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PRAISE FOR THE FORGER of MARSEILLE


“Myers movingly conveys the traumas faced by her Jewish characters who flee Nazi Germany only to find themselves caught up in the turmoil of the 1940 Paris exodus and the early months of the occupation of France. Their involvement in Marseilles’ growing resistance movement highlights the crucial work of Varian Fry and Donald Caskie who aided the escape of countless individuals pursued by the authorities. In this gripping story of a tumultuous period of history, Myers offers us a vivid and compelling read.”


—HANNA DIAMOND, author of Fleeing Hitler, and professor of French History at Cardiff University


“The Forger of Marseille transports you to interwar Europe where you experience warmth, wine, and song in the cafés of Paris and also discover skills the forger must master to rescue Europe’s victims. In her historical novel, Myers reveals important figures such as Varian Fry who saved thousands, and points an accusing finger at France as it capitulates to occupation and betrays its citizens. A lesson for nations of today and a call for peace through art.”


—JUDITH BERLOWITZ, author of Home So Far Away


“This well-paced story of an artist-turned-forger in WWII-era France weaves fictional characters with real-life people in a novel of gripping authenticity.”


—BARBARA STARK NEMON, author of Even in Darkness and Hard Cider


“In this carefully researched and crafted novel, The Forger of Marseille, Linda Joy Myers tells the story of resistance by those who risked their lives to save others—one of the few bright spots in the Holocaust. While accurately portraying what went on in France in 1940, Myers weaves elements of love, tension, art, music, and the gradual unfolding of her characters as they begin to trust one another. Myers draws the reader in with her descriptive prose and insight into what individuals endured during that horrific time.”


—MERLE R. SAFERSTEIN, former Director of Educational Outreach, Holocaust Documentation & Education Center, South Florida


“The Forger of Marseille is a historical gem! Myers delivers an absolute page-turner with just the right amount of suspense and laced with a gripping love story. The historical detail, pitch-perfect prose, and realistic dialogue makes this one unputdownable. You'll be thinking about these characters long after the last page is finished. Highly recommend!”


—MICHELLE COX, author of the Henrietta and Inspector Howard series
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Part 1








Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.





—GEORGE SANTAYANA












The Reich






Berlin, 1938


Red and black swastika flags crack in the wind like gunshots. Fascists on streetcorners bark the glory of the Reich while the Schutzstaffel (SS) strut in black death’s head caps and knee-high boots. Hitler Youth sport knives at their belts and harass Jews on the streets.


At any moment, the Gestapo could knock on the door.
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The sun was low as Sarah rushed out of the store where she’d managed to buy a small piece of cheese and a potato for dinner. It would be a long walk home, but since the enactment of the Blood Laws, buses in Berlin were no longer safe. She’d just rounded a corner near the café where she and her mother used to enjoy hot chocolate on Sundays. Now a sign on the wall announced No Jews allowed.


She felt their eyes on her. The Hitler Youth. Boys who played war games, wearing uniforms that imitated the Sturmabteilung (SA), the thugs of the Reich. Now nineteen, she sometimes marveled that for so many years she’d avoided being the focus of their menacing attention. But on this day they surrounded her like wolves on a hunt, growling from deep in their throats.


“Ah, young lady, you got something for us in the bag? How about underneath your coat?”


They pushed her into an alley, then shoved her against a brick wall where they took turns grabbing and groping. Sarah pushed blindly at hands and arms, her cries of “No! Stop!” muffled by the leader’s mouth pressed hard against hers as he thrust his hand up her dress. She struggled as he slid his rough fingers along the bare skin of her thigh.


A harsh male voice sliced the air. “You! Get away—leave her alone!” And as suddenly as it had started, the pack of young Nazis scrambled off, leaving her stunned and her clothes in disarray. Who had stopped them?


She smoothed her dress and wiped tears from her cheeks. When she felt she’d pulled herself together, she looked up and met the piercing eyes of a handsome young man in a Nazi uniform. Unlike the idealized Nazi with blond hair, his hair was black and his eyes were dark as a moonless night.


“It’s all right, Miss. They’re gone.”


She tried to fix her mussed hair, not sure what to do next.


“I’m sorry for your troubles,” he said, sounding genuinely regretful.


Sarah wanted desperately to run home, but she knew that this man was expecting gratitude. Trying to control the tremble in her voice, she looked up and said, “You are so kind. I don’t know what might have happened if . . .” then her voice trailed off. What did he want?


His lips formed a smile, but his eyes were lifeless. He pressed a hand against her back and said, “I’m Captain Schmidt, and now you are safe. Come, please. Let me get you a drink. I’m sure you could use something after such a terrible ordeal.” He gestured to the café across from the alley.


Sarah’s heart raced, and she took quick, shallow breaths, hoping to conceal her fear. “I must hurry home,” she said. “I’m late, and my mother is expecting me.”


He grasped her elbow and began to push her along the alley toward the street as if she hadn’t said a word in protest. “We won’t be long. Let’s relax. Get to know each other.”


His words sent a chill down her body, and her heart thumped at the sight of the café’s No Jews allowed sign. He didn’t care that she was Jewish? Or he didn’t know?


Once inside, he gestured to the host, commanding a table in the corner, then pulled out a chair for her and murmured, “A fine young woman like you needs protection.”


She would be polite. She would drink quickly, then insist that she must go home.


He ordered hot chocolate and sponge cake. She tasted the hot chocolate and nibbled at the cake, playing her part, smiling and nodding at his small talk about the neighborhood and how the great Reich was going to create an even better Berlin. She sipped the last of the hot chocolate, stood up, curtsied, and thanked him politely as she turned toward the door.


