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EVERY CANVAS HOLDS A SECRET . . .


PARIS, 1940.


Three years ago, talented art restorer Sophie fled to Paris to escape the horrors of the Nazi regime. But now, with her beloved adoptive city under occupation, Sophie is forced to work at the renowned Jeu de Paume, restoring the art ruthlessly stolen from Jewish families.


Fabienne was a rising star of the glamorous Parisian art scene, until the Nazis put a stop to her craft. Mourning the loss of her husband, she’s a shadow of her former self - until her estranged sister-in-law Sophie arrives at her door with a stolen painting in hand.


The two women embark on a treacherous plan: to save stolen artwork by replacing it with skilful forgeries, right under the watchful eyes of the Nazis. But just how long can they sustain their masterful illusion?









To Alec. . .and Pierce Brosnan











Article 46: Family honour and rights, the lives of persons, and private property, as well as religious convictions and practice, must be respected. Private property cannot be confiscated.


—Extract from “Laws and Customs of War on Land,” from the Hague Convention, October 18, 1907












PROLOGUE


March 1939


Berlin


It took only seconds for the paintings to catch alight but hours for the flames to die into ash.


Oil, after all, had a tendency to burn: it smoked and blistered like skin, layers of paint peeling back upon itself as the pigments—yellow ocher and cadmium red, vermilion and chartreuse and burnt sienna—blackened into char. Works that had once been beautiful were reduced to their basest parts; lit by the flames, they were nothing more than composite pieces of destruction, chemicals and flax and wood, each burning into nothingness as the flames licked ever higher.


From her place in the shadows of the moonless night, Sophie watched a book sail through the air, its cover opening like the wings of a bird. It hung, suspended, above the smoke before arcing into the conflagration, its leaves curling as flames kissed the spine. She looked at the man who had thrown it: he stared, stone-faced, into the bonfire before bending over the wheelbarrow to pick up another accelerant, his fireman’s badge glinting as he fed the flames. Had he been alone, Sophie would have run up, pulled the wheelbarrow from his grasp, saved what she could—but this was state-sanctioned destruction, and twenty other firefighters were feeding the bonfire too, a fifty-foot monster fueled by a generation’s worth of art. Did it bother him, she wondered, watching his sweaty face transform into gargoyle features by the flickering light, to be fueling a fire instead of putting it out? His professional solicitousness suggested that it did not; if he were revolted by the work he was doing, he didn’t let it show.


The stench of burning paint reached Sophie’s throat, and though she retched at the acrid taste, she did not turn away. Like everyone else watching from behind the line of soldiers’ rifles, she wasn’t there out of morbid fascination but for posterity, committing the frightening scene to memory. Thousands of works of art—millions of dollars—destroyed. Complex Cubist paintings, passionate Expressionist works, belligerent Surrealist pastiches and baffling Dadaist collages—all gone in the space of a night. Like so many others watching—curators and connoisseurs and restorers, the artists and authors who’d not yet gone underground—Sophie had been summoned by a whisper network of sympathetic specialists still operating within Germany. Despite her vow to never step foot within the Reich again, she had come to bear witness to Hitler’s destruction of Germany’s cultural heritage.


The last time Sophie had seen the paintings had been in Munich, two years ago, at the opening of the Entartete Kunst exhibition. She’d attended out of professional curiosity, quelling her fears about traveling to Germany in order to see the odious concept in action. Entartete Kunst—Degenerate Art—had been as horrible as she’d anticipated, a master collection of modern art displayed in cruel chaos, jingoistic propaganda condemning the pieces as the work of sick minds, Jewish conspiracies and homosexual perversion. Pulled from public galleries across Germany, each work of art was introduced in deliberately obtuse terms by a prim tour guide, who wrinkled his nose in a moue of distaste as he recited scandalous stories about the artists on display. She should have known then what was in store for each and every work of modern art in Germany’s museums and libraries. She had it on good authority that many of the pieces had been sold to new-world collectors willing to turn a blind eye to the fact that their purchases would swell the coffers of the Nazi regime, but she’d never dreamed the Nazis would destroy what they couldn’t sell—that anything which didn’t reflect Hitler’s twisted ideas about the Reich and its people would be consigned to the flames. The very notion went against the core of Sophie’s being.


The sun had begun to rise, pale in a gray sky, by the time the firemen turned away from the ashes, but Sophie stayed rooted where she was. She turned to the man beside her: his cheeks were streaked with ash, but for a runnel in the grime where tears had fallen. Sophie guessed she was similarly marked, and though she didn’t know him, she walked over and threaded her hand through his. He looked down, surprised by the intrusion—but then, slack-faced, met her gaze. Was he an artist, she wondered, watching his work go up in flames? A gallerist, or a fine-arts restorer like her? Not that it mattered: he was there to witness tragic history in the making.


Sophie squeezed his hand and then released it. She walked away, shoulders rounded against the sudden chill of the morning.









PART ONE
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June 1940


Sophie Brandt bent over her desk, working a small awl beneath the rusty nail wedged into the frame of a painting. She lifted the nail, carefully pulling back the canvas from the shattered edge of the stretcher. The painting—one of Gauguin’s earlier pieces—had been left mercifully undamaged in the fall that had broken the stretcher, remnants of which she’d swept up off the marble floor of the gallery, inspecting the debris for any flakes of pigment that might have been rattled loose by the careless rumble of German tanks down the Rue de Rivoli.


She lifted the canvas and set it aside, clearing away the broken stretcher before pulling out a new one she’d made based on the old frame’s measurements. To Sophie, this was the most intimate part of the restoration process: the canvas, devoid of the musculature provided by the frame or supports, holding only a suggestion of its former shape. She worked quickly, tacking the linen to the stretcher midway down the painting before pulling it tight over its new bones. The painting seemed to breathe as she worked, responding to her touch with a relieved groan as she hammered the stretcher keys in place.


She turned the painting over, satisfied at its taut appearance. Paul would be proud. Sophie had been a restorer at the Jeu de Paume museum in Paris for nearly two years now, and while she’d made friends in the French art community, there was no one, perhaps, she was as close to as Paul Rosenberg. Until recently, he had been one of Paris’s most preeminent art dealers, specializing in the modern art which Sophie loved best. He’d become Sophie’s first true friend in Paris—and, she suspected, had put in a friendly word with Monsieur Girard at the Jeu de Paume that had resulted in her job offer.


Paul had escaped France at the first rumblings of war, his beautiful gallery shuttered before the mass exodus of Parisians made it difficult to leave the city. But for the paintings he’d deposited at the Jeu de Paume for safekeeping, it was as if Paul Rosenberg had never lived in Paris.


Sophie recalled her last visit to his quiet gallery. They had lingered in front of Picasso’s portrait of Paul’s wife and daughter. It was a good likeness, thought Sophie, one that captured the quiet, steady presence of Madame Rosenberg, and the wonderfully disgruntled expression on the baby’s cherubic face.


“They’ll be here soon,” Paul had said, his thin moustache set over stern lips. He turned away from the painting. “Your countrymen. Come to claim their due.”


“Not my countrymen,” she’d replied. “They’ve not been my countrymen for a long time.”


Paul lit a cigarette. “Brave words,” he’d told her, snapping the brass lid of his lighter shut. “But once the Germans arrive, will you be so quick to disassociate yourself?”


