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Part 1

Hidden
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Leonardo

Florence, Italy

1472

My master tells me I’m no good at finishing what I start. It’s become a problem.

Through the high, narrow windows of Master Verrocchio’s workshop, I watch the summer evening sky turn its tawny shade of gold. Inside, the air is stifling and heavy with dust. The other apprentices have cleaned their brushes and arranged the day’s sketches into neat stacks before leaving for the taverns, their stomachs rumbling and their tunics stained with paint. Master and I are the only ones left. I feel his beady eyes on me as a single drop of sweat licks the small of my back.

In the silence, I watch the flecked glow brighten the dim corners of the workshop. Suddenly, a magical crepuscular light pours through the window, illuminating the crumbling stucco walls as if gilding them. The light streaks across our panel in progress. I hold my wet fox hair brush in midair and survey our work.

Many weeks ago, Master Verrocchio completed the figure of the Virgin Mary and the magnificent, winged archangel who has swooped down from the heavens to kneel before her with a lily in his hand. I focus on the distant background, where I’ve outlined trees, mountains, and valleys receding into the distance. My master relies on the same tempera pigments his grandfather used, but I have begun to mix oil into my colors. I squint and consider the slick, wet haze behind the figures. Master has made Our Lady’s arm too long, her hair disarrayed. But I don’t say this aloud.

The monks are waiting, my master has said; he’s said it more times than I can count. They’ve been waiting patiently for this promised altarpiece. Months have turned into a year.

My father is waiting, too. He’s waiting for me to make something of myself. As usual, I have fallen short.

From across the studio, I feel Master Verrocchio’s gaze burn into my back. I pretend to study the delicate flowers in the foreground—I painted them months ago—and judge whether I should add another layer of varnish over this flourishing enclosed garden, the hortus conclusus that symbolizes Our Lady’s purity.

This is the last time I finish a painting for Master Verrocchio. I am nearly twenty years old now. Old enough to establish a workshop of my own. Young enough for my life to stretch before me, full of chances for the contraptions in my sketchbooks to become real. Armored carriages. Portable trebuchets that collapse with the turn of a lever. A flying machine with wings like a bat’s. Beyond this workshop, beyond painting, perhaps even beyond Florence, opportunities lie yet untapped.

Suddenly, Master Verrocchio approaches me in the same way as the archangel, swooping in like a great bird of prey. Commanding. Full of important news. Just like Our Lady, for a moment I grasp the collar of my tunic and recoil. I cannot meet his eyes, so I set my gaze instead on the beautiful, serene face of Our Lady and wait for his words.

But my master says nothing. For a moment, the two of us stare at the panel. Then he peers over my shoulder at my patch of wet paint and frowns. A reaction to my work or force of habit? I will never know.

Hmm. My master grunts finally, then turns away.

Yes. It’s better if I leave Florence.

Surely there is more to life than painting portraits of beautiful ladies. But I do not say this aloud, either.

In the end, we are all hiding something.




Anne

Paris, France

1939

In the end, we are all hiding something, Anne Guichard thought as she tucked herself into the shadows and peered into the Louvre’s Salon Carré. Perhaps she wasn’t supposed to see what the men were doing. All the same, she was curious.

The sun had set hours ago, but Anne remained along with most of the museum staff, working through the night in a hushed frenzy. She had been fetching a box of carbon paper for her ancient typewriter when she heard the clamor in the Louvre’s gallery of Italian Renaissance masterpieces. She paused in the corridor to see what it was.

Normally Anne walked through the Louvre’s vast maze of galleries and offices when they were filled with filtered sunlight. It was eerie, she thought, to make her way through the museum’s corridors at night. Once-crowded galleries now stood dark and emptied of their contents. Lone Greek and Roman statues cast looming shadows across the vacant galleries. In others, harsh beams from portable lights made colorful paintings appear little more than shiny black rectangles as curators darted about with clipboards and small bags of chalk.

From across the gallery, Anne recognized the elegant silhouette of the museum director, Jacques Jaujard. He stood by, hands on his hips, as two painting curators lowered some kind of case inside a wooden crate. Anne didn’t dare enter the room. She was a lowly archivist’s assistant and had no business there.

In every gallery, workers were busy removing paintings from the walls. They were packing smaller ones into crates and loading them onto creaky wheeled carts. Larger canvases were being pried from their frames and rolled into long, slim cylinders. Whispering curators, archivists, and their assistants followed with lists of inventories. As paintings came down from the walls, the curators traced rectangles where they had once hung. With nubs of white chalk, they scrawled artists’ names, painting titles, and inventory numbers in the blank spaces.

In the space of a few days, as they went about the business of inventorying, Anne had seen priceless Old Master paintings, large sculptures, even ancient Egyptian antiquities, packed up as if they were little more than old furniture to gather dust in a warehouse. Anne struggled to grasp the scale of the museum’s efforts to move its vast collection from the galleries to a safer location, to keep it from the hands of German officers who would have the audacity to claim these masterpieces for their own.

Anne watched a curator paint three red dots on the outside of the wooden crate. Then, two museum guards loaded the newly marked crate onto a small cart. The group filed out of the gallery and Monsieur Jaujard followed. The cart rattled into the corridor with its loose, squeaky wheel, then faded into the distance. Hushed voices and echoing footsteps fell away, then the gallery returned to its dark silence.

Anne pushed away from her hiding spot in the crook of the corridor and stepped into the empty gallery. Light came from a single electric bulb in a metal cage at the end of a long extension cord. Anne’s eyes adjusted to the harsh beam. She stepped forward to the modest rectangle that a curator had traced onto the wall. All at once, she realized what had hung there only minutes before.

The Mona Lisa. La Joconde.

She really should return to the archives. Her boss, Lucie Mazauric, might wonder why she was taking so long to retrieve the carbon paper. But instead, Anne stood frozen before the empty space on the wall.

