wool, and packets of razor blades—which Gaby might expect—to dog biscuits and Panama hats—which she definitely did not. Some of the goods aren’t even on shelves but have to be plucked off hooks hanging from the timber ceiling. Nothing is marked; the prices are kept in a large, battered ledger next to the till. Mrs. Twomey’s son Dennis runs a small partitioned pub to the left of the grocery area, with a wooden bench marking the partition. A couple of armchairs flank the fireplace, and she often sees one or two men sitting there or standing at the counter with pint glasses in hand.

Gaby looks through the magazines for sale until she finds a timetable of sunrises and sunsets in the latest issue of Hunting and Fishing. It’s strangely oversized for a magazine; in Ireland everything is either much larger or much smaller than she’s used to. 

There’s a sign near the till: One pair of stockings per customer. And on the front door: No tea, don’t ask. They’ve begun to ration tea now, as well as sugar and petrol. 

While Gaby waits to pay for the magazine, she hears two men over on the pub side talking about the war:

“It’s cowardly, us not joining the fight.” 



“Maybe, but I just can’t see my way to helping the English bastards. Anyway, they won’t come here. Why would they?” 

She wishes she could tell them it could happen, Ireland could be invaded, the city of Cork torn up and burned, according to Sabine. Defend yourself, she wants to say. But who would believe her? She barely believes it herself.

As she walks back to the house Gaby decides to look for Nora. She finds her sitting in the shade outside her cottage—the gardener’s cottage—with a small wooden car in her hand and two more in her lap. Desmond is nowhere in sight, only a scarecrow who seems to be wearing a hoop skirt without fabric.

“Oh, hello,” Nora says.

“What’s this?” Gaby sits down next to her and picks up one of the cars. It’s painted cherry red with a yellow stripe, its wooden wheels attached by thin metal pins.

“My da made them for me when I was small. And a giraffe to drive them.” She holds the giraffe up; it has tiny, whittled indents to indicate spots. “I’m too old for them now but I still like them. Look how smooth the wheels are! Perfect, yeah?”

She puts the giraffe in a car and passes it to Gaby. “He didn’t use a plan or a kit, he just saw a picture in a magazine and copied it, so.”

Gaby runs the car over the palm of her hand. “Nora, do you remember when you told me you saw your mother?”

“Sure. You thought it was a dream.”

“Well yes, I said that, but I didn’t really know, I was just wondering. But you said you saw her other times as well?”

“Twice when I was outside playing. Once here in the garden and once in the field on the other side of the woods.” 

“Was it dusk when you saw her? Your mother?”

“I don’t remember. Maybe.”

“Did you touch her?”

“She didn’t come close enough. Why, have you seen one? A ghost?” 

Gaby hesitates. “I don’t know.”

“When were you born?” Nora asks.

“April.”

“I mean, what time of day?”

“Oh.” Gaby puts the car down beside her on the grass. “It was almost midnight. A few more minutes and I would have been born in May.”



“That means you can see ghosts. Only people born in the afternoon or at night can see them. I was born right at sunset, which means I can see them and also I have power over them. That’s why I’m not afraid when I see her. But I haven’t seen her in ages.”

“Do you want to see her?” Gaby asks.

“Of course I do! But it’s not up to me, is it.”

“Do you think she knows she’s a ghost?”

Nora sucks in her breath. “No! And you can’t tell them what they are, they don’t believe it, and then they go away and never come back.”

“Julianne says they curse you if you tell them.”

“They don’t curse you, but they disappear forever.”

“How do you know?”

Nora opens her palms to the sky and shrugs, a gesture Gaby finds, oddly, very French. “Common knowledge,” she says.



It’s useless asking questions; everyone has a different idea about ghosts and pookies, what they are, who can see them and when. Up in her bedroom Gaby opens Hunting and Fishing to the timetable of sunsets. She carefully removes that page, drawing one blade of her nail scissors down the spine of the magazine. Then she folds the loose page to fit inside her purse, where she usually keeps a pressed handkerchief. A handkerchief, a peppermint, a ballpoint pen, and a tube of lipstick—this is all you ever need to carry with you, her mother said when she gave Gaby her first purse. A hundred years ago now.

What would Adèle say about all this? she wonders.

She’d say: I’m worried about you, Gabi. Or she’d laugh and make a joke at Gaby’s expense. Adèle hated what she called soft thinking, and ridicule was a weapon she deployed to colleagues and children alike. But there was no one better when you were ill, when Adèle would sit on the side of your bed rubbing your temples with rose oil, or make a special dessert just for you. Gaby misses the scent of the face cream she used at night. Her habit of widening her eyes and blinking twice when she’s thinking. 

Sabine has the same habit. Gaby noticed it again the last time they met. Both Julianne and Nora have warned her about telling Sabine what she is—whatever she is. This seems unfair, somehow. But what if Gaby tells Sabine, and Nora was right, she never comes back? Gaby is less afraid of a curse than of never seeing her sister ever again. 

Or maybe that is the curse, she thinks.



The time of day when their two worlds meet is not as dark as one might imagine; the light is greenish blue and softly uneven. Gaby can hear aspen trees clacking in the breeze—the sound of moisture evaporating from their leaves. She had a wonderful biology teacher in high school, Mrs. Fox, who often took them on field trips to state parks. “The whole world is a laboratory!” Mrs. Fox used to say. Life was simpler when mysteries were just equations and correctly applied formulas, the answers in small print in the back of the textbook. 

When Sabine arrives, Gaby hugs her tightly.

“You’ve cut your hair!” 

Gaby reaches out to touch it. Sabine’s hair has been shaped into a slightly uneven bob, not unattractive. She looks older. 

Sabine checks the ends with her forefinger and thumb. “Bridie did it for me. They decided to check our identity papers again, and Caitlin Gallagher had short hair, even shorter than this.”

“Does Bridie know?” She means: that you’re not really Caitlin.

“I just said I wanted a change. And, Gaby, you’ll never guess what!”

“Wait. I want to give you something.” Gaby pulls a chocolate bar from her pocket. 

“Chocolate! Is it real? Where did you find it?” 

“I was saving it. But it’s no good letting it go stale.”

Gaby breaks off two pieces and hands one to Sabine. 

“It’s different than American chocolate,” Sabine says after a moment. “It’s like tree bark.” 

Gaby laughs. “Tree bark?” 

“But in a good way.”

“It’s definitely more dry.”

“And a little outdoorsy.”

Gaby laughs again. She loves talking trivialities with her sister; it’s an indulgence. She wishes she could turn off her brain and just appreciate it all. 

“Remember how we used to save up our candy?” Sabine asks, holding out her hand for another piece. “We’d pretend we were sick so we could miss dinner and eat chocolate instead.”

“Hershey bars. We flushed the wrappers down the toilet hoping Adèle wouldn’t guess.”

“Do you think she ever did?”

“If she did, we definitely would have heard about it.”

They laugh together. Their mother was not one to let anything pass.

“So, Gaby,” Sabine says. “Guess who’s at the house? Well, you probably won’t remember him. I didn’t. He’s a friend of Hans and Karl’s. He came to one of our parties in France. His name is Dieter Ott.”

Gaby stares at her. Dieter Ott is there? But so are Bridie and Clary and Mrs. Walsh; it shouldn’t be surprising. So many things don’t make sense. But Dieter Ott? 

“Do you remember him?” Sabine asks.

“I—no,” Gaby says honestly. “Are you sure he came to our party?”

“It was five years ago. He recognized me because—” She lifts her short arm.

Gaby’s stomach tightens. What happens in Sabine’s world to people with false identity papers? “Then he knows that—he knows you’re not who you say you are.” 

“It’s all right. He’s our friend.”

“You told him about me?”

“No, not yet.”

“Sabine, please don’t tell him I’m here.”

“Why not?”

“I just think, for now, it’s better.”

“But what’s it matter?”

“It doesn’t matter, or, I don’t know. It probably doesn’t. Just indulge me, that’s all.”

“But don’t you think it’s good to have an ally? Someone who could help us if we need it?”

“He’s German! He’s not our ally. Just the opposite.”

“You’re wrong. He’s told me about his life—he lived in St. Louis for I don’t know how many years with his uncle and aunt. Only this morning he said how he misses it, he wants to live there again. He hated the Germany he found when he went back. He never wanted to be a soldier. It’s all a pretense, his life now.”

“But he is a soldier. He’s the enemy! Think of France. People we know are still there, trapped. Like Monsieur Perrin.”

“Monsieur Perrin!” Sabine scoffs. “He was the one who did all this, who pretended to both of us that the other one was dead.”

“I—well—” Gaby says carefully, trying to work out what to say to that, but Sabine interrupts.

“I know, I know. You’re thinking of Luc. Your heartthrob.” It was a word their mother used, not kindly, if she thought her daughters had a crush on someone. “I hate him.”

“Sabine!”

“I do. He’s the one who made us all sick.”

“That’s not true!’

“He brought the fever from his camp. That last dinner with him, he brought it to us.” Her mouth closes into a hard, set line.

“Sabine,” Gaby says. A wave of guilt washes over her, as it always does when she thinks of that night. She had noticed that afternoon that Sabine looked flushed, but she didn’t say anything because she didn’t want to lose her chance to see Luc. He was on leave for only two days. Stupid, stupid. 

“You weren’t feeling well even before he came,” Gaby says carefully, not sure how much she wants to admit. 

“That’s not true. I felt fine.”

“You were red in the face, you were sweating. I saw it.”

“I felt just fine,” Sabine insists.

“Why are we arguing about this?” 

“Because you never believe me about anything. You don’t believe Luc Perrin got us sick and you don’t believe Lieutenant Ott is a friend. And he is a friend. I know it. I can feel it.”

The conversation has gotten away from her. The only thing she wants is to talk to Sabine the way they used to, up in the crabapple tree, when everything was normal. They didn’t even know they were happy, that’s how normal it was. 

“All right, I’m sorry, I just want you to be careful, that’s all.”

“He’s nice. Believe me. Much nicer than Luc Perrin.”

“All right,” Gaby says again.

“You believe me?”

“Sure. Yes,” she lies. Then she says, “Luc wasn’t all that nice anyhow, really,” and Sabine smiles a little. “Also he had terrible breath.” 

Sabine laughs.

The memory of that night is like a worm in her gut; Gaby tries not to think about it. If she had told her father that afternoon that Sabine looked feverish, maybe he would have taken her to the doctor. Maybe no one else would have fallen ill. Maybe they would all still be alive.

Was it all my fault? That’s the idea she can’t bear.

The sky has turned a deep violet blue as darkness settles in. How long have they been sitting here?

Gaby scrambles to her feet. “I’m late, I’ll have to run. Will I see you tomorrow?”

“If I can,” Sabine says. “I’m not sure. I never know.”

“Try.” She hugs Sabine goodbye quickly, not wanting to vanish in the middle of it, and runs into the woods.



That night Gaby doesn’t sleep well; she has a series of unsettling dreams that she wakes herself out of only to return to again. In the last one she’s sitting in an unfamiliar room across from her parents, who share a loveseat. Adèle is squinting down at a book in her hand, and when she complains about the light, Kevin says irritably, “Gaby?” As though Gaby ought to be doing something about that.

She opens her eyes. The curtained windows are edged with ashy, early morning light, and as she lies there wondering if she’ll go back to sleep she hears a dove calling out feebly, “like his heart just isn’t in it,” as Kevin might say. She can still feel the presence of her parents—different, though not completely different, from how they were in life. 

Her feelings about them, Adèle in particular, are complicated. Adèle wasn’t especially kind but people admired her. She was slender and blond—Sabine takes after her—and she always dressed well, carrying her Chanel handbag to departmental meetings. Although she had a tough reputation, she was the French professor every student wanted. But she could turn on a dime; you never knew when you’d be the target of her caustic wit. In a group discussion her great goal was to cap someone else’s information. That slight smile: I know more about this than you do. 

Kevin indulged her. They used to open a bottle of wine before dinner and sit in the living room laughing at their colleagues’ latest foibles—Mr. Anders, a biology professor, with his crumpled brown paper shopping bag instead of a briefcase and his house full of cats; Mr. Temple, who sprinkled his speech with Latin phrases when he was nervous. 

Sometimes Gaby caught Sabine standing just outside the living room, listening with a little smile on her face. Adèle’s comments could be quite funny. She was a ranker and knew instinctively where to put people on the social spectrum, for all that she was born in France. 

Gaby gives up on sleep and gets out of bed. She examines her stockings, running her hand up one leg and then the other to check for runs, then fingers the nylon blouse she washed yesterday. The collar is still slightly damp; it will dry on the beast, as her mother used to say. 

Her thoughts about Adèle are like a nerve cluster, entwined and pulsing. Her thoughts about her father are simpler. He loved his daughters, but he loved his wife more. It was a treat to watch them dance together at their midsummer party, and it was hard, watching them, not to want what they had: total devotion to each other. For as long as she could remember, Gaby harbored a fear that her life, whenever she began to truly live it, would not measure up to her parents’ lives. Last year, without their knowledge, she applied to Radcliffe thinking to get away from their constant example. She wasn’t accepted.

Vassar, then. She lobbied to live in a dormitory at least. She chose Cushing; Main and Jewett were for rich girls, and the dorms in the quadrangle felt ordinary. She’d been on the campus all her life as a child, an outsider, and yet she knew it better than the students. Her plan was to study art history, specializing in French modernists. She’d been looking forward to slide lectures in Blodgett Hall and Friday dances with boys bused in from West Point or Yale.

At their party in France, Adèle always made it a point to dance with their cousins Hans and Karl and whatever friend they’d brought along with them that year. As a hostess, Adèle was always gracious and charming. She would have certainly danced with Dieter Ott, if Dieter Ott had been one of the friends.

It’s so dark in the hallway that Gaby traces her finger along the wall to guide her. There’s a white plaster eagle on a little podium by the back stairs; she touches its head before she starts down the steps. She’s trying to picture the friends Hans and Karl brought with them, different every year. The last one she remembers because he was the last. He had a slight stutter and very straight white teeth and he told Gaby he was Jewish. He’d been born in Munich but was looking for a place to live in France. Did he ever find one? He brought along a suitcase filled with framed photographs of his family but she doesn’t remember his name.

She doesn’t remember Dieter Ott at all.

Downstairs, she lights the ridiculously tricky stove and fills the kettle to make tea, wishing for the thousandth time for the ease of American appliances; a flick here and it’s on, another flick and it’s off. Irish fixtures, especially in the bathrooms, require an engineering degree to work out. 

She’s been consumed with Sabine—the puzzle of Sabine as well as the fact of her—but to everyone else, Dieter is the new entertainment. Of course he is. He’s engaging and attentive and, even more compelling, he shouldn’t be here at all. The whole situation is—to say the very least—intriguing. Mrs. Walsh in particular is charmed by him; he makes her laugh (not an easy trick) for all that her only son was killed in the Great War. “But not by the Germans,” she always insists. “By his English commanders.”

Even Mrs. Grogan can be heard laughing her whispery laugh when Dieter joins her in the evenings to play cards. “Starving for company, herself,” Bridie has complained. When he’s in the kitchen, Dieter smiles at Bridie—he smiles at them all—showing his dimple and holding eye contact for a smidge longer than usual. It feels very intimate, as though he can see through to the very core of you, and approves of what he sees.

“Oh, Gabrielle!” Dieter had called out yesterday when Gaby was passing the open door to his room. He calls Gaby what Julianne calls her, Gabrielle. “Gabrielle, can you spare a moment? We need an outside opinion.”

Julianne was sitting in a chair pulled up close to his; Gaby had a glimpse of their hands uncoupling as she walked in. And was that a smudge of lipstick on Dieter’s mouth? 

“Tell me what you think,” Dieter said. He had a magazine rolled to a page with a sepia-colored photograph, which he held up next to Julianne’s face. “Isn’t it a stunning likeness?”

“Who is it?” Gaby had asked.

“A woman called Maud Gonne.”

Gaby shook her head. Never heard of her.

“She’s famous,” Dieter told her. “She fought for Irish causes. Irish independence. Very noble. And a beautiful woman, in her youth.”

Julianne was laughing, trying to snatch the magazine away. Her face was shining and alive. “She’s still beautiful. And I’m nothing like her.” 

She was, though, Gaby had to admit, looking at the magazine picture.

“You could be her twin,” Dieter said.

Julianne scrunched her nose. “I wish I had been. I’ve always wanted something to fight for. A cause I could get behind.” 

Was she in earnest? Gaby remembered how Julianne had wished she’d been old enough to fight for Irish independence, back before Dieter arrived. For a moment she saw her in a new way: a passionate young woman with energy but no true calling.

“Hmm,” Dieter said. He tapped his chin. “Yes. I can see it. You would be very persuasive. People follow you. And you have a compassionate heart. Isn’t that so, Gabrielle?”

Julianne looked over at Gaby confidently, already smiling, sure of a compliment. 

“She does,” Gaby had lied.



When the water finally boils, Gaby measures out tea leaves and puts together a tray while the tea draws, as Mrs. Walsh would say. Although it’s still early, there’s a strip of light showing beneath Dieter Ott’s door. She balances the tray against her hip so she can knock.

“Yes?” Dieter calls out, and she pushes the door open.

“Gabrielle, what an excellent surprise! Come in, come in.” He sounds as though there is no one in the world he would rather see. 

He’s sitting in an armchair with his broken foot up on a stool, fully dressed and holding yesterday’s newspaper. Recently shaved, too, by the smell of it. The heavy curtains are pulled back, and although there are iron bars on the window—there are bars on all the windows on this side of the ground floor, to keep townspeople from breaking in—the window has a pretty view of the lawn leading down to the woods.

“Here, please, sit down; you make me feel like quite uncouth. A Plattfusler. You know what plattfusler is?”

“Flat-footed.” Her mother used to call one of the German professors a Plattfusler. “A flat-footed oaf.” 

Dieter looks delighted. “Well, well! You are clever, aren’t you? Julianne said you were, and she’s right.”

His crutches are leaning within reach against the wall, which is papered in maroon wallpaper with stripes of tiny yellow pineapples. There’s a lit standing lamp with beaded fringe next to his chair and a small bookcase beside that. His cot is in the corner, neatly made. Just in this short space of time he has made the room—once basically a storeroom—cozy. And all his own.

“I’m glad you’re here. I’ve been wanting to talk to you about America. I miss it! Well, not like you do, of course. It’s your home and always has been. I only had a few years there. Mm. Still.”

She sits in the armchair opposite him, not quite relaxing, pressing her thumbs against her short hard fingernails. 

“I’ve been trying to get back there, but.” She shrugs her shoulders: impossible. “How long were you there?”

“Nearly ten years. In St. Louis. Have you been? A beautiful city. The bridges! And hotels that could host royalty. When I was a boy I used to creep into the lobby of the Statler just to gaze up at its chandeliers.”

“Why were you there?” 

“Oh, after my mother died my father sent me to live with my uncle, her older brother. Have some tea?”

“That’s okay. I only brought one teacup.”

“I can use my mug from last night. Cream? Sugar?” He makes her a cup. “They were very kind to me, my uncle and his wife. I think it killed them a little when I left. They didn’t have any children of their own, only me. My aunt used to make me butter sandwiches to take to school, sprinkled with sugar. A jar of milk. Schnitzel for supper. She was a little thing but she never stopped moving. You know, Gabrielle, I’ve thought about that life so often. Maybe it was a mistake, leaving. Probably it was. But you know, it wasn’t always pleasant for a German in America at that time, just after the war. The Great War. What a name. No, it wasn’t easy. Especially for a child. I was targeted, of course. Bullies.” 

He puts his hands out, palms up, and then folds them on his lap again. What can you do. He’s looking at her with a direct, open expression, holding her gaze. 

“When I was old enough I thought, why not try a German university, explore my roots and so on. That’s why I went to Hamburg. My uncle understood. I had a letter from him at Christmas but nothing since.” He shakes his head. “I hope I get to see him after all this mess is over.”

“Do you think it will be over soon?”

“Well, Gabrielle, that is the question, isn’t it. That’s the question everyone is asking. Mm. Between you and me, it doesn’t look too good for England. And if England goes, Ireland goes. You might want to brush up on your German.”

“I don’t actually know much German.”