Holed away in her laboratory, Sophie listened for the sound of jackboots outside the open casement windows, the faint snarl of German echoing through tinny loudspeakers from the Arc de Triomphe.


She walked over to the window and pulled it closed, fastening the latch before returning her attention to the painting. She thought once more on Paul’s question.


Now that the Germans were here, she didn’t know the answer.
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One week earlier


The sky over Paris was dark, the sun a pale coin in the sky that flickered in and out of focus behind billows of soot-blackened clouds. In her attic apartment, Fabienne wrenched open the window, wedging the stump of a paintbrush in the frame to keep it open as she eased herself onto the sill.


Though the fires were burning in the city’s petroleum reserves on the outskirts of town, the smoke had made its way into the Left Bank’s narrow streets, choking the crowded cobblestones with its acrid stench. Fabienne could see the logic behind the city’s decision to burn what they could rather than leave behind spoils of war for the enemy, but the move had sparked panic among the fleeing population. In the streets below, she watched a man and woman argue beside an idling Peugeot, its roof rack laden with suitcases. A child, wailing, as his father swept him into an overflowing handcart.


“You’re too late, you know!” Fabienne called down. Tucked six floors up in the eaves of her building’s mansard roof, Fabienne knew the couple couldn’t hear her, but it felt good to shout all the same. “They’ll be here by this evening!” She reached back into the kitchen to pull out a half-drunk bottle of red wine. “What’s the point, when they’ve already won?”


And the Germans had won—that much was clear. They’d won without having to fire a gun within the city limits; they’d won without having dropped a single incendiary bomb. The thought that Paris had given up without a fight rankled Fabienne. Surely someone, somewhere, shared her sense of injustice? Paris was the city of la Révolution: the city of barricades in the streets, its citizens fighting and fucking and acting out their passions with the conviction of players in a penny dreadful. Surely Paris could muster some semblance of resistance before rolling onto its back for the German army?


She tapped her cigarette against the windowsill and the ember floated down, past the modest fourth- and fifth-floor apartments, where she could hear Madame de Frontenac pleading with her balding husband through the open window; past the elegant second-story apartment with its gracious wrought iron balcony. Had the apartment’s residents, the Lowensteins, left Paris? Fabienne pictured Madame Lowenstein, with her cream-colored Chanel suits and iron curls; Monsieur Lowenstein, his beloved black-and-white toy poodle tucked beneath his arm. She hoped they’d been able to get out—she hoped most of the city’s Jewish residents had been able to flee, before the long line of refugees choked the railroads and motorways to a standstill.


In a few short days, everything Fabienne knew would change: it was inevitable, once Paris became a conquered city. What would remain of the France she’d known her whole life? What would remain of herself? Her talent, her courage, her convictions—all the parts of herself that Dietrich had once loved. What would remain, at the end of the war?


She watched the long line of vehicles snake its way along the Boulevard Saint-Germain and turned back into the gloom of her empty apartment, wishing she could feel some appreciation for the gravity of the moment: fear, panic, worry. Anger at the thought of her beloved city left unguarded; despair at the notion that she’d been left behind to survive in a city circling the drain of war.


She glanced back at the half-finished painting on her easel, the canvas she’d not been able to finish in over two years; swirls of color, black on blue. Desiccated paintbrushes lay on the crossbar, the dried oil on the bristles matching the exact shade of her husband’s eyes.


There was nothing to be frightened of because the worst had already happened. There was nothing more the Germans could take from her.
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September 1940


Sophie walked down the shallow front steps to the Jeu de Paume’s main entrance, surprised at having received a summons from the volunteer curator, Rose Valland. Two weeks ago, the museum’s director, Monsieur Girard, had assembled all of the staff in the great hall and let them go en masse. Sophie had taken the news with stoic acceptance—what call was there for art restoration during a war?—but she’d dragged her heels on finding another position. She’d come to Paris to work for France’s National Gallery, the greatest art collection in Europe. Without that job to sustain her, she had little else to offer the City of Lights.


She walked through the door, jarred by the emptiness within. Long and narrow, the museum had been home to the National Gallery’s modern works of art, its fifteen small galleries spread across two floors connected by a grand marble staircase; now, the museum’s walls were blank, empty frames and chalked-on words noting where masterpieces by Picasso and Dalí had once hung. Sophie had been part of the clandestine removal of the paintings months earlier: the spiriting away of France’s public collection under cover of darkness, a monumental feat accomplished in three long nights thanks to the impeccable planning of Jacques Jaujard, director of the Musée du Louvre. The Jeu de Paume’s collection had been part of the operation too: anything that could be safely transported had been boxed up and sent away to countryside chateaux, carried off by a vast assembly of museum staff, art students and volunteers sent by trustworthy patrons.


She crossed to the back of the Jeu de Paume’s empty galleries and down the staff staircase into the museum’s cavernous basement. While the gallery space was relatively modest, the basement was a rabbit warren of rooms that had once housed the extensive permanent collection when it wasn’t on display. It also held the administrative offices. With the exception of Sophie’s small restoration lab on the second floor, the Jeu de Paume had little in the way of wasted space.


She wandered past the empty display racks and easels, wondering at Rose Valland’s presence: along with the rest of the staff, the volunteer curator had been dismissed weeks ago. She knocked before opening the door to Rose’s office: inside, she was packing up her desk, file boxes and stacks of paper strewn across the heavy oak tabletop.


Rose looked up. “Sophie,” she said, gesturing to the seat opposite hers. “Thank you for coming in.”


Sophie sat, balancing her handbag in her lap. Despite being a volunteer, Rose Valland was, Sophie believed, the hardest-working member of staff at the museum. Tall and plain, with round glasses and graying hair escaping in wisps from a hastily drawn bun, Sophie doubted Rose ever left the museum; she couldn’t picture her going home to a husband or family. More than once, caught up in the restoration of some work or other, Sophie would leave the museum thinking she was the last of the day staff still there, only to hear the gentle hammering of a typewriter echoing from Rose’s office.


Rose smoothed her broad hands across the top of her desk. “I’ve been asked to reopen the Jeu de Paume,” she said, without preamble, “and I’d like you to join me.”


Sophie raised her eyebrows. “Really? I’m—”


“Surprised?”


Sophie smiled. “Well, yes,” she replied. “Why? And how?”


Rose knitted her fingers together in a businesslike gesture. “The Germans,” she said, putting a delicate stress on the word, “have taken a special interest in our facility. Have you heard of the Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg?”


Sophie nodded. The ERR was a group of German curators, art historians and connoisseurs who’d taken up residence in Paris, ostensibly to oversee the protection of France’s national art collection for the duration of the war. But she wondered at exactly what form the ERR’s so-called protection took: at the moment, it seemed that the ERR’s activities involved seizing works of art from those unlucky galleries that hadn’t been part of Jacques Jaujard’s midnight evacuation.


“It seems that the ERR has outgrown its current headquarters at the German embassy,” Rose continued. “I’ve been asked whether our museum would consent to house their expanding collection.”


Sophie frowned. Beneath Rose’s mild words, she could hear an undercurrent of something electric. “I see,” she said carefully. “And how does this expansion involve me?”