Anne had walked past the portrait of the Florentine lady so many times, she could see it as clearly in her mind as if it hung on the wall before her. She stared into the blank, chalk-lined rectangle as if the painting might reemerge if she waited long enough. All at once, she felt her breath catch in her chest. Anne thought of the thousands of visitors she’d seen walk through that gallery and stop to stare at Leonardo da Vinci’s famous portrait of the woman with the enigmatic smile. She had seen their faces change when they came closer and looked into the mysterious dark eyes of the woman in the portrait as if they expected her to reach out to them, to span five hundred years of history with a single gaze, to change something deep inside them. That was the power of art, Anne thought.

Now, standing before the blank wall, Anne struggled to recall how this gallery looked on most days. The thousands of hushed conversations that rose together in layers of voices, rising to a great, echoing clamor. Parents whispering to their youngsters to lace their fingers behind their backs. Touche pas. The bump and tap of elbows and shoulders, as visitors passed behind one another’s backs. The blur of bodies. The nervous pacing of the guards. Touchez pas. Silence, s’il vous plaît. The shifting layers of filtered light that brightened, diffused, then shadowed across the long opening hours. And now . . . a wooden crate with three red dots and a cart with a squeaking wheel.

In the gallery, the silence settled. Dust-filled. Heavy. Final. Anne no longer felt the portrait’s presence; she felt its absence instead.




Bellina

Florence, Italy

1479

In the end, we are all hiding something. The thought swelled and pulsed inside Bellina’s mind as she followed her master’s family to the baptism.

Bellina struggled not to let her fingers go to her pocket, where a small treasure bumped against her thigh. It was a mere bauble, a tiny coral amulet of the type a grandma might fasten around a newborn’s neck to protect it against a life of misfortune. The small piece had arrived among a pile of baptismal gifts celebrating the Gherardini’s first child. Bellina had spotted it immediately when she answered the door the morning after the birth.

It was just a small thing, really. Now, it weighed heavily in the inner pocket of her linen shift. Amid a mounting collection of gifts—ceramic containers of beeswax, sweets made with almond paste and lemon, embroidered swaddling, two-pronged silver forks engraved with the parents’ initials—they would never notice it was gone.

The house was full of small treasures passed down over generations, Bellina reasoned. Beautiful objects they tasked her with organizing, storing, bringing out, washing, dusting. Things she might long for but never dream of possessing herself. She never understood why the women of the house might leave their baubles stored in a box or cabinet. Bellina thought if she owned such things, she would wear them all the time.

At dawn, the family had left their musty rented house on a corner of the via Maggio, where water from the Boboli hill stagnated and drew mosquitoes. They made their way through the morning fog, toward the great octagonal baptistery alongside the cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore. The bells at Santissima Annunziata clanged, calling the monks to their Terce prayers. Strangers called from their windows and nodded their congratulations as the family bustled through the streets with a dark-eyed newborn baby girl dressed in a green velvet cap and white linens. Ahead of her, Antonmaria Gherardini’s nephew, Gherardo, wheeled and scampered from one side of the alley to the next, slapping his hands against the stones and soiling his finest hose while his mother screeched for him to stop it right now.

I haven’t really stolen. It’s more that I’ve . . . hidden the amulet. Maybe I’ll return it. For an instant, Bellina’s fingers went to the pocket sewn into the lining of her shift; she couldn’t help it. Surely, we are all hiding something.

Bellina had never stolen anything from the family. But what servant hasn’t thought to steal from her master? Sometimes, as she ran a feather duster over a carved wooden jewelry box or polished a bronze serving spoon, she wondered what it would be like to slip something into her pocket. Would anyone notice?

In all her thirteen years, Bellina had known nothing but the intimate details of the Gherardini household. She knew Lisa’s mother preferred oil steeped with sprigs of oregano and only a small splash of water in her wine. Which powder to fetch when Signor Gherardini’s throat burned after eating stewed tomatoes. The timing of menses for all the women in the house. Which topics and situations might cause the cousins to squabble. She was the first to see the faces of Signor Gherardini’s first two wives, one after another, go lifeless at the birthing chair.

Any time a mother and a newborn survived the ordeal of childbirth, she supposed it was cause for celebration. Bellina’s own mother, a longtime servant in the house, had herself succumbed to the ravages of these travails. Bellina imagined that Signor Gherardini could have abandoned her easily on the steps of the Innocenti. Instead, he took pity on little Bellina and raised her in his household, neither a slave nor a full-fledged family member, but someone in between. They clothed her, fed her, offered her a cot piled with woolens. They treated her with kindness.

You have stolen from the person who’s the closest thing you have to a father, some voice inside her mind scolded. But as the family had made its way toward the hulking tiled dome of Santa Maria del Fiore, Bellina pushed the thought away. It was precisely ownership of these small luxuries—the embroidered clothing, the jewelry, the little treasures—that separated Bellina from the rest of the family.

The hidden amulet bounced against Bellina’s leg with each step as Signor Gherardini’s little household—cousins, grandparents, and servants—bustled like a flock of geese down the street. The baby’s exhausted mother had stayed behind, confined at home for the customary forty days. A light breeze wafted down the block as the wool dyers’ warehouses appeared, sagging along the muddy banks of the Arno. They crossed the crowded Ponte Vecchio into the via Por Santa Maria. There, in the silk factories bordering the street, Bellina heard the relentless clack-clack of the wooden draw looms that heralded the dawn of a new workday.

To any of these strangers, Bellina realized, the Gherardini might have appeared as an upper-class Florentine family making its way to the baptistery. The baby’s new aunts and uncles followed behind, bedecked in velvet brocades with silver threads, crimson-dyed gloves, and taffeta with floral patterns.

But as much as the city’s impressive façades of coursed stones masked dingy interior courtyards, Bellina knew this family parade amounted to little more than a false veneer. Generations ago, the Gherardini had owned vast estates of olives, grapes, and wheat outside of Florence, and managed a network of tenant farmers. But over several generations, a series of misfortunes had dwindled their coffers. Beneath the voluminous, multilayered, and richly woven cloth that Bellina herself had mended dozens of times, the family wore ragged undergarments faded from washday. Their rented house sat on a damp corner with its sagging stairs, crumbling stucco, and a mostly empty root cellar. Still, they kept up appearances.

