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To my father, who won’t be able to read this book,
and who also may not be here when it is published.


You deserve peace and rest now. I hope it comes soon. All my love.











And so we come to the part that might break your heart. Certainly, I cannot bear such moments, because there are days beyond this even I cannot see, and they are not always good or easy days. Yet this is also art. The things that sear a heart.


Heather Rose,


The Museum of Modern Love












PART ONE


Paris, 1939–1941









One


‘I’m going to be late,’ Éliane said despairingly to Yolande who, at age five, cared not a bit about Éliane’s obligations. In fact, it was obvious from Yolande’s clenched fists that a tantrum was bearing down upon all the Duforts and unless Éliane could find something other than a stale knob of bread for breakfast, Yolande would erupt and Éliane would miss her morning lecture at art school.


‘We’re all hungry,’ Angélique, the next oldest after Éliane, snapped at Yolande.


Éliane stared around at the grim and silent faces of her sisters. Twelve-year-old Jacqueline’s beseeching eyes were fixed on Éliane, willing her to calm both Yolande’s histrionics and Angélique’s temper. Ginette, eight, was yawning, having been woken by the fracas of raised voices.


She was going to be late. But it wasn’t her sisters’ fault that their parents threw every available franc, including all of Éliane’s pay, into their moribund brasserie and thus there was no food in the house. She whirled around and, despite the almost physical pain she felt at even contemplating it, she gathered all of her sable paintbrushes, threw them into a bag and said in a firm but loving voice to Yolande, ‘I promise you’ll have a croissant for breakfast tomorrow. But only if you get dressed for school and let Angélique do your hair.’


Yolande jumped up from her teary puddle on the floor, her blonde hair bouncing like her revived spirits as she threw herself at Éliane. ‘Merci,’ she whispered, head buried in Éliane’s skirt.


‘I love you,’ Éliane said, stroking her sister’s hair. Then, while Angélique was occupied with helping Ginette find her shoes, she spoke in Yolande’s ear, ‘Angélique is scared. It’s her first year of looking after you. Help her. Then she’ll see that she doesn’t have to worry about you so much.’


And to Angélique, as she kissed her goodbye, Éliane explained, ‘Yolande just wants to be loved. Hug her. Then she’ll behave.’


It had only been six months since Angélique’s fifteenth birthday. Her present had been to take over from Éliane the so-called privilege of getting the children ready for school, of bringing them home at the end of the day, collecting leftovers from the brasserie for dinner, feeding everyone and putting them to bed. Yolande and Angélique were each still chafing against the absence of Éliane, who now spent those hours at work.


Luckily Ginette and Jacqueline needed only a hug and a kiss and Éliane was able to leave, clattering around and around the whorling spiral of stairs from their third-floor apartment to the Galerie Véro-Dodat – a formerly resplendent Belle Époque passage couvert – below. It was lined with once-grand but now mostly empty mahogany shop façades, separated by chipped marble columns and still-gleeful cherubs – despite the fact that most were missing at least a toe, if not an entire leg. The dank odour of stale coffee emanating from her parents’ brasserie settled around the globes of the old gas lamps, causing any patrons foolish enough to venture into the galerie to flee with their tastebuds unsullied.


Once out on the street, she continued on to the Musée du Louvre where she would study and work, unshackled from her sisters. The journey made her feel both the lightness of relief and the heaviness of loss as all the hugs and kisses and tiny affections were now Angélique’s. Éliane hoped her sister treasured those affections the way she ought to.


At the Aile de Flore – the wing of the Louvre that stretched along the river – Éliane ran straight up to the École du Louvre. She took her seat in the lecture theatre, looking over the rows of students for her brother Luc, but while Luc’s soul was devoted to art, his body worshipped at the cafés of Montparnasse and he was absent again.


Monsieur Bellamy began to speak about Italian Renaissance painters and Éliane concentrated on long-haired and voluptuous women, on cherubs with all of their body parts intact, and on a chiaroscuro of religious chastisements. At lunchtime she left the building, never able to attend afternoon classes as her family needed the money she made from her work. Before she entered the museum proper and sat in her seat at the front desk, ready to direct patrons to the Venus de Milo and the Mona Lisa, she went to see Monsieur Jaujard, the Director of the Musées Nationaux. He had allowed her to continue at the École despite the fact that she could neither pay for her tuition nor spend a full day there.


‘Monsieur,’ she asked politely, ‘do you know where I can sell my paintbrushes?’ She pulled the items out of her bag, refusing to look at the last scraps of her childish dream of being a painter. ‘They’re good quality, sable, and might suit a new student perhaps?’


Monsieur Jaujard studied her treasures, kindly avoiding looking at her face, which she knew was reddened with both the shame of asking for another favour, and from the loss.


‘Leave them with me. I know a young man who might give you a good price.’


‘Thank you,’ she said, voice low, making herself give over the items by thinking of Yolande’s face tomorrow when she had croissants for breakfast instead of stale bread.


Soon before the Louvre closed, Monsieur Jaujard appeared with an envelope, which he handed to Éliane. ‘For you.’


She opened it and discovered at least twice what she had hoped to get. Now it was Monsieur’s cheeks that flushed as she thanked him profusely, then left the museum, knowing she needed to spend the money that afternoon or it would be poured down the necks of her father and his friends at the brasserie.


Outside, the streets were quiet; the pall of Hitler’s unknown ambitions casting a shadow over Paris. Éliane slipped into La Samaritaine and found two cheap but adequate soutien-gorges for Jacqueline, who had needed a bra for several months but, even if their mother had noticed her daughter’s maturity in the fog of her tiredness from working eighteen hours a day at the brasserie, there had been no money to do anything about it. Once Éliane had paid for the undergarments, there was enough left to buy croissants too.


She was smiling as she walked home, knowing her bags held both goods and happiness for her sisters, until someone carrying two gas masks stepped onto the sidewalk in front of her. She looked away. But on the other side of the street was another Parisian laden with similarly disquieting objects.


Hitler could not really be coming for France. He had taken enough of Europe already. Still, she stopped walking and stared at her shopping bags. A bra would soothe Jacqueline’s growing embarrassment over her rapidly curving body; a gas mask might save her life.


‘Éliane!’


An arm slung itself around her shoulders and then, beside her on the path was her brother Luc. One year older and as blond as she, he was grinning in a way that always made her smile.


‘Do you remember my friend Xavier?’ Luc began, lighting a cigarette and speaking around it, his arm still draped over her shoulders so she had to hold her own hand up to shield the flame from the wind. ‘He was at school with me for a couple of years before his family took him back to England?’


Éliane vaguely recalled a dark-haired boy, French-born but who’d mostly lived in England, being underfoot in the apartment several afternoons each week after school, many years before. He’d been a couple of years older than Luc, but Luc had decided that this Xavier was going to be the next Picasso and had coerced Xavier into giving him painting lessons. Never mind that Luc was supposed to be helping Éliane look after the children; he’d spend the time until dinner painting, and would whisk away the evidence before their mother came upstairs to tuck them into bed, at which time Xavier would be gone. He’d been a secret, like Éliane’s own wish to be a painter – something that was spoken of only in the absence of parents on the top step outside the apartment at night, coffee in hand.


‘I ran into him today,’ Luc said. ‘In Montparnasse. He was there to see Matisse. Matisse!’


‘Matisse?’ Éliane repeated, laughing now at her brother’s enthusiasm. ‘Then he must have changed a lot since I last saw him. He used to wear those awful English short trousers—’


‘They don’t fit me anymore.’ A voice broke in from behind.


Luc laughed as if Éliane had said something hilarious and Éliane turned to see a dark-haired homme with oil-paint stains on his fingers. He was wearing a suit rather than short trousers, his shirt sleeves were rolled up, a jacket slung over his shoulder like a grown-up man.


‘You’re Xavier?’ she said disbelievingly.


He nodded. ‘And you must be Éliane. Although I don’t think I’ve ever seen you without at least one sister in your arms.’