He grabbed her hand. “Why leave so soon?” he said, brushing a curly strand of hair from her forehead. “We’re only beginning to become familiar.”


Her muscles tensed, and she suppressed a gasp at the idea that he felt free to say such things and to touch her. This was the kind of man who did as he pleased. She tried to show no fear as she let go of his hand and smoothed the section of hair he’d touched. “I must help my mother. She’s ill. It’s pneumonia.” She moved a few inches away, but he’d boxed her in.


“Your father can care for her.” His face was so close she could see the pores of the evening beard that darkened his face, and his breath was heavy with tobacco. She turned away, but still he was so close.


“My father is no longer with us.” She prayed he wouldn’t ask questions.


“Ahh,” he said with a sneering smile, “all the more reason I must keep a close eye on you. We shall visit the museums, you and I. We will . . .”


“. . . My mother—please, she needs me.” Sweat ran down her ribs. It was disgusting, his offer. Art with a Nazi?


His smile disappeared, and his cold eyes seemed to look right through her. He snatched her purse from the table, yanked out her identity papers and studied them. She held her breath.


“Ah, who have we here? Sarah Rosen.”


What did he have in mind now? Maybe she could disarm him with charm. Flashing a smile that she hoped didn’t look forced, she asked, “Are you surprised?”


He looked her up and down. “I didn’t guess, but I suppose I should have. The Hitler Youth seem to know who the Jews are, don’t they?” He shook his head and grinned, as if proud of the young thugs for their powers of detection.


Sarah’s heart was beating fast as she said, “I’m here with you in a café that doesn’t accept Jews. What will happen to us?”


“Us, you say?” He closed the identity papers and clenched them in one hand. “Yes, you’re illegally here with me, but don’t worry, we can work something out. So ‘Sarah’ is your given name?”


“Yes,” she replied quietly. She felt sorry—even a bit guilty—that Jewish women not named Sarah were forced by law to add Sara to their documents.


He smiled, this time in a way that made her shiver. An oily smile that brought a glint to his eye. “Please call me Kurt. About your identity documents—you’re in luck to have just met me. Tomorrow, yes, it happens to be tomorrow that all Jews will have a red J stamped on their identity papers and passports. But you won’t have to worry.” He paused to look at her again and reached for her hand. “What shall we do about this, Sarah? Perhaps I could help you, if you let me.”


Sarah guessed the cost of this “help.” She lifted her head and smiled. She’d play along—what choice did she have? “Kurt,” she said softly, practically wincing as she said his name, “you make me wonder what exactly you’re suggesting.”


He stood up. “I’m so pleased that you’re in agreement. I’ll see what I can do. We can meet tomorrow and discuss all this. Better yet, I’ll send a car to your home,” he said, opening her identity card and checking her address. “I can give your mother assurances that you will be well taken care of.”


Sarah felt a surge of dread that now he knew where she lived, but she smiled and said, “All right. I’d be happy if I could go home, please. I really am late, and my mother will be worried.”


She stood up abruptly and scooted away from the table. Then she stopped and turned to him. “I’ll need my papers.”


Kurt pursed his lips, no doubt working out what course of action would get him what he wanted. He handed her the papers, and in that moment Sarah decided she’d try to pacify him with feigned interest and figure the rest out later.


His driver was waiting by the car, a tall, uniformed man wearing a cap. He nodded at her and bowed slightly as he greeted the officer. Was that a smile on his face?


They settled in the back seat of the shiny black sedan, and right away it began—his hands, his lips, his indecent whispers in her ear. She held back as much as she could, hate sizzling in her chest as she allowed him to busy himself kissing her cheek and her neck. And then slowly, her lips.


Then she felt something alarming. She’d never been kissed like that, and against her will, her body began to respond in a way she didn’t understand. She felt a warm sensation rise from her legs to her stomach, which made her lean toward him and kiss him deeply. Then her mind called her back, What are you doing? as her body trembled in response to his searching lips. This was so very wrong. She felt hot—was it shame? She got hold of herself and pulled away from him. What was happening? She’d never been kissed, not in the passionate way a man kisses a woman, and now she felt that something had been unleashed inside her.


Pretending to cough, she opened her purse to find her handkerchief, then blew her nose, trying to draw out the acts of dabbing her nose and smoothing her hair. She didn’t want his lips on her again. Her own body had betrayed her.


He leaned back in the seat, smiling. “My, you’re a live one, aren’t you? I can see we’re going to have a very good time. Let’s say I’ll come by tomorrow at seven in the evening. You can tell your mother to prepare to meet your new friend.”


The car pulled up in front of her apartment. Sarah could feel her face burning from shame and confusion, and she said a fast goodbye, then tripped as she ran up the stairs. She pressed herself against the wall of the building as she watched the car pull away, disgusted and shocked. Disgusted with him, disgusted with herself. She would never speak of what happened—not fully—but she had to tell her mother something.


Sarah held onto her composure until she was inside her home with the door closed. Then came the explosion of tears. Through a flood of anguish, she dashed into the living room. “Mama! Help me! Please! Mama!” She collapsed on the sofa, her face buried in her hands as she cried.


Her mother sprinted down the stairs and threw her arms around her sobbing daughter. “Sarah! What is it? Tell me what happened! Are you hurt?”


Sarah sat enveloped in her mother’s arms and cried deep wails that stole her breath. Then she grew quiet, pulled away, and looked into her mother’s terrified eyes. In between gulps of breath she said, “Mama, I was attacked . . . I was . . . they, the Hitler Youth. They . . . pushed me into an alley and . . . and . . . they touched me.”


“Oh no! Are you all right?”