At last, the family arrived in the piazza before the hulking cathedral. The building’s northern and southern flanks were a pleasing pattern of green and pink marble slabs, but its façade, unfinished, resembled little more than a mass of ugly red bricks. Bellina followed Signor Gherardini into the dark, cold air of the old baptistery. In the vast, domed building, the bustle of the streets fell away, leaving an overpowering silence. Flickering candlelight illuminated a high dome sparkling with gilded mosaics and geometric marble patterns on the walls. Father Bartolomeo, silver-haired and cheerful, smiled at the baby girl as he traded a few polite, echoing words with her father before leading the group to the center of the octagonal building. Bellina’s eyes followed the complicated patterns on the floor until Father Bartolomeo took his place and the family assembled around the great marble font.

Only now did the weight of this event dawn on Bellina. Signor Gherardini had explained that as of today, they would no longer treat Bellina as a child. After his daughter’s baptism, they would charge Bellina with caring for her. At thirteen, she was old enough not only to sponsor the baby at the baptismal font, but to step into the role as confidante and protector. She had already had her first menses. She was a woman now. It was time for her to take on additional responsibility, and she should care for Lisa as if she were the baby’s own mother.

A second priest, young and skinny, walked to a giant ledger propped on a podium and dipped his pen into an inkwell. In their native Tuscan, Father Bartolomeo addressed Signor Gherardini. “What name have you given this child?”

“Lisa,” her father said.

Named for her nonna, Bellina realized, the dear old woman with eyes like plums who had died just a few years before.

“And what do you ask of God’s Church for Lisa?”

Signor Gherardini answered, “The sacrament of baptism.”

“Who will speak for the child?”

The baby’s aunt carefully handed the swaddled, embroidered little package over to Bellina. The infant was fragrant and heavy in her arms. Bellina pulled the baby close to her body, careful to support her head, just as they had taught her. Then Bellina felt a hand at the small of her back, steering her toward the edge of the great baptismal font. Bellina looked into Lisa’s eyes, dark plums just like her nonna’s, as the old priest dipped his thumb in holy water and made a cross on the baby’s forehead. Bellina marveled at the perfect features, at the delicate lips that seemed to spread, suddenly and magically, into a smile.

Now, Bellina felt Father Bartolomeo’s eyes fall on her. She did her best to look responsible and pious like the new woman they expected her to be, but she felt as if his gaze might burn a hole in her pocket where she held the stolen coral amulet. Any minute, she thought, the old priest’s searing gaze might cause her linen undergarments to burst into flames. Then, the amulet would fall from the bottom of her skirts and rattle on the marble tiles. Bellina would be left to burn there in the middle of the baptistery. She swallowed hard and clung to the baby’s angelic expression.

But the priest turned his attention back to Lisa’s father. “What should we record as the girl’s dowry?”

Only the sound of water dripping filled the dark, cavernous space. Bellina watched the young priest skillfully drag the excess ink from his pen across the lip of the inkwell.

Finally, Lisa’s father replied. “There is none.”

For a long time afterward, there was only silence.

Bellina knew the Gherardini coffers were bare, but she wasn’t expecting such a response. In the end, we are all hiding something, Bellina thought. But the absence of a dowry? Bellina supposed there was no hiding that at all.




Part 2

Into the Fire
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Anne

Paris, France

1939

Anne,

As soon as you read this letter, I know you will want to come looking for me. But if you care anything about me at all, you won’t. I can’t explain more without putting both of us in danger and anyway, I hardly know where to begin.

Kiki knows nothing, so don’t bother asking.

Just trust me.

—Marcel

Looking back, Anne believed the Mona Lisa had saved her. The first time she tried to explain it to Emile over a glass of wine at a sidewalk table, she conceded the idea sounded ridiculous. She had watched his mouth turn into a thin line, one side raised in a curious half-grin, as she recounted her first visit to the vast galleries of the Louvre as a schoolgirl. Anne remembered the echoing slaps of footsteps, the blur of filtered light and smocked gray uniforms, and the naïve chatter, as if she had been swept up in a gaggle of plain-looking geese.

But when the guide had clapped her hands and shushed the excited schoolgirls on their rare outing from the dreary classroom, Anne looked up to see the face of a lady with a mysterious smile and suddenly, the world came into sharp focus.

Did the girls know, the guide asked, that the Mona Lisa was a real woman, one who had lived and breathed and smiled at Leonardo da Vinci himself? That Lisa Gherardini, wife of a Florentine cloth merchant named Francesco del Giocondo, would become an icon, an embodiment of ideal beauty, a symbol of the Italian Renaissance itself? That the man who painted her would become one of the most famous names in history? That the painter captured not just a woman sitting, hands quietly folded, but an entire era in one portrait?

Anne had heard of La Joconde, of course, but now, standing before the picture, she squinted. Yes, the lady was smiling. But it was only the emergence, the suggestion of a grin that didn’t yet reach the eyes. In fact, in Lisa’s expression, Anne thought she saw instead something melancholy, perhaps even sad.

Anne was so wrapped up in the guide’s explanation of Lisa Gherardini and her puzzling expression that for a few minutes, she forgot. She forgot her mother had chosen to spend her evenings at the dance hall rather than make dinner for her children. She forgot she couldn’t be late to pick her younger brother up; with their mother absent, he was counting on her to be at the schoolyard gate. She forgot all the stories she had made up about a father—that he was a diplomat in a faraway country, that he had drowned in a shipwreck, that he was a spy. She forgot about the dozens of small things waiting for her at home: mittens to darn, pots to scrub, washing to hang.

Instead, that centuries-old Florentine lady had made Anne think about something more. Something bigger than herself. Of things that gave life mystery and meaning. A glimpse of the vast ocean of history and a world beyond her small one. Anne didn’t know the first thing about art, but the Florentine lady had planted a seed in her heart, a spark of imagination that grew.

In the following years, Anne continued to read about art. She returned to wander the Louvre’s galleries during the few hours a week the museum opened its doors free to the public. Each time, she lingered before the Florentine lady and attempted to decipher her secret smile.