“Maybe you should start learning.”

Is that a joke? He has warm brown eyes and a soft expression, though his glances are as quick and sharp as a cat’s. She tries to erase five years, to see a younger man. Of course, the other Dieter—Sabine’s Dieter—could have been lying. Maybe Sabine mentioned Hans and he simply took up the cue. Your cousin is Hans Kluger? Of course I know Hans! Hamburg is a small town, really.

Dieter is telling her about growing up in St. Louis, the poverty and hunger after the stock market crashed. The tent cities that sprang up. Hoovervilles, he calls them.

“Luckily my uncle was able to keep his job at the bottling plant, though he was forced to accept a lower wage. And then there was a terrible outbreak of encephalitis, Sleeping Sickness they called it, and he nearly died from it, he was so ill. Aunt Frieda had me sleep at Mrs. Dettmeyer’s across the hall so I wouldn’t get it. She left plates of food for me covered in newspaper.”

He has a mobile face, alert and intelligent. Watching her, logging her reaction to his story. She thinks of an old joke of her father’s: The secret to success is sincerity; once you can fake that you can do anything.

Gaby asks him how he’s been sleeping.

“Best sleep I’ve had in years. Completely uninterrupted. Maybe it’s the country air. Isn’t that what they say?” He cocks his head and smiles. There’s the dimple.

“In France,” Gaby says, “in the country at least, they have what is called a first sleep and a second sleep. My grandmother used to go to bed at nine o’clock and then get up at midnight to do an hour or two of work. That’s when she got out her ledger, tallied up rents and so forth, recorded expenses. After that she went back to bed for what she called her second sleep. Her maid woke her up in the morning with a cup of coffee and a roll.”

“I thought your people were from Ireland?” 

“My father’s Irish. My mother’s from France.”

A shard of sunlight comes in through the window, illuminating the side of his face. He looks interested and—yes—even kind, as Sabine claimed. He shakes his head. “Julianne told me what happened. Terrible, these fevers. So sudden. So devastating. And then your aunt in Cork as well? That’s just not fair.”

She nods, accepting his sympathy but not wanting to dwell there. “Have you been to France?” 

“Once or twice. Beautiful, especially once you leave Paris, though that’s beautiful too.” He smiles again. “Why haven’t we done this before, Gabrielle? A little tête-à-tête, just the two of us. Fellow Americans. At least, I think of myself as a fellow American. You might disagree.” 

Gaby can hear Mrs. Walsh knocking about on the other side of the shared wall. She stands and puts her teacup back on the tray. He didn’t take the bait about France. Sabine must be wrong. 

“I should go.” 

“Of course.” Dieter rises courteously on his good leg and grabs his crutch to lean on. “But I’m curious. Where in France did your grandmother live? I don’t mean to pry. It’s just that I knew a family once in France. They always threw a midsummer party. I went to it once with my friend, Hans Kluger. A sort of cousin of theirs, I think. This was in the countryside, not far from Clermont-Ferrand.”



Later, she can’t think why she lied. Instinct? “No. My grandmother’s house was farther north.”

But as Gaby leaves Dieter’s room she realizes that of course he’ll find out. He knows Gaby’s surname. He’ll put it together. 

That evening Gaby asks Sabine what it was like in Cork. Although it’s after nine o’clock—another famously long Irish summer evening—the air is still warm. They’re sitting in front of the milk house with their backs against the painted teal door, hoping for a breeze. “Was it very bad there?” Gaby asks.

“What do you mean? It was terrible. Why else would I leave?”

“But, do you think it might be better now? More settled?”

“I don’t know. People were panicking. Maybe that’s different now. But there’s more food in the country.”

They watch a large hawk moth flutter from plant to plant like a hummingbird, gathering nectar. Can they meet in other places or only here? Gaby wonders. She wouldn’t consider it except for Dieter Ott. He’s a beautiful man, charming, a little vulnerable—too good to be true. The hawk moth is heavy and fast, with mink and cream markings on its back, and it comes out only at dusk. Like Sabine, she thinks. Or me, for Sabine.

“You know what I miss?” Gaby asks. “Our old library. There’s nothing to read here.”

Sabine is wearing her dark blue uniform dress but her stockings look new, and she’s got a blue silk ribbon, as thin as a flower stem, holding back her short hair. Gaby, in a nylon blouse and her pleated gray skirt, feels wrinkled and hot. She tries to look as plain as possible when they meet—war fashions—which isn’t hard. She hasn’t bought any new clothes since she came to Ireland, and the clothes she did bring she wears in the kitchen, which means that by now they’re all stained and frumpy looking. 

“We always took out as many as we could,” Gaby goes on. “Remember how Dad made straps for our baskets so our books wouldn’t fall out?”

“You used to look mine over before we left. If I had any you didn’t like, you made me exchange them.”

“That’s not true!”

“You said because you’d be reading them too.”

Gaby opens her mouth to deny it again but then she thinks: Did I? It sounds like her, actually.

“Why do you always want to talk about the past?” Sabine asks. “It’s boring.”

Because that’s all we have, Gaby wants to say. “Well, what’s happening at the big house? Do people complain about the war? Is there any, you know, talk?”

“Talk about what?”

“Resistance.”

Sabine looks around quickly. “Don’t! Don’t say that.”

“Why not?”

“We’re fortunate. The German soldiers, Dieter at least, he respects us.”

“You call him Dieter now?”

“Well, he’s my friend, isn’t he? I mean, he’s friends with Hans and Karl, so…” 

Gaby’s stomach hardens. “Stay away from him, Sabine.”

“Why? He’s kind. Yesterday he could tell we were exhausted so he let everyone go to the cinema.”

“There’s no cinema around here!” 

“Not a real cinema. They used the side of the stable wall for a screen. It’s whitewashed already, they just hosed it down. A couple of soldiers had a projector and some reels from a movie theatre in Cork.”

“What movie?”

“The Light that Failed.”



The same one Gaby had seen. The coincidence thrills her.

“I saw that too. What did you think?”

“Pretty hokey.”

“That’s exactly what I thought!”

They laugh.

“Dad would have hated it,” Gaby says.

“I can just hear him. Sentimental rubbish!”

Gaby laughs again but she remembers how the film made her cry. Just talking to Sabine, holding her hand, is more than she ever thought she’d have again. They could live out their lives together, why not? Even if it’s only an hour a day. 

The hawk moth comes back, arcing up and down in a ragged display before them, and then zooms off again. Dieter Ott is not a threat, Gaby tells herself. How could he be? He’s a prisoner in her world, and in Sabine’s world he’s a soldier. That means he can do only what he’s told to do. He’s no more of a threat than anyone else in that world.

“I love being here with you, Sabine. When the war is over maybe we can go back home together. Or stay here in Ireland, I don’t care! As long as we’re together.” 

A look that Gaby can’t interpret crosses Sabine’s face. 

“Except it won’t be over for ages,” Sabine says.
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Dieter tells Sabine that they need a gamekeeper to rear pheasants and a couple of beaters to help drive out the woodcock, snipe, and grouse when the soldiers go shooting. And more dogs too. They’re going shooting this afternoon. Sabine says she’ll let Mrs. Flynn know. And afterward, he says, they’d like biscuits and cheese and coffee—he believes there is still some coffee, yes? And maybe ham sandwiches for the beaters, or bread and jam. The officers are very fond of Mrs. Walsh’s red currant jam at breakfast, is there any more of that? He remembers the grape jam in St. Louis, which his friends called jelly. They had it with peanut butter. That’s something I miss, he tells her.

They’ve started going to the garden in the mornings, where Dieter points to this or that that needs trimming, a pretext for walking out together. Mrs. Flynn has found a man in town who will do the outside work but he’s not allowed to live in the gardener’s cottage because three soldiers are living there now; they do push-ups every morning on the grass outside the cottage door. But none of them, Sabine thinks, are as fit or as handsome as Dieter.

He walks over the uneven lawn with the bearings of an officer, and yet, she thinks, he’s out of place here. Just like me. It shows in his stiff shoulders and his carefully placed hands, never in his pockets. A kind of discomfort.

He’s in charge of the soldiers at the house until Commander Kern arrives. Rumor has it that Commander Kern hates the English and refuses to speak their language, not a word. 

“How does he feel about the Irish?” Sabine asks.

“Let’s just say he’s a man who’s gotten himself far by fostering hate,” Dieter says.

She knows about hate. In high school the girls were always nice to her— Katie Lutjen and Sheila Tambe were her best friends—but the boys weren’t friendly, not even the boys Sabine had known forever because they lived down the street. At least once a week one of them would hiss as he walked past her in the hallway, snake sounds, because of her arm with its rounded end. 

Don’t pay them any attention, Gaby used to say. 

“Kids can be awful,” Dieter says when she tells him this story. They’re standing beneath the monkey puzzle tree near the tennis court; she’s been picking up stray leaves—tidying up—as if that’s her purpose while they walk. She cups them in her apron. “I had to learn to fight in St. Louis when I was a boy. My uncle taught me to grab the wrist that was coming for me and with my other hand punch them in the throat. Eventually they learned to leave me alone. Well. More or less.” He cocks his head. “Is it strange that I’d give anything to go back there?”

“What did you like?”

“So many things. Let’s see. I liked the food. Corn on the cob. Hot dogs. I liked our little street parade and the fireworks on the Fourth of July. And Valentine’s Day, those candy hearts? We don’t have those in Germany. Also Woolworths—I loved going to Woolworths.”

“I love Woolworths too! Did you know there’s a Woolworths in Cork?” 

“Now it’s a stable. They raided a coffin maker to build the stalls.” 

She didn’t know about the coffin maker. She wonders if she could ask him about Joe and Moira but she doesn’t know their last name. Dieter is slim and handsome in his immaculate uniform. And young! Only five years older than she is. That’s the same as her parents: five years apart.

She knows she should be wary of him. But he’s so…approachable. Gentil, her mother would say. 

Plus that dimple.

“Anyway, it’s impossible,” Sabine says. “Right? To get to America?”

America is in the war now; it came in after Japan bombed San Diego. If anyone found out who she really is, she could be hanged as a spy at the worst or put into a work camp at best. Around the other soldiers Sabine keeps her mouth shut or tries to adopt a slight Irish accent (the first time Bridie heard it she burst out laughing), but luckily the soldiers here aren’t very discerning. Most of them don’t know much English anyway. 

Twice Sabine has watched a line of prisoners being marched down the road, all of them barefoot with shaved heads, like Bun Mulligan. They bury them in unmarked graves, just pits in the ground.

Is that what will happen to me, she wonders, if they find out? Dieter has promised he’ll keep her secret. And despite Gaby’s warning, Sabine believes him. By now she knows so much about him. His classmates in St. Louis called him Peter or Pete, and they laughed at his accent. But he also had friends: Charlie McGlade and Leo Metz until Leo Metz moved away. His uncle worked in a plant bottling Orange Crush and wore a clipped, old-fashioned beard that made him look like a satyr, although according to Dieter he was kindness personified, folding newspaper into Dieter’s shoes when the soles wore thin and always giving him the larger cuts of meat. 

“It was terrible going back to my father in Hamburg after my uncle died,” Dieter says. “He caught the Sleeping Sickness, everywhere that summer, and didn’t survive it. My aunt went to live with her sister in Texas but there wasn’t enough room for me, and anyway I wasn’t really her relation. One more year! If only my uncle had lived one more year! Then I would have been old enough to do what I liked. I would never have left America. I grew up there. I belong there. I realize that now. Just like you.”

For her part, Sabine tells him about living in the shadow of an older sister who was athletic and smart (although Sabine was better at math), and parents everyone envied. She was the one in her family who wasn’t perfect. Not that her parents ever said anything about her short arm except that it didn’t matter in the ways that counted. Brains and beauty—she had those, they always told her. That’s what matters. Brains most of all.

“Your parents cared about you,” Dieter says. There’s something wistful in his tone.

“I could never live up to them, though.” 

And they were always more interested in each other than their daughters, but she doesn’t voice this last complaint, it seems petty. Dieter doesn’t answer right away, but she feels his sympathy by the way he leans his head to one side: I know that feeling. 

As they turn to go back into the house their hands brush each other, not quite by mistake.



Does she belong in America, like Dieter said? Does she want to go back? Sabine finds herself turning over this question all day. She’s used to Ireland now, and America is so far away. A lifetime away. 

That night she crawls out to the roof with Bridie and Clary. They like to do this after all their work is done: hoist themselves through their attic bedroom window to sit on the slate tiles. From here they can look down at the treetops and tennis court and at the spread of lawn that appears, from this vantage point, inky and dead. Stars dot the sky in unrecognizable patterns. As Sabine gazes up at them she tries to picture America with its long front lawns and old-timey white churches. 

It all feels so distant. Even Poughkeepsie with its ordinary clapboard houses and its square, utilitarian train station feels like somebody else’s dream. Ireland, where for centuries her ancestors lived and raised children and died, feels like her country now. It’s a real place, a place with a jumble of stone houses and narrow dirt roads. A hard place. A place where you really live, rather than co-existing alongside a quaintly imaginative past. 

Bridie and Clary are sharing a cigarette and Sabine watches the thin plume of smoke drift over the edge of the roof. They’re gossiping about the soldiers in the house. Two of the younger ones are being shifted elsewhere, and a new, larger crop is coming with Commander Kern. Tomorrow, apparently. But they keep saying that, and the commander keeps not coming.

“They were spotty anyway,” Clary says about the two soldiers who are leaving.

“I heard they’re going to Wicklow,” Sabine puts in. 

“Wicklow? Hunh,” Bridie says. She takes the cigarette Clary is holding out to her. “Maybe they’re after invading England.” She puts the cigarette up to her lips and Sabine watches the tip glow orangey-red. She doesn’t like to smoke herself but, strangely, she loves the smell.

Clary shrugs. “I’ll not hate them for that.”

“Just scooping up country after country, so they are,” Bridie says. “Like cattle.”

“If Germany hadn’t invaded us, then England would have for sure. That’s what Mrs. Walsh says. And don’t tell me it doesn’t matter, I know how you feel about the Brits. Don’t deny it.” 

“So the enemy of my enemy is my friend?” Bridie asks.

“There’s no such thing as being neutral,” Clary tells her. “We tried it. Norway tried it. Denmark tried it. No one cares.”



“And are we not the same, you and I and this one here?” Bridie cocks her head at Sabine. “I mean, when it comes to choosing sides. Living with them, serving them meals, cleaning up after them. We’ve chosen a side, haven’t we? Remember Mrs. O’Malley spitting at us?” She gives the cigarette back to Clary.

“You’d rather clean up after Churchill?”

“I’d rather clean up after my own kind, myself. What did we have, twenty years? Not even. Then another country bangs in and takes over.”

“I don’t care who I clean up after as long as I have something to eat at the end of the day,” Clary says, stubbing out the cigarette. “Let’s go in, I’m tired.”

She makes her way to the open window and climbs inside. Sabine agrees with Clary: there’s no such thing as being neutral. She can’t help remembering that no matter how close she is to being Irish (one generation), and how far away America seems, she is American. And America is at war with Germany. 

With her one hand she skootches herself along the sloping roof while Bridie waits her turn. Bridie never asks Sabine if she needs help, and Sabine loves her for that.

When Sabine hops down from the window into their bedroom it’s Bridie’s turn. “Now don’t close it on me,” she says laughingly.

“Hurry up!” Sabine says. “I think Mrs. Flynn is coming.” She likes to check on them at night. 

“Looking for soldiers in our beds,” Clary complains.



Serving them meals, cleaning up after them, making them breakfast. Have I chosen a side? Sabine wonders the next day. Have I chosen the wrong side?

But what else can she do? 

A new feeling comes over her, she’s not sure what it is (shame? discomfort? distrust?), and she tries to avoid Dieter. But he calls her in to his office when he sees her passing in the hallway and asks for tea. When she returns with a tray—holding it underneath by her forearms, her left hand cupped over to grasp the middle of the edge—he takes it from her gently and smiles, showing his dimple. 

“Even the tea tastes different here. Is it the water, do you think?”

The soldiers have carried in crates with tea and coffee shipped in from Germany. Also flour, sugar, powdered chocolate, and toothpaste—all hard to find now in the local shops. Sabine says stiffly, “I suppose.”

He tilts his head. He’s very perceptive.

“Something has changed. What is it?”

She wants to say, “I keep forgetting you’re the enemy.” Instead she says, “Is there any more news about America?”

“Japan has been making raids on California from their new base on Oahu. They’ve landed in Maui now too. But you’re not worried about America, not really. You’re worried about me.”

He’s more than perceptive; he can read minds. Sabine feels her face grow hot.

Dieter says, “I don’t blame you. I’d be worried too.” He lowers his voice. “Sabine, how can I convince you that I mean what I say? I’m not the person they think I am. You and I—we’re both imposters. For you it’s just your name and, oh, a little twisting of your history. But me, I’m a fraud. A complete fraud. No, no; it’s true. You’re the only one who truly knows me. And I mean, in the world.”

Her heart does something between a twist and a jump. She does know him. She feels it in her bones. She can’t let other people get to her. Gaby, Clary. Even Bridie, who feels even more like her ally than Gaby, maybe because they’re together so much.

“But what can we do?” she asks. 

“I don’t know. All I do know is that we have each other now.” He takes her left hand and her right wrist and holds them. When she steps closer, he draws her arms to his chest, to his heart. She can feel it pumping. “I hope you feel the same way,” he said. 

Without looking down he rubs the skin on her short arm gently as if it’s nothing at all, her difference is nothing at all. He’s still searching her face. “Do you?”

People are not countries, Sabine tells herself. Right? I don’t have to hate him because our countries are on opposite sides. It occurs to her that they’ve traveled a long distance in a very short time. But maybe that’s what happens in wartime. She doesn’t have much—any—experience with love. And yet there’s no doubt in her mind when she’s with him. She’s in love.

She lifts her chin and he bends down to kiss her.



That evening Gaby is at the milk house before her, as usual.

“What’s that you’re wearing?” she asks.



Sabine looks down. She’s wearing a sky-blue dress with a white patent leather belt that’s buckled into its very last hole. When she stands the end of the belt dangles awkwardly, like the head of a snake. “It was the daughter’s. Julia? She left it behind in her closet.”

“Julianne.” Gaby frowns. “Are you going somewhere?”

Sabine hesitates. 

“I met Dieter after dinner,” she says. “We walked around the old turret and the field behind it.” She catches Gaby’s look. “It wasn’t a date,” she says. Though it was.

“Then why dress up?”

Sabine doesn’t answer.

“Beanie, I don’t trust him. He’s crafty.”

“How can you know that? He had a hard time of it, he didn’t want to be a soldier. His father used to hit him. He was a bully, his father. A tyrant. Dieter’s sister died as a baby and his father blamed his mother; he hit her, too. She died when Dieter was seven.”

“He might be lying about all that.”

“Or he might not be.”

They stare at each other stubbornly. Gaby breaks first.

“All right, all right. Forget it. Listen, tell me, what’s the news about the war? I don’t hear anything where I am.”

“Germany has offered England peace terms but Churchill hasn’t yet agreed to them. And someone shot at Mussolini.”

“What about America? Are we going to get into the war too?”

Sabine looks at her hard. “We did, weeks and weeks ago. They’re bombing San Diego and Los Angeles. How could you not know that?”

“I—the Coynes don’t have a radio.” 

The Coynes are the family Gaby is working for; she’s looking after their children and helping on their farm in exchange for room and board. She doesn’t talk much about them. Mr. Coyne doesn’t go into town often, Gaby has said, not even to the pub.

“President Roosevelt has promised to send troops to Scotland,” Sabine tells her. “But they’ll probably be too late.”

“Too late for what?”

Sabine pauses dramatically. “Germany plans to invade England. They’ll probably do it from here.”

“But what about the peace terms? You just said they offered Churchill peace terms?”



Sabine shrugs. “A cat and mouse game, maybe. I can ask Dieter if you want.”

Gaby grows pale. “Maybe we should leave.” There’s an edge to her voice. “Find someplace safer.”

“I don’t think anyplace else would be better. Worse, probably.”

Gaby is silent a moment. Then she says, “I don’t want Dieter Ott to whisk you away where I can’t find you.”