Rose sat back in her chair. “I’ve agreed to serve as the overseer of the Jeu de Paume,” she replied. “And I’ve been given permission to bring a few select staff members back on board. The ERR will be transferring a specialized team to work out of the museum—the Sonderstab Bildende Kunst. We’ll be working with them on a day-to-day basis, cataloging the contents of the new collection and safeguarding them while this terrible war continues.” Rose looked pleased. “Think of it. The museum filled with art once more.”


“And the provenance of this art?” Sophie frowned. “France’s national collection has already gone to ground, and Monsieur Jaujard doesn’t seem inclined to collaborate. What’s left for them to take?”


Rose lifted a piece of paper from her desk. “Perhaps you’ve not heard. Beyond the protection of public collections, the ERR has been given orders to safeguard all cultural property declared stateless under the terms of a direct decree from Herr Hitler.” She passed an official-looking document across the table. “As part of my staff, you will be helping the ERR assess, catalog and repair any works that need intervention.” Rose smiled. “I’ve seen your work. I would trust no one else with this task.”


Sophie read the decree. In her mind’s eye, she was back home in Stuttgart, watching young men in brown shirts stroll past the university’s front steps.


“I had Herr Rosenberg translate it for me—I have very little German,” Rose commented, watching Sophie’s eyes slide across the page.


“Stateless,” she said aloud. “What does that mean?”


Rose hesitated. “They mean private collections. So many people left Paris in the early days of the occupation. . .often with only the clothes on their backs.”


Sophie lingered over the page a moment longer, her attention catching on a single phrase: the safeguarding of Jewish property. She set the paper back on Rose’s desk, her heart hammering as she stood. “I’m sorry, Mademoiselle Valland, but I must decline.” Though Sophie longed to return to her work at the museum, the thought of working with Germans—working for Germans—was more than she could bear. “Confiscating private collections—I can’t—”


Rose, too, stood. “Sophie, please. I know I’m asking something very difficult of you,” she said. “But this is an opportunity. Can’t you see that?” She looked around her tiny office. “Fifteen years I’ve worked here, and this is the best they’ve done for me. A volunteer position. When I ask for anything more, they tell me that it’s beyond their means to offer me anything other than pride in working for the national collection.” She shook her head, her gray eyes hard. “I’ve dedicated my life, my education, to art, and they still can’t afford to pay me a proper salary. This is an opportunity to be recognized for my work. I want that opportunity for you too.” She looked at Sophie. “War makes strange bedfellows, I admit. But think about the opportunity it creates for us.”


Sophie edged back into the room. “And you’re comfortable, are you, with what they’re doing?” she asked. “Taking art from people who’ve fled in fear?”


Rose’s expression tightened. “It’s art,” she said. “Someone has to take care of it. At least if it’s here, we can ensure that it’s properly accounted for.”


Sophie let out a breath. Though still appalled, she had to admit she saw reason in Rose’s argument.


“Can I take a day to think about it?”


Rose pulled a large box out from beside her desk. “Of course,” she said. “I’m moving into Monsieur Girard’s old office. When you’ve made your decision, you can find me there.”


Sophie left the museum, her hands shaking as she unlocked her bicycle from the fence. She lifted one foot to the pedal and kicked the ground, relishing the moment of release as she pedaled down the easy slope into the Jardin des Tuileries.


With its manicured lawns and wide avenues, the Jardin des Tuileries had always been Sophie’s favorite place in Paris. Its sense of history appealed to her, and while the flowers were in constant flux, the park itself never seemed to change. The statues and skyline transported Sophie back in time—perhaps not to a simpler time but to a more picturesque one, a world where the beloved paintings she restored in her laboratory were freshly finished.


To Sophie, the Jardin exuded permanence, but it too was already showing scars from the growing conflict. Now, Sophie cycled past German soldiers knee-deep in soil, digging up the pristine lawns for vegetable plots. The sight broke Sophie’s heart. She’d moved to Paris for the beauty of it all, the dreaminess of its winding cobbled streets and fairy-tale neighborhoods, the endearing devotion of the residents to the mythology that made it the City of Lights. But reality had already begun to seep through the cracks of Sophie’s world. Now, with the arrival of Hitler’s army, the doors she’d locked shut had blown wide open.


The notion of working for the Germans sickened Sophie—the thought of smiling at men spewing pious pseudoscience, justifying their blind allegiance to a madman. She’d grown up in Stuttgart during the early days of Hitler’s rise to power. She’d seen the poverty and desperation that had led to the successes of his National Socialist party; the relief in the faces of men and women when he gave them someone to blame for their despair. She thought back to her last year at comprehensive school, to the pointed comments from teachers whose faces creased with derision at her academic ambitions, questioning whether her talents weren’t better spent in the service of a husband. She recalled the riots caused in the wake of brownshirt rallies: the Führer’s high voice amplified by the crack of a loudspeaker, giving young men an unearned sense of authority, permission to prey on the weak.


Five years ago, she’d shifted her allegiance to a new homeland. Under cover of darkness, she and her brother had crossed the border into Strasbourg and spent their meagre savings on forged papers that listed their place of birth as Lausanne, Switzerland. Few knew of Sophie’s past: with the exception of Paul Rosenberg, who’d written her a letter of introduction to the Louvre, no one in her professional circle knew she’d been born in Stuttgart.


She got off her bicycle to pass beneath the Arc de Triomphe du Carrousel, steering it by the handlebars as she purchased a sandwich from a seller near the Musée du Louvre. Sophie had come to Paris in the hopes of working in that hallowed sanctuary and had been pleased, though a little disappointed, to receive an offer from the modernist Jeu de Paume instead. Rose’s gravelly voice echoed, persistent, in her mind: I’ve dedicated my life, my education, to art, and they still can’t afford to pay me a proper salary.


Sophie unwrapped the sandwich, and the tangy smell of mustard wafted up from the wax paper.


Rose’s voice echoed again in her ears. War makes strange bedfellows. A similar opportunity would never have arisen in peacetime, Sophie was sure of it. But was that reason enough to turn her back on her principles? How had it been reason enough for Rose to turn on hers?


She leaned her bike against a lamppost, watching a newspaper-seller hawk the latest headline: nighttime bombings had begun in London, the Germans flying in under cover of darkness to pummel the city into submission. Thankfully, the Germans had spared Paris a similar fate in exchange for its surrender. For now, the Germans had won. What else could Sophie do but try to get on with her life?


But the idea wasn’t without risk. Though her forged passport had been exchanged for legitimate identity papers at the start of the occupation, there was still a risk that the ERR might go digging into her past. However polite the Germans might be toward the conquered French, she knew they wouldn’t take kindly to someone who’d rejected the Reich.


Sophie sighed, wishing that Dietrich was sitting on the bench next to her, his blue eyes crinkling into a smile. Cheer up, Sophette, he would have said. All you need to do is look at it from a new perspective.


She bit into her sandwich, thinking of Dietrich and his no-nonsense approach to decision-making. He would have given her the advice she sought by cutting to the heart of the matter, surveying her options with a clear-eyed distinction between practicality and principles. He would have told her that principles were what mattered, in the end; that principles, above all else, were more important than ever in times of war. After all, they were what wars were fought for.


Sophie closed her eyes. And what had principle gotten Dietrich in the end?