When Anne graduated from lycée, she applied for a job.

AMIDST THE DEAFENING STACCATO of typewriter keys, Anne watched her fingers stamp out black letters on the thin layers of carbon paper in her roller.

OSIRIS. EGYPTIAN. OLD KINGDOM.

Accession number E 115.

RED 1

Clack. Clack. Clack. Ding. She pushed the return lever of the rattling Olivetti typewriter to start a new line.

Anne squinted beyond the harsh beam of the desk lamp toward the wall clock and wondered if it was time to go home. Normally, by this time, she would have left behind her job in the Louvre’s archives hours ago. She might have stopped by the apartment to exchange her sober work clothes for her favorite red dress with its matching cloche, her cabernet-colored leather heels. She might have looped her hand through the crook of Emile’s arm and made her way to their favorite neighborhood brasserie for a plate of steak-frites, or to a string concert in the Latin Quarter.

But now, for a few wavering clicks of the metal second hand around the clock dial, she realized Kiki wouldn’t know whether or not she came home. Her brother, Marcel, was probably sleeping already, resting up for tomorrow’s day of guarding works of art in this very museum, thanks to her own efforts to secure him a job. And Emile . . . ah. Emile wouldn’t be waiting for her either, not since that terrible night he had told Anne he loved one of her closest friends, and in an instant, her lover, her best friend, and her dreams of settling down had disappeared. With a pang, Anne realized no one was waiting for her at all.

Anne took a deep breath and settled back in her metal chair. She might as well stay at work. She ran her fingers along the inventory of Egyptian antiquities that lay alongside her. To most people, these endless stacks of pages, with their dry recounting of accession numbers, dates, and provenance documentation, might appear the very essence of tedium. But for Anne, each brief entry told a story: the story of a one-of-a-kind creation that, through the centuries, had been coveted, preserved, collected. Even stolen. Of all the fascinating tidbits of information, it amazed Anne to realize how many objects had come into the Louvre through nefarious means: precious antiquities pulled from tombs and loaded onto ships. An altarpiece looted from a church. Old Master paintings taken off walls and brought to France during the Napoleonic conquests.

Anne rubbed her cheeks and shifted in the hard chair. If she was going to work late into the night, she had to get her head straight. She was only a typist, yet accuracy was everything. If she missed even one line of text, it might mean the difference between a priceless object being returned to its rightful place, or going missing. She struggled to focus amidst the rattle of typewriter keys, the glare of dozens of desk lamps, and the voice inside that whispered she might never amount to anything but a reliable, lonely typist. That perhaps no one would be waiting for her ever again.

“Need a break?”

Lucie, the head archivist, stopped and gave Anne a look of grim sympathy. Had she read the silent desperation on Anne’s face? For her part, Lucie was the picture of every Louvre staff person at that moment—filled with a strange mixture of hyper-industriousness and exhaustion. She’d tied her faded brown hair at the nape of her neck. Pale skin crinkled at the corners of her eyes. Still, her tight grin was filled with genuine concern.

Anne returned what she hoped was a grateful smile. “No time to be tired.” She thumped her fingers on the stack of inventories still to type.

Lucie scanned the archives with a weary glance. Around them, newly constructed crates lined the corridors and buttressed the file cabinets. “Finish that entry and come with me. I want to show you something.” Anne watched Lucie’s trim silhouette disappear into the shadows.

The unease coiled in Anne’s stomach. Whatever Lucie wanted to show her, she had a feeling it wasn’t good. Good news had been in short supply this summer, ever since President Lebrun had advised the Louvre’s senior staff to prepare for a German invasion. Every Louvre employee—even the lowliest archival assistant like herself—was corralled into the effort of inventorying and packing every last work of art in the museum.

In the galleries, Anne watched museum staff hurrying back and forth in worried silence as the clocks ticked past midnight. Everything from Egyptian mummies to oil paintings was being packed in custom-made wooden crates printed with “MN” for Musées Nationaux. It seemed wrong, Anne thought, to take down a priceless painting and pry it out of its frame. It was like watching a castle full of old nobles being forcefully evacuated: an injustice. Anne knew from her archival work that many of these works had been targeted before, but she felt her throat tighten at the thought that anyone would put these treasures in their crosshairs. With some thirteen kilometers’ worth of galleries to pack, the task seemed impossible. Now, Anne understood why the Louvre had called staff back from holidays, recruited scores of volunteers, and why even a lowly assistant like herself was working long into the night.

In the darkened gallery exhibiting the Napoleonic crown jewels, Anne found Lucie with a stack of pages in the crook of her arm. When Lucie saw Anne approach, she gestured. “Not exactly what you signed up for when you took a job here.”

“But I have always wanted to work here, ever since I was a girl,” Anne responded truthfully. “Where else would I want to be?” She stopped short of admitting that busying herself long into the night kept her from facing the stark reality of an empty apartment and nowhere to go.

Lucie smiled, lighting up her eyes for a second before worry crept back in. “Yes. And hopefully there will be something for us to come back to.”

“You really think the Germans would destroy it?”

Lucie pursed her lips and nodded. She peered into the glass cabinet displaying the crown of the empress Eugénie. “Or more likely take it for themselves. Anyway, we know what to do. It’s our third time packing up.”

Anne had heard the stories of how the Louvre had packed its treasures and moved them during the Great War. Trucks, train cars, and wagons had trundled the Mona Lisa and many more masterpieces to safety under the vaults of the medieval Jacobin church in Toulouse, nearly seven hundred kilometers to the south. And now here the Louvre staff were again, eyes wide open, knowing what might happen if they didn’t act fast.

Anne approached an enormous window and looked down into one of the Louvre’s inner courts. Sandbags nearly obscured the line of trucks forming there. Lucie followed her gaze. “Monsieur Jaujard has had trouble finding enough trucks,” Lucie said. “He needed thirty, but last I heard, he only had managed contracts for twelve. He’s chasing down five more now. We’re going to need every truck we can find in this city.”