‘Angélique looks after everyone now.’ As she spoke, she was, for almost the first time in her life, acutely aware of how simple her dress was. She’d made it from a remnant of fabric thinking it mimicked a Lanvin day dress she’d seen in a catalogue, but now it felt like a child’s attempt at playing dress-up.


Xavier, for all the paint on his hand, looked at least five years older than her, even though she knew he was only twenty-three to her twenty.


All at once, every church bell in Paris began to chime and Éliane snapped to attention. ‘I’m late,’ she said for the second time that day. ‘Give that to Jacqueline.’ She thrust her parcel at Luc. ‘I’ll have to go straight to the brasserie, otherwise—’


She stopped herself from saying it but her hand strayed to her cheek nonetheless.


‘Go,’ Luc said.


But he and Xavier walked almost as fast as she did and it meant they saw what happened: her father roaring, even though it was only five minutes past six, ‘Where were you?’


‘Buying Jacqueline a bra, since nobody else will,’ she shot back.


Her father hit her, a stinging blow.


Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Xavier put a hand on the brasserie’s door. She only let herself breathe out when Luc pushed him away and up the stairs to the apartment, where Xavier would see that much of their furniture was gone – sold off to pay Papa’s debts – beyond the necessities of beds, a table, a sofa and six chairs.


Her mother, who had come out of the kitchen at the sound of the blow, caught Éliane’s eye and offered a sympathetic shrug.


If only Éliane could afford the luxury of a headache.
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Éliane folded napkins until there was somebody to wait on. Customers were scarce and, as two tables were occupied by her father’s friends – who were there for the heavily discounted wine – Éliane knew it would be a long time – or likely never – before she was permitted to be a full-time student at the École du Louvre.


Close to eight-thirty, she saw Angélique in the passage beckoning to her. She slipped out. ‘What is it?’


‘Yolande can’t find her doll. The one she likes to sleep with.’


Éliane closed her eyes and tried to think. There weren’t many places to hide anything in their sparse apartment.


‘And my gloves are missing too,’ Angélique added quietly. ‘The ones you gave me for my birthday.’


They both looked towards the kitchen where their father was cooking dinners.


Then Éliane’s eyes locked with her sister’s. ‘Maybe he hasn’t sold them yet,’ she said. ‘Maybe I can find them.’


‘Yolande won’t sleep without her doll.’


Her usually feisty sister spoke resignedly and Éliane drew her into her arms, kissing her forehead, understanding how much effort it was taking for Angélique to think of Yolande’s doll rather than her own precious gloves. ‘Give Yolande something of mine to sleep with,’ Éliane said, knowing that a sleepless Yolande would fray everyone’s tempers. ‘And you can have my gloves.’


Angélique squeezed her fiercely and, for the millionth time in her twenty years, Éliane wished she could gather up all of her sisters and run away. Surely she could do better than a bankrupt father and a worn-out mother? She frowned as she watched Angélique climb the stairs. Perhaps it was time to give up art school altogether and work at the Louvre in the mornings too.


The minutes ambled on. At ten o’clock, the bell tinkled and Éliane, who had been hoping to close up, turned to the door with a pasted-on smile.


Xavier stood there. ‘I was hoping I could get a glass of wine,’ he said, the accent of his mother tongue hardly marred at all by his time in England.


‘Luc’s not here,’ she replied, knowing her brother would be in Montparnasse, drinking wine too, and pretending that by visiting the cafés frequented by the artists of the School of Paris, he was producing artistic works himself. She’d expected Xavier would be with him.


‘I’ve been in Montparnasse for two hours listening to Luc talk about muses with an artists’ model. I was looking for somewhere less noisy.’


‘Well,’ she gestured to the sweep of empty chairs, ‘you’ve found the quietest restaurant in Paris.’


He laughed. ‘It’s probably not the best slogan to get customers in the door, but it’s just what I want.’


Éliane’s smile was real now. She showed him to a table and poured some wine.


Xavier glanced at the kitchen, where her father’s tipsy voice rang with a lewd song. ‘Can you sit down?’


She nodded.


Xavier passed the wine to her. ‘It’s for you.’


‘Thank you,’ she said, sipping and feeling the dragging tiredness in her feet disappear. ‘Are you in Paris for a holiday?’ she asked, suddenly eager to know more about this man who bought her wine and asked her to sit. ‘It seems a strange time to come.’ Beside them lay a newspaper; its headline shouted the disquieting news that the Soviet Union had signed a non-aggression pact with the Nazis. Éliane elbowed it away.


‘It’s because the times are so strange that I’m here.’ Xavier leaned back in his chair and she couldn’t help but wonder why he was visiting her, his friend’s sister, who hadn’t had time to touch up her lipstick all day, who wore only a cotton frock and probably a red cheek from her father’s earlier violence.


‘I can’t remember whether you know that my father owns an art gallery here,’ he continued. ‘He has one in London and New York too.’


Éliane smiled wryly. ‘Back then, I was probably too busy yelling at small children while you were telling Luc about that.’


Xavier smiled again and she found herself unable to look away from his eyes, which were dark brown, of a shade she wasn’t sure existed in a tube of paint, and might be too difficult even to mix. It was like morning sunlight dancing on bronze.


‘I don’t remember much about your family, but I remember that you never yelled,’ he said.


Éliane stood up and pulled another glass down from the shelf. Despite the fact that her plan had been to sweep the floor and go to bed, she wasn’t tired now. ‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ she said.


She put her head through the kitchen door and spoke to her mother. ‘I’ll lock up. There’s one last customer. But he doesn’t want any food.’


Her father grunted, pulled off his apron and strode out, not waiting for her mother, who kissed Éliane’s cheeks before she left. Then Éliane returned to Xavier with a bottle of wine, poured him a glass and heard her sigh of relief echo through the now-empty restaurant.


‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m not used to being here and doing nothing.’


Xavier sipped his wine, studying her as if she were a portrait worthy of contemplation. ‘Do you still take care of your sisters? Luc said you’re studying at the École with him. And working at the Louvre, as well as working here. But I think I remember that you used to paint. Like Luc.’


Éliane gave a short laugh. ‘Not like Luc, no,’ was all she said.


Xavier waited. Éliane swallowed wine, twirled the glass around and studied the old rings of spilled Bordeaux on the table.


‘I used to paint,’ she said carefully. ‘But canvases are expensive. And you need time to practise. I only take art history classes now. In the mornings. Just until my shift starts at the Louvre.’


‘Do you still have any of your work?’ Xavier tilted his head down, trying to lift her eyes from the table and back to his face.


She let them drift upwards. ‘I had to paint my canvases over in white and sell them,’ she said simply, finding herself studying him now.


The dark hair and the dark eyes and the blue shirt and the well-built physique all made him handsome but the thing that made him almost impossibly attractive was his manner. If his father owned art galleries around the world and Xavier met with artists like Matisse, then he had money and power and certainly his bearing and clothing suggested the confidence and self-assurance of someone who knew their place in the world. But rather than telling her stories about celebrated artists, he was asking her about her own art.


It was so heady – his kindness, the warmth and genuine interest glimmering in his eyes – that she pushed her wineglass away, not needing any further intoxication. ‘You started to tell me about your father’s gallery,’ she prompted, wanting to know more about him too.


‘I’ve just finished a law degree,’ Xavier replied. ‘It was my compromise with my father: I’d go to Oxford, and he’d let me have what he calls my final fling with oil and canvas. A year in France to learn the gallery business from him, and to paint in my spare time’ – he grinned ruefully at the palette of blues on his right hand – ‘and then I’ll stay in Paris to take over the gallery’s European interests, and my father will take care of America and England. With Hitler so unpredictable, we need to be here to make sure everything is secure in case …’ He paused.


‘Do you think there’ll be war?’ she asked sombrely.


‘I don’t know.’


Éliane leaned forward, into the conversation. It was a topic her parents seemed wholly uninterested in, that Luc laughed off, and that she didn’t want to frighten her sisters with.


‘I hope Hitler thinks he’s done enough,’ Xavier said. ‘He has Austria, he has Czechoslovakia; he now has an alliance with Russia. And he’s either expelled every artist from Germany and his newly claimed lands who’s Jewish, or who doesn’t paint exactly what he wants, or he’s made sure they’ll never work again. He’s not just seizing nations; he’s destroying their art and culture too.’