“I’m . . . not hurt. I’m fine. But there’s more.” She could see in her mother’s eyes a tortured combination of fear and confusion, so she let her story tumble out in a frenetic ramble. “A Nazi officer stopped them—he drove those horrible boys out of the alley but then he made me have coffee with him, and he grabbed my papers and saw that I’m Jewish. When he drove me home, he started kissing and grabbing me and said that he’ll be back tomorrow night so we can get to know each other much better.” When she pictured herself kissing the Nazi and remembered the surge she’d felt in her body, she began to cry again.


Her mother took Sarah’s hand in hers and said, “Sarah, all that matters now is that you’re not hurt. Mr. Lieb—he’ll know what to do.”


“But I can’t tell him about this—it would be so humiliating.”


“He’s loved you all your life, Sarah. Nothing could ever make him ashamed of you. But we don’t need to tell him all the details. We need to act quickly now—already he and I have been making some plans. We just hadn’t completed all the details.”


“A plan? What kind of . . .”


“We’ll explain everything. You must be strong. Call Mr. Lieb—right now. You need to tell him about the Nazi—that he’s coming back. Be as honest as you can, and then I’ll speak to him. Right now I must find some papers and our hidden money. Hurry, Sarah!”


As her mother dashed off to another room, Sarah wiped her eyes and caught her breath. And as she picked up the phone, she knew in her bones that from that moment on her life would never be the same.












Dread






On the other side of the city, Joshua Lieb stood in his studio and stared into the German officer’s icy eyes. Today he would not look down, he would not look away. Today he stood firm and tall, as if bolstered by the bone and muscle of his ancestors.


The two men stood in the middle of Joshua’s studio, a small space overcrowded with the materials of a master luthier. On every surface, every shelf, every inch of wall space were violins, violas, and cellos in various stages of creation—some with open bellies, some with unfinished fingerboards and scrolls.


The stripes and medals on Werner’s uniform were dull in the dark room, but his eyes were a piercing blue. “You know that your business can be seized,” he said. “Tonight, if I wish.”


Joshua didn’t know why this time he chose not to cooperate with Werner. Several times before, he’d sold his handcrafted violins—priceless violins—to this sneering German for not even a quarter of their value. But suddenly, it all felt like a knife in his backbone, the idea of Nazis getting his instruments for almost nothing. He knew it was extremely dangerous to try to negotiate with Werner, but still he looked the man in the eye. “Your offer is not enough. These instruments are worth four times your sum. You know this.”


As he spoke, he wondered where his bravado had come from. This man had been shortchanging him for months, and Joshua had acquiesced each time, but today something had snapped. The idea of Nazis owning, even touching the extraordinary instruments he crafted was demeaning and painful, but he was also being cheated, cheated by thieving members of the Reich.


“You try to change terms now, when I’m expecting ten violins, tonight?” Werner bellowed. “Or do you have a sudden taste for hard labor?” Then he went quiet and narrowed his eyes. He gestured to the luthier’s hands. “Dachau would ruin a man like you. You think you would ever play the violin again?”


Joshua tried not to react, but the threat was chilling. He was a Jew in Hitler’s Germany. This man was an officer in Hitler’s army. An officer, an Aryan involved in commerce with a Jew, which happened to be against the law.


Werner leaned in close and almost whispered, “You seem to forget who you are, Herr Lieb. Perhaps your business could disappear tonight?”


Joshua was sure that standing so close Werner could hear the thundering of his heart, so he looked away from the man and tried to focus on the tools and instruments hanging on the walls of his studio. The aroma of linseed oil and raw wood in the room helped to calm him. Then he took a step backward. “All right,” he said as calmly as he could, “you will have your violins tonight, those that are ready. There are two that need more work. They will be ready tomorrow night. They need another coat of varnish to shine like gold.” Joshua was making things up as he went, hoping to buy time.


Werner rubbed his hands together gleefully. “The lorry is waiting.”


Joshua tried to steel his fury as he gathered up the violins and gently set them in their cases, bidding them a silent farewell before laying them carefully on blankets in the lorry.


The sun had set as Werner slowly peeled away the bills for the violins. “Tomorrow night. Be here—or . . .” Werner grinned and tilted his head as if he’d interrupted himself mid-thought. “I must say, Lieb, for a Jew you’re decent, an honest man. But you walk a thin line here in the Reich. It will pay to have a friend like me as things are changing here. We have a fine friendship, yes?” He didn’t wait for an answer but headed to his black Mercedes Benz, then turned to face Joshua. “But if you cross me again . . .” He dragged his finger across his throat.


Joshua Lieb stood and watched the car go, his legs shaking. Then from inside his studio he heard the telephone ring. He gathered himself, rushed inside, and picked up the phone with a trembling hand. For a few seconds he listened to the breathless voice on the other end, then interrupted, “Sarah? Are you all right? Sarah, slow down. Tell me what happened . . .”
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In a tiny studio hidden high in an attic on a back street in Berlin, the forger adjusts his lamps to shine light directly on the documents. He’ll work through the night on these papers—the situation is urgent. More and more such urgencies have crossed his table in recent weeks as so many people are rushing to leave.


His colored inks, along with an array of pens, official stamps, and brushes are lined up neatly across his desk. He peers through the magnifying glass at the clerk’s signatures on the original documents—he must replicate them with complete precision and accuracy. He must also choose new names for these people. “Joshua” will be first to change—the name is too Jewish. “Lieb” is a solid German name—that can remain. Joshua will now be Josef Lieb. Same initials, this should be a help to him. Sarah Rosen—she will need an entirely new name. Rosemarie—that name would allow her to keep some of her original identity. Rosemarie Bern—perhaps as Rosemarie, she can distract officials with talk of her English origins.