“Where will you be taking them?” Anne asked as she watched wagons and trucks drawing up to the stately gravel courtyard in the dark.

Lucie hesitated. “Somewhere safe. Actually, multiple safe places.”

Anne nodded. She could hardly imagine a place large enough, and safe enough, to hide the Mona Lisa and thousands of other treasures.

The women moved into a nearby corridor, busy with activity. Anne glimpsed marble among the piles of sandbags. Immediately, she recognized the pure white statue of the beautiful, ancient woman with the missing arms. “The Venus de Milo,” she whispered, dismayed. “Surely she’s not staying here!”

Lucie nodded grimly. “Michelangelo’s Slaves, too. They’re fragile. It’s too risky to move them. Look. Here’s what I wanted to show you.” Lucie stopped. Along one wall, dozens of wooden crates stood in neat order. Lucie ran her fingers across the nearest crate. “You’ve already seen that keeping track of all these works is the most challenging part of this operation.”

Anne looked at the number printed on the crate, realizing it matched the number on the stacks of paper next to her typewriter. “I’ve typed thousands of these in the past few hours. What does this mean?” Anne pointed to a green dot marked on the side of the crate.

“Triage,” Lucie said. “A red dot means the contents of this crate are of the highest importance. A green dot means it’s a little less valuable. Yellow means lower priority still.”

Anne scanned the crates, her eyes taking in the simplicity of this color-coded system—and its vast scale. Through the galleries, many thousands of crates were being labeled and colored. The reality of it chilled Anne to the bone. She was glad she wasn’t the one who had to make those choices. Egyptian, Greek, and Roman antiquities. Royal portraits. Michelangelo’s sculptures. Even the entire contents of the Louvre library and archives. How could anyone choose between saving one masterpiece over another?

“There is still much to do, and we must do it fast,” Lucie said. “Monsieur Jaujard has asked the archives to choose a few close staff to go with us. The first person I thought of was you.” Lucie stopped and met Anne’s gaze.

“Me?” Anne stood with her mouth open. “Go with you where?”

“With the treasures,” she said, gesturing to the crates propped against the wall.

Anne hesitated. “But I’m just a . . . a typist . . .”

“That may be,” Lucie said, “but you’re one of the most responsible people I’ve ever met.” She gave Anne’s arm a quick squeeze. “I wanted to ask you first,” she said. “We’ll be on the road for . . . Well, I don’t know how long. And I can’t say where we’re heading. I can only tell you we are going to a safe place in the countryside. The Louvre will of course provide us with meals and a place to sleep. And I’m going to need a lot of help.”

Anne felt herself snap to attention. Typing accession numbers was one thing; watching priceless works of art packed into crates was another. But taking on the responsibility of their safety in the unknown . . . It was overwhelming.

Lucie continued, “I wasn’t sure about your family . . . situation. Many of us have spouses. Children. It’s not so easy to ask someone to drop everything and leave Paris with a truckload of paintings. My husband and I have arranged for our daughter, Frédérique, to stay with relatives in the countryside. Of course, André and I will go with the rest of the museum staff. With our positions, we could hardly refuse.”

The question of her family situation stopped Anne in her tracks. Her mind flickered with Emile for a second, but she pushed the image away. Then it went to the rundown apartment she shared with her mother—when she deemed it worth her time to leave the dance hall—and her brother.

“Think about it . . . ,” Lucie began. “But I must have your answer soon because—”

“I’ll come,” Anne interrupted.

Lucie’s eyebrows rose. She hesitated, a long, silent pause. Anne watched her dark, expressive eyes flicker in the shadows. “I want you to be sure.” She pressed her lips together. “I don’t know how long we’ll be away from Paris.”

Anne thought back to her first encounter with the Mona Lisa all those years ago, then to the blank space on the wall where the famous portrait of the Florentine lady had stood only yesterday. One red dot on a crate, Lucie had said, meant the work of art was priceless. It was the first time Anne had seen three of them. Three red dots. Beyond value. Impossible to replace.

Anne turned to face Lucie. “I’m sure. And I’ll bring my brother, too. How soon do we leave?”

She gave Anne a weary grin. “Go home and pack your things,” she said. “The first trucks are leaving at dawn. I have a feeling the Germans will be here sooner rather than later.”

HAD SHE SAID YES too quickly? It wasn’t like Anne to make a rash decision. That was something Marcel would do.

Anne pushed her hands deep into her skirt pockets and walked northward across the shadowed Cour Napoléon. Anne had always felt a protective presence when strolling past the museum’s stately façade, with its endless rows of pillars, its elegant archways, and most of all, its breathtaking scale. Yet as her feet crunched across the darkened gravel courtyard, it seemed the museum she loved had disappeared into packaging just like the Mona Lisa itself. Scaffolding masked the façades, supporting piles of sandbags. Workers were shouting, tossing up sandbags, throwing them down in puffs of dust swirling in the moonlight. It made her feel sick to think the sandbags were there to protect the building and its contents from destruction. She remembered the bitterness in Lucie’s voice as she spoke of the past threats, and a little of it leaked into her own heart. Who would want to destroy something that celebrated the best of human creativity and achievement?

Paris always seemed vibrantly alive; no matter the hour, there was music and light coming from somewhere. Even in the middle of the night, there were vehicles and clusters of people in the streets. But not tonight. As she crossed a broad avenue toward the old Gare du Nord, Anne found the streets devoid of cars and pedestrians. A few lone shapes scurried along the sidewalks. On the main avenues, shop windows were shuttered.

Anne’s apartment building was a narrow thing sandwiched among other cobbled-together façades lining a dingy street deep in the guts of the tenth arrondissement. She worked her key as quietly as possible through the lock, then slunk past the gardienne’s door. She didn’t have the energy for old Madame Brodeur to come plunging into the hallway and berate her for the late hour. Anne tiptoed up the stairs toward the apartment that overlooked the street.

