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Acclaim for The French Girl ’s War

“The French Girl’s War is a novel of  hope and determination that lights up a “The French Girl’s War

As readers, we can’t help worrying about Sophie, yet with her fortitude and 
grit—and with the hope she inspires—we believe in her. We know she won’t 
rest until goodness prevails.”

—Paula Cizmar,
Award-winning playwright, author, and screenwriter

“Set early in World War II, this novel charms with its depictions of  French 
village life and its vivid, quirky characters. But don’t be misled. The ravages 
and cruelties of  war come calling, forcing eighteen-year-old ingenue Sophie to 
abandon her dreams of  an artistic life—and forging in her a new necessity for 

to live, for a time, with greatness.”
—Louella Nelson,
Best-selling author



To my darling, Maggie—your bravery is boundless. You married a writer without knowing 
what you were in for.
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Chapter 1
The Envelope

F all had come, and it made the goats angry. Sophie tried to sing “Au Clair 
de la Lune” to them, just as her father used to do when she was upset. 

However, today the animals could not be calmed, and she feared their milk 
would sour from their discontent.

In truth, Sophie hated the goats, and perhaps they hated her, too. Or maybe 

view her sideways. They saw Sophie like most people in Avoine saw her—not as 
a girl with dreams but as the Jewish farmer’s daughter. The goat girl.

forearms straining with the weight of  the last bucket of  goats’ milk. She raised 
her face to the darkening sky and drew a breath to savor the scents of  the 
river valley. The Loire’s pungent smells and rumbling sounds reassured her 
that change was natural, inevitable. Tonight, things were going to change; she 
would see to it.

Sophie lifted her bucket haltingly through the gate, past the blackberries 
that choked the fence, past the chicken coops, to the cooling shed. She lowered 

Angry or not, the goats had been productive. Her father would be pleased.

shed to head to the chicken coop and stopped, reaching into her dress pocket 
for the envelope she’d received in yesterday’s mail. She unfolded it and pressed 
it against a fencepost to smooth out the creases.
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“Université de Paris, La Sorbonne,” she read to the rooster who’d poked his 
head through the pen. “This changes everything.” She waved the envelope 
tauntingly at the cockeyed bird. “Soon I’ll be through with you and those 
horrible goats.”

As if  in response, the rooster clucked quizzically, causing Sophie to giggle. 
She quickly remembered there was no time for play. Even with the milk taken 

father. Only then could she have the discussion she’d been planning all day.
She stuffed the envelope back in her pocket. Ignoring the soreness in her 

steps to the porch.
Sophie’s father had already lit a lamp in the window of  their humble 

farmhouse, clearly believing it would be dark by the time she completed her 
chores. As always, he’d underestimated her.

Combelle’s jazz or the latest boring speech from Prime Minister Daladier. Yet 
her father’s chair was empty and the house was silent. With a look down the 

Perfect, she thought. I can prepare supper and surprise him when he 
returns.

Before dawn, before her chores, she’d ridden her bicycle three kilometers 
to the only Jewish market near Avoine to retrieve her father’s favorite: kosher 
lamb. It had cost her three month’s savings and was a long journey to take 
before her usual routine of  feeding the chickens, cleaning the pens, and milk-
ing the goats, but her labor would be worth it when her father came home and 
saw the feast she’d prepared.

Sophie hastened to the kitchen, eager to start, but knocked her toe into 
a large, wooden chest her father had mysteriously left out in the living room.

“Ow!” She wiggled her toe.
It took her a moment to recognize the chest, usually kept in the depths of  

the hall closet. It was rare for her father to take anything out of  storage and 
more unusual for him to open his memory chest. The items it contained only 
served to remind him of  Sophie’s deceased mother, a topic of  conversation 
her father always avoided.

Tonight, however, Sophie hoped the conversation would be pleasant. She 
would put her father in the best of  moods, soften him with culinary pleasures, 
and care for him like a king—at least as much as their meager means would 
allow. That, she thought, is what it would take to convince him to let her leave 
for Paris by the month’s end.

empty chair and moved to the kitchen. She opened the pantry door in search 
of  their last bottle of  red wine, a particularly good one, saved for a special 
occasion. They had no money to spend on such things, but the gift from 

long enough.
To her surprise, the bottle was gone. She searched the cabinet behind the 

Perhaps Papa’s given it away…Whatever the case, it didn’t matter. Her 

From the kitchen drawer, she snatched her grandmother’s linen tablecloth, 
and from the rack by the sink she retrieved the tall water glasses. She set the 
table, folded the napkins, turned on the gas, and lit the stove and oven. She then 
chopped the onions, warmed the bread, and readied herself  for her big night.

for the jazz her father adored. Instead, all she found was news of  Germany, 
how Hitler had begun closing Jewish businesses, treating Jews as criminals, 
moving people to ghettos. She knew enough to know that Germans couldn’t 
be trusted—even now, so long after the Great War—and that they were 
no friends to Jews, but why would they want to send Jews to ghettos? The 
announcer said America’s President Roosevelt had admonished the Germans 
and that Prime Minister Daladier predictably agreed. Whatever the issue, she 
thought, it didn’t concern her here on the farm.

