
Her fingers rubbed anxiously against the silk bunched at her waist. Bias cut gowns might 
look lovely in the candlelight, but they were a nightmare when one wanted to sit down.  
“Careful not to catch that,” James said, nodding at the diamond bracelet glittering from her 
wrist.  
“This is hardly the first raw silk I’ve worn,” she retorted.  
The words came out colder than she’d intended, but a gentle press of his hand to hers let 
her know he didn’t mind. There was no need for apologies or forgiveness between them. 
They were past all that.  
“We’ll need to be quick. In and out in fifteen minutes,” he reminded her.  
She turned to the mansion outside the window. The lavish building, requisitioned and 
reborn as an embassy, was lit up like a castle. Sparkling light from its many chandeliers 
spilled from the open door. But tonight, would be nothing like a fairytale. There was no 
room for fantasy in wartime.  
“It’s time,” he said as the car slowed to a stop.  
It took only seconds for him to walk round the truck to her side, yet by the time he opened 
the door, her breaths were fast and short.   
It was always this way before a mission. As soon as she stepped inside, she’d be fine.  
“Take my hand,” he whispered, offering her his open palm.  
He wrapped his warm fingers around hers and slipped a hand to her back as she stood up. 
His comforting warmth and familiar smell grounded her.   
Fifteen minutes.  
By the time they ascended the steps and entered the large hall, she was wearing her 
signature grin and winking at every man they passed. Her anxiety wasn’t gone, it was just 
buried deep down inside her, a faint stomachache she’d had since 1939.  
Stoic faces turned to assess her body as they walked. Every man nodded his appreciation, 
every woman smiled a greeting. She would never be found wanting, not so long as Vichy 
loved her.   
If only they knew the affection wasn't reciprocated.  
“Cherie! You’re here!” A French officer stepped away from a group of six soldiers to greet 
her. She didn’t remember his name and it didn’t matter. Charm forgave all things.  
“Where else would I be?” she tittered. “I couldn’t miss the embassy party.” 
“You can’t miss any party, dear girl.” A Nazi officer behind them chuckled at his own joke.   
“Excuse us, boys,” her companion said with an affable smile. “But the lady needs a drink. 
Come along, my darling.” He tugged her away from the growing crowd of admirers. 
A bottleneck of bodies had formed in the middle of the floor below one of the crystal 
chandeliers. Seizing her moment, she leaned forward and brushed her painted lips against 
James' ear, looking for all the world like she was kissing her lover.  
“It’s time,” she whispered. He responded with an appropriately wicked grin for a man 
receiving saucy nothings from Vichy’s favorite socialite.  
“Dearest, I need a trip to the retiring room. Won’t you get me a glass of champagne while 
you wait?” she asked, licking and then biting her painted bottom lip. It was a distraction 
tactic and worked a treat; she could feel the heat of distracted gazes fix on her mouth.  
James continued to look into her eyes as he consented. He was immune to her wiles. 
A few minutes’ maneuvering through the crush saw her to the staircase leading to the first 
floor. Just before she slipped into the hall, she glanced back and saw James hovering near 
the drinks table, edging his way toward the balcony door. She didn’t wait to watch him slip 
out; she trusted him.  



Twelve minutes.  
The corridor was dark and silent. Claret red carpet covered the wood floors, muffling the 
click of her heels as she peered at the numbers next to the dozen doors lining each wall.   
38. That was the room she needed to find.  
At Room 25, she was startled by the sound of a door swinging open behind her. A man in a 
green uniform with a swastika armband stepped out and rubbed a hand over his face. 
She took a chance and gently turned the knob, uttering a silent prayer when it turned, 
allowing her to slip inside with seconds to spare. The room was dark; she could just make 
out the shape of shelves and her nose was flooded with the smell of cleaning fluid. When 
she turned to press her ear to the door, her shoe brushed against the head of a mop. She 
held her breath as she waited to hear the faint pattern of the officer's disappearing 
footsteps.  
When all was silent again, she checked her watch. 
Nine minutes.  
She couldn’t wait any longer.   
She entered Room 38 in a rush, but not so much that she forgot to close the door behind 
her. Bookcases lined every wall from floor to ceiling. A large oak desk occupied the middle 
of the room, its surface illuminated by a single lamp. 
Was this right?   
Stepping closer, she saw a silver picture frame next to the lamp. Behind the glass was a 
photograph of a Nazi officer with his arm slung around his wife. In her arms she held a baby, 
no more than six months old. 
Yes, this was the right office.  
The desk drawers were an unorganized mess. It took minutes of rifling through them—as 
well as one paper cut—to find the envelope. Breaking the seal, she slid the contents halfway 
out and into her hand. The black and white photographs were hard to see in the weak light, 
but she knew they were the ones they needed.  
She slid the envelope into the cup of her brassiere, thankful once again for her God-given 
aesthetic gifts; the flesh and padding easily hid the boxy shape.   
Five minutes.  
Her feet were poised for flight when she heard a thump outside the door. Her hand 
scrambled for the lamp cord, turning off the light and diving under the desk just as two 
shadows filled the room. 
“Shhh, you have to be quiet,” a male voice said, his words slurred with drink. 
“Speak for yourself,” a female voice replied, giggling.  
The rustle of material falling to the floor was a familiar sound; in happier times, she might 
have smiled at the memories it evoked. Tonight, she rued arousal and its inopportune 
timing.  
Four minutes.  
 