Erasing old documents and filling in new information is easy enough for a chemist who has formulas, but the signatures require the skill of an artist. The forger’s work is the most dangerous underground activity in Hitler’s Germany. If he were to be found out, he’d be lucky to end up in a camp. They might just shoot him on the spot.


His name is passed around in the shadows and back alleys through word of mouth. He knows it can be only a matter of time until it’s passed to the Gestapo. Still, he works through the night, almost every night now. He wipes the sweat on his brow with an ink-stained handkerchief.


He fills in the documents and affixes the photos. Next, he alters the name on the letter that will admit this new Rosemarie to art school in Paris. He fills out everything carefully, then picks up his magnifying glass and checks his work again and again, then drops the papers on the floor and scuffs them. He looks one more time at his work and then rests the documents on the top of the most urgent stack.


He takes a long breath, sits back, and observes the tower of papers on his worktable. The documents of escape, the documents of hope. Documents that will be examined, scrutinized. Even seized. The horrors to follow such a seizure, he would not witness, but the images that blaze through his mind make him shudder.












Escape






Joshua Lieb jumped at the sound of the knock. He cracked open the door and took the package, keeping his eyes averted as he placed the envelope of cash in the open hand. It was his savings, nearly everything he had. He closed the door and turned back to packing his small satchel. A few pieces of clothing and his carefully wrapped violins. The small picture of his dear wife Lili and the cross she wore around her neck. Then he thought about how dangerous it was to try to smuggle the two instruments out of the country, even though he would be posing as an Aryan—a masquerade he hoped his blue eyes would make plausible. He scurried into his kitchen and returned with several lumps of pungent limburger cheese, which he tucked around the clothing that surrounded his violins. Then he closed his satchel and hoped.
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At eight the next morning, blouses, skirts, and sweaters were strewn all over their bedrooms as Sarah and her mother packed, unpacked, and repacked their suitcases. Eva tenderly folded Sarah’s favorite sweater in tissue paper and tucked it into her suitcase along with two skirts and a pair of shoes. “This is all we can fit in one suitcase. But you’ll be able to shop for Paris fashions!”


Sarah knew that Eva was trying to be brave, to redefine this departure as the start of an adventure, but Sarah’s heart ached. Within the hour, she and Mr. Lieb would leave for Paris, but her mother wouldn’t be going with them, and this reality was grueling for her. She and her mother had clung to each other since the death of Sarah’s father when Sarah was just eight years old, and Mr. Lieb had been like a father to her through the years.


Eva promised that she too would leave Berlin before the morning was over. She would go to the home of her elderly parents, Sarah’s Oma and Opa, who lived just outside of Berlin. She promised she’d stay there.


Sarah sorted through the rings and other jewelry treasures laid out on her dressing table, then chose a necklace her grandmother had given her when she was ten years old to celebrate Sarah’s first art exhibit. It was a lovely gold heart pendant that had been handed down to her grandmother from Sarah’s great-grandmother. She put the necklace on, clasped it, then tucked it under her blouse. Scarcely twelve hours after the attack in the alley, Sarah was operating automatically, as if in a trance. It was all too much, so she was trying to pretend that none of it was really happening, as if this was all just an exercise in theater.


Sarah looked into her mother’s dark eyes. “Promise you’re going to Oma and Opa’s house as soon as we leave, that you won’t wait, not even a few hours. Promise you’ll be out of here by late morning? Please, I need you to swear you’ll do this.” Her own words surprised her. Pressing her mother to make promises?


Eva pulled her daughter into her arms. “I will be gone by late morning, I promise on my life. Now I don’t want you to . . .”


A loud knock at the door made them both jump. Sarah’s heart quickened as she heard a key turn in the lock on the front door.


Mr. Lieb burst breathlessly into the house. “I’m so sorry to barge in. I hate to interrupt your goodbyes, but we must go—now.” He opened his satchel. “I have everything we need.” He pulled out the papers and showed them to Sarah. “From now on,” he said, “you are Rosemarie Bern.”


She stared at him. “What? Rosemarie? Bern?”


Joshua said, “Rosemarie has a hint of English. It’s a good name.”


Eva said brightly, “Rosemarie? Lovely name. Back in school, my dearest friend was an English girl named Rosemarie. This is a positive omen, my dear. My sweet Rosemarie.”


The sound of her mother calling her this strange new name caused Sarah’s heart to wrench.


Mr. Lieb tucked the new papers back into his satchel.


Eva faced her daughter and rested a hand on each of Sarah’s shoulders. “My beautiful Sarah,” she said, and the words caused their tears to flow again, “only nineteen. So talented. Go and become the artist you’ve dreamed of becoming. You’ll stay with the Rosenbergs, a lovely family, an established family. Don’t worry about me—I’ll be fine. I’ll write to you at the Rosenbergs’, and you’ll write to tell me all your wonderful stories, ma belle fille.”


Sarah couldn’t bear it. She could barely speak as she threw her arms around her mother. Then she stood back for a long look at her mother’s face, taking a memory photograph to cherish.


Eva and Mr. Lieb embraced, made many promises to write, and reminded each other to be careful.


The wipers of the waiting taxi flapped back and forth in the autumn rain. Sarah followed closely behind Mr. Lieb as he dashed to the car and loaded her suitcase next to his. Then they slid into the back seat, and the car pulled away from the curb. She looked back at her mother, standing up straight as she waved, a bright smile fixed on her face. As Eva became a smaller and smaller image in the distance, Sarah strained to keep her mother in view, to hold onto every last glimpse of her. Then the car turned a corner, and she was gone.