Louis Armstrong—one of  her father’s favorites. With the scene now set, the 
only thing missing was her father. She moved to the door and opened it to 
the evening air.

“Papa?” she called. “Dinner’s ready.”
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Her father startled her when he leaned in from around the corner of  the 
house, the open bottle of  Purim wine clutched in his hand. He’d been outside 
the house all along.

“Smells good,” he said softly.
His demeanor was curious, his gaze not quite meeting hers. As he drew 

nearer, she saw his eyes glossy with sadness. His breath was sour with wine 
and his shaggy black hair was tussled. He hadn’t shaved and the stubble on 
his face, peppered gray, made him look tired. Not quite drunk, he seemed, 
haunted.

“Papa, what’s wrong?”
He moved past her into the house. “Nothing, ma chère.”
“Were you crying?” she asked. “What’s happened?” She rushed to follow 

him back into the house.
He blinked, sniffed the air, and offered a forced smile. “You’ve cooked 

lamb.”

and change his mysterious mood. “Your favorite.”
Her father pushed the door closed and took his seat at the table. He 

rubbed his shoulder, the one that gave him trouble when the weather got cold.
Sophie bustled back to the kitchen to retrieve the dish of  lamb warming 

in the oven, one eye locked on her father, trying to decode his behavior. Using 
her frayed oven mitt, she carried the dish, bubbling with rosemary gravy, to 
the oak table and set it in front of  him.

He leaned forward and breathed in the meal as if  smelling her cooking for 

Sophie took a seat and her father bowed his head. He half-heartedly 
mumbled the Hebrew brucha over the meal and then turned to her. “This is brucha
lovely.”

“I wanted to surprise you. It’s kosher.”
Her father did not respond, instead surveying the food and the house 

around them. He seemed somehow displaced, more than could be attributed 
to the wine he’d consumed.

Rather than asking the reason for the fancy meal or where she could have 
scrounged the money to fund it, her father glanced to the window and stared 
into the shadow of  dusk.

dragged out to the living room. Nothing in his behavior made sense.
“Papa,” Sophie said. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
He turned back to the lamb and parsnips without remark, as if  he hadn’t 

heard a word. He served Sophie and then himself, giving his attention to the food.
She reached into her pocket to stroke the tattered edge of  the envelope, 

scripts, written recommendations from her teachers, and her father’s permis-
sion, she could begin her art history courses by the end of  the month. The 

would be up to her.
“Please, Papa…Tell me.”
Her father put down his tarnished fork with a clink on the dish. He 

chewed quickly and wiped his mouth with the edge of  the tablecloth, mistak-
ing it for his napkin.

“Something has happened, Sophie,” he said at last. “Something important.”
She released the envelope in her pocket and moved her hand to the table, 

this dramatic.

breath. “Now, they appear to be on the move.” He again turned to look out-
side as if  he was sitting in Poland and the Germans were just outside the door.

Sophie had heard stories of  the Great War, of  how her grandfather had 

year, and then part of  Czechoslovakia, but her father hadn’t seemed troubled 
about it, so she gave it little thought. The radio had just said they were bother-
ing the Jews in Germany, but she must’ve missed the part about Poland. Why 
would this so upset her father? They didn’t know anyone there.

“Yes,” she said trying to engage him. “I heard something on the news.”
Her father reached into his pocket and pulled out a letter of  his own, 

which he tossed onto the table as though folding a losing hand in a game of  
cards.

Sophie’s heart raced in time with the frenetic Armstrong jazz from the 
radio. Had the university sent her father a letter as well? Had he learned of  her 
plans before she could prepare him? Surely he’d think they couldn’t afford La 
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fromagerie or help fromagerie

faced her, his sunken eyes now focused and precise implying he’d made his 

“To serve?”
l’Armée de Terre. 

They’re starting with those who’ve served before. Remember my service? I 
leave Friday.”

“Friday?”
His meaning swirled into focus, and the room seemed to close in on her. 

He rose from the table and walked to the memory chest. He lifted the heavy 
lid with one hand and reached into the chest with his other, drawing out a 
folded stack of  woolen clothes he then placed on his chair.

He pulled one garment free from the stack and turned to Sophie, letting 
the fabric unfurl in front of  him as he held it to his shoulders. It was his 
uniform from his days as a young soldier.

“Do you think I’ll still be handsome?” He offered a broken smile, attempt-
ing to change the mood. “Your mother used to think I was good looking in 
my uniform.”

Sophie opened her mouth and hoped to hear herself  say something 
convincing, something magical that would change everything, make it right. 
However, no sound came.

War? All she knew of  war was that it had left her grandmother a widow 
and her own father fatherless—a pain topped, he had said, only by the loss 
of  her mother on the day of  Sophie’s birth. Her father had served the army 
when he was a younger man in more peaceful times. What did he know about 

“You can’t go,” she said at last. “You can’t.”
“There’s no choice, ma chère. France needs me.”
“I need you,” she snapped back, already feeling like she’d lost him. “Who 

will run the farm? Who will care for me?” She realized that, only moments 
ago, she’d planned to leave the farm, leave her father, to tell him that he could 
hire a boy from the village and that he didn’t need her at all. She’d planned 

to say pointedly, but with pride, that she didn’t need him to care for her any 
longer—the very thing she was now claiming was so important.