“Where would I go?” But Sabine feels her face go red. Dieter keeps talking about America, although she can’t believe he seriously thinks they could get there now. “Anyway, I like it here.”

“Do you?”

“I do. I do like it here. I don’t want to go away.”

“Good. Because I couldn’t bear it if you left me again.”

“I didn’t leave you!” You left me, Sabine wants to say, and there’s a small part of her that still hasn’t forgiven Gaby for that. It’s not logical, but there it is.

“I meant separated,” Gaby says quickly. “If we got separated again.”

Dieter isn’t crafty, Sabine thinks; Gaby is wrong. He’s controlled. He’s going through the motions, an actor who knows what the audience wants to see and is doing his best to give it to them. If you look closely into his eyes, you can spot the vulnerable boy in St. Louis, the boy who was bullied and beaten by his own father. I can see it. No one else does, but I can. The feeling that she alone knows him, that she can see what others can’t, is intoxicating.

Gaby hasn’t seen the real Dieter. She doesn’t know him. But as usual she acts like she understands more than Sabine, just because she was born first.



When the new commander finally arrives Sabine stands in a line in the hall with the other servants, holding her short arm behind her back and curtseying when he walks in. His long gray cape smells of musk and sheep oil, and his boots are so highly polished they look as if they’ve been dipped in wet tar. He’s traveling with half a dozen soldiers in stiff caps and wide belts, with leather straps crisscrossing their backs. Sabine feels as though she’s swallowed a pebble which is now stuck in her throat. Will he see her arm? Will he recognize her American accent? But Commander Kern glances at the staff with less interest than he shows the skulls and antlers hanging on the walls, which he examines for some few minutes while everyone waits.

He takes, for his office, Mrs. Grogan’s old solarium behind the library. It’s the warmest and sunniest room in the house, and with its door open he can see into the library where his two aides have set up their typewriters—one of them at the desk Dieter Ott brought down for himself—and where townspeople and farmers line up after lunch to beg favors. But when the commander closes the solarium door: complete privacy.

The plants and terraria are moved, although he keeps one large silver box for his cat to sleep in after it is thoroughly cleaned and lined with green felt. Ulla, the cat, is gray and white and fat on fish. “You must prepare a fish for her every day,” he tells Mrs. Flynn down in the kitchen. “Two if they’re small. But no eels. She doesn’t care for eels.” He lets out a slow, ripe fart and waits to see who puts a hand to their nose or turns their head, but of course no one does, the staff stand motionless with their mouths closed, their eyes forward. Pretending it’s nothing, that nothing happened. 

He doesn’t like them; that’s as obvious as the rich diet he allows himself. They must get used to the smell of him, which lingers in every room.



With the new command set up in the library, Dieter moves to what Bridie calls the Rents Room—a room with a round table, where Lord Eagan used to sit collecting farm rents back in the day. The house is even busier now. Soldiers troop in and out all morning, the typewriters are constantly clacking, the telephone ringing or in use, and all the food they eat! Kippers and kedgeree and rashers and eggs and sausages for their breakfasts; cottage pies, pigeon pies, and fried liver for lunch; roast pheasant, roast snipe, roast woodcock, and roast ducks for their dinners—the cooking and washing up is endless. 

They bring their dogs inside, well-trained German shepherds with sharp eyes and obedient turns. Halt, sit, come. Sabine longs to stroke one between its ears, maybe the smallest one who sits a fraction later than it should. A snap of the leash. The dog understands and looks up at her master as if promising to do better next time. Sabine, peeking out from behind the green baize door, open just a crack, waits for the dog and soldier to leave so she can go out to the hall to fetch the dustpan she’d inadvertently left there. Servants, like dustpans, are not to be seen. 



Ulla the cat eats her meals on Mrs. Walsh’s beautiful Arklow plate, white porcelain with pink and blue flowers and gold trim. “It was my own gran’s—not even the Grogans’,” she complains. It’s been with her ever since she left her home in Galway. But Commander Kern spotted it when he inspected the kitchen and declared it would do for his cat.

The news that week is dire. The king and queen of England have fled to Canada with their daughters, Sabine tells Gaby. 

“What about the English army? Have they gone to Canada too?”

“No, they’re waiting. But the government is a mess. There might be a new prime minister. Also, India is rebelling. They’ve declared independence from England, and other colonies are doing the same.”

“Which ones?”

“Ceylon, maybe? I can’t remember.”

“Sabine, I’m worried about you!”

“I’m fine. The work camps are in the south, near Cork. Better to be here, really.”

“Who are in the work camps?”

People like us, she doesn’t say—enemy aliens. “Resistance fighters mostly.”

Gaby lets out a rush of air. “Well, I pity them.”

Pity is something Sabine knows about. On the whole she almost prefers disgust—the high school boys hissing at her. Pity is so often a false value, a feeling that masks itself as generous. When people, usually strangers, pitied Sabine (“Such a beautiful girl, what a shame about her hand”) they were allowing themselves—consciously or not—to feel glad this didn’t happen to their own daughter or sister. Pity was a way of separating themselves from her. It serves to divide, not connect.

But Dieter doesn’t care about her missing hand. He doesn’t pity her. She remembers how he rubbed the skin above her wrist, his gentle touch.

“We’re safe here,” she insists. Dieter will keep them safe.

Gaby says, “I hope so.”



The next morning Mrs. Flynn tells Sabine to polish the family china on display in the dining room. It’s beautiful china: white, rimmed in Tuscan red, and decorated with silver griffins and colorful flowers and fruit. Sabine stares at the family emblem that’s stamped on the back: a deer with an arrow in its side and the words Cautus a Futuro beneath it. Cautiously onward.



Does the wounded deer represent the family? Or is it just the opposite, warning family members to kill anything that might be a threat—like the deer—before it becomes too dangerous? The deer’s antlers are long and spiked. It bears the arrow stoically.

She dusts slowly, waiting for Dieter to finish speaking with Commander Kern. Although she wants to be careful—Cautus a Futuro—she’d like to know what they’re talking about for so long, almost an hour. After a while she goes out to the hall to stand near the library where she can hear the clacking of the typewriters, a low question in German, a quick reply, and then more clacking. The commanders’ aides always keep the door firmly shut. She has no real reason to knock. 

But when the door suddenly opens Sabine takes a step back, thrusting her short arm behind her. It’s only Ulla, the cat. One of the aides, the one with the round saggy belly, has let her out. When he sees Sabine he says sternly, in heavily accented English, “Oh, it’s you. Give her a treat, will you? She’s complaining.”



“He was chewing me out about Ronan,” Dieter tells her later, when she goes up to his bedroom on the pretext of collecting his laundry.

She loves hearing him use American slang. Chewing me out. He’s in the green bedroom, the Emerald Room Mrs. Walsh calls it, with the shamrock wallpaper and pea-green carpet, the room she slept in once before and smelled the phantom rosemary—that hateful scent. How her father would hate this wallpaper! But he’d say so pleasantly, almost as a joke. Her mother, she was different. Her voice had an edge to it.

“But why does he care?” Sabine asks. “It was after curfew and he tried to run off when you called to him.”

“Turns out he was an informant. A fifth columnist. You know what that is? A German ally. A sort of spy. A valuable asset, Kern said.”

“But he’s just a— just an ordinary—”

“I know.”

“How would he even get anything useful?”

Dieter shrugs.

“And the commander is only finding out now? That he’s dead?”

“I’m guessing he didn’t realize who it was until yesterday.”

Why oh why is Ronan still plaguing her? She brings Dieter’s soiled shirt up to her nose. Sweat and cologne and ink. And blood? She looks down at the collar.



“I nicked myself shaving.” He smiles ruefully and she sees the boy in St. Louis again. She smiles back. 

“Sabine,” he says softly. He touches her shoulder. “You don’t belong in this place. You don’t. But I’m glad you’re here.”

“So am I.”

“It’s amazing we found each other, isn’t it? Someone from our past, out here in a strange land? Well. Strange to me at least.”

“A complete miracle,” Sabine says happily. 

“We’re probably going to start sending grain back to Berlin,” Dieter tells her, “after the harvest. Unless the war ends before that. Kern is optimistic but I don’t know. The Americans will fight hard, I’m guessing.” 

American marines have landed in Scotland and are massing in Oban, ready to repel German advancement. This she knows from Dieter, not the radio broadcasts. On the radio, Hitler has declared the British Isles will be theirs within a month, although no move has been made yet on his part to send troops.

Dieter says in a lower voice: “It’s going to get worse, even in the countryside. Food shortages and so on. And, Sabine, this is bad.” He pauses, looking into her eyes. “I might have to leave.”

She looks up in surprise. “What? Why?”

“Because of Ronan. Kern is threatening to ship me off.”

“Off where?”

“God knows. Somewhere unpleasant, he’ll make sure of that.”

“He’s that angry?”

“He’s a man who enjoys punishment. And I’m not necessary to him here anymore.”

Sabine thinks of the two aides, thin-lipped men, the one with a saggy belly and the one with a droopy mustache. They never stop working. Even this morning they had ledgers out on the breakfast table and were doing sums.

“What do you think, would you come with me?” Dieter asks softly. “I don’t want to leave you.”

Her heart folds over itself. “Where?” 

“I don’t know.”

“Yes,” she says.



Commander Kern is very particular about his meals. The dining room table, which could easily accommodate thirty, is polished every night and set for eight: Kern, his two aides, Dieter, and four rotating underlings who are inevitably both terrified and thrilled to be asked. Potted palms stand in the corners, their leaves spritzed and dusted every day, and the candelabra sparkles with new candles. Mrs. Flynn herself sees to the place settings, and Kern’s secretary—a former sommelier from Berlin—looks after the wine.

On the menu tonight is quail, roasted pork, hothouse French beans, and a cheese souffle. Silver dishes of cherries and peaches from the greenhouse are passed between courses. The commander does not believe in having women serve at table so he assigns this duty to one of the house soldiers, who wears bleached white gloves and keeps a stiff, ironed cloth draped over one arm.

After dinner: cigars and port in the drawing room, where the commander fondles the little silver models of carriages and tiny fans and filigree baskets the size of acorn tops, all scattered about on tabletops across the room, while he talks about his passions—French food and medieval history. He especially likes recounting sieges and massacres, “when the peasants had to eat rats.” The conversation is in German, but he repeats the phrase in French. Les paysans mangent des rats. 

Sabine can hear him from the dining room, where she is helping Bridie polish the table, chairs, and sideboard while Clary and Mrs. Walsh start the washing up. Commander Kern might come in to inspect the room before retiring (he’s done this before) and he expects the scent of furniture polish to greet him.

He goes upstairs at nine-thirty, after the last news broadcast, at which time they can start on the drawing room. They clear the port glasses and coffee cups and put every knickknack back in the right place. Tonight Sabine climbs the attic stairs closer to eleven than ten. Mrs. Flynn will wake them at five.

But they still creep out onto the roof before going to bed, “where we can rule the world,” as Bridie says. 

Cool air kisses the top of Sabine’s head before wrapping itself around her. The night is neither cloudy nor perfectly clear; the strip of sky over the tree line is like a long dark stocking with several runs. The trees appear to be one large mass: a wolf with raised hackles, seen from above. 

She’s been thinking about her conversation with Dieter all day. Or, not thinking about it, exactly; it’s simply stayed with her, like a part of her uniform, as she scrubs and polishes and carries dirty cups back to the kitchen on a tray. Would you come with me?

Cautiously onward, she tells herself. 

Bridie takes a flask from the pocket of her cardigan.

“Ooh!” Clary puts her hand to her mouth.

“You need not partake,” Bridie tells her, making her voice sound like the nasally parish priest.

Clary lowers her hand. “What is it?” 

“Whiskey. From the carafe in the library.”

She hands the flask to Sabine, who takes a tentative sip before passing it on to Clary. Sabine’s seventeen now, the same age her mother was when she met her father. Neither fish nor flesh, Kevin used to say about the seventeen-year-old freshman at Vassar. Neither adult nor child. But Sabine has lived through too much to consider herself a child.

Clary hands the flask back and Sabine takes another sip. It’s truly awful, but she wills herself to take one more before passing it on. Three sips, three wishes. She cups her short arm in her left hand. One: I want to be in love. Two: I want him to love me. That’s two fulfilled. What’s the third?

Bridie angles the flask to get at the last drops. As she wipes her mouth she says, “How’s the boyfriend?” looking sideways at Clary. 

“Grand. We’re in love!”

Bridie snorts. 

“Yes, well, it’s true all the same.”

“How can you tell?”

Clary looks out over the roof. “You think about him all the time, you want to be with him, you let him do things—”

“What things?”

“You know.”

Bridie grunts. “I hope you’re being careful.”

Adèle told Sabine and Gaby how men and women make babies when they were practically babies themselves. A pragmatic mother, always. But she also spoke about love. You feel it all over, she said. That’s when you know. But he must feel it too. Otherwise you’ll be crying in bed, eating too much or too little, sleeping all the time or not at all.

“You meet your true love by accident,” Sabine says. She’s thinking of the old game she played with Gaby, The Encounter. 

“Listen to her, the expert,” Bridie says.

“It’s true. It can’t be planned.”



“Is that how it happened for you?” Bridie asks Clary, and Clary says, “Of course! Would you not say it’s an accident that he’s here in this house?”

“Seems more like a convenience to me.”

The wind makes a sound like a curtain opening. Bridie is jealous of Clary; she’s feeling left out. I know that feeling, Sabine thinks. Do we only ever see others through the prism of what we want ourselves? I don’t want to be left out anymore, I want to experience everything. She feels as if she’s on the precipice of life. Literally, on a rooftop—the thought makes her smile. She can feel the cold slate tiles through her skirt fabric and hears something dripping to her left. The roof is steeply pitched and the hard ground is far below them, but she has no sense of danger.

“When it happens,” she says, “when you finally meet him, your two worlds come together. Your world and his world.”

Bridie snorts again.

“It’s true. Think about it. You’re your own person, you have your own thoughts, and then suddenly you want to share everything. There are two of you, but you act as one. You start to look out at the world with the same eyes.”

“Romantic rot,” Bridie says.

“Haven’t you noticed couples who seem to have their own language?” Sabine remembers all the silent looks Adèle and Kevin used to give to each other. “What? What?” she and Gaby used to shout. “Tell us!”

“They certainly say the same things,” Bridie says. “My parents did.”

“What happened to your parents?” 

Bridie looks away.

“She doesn’t know,” Clary says.

“Oh, Bridie,” Sabine says softly. Bridie shrugs. Her face is still turned away. “I don’t know what happened to mine, either,” Sabine tells her, though it’s a lie, she does know. They’re dead and she’ll never see them again.

One by one they leave you. Sabine thinks of Gaby. It’s true what she said: it’s a miracle they found each other again. I should be kinder to her, Sabine tells herself. Here I am with enough to eat, friends, a warm bed. And I’m in love. She feels as though she’s found, as in a dream, a new room in a house she’s lived in all her life, a secret door at the back of the pantry. Inside that room are beautiful objects that she can examine forever, all her life. Each one is a feeling, strong and hers alone. That’s what love is. A new room inside you. She feels sorry for Gaby, for anyone who doesn’t have that.

Out past the trees she sees a couple of lights from distant farmhouses. Maybe one of them is where Gaby lives with that family, the Coynes. 

“Can you see the Coynes’ farm from here?” she asks Bridie. 

“Who are the Coynes?” Bridie says.
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Gaby 

July 1940

Neutral Ireland

Gaby is standing at the long stone sink washing the breakfast dishes as the radio announcer warbles out news. The skin on her thumbs is cracked and dry from so much washing up; she tries to protect them by using only four fingers to hold a teacup in one hand and the sponge in the other. Impossible. She thinks of Sabine, deftly using her left hand to do everything in this same kitchen, standing at the same stone sink with her Mrs. Walsh at the back of her, no doubt also grumbling.

“German officials deny reports that the grain harvest from occupied France will be shipped to Germany,” the radio announcer says. “Meanwhile Hitler has declared a total blockade of Britain. He urges Ireland to keep its ships far from the war zone if it wants to stay out of the war.” 

“Put another way,” Desmond says, “if we don’t want the Germans coming after us next.”

He’s sitting at the table with a cup of tea. Down the hall Gaby can hear the screek screek screek of Dieter doing his morning push-ups on the creaky floor. She begins to wash Mrs. Walsh’s own special breakfast plate: white porcelain with gold trim and pink and blue flowers, a parting gift from her grandmother when she left Galway. She eats her breakfast from it every morning but leaves it for Gaby to wash. 

“I hear they’re after building air-raid shelters in Dublin,” Desmond says.

“I saw one,” Gaby tells him. “Well, not finished, they were still digging it. In Fitzwilliam Square.”

“Good luck to them, I say. We’re not equipped to handle a German air raid no matter how many shelters they dig. Or a British one either,” he adds.

That again. 

“Do you really think the British would bomb Ireland?” Gaby asks him.



Both Mrs. Walsh and Desmond blow out laughs, the kind of amused, not-amused laugh she’s getting used to. Did her father laugh that way? It pains her that she can’t remember.

“Bus driver told me last week that Hitler has set up a shadow government here already,” Mrs. Walsh says as she tops the green beans. “Men partial to Germany just waiting on the signal.”

“I don’t know about that,” Desmond says. “But if Churchill gets it in his mind that we’re helping the enemy—” 

Mrs. Walsh cocks her head. “Or even if he doesn’t.” 

Gaby turns off the water. A slight smell of decay wafts up; a rat died outside the kitchen window behind the hedge, probably from the poison Mrs. Walsh leaves in jar tops on the floor in the pantry. They didn’t know about it until Bridie opened the window this morning and the smell, dense and pungent, filled the kitchen. Desmond came along with a shovel and an old flour sack, and then went off to dump the body somewhere.

The radio program changes to a chorus of singing children. 

“Now that’s what’ll keep us going day in and day out.” Mrs. Walsh wipes her hands down her apron and turns to Gaby. “Right, then. Run down to Twomey’s, why don’t you, and get me another bottle of Jeyes’ Fluid.” 

The chemically sweet stench of the cleaning fluid is already heavy in the room, thanks to the dead rat. Had she used the whole bottle?

“And we’re out of washing powder too,” she adds.

No please; no would you mind. This is Gaby’s life now: dishwasher, dough mixer, errand girl. She wonders if she’ll still be here when she’s fifty, her frown line matching Mrs. Walsh’s. Can she really stay here for the pleasure of one hour of her sister’s company per day?

She can. Of course she can. But the thought sinks her a little. She wishes she could dress better at least, with money to buy new clothes. She misses compliments on what she’s wearing and a sense of what other people think is attractive. She liked choosing outfits for high school and walking to class with a friend on each side of her. Although she wanted Sabine to look up to her and come to her for advice, she wanted to have her own friends, her own life, too. 

Is that impossible now? Is that the trade she’s making? That life for this. Gaby can’t help but feel less substantial, as if, like the dead rat this morning, she’s exuding something vital from her skin. 



Desmond drains his tea and stands to wash his cup and saucer at the sink. “We’ll be needing another box of rat poison too,” he says to Gaby. “Thanks. If you don’t mind.” 



Outside there’s a slight metallic scent in the air, maybe some rain on the way? It’s been a very dry summer. Gaby passes the pig enclosure where two enormous white pigs are sleeping in a triangle of sunlight. Leaving the trees, she herself feels the sun’s heat like a hand on her head.

Inside Twomey’s there’s a musty smell, a combination of old wood and stale cigarette smoke. Loud competing voices come from Dennis Twomey’s makeshift pub, then laughter, then someone arguing a point. More laughter. What would it feel like to drink in a room with people you’ve known all your life, who accept you even if you’re a little bossy, can’t make sense of Irish pounds and shillings, never understood the point of the periodic table? I’m tired of being the odd one out, she thinks. Straighten up. Don’t complain. That’s her mother talking. 

“There then, that’s everything,” Granny Totty says. Her mouth is permanently set into a smile; she’s an old, beautiful woman with a face as wrinkly as tree bark and widespread, brilliant blue eyes. Gaby’s grandmother, in contrast, wore a haughty expression even on her deathbed. 

“That’ll be two and six,” Granny Totty tells her.