‘I hadn’t thought about that,’ Éliane said slowly. ‘How something like war might affect art. Which is silly, because all I have to do is look at history to see it isn’t only people who suffer when countries fight.’


‘Everything suffers when power and money are put in front of avaricious men. And I’m starting to think there are more avaricious men than there are decent ones.’ Xavier sipped his wine and shook his head. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to come here and talk about melancholy things. I came because …’


He looked at her with those eyes, as startling as the chiaroscuro of a Rembrandt painting, then blinked, and she somehow felt as if he had scratched her heart with his eyelashes. ‘I wanted to make you smile,’ he said, not looking away, unabashed by the regard for her that his words implied. ‘Like you smiled at your brother this afternoon on the street. You have a beautiful smile.’


She couldn’t help it. Not just her mouth, but her entire face was suddenly recast into a beam of happiness, which Xavier returned. She didn’t say, even though she wanted to, Your smile is beautiful too.









Two


On her way to work, Éliane saw more and more people buying gas masks and torches. Then, as she sat at the desk at the Louvre, her mind bounced between newspaper headlines claiming that Belgium and the Netherlands had mobilised troops to defend themselves against Hitler’s likely ambitions, and Xavier. She’d seen him every night over the past week, always after ten o’clock when the brasserie was closing and they could have a glass of wine together and talk.


She’d told him things she’d never spoken aloud to anyone, disloyal things about her family – and about Luc. That her brother’s perpetual absence from the École du Louvre, where he was supposed to be studying and was thus excused by her parents from having to work, sometimes made her so angry – or perhaps envious – that no such option was open to her. Had she the time to sit in a Montparnasse café all day and all night, she would produce something more than wine-headaches and gossip.


‘Not that I have any illusions about my ability as a painter,’ she’d said, eyes fixed to her glass rather than Xavier’s face, which was etched with a compassion that made her eyes want to fill up. ‘Having no time to spend with paints and canvases means that what little talent I might have had would never develop into anything. But to write about and study art all day long, rather than just at the École in the mornings would—’


She broke off, cheeks reddening as she realised she’d been saying everything that was in her heart even though she hardly knew the man opposite her. Except that he left Luc and Montparnasse each night to come and sit with her.


‘Would what?’ he had asked, voice soft. ‘Give you something fine in a day marked from dawn to midnight with work and family responsibilities?’


She felt as if she were betraying her whole family, including her sisters who were not to blame, when she said, looking at him at last, ‘Yes.’


‘I’m sorry,’ he’d said.


One tear escaped at the futility of her wish. Xavier had watched it fall, hands tightening into fists, brow tautening into a frown, as if he too wished for her to have that impossible future.


A museum patron, asking for directions, drew her back into the Louvre and once she’d sent him into the sculpture gallery, her restless eye landed on the Uccello painting The Battle of San Romano. A wild black horse reared for attack in the foreground, the red spears of lances foreshadowing what would happen.


She shivered. Art did not always soothe; it sometimes spoke too clairvoyant a truth.


‘Mademoiselle Dufort.’ Before her stood the tall and dignified Monsieur Jaujard, face as grave as a Renaissance portrait.


‘We’re closing the museum tomorrow for three days for essential repair work,’ he said. ‘I need as many people to help as possible. Will you come? And your brother?’


‘Bien sûr,’ Éliane replied. ‘And I have another friend who is a painter and who owns a gallery.’


‘Please ask him to come too.’


Before she could ask any more, Monsieur Jaujard moved over to one of the bénévoles in the gallery and had a similarly short conversation.


Éliane sat down in her chair. The Louvre would be closed for three days. It was unheard of.


The ferocious tangle of horses in the painting beyond quivered, as if ready to charge through the foyer. A group of people entering the museum spoke in strong voices about the Boche, and Hitler.


It would be impossible to fortify the museum properly in just three days. What, then, did Monsieur Jaujard intend to do?
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When Éliane, Xavier and Luc arrived at the Louvre the next day, it was to find at least two hundred people – students, Louvre employees, the women who ordinarily worked at the Grands Magasins du Louvre, men from department store La Samaritaine – gathered there.


‘We are moving the artworks to keep them safe. One well-aimed bomb and …’ Monsieur Jaujard didn’t finish his sentence before a shudder crested through the crowd. ‘But it’s not just bombs that frighten me.’


His voice echoed solemnly through the museum. ‘Adolf Hitler is waging a war against civilisation. At a rally in Munich, he spat as he said that he would lead an unrelenting war of extermination against the last elements which have displaced our Art. He has shown, in Germany and Austria and Czechoslovakia, that he will destroy all paintings he thinks degenerate – all of our great Impressionists and Cubists. He’s shown that he will steal for himself anything that meets his supremely narrow definition of “Art” – our Rubens, our Titians, our Mona Lisa. I pray that he will never enter the Louvre. But if he does, he will find little of value left here to destroy.’


Éliane looked up at Xavier as everyone around them cheered. She couldn’t cheer. Not because she didn’t agree with Monsieur Jaujard. But because she had never imagined things were so desperate. Irreplaceable paintings were never moved unless catastrophe was foreseen. Now she truly understood the intent of the German–Soviet non-aggression pact: the Nazis were coming for France.


They were coming for Angélique and Jacqueline and Ginette and Yolande. For this museum and all of its art, for that great intangible treasure that could make one weep or turn away or suddenly grasp the concept of wonder. Éliane had seen it happen, had borne witness to the altered visage of a Louvre patron when an artwork reached out and stroked its hand down the back of a neck and the viewer shivered, astonished – and was never the same again.


Would any of them ever be the same after this?


It began. The men carried wood, cotton batting, sandbags, cylinders – every conceivable packing and protective material – into the main gallery. Monsieur Jaujard supervised the removal of the Louvre’s stained-glass windows. Some of the students from the École removed paintings from the walls. Xavier was asked to help code crates to keep their contents secret – MN for Musées Nationaux, followed by letters denoting which department the artwork belonged to, and then a work’s individual number. Secretaries rattled out, in quadruplicate, lists to match numbers with paintings. The sound of nails being hammered into crates thudded insistently on.


Luc, who had a painter’s sensibility and could therefore be trusted with such delicate work, was to remove the largest paintings from their frames, roll them carefully around cardboard tubes and insert them into cylinders.


Monsieur Jaujard gave Éliane a list of artworks and sheets of coloured discs. ‘You are to place the yellow discs on the crates holding most of the works. The green dots are for the major pieces. Two red dots for those we could never imagine losing. And three red dots for the one painting in all the world that must be saved,’ he finished.


‘La Joconde.’


‘Oui.’


After she had affixed dots to cases containing the French crown jewels, Egyptian antiquities thousands of years old and an oak column with the massive Wedding Feast at Cana rolled inside, Éliane was one of the few people present when the Mona Lisa was taken off the wall. She saw it tucked into a red-velvet-lined poplar crate, onto which she placed three red discs. She was also present when Monsieur Jaujard wrote a note to Pierre Schommer who would be receiving this unusual cargo at the Château de Chambord, designated temporary triage centre for centuries of priceless art.


La Joconde’s crate, unlike the others, bore only the letters MN. In Monsieur Jaujard’s letter, he asked Schommer, on receipt, to add the letters LPO in red to complete the code. Only the crate marked thus would contain the real Mona Lisa.


I will remember that, Éliane told herself. One day, it might be important.


At nightfall, she watched as the Mona Lisa escaped with the first convoy of trucks. She felt Luc slip in beside her, watching too. ‘I can’t go and serve wine to father’s friends now,’ she said, even though she knew her father would punish her for missing her shift at the brasserie.


‘No,’ Luc agreed, uncharacteristically serious. ‘You can’t.’


As they walked back inside, they surveyed the near-empty palace. White rectangles of unfaded paint now adorned the walls rather than baroque artworks, plinths stood purposeless and the grand galleries echoed with shouts as if it were a railway station rather than a place of contemplation and beauty. She tried to picture a world without Paris as its soul; tried to imagine Paris without the Palais du Louvre at its centre; the museum without works of art in her heart. It was impossible.