A wife who’d indulged his recklessness and encouraged him to become the face of an antifascist movement, with no regard for his safety.


A slow death in the back of a Parisian alley, an early grave.


She opened her eyes, driving away the thought of her doomed brother and his bohemian wife. Had Fabienne ever truly loved Dietrich, or had she only ever cared about the principles he fought for?


She stood and brushed sandwich crumbs from her skirt before returning to her bicycle, then pedaled back to the Jeu de Paume to give Rose her answer.
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September 1940


Fabienne leaned back into the thick velvet padding of the banquette at Café Voisin, tucking a dark wisp of cropped hair behind her ear as she watched the young man she’d been speaking to walk up to the bar, his calfskin boots gleaming. He raised a hand to signal to the bartender, and Fabienne caught a glimpse of a perfectly starched shirtsleeve. His uniform was so crisp, so new, that she doubted that he’d ever seen any real action before being posted to Paris. She cast a glance at the soldiers that filled the room like mold: boys, every last one of them. They’d walked through the front door of an unlocked house, yet here they were, acting for all the world as though they’d fought heroically for the privilege of dining in one of the world’s most beautiful cities.


She downed the last of her Burgundy, knowing she was drinking too quickly, too recklessly, and looked across the room to where Lotte, vibrant in a backless yellow dress, was charming an officer in a gray suit. With her blond hair and voluptuous figure, Lotte—Fabienne’s lodger—was the embodiment of the American phrase blonde bombshell. Fabienne, with her rail-thin figure and heavy-lidded eyes, didn’t begrudge Lotte her good looks: these days, beauty was a currency more valuable than the franc, and Paris was filled with Germans more than willing to pay for the pleasure of a beautiful woman’s company. Between the two of them, these evenings out were enough to give them the money they needed to heat their little garret, now that jobs were scarce and food was scarcer.


The officer sitting next to Lotte snaked his hand around her waist, and she batted it away, laughing. Subtly, she threw a glance over her shoulder to meet Fabienne’s eye. With a barely perceptible nod, Lotte turned her attention back to the officer, and Fabienne relaxed. Most of the German soldiers who’d been stationed in Paris seemed so anxious to prove that they weren’t an invading horde—smiling as they hammered their German signage to French street corners and handed out cans of Scho-Ka-Kola to children who didn’t know better than to accept. But the others—officers Fabienne had met in the lobby of the Majestique or Le Meurice—those were the ones to be wary of. They’d smile and charm, but they were cold beneath the shine, their manners born of steel rather than courtesy.


Her stomach rumbled, and she thought of her larder. She’d tried to brazen her way through the early days of the occupation, presenting two-fingered salutes to bucket-helmeted foot soldiers and drinking her way through the long evening curfews. But hunger, it seemed, was a force more powerful than principle, particularly when her options for obtaining legitimate work were limited.


She clasped her hands on the tabletop, remembering the days when oil paint had permeated her skin so completely it felt as though she’d gotten it tattooed along her smooth palms; when Dietrich, slinking into her studio after his shift had ended, wrested the paintbrush from her hand to wrap her in his strong embrace. They’d lived as best they could back then, spending their money on canvases and India ink, bottles of wine and loaves of bread; colorful fabrics for Fabienne to turn into spectacular robes and trousers for them to wear at parties that lasted until dawn. Between her burgeoning career as an artist and his shifts at the Citroën factory, they’d accumulated a decent nest egg.


Who would have guessed that, with the devaluing of the franc, the Germans would have obliterated the foundations of their comfortable life so completely?


Fabienne could feel despair tugging at the edges of her mind, and she looked up to catch the bartender frowning at her. She could scoff at his hypocrisy—as though feeding the Germans was no less collaborationist than bedding them. Fabienne, at least, knew the two were equally transactional.


The soldier made his way back to the table, a fresh bottle of Burgundy in his hand. Fabienne pasted a smile on her face and reached for her glass, letting her fingers drift to touch his as though by accident.


He was little more than a boy, really, and she let him stammer along in broken French. All these Germans wanted the same thing: to tell their friends back home they’d fucked a Frenchwoman. Was that a substitute for having done so little to conquer the city? Fabienne lifted the bottle, watching him stumble over the punch line of a joke he’d already told. Given how much he’d had to drink already, he’d be lucky to make it up to his hotel room under his own steam. Fabienne would support him under the shoulder, take his boots and shirt off for him once he collapsed in the bed, wait around until morning for him to ask, sheepishly, if they’d done what he’d promised to pay for. With the night ahead of her and a half-torn brassiere beneath her green dress, Fabienne would relish the time she’d take to set up a convincing tableau.


Fabienne looked at the soldier through her heavy eyelashes. “Tell me more,” she said, filling his glass to the top.
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October 1940


Sophie breathed in the still air of the Jeu de Paume’s restoration lab, watching dust motes dance in the yellow glow of the electric lights. She’d arrived at the museum as early as curfew allowed, and the sun hadn’t fully risen over the city’s rooftops: through the laboratory’s arched windows, Sophie could see only herself, reflected against the slowly brightening sky.


She crossed to the lab’s two wide worktables, positioned to catch the sunlight that would soon pour through the south window. Long bookcases lined the walls, filled with many of the tools of Sophie’s trade: solvents and scalpels, mulberry paper and rabbit-glue adhesives in half-filled jars; tubes of oils and boar’s hair paintbrushes of varying sizes. At the back of the room, several easels held paintings partway through restoration: a Miró awaiting a final coat of varnish; a Klee, partway through the relining process.


As the only art restorer left on staff, Sophie had grown used to working alone. Most days, she barely spoke to anyone, unless Rose came up from the basement to inquire after some painting or another. But though the ERR had formally requisitioned the Jeu de Paume, they’d not sent over any paintings: for now, Sophie did what she could to keep busy, helping Rose catalog the few works remaining in the basement, and working slowly on the handful of paintings that required intervention.


Loath as she was to take credit for her work, Sophie knew she was a talented restorer. Her work was artistry of the subtlest kind, breathing new life into a painting by repairing worn canvas or chipped paint; by renewing a work’s true colors, lost under decades or centuries of discolored varnish. More than once, she’d put her skills to use by rectifying past mistakes of her own profession—she’d even removed an anachronistic fig leaf or two, censoriously painted over mythical figures by overly conscientious Victorians. In short, Sophie considered herself at her best when she was invisible: through the removal of old varnish or the addition of new overpaint, she could reveal the original intention of the artist, her own work made masterful by its very absence.


She turned on the wireless, then took her most recent acquisition from its easel—a Pissarro she’d begun cleaning the day before, its pastel composition currently darkened by tobacco grime trapped on the layer of varnish.


She tied back her auburn hair and put on her glasses and gloves, then unscrewed the lid on a solvent solution she’d made the day before. A chemical pang hit her nose as she wrapped a small length of cotton batting around a thin dowel, then dipped the stick into the solvent. She set the cotton softly, delicately, on the painting, barely breathing as she twisted the dowel. The grime adhered to the cotton, and satisfied that she’d lifted the varnish without damaging the paint, Sophie continued onward, working in patches down the length of the canvas.