Through the rain-spattered car windows, Sarah watched her childhood go by—the park she’d played in but was no longer allowed to stroll, its lush tree branches now spidery and bare of their leaves. The café where she and her mother had spent countless wonderful afternoons but were no longer allowed to frequent. The art school she’d been turned away from. All of it disappearing behind her.


She blew her nose and noticed that the taxi smelled of wet wool and Mr. Lieb’s tobacco. The familiar scent of him comforted her as she took deep breaths and willed herself not to cry. They were headed for the station, and she would do her best to look like a respectable young lady on her way to France.


Mr. Lieb turned to face her, making sure the driver couldn’t see as he slipped the papers along the back seat beneath his long wool scarf. “Practice,” he said and pointed to her new name. Rosemarie Bern. He slipped open his own documents and silently mouthed Josef Lieb, Josef Lieb, Josef Lieb.
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Announcements blared over the loudspeaker—train numbers and destinations, track numbers, the names of people being summoned to the main desk. Sarah tried to stay calm through the cacophony, but her nerves were seared by the sight of the menacing SS in their black uniforms and death’s head caps and the Gestapo whose eyes always looked like daggers. The power these men held over everyone drove fear into the hearts of both the innocent and the guilty. Uniformed men swarmed all levels of the station. The travelers appeared pale—how many were Jews trying to escape? How many were ordinary Germans simply traveling? Sarah tried to steady her shaking hands as she clenched her papers and repeated to herself, Rosemarie, Rosemarie, Rosemarie.


Mr. Lieb glanced at her, his blue eyes soft with concern. Oh, the risks he must have taken to ensure her safety, to whisk her into a new life in France. Maybe someday he’d tell her how he happened to know a forger in Berlin, how he managed to secure train tickets to Paris.


Her legs trembled under her coat as she approached the steely-eyed officials. At the front of every queue, the hard eyes of men in uniform swept over the crowd, then peered at each face when they inspected the papers as if they could detect illegals with only a glance. Two queues over, a woman fainted and fell to the floor. Farther down, an old man begged to be let through, but the Gestapo punched him in the gut and dragged him away. The crowd went silent at the sight of it, and then seconds later the station exploded again with the sounds of harried, tearful passengers and icy officials who barked instructions over the huffing of the steam trains.


Sarah was next in line.


“Papers, young lady,” the official said, sticking out his hand. He asked Mr. Lieb, “Are you together?”


“Yes, I’m her guardian. Off we go to get her enrolled in art school in Paris.”


“Ah, Paris.” Then he looked back at Sarah. “You don’t like the art schools here in Berlin?” A frown appeared between his eyes.


She almost began to tell her story about no longer being allowed to attend art schools in Berlin, but she quickly remembered it was Sarah, a Jew, who could not attend. Rosemarie Bern as an Aryan was free to attend school anywhere. “I, it’s that I love French art so much, and I thought . . .”


Mr. Lieb handed a letter to the official and added, “She’s been officially welcomed to the school.”


Sarah, Rosemarie, could hardly breathe, and her face grew warm.


The official glanced at the paper. “All right.”


The new Rosemarie let out the breath she’d been holding and thanked the official while flashing a big smile and flipping a curl of her hair out of her eyes—she knew a thing or two about the ways of men.


“Let me see your bag,” another official demanded of Joshua. Josef.


He hesitated, looking left and right. Rosemarie knew this was a critical moment to see if they’d be allowed to pass. If Mr. Lieb could keep his violins. She tried to convey an expression of nonchalance, as if this was just another step for two frequent travelers making their way back to France. Mr. Lieb opened his bag, and a whiff of air caused the official to gag. He stepped back holding one hand over his nose and snapped, “What do you have in there, a dead cat?”


Mr. Lieb opened the bag wider and sweetly asked, “Would you care for some delicious limburger cheese?” He reached for the cheese, but the official stepped back, almost tripping on the platform.


“No!” the man coughed. “Just give me your papers.” He quickly opened and closed the documents, then thrust them back at Mr. Lieb. “Next,” he huffed, backing up even farther.


As she and Mr. Lieb hustled toward the train, Mr. Lieb murmured, “Well done.” Rosemarie felt numb, but she was walking, moving toward freedom for the first time in her life.


The farther from the officials they walked, the easier her breathing became until she took one long, luxurious breath and whispered, “Paris.”












The Border






It was invisible, the border, Rosemarie thought, gazing out the window as the train steamed through Germany in a blur of gray and mist. On the other side of the border she would cross, a symbolic marker of her life at that moment, was Paris and a life without the Gestapo. How wonderful that will be. She imagined Paris to be a world of gold, pink, and azure blue. But here, as she sat next to Mr. Lieb on the train, the dust and ash of her Berlin life felt like a film on her skin. And her body burned with shame at the way she’d responded to that Captain Schmidt.


Mr. Lieb was humming, perhaps to cheer himself up or to soothe her despite it drawing stern glances from their serious and likely frightened carriage companions. He hummed his favorite tunes: Bach’s “Ave Maria” and the first bars of Beethoven’s “Moonlight Sonata.” Her world appeared in colors; his was filtered through music.


As if sensing her attention, he turned his blue-eyed gaze to her, looking every bit as excited and afraid as she felt. She managed a wan smile and rested her arm on his, enjoying the nubby fabric of his wool jacket. “How long do you think it will take?”


“To cross?”


The woman sitting across from them spoke up. “Hours. They’re combing the train for Jews.”


Fear stabbed Rosemarie in the stomach. The word Jew was lanced with a thousand disturbing images—neighbors fleeing the city, men beaten in the streets and sent to camps. Jewish children who’d been taunted and grabbed and beaten by the Hitler Youth and SS.