She thought she saw Luc blink, as did she, but then he walked off into the dust that glistened in the air like tears.


Near dawn, the Winged Victory of Samothrace, almost six metres tall and made of one hundred and eighteen pieces of marble, was moved from her home atop the Daru staircase. She shone that morning, alabaster wings extended, a goddess reminding them that battles could be won and that humans didn’t just wage war; they made things of magnificence too.


Ropes attached to a wooden frame surrounding the statue were hoisted, pulleys turned inch by inch, and Victory rose into the air. She was set down upon a ramp built over the staircase and, once aboard, thirty tons of statue descended.


Some people turned their heads away and covered their eyes. Éliane barely breathed. Xavier stood beside her and, for the whole time – long and slow and endless – it took to move Victory down fifty-three steps, she could feel his heart racing. The gasps of the crowd magnified every teeter, every totter.


Victory could not fall.


Something touched her hand. Xavier’s fingers intertwined with hers. She held on.


Just three more steps. Two. The very last step.


Finally, the statue was safe at the bottom of the staircase. She had not broken into a thousand pieces.


The collective sigh of those gathered to watch was the sweetest sound, like a hymn, picked up by the stone walls of the empty room, singing on and on.


‘I want to believe it’s a promise,’ Éliane said to Xavier, nodding at the exultant goddess. ‘That war won’t come, and nobody will die.’


‘I want that too.’ He hadn’t let go of her hand.


But, around them, it looked as if the war had already begun: sandbags were piled up against the statues too large to move, pieces of wood lay strewn about like the debris of an explosion and people marched past with grim faces.


And she suddenly knew, the same way she could sense when Yolande was sick – waking in the middle of the night to feel her little sister’s forehead – that the promise she wished for would be broken. War was coming. It was only a question of when. And whether any of them would, afterwards, be able to watch Victory re-ascend the staircase intact and alive and victorious.


[image: image]


Monsieur Jaujard told those who had been there all night to take a break. Luc vanished to visit his latest amour and Xavier and Éliane left the museum together, hands still joined.


They walked through the Jardin des Tuileries, across the Place de la Concorde and then into the Jardin des Champs-Élysées. To their left, the Seine threaded between buildings and somewhere a broom scratched against cobblestones. Sun poured down like a blessing, the chestnut trees lifted their arms exultantly to the sky and birds serenaded, accompanied by the gentle percussion of the fountains. Even the flowers danced in time. It was the kind of autumn day that was almost too beautiful – nature showing that she could make the grandest artwork of all – and it emboldened Éliane to ask something she’d wanted to but had worried would be too intimate. But her skin touching Xavier’s, his body beside hers rather than across a table, and his eyes resting always on her face told her so much that was private and personal – and made her feel there were perhaps some pieces of Xavier that were meant only for her.


‘Will you show me your paintings?’ she asked. ‘That’s if you’re not tired of art after last night.’


‘I’ll never be tired of art.’ His grip on her hand tightened.


Soon they reached the Rue La Boétie and Xavier pushed open the door of a gallery named Laurent’s.


‘There you are,’ cried a man who looked like an older version of Xavier: tall, dark hair threaded with grey, distinguished.


‘This is Éliane Dufort,’ Xavier said, introducing her. ‘And my father, Pierre Laurent.’


‘At last,’ the man said, shaking her hand warmly. ‘I understand you appreciate art. Would you like to take a look?’


He gestured to the walls on which were hung a vivid and sensual display of semi-naked women reclining on sofas or in chairs, surrounded by vibrant wallpaper, vases blooming with flowers, rainbow patterned fabric. After the strange night of emptying a museum, seeing so much colour and light was like ingesting life.


‘Matisse’s Odalisques,’ she said, walking towards them.


‘A woman who knows her artists,’ Pierre said approvingly.


And then he melted away, like turpentine into paint, allowing Xavier and Éliane to wind their way through reds and blues and vivid emerald greens.


‘It’s the colour of your eyes,’ Xavier said to her of that last hue, glistening silkily in a pair of painted trousers. ‘Not always,’ he amended. ‘Not when you’re working at the restaurant. But, right now, they are.’


‘Because I’m with you.’ The truth was too hard to contain.


Xavier’s own eyes shone now, gold leaf on black. The colours of the paintings seemed to leap out of the frames and sparkle in the air between them, the reds glowing in her cheeks, flushing her neck.


Xavier’s hand found hers again. ‘My paintings are upstairs. If you still want to see them.’


She nodded, her eyes tracing the movement of his lips as he spoke, his eyes travelling over her cheekbones and down to her mouth too.


He led her upstairs where, amongst the artworks, she saw a light-filled corner by the windows set up with paint tubes, an easel, rags streaked with pigment, a palette alive with ideas. Xavier pointed to the canvases stacked against the wall and she flipped through them, startled: Luc had said Xavier was good, but that was an understatement. And knowing how much she yearned for the joy of painting, Xavier hadn’t once boasted of his skills, had hardly mentioned his own work. Standing there, with Xavier’s art beneath her hand, she felt her heart ache over the depth of understanding his reticence implied and then blossom because of the same thing. He knew her. And he cared.


She realised she’d said not a word about his paintings and that her own reticence right now might not be so easy to read. ‘I especially love this one,’ she said, stopping at a canvas that was even more powerful than the rest.


‘Édouard de Rothschild bought that one. I’m delivering it to him tomorrow.’


‘Rothschild,’ Éliane repeated, awestruck. The various Rothschilds, including Édouard, owned some of the most important private art collections in the country.


‘Sometimes …’ Xavier hesitated and she lifted her eyes to his, letting him know that she wanted to hear whatever he had to say. ‘Sometimes,’ he continued, ‘surrounded by the scale of talent on the walls downstairs it seems painfully obvious that I’m merely gifted rather than a virtuoso. That I should concentrate on the buying and selling of virtuosity instead of reaching for the impossible. But then I sell a piece to someone like Rothschild and I wonder if … If maybe I shouldn’t be practical. If I can somehow make a life as a painter. It’s hard to stop.’


‘It is,’ Éliane said. ‘But I think it’s even harder to regret something …’ You’ve given up in order to feed your family. The words sounded too much like self-pity, so she didn’t say them. ‘Don’t stop,’ she said instead, reaching out her hand to touch the palette, to run her finger over the shiny pools of dried colour.


Another hand joined hers, not touching the paint but her skin, the back of her hand, her wrist. Xavier stepped in very close to her, so close she could hear that his breath was faster than it should be.


‘Éliane.’ He said her name as if it were precious – as if she were precious.


He lifted his hand from hers and rested it on her face, his thumb running over her cheekbone so softly: a sable brush painting warmth onto her skin. Each movement forward seemed to take an eternity; every next moment was further away than she wanted it to be.


And then it happened. A kiss she felt in her fingertips, her toes, the ends of her hair. A kiss so beautiful that a tear fell from her eye.


Xavier swept away the tear, moving his lips to kiss the place where it had lain. She turned her head, wanting his mouth back on hers and their bodies stepped into the embrace too, her hands on his back, his cupping her face, joined like the golden, shimmering couple who knew of nothing beyond the other in Klimt’s extraordinary Kiss.


Then, from down the stairs came Xavier’s father’s voice, calling, ‘Hitler invaded Poland.’
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Éliane burst through the door of the apartment to find her mother sitting at the table, face covered with her hands, weeping. She stared. Her mother never wept, not even when she burnt the skin off her forearm on the ovens at the brasserie.


Luc was there too. And their father. Luc picked up the letter from the middle of the table and passed it to Éliane. Her brother and her father had been called for military service.


Angélique spoke in a shaking voice. ‘On the radio, they said if Germany doesn’t withdraw from Poland by five o’clock tomorrow, France will declare war. And Britain too.’


‘You’ll need to use your money to buy everything now,’ their father said, glaring at Éliane. ‘And nor will our maestro be able to finally earn anything from his artistic talent.’ The sarcasm in the last word had Luc glowering at his father, arm raised.