“Your grandmother,” he replied, tossing his uniform onto the chair. 
“You’ll stay with her in Ville de Lemaire. It’s all been arranged. We’ll close the 
farm until I return.”

“Return? How do you know you’ll return?”
“I’ll return,” he pronounced, “because I said I’ll return.” He gathered the 

uniform from the chair and retreated to his bedroom, where he closed his 

Sophie reached into her pocket for the envelope from the university. 
Without removing the letter, she walked to the hearth, tore the envelope in 

dreams and the dinner her father hardly noticed.

5

The cold outside the farmhouse grew and the wind began to lick at the walls. 

or sad at the cruel irony of  her circumstance. On the very day she’d been ready 
to reveal her secret dream, it was, instead, a secret fear she’d realized. Her 
father’s letter, not hers, had set her destiny. Now, rather than preparing for her 
own adventure, she was preparing for abandonment; she was preparing for his 
death, which she knew would surely come.

This seemed to be her curse, to send those she loved to an untimely death. 
Her mother had died in childbirth, and Sophie had always felt she was the one 
responsible, even when her father had assured her otherwise.

“Your mother’s frailty was not your fault,” he’d said. “Nature took her, 
not you.” Just as he’d done tonight, he’d made it clear: there was to be no 
debate about things he’d already decided. The truth of  things was his alone 
to declare.

Nevertheless, Sophie held the belief  that, if  she’d been important enough, 
her mother would have found a way to live, and that it was she who was 
responsible. Now her father too was getting ready to leave her, to court death, 
choosing the dangers of  war over her. Her need of  him wasn’t enough to keep 
him home, just as it hadn’t been enough to keep her mother alive.
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Paris would have changed everything. It would have made her an educated 
teacher of  art, a cosmopolitan lady. The women of  Paris, the ones in the 
magazines, were glamorous. They had opportunity, they had art, and they had 
love. Such women only brought joy to those around them. Such women would 
never bear a curse like hers, and none of  them ever had to touch a goat.

outside. Was the whole world growing unsettled?
She tossed her rag aside, left the remaining pots upside down in the sink 

to dry, and retreated to the bathroom to gain some measure of  composure. 
As she passed her father’s room, she heard the familiar rumble of  his snoring. 
The combination of  wine and food had bested him, though Sophie still felt 
restless like the wind.

pitcher and cleaned her face with a thin shard of  foul-smelling soap. She 
employed the same angry vigor to her cheeks that she’d used to scrub the 
dinner plates, eager to clean away as much of  this dreadful day as she could.

She dried herself  with a crispy, line-dried towel, then, without bothering 
to change into her nightclothes, kicked off  her muddy shoes and climbed 

Monet bookplate over her desk, she blew out her bedside candle. The artists 
of  her dreams would have to wait.

The tree at her window, now animated by the angry breeze, clawed at the 
clapboards, determined to keep her from sleep. She closed her eyes, turned 
away from the window, and wished for the darkness to take her. She drew her 
knitted blanket to her ears and tried to ignore the ghoulish cacophony.

Just as she felt herself  drifting, the wind unlatched a shutter in the front 
of  the house, freeing it to beat against the window frame. In her half-dream 
state, she imagined it wasn’t a shutter at all, but the French army, pounding on 
the door, demanding her father come with them. The wind’s whistle became 
a wail, and the wail soon became a woman’s scream—the cries of  her mother, 

she’d killed her, seventeen years ago.
The world was wrenching itself  apart and Sophie knew, as she braced 

herself, that her curse wouldn’t be so easily defeated after all.

 Chapter 2
Friday’s Rain

J ust as Sophie feared, Friday had come too soon. Throughout the week, a cold 
and unrelenting rain had fallen as though the sky itself had felt her sorrow.
She’d spent the week packing what few belongings were worth keeping—

the art books from her mother, her Van Gogh print depicting the artist’s 
room at Arles, a few dresses and necessities, and the handful of  photos and 
keepsakes her mother had left behind.

feat of  luck, according to her father. Half  the men in town had tried to do 

perhaps pity.
Now, weary from lack of  sleep and a profound sadness, Sophie stood 

her arms. She wore her favorite blue dress to impress her father, although its 

she wear. Again, his plans had supplanted hers.
Their gray horse, Plouf, stood unfazed in his stall, munching oats from a 

feedbag. He appeared calm, giving no care to Sophie, the sound of  the rain, 
or the wagon and rigging that awaited him. To Plouf, it seemed this was just 
another drizzly morning.

Sophie tapped her frozen foot, waiting for her father as he raced around 

They’d spent the predawn hours under the shelter of  the barn, storing away 
household items in the rafters and loading the wagon with Sophie’s necessities 