As happened so often when she was working alone, the echo of her father’s voice whispered in her mind: Gently, now, Sophie. An art restorer himself, Papa had taught Sophie everything she knew: how to mix solvents and reline canvases; how to build new stretchers for paintings when the old one was worn out or damaged. Unlike her sociable brother, who’d spent his hours after class in tearooms and dance halls with his friends, Sophie preferred to spend her free time in Papa’s laboratory, bounding up the steps of Stuttgart’s Academy of Fine Arts to the room where her heavy frame and blunt manners didn’t seem to matter, where what mattered was the steadiness of her hands, the sharpness of her eyes.


She closed her eyes, picturing sunlight streaming through her father’s laboratory window, refracted by jars of solvent and linseed oil; the photograph of the great Otto Röhm, Papa’s hero, whose work on acrylic resins had formed the basis of her father’s own research.


Sophie smiled, thinking back to his experimentations. He was determined to develop a line of petroleum-based paint specifically for art restoration.


“Imagine, Sophie,” he used to say, his eyes shining as he mixed acrylic resins with pigments on glass plates. “Paint that looks and feels like oil, but which can be identified and even removed by future generations of restorers without damaging the artist’s original work. Röhm saw the potential in acrylic paint for industrial purposes, but I see it as the future of our profession.”


The sun had fully risen when the doorknob rattled. Sophie looked up, pushing her spectacles up the bridge of her nose as a man in a dark suit walked in, carrying a large briefcase.


“Sorry,” he said. With her glasses on, the man was a blur, and Sophie watched the pale circle of his bearded face. “I’m so sorry to interrupt. I was under the impression the lab was empty.”


“Who told you that?” said Sophie. She removed her glasses, and the man came into focus. He was of medium height, with broad shoulders, graying hair and a handsome, guileless face.


He came forward, favoring his right leg as he hefted his suitcase onto the table opposite Sophie’s. “I had rather hoped to settle in quietly, but I’m disturbing you at your work.” He spoke softly, his French rounded by a German accent. “Gerhardt Hausler. Formerly of the Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister.”


Sophie removed her gloves and took his outstretched hand. “And what brings you so far from Dresden, Herr Hausler?”


Hausler’s hazel eyes crinkled as he smiled. “I was seconded by the ERR,” he replied. “I suppose that means you and I will be working together, Mademoiselle. . .?”


“Brandt.” She’d known that the ERR would one day arrive at the Jeu de Paume, stacking their stateless paintings in the galleries, but naïvely, she’d hoped that they would leave her laboratory alone. “You’re a restorer, then?”


Hausler opened his briefcase to reveal jars of solvents, brushes and pigments. “Yes,” he said, running a hand across his trimmed beard. “I’d rather thought I’d been denounced when I was approached by the Wehrmacht. . .or worse, that they’d decided to put me back in the infantry, though I did question what use I’d be with just the one leg. Imagine my surprise when they told me art restoration was considered an essential military skill set.” He pulled the jars out one by one and set them along the table. “I won’t pretend this isn’t preferable to being on the Western Front. I had enough of that sort of thing at the Somme.”


Sophie watched him unpack. “I suppose there are more of you downstairs.”


“You suppose correctly. My colleagues are downstairs, but they won’t make themselves as obtrusive as me, I think.”


“I see.” Sophie watched Hausler a moment longer, thinking back to the day she’d submitted her application to the University of Stuttgart, alongside a letter of recommendation from her father.


It hadn’t taken long for the university to respond with a politely worded rejection, citing the German government’s new policy which sharply restricted the number of female students permitted in institutions of higher education.


“Will you excuse me, Herr Hausler?”


She unbuttoned her overcoat and walked out of the lab, leaving Hausler to unpack in peace.


Sophie walked down the staff staircase, wiping dust from her hands with a kerchief she’d stowed away in her pocket.


She shouldn’t have been surprised, but she was amazed that Rose hadn’t given her advance warning that the Germans would be arriving today. As she stepped into the back gallery, two soldiers wearing Luftwaffe gray hurried past her, carrying a tall canvas shrouded by a white sheet. She crossed through to the grand gallery that served as the museum’s entrance hall. Out the open front door, she could see a line of flatbed trucks being relieved of their contents. Soldiers carried immense crates in teams of two and four, cigarettes fitted into the corners of their mouths, as men in civilian clothes—ERR staff, Sophie presumed—directed them into different galleries.


Rose Valland stood in the middle of the grand gallery, clipboard in hand as she conversed with a tall gentleman in a serge uniform. As he turned, Sophie could see a glint of red and black pinned to his velvet lapel, and her stomach turned: it had been years since she’d seen a swastika up close.


Rose smiled. “Colonel Bohn, might I introduce Sophie Brandt?” She rested a hand on Sophie’s arm. “Sophie is our talented young restorer here at the Jeu de Paume. She kindly consented to remain on staff.”


Tall and stern, with deep-set eyes and salt-and-pepper hair beneath the glossed brim of his cap, Bohn gave Sophie a thin-lipped smile. “Delighted to meet you, Mademoiselle Brandt. Mademoiselle Valland tells me you’re quite indispensable to her work.”


“She’s too kind,” Sophie replied.


Bohn’s polite smile warmed. “Your humility does you credit,” he said. “In the Reich, we recognize talent and strive to cultivate it, where we can.”


She smiled, knowing full well the value that Bohn and his associates placed on women workers. Were she to close her eyes, she would feel the ghostly weight of twin plaits down her back; a kerchief around her neck, twisting tight.


“Of course,” she replied, swallowing back bile.


“Brandt,” Bohn mused. “Might you have German ancestry, mademoiselle?”


“Sophie is from Switzerland,” Rose interjected smoothly.


Bohn frowned. “Sprechen Sie Deutsch?”


Sophie looked from Rose to Bohn and back again. Barely, imperceptibly, Rose shook her head—Sophie glanced back, but Rose was staring at the museum’s doors. Had it been her imagination?


“I don’t,” she replied, the lie falling easily from her lips. “But I can learn, if you like.”


Bohn’s expression eased. “That won’t be necessary,” he said, and Sophie felt as though she’d passed some test. “So long as you respect your homeland’s policy of neutrality in all matters.”


“Colonel Bohn is the director of the Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg,” Rose continued. “He will be working out of the Jeu de Paume with his team of specialists.”


“Of course,” said Sophie. “That’s what I came to talk to you about, Mademoiselle Valland—”


Bohn let out a bark of laughter. “Oh dear. Hausler isn’t making trouble already, is he? Don’t worry, mademoiselle. There will be enough work for you both, I assure you.” He sighed, watching the soldiers pile the crates against the walls. “So many of the works under our jurisdiction come to us in various states of disrepair. I’m afraid their former owners didn’t always give these masterpieces the respect they deserved.”


Behind Bohn, a man in civilian clothing followed the last of the soldiers into the gallery. The soldiers carried another tall canvas shrouded beneath a trailing white sheet, and the civilian shouted a warning as the sheet snaked around one of the soldiers’ ankles. He darted forward to pull the sheet from the painting, and Sophie nearly gasped: Paul’s portrait of Madame Rosenberg stared serenely back at Sophie from the canvas, her disgruntled child in her arms.


Sophie turned her attention back to Bohn, a sickening feeling settling in her stomach as the Picasso slid from view.