The apartment’s familiar, dank smell embraced her as Anne pressed the door closed, careful not to wake her brother. The apartment stood dark and silent except for the creak of the floorboards. In the shadows, Anne made out the sagging shapes of their once-fancy, now tired-looking chairs handed down from past generations. Sometimes, Anne came home from work to find her mother sprawled across the sagging divan, floating in the abyss of absinthe home-distilled by a bartender friend, the butt of a hand-wrapped cigarette smoldering in the ceramic tray on a side table. But tonight, the room stood silent.

Anne groped her way to the tiny kitchen where the faucet dripped its relentless rhythm around the rust-stained drain. She turned the old tap to the right, but the leak persisted. Her eyes having adjusted to the darkness, she made her way down the hallway to the small bedroom she shared with Marcel. How would he take the news that she was leaving Paris with the Louvre staff? Would he agree to come with her? She made out the shapes of the beds and the old lamp on the rickety table between them. When they were small, Anne and Marcel had lain in this dark room, whispering and fretting about their mother, who had entrusted Anne to take care of mischievous little Marcel while she flitted off to Montmartre.

Anne crossed the room and expected to see the familiar sight of the two narrow beds: hers neatly made in one corner, Marcel’s rumpled in the other. But something was amiss. Her brother’s bed was also neatly made. Anne paused for a minute, trying to process the sight. She ran her fingers across the tattered spread, as if Marcel were hiding under its smooth surface.

“Marcel,” she said aloud. Silence.

“Marcel!” she called, hurrying back out into the salon. She flicked on the light and looked around. She pushed open the narrow door to the toilet. No one.

Where was he this time? A few instances recently, he’d been evasive when she asked where he’d been late at night. Anne returned to the bedroom and switched on the lamp between their beds. Something white flashed on Marcel’s pillow. Anne picked up a folded piece of paper with her name scrawled in her brother’s careless handwriting.

Rushing from the apartment, Anne gripped the wrought-iron handrail as her feet slapped down the worn staircase. Standing in her doorway at the bottom of the stairs, Madame Brodeur stopped Anne in her tracks. The gardienne’s arms folded across the tattered gray housedress she wore like a uniform, her permanent scowl drawing deep, stark lines on either side of her mouth.

“You’re heading out in the middle of the night, too, mademoiselle? Just like your brother?”

“Marcel,” Anne said, breathlessly. “You’ve seen him?”

She nodded. “About two hours ago. Woke me up even before you did, making all that racket up and down the stairs, carrying his sac marin over his shoulder.” She shook her head. “Looked like he might be up to no good.”

Anne closed her eyes against Madame Brodeur’s painful provocation. Marcel had packed his bag? She couldn’t deny that she had pulled Marcel out of trouble more times than she could count. Anne didn’t respond to the old gardienne. Instead, she pushed past her and headed back out into the street.

“But you seem like a responsible girl,” Anne heard Madame Brodeur call behind her. “What’s the matter with the rest of your family? You’re not following them, are you? Mademoiselle!”

AS SHE WOUND her way uphill to Montmartre, Anne tried to calm her thudding heart. After all, this wouldn’t be the first time that Marcel had disappeared.

Anne remembered being small—so small that she had to stand on tiptoe to turn a doorknob—and playing outside in the tiny scrap of garden behind the apartment block. She had turned her back for a moment to give her stuffed rabbit a sip of imaginary tea from the top of an acorn, and when she turned around, Marcel was gone. Even at that age, Anne had known that calling for Kiki wouldn’t help. Looking back, it seemed ludicrous that two small children would call their mother by her stage name. Her real name, Anne learned much later, was Henriette, but Kiki was the only name they had ever heard her called and so it had seemed the most natural thing in the world. Anne had run toward the sidewalk, calling for Marcel until she spotted his waddling form headed for the street. His fat bare foot was outstretched over the road when she grabbed him, tugging him to her just as a car swept past in a rush of metal.

Ever since then, Anne had been running after Marcel, rescuing him from the brink. So many times, Anne had secured a job for him, only to have him walk out on it a few weeks later after another too-good-to-be-true scheme crossed his path. The disappearances, the late-night calls, a few brushes with the police when her brother spent time with the wrong people again . . .

Only weeks ago, Anne had secured a job for Marcel as a guard at the Louvre. She had stood before the old wooden desk of Georges Dupont, the oxlike head of museum security, while he peered over his glasses and listened to her promise that Marcel was responsible. Earnest. Trustworthy. She crossed her fingers behind her back and struggled to believe it herself. And now . . . Had he already abandoned the position she had put her reputation on the line to arrange for him?

Yet somehow, she had never stayed angry at him. His bright smile and guileless, sky-blue eyes sparkled most when he was up to something. When Marcel wrapped her in his warm embrace and thanked her for looking out for him, she relented. They had been lifelong companions on an uncertain journey, Anne and Marcel against the world. Besides, he had a good heart, Anne reasoned. But she didn’t know how many more of his disappearances she could bear.

This time felt different. He’d never left a note before. He’d never insisted that she not come after him.

Anne turned off the street and began climbing the steep stairs that led from the sidewalks of their neighborhood, up to the hill called Montmartre. Halfway up, she stopped to catch her breath. She turned to take in the familiar skyline of Paris. She expected to see the spires of Notre-Dame etched against the sky, but tonight, the Gothic church was only a hulking silhouette. Even the iconic Eiffel Tower had disappeared into the blackness so it couldn’t be targeted from the air.

At the top of the stairs, Anne turned toward the streets where the once-venerable dance halls still welcomed customers. Montmartre might have appeared captivating at night, she thought, if it wasn’t so closely connected with the tension that years of worrying over her mother had caused. Normally, there was laughter and accordion music in the streets. The shops lining the twisting, cobbled alleys would be garishly lit, their contents spilling onto the sidewalks to lure shoppers. But not tonight. The same pall that had fallen over the city had clutched Montmartre as well; the storefronts were dark, and many were battened with wooden and metal shutters. Only a few furtive figures darted across the streets.