The woman across from them in the carriage wore a fawn-colored suit that matched her hair. She sat with her eyes cast down as she gripped her pocketbook. Was she one of the Jews they were looking for? Rosemarie silently repeated, Rosemarie. Rosemarie.


She thought of the papers Mr. Lieb had secured so mysteriously. Created in such haste, would they stand up under scrutiny? What clues of counterfeit did the officials look for when they examined identity documents and passports? She didn’t know, and not knowing drove the fear deeper.


The brakes of the train groaned, and industrial looking buildings replaced the landscape of trees and fields. Fear rustled through the carriage as people dug through purses and coats to locate their documents.


Mr. Lieb leaned past her to peer out the windows. “Now, the endless red tape.” He squeezed her hand. “Just look them in the eye, Rosemarie Bern.”


“Monsieur Lieb, I will.”


[image: ]


The tall, imposing men in their gray uniforms loomed over the passengers. Outside the window on the platform, a man was on his knees, hands clasped as he begged one of the gray-uniformed men for mercy, but the officials tucked his papers into their file and took him away. A woman with a young child gestured toward an officer who smirked down at her. She cried, “Please, we are French. We are just returning to our home,” but two officers dragged her and the child aside to stand with other miserable-looking people on the platform. Rosemarie looked away and focused on her gloved hands. Rosemarie. Rosemarie. I am Rosemarie Bern. She opened her purse and pulled out her documents, their leather covers worn and the pages dirty, weathered. Clever forger.


Mr. Lieb smiled, but she could see the truth in his eyes. They were usually a shade of calm blue, but now the sea of his mind was roiling. The two of them linked glances in solidarity. Whatever happened to one would happen to the other—together in this extraordinary venture. Together as they had been all her life.


Mutti. Mother. Was she secure now with Opa and Oma outside of Berlin? They’d agreed to write, but would their mail be tracked?


“Papers, please.” A voice cut through the tense silence in the carriage.


The beige woman handed over her papers without looking up. The official frowned, and Rosemarie held her breath. He shook his head, then asked his superior officer to come over. They conferred over the papers as the woman and her husband stared straight ahead. Finally, the official said, “Come with us.”


The woman gasped. “But why? We are perfectly legal. We . . .”


“Now. We need to check something.”


Rosemarie’s panic erupted in her chest. What were those people suspected of? They looked completely normal. A nice married couple. What would these men think of Mr. Lieb and her? He was listed as her guardian—what if the officials challenged that?


What if what if what if stoked the out-of-control chemicals in her body until she was shaking again. It would not be good for the officials to see her frightened. She had to get hold of herself. Mr. Lieb started humming again, a light French folk tune, just a few bars. She took a breath and rearranged her thoughts. Rosemarie thought of the academy in Paris where she would soon study art, distracting herself by imagining the beautiful colors of Paris, the art she’d see at the Jeu de Paume, the Louvre. She pictured the lovely trees along . . . “Your papers, please.” The official held out his hand.


Mr. Lieb handed over his papers, and the official nodded at Rosemarie. “Yours too, young lady. You’re together?”


“Yes, I’m her guardian,” said Mr. Lieb.


“Why?”


“Her father died serving his country.” Did Mr. Lieb’s voice have an edge?


“Purpose for this trip?”


“Rosemarie here is going to art school.” Mr. Lieb smiled proudly.


“And you?”


“I’ve had a business in Paris for years.”


“With whom? What is the business?”


“His name is Lucien Fournier, of the Paris Viol Company. We make violins, and as you can see, I’ve made several trips over the years.”


The official’s forefinger combed through the lines on each page. He lifted up the documents and peered at each of their faces to compare them to the small image on the passports. Rosemarie tilted her head up and tried to appear cheerful even though just outside the train she could hear someone crying. She tried to ignore everything except her mission of presenting herself as a fine citizen of Germany: Rosemarie Bern, soon to be an art student in Paris. Mr. Lieb handed him the letter accepting her into the academy. The official glanced at it and handed it back.


Rosemarie opened her purse and pulled out a packet of mints. She offered a mint to the official and then to Mr. Lieb. The official’s eyes crinkled at the edges, as if he was somewhat charmed. She had no idea what she was doing. Just trying to make it through each moment.


He slapped the papers against his palm, and the impact sounded like a gunshot. Rosemarie jumped.


“The French are right behind me,” said the official. “You will present papers to them next.”


Rosemarie’s spirits sank. Now they had to face the French? She’d heard they weren’t very welcoming now that so many refugees had flooded their country to escape Hitler.


“Bonjour, papiers s’il vous plaît.”


The carriage rustled with the emergence of French officials in navy blue, and when each one greeted them, Mr. Lieb replied in French. Rosemarie nodded and smiled. She’d studied the language for a year in school, but that was two years ago—when she’d still been allowed to attend school. She’d forgotten most of the vocabulary, and her accent was abysmal. She hoped that some of it would come back to her now that she’d be immersed in French every day.


Mr. Lieb handed the official the letter from the academy. “Ah, oui, an excellent school. And your purpose, monsieur?”


“My business in Paris.”


“What business is that?” He looked down his generous French nose at Mr. Lieb.


“I’m a luthier. I make violins.”


“The violin, excellent profession. I see you are a frequent visitor, but not so for you, young lady. Your first visit to France?”


“Oui.” Rosemarie flashed him a smile.


“As soon as you arrive, be sure to sign up with the prefect in Paris to register your address.”


With a quick nod, he handed back the papers and went on to the next carriage.