Éliane propelled her brother out of the apartment and down the stairs. They sat at the bottom beneath the mahogany portal, which bore the words 33 Escalier. Broken glass from the panelled mirrors on either side reflected a shattered world and a cherub leaned drunkenly above them as if it might fall from its perch at any moment. Éliane passed her brother a cigarette and lit one for herself.


‘Military service,’ Luc said bitterly. ‘So much for my dream of being a painter to rival Picasso.’


Why then, Éliane didn’t say, over this last year, didn’t you paint more, work harder? Why were the cafés of Montparnasse more appealing than your art?


He gave her a rueful grin. ‘If I’d known …’


Éliane stared at the empty shops, at the fine threads of smoke writhing into the morning, at the decaying brasserie two doors down. ‘I’ll have to give up art school, won’t I? I’ll work at the Louvre and the brasserie and do nothing else.’


Luc nodded. ‘Mother won’t be able to run the brasserie by herself.’


That night in bed, Yolande clung to Éliane. Ginette, Jacqueline and Angélique did too. Their father and their brother were going tomorrow to fight a war and Éliane would be the one left behind to keep her family safe. She sang a lullaby to her sisters, ‘Au Clair de la Lune’, Yolande’s favourite. When Angélique turned dark eyes towards her, Éliane smiled as if to say, Everything will be all right.


Soon, they all slept. Except Éliane.
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Luc disappeared early the next morning and returned just before it was time to report for duty. He pulled an envelope out of his pocket. ‘Xavier introduced me to Rothschild. I sold him a painting.’


Out of the envelope spilled more francs than Éliane had ever seen. Her father was the first to seize the money. He kissed it, then kissed his son on the forehead, wrapping an arm around his shoulder. Angélique whooped, the younger girls crowded around, looking up at Luc as if he were a king, and their mother sank into a chair and stared at both the money and her son in utter disbelief.


‘You sold a painting to Rothschild?’ Éliane said, then laughed. They had money. And Luc had a wealthy patron. A dream had risen out of the ashes of yesterday.


‘I said you were a maestro.’ Their father ruffled Luc’s hair, none of yesterday’s sarcasm apparent now.


‘I bought you all something,’ Luc said, presenting his sisters with wrapped packages, which they squealed over, and out of which tumbled gifts more appropriate for his artists’ models: jewellery, silk stockings, copies of Paris Vogue.


‘You can look after the money,’ Luc said to Éliane. ‘That’s your present.’ He grinned and Éliane felt a twinge that he hadn’t bought her something too. But the twinge was gone almost immediately – having custody of the money was the most practical gift of all.


‘Which painting was it, maestro?’ she asked teasingly.


‘It’s of me, with one of my artists’ models. I called it The Lovers,’ he said wryly. ‘I suppose it’s a painting of love.’


A painting of love. The words made her remember the feel of Xavier’s lips on hers just yesterday. So much had happened since then. What would happen to her and Xavier now that France was at war? They had hardly begun, and now …


Éliane tried to recall the painting her brother had described, wanting to keep thinking of love, not war. There were many pictures of models at his studio in Montparnasse but they were usually reclined on sofas and wearing very little, which she didn’t think was to Rothschild’s taste. ‘I can’t remember it,’ she said. ‘I wish I could see it.’


‘The only way to do that is to find a way in to the Rothschild mansion.’


‘I’m proud of you,’ she told him. ‘I always knew you’d be famous.’


‘You’ll have to bow and scrape before me when I return victorious, having routed the Germans and made my name as a painter,’ Luc said, laughing.


She laughed too. ‘Look after yourself. And …’ She hesitated, wondering for a fraction of a second if she meant it. ‘Look after father.’


‘He can look after himself,’ Luc said. And then he was gone.


That night, as Éliane’s mother took over her husband’s duties at the brasserie, Éliane’s mind was not on waitressing. Her eyes darted to the door at every tinkle of the bell.


Finally, earlier than usual, Xavier arrived. War had doused the appetites of Parisians and the restaurant was empty. Éliane felt her whole face smile as she took in the dark hair, dark eyes, late-evening stubble; the divineness that was Xavier. Before she even spoke to him, she was kissing him, for a long, long time.


Eventually, she rested her forehead against his. ‘I forgot to say hello,’ she said, abashed at her eagerness.


He smiled. ‘We should always say hello like this. In fact,’ he murmured against her lips, ‘I didn’t say hello either. So now I should.’ And he kissed her again, searchingly, fiercely.


‘Thank you for taking Luc to see Rothschild,’ she said to him once she’d drawn back a little, only enough to be able to speak, her body still held tight against his. ‘He would never have bought one of Luc’s paintings without your recommendation.’


‘Without Luc, I would never have met you,’ Xavier said. ‘So I owed him something.’ One of his hands moved to stroke a curl that had escaped its pins. ‘Did you know that I love your hair?’


They made themselves sit at a table, on opposite sides, the distance between their bodies a gap that required constant breaching: her foot touching his leg, him lighting a Gauloise for her, their fingers grazing as softly as a fine-tipped brush tracing a line on canvas and Éliane wondered how it was that a canvas did not shiver the way she did.
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For many months thereafter, it was a strangely beautiful time. There wasn’t really a war. The Nazis stayed away. The French called it the drôle de guerre, mocking Hitler. Nothing changed except for the nightly blackout, the absence of Luc, and of their father, and the tumult of feelings Éliane had for Xavier.


She continued to work, even though the Louvre was now a museum with little in the way of art – just some sculptures too big to move and only about ten per cent of the paintings remaining. Monsieur Jaujard kept Éliane on as he knew she needed the money. She helped him with the job of liaising with the various chateaux – the depots across France that now held the Louvre artworks.


One evening in winter, after leaving the Louvre, she approached the apartment with trepidation, knowing she needed to check on her sisters before she started at the brasserie. Their father was home on a fortnight’s furlough and it had ignited all tempers. But she could hear nothing as she climbed the staircase. Even without their father’s presence, on a normal evening at six o’clock, Angélique would be shouting at Yolande or Yolande would be cackling over some mischief she’d wreaked on Angélique. There was only blissful silence.


Éliane couldn’t believe what she saw when she opened the door. Angélique composedly stirring something in a pot, Ginette working on mathematics at the table, Jacqueline gathering up plates and cutlery for dinner – and Xavier sitting on the floor with Yolande in his lap, reading a book to her.


The sound of the door closing made everyone turn and stare guiltily at Éliane. No one spoke.


Then Xavier stood up, sliding Yolande from his lap. His tie and suit jacket were slung over the back of one of the chairs. He wore trousers and a shirt that had probably once been pressed and clean but were now wrinkled. His shirt sleeves were rolled up to the middle of his forearms and his antique silver watch looked, in the shabby apartment, like a thieved trinket in a raven’s nest.


‘I’d meant to be gone by the time you came home,’ he said, glancing ruefully at his watch. His expression exactly matched Angélique’s: that of a person who’d done something wrong and knew they’d been caught.


Éliane turned to Angélique, speechless. Why was Xavier sitting in her apartment reading her sister a story when he should have been at work?


Angélique put down the spoon and placed her hands on her hips. ‘I went to the gallery and asked him to come,’ she said.


‘You did what?’ Éliane’s eyes flicked from Xavier to her sister.


Éliane had never asked for one single thing from Xavier. And she loved that he had never offered her money, which she would not accept. He occasionally bought small things for her sisters: a kite for Yolande, a book for Ginette, a fresh apple for Jacqueline, a paste hair-clip for Angélique. But to give her money would be pity and charity both and it would make them unequal. It would make her weak. She had so little that she could be proud of but she was proud of the way she cared for her sisters.


‘I went to the Louvre,’ Angélique said quickly. ‘But the museum isn’t open so I couldn’t get in. And I …’ She paused, remorse colouring her cheeks red. ‘I caused the problem, so I had to fix it.’ Here Angélique glanced at Yolande protectively, affectionately, and Éliane’s heart squeezed.


‘What happened?’ she asked, relenting a little and moving closer to Xavier.


Angélique shrugged. ‘I said something to Father that I shouldn’t have.’