Bohn sighed. “What else could one expect? Jews can’t appreciate the intrinsic value of art. They only see it in monetary terms. It’s a disgrace, really. Here, we will give these masterworks their due.”


Sophie could feel Rose’s eyes burning into the back of her neck. “I am at your disposal, sir.”


Though Sophie hadn’t meant her words as a personal compliment, it was clear that Bohn had taken them as such. “The Führer has been most insistent that we protect Paris and its treasures from harm, but I’m afraid we cannot count on our English adversaries to be quite so conscientious.”


Looking past Bohn once more, Sophie watched as the soldiers uncovered other pieces: a van Gogh from Paul’s gallery; a Vermeer that Sophie knew had been part of the Rothschilds’ private collection. Blood began to pulse in her ears, insistent and loud.


“I’m sure it goes without saying, mademoiselle, that the work we’re doing here is of the utmost importance.” Bohn stepped closer to Sophie, and she could smell his cologne, heavy and overbearing. “As such, I will require the utmost discretion from all who work within these walls.”


Sophie stepped back. “And you will have it.”


Bohn smiled. “Very good,” he replied. “Please excuse me, ladies. I require a word with Dr. Gurlitt.”


Sophie turned to address Rose, but she’d already walked off, her stout heels tapping on the marble as she strode toward a far-off exhibition hall.
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October 1940


Fabienne walked through the double doors into the courtyard of her apartment building, her string bag laden with turnips and ersatz coffee. As exhausted as she was, Fabienne was glad she’d had the foresight to bring her ration book to dinner last night: this morning, she’d been first in line at the butcher’s shop, and she’d had her pick of the minuscule portions of stewing beef her ration ticket allowed. Still, she longed for her bed. She pulled her feather boa over her shoulders, wishing she could scrub away the feel of the German foot soldier she’d been trapped with after curfew. He’d been young and overeager, with no head for wine but a wallet well worth emptying.


Closed away from the prying eyes of German soldiers, the courtyard had become something of a hub for Fabienne and the other residents of her building. In one corner, Monsieur Minci and his son were repairing the frame of the small hutch they’d built, each hammer blow terrorizing the family of rabbits that lived within. Across the way, Madame de Frontenac shot Fabienne a scowl before tending to her small garden of carrots.


She crossed into the stairwell and vaulted up the marble steps, feeling Madame de Frontenac’s fiery gaze fade. Much as she loathed being a topic of conversation among the neighborhood gossips, Fabienne knew she wasn’t the only one making a living off the Germans. Was it fair of them to judge Fabienne for doing what she had to in order to survive?


On the second story, Madame Lowenstein stepped out of her apartment, a pillbox hat nestled in her gray curls. Fabienne caught a glimpse of the generously apportioned rooms within before she snapped the door shut, and her heart sank: she’d hoped the Lowensteins would have left Paris by now.


“Another late night for you and your lodger.” Madame Lowenstein rummaged through her handbag to pull out a cigarette and a lighter. “Is the curfew really so hard to abide by?”


Fabienne drew her boa tight around her neck. Madame Lowenstein’s husband was a jeweler, well respected by Paris’s couturiers. Consequently, Madame Lowenstein was always impeccably dressed, more daring in her sense of style than other women in their late sixties. If anyone was to notice that the hem peeking out from beneath Fabienne’s coat belonged to an evening dress, it would be Madame Lowenstein.


“I know things have been difficult for you since your husband’s passing,” she continued in an undertone, “but you needn’t resort to this. My husband’s in need of workers, and you’ve an artistic eye.” She pulled a cream-colored bangle from her wrist and held it out. “Bakelite,” Madame Lowenstein explained, a spark of pride shading her words. “A manufactured product. Lev says it’s the future of fashion.”


Fabienne took the bangle, swallowing down the sudden urge to cry. She’d heard that the Germans had assured the new Vichy government that Paris’s fashion industry would endure—but then, she’d also heard in horrific detail about the events of Kristallnacht. Now that the Germans had arrived, it was only a matter of time before similar reprisals would happen here. As a Jewish businessman, how long would Monsieur Lowenstein be allowed to continue operating his atelier?


“You should have left,” Fabienne said gently, handing the bangle back to Madame Lowenstein. “When you had the chance. Why didn’t you go?”


Madame Lowenstein slipped the bracelet back over her wrist. “We had many long conversations about that very question,” she said, straightening her glove. “Lev signed over the business to his partner—he’s Protestant, so the atelier should be safe with him. We had even booked tickets to New York before we heard about what happened to the passengers on board the SS St. Louis. But in the end, we don’t want them thinking we’re afraid. . .thinking that we’ve some reason to be ashamed of who we are. Paris is our home. It’s been our home for generations.” She smiled. “Come to the atelier and talk to Lev. You deserve better than this.”


Fabienne sat on a bench outside 21 Rue La Boétie, staring up at the filigreed façade of the building that had once housed Paul Rosenberg’s gallery. She’d been here many times as a patron and once as an artist. If she closed her eyes she could be back at her own gallery opening, staring up at her creations, Dietrich squeezing her hand as they met her adoring admirers. She’d sold four paintings that night, and Dietrich had beamed with pride as Paul extolled the virtues of Fabienne’s work: her subtle touch, her bold use of color and form.


That night had been the high point of her life, earning money as an artist, her love by her side.


But then, that’s the trouble with a high point.


She looked up at the windows of Paul’s gallery, at the crisp new banner that hung over the gallery’s heavy oak doors. L’Institut d’étude des Questions Juives. Black-suited Germans circled in and out of the building, nodding at uniformed guards standing where Fabienne and Dietrich had once waited for their taxicab.


It’s inevitably followed by a low.


Fabienne got to her feet and walked on, recalling the lightness of that long-ago evening; Dietrich’s blue eyes. She’d painted him a thousand times, but even still it felt as though her husband was fading from her memory. Now every painting she attempted seemed to wither. She’d been an artist then—was she an artist still? Now that every canvas crumbled before her eyes, now that she made a living as a German plaything?


Collaboration horizontale. It had all seemed so simple, when Lotte had suggested it: they were both widows, after all, looking to make a living. You can’t eat paint, she’d told Fabienne, arching a perfectly shaped eyebrow.


What would Dietrich say, if he knew she’d reduced herself to this to survive?


“Mademoiselle!”


Fabienne looked up. Without realizing it, she’d walked all the way to the Place de la Concorde. Across the square, scarlet and black banners fluttered from the Hôtel de la Marine. A German soldier jogged toward her, his rifle hiked up over his shoulder.


“Papers, mademoiselle.”


“Of course.” Fabienne sorted through her handbag. She’d been issued a new identity card at the beginning of the occupation, had stood in line for hours at the prefecture as they recorded every possible detail about her: height, eye color, nationality. The police officer had smiled when he took her photograph, the registrar behind him stamping the card with the lazy haste of a bureaucrat. If you have nothing to hide, you have nothing to fear, he’d said calmly. But she’d watched the family ahead of her receive their identity papers, turning them over to examine the heavy red stamp that marred the top of their pages: Juif.


The soldier’s eyes flickered from the card to Fabienne’s décolletage. “You photograph well, mademoiselle,” he said. “Is there somewhere I might escort you? To a café, perhaps?”


Fabienne jerked her head in the direction of the Concorde metro station. “I’m going home,” she replied. “All the way across the city. It would be a wasted journey for you.”