She sank back in her seat, clutching Mr. Lieb’s arm, exhausted from the tension of the past two hours. How strange, she thought. I’m no longer Jewish. From here on, she would be just an ordinary German student.


To her relief the beige couple returned to their seats, their eyes the only clue that they’d endured something they’d rather forget.


The train finally lurched forward, stopped and started, squeaked and rumbled. Then the steam flowed in billowy clouds past the windows as the rhythm of the train picked up and began to rock them gently through the French countryside.


Cheers rose up in the car. Someone softly sang “La Marseillaise.”


“Now we taste France,” said Mr. Lieb. “The promise of liberté, fraternité, egalité.”


Rosemarie folded her arm into the crook of his elbow and closed her eyes. She breathed in a long, deep pull of air and let it out, calming her heart rate.


Then her eyes flew open wide. That Captain Schmidt couldn’t find her now, could he? Could he follow her trail? He would have been utterly furious upon arriving at their home and finding that she had rejected him with such courage and cunning. To him it would be as if she’d laughed in his face, and that could be enough of an ignition to set a man like that into a fiery rage. How many times would he return to her home? Knock on the door? Interrogate the residents?


But maybe he hadn’t told anyone. Maybe to avoid public humiliation, he’d kept the entire incident to himself. But his driver knew. And Captain Schmidt knew. Would that be enough for him to vow revenge? She shook at the thought of what that revenge might look like.


She had to calm down. She had a new name. She was no longer Jewish. She’d be hundreds of miles from him and across an international border. But what ifs crept back into her mind, and they were all horrifying.


No, she must stop this. It made no sense that an important Nazi would give her another thought after he vented his anger. It made no sense that a soldier like him would cross into France. She was just a Jewish girl who got away.












City of Light






The taxi driver’s cigarette bobbed between his lips as he gave a running commentary on the stupidity of Germany’s invasion of the Sudetenland in September and how Paris was now one big traffic jam, thanks to the influx of immigrants.


Rosemarie wondered if the driver resented her and Mr. Lieb as well, but he seemed pleasant enough, calling out monuments and sharing facts about the city as they passed the Notre-Dame de Paris Cathedral, Our Lady of Paris, and the arched bridges over the Seine. She gasped at the graceful way the Seine reflected buildings and clouds and the azure sky. Mr. Lieb laughed at her wide-eyed awe.


As she was growing up, Mr. Lieb would return from his luthier trips to Paris with postcards featuring the Eiffel Tower, trees in springtime bloom, Notre-Dame, and bustling cafés with bright awnings. Sometimes she’d open her box of treasured postcards and imagine being there, standing in front of the Arc de Triomph, settling on a café chair with a book and cup of café crème before her. She could barely believe that here she was, right in the middle of what must surely be the most thrilling city in all the world.


Mr. Lieb interrupted her daydream. “The Rosenbergs are very excited to receive us—I’ve told them all about you. And of course, you’ll join Celeste at the academy.”


“I can’t wait! Look—the Eiffel Tower! I can’t believe it!”


The taxi pulled up in front of an ornate home on a street lined by graceful trees dressed in autumn colors.


“Are you sure about me living here?” Rosemarie asked, suddenly uncomfortable about being introduced to new people. How could she become this new person, no longer Sarah, the girl she’d been all her life?


Mr. Lieb nodded, collected their luggage, paid the driver, and then gently tapped the doorknocker. As they waited on the doorstep, Rosemarie, still very much on the alert, glanced up and down the street. No soldiers. No Nazis.


A slim, vivacious woman with a jaunty red and gold scarf knotted at her neck flung open the door. “Bonjour, Joshua! Welcome back to Paris!” she called out, standing on her tiptoes to kiss him on both cheeks. A middle-aged man with kind eyes and a white streak in his hair and a young woman about Rosemarie’s age appeared, beaming with warm smiles. The young woman’s face was framed by waves of auburn hair, and she looked chic in her wool sweater and skirt.


The young woman spoke first. “Welcome! Very pleased to meet you. I’m Celeste.” Celeste enveloped her in an unexpected hug and kissed her cheeks. Rosemarie didn’t know what to do and ended up kissing one of Celeste’s cheeks before awkwardly stepping backward.


“Bonjour, bonjour,” Mr. Lieb chuckled. “Rosemarie, this is Madame and Claude Rosenberg, and Celeste.”


“Joshua, you know to call me Nicole!” Celeste’s mother said.


Mr. Rosenberg nodded with a big smile but didn’t kiss Rosemarie. He seemed to notice her reserve, and she appreciated it. She would have to work to become less reserved. Would she ever feel natural kissing people on both cheeks?


Celeste’s dark eyes sparkled as she spoke. “Mr. Lieb told us all about you! I can’t wait to take you to the Louvre and Café Angelique, where you can get the best hot chocolate in the world. The galleries, the shops! We’ll have lots of good times.”


“Thank you,” Rosemarie replied. “My greatest wish is to visit the Louvre and the Jeu de Paume.” It would be a dream come true to finally visit the galleries of the best museums in the world.


Celeste smiled and said, “Of course! Those will be first on our list!”


The family guided Rosemarie and Mr. Lieb into the house. The rooms were decorated with casual French chic, wallpapers in moss green and white. Gauzy curtains billowed to the floor.


Nicole welcomed them to taste the exotic-looking pastries arranged on china plates and offered to pour them coffee from a lovely pale blue enamelware pot. A vase of pink roses crowned the centerpiece on a white tablecloth. This beautiful setting made Rosemarie feel as if she’d walked into a Bonnard painting—sunlight streaming through a window, roses in a vase. Was she dreaming?