‘Did he hit you?’


Xavier reached for Éliane’s hand.


As far as Éliane knew, she and her mother were the only ones who suffered the physical blows of her father’s temper. If he started on Angélique, there was no way Éliane could continue to work while he was here. Then they would have no money at all.


‘No. But he threw all the food he’d brought upstairs for our dinner on the floor. Yolande was hungry. We were all hungry,’ Angélique added, drawing Yolande into her side. ‘So I went to see Xavier to ask for some food.’


Éliane tried to let go of Xavier’s hand but he wouldn’t let her. In fact, he slid his arm around her waist as if he meant to keep her close to him, always.


‘But he didn’t just give me food.’ Angélique’s voice was defiant now, as if she expected Éliane to scold her. ‘He came here and looked after everyone while I cleaned up the mess.’


‘Oh, Angélique,’ Éliane said. There was too much anger in her family already. She would not contribute to it. She crossed over to her sister and hugged her. ‘Thank you,’ she said, ‘for fixing everything.’


And Angélique began to cry. Éliane stroked her hair and shushed her while Xavier ladled soup into bowls and placed them in front of Yolande, Ginette and Jacqueline, leaving a spare bowl out for Angélique.


‘You should eat,’ Éliane said to her sister. ‘And …’ She pulled a little of the money Luc had given her out of the envelope and told Angélique to buy all of the children some ice cream after dinner. Angélique stared at her as if she were mad. But maybe one ice cream every six months would give Yolande something lovely to think about whenever food was short. Éliane had Xavier, but Yolande had nothing: no doll to cuddle, just a careworn mother and a five-year-old’s understanding of the world.


‘I need to go downstairs,’ she said to her sisters. ‘I’m already late. Sleep tight.’


She left the apartment with Xavier. He stopped on the landing and turned to her, eyes dark with a mix of different emotions: concern, anger and a tenderness so exquisite it was all she wanted to see.


He touched her temple, threading his fingers through her hair.


She flinched as she waited for him to say something she’d hoped he would never say: let me help you.


Instead he said, ‘I love you, Ellie.’


God, she was going to cry. But she didn’t want to give him her tears. She reached out for him, felt the heat flare between her body and his before she kissed him more deeply than ever and he stepped her backwards against the wall so they could be as close together as it was possible to be.


After a long moment he drew away, face flushed, eyes glittering so brilliantly she could almost see the blue and the gold and the green and the red – all the colours – flaring in the brown. ‘I can’t keep kissing you, Éliane,’ he whispered. ‘It’s too good.’ Then he asked, a little hesitantly, ‘Does that mean you love me too?’


She laughed and couldn’t stop herself from kissing him again before she answered. ‘Do you even need to ask? Of course I do. More than anything.’


His smile, that she’d once thought beautiful, was now sublime.


‘I love you, Xavier.’


‘There are so many things I want right now, Ellie,’ he said. ‘But the thing I want most of all is to walk you out of this apartment and make sure you never come back.’


She stiffened and closed her eyes. The offer of help she dreaded was coming.


But he lifted her chin and kissed her eyelids until she opened them. ‘I know you can’t,’ he said gently. ‘That’s part of why I love you. You’re the most unselfish person I’ve ever met. But tonight,’ his voice was firm, ‘I’m walking you into the brasserie and staying until there’s at least one other customer there because you’re late and I know what happens when you’re late. It’s only one small thing out of all the millions of things I want to do. So please let me.’


Now she was crying: over the memory of Yolande cuddling into him, her cheek pressed against his chest in a way she’d never sat with her father; over the fact that Xavier somehow loved her; over him trying to do what he could but not doing more than that because he respected her.


‘Thank you,’ she said.


‘I would do anything for you, Éliane.’


And she believed that he would.









Three


Then came May 1940. The Germans pounced on Belgium and threatened France from the north. A prayer vigil was held at the Notre-Dame, and Sainte Geneviève’s relics were carried through the streets. Éliane stood with her sisters, holding Yolande on her hip, and watched the coffer of holy bones pass by. It was so small; a Panzer would crush it like an ant beneath its armoured tracks. Don’t, she told herself as Yolande’s hands squeezed tight around her neck. Don’t think about what else might be crushed by the Germans.


The government promised that, despite some reverses, it would remain in Paris and stand firm. Xavier looked worried, and told her every day that he loved her and she told him the same.


But then the Nazis crossed into France.


Somehow in Paris the theatres and nightclubs played on but the streets filled with refugees streaming in from the north of France where the cities of Arras and Amiens had fallen. The British army ran home, leaving the French people to defend themselves. The boom of cannons became unceasing, the threat of planes was always overhead, the war right on their doorstep. But there were no French soldiers in the city. Just civilians – and not many of them, as most Parisians had begun to flee. First the wealthy had driven away in their cars in late May, but now even families like Éliane’s were leaving. Éliane had no idea where her father and Luc were: with the floundering French army in the north? Or had they been taken prisoner like so many others?


Some of her questions were answered that night when she was walking home along the passage. A hand on her arm dragged her into the void beneath the stairs.


‘Luc!’ she cried. ‘What are you doing here?’


Then she saw his face. Hard-set. All trace of her carefree brother gone.


‘I’m a deserter,’ he said bitterly. ‘The French government doesn’t deserve any more bodies. But you all have to leave. Go south. The Nazis will be in Paris within days.’


Éliane shook her head. ‘I have to stay,’ she said. ‘Someone has to work. I’ll need to send money to everyone.’


‘I knew you’d say that. Which is why I didn’t tell you first that Father has been taken prisoner, along with tens of thousands of men. I wanted you to choose to stay, not stay because you thought you had to.’


Éliane’s hand lifted to touch the cheek her father had liked to hit. She spared one thought for him – that his suffering would not be too great – and then she thought of Angélique and Ginette and Jacqueline and Yolande and their mother instead. ‘There’s no other choice,’ she said. ‘The others will leave in the morning.’


‘And I’m going to have one more night in Montparnasse.’ The grim set of Luc’s face was more like someone taking what pleasure he could while it still existed, rather than someone who would treasure it.


And she knew then that she wanted something to treasure.


She didn’t go to the brasserie. She went to Xavier’s gallery and whispered in his ear.


‘Are you sure?’ he murmured.


‘Yes.’


Not long after, she stood beside him in a hotel room: a Left Bank ageing beauty with white voile curtains billowing charmingly at the window.


‘I love you,’ Xavier said to her, fingertips sketching her cheekbone.


‘I love you too,’ she said, almost helplessly, because it was impossible to put into words the disturbance in her body and in her mind and in the air whenever she was with him.


Xavier withdrew a package from his pocket and held it out to her. ‘They use ten thousand jasmine flowers from Grasse and twenty-eight dozen roses de mai in every bottle.’


Éliane slipped the wrapping off to find a square glass bottle filled with an amber-coloured liquid, bearing the word Joy. She unstoppered it and the scent was almost as heady as inhaling Xavier.


‘And they only make fifty bottles a year,’ he continued. ‘So almost nobody else will ever smell the same as you. Which means I’ll always be able to find you.’


She stepped in closer to him.


‘No matter what happens,’ he finished.


She put the perfume down.


Then she half-turned and he half-spun her around, moving her long blonde hair to one side, and undoing one button on her dress, stroking the skin that had been revealed at the base of her neck. The next button parted from the fabric: more of her skin for him to explore. How would it be possible to survive this act? Her body was already alight and he hadn’t even kissed her.


‘Xavier,’ she whispered and he kissed her once, so lightly she almost missed it, on top of her shoulder.


There was one more button. He turned his attention to it, then to the new skin beneath. She was going to die.


In the quickest of movements, she pulled her dress over her head and let it fall to the floor.


So much skin revealed now, so much for him to discover, first with his fingers and then with his lips. Parts of her body she hadn’t even known were erotic were transformed into realms of hedonistic pleasure: her elbow, her earlobe, her hipbone, the small of her back. She hardly realised she was lying on the bed beside him; all she could think was how much she loved him, the way he was intent on her, on making certain she enjoyed this, her first time with a man. He would be the only person she would ever do this with. Until the end of time, his was the only body she would know, the only body she would ever want to know.