Gaby decides to go back to the house by way of the road, for no other reason than to do something new. Her heart feels strangely heavy. She thought that staying at Kilcurra House—choosing to stay here—would feel different from feeling trapped. She thinks of Sabine and finds herself a little annoyed. Sabine doesn’t seem to feel the same way I do about staying together, Gaby thinks. I wouldn’t even put it past her to leave me. She’s always been kind of selfish. 

Stop. That’s not fair.

Turning up the drive, Gaby sees someone sitting on one of the white wrought-iron chairs, where she used to sit with Julianne when Julianne painted. It’s Dieter Ott, and he’s seen her. He turns his head to watch as she navigates around the sheep and the sheep dung. His crutches are resting against the matching round table.

“Gabrielle!” he calls out when she’s close enough to hear. “Come join me!”

The grassy lawn is uneven and the wrought-iron chair tilts forward and back when she sits down. There’s a soft rustling in the trees and a bird calls out in a high-pitched whistle. She drops the brown-paper parcel from Twomey’s beside her.

“Ah, Gabrielle. Or should I say Gaby? That’s what your mother called you, isn’t it, with her pretty French accent? Ga-bi. I can just hear her.”

The heat rises to her face. So someone told him—Julianne, probably. 

“I shouldn’t have lied. I don’t know why I did.”

He waves his hand generously, dismissively.

“But I do. It’s because you don’t…” He pauses. “It’s not that you don’t trust me. It’s that you don’t want to be…connected. Mm, that’s what it is. You don’t want a connection with me. I’m the enemy. No, no, I understand, I do. In your place I’d feel just the same. But now that everything is out in the open…” He spreads his hands, palms up. 

“It was wrong of me.”

“I don’t think so. An impulse of the moment; I understand that. Anyway, I’d like to be, if not friends, then at least friendly enemies.” He smiles and she sees the small dimple in his cheek. “We have a lot in common, you and I.”

“We do?”

“Of course! Not only Karl and Hans, but our American past. What I wouldn’t give for a hamburger. A real hamburger with ketchup, pickles, the works.”

The works. 

He smiles conspiratorially, as if they share something special. She understands, oh yes, why Mrs. Walsh bakes him cookies even though sugar is rationed, why Mrs. Grogan lets him stay and stay, and why the gardaí lets him, too, believing he isn’t a threat. Being with him, it’s a little like stepping into the Woolworths back in Cork. He makes himself feel familiar. 

And safe.

He stretches out his broken foot in its white cast. “Hoo! Getting warm, isn’t it. For a while this morning I thought it would rain, but no. Isn’t it supposed to rain all the time in Ireland? Or is that just a ploy to keep everyone away?”

“It’s a drought year, Desmond says.”

“My neighbor back in St. Louis liked to say it was so hot you could fry an egg on the road. But you’d need a paved road for that. We’re really in the backwater here, aren’t we? Mr. Dobrowski, Lord, I haven’t thought of him in quite a while. Came from Poland. Well. He must be glad he’s in St. Louis now and not Warsaw. This war! All I want to do is get out of here and go back to America.”

“I thought you were tired of America? Being made fun of because you were German?”

“True, but I was young and foolish then. I know better now. I never should have left. Did you hear the doctor’s coming this afternoon? Might declare me fit for travel.”

“Even with your leg in a cast?”

They both look down at his plaster cast, somehow still sparkling white. 

“Oh, that’s nothing.”

“I doubt Julianne will let them get away with it,” Gaby says. “Or Mrs. Grogan.” Or anyone else in the house. He has them all spellbound. 

“I wouldn’t be too sure. By Friday I may very well be heading out to prison camp. The gardaí da won’t be put off forever. Though they’ve been very…mm…very charming.”

It’s hard to say when he’s being ironic. Everything is said with a smile in his voice.

“Isn’t that hot?” Gaby asks, looking at the short wool sock over his cast, knitted for him by Mrs. Walsh.

He lifts his foot slightly. “It is. It is. But I don’t want to offend our Mrs. Walsh. She’s been kind to me. Pity about her son. Her only child, was he?” Gaby nods. “I thought she might hate me for it. But no, it’s the English commanders she hates. It’s always the English, here.”

“Not everyone hates them.”

“No. You’re right. Theo doesn’t. But you should hear his sister. Quite a litany she’s stored up. Well, she has money but not the full position her money should grant her, being Catholic.”

Gaby remembers what Nora said on her first night here: Protestants and Catholics can visit each other, they just don’t. 

“But I don’t want to talk about them,” he says. “I want to talk about you. Your family, your mother and father, your party in France. I only went to it once, but oh. The food. The drink. I remember it vividly! We drove up the night before, I can even remember the smell of cut hay as we came to the house. Karl insisted we drive with all the windows rolled down, and his two little dogs were both huddled in the back with me, sleeping at my feet. But when they heard the crunch of gravel they were immediately awake and wagging their tails like mad. Your father was up, he made us coffee though it had to be after midnight. And then, the next day, that glorious party! Your mother all in white like an angel. And your father, Kevin, he was elegance itself. I can still picture him saying goodnight to the last guests on the front drive at some ungodly hour in the morning. And not a stain on him, not a wrinkle. So glamorous. Like something out of Hollywood.” 

Tears prick Gaby’s eyes. Someone who knows her mother and father. Someone calling her father by name. She never imagined it would move her so much. Last summer she wore a new wine-colored party dress with the longest skirt she’d ever managed, and Sabine was suddenly an adult in her beaded blue satin. They both danced with their cousins, Karl and Hans, as well as their friend, the Jewish man with his suitcase of framed photographs. 

But Adèle and Kevin, they were the stars. They were always the stars. They weren’t rich—Adèle made her own gowns every year from a pattern—but they looked like celebrities. Even back in Poughkeepsie people stared at them, married professors walking hand in hand on campus, tall and beautiful, a world apart from everyone else.

It was a kind of magic that Gaby didn’t possess. Her mother wasn’t actually tall, she only looked tall because she always wore heels.

“And of course I remember the two little American girls watching the dancers.” Dieter holds up his hand. “Now don’t be mad, you were little then. Thirteen? Fourteen? And here you are today, all grown up and a beauty. You are, don’t deny it! False modesty, that’s one thing I can’t tolerate. Now I know this will sound strange, but I feel a connection to you; I do, honestly—don’t shake your head! Maybe it’s not a real connection, but it feels real. That night, the party, your parents—all of it was very important to me. I think of it still. I thought of it when it looked like I was going to die, up in that aeroplane.”

She doesn’t believe that. 

He leans forward. “It’s true. Moments of my life came back to me just as they say, and that was one of them. Tell me, how can you bear to be called Gaby? You should be Gabrielle, an angel heralding in the new age. The modern age. Poor Mary, can you imagine a heavenly creature appearing in your bedroom to tell you that you would soon give birth to a god? It feels quite Greek, really. Gabrielle. Mm. A beautiful name for a beautiful girl living in a magnificent French chateau, not one who works in an Irish kitchen.”



“My grandmother’s house was not a chateau.”

“No, it wasn’t, you’re right. But you don’t belong in a kitchen, Gabrielle. I’m right about that. Look around you, look at Bridie and Clary, they have blistered hands and permanently red faces. That’s what you’ll look like in a few years’ time, mark my words. Red, blistered hands and thick necks—they were either peasants to begin with or they’ve changed into them.”

Gaby laughs uncomfortably, thinking of her own chapped thumbs. She wraps her fingers around them, making loose protective fists.

“I’m serious. You’re better than that. You come from better stock. And I’m not being a snob, I like these people, I do. I like Mrs. Walsh, she’s sweet. Well, not sweet exactly, but warmhearted once you get past the crusty bit. And I like Bridie and Clary, and even Desmond. A closed book, that one. Hard to read. But solid. Julianne of course is a world unto herself. The mother is a bit of a stick, though, isn’t she?”

A rook lands on the gatepost and fluffs out his wings in the wind. Dieter is hunched a little, as though the act of saying these uncomfortable truths comes from the whole of his body. She doesn’t belong in the kitchen. Well, she thinks that too. 

“What was it that your grandmother did? To live on, I mean. Or was it inherited wealth?”

“She leased out farmland. Also she ran a stud farm with her neighbor, Monsieur Perrin.”

“Ah. And you, how do you feel about horses? Maybe you could carry on the business. After this terrible war is over. Yes, I can see you doing just that. The modern businesswoman, Gabrielle Donnelly. An angel heralding in a new age, the age of women.”

Sabine was the one who loved the horses. But Gaby is more organized. More practical. And maybe—if he survives the war—Luc Perrin would help. They could run the stud farm together. Suddenly she’s very attracted to this idea.

A partnership. Why did this never occur to her before? Dieter has, she thinks, an uncanny ability to know what each person wants most to hear, their unspoken desire, maybe even a desire they haven’t yet imagined. Like Julianne fighting for a just cause, or herself as a competent businesswoman. Gaby can picture sitting next to Luc in her grandmother’s dark study with its large seventeenth-century desk, the rich smell of leather and oiled wood, examining the ledger, adding up numbers, calmly discussing with him the pros and cons of a minor decision.

But of course it’s impossible. She can’t leave Sabine.

“It’s a nice fantasy,” she says. She picks up her parcel from Twomey’s and stands.

“Ah. But not for you.”

“Do you need help getting into the house? I should go back.”

“Wait, one moment—” Dieter puts his hand out. “I heard something, and, well. I’ve been debating with myself whether to tell you. It’s a little delicate. Bridie mentioned something to me about a little china cat? She seems to think you’ve been taking things that aren’t yours. I told her, ridiculous.”

A stiffening sensation envelops her, as though metal armor is being pushed over her body and then buckled and tied. 

“She says she found this china cat in your wardrobe.”

“What was she doing in my room?”

“I counseled her not to tell Mrs. Grogan. But I’m afraid it’s only a matter of time.”

“Bridie’s wrong. I didn’t take anything.” But she can tell he doesn’t believe her. I’ve got to put it back right now. 

“Truthfully,” Dieter says, “I wouldn’t blame you if you had. The Grogans, really, what were they thinking having you work for them in their kitchen? You’re their relation! A poor cousin, like out of a children’s story.”

“We’re not related,” Gaby insists.

“If I asked Bridie to forget about the china cat I believe that she would. She’s a little in love with me.” He pulls his earlobe with his forefinger and thumb. “It’s sweet.”

Gaby waits, not sure what he’s suggesting.

“We’re friends, are we not?” Dieter smiles, showing his dimple again. “We have so much in common—America, Hans and Karl. I’ve danced with your mother. We should be on the same side.”

She’s still standing with the parcel from Twomey’s in her hands, and she turns it around and around uneasily. She feels vulnerable, transparent. She doesn’t know what he’s after. The same side?

“Think about it,” he says.

“Think about what?”

“What I mean is, keep an open mind. You shouldn’t be stuck here, Gabrielle. I might be able to help with that.”

“You?”

He looks and sounds perfectly pleasant but there is something sinister there, she’s sure. He touches his earlobe again.

“I’d like to help you,” he says. “If I can.”



“Where could I find work,” Gaby asks Nora that afternoon, “if I wanted a job? I mean a different job, not at the house?”

They’re walking on the footpath next to the river. The day has turned hot, just as Dieter predicted, and standing in the kitchen was almost unbearable. When Nora asked if she wanted to take a walk along the river, Gaby leapt at the suggestion.

“Go back to Cork,” Nora says. “That’s what I’d do.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“I’ve decided—I don’t know. I guess I like the country.” She looks down at the water lapping sideways in small, uneven waves. Up ahead a couple of fishermen are casting lines into the water at a careful distance from each other. Of course she can’t mention Sabine.

“Don’t know why. It’s boring. After I get my learning certificate I’m going to go to the university in Cork and then live there forever.” 

“What happened to learning to cook?”

“I was never overly fond of the idea, myself.”

Gaby holds back a smile; Nora sounds so adult. “Well, for right now I want to stay here. What do you think? Would anyone hire me in the village?”

“Hm.” Nora picks up a willow wand and cuts the air with it while she thinks. “Maybe since Mick’s off with Clary so much, you could tend bar.”

“Who’s Mick?”

“Mick Grady. Clary’s new boyfriend. He lives with his gran in town.”

“Clary has a boyfriend?” No wonder Bridie has been sullen lately. More sullen.

“He used to work at the pub at the weekend. Maybe you could fill his spot.”

A barmaid. But at least none of her friends would see her. Being a freshman at Vassar, walking across the quad or playing tennis in a crisp white skirt, feels more remote than ever.



“Turn here,” Nora says, “and I’ll show you something.”

There’s a trail off the main track leading away from the water. It’s overgrown with bracken and weeds. After a while they get to a clearing of sorts, where a tumbledown cottage is set back against the undergrowth. The cottage—really more of a shack—is made of plank wood with two small empty windows to the right of the door (half off its hinges), and a longer boarded-up window to the left. A crawl space has opened up beneath the foundation from all the rotted-away wood. 

The sun beats down on their heads and shoulders. Gaby wipes her temple with her shirt sleeve.

“When I was little I wanted to fix it up and live in it,” Nora tells her. 

“By yourself?”

“Why not? I’d grow a garden and keep a goat for milk. If I needed money I’d sell poitín like Frank Duggan.” 

“What’s pocheen?”

“It’s like whiskey. Makes your head crack, my da says. I could wear long skirts and sleep out in the hedge in the middle of the afternoon and they’ll make up stories about me. I’d sell feathers in town.”

“There are certainly plenty of birds.”

“People like the colorful ones for decoration. They’ll call me the Feather Lady.”

The Feather Lady. Gaby imagines a barefoot woman with long hair wearing a dress as loose as a nightgown. A feeling rises that she hasn’t had in a long time—the feeling of a poem. Maybe I could make money writing for a magazine, she thinks, stories and poems, even a series: My Gaelic Life. Full of eccentric Irish characters with funny nicknames and customs. Could she work in the beautiful inflections? When Mrs. Walsh says sorted it sounds almost French. Of course, there’d have to be some sort of moral for American readers. Or would nostalgia be enough? 

“Place just needs a good clean-out,” Nora says as they turn back toward the river. “Jammy Jim used to sleep there sometimes.” She swishes her willow wand. “You remember Jammy Jim? With the red handkerchief?”

“Sure. Why doesn’t he still?”

“Maybe he does,” Nora says.



That night Gaby is late getting to the milk house to see Sabine; Mrs. Walsh asked her to blacken the stove after dinner, and then she spilled cold tea all down her dress and had to run upstairs to change. Sabine is already sitting against the milk house door when Gaby steps out from the woods. Have I materialized out of nowhere? she worries. 

They haven’t met in a few days; the new commander has arrived, finally, and he has the staff working later and later at night. Sabine warned her this might happen. She’s wearing a black-and-pink striped blouse and a pink skirt instead of her maid uniform. 

She looks older. The war has changed her, Gaby thinks again, and she leans in to touch the cuff. Doesn’t Julianne have a blouse like this? 

“Was this the daughter’s?”

“Probably,” Sabine says.

“What happened to her, anyway?”

“Oh, she left months ago. With her mother. They’re in Argentina now or somewhere.”

Gaby feels a wave of smug satisfaction. Of course Julianne didn’t stay and fight as she claimed she would; she scampered off as soon as she could. 

“Did you walk here today?” Sabine asks.

“Why? Of course. What else would I do?”

“From the Coynes’ farm?” She looks cranky. Maybe it’s the heat. “They must live very close.” 

“Just over the river.” 

“And they’ve lived there for how long?”

“I don’t know. Why?”

Sabine takes a breath. “Because Bridie and Clary have never heard of them. And they’ve lived in Ballyleam all their lives.”

“Oh. Um—”

Sabine stares at her. “There are no Coynes. You made them up.”

Gaby waits for a plausible lie to come to her. Nothing comes. “All right. Yes, I made them up.”

“Gaby. Are you a partisan?”

“A what?”

“Oh, come on.”

When Gaby says nothing Sabine says, “Did you help burn the railway station? Are you part of that group?”

Oh—a resistance fighter. “No. No. Nothing like that. I can’t tell you right now. I will, but not right now.”



“Why not?”

Because you won’t believe me, Gaby thinks. What could I say? You’re dead. Or maybe I’m dead. I don’t understand it, but we live in two different worlds. It sounds mad. There are worlds that exist side by side, and when you die in one, it seems that maybe, sometimes, you hop over to another. That sounds even madder. 

“I will,” Gaby says. “I promise. Tomorrow I will.”

“Why tomorrow?”

“I’m trying to come up with a plan.” That much is true. “Sabine, what would you say to leaving Kilcurra House?” 

“Why?”

“Never mind that now. Would you leave with me? If I could find somewhere safe for us?”

“I—I don’t know. There’s—I have a life here now. Enough to eat and all that. Also Dieter.”

“Dieter! Please don’t tell me you’ve fallen for him!”

Sabine’s face sets into an expression of stubborn resistance. “I have fallen for him, and why not? Why shouldn’t I?”

“He’s not our friend, Beanie.”

“You don’t know that. He saved me from that man, Ronan—turns out his name was James Ronan, and he was spying for the Germans, he’s been on the side of the Germans all this time. Dieter’s in trouble for shooting him. He might be sent away to someplace awful. All because he saved me from that man.”

“I don’t trust him. I mean Dieter.”

“You don’t even know him!”

“It’s just…we need to look after ourselves, we can’t rely on anyone else. We should leave this place, get out of Ballyleam while we can.”

Sabine shakes her head. “It’s too dangerous to travel right now.”

“Why, has something happened?”

“I mean all the troop movements, the face-off with England. I told you. They’ve been wanting Churchill to think they’re going to invade so he’ll surrender. England still has plenty of aeroplanes, it’s the men they don’t have. Fighters on the ground. But now with America coming to help… Well, Hitler might invade them after all, Dieter says.”

“I still don’t see what the danger is. I mean to us.”

“There are stricter travel times now, and you need special visas. Do you have a new passport?”



“Just my regular one.”

“An American passport. So that means you’re an enemy alien. You have to lie low.” 

Gaby can see that she’s angry. 

“You should have worked out your passport long before this,” Sabine tells her.

“I’m sorry, Beanie.”

“Don’t call me that! I’m not a little kid. I’ll see if I can get you another passport in case they come round to—to wherever you’re living. Keep your secrets. I don’t care.”

“I don’t want to keep secrets. I don’t.”

“I really don’t care,” Sabine says again, lifting her chin, although it’s clear that she does. “I have my own life now.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you can’t tell me who to fall in love with. I’m an adult.”

“Bea—Sabine.” Gaby puts her hand on Sabine’s arm, just above the nub of her stunted thumb. “I just don’t want to lose you.”

Only a month ago she would have gone back to America if she could have found even an oil barge that would take her. Why did she pinch that china cat, it was so stupid and petty! Now she might have to leave Kilcurra House altogether. 

“You’re all that’s left to me,” Gaby says.

But Sabine looks even angrier at that. “You’ll find someone. And if you don’t, it’s not my fault. We both have to live our own lives.”

Gaby feels as though a rock has been thrown at her heart. All I want is an hour a day, is that so much? And I’m willing to stay in this boring life for it, to wash dishes until my skin is as red and blistered as Bridie’s. Doesn’t that count for anything? 

All things she can’t say, not yet. Maybe not ever. If you tell them, Nora warned, they disappear.

“Let me try to work something out,” she says instead.

“Do that,” Sabine retorts, sarcastically. “And when you feel like being honest with me, let me know.”

Another hit to the heart.
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Bridie has already filled one copper tub with washing soda and water and is scrubbing away at a pair of uniform trousers when Sabine and Clary walk into the laundry—the Bleach, Clary calls it.

“Get that lot into the boiling water, wouldja?” Bridie says.

A pile of white linen tablecloths with the Grogan crest is in a heap by the second tub, which has steam rising off it. It’s early, just after breakfast. By the looks of it they’re in for another scorching day.

“The paddle’s just there,” Bridie says. Then she notices Clary’s face. “What is it?”

“Oh, just Stefan is all.”

“Stefan?”

“All right, all right, Herr Meyer. Don’t run me down, I’m bad enough as it is.”

“They’re all going, then? Every last one?”

Clary shrugs. “I don’t know. I don’t care about anyone else. They’re having a party tonight to celebrate. They’re bringing in girls!”  