The lights were still on at the cabaret where Anne’s mother spent most of her time. Anne usually tried to avoid La Cloche, even when her mother chose to sleep there rather than in their worn apartment. The handful of remaining Montmartre dance halls had long ago lost their Belle Époque luster, the glamour and prestige of five decades wearing them down to gaudy caricatures of their former selves. They had survived a world war and a disastrous economic depression, but like an aging harlot who had lived to see the other side of relentless indignities, these establishments were weary. Worn down. Still brightly rouged. The same could be said of Kiki’s colleagues, once-promising students of the city’s prestigious ballet schools, now scraping together a living onstage and, sadly, in the backstage dressing rooms.

Anne slipped into the back door of the cabaret, steeling herself against the familiar stench, a nauseating mixture of waxy cosmetics, sweat, vomit, and sawdust. She found her mother draped over a narrow cot in one of the dressing rooms among rumpled sequined dresses, ripped stockings, and discarded cosmetic tins. Anne spotted a few gas masks lying among wooden stage props, dusty and forgotten, cluttered in the wings. They were a reminder that Anne had to get back to the Louvre as soon as possible. She had promised Lucie she would leave Paris with them as soon as the sun rose. She didn’t know how long it would be before she saw her mother again. The thought was enough to rally some compassion.

“Kiki,” she said, touching a frayed strap of her mother’s cheap green gown. “Maman.”

Kiki opened one bloodshot eye, then the other. Her words slurred thickly. “Chérie.” She grasped Anne’s outstretched hand and pulled herself to sitting. “What are you doing here?”

Progress, Anne thought. Sometimes when she visited the dance hall, Kiki didn’t wake at all. She gripped Kiki’s arm tightly.

“I need you to hear me,” Anne said. “Can you listen? Please?”

Kiki said nothing, only reached for the butt of a half-smoked cigarette discarded on a nearby table. “Kiki,” she tried again. “Listen to me. Marcel has gone.”

“Gone?” hiccupped Kiki. Then she smirked. “No surprises there. Boy takes after his father.” Kiki struck a match and lit the end of the short, ragged cigarette, then took a deep drag and squinted at her daughter. Among the garish costumes of the cabaret dressing room, Anne felt ridiculous in her neat white blouse tucked into her drab skirt and her worn, sensible leather shoes. “He left a note,” Anne continued, pressing the folded paper into her mother’s hand. “Did he come here to see you?”

“Marcel?” Kiki snorted. “That kid doesn’t tell me anything.” Kiki stood and pressed her hand into the small of her back, then rummaged around the detritus on her dressing table. “What time is it?”

“It should be light in a few hours,” Anne said. “Do you have any idea where he might have gone?”

Kiki shrugged. “Maybe he’s taken off with his new girlfriend. Jewish girl. Pretty.”

A girlfriend? A pretty, Jewish girlfriend? “Marcel doesn’t have a girlfriend,” she said.

“Not that you know of.” Kiki grinned affectionately at her daughter.

Anne shook her head. Marcel with a girlfriend? No, her mother was wrong about that, she was sure. Marcel told her everything. Didn’t he? All at once, Anne realized he’d been eager to leave the museum on his lunch hours and he’d been staying out late more often.

Her mother seemed to read her mind. “I don’t know why he would tell you about her; you might crush all the fun. Anyway, you must be preoccupied with that grand amour of your own, n’est-ce pas?”

Anne grasped for words, but in the end, she only shook her head. How could she convey the weight of disappointment she had felt when Emile had walked away, when her mother seemed to pick up and discard men as easily as apples in the market? It was best not to mention it at all. She turned back to the subject of Marcel. “I’m afraid he might be involved in something dangerous. And just when we have to leave town . . .”

Her mother took another deep drag on the last half-inch of her cigarette butt, then stamped it out in the ashtray. “And just where are you going, mon petit chou?”

Anne sighed and sat on the edge of the cot where she had found her mother sleeping. “I’m not sure, actually.” Anne recounted to her mother all that had happened at the Louvre in recent days, and the request for her to accompany the works of art—even the Mona Lisa—to a safer place. Her mother listened silently, squinting in the dust, then came to sit next to her daughter.

“La Joconde!” Kiki leaned back against the grubby pillows, draping her arms dramatically right and left. “An old broad like me.”

Anne looked at her mother with a serious expression. “I don’t know how long it will be before I come back.” Anne suddenly felt a wave of unease flow over her. “Kiki, the Germans are coming,” she said seriously. “People are leaving the city. You should get out of Paris, too. They say there will be air raids . . .”

Kiki only stared at her, then barked out a loud laugh. “Where would I go?”

“Come with me!” Anne said, but her mother’s skeptical expression stopped her. Anne searched for an idea, but they had no relations outside the city. “I don’t know. Somewhere the Germans won’t find you.”

“Les allemands!” Kiki laughed loudly again. “Let them come. They’re some of my best customers.” She shrugged. “Krauts, English. They all enjoy the shows. And they put food on our table.” But Anne thought her mother looked like she subsisted on tobacco and absinthe alone. And if Kiki thought it was her own meager earnings rather than Anne’s that put food on their table, well . . .

Anne sighed, beginning to feel the old wave of shame toward Kiki well up in her gut, but as she gazed down at the scrawny figure on the cot, all she could find in her heart was a kind of exhausted pity. She leaned down, brushed aside Kiki’s greasy hair, and kissed her clammy, freckled forehead.

“I have to go, Kiki,” Anne said. “I promised I would be back at the museum at dawn. Marcel was supposed to come with me. I don’t know what to tell them now.” She straightened and turned to leave, but Kiki’s thin hand shot out, seizing Anne by her wrist.

There was light in Kiki’s blue eyes as she gazed up at her, a clarity that Anne hadn’t seen there in months. “Anne,” she said.

Anne turned back, startled.

“À la prochaine!” she exclaimed, and Anne had the impression that her mother said that to all her departing clients, Germans and all. “Don’t follow your brother, ma petite. Not this time.” She gave Anne’s hands a squeeze. “Let him go. You’ve spent your life chasing that boy. It’s time you watched out for yourself.”