The soldier’s charming expression congealed. “I was only doing my job.”


“And such a good job of it too,” Fabienne retorted before walking away. She worried, for a moment, that the soldier might follow her—but then she stopped short.


A woman emerged from the metro, carrying a large briefcase. Though her plump figure was concealed beneath a shapeless tweed jacket and calf-length skirt, she was instantly recognizable to Fabienne: her full cheeks and blue eyes; her auburn curls which hung limply beneath her hat, as though she’d not pinned them properly the night before.


Fabienne hadn’t seen Sophie since the day of Dietrich’s funeral. She did her best to avoid the places she knew Sophie tended to haunt: the Louvre and the Jeu de Paume, the Latin Quarter. Places that had once meant so much to her—places she’d cut out of her heart, just as Sophie had cut her from her life.


Sophie stepped onto the sidewalk and caught sight of Fabienne. “You’re still here.” She held her briefcase awkwardly, as if wishing she could hide behind it. “I wasn’t sure. I thought perhaps you’d left.”


Fabienne had dreaded this moment; Sophie, it seemed, had dreaded it too. She blinked, knowing that Sophie was also thinking of that final, fateful night. Dietrich’s lifeless body, laid out across the cobbles while German voices retreated into the night. Political pamphlets, falling like snow in the light of a streetlamp.


Just as it had back then, Fabienne’s stomach dropped with the certainty that it had been her encouragement, her actions, which had led to that terrible moment.


“Well,” Sophie said finally, glancing at the Jeu de Paume. “I don’t want to be late.”


Fabienne looked over Sophie’s shoulder. Though the museum was hidden behind a heavy stone wall that separated the Jardin des Tuileries from the Place de la Concorde, she could see the looming columns and arched glass of the museum’s north façade. Two soldiers walked through a gap in the wall, chatting easily in German. “I thought the Jeu de Paume had closed,” she said, as a red flush rose in Sophie’s face. “Unless—”


“It’s none of your concern,” Sophie started, but Fabienne pushed past her, following in the soldiers’ footsteps, blood rushing in her ears. It couldn’t be, she thought to herself. She can’t possibly—


She stopped, staring at the soldiers flanking the museum’s entrances.


“You’re working for them?” Fabienne felt as if the ground had given way beneath her. “After everything that happened?”


“It’s not what it looks like.” Sophie grabbed Fabienne’s arm, but Fabienne jerked out of her grasp.


“Reverted to form, have you?” Fabienne snarled. Somewhere, deep in the back of her mind, she could hear her own hypocrisy, but she didn’t care. Anger burned through her immediately, furiously bright. “After everything we went through—everything you went through! Dietrich would be spinning in his grave.”


Sophie flinched. “He wouldn’t be in his grave if it weren’t for you,” she spat back.


She spun on her heel and strode toward the museum, leaving Fabienne feeling as though she’d been slapped.
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Sophie passed her Ausweis to the museum’s guard with a trembling hand. She resisted the urge to look around. Was Fabienne still standing at the steps to the metro station? She bristled as Fabienne’s taunt echoed in her mind: Reverted to form, have you? And what of the thousands of other Parisians who’d had to find work in their newly occupied city? What of everyone else who’d had to find ways to muddle through?


The guard handed Sophie back her Ausweis, and she passed through the doors, lifting her chin. Given that Fabienne had all but pushed Dietrich into the spotlight that had made him a target for Hitler’s followers, it was she who had reason to be ashamed.


A clipboard in hand, Rose Valland was standing in the grand gallery with Bohn as he spoke to Hildebrand Gurlitt. Small and serious, with round glasses that mirrored the curve of his cheeks, Gurlitt was a frequent visitor to the museum. By reputation, Sophie knew that he specialized in the sorts of modern works of art that the Jeu de Paume had exhibited before the occupation. Now, it seemed, he was helping the ERR in an advisory capacity: he ambled from painting to painting, occasionally leaning in to say something to Bohn.


They paused in front of a landscape by van Gogh, its bold lines and bright colors giving it the appearance of having been painted in a fever dream. Gurlitt shook his head, and with a flick of his wrist Bohn had the painting removed by a hovering soldier.


As the soldier carried the painting off, Rose caught Sophie’s eye and stepped away from Bohn and Gurlitt.


“What are they doing?”


“Preparing the museum for an exhibition,” Rose muttered, scribbling something on her clipboard. She looked up, adjusting her spectacles. “We’ve a guest arriving early next week to view the works, so it will be all hands on deck, I’m afraid. Follow me.”


“An exhibition?” Sophie looked through the narrow door into the gallery behind the exhibition hall where two soldiers were unravelling a spectacular Aubusson; behind them, another followed with a potted plant hefted in his arms. “For whom?”


“I’m not sure. Someone rather high-ranking, or else they wouldn’t be taking such care over the details.” Rose sighed. “We’ve been asked to make something of an effort. Monsieur Jaujard was kind enough to send over the rugs from the Louvre.”


Sophie’s heart plummeted as she trailed Rose through the museum. Definitely a Nazi—and someone fairly senior. Who else would have the ERR in such a frenzy?


Rose led Sophie into the museum’s smallest gallery, located opposite the staff staircase that led up to the restoration lab. She edged into the room, bypassing a soldier teetering atop a high ladder as he screwed an iron curtain rod across the gallery’s entrance. Against one wall stood a heavy-legged display table, empty but for the van Gogh that Sophie had seen carried off from the front gallery earlier.


“I’m told our upcoming guest isn’t an admirer of modern art,” Rose began. “Bohn has asked that we bring all modern pieces here, so that our guest might explore the rest of our collection unencumbered by degenerate artworks. I’d like you to take on the task.” She pulled a leather-bound ledger from beneath her clipboard and handed it to Sophie, who recoiled from the swastika embossed in gold on its cover. “The ERR has been good enough to compile an inventory of everything in the museum. You might find it useful.”


Sophie hesitated: the job would take hours. “I don’t know whether my talents extend to record-keeping. I-I wouldn’t know where to start.”


Rose’s expression tightened. “I would do it myself, but my work with Bohn precludes it, and the ERR is overstretched as it is. I know it’s outside your purview, but please, Sophie.” She glanced at her watch, bringing the conversation to a clear close. “I’m afraid I must carry on, so I will leave this task to you.” She set the ledger on the table and retreated without waiting for Sophie’s response.


Sophie opened the ledger. Within, Bohn’s staff had compiled dozens of pages’ worth of information, each painting in the growing collection listed by artist, medium and description. She lingered over a slender column, Inventar, that turned her stomach, a list of names printed in tidy, typewritten letters: Kahnweiler, Rothschild, Weil-Picard, Rosenberg. The names of familiar connoisseurs and collectors, Jewish families to whom the paintings rightfully belonged.


Stateless paintings; abandoned collections. There was nothing “stateless” about the collection of Alphonse de Rothschild; there was nothing “abandoned” about Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler’s expansive gallery of modernist art. Did it make the Germans feel better about their theft to deliberately obfuscate the terms under which these collections were seized: to pretend that they’d “saved” the possessions of those they’d forcibly driven from France’s shores?