This is news to Sabine. “Girls? Why girls?” she asks.

Clary looks at her.

Oh.

Bridie gives Sabine her scrub brush and takes up the washboard, which requires two hands. She’s considerate that way, without fuss or explanation. Clary begins stirring the whites around in the boiling water with the paddle. 

“I heard that the commander is going to stay,” Sabine says. “Also his aides.”

“Your beau tell you that, did he?” Bridie asks.

“My…?”

Bridie and Clary lock eyes and laugh, two birds suddenly in harmony. “Did ya think no one knew?”



She can feel her face flush. “He’s not, we haven’t…”

“Oh, we’ve no wish to hear all your secrets.” Clary tells her.

“Speak for yourself,” Bridie says.

Sabine has been trying hard to be careful, but yesterday Dieter kissed her outside, in front of the monkey puzzle tree. His mouth was smooth and searching, unhurried. Whenever they kiss she feels so happy, so at ease. How is that possible? Happier and more at ease than she’s ever been.

“Gemultichkeit,” Dieter says when she tells him.

“What’s gemultichkeit?”

“Untranslatable really, but something like relaxed, snug, finding yourself at home. It’s what I had in St. Louis with my uncle and aunt, though I didn’t know it at the time.”

Gemultichkeit. Yes, that’s what it’s like with him. Comfortable and safe. His lips are surprisingly soft.

“So. What does he say about the war?” Bridie asks, rubbing a muddy trouser hem against the washboard. “Are they going to invade England or not?”

Sabine is working on the stained yellow armpit of a shirt, holding the shirt in place against the side of the tub with her short arm as she scrubs it. The water is cold; her skin is red and raw.

“I don’t know,” she says. “They’re still hoping Churchill will capitulate. But they have a lot of boats now—I mean the Germans.” 

In addition to their own ships, they have all the English boats that tried to rescue soldiers from the beaches of Dunkirk but came too late. The Kriegsmarine is fitting them up for invasion. “Some are only fishing boats,” Dieter told her. “But they’ll use everything they have.”

Sabine wrings out the shirt using one hand and the crook of her elbow. The front of her uniform is getting wetter and wetter.

“They’re going to need food, that’s the thing. For the soldiers and for everyone else, their people back in Germany. Dieter—Herr Ott,” she corrects herself, and Clary rolls her eyes, “he says they’ve already started shipping beef and dairy out of Ireland. Once the harvest’s in they’ll ship out grain too.”

Clary and Bridie take their hands out of the water and look at each other. “Wouldn’t you know it,” Bridie says. “It’s the same thing all over.”

“What?” Sabine asks.

“Happened during the famine too. Our cattle loaded into boats heading for England.”

“I thought the potatoes…the problem was that the potatoes were bad?”

“The blight, yeah. But it was all made worse by the English taking everything else that they could. By way of compensation for their loss of income.”

“Leaving us to starve,” Clary says.

Is that what’s coming? Sabine remembers Mr. Faley saying the hunger will only get worse. She helps Clary transfer the whites to a tub of cold water and rinse them, and after that they hang them outside on the line to dry. 

“This better dry in time for the party,” Clary says, “else we’ll be the ones blamed.” Her throat catches.

“Oh, Clary, it’ll be all right.”

“No, it won’t. It won’t be all right, and that’s the truth of it.”



The girls for the party are driven up to the house in an old city bus that the Germans have taken over for private use. They arrive too late to eat lunch, which is unfortunate because they are all frighteningly skinny. None of them look older than Sabine, and quite a few look younger. Bare feet, dirty toes. All their dresses are too short. Mrs. Flynn takes a peek at them through the green baize door and then closes it softly. She says to Clary and Bridie and Sabine, “You girls are to stay down in the kitchen tonight.” Her face is crimson. 

But Commander Kern sends word he wants a housemaid to find clothes for the girls and to help them dress, and she’ll need needles and thread for alterations.

Mrs. Flynn sends Sabine.

“Herself with only one hand!” Clary protests.

“I’ll be fine,” Sabine tells her. “I like to sew.” She understands that Mrs. Flynn wants to spare Clary, her daughter, although Clary has to call her Mrs. Flynn like everyone else. Bridie’s been sent down to the pub for more alcohol.

There are several trunks full of women’s clothes—Mrs. Grogan’s and her daughter’s—probably the same ones Sabine sorted through before the Germans took over the house. The girls are put in two rooms in the attic, the housemaids’ bedroom and the old butler’s room. The trunks are open in the narrow hallway, lids upright against the walls.



“They said to us, take your pick,” one of the older girls tells Sabine. She’s wearing a faded pinafore over a thatch-colored dress. “Shall I have us all queue up to look? We don’t want a mad run at them.”

Several of the younger girls are wearing rough wool caps rolled at the bottom the way a boy would. They’re all subdued—not exactly quiet, but careful. Chatting in low voices.

“My name’s Sarah,” the older girl says. She seems to be the leader.

“Caitlin.”

Sarah lifts out a cream silk dress with a square neckline and black and yellow flowers down the front. 

“I’ll take this one. Girls, come on. After you choose your gown we’ll have our baths.”

The Grogans have left behind mostly fancy dresses, but there are not enough shoes.

“Never mind,” Sarah says. “We’ll make do.”

There’s a sweeping cotton-candy pink dress with tiny pearl buttons up the back; a dark floral silk with frills at the neck and sleeves; a cream dress with embroidered applique roses. The girls ooh and ah, holding the gowns over their raggedy clothes, crowding the mirrors, standing on the bed to try to see more of themselves.

“Where are you all from?” Sabine asks Sarah.

“All over. I’m from Cork, myself.”

“How did you get to be—with them?”

Sarah looks away. For a moment Sabine thinks she won’t answer.

“They’re just all of them taking young girls, whoever they want. I was trying to cross the bridge to get to my gran’s when one of the checkpoint soldiers felt me all up inside my dress and he says, ‘This one’s ripe!’ The next thing I know I’m being hustled onto a bus. That one there,” she points to a young girl, maybe ten years old, “she was sitting in front of her own mammy’s house and they stopped the bus to grab her.”

The girl, freckled with light brown hair held back with a long clip, looks up. She’s holding a coffee-colored striped silk under her chin. “Going to Glin Castle,” she says. “That’s what they tell us. A castle! Why we stopped here I haven’t the faintest.”

“For the party, dunce!” another chimes in.

Sabine feels her face and neck grow hot. She’s not sure what to say, what to express. Horror? Sympathy? Sarah is very matter of fact but there’s a deadness to her eyes. Like Nora’s eyes when she spoke about the boys being killed on the road. 

“Can you sew, then?” Sarah cocks her head in the direction of Sabine’s missing hand.

“I’m pretty good, actually.”

All the dresses have to be hemmed and most need to be taken in. Sabine’s developed her own tricks. To thread her needle, she takes a throw pillow and weaves the needle into the stiff fabric vertically, to bank it. Then she nestles the pillow between her knees and pushes the thread through the needle’s eye with her good hand. She pulls the needle from the pillow and asks Sarah to knot it. 

There’s not time to do a proper hemming job so Sabine and Sarah just tack the dresses up with white or black or blue thread—all they have. The girls go downstairs in pairs to take warm baths in the bathrooms—“Some of ’em have never had a proper warm bath”—and later Mrs. Flynn herself (making three trips) carries up trays of minced beef on toast and roasted carrots and bread and cold chicken and baked apples, which the girls devour in minutes.

Then the shoes. A tray of them. Brought up, again, by Mrs. Flynn.

Where did she get them all? There are two-tone heels and shiny black heels with thick straps, polished white pumps tied with ribbons, and thin-heeled sandals in bright jewel tones. A variety of sizes, almost all too large. The girls stuff ripped newspaper into the toes but still their pink, newly scrubbed heels lift out of the back if they walk too fast.

The attic rooms fill with warm heat from their bodies. They put on lipstick and rouge and mascara. The mascara comes in tubes which they have to heat up and then apply with the bare ends of matchsticks. Meanwhile, Sabine tightens their belts and sashes.

Downstairs, music starts playing. The soldiers have brought in a gramophone and records. Mrs. Flynn comes up the attic stairs again. “Are they ready?” she asks Sabine. 

Sabine looks at Sarah. Her face gives nothing away. 

“Come on then, girls,” Sarah says.

Down they march in a line like a procession of puppets, badly made up and wearing ill-fitting dresses. Sabine feels like a part of her, her heart or her soul, has stepped to the side. Or maybe closed itself off. The girls will dance with the officers, drink champagne, and be taken up to the various bedrooms. 



Don’t think about it. Don’t think about any of it.

“They’ve had a good meal, I saw to that,” Mrs. Flynn says. She doesn’t say, “At least,” but that’s what she means. 

Sabine begins to pick up loose thread ends and gathers the remaining dresses. Mrs. Flynn kneels beside her. Together they fold the unused clothes and re-pack them into the trunks, their shoulders occasionally touching. 

“They’re going to Glin Castle after this,” Sabine tells her. 

Mrs. Flynn is silent for a moment. She seems subdued and sad. 

“Probably setting up a house for the officers,” she says finally. “And that’s where these girls will live, God help us.” She makes the sign of the cross over herself.



Dieter confirms it. “Glin Castle’s west of here, right on the Shannon. Sabine—” 

They’re standing on the second floor looking down on the front hall. Mrs. Flynn went ahead to the kitchen with the empty trays while Sabine stayed in the attic to sweep and tidy. When she came down the attic stairs, Dieter was waiting for her. The hallway is narrow; there’s a depression in the wall that footmen used to step back into, to be out of the way if one of the family or a guest walked by. That’s where they talk.

“Sabine, listen,” Dieter says. “I’ve come up to tell you. I’m being sent there too.”

“To Glin Castle? But why?”

“To… I don’t know how to put this. To manage it. My punishment for what happened to Ronan.”

“He can’t still be mad about that!”

“There’s something else.” He lowers his voice. “He wants you there too.”

“What?”

“‘The girl with one hand,’ Kern said, ‘she’s better suited there.’”

“He saw my arm?” She’s tried so hard to be careful.

They draw back against the wall as a tall, gangly officer crosses the hall below them. They watch him balance a plate and a champagne glass in one hand as he opens the door with the other. Music blares out and then is muffled when he closes the door behind him.

“As a housemaid?” Sabine whispers. 

He looks at her. No.



“But I can’t do that!” 

“I know. Of course I know. I can persuade him to let you stay here another couple days—I’ll say you’re needed to help clean up after the party, which is true. Then you’ll leave with me when I go at the weekend.”

Sabine pulls back. “You’d let me go there?”

“No, what I mean is, we’ll go someplace else altogether. Just the two of us.” His voice lifts.

“Run away?” 

“I know of a man in Cork who can make us new passports. We’ll need two sets, German and American. I probably have enough money for that. There’s a boat that leaves the country from Cobh. But that will take all the cash I have.”

Can they really go to America? Even with American passports? 

“If we can get to New York, could you get hold of any money? Could you sell your family’s house?” He looks at her with a grasping expression she hasn’t seen before and can’t quite identify. Need? Something wolfish.

“It’s not very big. I don’t know what it would bring.” 

“Just to get us started.”

He’s a misfit, like her. A mix of cultures, German and American, while she’s American, Irish, and French. Here, of course, they just see her as American. Because no matter how mixed you are, they still try to distill you, make you one thing. She’s the American, or the girl with one hand. Better suited as a prostitute.

“I won’t leave you,” Dieter tells her. 

She feels his anxiety but something else too. Excitement. The prospect of rebelling, breaking out. Her heart starts beating fast. She wants that herself. She wants it all: action, subterfuge, love. 

Mostly love. 

The door downstairs opens again and Dieter motions her to the servants’ staircase, the one that leads down to the kitchen. It has a thin mustard-colored carpet and a sharp elbow turn at the bottom. They stand close together, three steps down where no one can see them. In the dim light, the faded wallpaper behind Dieter’s shoulder looks gray. Is there room for Gaby in this plan? Sabine suddenly wonders. 

“Shall I propose to you?” Dieter asks in a low voice. “Here on this shabby little staircase?”



His eyes are serious, studying her reaction. 

“No, wait,” he says before she can speak. “Let’s wait until we’re well and truly free.” 

“How much room is there, do you think, on that boat in Cobh?” 

“Room enough for the both of us.”

“Any more?”

“Who is it you’re worried about? Bridie? She’ll be all right. You want to help her, of course you do, but you must look out for yourself too. Sometimes that means abandoning people. Your family, your friends. I had to do that myself.”

“What if you don’t want to do it?”

He brushes her hair away from her face and kisses her forehead. “It’s the natural order of things,” he says. 
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Gaby 
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Neutral Ireland

A heavy rain comes down at last, windy and intense, whipping off slender young branches and turning the air green. It starts before dawn and doesn’t stop until nearly lunchtime. But still probably not enough, Desmond said at breakfast, to make up for the months of drought.

After it clears Gaby makes her way through the dripping woods toward town. A hurricane blew through Poughkeepsie a few years ago, only a month after her father bought their first car. He was so proud of it, a used wine-colored Ford sedan with not a scratch on it. But he’d foolishly parked it on the street the night before the storm, and in the morning, when the wind and rain got worse and worse, he went outside to move it into the garage. 

Gaby and Sabine and Adèle had watched his progress from the living room window. He swayed, trying to keep from being knocked over by the powerful gusts, while objects—loose paper, a broken metal street sign—flew by him. A live electrical wire dangled over the sidewalk. 

Gaby had never seen Adèle so agitated, biting the cuticle of her thumb and muttering Que fais-je faire? What will I do? Gaby knew with scared certainty that if anything happened to Kevin, Adèle would rush out to help him even if she died too, leaving Gaby and Sabine to fend for themselves. But Kevin managed to get into their car without mishap and start the engine. Then he maneuvered it—slowly, slowly—into the garage. 

After the hurricane passed, Adèle and Kevin went off to check their offices on campus, Adèle claiming she might have left a window open, leaving the two girls alone. The storm was over but Gaby was still shaking. She watched the clock and found things for them to do, hoping that Sabine wouldn’t worry. She made a game of cleaning up their backyard, and later she made cocoa in the kitchen. With her parents gone, it was her job to keep Sabine feeling cared for and safe. 



How old was I? she wonders. Twelve? Thirteen? Old enough to be in charge. Still, she resented her parents, her mother in particular, for leaving them alone so soon after the scare.

That was when she realized she could not trust them. They had done their job up to now, caring for their children, but that was no guarantee. Their own lives and concerns interested them far more than whatever might be happening in their daughters’ lives. Sabine in particular was vulnerable. Boys made fun of her. Even adults couldn’t look past her missing hand. She was smart but she had to prove it over and over in a way that Gaby never did. I have to make sure she’s okay. It’s up to me now. After the hurricane she felt larger, more important, but she also felt a new, stomach-aching swath of anxiety. I can’t fail.

Down in the village, loose leaves are pasted against shop windows, and a woman is sweeping away the debris in front of Twomey’s. She glances up only as far as Gaby’s elbow before stepping aside to let Gaby pass. Bun Mulligan, Nora calls her, because she sells buns in the schoolyard at lunchtime. She has a wide face and thick lips. There’s something shifty about her, Gaby always thinks. 

After she buys a few things (a pretext), Gaby heads for the makeshift pub on the other side of the store. A peat fire is burning in the oval fireplace, a scent she will associate from now on with damp. She’s half expecting someone to tell her to leave—the difference between what men and women are permitted to do here is even greater than back in America, and everyone seems to be afraid of what the wheezy, pockmarked, parish priest will think—but Dennis Twomey, standing behind the nicked wooden bar, just nods at her. Theo is sitting in a worn armchair by the fire. He pours her a cup of tea from the teapot on the low table beside him, and then tops up his own. 

“Told Dennis you were interviewing me for an American paper you’re hoping to write for. Don’t want you read and spelled at Mass this Sunday.”

Read and spelled? Her confusion must show.

“Called out and reprimanded,” he explains. “So what’s all this cloak and dagger, then?” 

Gaby had thought that they might have this corner to themselves; it was still early in the day. But there’s a group of men standing at the bar drinking pints and talking to Dennis Twomey. She looks at them, waiting for noise. When it comes—a burst of mean laughter from two of them—she says quickly: “Dieter wants to leave. To run off.”

Theo looks more amused than alarmed. “Does he now? And go where?” 

“He says there’s a safe house in Cork. The people there can get him out of Ireland.”

Another round of laughter from the bar. It was probably a mistake talking here, but Gaby didn’t want to be seen whispering together in private. She’s read too many detective novels, maybe. And as big as Kilcurra House is, Bridie or Clary or Mrs. O’Connell can appear at your elbow just when you don’t want them. They know everything, that lot. She’s learned this too late.

“And?” Theo prompts. 

“He needs a car. And a driver. The bus is too public, he says. With his bad foot.”

“Even without his bad foot,” Theo says. “Everyone knows everyone here.” 

He puts a lump of sugar into his teacup and stirs it. He seems remarkably cool. “So I take it he wants me to be his driver? Not the most brilliant plan in the world. I’d be the first suspect.”

“He says he’ll leave the house when you’re up in Galway or somewhere so you won’t be implicated. He can hide for a few days, and that’s when you drive back and take him to Cork.”

“Under cover of night.”

“Right.”

“And why should this fall onto my shoulders, I’d like to know?”

Gaby hesitates, unsure how to broach this next bit. Another man walks into Twomey’s and up to the bar. He has a bright-red handkerchief sticking out of his breast pocket. Jammy Jim. 

“Any spare bottles today?” he asks Dennis Twomey as Dennis pours him a pint.

In a low voice Gaby says, “Dieter knows about you and Desmond.”

Theo doesn’t turn his head but she sees the tops of his ears flush red. 

“He says it’s a felony here. Is it?” 

After a moment Theo nods, two sharp beats of his chin. A sad, almost childlike expression floats over his face. “And a sin.”

Gaby waits for him to say something more but he doesn’t. She’s never seen Theo look at other men, has never once seen him drop his professional, upper class, worldly ease. 



“How bad would it be? If he says something, I mean. Could you weather it?” 

His nostrils widen as he inhales. “Not likely. It’s against the law, like he says. So that means jail probably, and the end of my career, and the end of Des’s career. My mother would have to give him the sack, and she’ll want to, she’ll be furious. Poor Des’ll have no end of trouble finding another job. He’ll be a social pariah. Might have to emigrate.” He looks down at his tea, a thick mug on a round cardboard coaster. “Especially if he’s gone to jail.”

“What happens to Nora if he goes to jail?”

“Ward of the court. Convent home. Not good. Not good at all.”

He abruptly pushes out his chair and goes to the bar. 

“Double whiskey,” he calls out.



The trouble began yesterday, before the rain started, when Dieter and Julianne cornered Gaby outside near the garden wall. Julianne looked flushed and excited. She told Gaby in a hushed voice that she and Dieter were going to France.

 “And we want you to come with us! Dieter’s found a way for us all to get out of here! It’s not America, I know, but…” She shrugged a tiny, happy shrug: it’s still good.

At first Gaby thought they were joking. “France? Really?” It seemed both impossible and foolish. Why would Julianne want to go there? France is a conquered nation now, with strict rationing of soap and sugar and meat. Men, especially Jewish men, are being rounded up and put into forced labor groups. Compagnies de Travail they’re called, according to the Cork Examiner.

“Julianne is working on getting me designated as a Person of No Interest,” Dieter told her. “If I can get those papers then I can travel openly. Take the bus to Cork, to a safe house I know. The people there can get us to France.”

Dieter looked down at his cast. “Though I might have to saw this off first.”

“Oh!” Julianne’s eyes were shining. “Let me do that.”

“No, no.” Dieter laughed.

What kind of transport? Gaby wondered. A submarine? A rowboat? Can you row your way to France from here? Can Julianne, with her skinny arms? 

“Once we’re in Paris,” Dieter said, “I can set you both up in an apartment. I’ll have some clout.”

Julianne pressed Gaby’s hand; her fingers felt cool and muscular. “Think of it, Gabrielle! You want to study art history, right? The Sorbonne is there, the Louvre. What better place? And with your French…”

Ah, Gaby thought. That’s why they want me. My French. 