After chatting about the weather—the days were cooling now—everyone expressed relief that the treaty Hitler had signed with Britain and France had averted the possible outbreak of war a couple of weeks ago, but would Hitler stop his territorial greed?


Mr. Lieb said, “We must believe, hope, that Chamberlain’s ‘Peace in our Time’ treaty they all signed will hold. Is it possible Hitler will keep the agreement and not invade any other countries?”


Claude shook his head. “The celebrations of the Anschluss in Austria were sickening. The Jews kneeling and scrubbing the streets. The men marched off to camps.”


Rosemarie thought of Berlin. The beatings, the attacks on Jewish men. Mr. Lieb looked at her. They both remembered the brutality there all too well.


For a moment, they all sat in silence. Europe and the rest of the world hoped the invasion of Austria and Hitler’s acquisition of the German-speaking part of Czechoslovakia would satisfy his greed for territory. But if he pushed for more, the world would teeter on the edge of war.


Mr. Lieb folded his serviette and said, “My friends, I must tell you about a recent change I had to make. For reasons I’ll explain at another time, I’ve had a bit of an identity change. On my papers, I’m Josef Lieb. As I adjust to this, I ask my friends to call me by this new name, especially in public.”


Mr. Lieb’s friends were quiet for a moment. Claude and Nicole shot each other curious looks, and then Claude raised his coffee cup. “Here’s to the arrival of our new friend, Rosemarie, and our old friend, Josef!”


Mr. Lieb nodded in appreciation, then stood and said, “And now I must make my way to Lucien’s studio. Many thanks for hosting my dear Rosemarie. Her mother asked me to convey her deep gratitude.”


Rosemarie stood with him, trying to hide the wrench of him leaving her.


“Art school!” he exclaimed, his blue eyes full of light and love. “Finally, you are here!”


She hugged him close and whispered, “I’ll miss you.” Then she quickly stood back from him and made sure he didn’t see her teary eyes.


He gathered his case and violins and shuffled toward the door, clearly very tired. What an ordeal the last few days had been. Everyone wished him well and told him to visit soon.


“Au revoir.” He smiled, turning to salute Rosemarie. She saluted back, not trusting her voice.


She watched him hail a taxi and felt a lump forming in her throat. Mrs. Rosenberg rested a soft hand on Rosemarie’s shoulder. “You’ll see him soon. We’ll have him over for dinner every week.”


As Mr. Lieb’s taxi drove away, Celeste said, “He’s such a lovely man. Now, why don’t I take you to your room?”


Rosemarie was touched by the understanding kindness of the two women and felt her sorrow lift just a little.


Nicole and Claude bid her goodnight, then Celeste picked up her suitcase and started up the stairs with Rosemarie right behind. Once in Rosemarie’s room, Celeste said, “How about tomorrow we see the Louvre and have coffee at Les Deux Magots!”


“The café of the famous writers and artists?”


“The very one. We’ll soak up the genius just by being there.”


Rosemarie looked into Celeste’s affectionate eyes and experienced what felt like a beautiful moment of understanding between Parisienne adventuresses. Then Celeste set Rosemarie’s bag in a corner of her room and said goodnight.












Linseed Oil and Sawdust






Josef Lieb rode in a taxi in the direction of his friend Lucien’s studio but asked the driver to let him out at the Notre-Dame Cathedral. For several moments, he stood silently in front of the magnificent building, watching as the setting sun bathed the cathedral in a magical amber light. When he entered the great medieval structure, he marveled at the peace that filled the enormous space under its soaring Gothic arches. The very air in the cathedral seemed to ease his soul. He lit a candle, then sat on a pew and remembered the comfort he’d found here after his wife Lili’s death. It was difficult to believe that it had already been more than twenty years. He raised his eyes to the cathedral’s magnificent rose window.


How strange it was to return to Paris, as a man in exile from his homeland, the land that held his heart but where he was no longer safe. No longer safe in my own homeland. He folded his hands together, his chest heavy with grief that he’d left behind the graves of Lili and their stillborn child resting in a quiet place in the woods. Would he ever be near them again?


For now, he wanted to sit here at the heart of Notre-Dame, in this sacred space where he felt protected from the fractured world, a place that seemed to welcome all. He closed his eyes and returned to the forests of his childhood where he’d walked beside his grandfather, the master luthier who taught him to respect the spruce and maple trees his family harvested to make violins. To respect all the trees and all living things. Josef had grown up in awe of his father and grandfather, men who would craft a violin from raw seasoned wood, men whose deft finger movements on small gouges and masterful varnishes created exquisite instruments. Lieb violins were judged to be some of the best in Europe.


Aching for all that had been lost, Josef opened his violin case and took out one of his grandfather’s prized instruments, the very violin he’d rescued from a book burning in Berlin back in ’33. He turned it over in his hands and marveled at the grand history and power it represented, crafted from five-hundred-year-old wood harvested by his grandfather, wood whose very cells remembered centuries of being buffeted by winter’s cutting winds and summer’s scorching heat.


He got up and stood near one of the cathedral’s immense pillars and nestled the violin under his chin, then began to play Bruch’s “Kol Nidrei,” a song of longing and mourning that poured out his feelings in the language he knew best. He played for everyone lost in exile. He played for everyone taken from those they loved. He played for everyone whose life had ever been torn apart by a tyrant.


As the music rose high into the air, all around the cathedral people listened. Some wrapped their arms around those beside them. Josef closed his eyes and played.


When the last notes faded away, people bowed their heads respectfully and many wiped away tears. A priest in his cassock offered a gentle smile. Then Josef carefully laid the instrument in its case and locked it. For now, his anguish melted away.
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