Hundreds of works of art were listed in the book already, with more brought in every day by Bohn’s raiding teams. She ran her finger down the ledger, noting that certain works of art—modern pieces—had been marked with a tidy code: EK.


Entartete Kunst.


Degenerate Art.


The Nazi party had developed its theory of degenerate art early on in its rise to power. Seeking to obliterate the avant-garde decadence of the Weimar Republic, the Nazis had pulled all modern art from Germany’s public collections, seeing in the canvases ideological dissonance, dangerous modes of thinking which had led to Germany’s failure in the Great War. Only ideological purity, artistic purity, could thrive under the Nazis, art which depicted the world in classical lines and forms, which held a mirror up to the world and reflected it as it was, without interpretation or originality.


Numb, she picked up the ledger and walked through to the nearest gallery to begin sorting through the paintings lined along the walls. The work was slow, and as she passed from canvas to canvas she couldn’t help admiring each one: the play of light on a woman’s collar in a peerless van Dyck; the boldness of the brushstrokes in a Cézanne pastoral. In Germany, the Cézanne would be branded degenerate—and yet, his work was no less masterful than van Dyck’s. Why were the Nazis so threatened by the fact that Cézanne chose to break the rules of the medium, rather than play by them?


Because it presents a way of thinking they can’t control. Hitler’s goal was to create a thousand-year Reich, crystallized in amber. What need was there for innovation, when the Nazi party had already created perfection?


She continued sorting through the canvases and came across a small painting by Ernst Ludwig Kirchner. Colorful and emotive, his work depicted Germany as it had been before the war, moody and pensive, peopled with prostitutes and socialites alike. This particular canvas showed two nude women—prostitutes—in a moment of repose.


Over six hundred of Kirchner’s paintings had been seized by the Nazis, twenty-five of them presented in their Entartete Kunst exhibition as the product of a diseased mind. Was it diseased to show the corrosive impact of war on a person’s sense of self? As one of the founders of the German art movement known as Die Brücke, Kirchner had considered himself a titan of the Weimar Republic; and yet, with the rise of the Nazi party, he’d been expelled from the Academy of Arts in Berlin, been branded an outsider, stateless, neither German nor anything else.


The Nazis made it clear that Germany had no room for an artist like Kirchner, and he’d taken their hatred to heart: isolated and despairing, he’d shot himself in 1938, an early, silent victim of Hitler’s regime.


Sophie turned the painting over to examine a stamp on the back, declaring the piece to be the property of Paul Rosenberg.


“Do you need help, Fräulein?”


She turned to see a Luftwaffe soldier standing at the door of the gallery. “These paintings, here,” she said, indicating a small pile of paintings that included the Cézanne and the Kirchner. “They’re to go to the, um, storeroom across from the staff staircase.”


“Very well.” The soldier called over to two others, and between the three of them, they moved the paintings out of the gallery.


She watched them retreat, their shining boots heavy on the parquet floor, and Fabienne’s voice echoed once more in her mind. Reverted to form, have you?


Sophie had first seen a swastika in 1933, shortly after Hitler’s appointment as Germany’s chancellor. At fifteen, Sophie had been too young to follow politics closely, but she’d listened to Papa’s frustrated diatribes at the dining table, bemoaning the brownshirts for disrupting city hall meetings; she’d watched Mamma’s face tighten over headlines about the newly formed Gestapo.


“Thugs and bullies,” Papa had declared, swatting the back of Mamma’s paper. “It’s a wonder Hindenburg doesn’t see through the whole strongman act. Dietrich.” Across the table, Sophie’s brother, digging into a near-empty jar of marmalade with a butter knife, looked up. “Save some for your sister.”


Mamma pushed the marmalade out of Dietrich’s reach. “The church supports him,” she said, “and he’s proven to be a formidable bulwark against the Communists. So long as Hindenburg keeps him on a short leash, he might prove an effective leader.”


Papa had sighed. “Well, he’s untrustworthy,” he concluded, before kissing Mamma on the cheek and setting out for his restoration laboratory at the Academy of Fine Arts.


Only six months later, Papa had returned home for dinner wearing a swastika pin.


“It’s business,” Mamma had explained, setting down an overflowing plate of cabbage rolls. “Quite a few members of the university’s board of directors are National Socialists. It makes sense for your father to want to impress them.”


“National Socialists? At a university?” Dietrich looked up, incredulous, but Papa avoided his eye.


“And we’ve enrolled you both in Hitler Youth groups. Your uniforms are in your bedrooms, and you start tomorrow. Sophie, pass me your plate.”


“Youth groups?” Dietrich’s gaze swiveled to Sophie. Youth-group uniforms had become all but ubiquitous in the halls of their comprehensive school, Hitler Youth tan and Bund Deutscher Mädel blue around every corner. “Did you know about this?”


Sophie shrugged, thinking of the BDM girls in her classroom, with their matching uniforms and easy camaraderie. In her rough-spun skirt and hand-stitched sweaters, Sophie felt so out of place: ugly, where they were beautiful; awkward, where they were confident. “It might be nice,” she offered. “We might make friends.”


“It’s to be expected,” Mamma tried. “All of Stuttgart’s finest families enrolled their children months ago.”


Dietrich ignored her. “Papa, please. You said yourself that Hitler isn’t to be trusted. Do you really want us to make friends with his followers?”


“Your mother and I suspect that membership will become compulsory. If you volunteer, you’ll be positioning yourself for advancement.” Papa looked up. “We’re only thinking of your future.”


“Thinking of your career, more like. You really want me to become one of them? Beating up Jewish people in the streets?”


“Dietrich!” Mamma said sharply. “I’ll not hear talk like that, thank you very much.”


“It’s what they do, though, Mother! They harass old men and say the most hateful things—you want that for me? For Sophie?” He glanced at Sophie, who held her tongue. She didn’t want to add fuel to the fire by either agreeing with Dietrich or siding with Mamma and Papa.


“We’re not asking you to abandon your beliefs, Dietrich. We’re asking you to help your father,” Mamma replied. “Think whatever you like, but go through the motions! What will change, really? You’ll say a few words, wear a new shirt. Does it really matter?”


“You remember Dr. Bergmann? In the Department of Antiquities? Or how about Dr. Seidel? She came to your confirmation, Sophie,” Papa added. “They spoke out against the National Socialists, and they’ve both been dismissed from their posts.”


Sophie looked up in alarm. Following in her father’s footsteps by attending the Academy of Fine Arts was her greatest ambition. What would it mean for her application if Papa was branded a dissident?


“We all know Dr. Seidel was dismissed from her post for being Jewish,” Dietrich countered. “Her son, Harry, was in your class, do you remember him, Sophie? No one’s seen either of them in months, and—”


“Dietrich!” Mamma snapped again, slamming her delicate fist on the table with surprising force. Dietrich fell silent, and Sophie’s cheeks burned with the realization that she’d been so preoccupied with thoughts of fitting in that she’d not noticed her classmate’s absence.


“You’re too young to know what life was like after the war,” Mamma continued bitterly as she spooned a second cabbage roll onto Dietrich’s plate. “Too young to be anything other than ungrateful. You didn’t have to eat sawdust mixed into your bread or watch your parents starve, your brothers killed at the Front. . . This country was in flames after the Great War. Say what you like about Herr Hitler—he’s bringing Germany back up to standard.”
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