“I can introduce you to people,” Dieter told her. “Influential people. And when everything in Europe crumbles, which it will, you know it will—just look at how fast everything is going now—well. You’ll be in the perfect position.”

“There’s going to be a new world when the war ends.” Julianne glanced at Dieter, who lowered his head in agreement. They’d obviously discussed this at length. “A new order. I want to be part of that. Putting it together. Remaking society. Making it better. You could be too.”

Gaby didn’t know what to say. It felt like a child’s game—let’s dig a tunnel to China!—but Dieter looked dead serious.

“I won’t lie,” he had said, “it’ll be easier for us with you along, with your French. And I thought maybe, if things got in any way dicey, you and Julianne could go to your grandmother’s house in the country.”

“But the new world, you’ll be making that in Paris. Not Puy-de-Dôme.”

Dieter smiled, showing his dimple. “Gabrielle, I like you. I do. You’re gutsy and sharp. I want you on my side. I won’t deny it.”

“What about Theo? Have you talked to him?”

“He’ll try to stop me,” Julianne said. “But he can’t. Listen, I’m going up to Dublin tomorrow to see what I can do about Dieter’s papers. But if anything should happen while I’m gone, take Dieter to the old boatman’s cottage, you know where that is? Along the river?”

Gaby did know it—it was the dilapidated cottage Nora had shown her. 

“Just in case. And if worse comes to worst I’ll meet up with you both later, in Cork.”

Gaby had nodded. She wouldn’t go with them; how could she, with Sabine here? But she let them think she was playing along. What did it cost her? 

And then worse did come to worst. The next morning, not an hour after Julianne left for Dublin, two policemen showed up at Kilcurra House. They stood in the kitchen in muddy boots, water dripping from their peaked caps. The rain that had started the night before was lashing the windows.

“Courtesy call. Just got word you’ll be leaving here Friday,” they told Dieter.

“And where will I be going?”

“Collins barracks. Then likely Kildare.”

“It’s not really a prison, that,” Mrs. Walsh said.

“Well, that’s a relief,” Dieter said with a smile, looking around at each of them. Everyone’s friend.

But after the men left and they were alone, Dieter said to Gaby, “It might be better this way. I’ll leave Thursday night, and Julianne can’t be implicated since she’s in Dublin. No one will suspect her of helping me.”

“But how will you get to Cork?” Gaby had asked. “You can’t just take the bus.”

“You’ll have to get Theo to drive me. I’ve a feeling he’ll agree. You know, because of Desmond. Their—what should I call it? Their friendship.” 

That shocked her. He knew everything, this man. 

“You would blackmail Theo?” 

“Talk to him. Explain it all carefully, I don’t mind.”



“Dieter seems to know things,” Gaby tells Theo when he comes back with a glass tumbler of whiskey—his second. “People talk to him. Bridie. Mrs. Walsh. Even your sister. What can we do, can we stop him? There must be something.”

Theo knocks back his drink. “It’s a no-win,” he says. “Too much at stake.”

But even as he’s speaking, an idea comes to her: maybe I shouldn’t stop Dieter. Maybe I can get rid of him this way. Maybe, if Dieter vanishes from my world, he’ll vanish from Sabine’s world too. And then Sabine and I will be able to keep seeing each other forever.

Her heart starts pumping hard. She’s not sure if she’s excited or fearful. It’s a risk. Could it work? If only she knew the rules to these two worlds. One thing she does know: she has to protect her sister. She failed her in France, she can’t fail her again.



This might be the way.

“Mr. Grogan, sir!” Jammy Jim calls out. He leaves the clutch of men and sidles over to them. Theo takes his hand. “How are you, Mr. Ronan?” he asks.

“Not too bad, not too bad. Thought I’d come round to your house today, actually. Whaddya think, would your Mrs. Walsh have any spare jars and that?”

“No harm in asking.”

“Well now, thank ye!”

He sounds like a caricature of a poor man talking to gentry, but Theo doesn’t seem to notice. His bright-red handkerchief has a dark spot of oil on the edge. I’m a snob, Gaby thinks. Just like my mother. 

“That German fellow, the one that crashed in the aeroplane, he still with ya?” He pronounces it witch-uh.

“He is, although he’s leaving on Friday. Doctor’s given the all-clear.”

“I was hoping to get the chance to see him before he’s off. Try out my German. Guten morgen, that means hello.”

“Good morning actually, but never mind, I’m sure Mr. Ott will appreciate it. Yes, certainly, come round if you like.”

Jammy Jim practically bows as he thanks him. Gaby remembers how he was praising the Germans the first night she arrived in Ballyleam. He was talking to a group of men in the other pub. The enemy of my enemy is my friend, am I right? 

“I’ll be seeing you, then,” Theo says, “Mr. Ronan.”

Ronan. Gaby frowns. Where has she heard that name before?

“Jammy Jim!” heralds one of the drinkers as he re-enters their group, and they all take up the song: “Jammy Jim! Jammy Jim!” They laugh and welcome him in an overdone way, one clapping him on the back as if he’s had a great adventure in the two minutes he’s been gone.

Jim Ronan, Gaby thinks. James Ronan.
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Ireland, The Otherworld

That night in bed all of Sabine’s childhood fears come back to her: rats swimming up in the toilet bowl; the chairman of her mother’s department—a skinny man with a broom-handle mustache—waiting beneath her bedroom window for Sabine to fall asleep; a hurricane tearing through their neighborhood. 

Only the hurricane was real. Sabine, with her mother on one side and Gaby on the other, watched from the window as her father battled the rain and crashing wind. He was trying to move their car from the street to the garage. As he struggled to open the car door he nearly got hit by a flying metal stop sign shooting crazily through the air. Sabine crept her left hand into her mother’s; Adèle squeezed Sabine’s fingers and didn’t let go. She was murmuring the whole time in French. When Kevin finally got the car into the garage and heaved the heavy door shut, Adèle just said, Oh. A soft h in front. Hohh. Very French and soothing. She squeezed Sabine’s fingers again. We’ll all be all right.

When the storm passed, Adèle and Kevin walked to campus to examine the damage there while Sabine and Gaby explored their backyard. There was debris everywhere, not just loose tree leaves and branches but newspapers, broken milk bottles, a child’s muddy bib. The air was strangely silent.

“The birds must have flown off before the storm hit,” Gaby said.

They went inside to make cocoa, frothing the milk in a pot on the stove the way their mother did. They couldn’t find marshmallows but Gaby said, “Here, I read about this, in Mexico they mix chocolate and cinnamon.” They found powdered cinnamon and sprinkled it into their mugs. “Delicious!” 

Gaby always knew how to make a small event special. 

Now, in her little attic bedroom, Sabine lies awake listening to the rain pound the roof tiles. A moment later the wind intensifies, rushing at the window, a sound like a car engine revving. Another thing Gaby taught her: if you’re in a bad dream you can curl yourself into a ball and then leap out of it. As a young girl she had tried it, and it worked. 

But when Sabine finally falls asleep she doesn’t dream about Commander Kern or the life he wants her to live at Glin Castle. She doesn’t have to make herself into a ball and leap out, because her dream is a happy one. She’s walking across a calm, sparkling river on uneven stones, balancing herself perfectly, happy to be going to whoever is waiting for her on the other side.



The rain is still drumming against the house the next morning when the girls pile into their bus after breakfast, each with a little bag of clothes. Sabine watches them from an upstairs window. When the last of them climb inside, the bus starts up. It judders in the wind as it lurches down the narrow drive, turns left on the road, and vanishes. 

The men are downstairs lingering over fruit and coffee and tea, but they’ll want to go back to their rooms soon. Most of them are leaving today. Sabine and Clary stand on either side of each bed, quickly pulling off sheets. They fold crumpled uniform trousers and hang jackets in the wardrobes. There’s no time to do laundry before the men leave; it will have to be sent on after them. 

Clary is openly crying. Mrs. Flynn, coming upstairs, scolds her. “Stop that noise. Did you expect to go with him yourself?” 

She glances at Sabine.

“Caitlin, take the empties and go down to the kitchen and stay put. Don’t come out, not even if Lieutenant Ott rings for you. I’ll see to him myself. The men are packing the cars.”

What does she think, that one of the officers will whisk her away? Does she know Sabine is to go to Glin Castle too? Do they all know? Sabine collects the whiskey glasses, some drained, some with a slosh of melted ice. She finds a few stained panties pushed under the beds. Also a small, frayed whip.

Down in the kitchen Mrs. Walsh is standing at the bread oven with her back to the room. She wipes her hands on a tea towel, then folds it in thirds and sets it beside the sink.

“I never want to see another potato for as long as I live,” she says. “Woke me up at midnight they did, wanting fried potatoes and steak.”

Sabine listens for the bell from the Rents Room as she washes the glasses, even though Mrs. Flynn told her to stay in the kitchen. Mrs. Flynn is standing at the table polishing a silver platter, wearing special gloves. She turns the platter on its side to examine the edge, then dips her rag into a mixture of bread soda and vinegar. A sour smell wafts into the air as she rubs the platter. 

What’s Dieter doing now? Sabine wonders. Will he try to talk to her? Will he find an excuse to come down here? 

“There’s blood on the carpet in the drawing room,” Clary reports, walking in with the wire handle of the ash can looped over her arm. “And broken glass. Must have been dancing in bare feet, one of them.”

Bridie walks in behind her with nothing in her hands, not even a dust cloth. “One of the girls, she had a welt on the side of her face. Another had a hard time just walking. I was watching them get on the bus.”

She glares at everyone in the kitchen, one at a time, as if accusing them.

“It’s none of our business,” Mrs. Flynn tells her. 

“Really? Really?” Bridie reaches around to untie the strings of her apron. “Curse this. They’re animals.”

“Now, now,” Mrs. Flynn says.

“I’m not staying here to get hit, or worse.”

“They’re gone now, are they not?”

“Don’t care. They’ll come back. Could be me next.” She takes off her apron. “I’ll not be waiting for that to happen.”

Clary stares at her. “You wouldn’t abandon me too!” 

“I’ll not subject myself,” Bridie says. She folds her apron and puts it on the kitchen table. “Even for you. And you should leave as well.”

Sabine looks at Bridie’s stiff, determined face. Her dark eyebrows, light-green eyes, the freckles on her nose and forehead. Whenever she smiles the tops of her eyelids swell. She’s not smiling now.

“But where will you go?” Clary wails.

Bridie begins pulling out the hairpins holding her housemaid’s cap in place. “I’ll think of something.”

“And you with no parents, no brothers or sisters?” Mrs. Walsh says. “You’ll come back here starving and worn to a nub. Three weeks I give it.”

Sabine gets the bowl of potatoes from the cooper. In three weeks, if she were back home, she’d be getting ready to go to college. Now she’ll probably never go to college but what does it matter. All the things she used to care about, they’re gone. Mother, father, home. 

Now Bridie’s going too. 

A familiar wave of anger rises in her. One more person leaving me.

She holds a potato in place with her short arm and pushes the blade of the paring knife over it with her left hand. Stops, turns the potato. Pushes the blade, stops, turns the potato. This is what you have to do in wartime, she’s learning; put steel armor around your heart. 

Last week Dieter told her that he used to think his father blamed his mother for his baby sister’s death. That’s why he hit her. But when he got back to Hamburg he realized that his father was just pure mean. And powerless, outside the family. He worked as a sub-clerk in the post office. “Everyone spits on me,” he used to say.

“He was a monster when I was a child, and he was a monster when I came back. I’d forgotten how bad he really was but believe me, he showed me soon enough. Pushing me around, pushing anyone around that he could.”

“I don’t believe a person can be a monster,” Sabine had said. “Not all the way.”

“That’s because you’re young.”

We’re all of us pushed around, Sabine thinks now, told where to go, what to do, and then abandoned by our own people. From the corner of her eye she sees Bridie place her cap on top of the folded apron on the kitchen table. Her movements are slow but deliberate—no second thoughts. 

“I’ll be saying my goodbyes, then.” 

Sabine won’t look at her. All right then, go.

She sweeps the peels into a bucket for the pigs and—but only after Bridie closes the kitchen door behind her—wipes her eyes with the back of her apron. One by one they vanish. Growing up isn’t a leap, it’s a kind of death. A death that happens over and over again. You just keep losing what you once had.

Clary slumps down on the floor, her legs stretched out before her. Tears and snot run down her face. “We’ve never been separated,” she says between sobs. “Never. Not even in school.” 
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Gaby

August 1940

Neutral Ireland

Their progress is slow. Dieter, on crutches, picks his way along the pebbly footpath while Gaby trains her long black flashlight ahead to guide them. Thick clouds are rolling over the moon, making it even more difficult to see. 

Her light shines on the river, a wriggling brown serpent beside them. She can feel the wind on different parts of her body: her neck, her calves, the back of her head. The water murmurs softly with an occasional splash.

She tries to remember the way.

“Turn here,” she says. 

They go up a side path that leads away from the river and into dense undergrowth: dry scrub and holly bushes that appear black. A swarm of insects closes in on them. The path is so narrow they have to walk single file; she can hear the clump of Dieter’s crutches behind her. Branches reach out to clip her arms and try to poke through her clothing.

Did it take this long when she came with Nora? Just as she’s about to suggest turning back, thinking she made a mistake, the path ends in a tiny clearing. Gaby sweeps her light across it and lands on the cottage. 

It’s even more dilapidated-looking at night, half strangled with ivy. The door, hinged only on one hinge, leans crazily to the side. 

Inside it doesn’t seem so bad at first. The roof has a jagged, gaping hole in one corner with a shallow puddle beneath it, but the rest of the cottage looks dry enough. A scattering of broken bottles, wet newspaper, and dirt. Near the hearth there’s a lopsided table with a shattered glass lantern beside it. When Gaby points the light there she sees a broken toy sailboat beneath the table, as though a small child took refuge there. Also, strangely, a storybook. 

She picks it up. Little Folks. No author. The cover is muddy with a faded illustration of a boy in old-fashioned clothing pushing a girl in a chair (an old-fashioned wheelchair?) over ice. The girl’s hands are hidden in a black muff, and she looks out at Gaby plaintively. The boy has no expression at all. 

Dieter shrugs off his knapsack. “Home sweet home.”

She spots a mattress against the back wall and another mattress that someone pushed up against the window near the door, blocking out sun or rain or both. Rats have been nesting here; she can smell their bitter excrement. Also mold and spilled beer.

Right now Theo is a hundred and thirty miles away in Galway, meeting a client. After that he’ll have drinks in a pub until closing time, and then take coffee in his hotel lobby, looking over papers, stretching out the time as far as he can. To be around other people who can vouch for him, that’s the main thing. His car is parked in front of the hotel for everyone to see. 

Gaby stands the flashlight on the table so its light shines up and out, then she pulls a blanket from the burlap bag she’s been carrying. When she shakes it the eddy of air causes small dry leaves to rise up from the floor. Julianne is still in Dublin hoping to get Dieter officially designated as a Person of No Interest. As far away as she is, she can’t be accused of anything either. 

Dieter has taken off his coat, an old one of Theo’s, something he could say he stole if he gets caught. 

“You can still change your mind,” he says. 

There’s affection in his voice. He’s far enough away that she can’t see his expression, but she can picture his wolf-like smile. Charming and dangerous. 

“I won’t,” she tells him.

“Come on,” he says, suddenly sounding very American. “Come with us! Is it fear, is that it? Is that what’s stopping you? Well, I don’t blame you, you should be afraid. Anyone who isn’t afraid at times like these is a fool. But, Gabrielle, listen to me. You can’t wait for life to happen to you.”

She spreads the blanket on a patch of dry ground. “You can use one of those mattresses but they look pretty awful to me.”

“Just the blanket is fine. Gabrielle. You’re in a unique position right at the moment. You have no responsibilities, no family—I know, I know, a tragedy, but it can also be an opportunity. I’m right; you know I am. You can make yourself into anyone you want to be! But not here. Not at Kilcurra House, where you’re treated like a servant. Mm. You are a servant, and not a very well-paid one, either.”

He knows what they pay me? How much has Julianne told him? Last week Clary found one of Julianne’s stockings in his bed and she brought it to Gaby, her face crimson. “What do I do?” “Stick it in the laundry,” Gaby told her. “And don’t say a thing.” She’d already guessed that Julianne and Dieter were lovers.

“You don’t belong here,” he says.

“I know I don’t.”

“That’s right. Good. And no one can predict the future. Well, the war will be over sometime, it has to be. But who will win? Whoever does, mark my words it won’t be Ireland rising up to take charge of the world. No. And England is finished too. The last war crippled them, and this one isn’t doing them any new favors. You’ll be better off in France, I’m sure of it. A new world is coming.”

For a moment she lets herself imagine going back to Puy-de-Dôme and looking after her grandmother’s property after the war is over. Living a quiet life, sure, but one where she’s in charge. Working with Luc Perrin. Looking at the horses together, going to meetings with bankers.

“You can have a good life but you must take charge of it,” Dieter says. “You have to want more for yourself. Want more, Gabrielle.”

He’s right in a way. She’s always been afraid of—what? She remembers standing on a snowy mountain in Vermont with her parents, skis strapped to her feet like two long wooden fangs. She must have been nine or ten. “You’ll have fun,” her father promised. She could see Sabine ahead of her leaning on her single pole, pushing off with her one good hand. She was the brave one.

“You know what the opposite of fear is, don’t you?” Dieter asks. “It’s abundance.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“It means you must imagine abundance. Don’t limit yourself out of fear.”

He’s right, but not in the way that he thinks. She can have Sabine back, she can have a life that includes her sister, but she has to get rid of him first.

“I know about your father,” she tells him, taking a chance. She doesn’t want to be the pushover he believes her to be. “And about how your mother died. You don’t think it was an accident. You think your father did it himself. Pushed her down the stairs. He always blamed her for your baby sister’s death. He was a tyrant.” 

She can feel his surprise. 

“You stayed with your grandmother whenever things got too bad. Then, after your mother died, you left for America to live with your uncle and his wife. And when you finally went back to Germany, you were old enough to live on your own. But if you hadn’t been, if you’d come back a year earlier and had to live with your father again…”

“Yes?” he prompts.

“You’d be different. You’d remember how it felt to be bullied and abused by a tyrant. You wouldn’t be a tyrant yourself.”

He laughs uncomfortably. “I don’t know how you know all this. Hans or Karl, I suppose. It’s true, yes. Except the tyrant part. I object to that. I’m actually quite nice. I like people, I do. My father was the one who disliked people. He hated everyone. Himself, too, probably. But what do I know about him, really? Could he have changed if circumstances had been different? Can anyone?”

“What I can’t figure out is who you really are. Are you good, or are you bad? Or just opportunistic?”

“A bit of all of that, I expect. Like everyone. Does it matter?”

“It does matter. It does. Because how can I trust you with my sister?” 

She hears a noise outside, the slightest rustle of dry leaves. She raises her voice. “I don’t know if what happens here affects anything else. The other place. Where she is. Maybe it doesn’t. But I think—I feel at least—that I should do something to stop you. I’m trying to make sense of that world. Her world. I’m trying to figure out what it all means.”

“What are you talking about?” 

“If I can stop you here, in this world, I will. Because if you’re locked up in this world then maybe she can’t leave with you in hers.”

“Gabrielle, you’re not making—”

The cottage’s half-rotting-off door swings open. Gaby takes a breath and steps back, clearing the way to Dieter.

But it’s not the police. It’s Julianne.

“Why shouldn’t I go with him?” Julianne says.

She laughs at their obvious surprise and holds up an envelope with her name scrawled across it. “Dieter. I can’t believe you’d just leave me!” 

She drops her suitcase and goes to him; she seems to swim, to glide, and he takes her in his arms because that, it’s clear, is what she expects. But he steps back quickly and shakes his head at her, a naughty child. “Julianne.”

“What? Dublin was a bust.” 

“Julianne,” Gaby says. Her throat is suddenly so tight she can barely produce enough air to speak. “You shouldn’t be here.”

But it’s too late. Before Julianne can answer, the police—they must have been following closely behind her—bang clumsily through the door: three heavyset men, their boots scuffing the dirt, flashlights drawn. One has a gun. The room for a moment is crazily lit with beams of yellow light scrawling across the walls and floor until one finds Dieter. He’s got his hands in his pockets. Looking for something? Does he have a weapon? A second beam of light lands on Julianne, who immediately squints, although still half smiling, not quite understanding what is happening. 