He looked up at her and smiled and that was almost enough to send her hurtling into whatever it was she could feel blazing, not far away. She touched his face, exerting just enough pressure to draw him upwards so that his lips, for the first time since they’d entered the room, met hers.


And then there was nothing at all beyond Xavier and Éliane and their sudden and searing nakedness and the ache of something that was both inexpressible and hardly enough, something so towering she was almost afraid.


She fell asleep afterwards and when she awoke, her breath caught at seeing Xavier, everything the same – darkest brown hair and eyes, the smudge of black on his cheeks and chin from stubble, the curve of his lips – but something different too, an intensity of expression more concentrated than ever.


He placed a box on the pillow. ‘For you.’


‘You can’t keep giving me things, Xavier,’ she said gently but firmly.


‘I’ve given you two things,’ he said. ‘The perfume and this. Do you know how hard it’s been not to give you more, these last few months? How hard it’s been not to give you everything? This is yours, if you want it.’


The way he said those last words – if you want it – made her untie the ribbon, peel back the paper and open the lid. A quick flash of blue, a rounded cabochon with a white star caught inside it, two square-cut diamonds on either side, a band of white gold.


‘It’s a star sapphire,’ Xavier said as he set the ring free from the box. ‘This one has twelve rays, making it even more rare and more beautiful. But not as beautiful as you.’ He smiled as he slipped it onto the ring finger of her left hand. ‘Will you marry me? Please?’


It was that final word, the quiver of vulnerability within it – as if this handsome, bewitching, confident man worried that she might refuse him – that made her fall so far in love with him that there was no end to her fall.


She kissed him, breathing her answer – Yes, of course – into his mouth and then it was happening all over again. Kisses. Bodies. Hands. Mouths. She imagined the second time would be a disappointment, that nothing could match the first. But it surpassed it in every way.


When she woke next it was after midnight and Xavier was sitting on the window ledge, the curtains rustling like spirits around him. The way he was looking at her, so intently, as if he were memorising her, had her smiling and stepping out of the bed and over to him. Beyond them lay the spires of the city, the moon, the artistes speaking furiously of both art and war in the cafés below.


Xavier’s hands reached for her hips and drew her closer to him. ‘I’m … I don’t know how to say this.’ He closed his eyes and her heart shuddered. He looked as if everything inside him hurt.


‘What is it?’ she asked, touching her lips to his to banish forever anything that could make him feel like that.


He opened his eyes. They were blacker than any night had ever been. And then he said, ‘I’m leaving. For England. My …’ He ran a furious hand through his hair. ‘My father’s closing the gallery here.’ His voice was incredulous.


Éliane felt herself take a small step back.


‘I only found out today.’ His awful, unbelievable words continued. ‘We have to leave tomorrow. The Germans are coming, Ellie. They’ll be here soon, despite what the radio says, despite what the French government says. Everyone who can is leaving Paris. I wish I could take you with me, but …’ He faltered, as if trying to make himself believe his next words. ‘We can still have everything we want. It may just take a little longer.’


Ellie. Nobody in the world called her that, except him. She had, until then, loved the sound of it in his mouth.


Her head shook from side to side, dislodging what she thought she’d heard and trying to re-form the words into something that didn’t make her heart hurl itself against her chest, like childish fists thumping out her incomprehension.


‘You’re leaving?’ she said, her words the tiniest and thinnest of whispers.


‘There’s one last ship from Bordeaux. I have to make sure my father gets to England safely—’


‘But …’ Éliane broke in, then stepped further away from him, stumbling a little, unbalanced by pain and the sudden rush of understanding. ‘You knew you were leaving before you came here tonight. You knew. And you didn’t say anything.’


He reached out a hand for her but she was beyond his reach. ‘If I don’t get my father out now, he’ll be trapped—’


Éliane’s laugh was a knife tearing through the night. ‘Trapped? Quelle horreur. Like the French people who have no London home to run to.’


Hot tears scalded her eyes. ‘How dare you? How dare you tell me now, after everything we just did.’ She tore the ring off her finger so ferociously that it cut her skin. ‘How dare you not tell me this first,’ she finished, voice small.


‘I couldn’t,’ he whispered. ‘I didn’t want to ruin tonight. I didn’t want to ruin everything.’


Tonight was more than ruined now; it was ash.


Perhaps if he’d looked away, stared at the floor, not met her eyes. Then she could have hated him outright. But he kept his gaze upon her, steadfast, so that she could see love shining like starlight in the pools of his eyes. That hurt her more than anything. He loved her, but he was leaving her.


And he hadn’t loved her enough to tell her first. He’d put his body before her heart.


She had never sworn before, nothing more than a zut or a mon Dieu, had certainly never called anyone a bastard, but the word came flying out. ‘Tu es un salaud! And a coward!’ She threw the ring at him.


It hit his shoulder, falling to the floor and clattering against the wood.


Éliane pulled her dress over her head. Then she stormed out, vowing that she would not cry, not ever, not for him; he did not deserve it.
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It was almost dawn when she returned to find Luc, her mother and all her sisters gathered around the table waiting for her. She knew that Luc had told them they had to leave. Nobody asked her why she looked so pale or where she’d been. And as Yolande said, ‘Éliane must come with us,’ Éliane took all of her heart from Xavier and gave it to her sisters.


They were more precious than any Winged Victory or Mona Lisa and if those artworks had to be sent away, then so too did her sisters.


‘I’ll send you money enough to buy lots of ice cream,’ she said, giving her mother the envelope of Luc’s money, which she’d somehow known to save.


‘How will we know what to do if you’re not there?’ Angélique said, her lip trembling like Yolande’s.


Éliane pulled them both into her arms. ‘You’ll know because I’ve taught you everything.’ She made herself smile and Angélique, bless her, smiled back, pretending she saw the humour. And Yolande was persuaded to believe that they were about to set off on an adventure.


The Duforts didn’t have a car, so the train was the only option. They waited for days at the station, unable to get a place on the over-full carriages. Days of crouching down – Yolande wailing in Éliane’s arms – when hundreds of Luftwaffe planes roared over and bombed the industrial arrondissements of Paris. The sound was like thunder in their heads. Éliane could feel her arms and legs shaking and she knew that, despite the protestations of the government, the Nazis were almost in Paris. Her sisters could not be here when they arrived.


Black smoke crested above them, annihilating the sun. Amid the howls and screams all around them, Éliane heard a woman cry that she’d heard the Germans were butchering children, castrating men, raping women. No, she wanted to shout. No. This could not be happening.


A sudden boom cracked through the sky. Everyone screamed, cowering, not knowing what might fall down upon them next. Angélique, Ginette and Jacqueline added their sobs to Yolande’s, holding onto Éliane, almost pulling her over.


Éliane’s eyes met her mother’s. ‘You have to go now,’ she said, gesturing to the throng of people walking south.


Her mother nodded. Éliane kissed her cheeks.


Then she kissed Angélique’s; her blonde hair covered with a scarf, blue eyes wide. Jacqueline, dark-haired, clutching her mother’s hand. Ginette, her reddish curls bouncing hopefully on her shoulders. Finally, little blonde cherubic Yolande. Éliane almost couldn’t let Yolande go, almost couldn’t watch as Yolande, crying for Éliane, was dragged away by their mother, almost couldn’t stand still with a smile frozen on her face, almost ran after them and told them to stay.


When she could no longer see her family, Éliane sat on the floor of the station and sobbed.


At the apartment, Luc was waiting for her.


‘What will we do?’ she said dully, the apartment too quiet without her four sisters romping through it.


‘For now,’ he said, ‘we wait. But soon, if we have to, we fight.’
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The only way to get the truth was to tune in to Radio Stuttgart. It told Éliane that Pétain, France’s Vice-Premier and so-called Hero of Verdun, had lied: the French government had not stood firm. They had run away to the spa town of Vichy and declared Paris an open city, leaving it undefended. Leaving Éliane and the others who had stayed in the French capital to the mercy of the German army.