“Stop that,” she says, as commanding as ever. She’s dropped Dieter’s letter onto the floor, but only Gaby notices that. 

“Halt, stop, stay right there, hands out.” The men ignore Julianne and shout various commands.

Behind them is Jammy Jim, looking excited and scared.

“That’s him,” he says, pointing to Dieter. 

Dieter raises his hands. As two men rush to seize him, Gaby bends down to pick up the letter.



My darling Julianne, Dieter had written.

Plan B, so I’ll see you in Paris. You know the address. Don’t worry, my people in Cork will help you get out. And then we’ll rule Paris! The world will treat you like the princess you are—but not the simpering sort of princess. Oh no. You’re a commanding princess with strong ideas. You have brains. You have courage. You want to break the system. So let’s break it! You’ve always been too big for art school. You know this yourself. You’ve known it for a long time, even before I found you. I’m so glad I did. I cannot imagine what I would do without…

He became intimate then and went on for nearly a page about Julianne’s face and body, a mole on her inner thigh. 

Come to me, my darling, Dieter wrote. We’ll have a beautiful life.

Up in her bedroom, Gaby reads the letter through twice and then re-folds it along its creases. She feels vindicated, and powerful, and also a little afraid of what she’s done. 



She zips Dieter’s letter into the small inside compartment in her suitcase. “A place for your contraband,” her father had joked when they examined the suitcase in the department store—Gimbels on Herald Square—before making the purchase. This was last spring, one of their last days together as a family in New York. Her father bought a matching suitcase for Sabine and he carried them both, one in each hand. It was a warm day and they bought ice cream cones in the park. Adèle carried Kevin’s cone for him while they looked for someplace to sit. When Kevin bent his head, she put the ice cream to his lips. Gaby and Sabine ate theirs silently, watching their parents from behind. 

Sabine has always wanted what they had, Gaby thinks. An intense, all-consuming love. But not with him, please. Not with Dieter. He’s gone from both worlds now; she has to believe this. She made it happen. 

When Jammy Jim came to Kilcurra House it had been easy for her to lead him into Dieter’s room; easy to bring them a tea tray; easy to close the door behind her saying, I’ll just leave you two alone for a bit; and easy to go down to the police station across from the pub to tell the gardaí her suspicions. Dieter Ott wants me to help him escape. Tonight. And he’s given something to an informer, something incriminating. They promised to question Jammy Jim, to search him and threaten a fine he couldn’t afford. And sure enough, when Jammy Jim—James Ronan—came home from his meeting with Dieter, they found a small film canister in his jacket pocket containing photographs of the Irish landscape which Dieter Ott had taken from one of his recon missions. 

Dieter Ott used Jammy Jim. Gaby knew he would. She didn’t know how, exactly, but she knew he would. And now Dieter Ott is in jail. 

Julianne was questioned by the local gardaí and released, despite the packed suitcase and the passport she brought with her. No doubt Mrs. Grogan bribed the men to turn a blind eye. But this morning Julianne was summoned up to Dublin to tell her story to the authorities there. Will they let her off too? What will she tell them? Gaby doesn’t know what to hope for. 

She picks up Sabine’s old stuffed koala and spiders her fingers over the lumps of jewelry sewn into its pouch. Then she finds her nail scissors and snips the threads of the hidden incision. Her parents’ wedding rings look different when she pulls them out. The gold has dulled and they feel lighter than she remembered. She packs the rings and her grandmother’s pin in the zipped compartment along with Dieter’s letter. She can’t afford to lose them. 

Her father once told her that Homer, in all his works, never described anything as blue. Black, red, yellow, green—yes, but not blue. The same is true in ancient Hebrew texts, Assyrian texts, Icelandic sagas, the Indian epic Mahabharata, and the Koran. No mention of the color blue. It’s thought, her father said, by some scholars, that ancient people did not perceive the color blue—that distinguishing blue from other colors is a recent development. An evolution of human sight.

Maybe there are other things that we can’t yet perceive, Gaby thinks, buckling up her suitcase. Whole worlds. Sabine’s world. 

She goes down to the kitchen where Mrs. Walsh is waiting for her to mix the dough. Later she’ll wash the dishes and sweep out the pantry and scrub the pine table. She’s living the wrong life; she knows this. But how can she leave?

“Would you look at the cut of her?” Mrs. Walsh says to no one. Gaby is wearing her good sky-blue dress with white polka dots and her shiny French shoes. She hands Gaby a long apron. “Wrap this around you before you come crying to me with stains you can’t get out.”

The house is strangely silent. Julianne is in Dublin, Theo is up in Galway, and Mrs. Grogan is writing letters in her room. But the bread still has to be made.

Gaby ties the apron behind her and sieves the flour, salt, and baking soda—bread soda, Mrs. Walsh calls it—into a mixing bowl. She makes a well in the center and pours buttermilk into the well. With one hand, her fingers open and stiff like a waxed playing card, she draws in the flour from the side of the bowl while turning the bowl with her other hand. The mixture is sticky and cool. It gets under her fingernails and the smell permeates her nostrils. It’s neither a good nor a bad smell, it’s just: that again. 

She’s getting used to this life.

When the dough is ready, she tips it onto a baking sheet. She forms a shallow loaf with the heels of her hands, then pricks the four corners with a butter knife “to let the fairies out,” as Mrs. Walsh says.

An hour a day. It’s not much, Gaby thinks. But at a certain point that’s all the time you might spare for a sister anyway. Right? And actually probably more.
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Sabine 

August 1940

Ireland, The Otherworld

The first RAF planes arrive before dinner. They hear them before they see them: a low forbidding key from the east. Bomber planes.

“So it’s begun,” Mrs. Flynn says. 

England is bombing Ireland.

They should have gone straight to the cellar but instead Clary and Sabine, with Mrs. Flynn and Mrs. Walsh moving more slowly behind them, run up the back staircase to look out a bedroom window. It’s the daughter’s bedroom with yellow wallpaper printed with white flowers. Whatever pictures had once been on the walls have been taken down by the soldiers, revealing faded squares on the wallpaper where they once hung. Ghost pictures, Sabine thinks of them.

Clary says, “Look who’s scampering off,” and Sabine looks down to see the commander’s car on the drive. The rest of the unit left before lunch.

Through the warped glass, so old it’s pooled on the bottom, they can hear the distant whine of more planes on the way. Sabine stares at the German training base on the hill, wondering if that’s a target, and sure enough two planes fly over it and release their bombs. There’s a slow hissing and whistling as they fall, followed by several tremendous, deafening bangs. Down in the village the church bells are ringing frantically.

“We should go down to the cellar,” Mrs. Walsh says.

They don’t move.

The second wave of British planes fly higher to bypass the base, where, belatedly, anti-aircraft guns start firing. Their flat and repetitive sputtering sounds like a hundred typewriters all going at a pace and volume greater than any ten fingers could produce.

“If they’d had those planes twenty years ago, we’d still be under their thumb,” Mrs. Flynn says. 



“And where were they three months ago, I’d like to know, when all this began?”

“God’s having a laugh, them coming here now.”

“It’s a cruel laugh, so it is.”

“Are they going to finally help us?” Clary asks.

Mrs. Walsh snorts. “Are you joking me? It’s not us they care about.”

Sabine looks down at the empty road. Was Dieter in the car with the commander? Is it just the women left here now?

He’ll be back. He’ll come back.

“They’re on their way to Ardnacrusha, I’d wager,” Mrs. Flynn says about the RAF planes.

“What’s Ardnacrusha?” Sabine asks.

“The power plant there.”

“That’ll be our electricity, then,” Mrs. Walsh says.

They all look up at the overhead light, which right on cue blinks as if winking at a joke.



But Commander Kern hasn’t left for good. He returns an hour later with his aides. One aide is carrying a side of beef wrapped in newspaper, and the other one has a crate of what looks champagne.

Mrs. Flynn says, “They smell victory.”

Ulla, the commander’s cat, has expressed her annoyance at being left alone by wandering down to the kitchen and pissing in one of the ceramic basins on the baking table.

“And she got into a packing crate too,” Clary says. She pulls out a ragged tan blanket by her fingertips, which is wet all down one side. 

“I’ll wash it out,” Sabine offers.

The sun is just setting and she’s suddenly frantic. She has to find Gaby, explain what’s happening, make a plan. Why have they left it so late? Sabine scrubs the edge of the frayed blanket with cold water and soap, and then goes outside to hang it up. If she sees Dieter first, she’ll tell him about Gaby whether Gaby wants her to or not. 

She hasn’t seen him since breakfast, when she was outside picking the ripe strawberries for Mrs. Walsh. They grow near the kitchen door and are small and sweet with long, pale stems. When Sabine straightened up she heard a knock from one of the upstairs windows.

It was Dieter. When he saw that she’d seen him, he gave her a thumbs up. It will all be all right.



She raised her arms and lifted her shoulders, a question. Will it?

He turned to look at something or someone behind him, and then disappeared. 

She hasn’t seen him since then, and—she looks up at the house—he’s not at the window now.

She crosses the lawn toward the woods, trying to think how to put things to Gaby. We have to leave, I don’t have a choice. I trust him and I want you to trust him too. It frightens Sabine to think how close she and Dieter came to never meeting at all. If she hadn’t come across the Faleys on their way to Kilcurra House, and if she hadn’t wanted to stick around hoping to see Mick again, they’d be off living their separate lives forever.

Gaby is already at the milk house waiting for her. She stands and wraps her arms around her, hugging Sabine hard. 

“Why are you dressed up?” Sabine asks. Gaby is wearing her silk dress with polka dots and her good Paris shoes.

“I don’t know, I just felt like celebrating.”

“But why?”

“Here. I brought something for you,” and Gaby holds out Sabine’s stuffed koala.

For a moment Sabine doesn’t recognize it. Then she says, “Oh, Koolie bear!” Her baby name for it. 

She fingers the koala’s ear briefly, then puts it down. “Gaby. I know it’s crazy now with the RAF and all but I have to talk to you about something and I have to do it fast before the planes come back.”

Gaby is looking confused but she nods.

“Commander Kern—he’s going to send me away. There was a party last night—they brought in young girls—and the men took the girls upstairs to their bedrooms, and, well, you know. Now they’re setting up a house for them, a what do you call it, a bordello, and they want to send me there too. They don’t want me to be a housemaid anymore, they want me to be one of those girls!”

“Oh my God!” All the blood leaves Gaby’s cheeks.

“I know. I can’t stay here. Dieter’s being transferred as well. Remember the man he shot? James Ronan? He’s being punished for that. We’re leaving, both of us, we’re running away now while everything’s crazy. Gaby, I have to tell him about you.”

“You mean Dieter is still at the house?”

“Yes.”



“You’re sure? You’ve spoken to him?”

“We made a plan last night. Listen. Do you have any money?”

“But did you talk to him today?” Gaby asks. 

“Not exactly, but it doesn’t matter. He wants to go back to America. We’re in love.” Sabine almost says, We’re getting married, but at the last moment feels shy about that.

Gaby takes a breath. “Sabine, Dieter Ott is not a man to be trusted.”

“How do you know?”

“And if you leave, we’ll never see each other again.”

“That’s not true. The war will be over sometime, it has to be. Don’t you want to go back home? He can get us on a boat. Both of us.” Maybe both of us. 

“What boat? Everything’s stopped.”

“He says he can.”

“Oh, Sabine.” 

Gaby looks at her sadly and Sabine immediately, instinctively, hardens herself against it. It’s a look she never thought she would see from her sister: pity. How could a man love you with that missing hand? the look says. But her missing hand doesn’t matter. Why would such a small thing matter? If two people meet and find a connection despite different countries, different languages, a war? A missing hand weighs nothing on the scale of all that. I was looking for food when a man attacked me but a soldier came along and he got rid of the man and took care of me, saying…

It’s The Encounter game. It’s her encounter. She’d wanted so much to tell Gaby: It’s happened to me! She wanted Gaby to be happy for her.

But when Gaby starts her speech—and Sabine can see there’s a speech coming—her words aren’t what Sabine expected. They don’t even make sense.

“This is going to be hard to believe,” Gaby is saying. “It’s hard for me to believe too. But in my world the Germans haven’t invaded Ireland. Ireland is still a neutral country, it’s not fighting in the war. And America is not in the war either, no one knows if it will come into it or not.”

Sabine shakes her head. “But it has come in. I told you. Weeks ago. They’re helping Britain, they’re landing units in Scotland.”

“Not where I am, they aren’t.”

“Gaby, you’re not making sense.”

Sabine’s head is beginning to hurt; not a headache, exactly, but as though her skull is bruised and tender. She looks at Gaby waiting for an explanation—it’s obvious that Gaby has one. 

Gaby kneels in front of Sabine. She takes hold of her good hand, and when Sabine tries to move she tightens her grip.

“In my world, you didn’t recover from typhus. You and mom and dad, none of you recovered.”

“What are you saying? That I’m dead?”

Gaby doesn’t answer. 

“What? You’re crazy,” Sabine says. “I was joking.”

“I don’t understand it, either.”

“But I’m not dead! Here I am, you can touch me and I can touch you. Gaby, what’s the matter with you?”

“It’s hard to take in, I know.” She keeps talking. A different world. Two different worlds. Something happens when you die. You go somewhere else. Another world that’s recognizable, but different. 

“You’re not really in my world,” she says. “And I’m not really in yours.”

Sabine wants to make another joke but she’s starting to feel very uncomfortable. 

“Then where am I?”

“I don’t know.”

“Are Mom and Dad here too?”

“I don’t know that either.”

“How can I see you, but no one else?”

“I think it’s because we’ve always been so close. Like twins. We can feel each other or something—I know, it sounds stupid. But we were both pulled here—here to Kilcurra House—I think so we could find each other again. At dusk, that’s when we can see each other. For an hour, before true darkness sets in. That’s when our worlds overlap.”

Sabine has heard of that. Where? 

“You came here because of me,” Gaby says. “You said you were drawn here, right? I’m not living in a farmhouse, you’re right. I’m living in the house with Bridie and Clary and Mrs. Walsh. I work in the kitchen. Some things are different from your world and some things are the same. I don’t know why. But you felt my presence and that’s why you came. And I felt yours.”

Sabine thinks: I was drawn to this place, yes, but not because of Gaby. Because of him.

A thought strikes her. “What about Dieter? Is there a Dieter in your world?”



“There is. But he’s not a good guy. He’s—he’s a soldier.”

“Someone can be a good guy and a soldier. Mine is.”

“Mine isn’t. And I don’t think yours is either, not really. Not truly. He sees an opportunity, with you. A way to get to America. I’m sorry, Sabine.”

Sabine’s brain starts to spark painfully, as though small, hard hailstones are pelting her skull from the inside. She leans her back against the milk house door. It’s getting dark.

“I don’t believe it, I don’t. There’s only one world. There has to be.” 

“Let’s test it. Let’s see if we can see each other in an hour. Here, take the koala back with you. It’ll vanish, you’ll see.” She tries to give Sabine the stuffed animal.

Sabine pushes it away. “You’ve made all this up just to get me away from him.”

“Do you remember the necklace I gave you? With the pearl? Where is it now? It’s gone, isn’t it?”

It’s true; it wasn’t in her pocket when she looked later. At the time she figured she’d dropped it on the lawn and one of the soldiers found it.

Sabine says stubbornly, “You abandoned me. You’re the one who’s dead. If anyone is.”

An expression flits over Gaby’s face; she’s hurt but recovers herself. “Is that what you want?” 

“I don’t want to be dead! I won’t be switched off like a radio. Like I never lived.”

“Maybe I am the one who died, I don’t know. But the miracle is, we can still be with each other. Don’t you want that? I want that. I want that more than anything. I don’t want to be alone anymore. Seeing you after all those months, it was like a miracle. It is a miracle.”

Sabine can see in her face that it’s true, this story. No, she thinks. Gaby just believes that it’s true.

“Take Koolie bear,” Gaby says. “I brought it on purpose to show you. When it disappears, that will be proof. You’ll know I’m not making all this up.”

“I won’t. I’m going. I’m leaving with Dieter whether you come with me or not. You left me back in France when you should have stayed and found me.”

Gaby opens her mouth and closes it again. Then she says, “You’re angry. You’ve been angry all this time.”



“All this nonsense you’re saying. Total nonsense. Just because you don’t want me to be in love.”

“That’s not true! Listen, Sabine. Dieter is gone. I got rid of him. And he’s not coming back. You have to stay with me.”

“What do you mean, got rid of him?”

“You said yourself, you’ve not spoken to him today. I got rid of him in my world which means—I hope it means—that he’s gone from your world too. I want you to be safe, that’s all I want.”

“But he’s not gone. I saw him.”

“When?”

“This morning. He was at the window looking down at me. He gave me a thumbs up. Our plan is still on.”

“He can’t be there! He won’t be. Not anymore.”

Sabine tries to jump up but Gaby grabs her by the forearm. 

“Listen,” Gaby says. “Just—let’s wait here together and see what happens.”

“What, you think that you’ll vanish before my eyes? You’re crazy.”

By now her head is being battered by a thousand sharp sparks and her eyes are losing focus or dimming, maybe both. She pulls back hard, away from Gaby. Gaby holds on.

“Stop, let me go,” Sabine says as she struggles, and like a wish come true she finds herself free. 

She makes for the woods. She can hear Gaby shouting but she refuses to turn, she refuses to see Gaby or the stuffed koala or anything else disappear. Everyone leaves her! No, she won’t look. The pain in her head has become a rain of hot cinders, so bad she starts crying. It’s the typhus all over again. An explosion of fire inside her. She can’t feel her legs.

If I can just make it back to the house, she thinks.





Part Three
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Gaby 

August 1947

Cork, Ireland

Gaby would never have said a word—never—but Nora brings it up herself.

“Oh! I’ve seen this girl,” she says. 

She’s looking at a framed photograph of Gaby’s family, recently shipped from Poughkeepsie. Photographs, dishes, books—all of Gaby’s worldly possessions arrived last week in three large wooden crates. She’s settled in Cork now and even has a little money, although she sold her grandmother’s property to Luc Perrin for almost nothing after the war. He was a resistance fighter, a hero, he deserved to be rewarded.

Plus she has no desire whatsoever to go back there. Or to America, either.

She conducted all her business with Luc by wire and telephone. Same with her parents’ house in New York. She sold that to a couple who have, the real estate agent told her, a six-year-old son and a baby. 

It’s a good home for a family, the agent said.

Gaby stops pounding the dough for bread and looks up at Nora. “You saw—who?” she asks.

Nora points to Sabine in the photograph, a smiling twelve-year-old. They’re standing in front of the crabapple tree in their backyard, a posed picture for their Christmas card that year. Gaby and Sabine are in front and Sabine is holding a baby squirrel, the pet Adèle let her keep for about two minutes. Gaby is wearing a ridiculously large blue bow in her hair. Kevin smiles broadly with his arm around Adèle’s shoulders, hugging her close to him. 

A sensation beyond shock ripples through Gaby’s body. “What do you mean, you saw her?”

“She was standing by the monkey puzzle tree. I was looking down from the window upstairs.” She lifts the photograph closer to study it. “I don’t know. It could have been somebody else, I suppose.”



Nora is a tall, handsome eighteen-year-old now. She’s come to live with Gaby while she attends university in Cork, sponsored by Theo. She’s wearing dark red lipstick and has a blue-and-white silk scarf tied around her neck. Gaby is wearing a spattered apron and can feel flour dust on her face. She’s six months pregnant.

“Was it a ghost?” Nora asks with a little laugh. “That’s what I decided at the time. But I was only eleven.”

“Maybe,” Gaby says. “A ghost or a pookie, maybe.” And she waits to see if Nora believes her.



The day after she told Sabine everything, Gaby had gone back to the milk house at dusk and waited there for hours, hoping Sabine would come back. By the time she gave up, her stomach was stabbed with pain. I should never have told her, I should have lied, what if I never see her again—countless inner stabs that kept getting worse. 