What would happen? Éliane tried not to think about what the woman at the station had screamed about the Nazis. She found the sharpest knife of all from the brasserie and Luc did the same, even though she knew the knives wouldn’t even scratch a Panzer, and would be no defence at all against a gun.


Then she and Luc stood at the open window of the apartment, watching. There was no one outside: more than half the population had left, train stations were closed, hospitals evacuated, shops shuttered over, newsstands stood empty and streets waited desolately for patronage besides that of abandoned dogs.


‘How is it possible?’ she murmured to her brother. It was summer in Paris; she should be sitting in a café in the sunshine drinking coffee and breathing in cigarette smoke, dizzy from the scent of roses blooming extravagantly in the Jardin du Palais Royal. Instead, all she could smell in the reek of burnt-out incendiaries and the ash of government papers set alight before the ministers escaped was subjugation. Paris lay hidden beneath a shroud of charred sky, all light fled along with the leaders.


‘I don’t know,’ Luc replied in a similarly desolate voice.


She wiped her face and her hand came away black with soot as if she’d also transformed from bright watercolour to charcoal. Behind her, the radio bellowed that the Germans would soon arrive in Paris. There would be no violence – unless the French people started it. Then the Germans would have to retaliate.


Éliane and Luc stared at the knives in their hands, which looked like toys now.


‘All Parisians are to remain inside for forty-eight hours!’ the radio announcer ordered.


Not long after, motorbike engines reverberated through the stillness. In the windows of several apartments on the opposite side of the street were people standing like Luc and Éliane, rigid with fear. Fragments of German language began to assault the air outside and grey streamed over the many-coloured canvas that had once been Paris. Loudspeakers boomed: ‘You have been betrayed by your government! Any aggressive act towards the German army will result in death!’


And thus the war had somehow ended, not with stubborn fighting and implacable will but with everyone running away.


Éliane wanted to shut her eyes and make it all stop. But as her lids half-closed, she saw Xavier in the white-curtained window telling her he was leaving. For just a few seconds, she was glad that he had. He was Anglo-French. The English and the Germans were at war still. The half-Britishness of his blood might have meant repercussions for him and his father if he’d stayed. But the way he’d told her he was leaving – and his appalling timing – were betrayals that hurt like nothing she had ever known.


‘Xavier’s gone,’ she told Luc, trying to say it flatly, without inflection, as if it didn’t matter. But her voice was husky with all the tears she was refusing to cry.


Luc slipped his hand into hers and squeezed it. She held on tightly; he was the only person she had left.


After the prescribed forty-eight hours had passed, Éliane told Luc she was going outside. ‘Monsieur Jaujard might expect me at work. I don’t know – do you think everyone is just going to go back to work as if today is a normal day?’


‘I don’t know. I can’t go out because I’m technically still a deserter. Unless the war has somehow ended and the radio forgot to tell us.’


‘Until there are no Germans in Paris, the war hasn’t ended,’ Éliane said firmly.


She picked up her purse and crept down the stairs, through the passage and onto the pavement. Red and black swastikas hung grotesquely on every building. Panzers prowled along the Rue de Rivoli. Already, there were signposts in German that directed the conquerors to their various new headquarters in all the luxury hotels. If the Nazis were erecting signposts that signalled an intent to stay.


She had thought she couldn’t possibly feel any more despairing. She had been wrong.


‘Mademoiselle,’ a man said in German-accented French, and Éliane shrank against the wall at the sight of a soldier in German uniform.


‘After you,’ he said, indicating that she should continue on her way.


She scurried on.


At the Louvre, she let herself slowly into her chair and sat with her forehead resting on her hand.


A touch on her shoulder roused her. ‘Your family?’ Monsieur asked.


‘They left,’ she said.


‘Good.’


‘Is the Mona Lisa still safe?’


‘Yes. She’s been moved to Loc-Dieu, an abbey. It was once called Locus Diaboli – the place of the devil,’ Monsieur Jaujard said quietly.


Éliane shook her head. ‘I think perhaps the place of the devil is now Paris.’
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Not long after, the Armistice was signed. The war was, apparently, over. Éliane refused to believe it. But it made no matter; France was sliced into several pieces, one occupied – the zone where Éliane lived – and one supposedly free – the zone governed by Vichy where she hoped her mother and sisters had found safety. She waited desperately for a letter from them. None came. But they had enough money to last a few weeks. They would write when they needed more, she reasoned.


June passed into July. Theatres and shops reopened. Posters exhorting the abandoned people of Paris to put their trust in the Germans papered the city. Bikes and horse-drawn carts replaced cars on the streets. French radio and newspaper operators were closed down and German-approved ones took their place. The Germans looked to be settling in to the city forever.


And then.


Parisians started to return from the south. But not Yolande. Not Angélique or Ginette or Jacqueline. Not her mother.


Éliane checked the mailbox each day. It was always empty. Write, Angélique, she prayed each night. Write to me and tell me where you are.


The brasserie remained closed. Éliane stayed on at the Louvre. Now that it was just her and Luc, they had enough money for food. Éliane would have traded it all for news of her sisters. The hunger of wanting to know was insatiable, scratching always inside her.


Every day, the phantom sounds of her sisters’ voices echoed in the apartment: Angélique cajoling Yolande to get dressed, Ginette reading Yolande a story, Jacqueline trying to sing ‘Au Clair de la Lune’ for Yolande but Yolande saying, I want Éliane instead.


‘I want you too, chérie,’ Éliane whispered to the empty apartment.


One night she arrived home from the Louvre to find her brother dressed in black, bag in hand.


She stopped still in the doorway and stared at him.


He looked out the window rather than at her and swore.


I’m leaving, Xavier had said, wearing the same look on his face that Luc wore now: as if he knew he was about to break her heart.


But maybe Luc was leaving now because … ‘They’re back?’ she asked, hurrying inside, calling, ‘Yolande!’


Luc swore again.


The familiar lack of sound in the apartment – the absence of giggles and groans and tantrums – was deafening.


‘It’s been four months since they left,’ Luc said, speaking more gently than she’d ever heard him speak, even to his artists’ models. ‘There’s been no letter. They would need money by now. They would have had to write to ask you to send it. But they haven’t.’ He paused. ‘You know what it means?’


Éliane shut her eyes. But she couldn’t shut her mind. It put pictures alongside the words she’d read in the newspapers or heard on the radio about the roads out of Paris in June turning into rivers of people running south. A thick and suffocating crowd of desperation.


Éliane shook her head. But Luc had opened a breach in her hopefulness and allowed doubt to fall in.


The Germans had strafed the lines of civilians fleeing Paris, causing stampedes. Those not shot had been trampled. There had been too many people and not enough food. Bodies lined the roadsides like wheat stalks, the newspapers had said.


She put a hand to her mouth but the sob escaped anyway.


How could she have let Yolande believe she was setting out on an adventure? How could Éliane have stayed behind, in the relative safety of Paris, and let them go?


‘They should have taken the children,’ she said brokenly. Yolande’s eyes were surely more beautiful than any artwork. ‘They should have taken the children to the chateaux and the abbeys to keep them safe. Not the artworks.’


She turned to the window and pressed her palms and forehead against it, staring out at what had once been a city of art and of fierce sisterly affection and first love. Now that the scumble had been removed, it was showing up everything that had lain underneath and that she had known nothing about: Pétain’s cowardice, the Nazis’ deadly and unstoppable ambition, her sisters’ deaths.


How did you mourn four girls lost before they’d reached adulthood?


She felt Luc step in beside her, saw the wet marks of her tears on the sill joined by ones she hadn’t shed.


‘You’re going,’ she whispered.


He nodded. ‘I’m joining de Gaulle’s Free French Forces. I’m not a painter anymore.’ He kissed her forehead and pulled her in close, embracing her hard but not for long enough.


Then he left to do what he’d said they must: to fight.


Before, it had just been words. But now it was something she must do too so that Angélique and Jacqueline and Ginette might forgive her. So that Yolande might forgive her.


‘Brûle en enfer, Monsieur Adolf,’ she said to the empty apartment. ‘For what you did to my family, I will find a way to make you burn in hell.’
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