She went back again the day after that, and the day after that. Day after day after day. Probably she would have kept going forever, but when Julianne returned from Dublin—Dieter was by then imprisoned in Collins barracks—she called Gaby into the library. She was standing with her back to the fireplace wearing jodhpurs and a ruffled white shirt. She didn’t carry a whip in her hand, but it felt like she did.

“We’ve decided your time with us has come to an end, Gabrielle,” she said coldly. 

“Why? Does it have to be?” Gaby was still hoping against hope that Sabine would return.

“I think you know that it does. That game you played with Dieter and me?”

“Some might think I saved you.”

“Some might think you betrayed me.”

“Julianne, he was using you. And even if you did manage to leave Ireland with him, you might never get back!”

“You don’t know that.”

“Is it worth the risk? This is your home. Your family!”

Julianne’s face was like pale chiseled marble. “My mother has agreed to give you this week’s pay and bus fare to Cork. You’ll understand if I don’t say goodbye.”

Gaby went upstairs to pack; what choice did she have? In Cork she found a job at Thompson’s Bakery on MacCurtain Street—asking for Moira’s job after Moira had her baby—and a single room with a bed, a chest of drawers, and a hot plate. 

But only a few weeks later Mrs. Grogan summoned her to The Majestic Hotel, “for tea and a chat.” She’d reserved a private corner table in the hotel restaurant. 

“I want to make sure you’re all right,” Mrs. Grogan said.

Not likely, Gaby thought. 

“And that the trouble with Julianne,” she went on, “isn’t something you’ll be discussing with anyone.”

She trotted out the phrase, Trouble for Julianne means trouble for the family business. She never mentioned Dieter Ott by name, but that’s clearly what she meant. Then she offered to let Gaby rent Aunt Maeve’s old house.

“I’ll give you very good terms,” Mrs. Grogan had said.

“You mean a lease?” Gaby asked.

“Twenty years at no rent. I’m happy to be able to offer you this, Gabrielle. You’re family, you shouldn’t have to stay in a dreary bedsit while you wait out the war. I’ll just ask you to sign some papers.”

“What papers?”

“A formality. We want to keep our private family affairs private, as I said.”

Gaby looked around at the people in the restaurant gamely drinking their watery tea, eating their dry war scones, and wearing their serviceable clothes—no frills, that was the style now, everything mock military. Two women were sitting together at a table by the window. One was smoking and one was talking. Were they sisters? They both had dark hair flecked with gray. The one smoking suddenly laughed at something the other one said, and leaned forward to add her own opinion, crushing out her cigarette as she spoke. They looked so comfortable, as if they could sit there with each other forever. 

I’ll never have that again. But it was less of a pang, and more like she was reminding herself. 

She wiped her mouth with the starched hotel napkin and straightened her spine.

“What I’d like, Mrs. Grogan, is to own the house outright.”

A short, shocked silence. Then: “That’s outrageous!”

“Think about it. It will cost you nothing. Well, almost nothing—I suppose you’d get a bit more rent money after, what did you propose? Twenty years? As for the house itself, I don’t think you plan to sell it during your lifetime, do you? So it’s only about your descendants. Julianne’s children, if she has any. Or Theo’s. Well, that’s even more unlikely isn’t it.”

Mrs. Grogan blushed an angry mottled red. “Let’s keep them both out of it, shall we?”

“Sign over the house and that’s the last you’ll hear from me.”

Gaby took out Dieter’s letter to Julianne and flattened it on the tablecloth between them. 

“I have this, you see, if money gets tight. To sell to the press. Hotel Heiress Tries to Help Nazi Escape—I imagine that will be the headline.”



Theo wasn’t speaking to her anyway; he blamed Gaby for letting Julianne get caught with Dieter. “Couldn’t you have at least chucked her passport?” “There wasn’t time. And I didn’t know she’d brought it.” Both true, but it didn’t matter. 

Still, she won him back eventually. Or at least he stopped being actively angry. After the war, when Julianne left for Paris, Theo visited Gaby in Cork. By that time Mrs. Grogan had signed the house deed over to her. Not a gift but a bribe. Still: a home of her own.

“You’ve made yourself very cozy,” Theo had said, looking around Aunt Maeve’s old sitting room. She wasn’t sure if he was being snide or not. None of the furniture in the house had changed since her great-aunt lived there; Gaby couldn’t spare the cash. She used her mother’s engagement ring to fix the roof and her grandmother’s peacock pin to install new plumbing. Her parents’ wedding rings were sold off as well—faulty wiring, crumbling plaster, a dozen minor headaches like those. 

But now she has a home. 

“How many boarders have you got?” Theo asked.

“Four. And I keep a room free for Desmond and Nora, for whenever they come down.”

“You still see Des and Nora?”

“Don’t you?”

A pointed question. He hesitated. “Yes,” he said.



She still doesn’t have a college degree. She’s limping along; one class per term is all she can handle. “At this rate you’ll be done long before I am,” she tells Nora.

She met Mick Grady in an economics course in her first year. They never spoke in class but one day toward the end of the term they stood at a bus stop together and were forced (that’s how it felt) into small talk. When Mick told her he was from Ballyleam, Gaby looked him over and said, “Oh, you’re Clary’s boyfriend!”

“You know Clary?”

“I used to work at Kilcurra House.”

It was his turn to look her over. “Right. You’re the American.”

That’s how she’s known here. She’s become almost used to it. “I’m the American,” she agreed.

“Well, Clary ditched me two years back for a horse jockey,” Mick told her. “Moved up to Newbridge.”

“Ooh. Sorry.”

He raised his hands and let them drop. “All for the best, really.” Then he asked her if she’d like to see a film with him that night.



It’s love, but not the kind she and Sabine dreamed about—not The Encounter—though at a stretch she can say they met by accident. Mick is a considerate man, but he doesn’t worship Gaby the way her father worshipped her mother. He’s kind and attentive and handsome with his intense blue eyes, his short straight nose, his square jawline. They read the same newspapers, they laugh at the same jokes. She’s interested in his opinions and he always seems interested in hers. One of the things she loves is how he always looks ready to smile. 

But they have separate lives too. Unlike Kevin and Adèle. After he got his degree, Mick landed an accounting job at the Cork Museum and now he has access to all the new exhibits before they’re open to the public. Gaby goes to see them; he lets her into the gallery and then goes off to a pub with friends. An interest in art is one thing they don’t share. Ironic, given his job.

Their baby is due in November. Gaby’s boarders are leaving one by one and she doesn’t replace them. Only Mr. Trader is left now, and Nora.

When Nora comes home from class, if Gaby has time to spare before dinner, they sit in the back garden on wrought-iron chairs that look a hundred years old but are somehow still comfortable. Gaby likes to sit there after the sun has set and watch the light change color on the back of the brick factories that block their view—at least from the ground floor—of the river Lee.

“My gran, when she was alive, she used to say there were two of everyone walking about,” Nora says. She’s sitting beside Gaby knitting a lilac cardigan; vivid colors are back in fashion now that the war is over. “She saw her father once, long after he died.”

“Was it twilight?”

“I don’t know.” Nora stops to count stitches. She has long fingers with pale pink nail polish, though her round face still shows traces of her eleven-year-old self. “We see what we want to see, that’s what my da says. He asked me if you’re ever going to go back there again, to Kilcurra House, I mean. To visit.”

“Probably not. Too painful.”

She doesn’t tell Nora that she did go back once, just after the war ended. She’d read in the newspaper that the Grogans were opening their home to paid visitors on the weekends. Short on money? Or just seizing an opportunity to make more? 

Either way, Gaby couldn’t resist.

She took the same slow bus to Ballyleam, walked up the road to the Grogans’ house, and stood in line in a soft rain. She paid the two-and-six admission price and left her umbrella in a squat plastic barrel with a handmade sign taped to it: Wet Umbrellas Here Please. 

The tour guide was an energetic woman in her fifties with the good looks of an aging film star. Gaby stayed with the group through the dining room, Mrs. Grogan’s solarium, and the library. The library smelled different; it smelled like old fires, not recent ones. And most of the knickknacks were gone. The little china cat, where was that? Someone had packed it away with the jade ashtrays and gold filigree curios, no doubt afraid of theft. 

When the group obediently trooped upstairs to see the bedrooms, Gaby slipped away. It was January, so an early sunset. 

Outside her heart began thudding hard. Hope, though she didn’t want to have hope. She didn’t really believe she would see her. 

She rounded the house, made her way through the woods, and came to the clearing where the unused farm buildings stood in their crumbling disrepair. The barn, the old lime kiln, the potting shed. A beady-eyed rook watched her from the top of the potting shed, but there was an empty patch beside it. Gaby stared, unable to believe it at first. It was like seeing a famous painting with one of its chief characters removed, American Gothic with only the man holding the pitchfork, not the wife. Her eye tried to fill in what wasn’t there: a one-room stone building with a teal-blue door. 

The milk house was gone.

Why was only that building taken down, and not the others? Not that Sabine was ever coming back. You have to face the truth, Gaby told herself over and over again—at first, every day. But seeing the empty space was shocking. It felt—staring as if she could stare the milk house back into existence—it felt like Sabine had never been there at all. 

Not just gone: never been.

If you tell them, they disappear.

For years she comforted herself with stories: Sabine left Ballyleam and went to Galway chasing after Mr. and Mrs. Faley, and now she’s living with them in the countryside. Or she found a boat to America. Or she’s living in their grandmother’s house in Puy-de-Dôme; she’s taken over the stud farm and is caring for the horses. Working with animals—Sabine would like that. 

Gaby never returned to Kilcurra House after that day, and she never wants to. Maybe I did have some kind of breakdown, she thinks again as she listens to the clack of Nora’s knitting needles. She moves her hip to get more support to her left side, the side her baby prefers. You lose someone and you want to see them again—that’s natural. But it’s a fantasy. It can’t go on. Dieter Ott wasn’t actually the problem, the two worlds were the problem. Because you can’t live in two worlds, past and present. 

And maybe she should even feel grateful to Dieter for forcing her hand. For pushing her out of that life. Where is Dieter now? She has no idea. He was in prison camp for the rest of the war, at least that’s what she assumes. And then transferred after it was over back to Germany. A new world is coming, he’d said. 

Did it come? She can’t tell. It feels the same.

The evening air smells like dry cinders, a smell Gaby has come to associate with this part of Cork, and the light has left off glittering the tiles on Mrs. Daly’s roof. Mrs. Daly and her daughter Maureen have become almost friends, and Maureen, now nearly twelve and looking even more like her mother, keeps hinting about babysitting when the time comes. Living just next door, it would be awfully convenient.

“Will you call your baby Sabine, do you think?” Nora asks. “If she’s a girl?”

“I will, sure,” Gaby says.

The garden door opens and there’s Mick back from work, smiling and already wearing his comfortable house shoes. Gaby nudges out the chair next to her with her foot. Before he sits down Mick leans over to kiss her, and when he pulls back Gaby puts her hand to his head so she can kiss him again. His lips are very soft.

He lowers himself into the garden chair and stretches out his long legs. “Aaah,” he says happily. He lifts his chin in a way that always reminds Gaby of Sabine. 

The past is a shape-shifter, she thinks, open to interpretation and imagination. You can get caught there—she almost did. She doesn’t understand death, or Sabine’s world if it really existed, or even this world so much of the time. But she’s with her people, now. Here are her people.

“And if it’s a boy?” Nora asks.

Gaby touches her belly. The baby doesn’t kick so much as push one hard foot against her ribs. 

“She won’t be,” Gaby says.
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Sabine 

August 1947

California, U.S.A.

The landscape resembles nothing she’s seen before. Sabine loves that. The Pacific Ocean is wild and freezing, even in summer. The hills are low and soft and brown, and the highways are not guarded by endless scrubby pine trees like they are in upstate New York. Instead, small hardy flowers spring up along the roads and disappear and spring up again. Lupine, pink thrift, golden yarrow, monkeyflower.

They’re driving up the coast to Mendocino. They’ve got their schnauzer, Suzanne, in the back seat along with the picnic basket that Dieter packed. The very first week they were here he insisted on buying a convertible. “It’s California law for all newcomers,” he joked. But the weather is foggy and cold; they’re both wearing coats and sweaters and hats even though it’s summer. “The foggiest time of the year,” Dieter tells her. He knows a lot about Northern California. “The land of my dreams,” he said.



Sabine fell sick—as sick as she could ever remember being—after the girls left for Glin Castle. Over and over she vomited into a china hand basin, shivering but also sweating. Her head felt as though a tentacled monster was trying to burst through her skull, its suction cups clamped on her brain. A fiery sensation, both pushing and pulling. It started outside, in the woods. It was Mrs. Walsh who, worried when Sabine didn’t come in for dinner, went outside with the old storm lantern to look for her.

“What were you doing there?” she scolded Sabine when she got her inside.

Sabine didn’t know. 

She slept for most of two days, and even when she was awake she couldn’t open her eyes. Clary put folded wet washcloths on her forehead and gave her tablets to swallow. Nothing felt right.

“Where’s Bridie?” she croaked.

“Still gone.”

“And Dieter?”

“I’m here.” She felt him take her hand, though she couldn’t lift her lids to look at him; they were hinged gates, locked and heavy, keeping the world out. She dreamed of ducks and barbed wire, deserts, marshy rice fields. Every dream took her somewhere new, to a life she’d never lived.

For three nights running the women went down to the cellar because of air raids; the Germans who were left took shelter in the Grogans’ wine cellar so they could drink while they waited. Mrs. Flynn gave Sabine the cot since she was so ill, while she and Mrs. Walsh slept on sofas. That meant there was only the bench for Clary. 

Once she was there Sabine stayed there, even during the day; she was too ill to go up and down stairs. She woke every so often, convinced she was wracked with typhus again. The strange tugging sensation in her brain felt familiar. Didn’t she fall ill in just this way back in France? Or was it Poughkeepsie?

“I’m just going to change your nightgown,” Clary said. “You’ve sweat right through it, yourself.”

When at last she opened her eyes and saw Dieter, actually saw him, she started to cry. 

“Am I hallucinating?”

“Ssh. No. Don’t worry. I’m here.”

“I thought you were gone forever. Banished.”

“Banished! Who would banish me?”

She tried to squeeze his fingers but couldn’t tell if she did. 

“I’ve brought you some medicine,” he told her.

“Where did you get it?”

“Never mind, just put it on your tongue. Can you swallow? Here.” He held a glass up to her lips. “Upstairs they’re worried about infection.” He meant the German officers. “I’m to take you away tomorrow.”

Sabine was still ill when they left Kilcurra House, driving off in the direction of Glin Castle before breakfast. She wore a large straw hat with its wide brim pulled over her eyes. Mrs. Walsh and Clary both cried as they said goodbye. It felt terrible leaving them behind. Her body still hurt, the light in her eyes was especially painful, and her bones felt like ancient, brittle chalk. When they came to the first crossroads Dieter changed course and drove south, away from Glin Castle.

“We’re not going anywhere near that place,” he said.

Just outside Cork they abandoned the car and Dieter ditched his uniform. Everything was at sixes and sevens because of the bombings; on the road, he showed certain papers at some checkpoints and pulled another set of papers from the glove box for others. By the time he found the house in Cork he’d been told about (by whom? she never asked), Sabine was so nauseated she could no longer think about anything else. The house faced the River Lee, the same river she swam across leaving the city. She collapsed on a low couch that smelled of cat and spilled ale.

Dieter took off her shoes and covered her with a blue crocheted blanket. More tablets. Something sweet to drink to wash them down. 

She slept.

The next day she opened her eyes and for the first time in almost a week the light didn’t hurt. 

“That’s good, because we have to leave tomorrow,” Dieter told her over a meal of watered beer and potatoes fried in pork fat. She managed a small bite. 

“During the next battle, there will be chaos. We have to take advantage of that.”

“What battle?”

“German troops are sailing for England today. The planes have already left. The invasion’s begun.”

“They’re invading England from here?”

“And from France. Churchill hasn’t got a prayer.”



They made it to Newfoundland in a large commercial fishing boat that had been refitted to make it able (barely) to cross the Atlantic. Sabine fell ill again, regained her strength, then had another relapse. All she wanted to eat was unsalted crackers; luckily they had plenty of those. What they didn’t have was fresh vegetables or fresh meat, and no fruit unless you counted the lime squeezed into their drinking water to protect against scurvy. The smell on the boat made her think of boot polish, and even away from the engine she heard a low hum in her ears, at times shifting into quick staccato beats like Morse code.

In Canada they learned about England’s surrender and, sixteen days later, the German and Japanese treaty with America. They were lucky they’d left when they did. All immigration shut down during the treaty negotiations—and for many months after—and the ports were guarded like high-security prisons. They took a slow bus to Detroit, a train to New York City, and then another train up the Hudson River to Poughkeepsie. 

Before they left Canada, Dieter somehow purchased a false American birth certificate for himself. He’s called Peter now. Sabine tries to remember this when they’re in company. He spent all his money on the journey and his new identity papers, but in Poughkeepsie Sabine could sell her old home. She found her birth certificate, her old diary, and some of Gaby’s poems in an old high school yearbook. Also a Christmas photo from before the war. Gaby is wearing a white dress and a blue hair ribbon, and Sabine is looking down at a baby squirrel she’d found and wanted to keep as a pet (her mother had said yes, and then the next morning said no).

In the end she kept nothing except her birth certificate. You have to move forward, she told herself. You can’t let the past be a trap. 

Anyway, all of that old life is fading like a dream; like the fog settling on their windshield. A moment of recognition and then poof. Every so often the white hospital bed in Clermont-Ferrand comes back to her, when the doctor sat on a stool and explained in his careful English that her parents and Gaby had died. 

She misses her parents but Gaby’s death was the hardest to bear. There’s a heavy ache in her heart whenever she thinks of her. When she told Dieter how she used to imagine meeting her sister back at Kilcurra House, all their secret rendezvous at the old milk house, he understood.

“You were trying to cope.”

“But I really thought I saw her. She even gave me chocolate once. Maybe I’m crazy.”

“My poor darling.” 

“You don’t think I’m crazy?”

“It’s this world.” The crease between his eyebrows deepened. They were on the train to Poughkeepsie and he was holding her hand across the seat. His voice was warm and compassionate. “There’s no way to rationally deal with what is happening out there. No one knows what horrors will happen next, that’s the trouble, and it makes us all mad.”

It’s true; there’s so much death and destruction. When they left the train station in Poughkeepsie, protesters were throwing rocks at anyone in a uniform. Eventually the protesters were handcuffed and hauled away in trucks, even the little kids. Sabine felt sympathetic but she would never join something like that. We have to keep our heads down and obey the law to the letter, Dieter warned her, and she knew he was right. The next day small vans with electronic bullhorns rigged to the top drove slowly up and down the streets, a woman’s recorded voice telling everyone to remain calm. She wonders what happened to the protesters. 

Onward, as Dieter—Peter—would say. We can only keep moving. The foggy air feels good on her face. She likes Northern California, where, after hardly any debate, they decided to make their home. She likes the cold, choppy ocean and the fog; she’s living, quite literally, in a cloud. Her husband is clever and good looking and has a high-paying job at Matson-Krups Lines in the accounting department. 

One day, Peter promises, they’ll take one of the Matson cruise ships to Hawaii. But right now they have to lie low. The day after they left Kilcurra House, the RAF bombed Glin Castle and no one survived; in Germany Dieter is counted among the dead. 

All those girls, Sabine thinks. I might have been one of them.

Whenever Peter meets a German officer he leans on his American accent. If he’s found out they’ll send him to prison, or worse.

“But they won’t find out,” he promises.

I was pulled toward you, Sabine likes to tell him. I didn’t know why, but I knew I had to get to Kilcurra House. For weeks and weeks I tried so hard to get there. And then there you were. My Encounter. She tilts her chin up to the brisk, foggy air. She feels a strange connection to this chaotic world. Dieter is the link. She’s no longer angry at her parents and Gaby for leaving her, for forcing her to fend for herself. 

I was alone but now I have my person. I was just looking for my person, that’s all.

The road winds its way along the ocean. When the dunes flatten, Sabine can see small waves capped with white. White horses, they’re called. They pass a billboard promoting the new American-German-Japanese alliance: Farm, Family, and Fatherland in three different languages.

The colorful Japanese characters sparkle in the sunlight. Peter takes her hand. “We’re going to have a beautiful life,” he says. 
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