ANNE RUSHED THROUGH the Tuileries Garden and into the yawning courtyard of the Louvre in time for a driver to sling her small suitcase—filled with a few changes of clothing and meager necessities—behind the passenger seat of a delivery truck advertising sewing machine repair on its side.

“Climb in.” The driver gestured.

For a few moments, Anne hesitated. Her eyes scanned the uniformed guards standing in the Louvre courtyard, searching their faces. There it was again: the old, familiar feeling of wildly searching for her brother, who had weaseled his way from her view. This time, though, something felt different. Marcel was gone. Really gone. Beside her, the sewing machine repair truck engine roared to life. Reluctantly, Anne hoisted herself up into the threadbare passenger seat. In her mind, she cursed her brother.

“Merci,” she said aloud instead to the young man behind the wheel, taking in his sturdy forearms, dark curls, and elegant, even features.

“You just made it,” he said, flashing a quick smile, then checking his side mirror and pulling out into the line of trucks in the convoy.

“Yes,” said Anne, sinking into the seat. She turned to see the wide, enclosed truck bed loaded full of wooden crates, all marked with colored dots. Anne heard the suspension squeak as the vehicles rolled out of the great courtyard. She leaned out the window, looking back, hoping to catch one last glimpse of the museum’s stately façades, one last view of the building she had come to feel was more like home than any other place in the world. But in the dawn light, all she saw was the mass of scaffolding and sandbags.

Her stomach flip-flopped. She was leaving Paris for the first time in her life.

“Mon Dieu,” she gasped. “Hard to believe that place is nearly empty.”

The driver glanced at her briefly. “I’ve never been inside,” he said.

“What?” Her eyes widened. “Never? You don’t live in Paris?”

“I do,” he said. “But I’m busy. I have a repair shop near the garment factories. We work on the machines used for upholstery and passementerie.”

Anne smiled at his funny pronunciation of passementerie, a word that brought to mind fancy tassels and trims of homes much finer than Anne would ever dream to inhabit. “You are not French.”

He shook his head. “Italian. Florentine, actually. My parents moved here when I was young. My father was a tailor back in Florence. But things got tough in Italy, and our cousin found work for him and my mother. They came here and started sewing in one of the garment factories of the Sentier. I was ten when we came to France.”

“Then shame on you!” Anne said. “You’ve been here in Paris a long time—and in the neighborhood right behind the Louvre, no less. You should have visited the museum at least once.”

“Too late now,” he said, glancing again in his side mirror, watching the vast building recede into the distance behind them. “I’m Corrado.”

“Anne,” she said.

“Piacere. You work there? In the Louvre?” He scanned her briefly with his brown eyes before focusing back on the truck in front of them.

She nodded. “I’m an assistant in the archives, a typist, mostly.” Anne shrugged. “I would have liked to be an artist myself someday, but my family . . . I guess you could say I couldn’t afford to be a painter. Took a job that paid the bills, and well, I just love being in the presence of these works of art.”

Corrado smiled, and she noticed he had a handsome, tanned face and beautiful, straight teeth. Anne studied his profile as he navigated through traffic, passing Montparnasse and the old catacombs of Paris.

“You said you’re a garment worker? Tailor?”

Corrado shook his head. “My parents and my brother are. Actually, my family’s worked in the textile trade in Florence for, well, many, many generations. But I guess you could say I’m more of an entrepreneur. I repair those sewing and upholstery machines,” he said. “You’d be surprised how complicated the ones are for making upholstery silks. Crazy contraptions. Anyway, I usually haul machines in the back of my truck,” he said, gesturing. “I pick them up, bring them to my shop, and then deliver them back to the factories.”

She nodded. “So, what are you doing driving paintings to . . . who knows where?”

“Chambord,” he said, drawing out the “r” with a thick, pleasant Italian accent.

“Chambord,” she repeated in her clipped Parisian. “The château? In the Loire Valley?” Anne had only seen pictures of the enormous white royal palace as she browsed the library shelves in the Louvre’s archives.

Corrado nodded. “That’s where we’re headed. The museum director’s office commissioned our delivery truck; sounds like they had trouble rounding up vehicles.” He drummed his fingers on the truck’s steering wheel. “I couldn’t argue with a government contract, and in any case, I wanted to get out of Paris.”

“I know that feeling,” Anne said, glancing back one last time; an image of Emile came into her memory and she pushed it away. The Louvre was in the distance now, and all she could see was a sea of sandbagged buildings. “You didn’t have anything—anyone—keeping you here?”

Corrado shook his head. “My family left town a few weeks ago. Just locked the apartment and headed back to Florence. I guess they had some sense, after all. They knew the Germans would come. At first, I thought I would stay and keep an eye on things, but when the museum asked if they could requisition my truck, well . . . I wouldn’t want anyone else driving this old girl.” He patted the dashboard as if the truck were a beloved horse.

The convoy worked its way through the streets as the rising sun quickly brightened the ornate façades. Anne tried to ignore the fear that lanced through her heart. Were the Germans really coming to Paris? If they did, what would happen to Kiki and to Marcel, wherever he was?

“Madonna,” Corrado said, making a clucking noise with his tongue as the truck slowed. “We’re not the only ones heading south. Look.”

Dozens of pedestrians had begun to fill the sidewalks. As the truck crept forward, the numbers of people increased until, eventually, it became surreal. There were few cars, but clusters of families and couples carrying homemade carts, piled haphazardly with all kinds of possessions—pots and clothes and chairs—made their way through the streets. Were people so desperate that they were leaving Paris on foot?

As the trucks squeezed their way through the crush of people and carts, Anne leaned out of her window, her eyes searching through the faces. With expressions of haggard resolve, families had bundled a few precious possessions in their arms and made their way slowly along the sidewalks, flowing into the street. Anne wondered if any of them had a plan, if they knew where they were going, or if they were all heading blindly into the unknown like she was, knowing in their hearts that anywhere might be safer than the city they loved. Refugees. Anne had never seen such a sight in all of her twenty-two years.

A tall, fair-headed young man, walking with his arm around a slim girl, caught her attention. Her heart leapt in her chest. Anne leaned out the window.

“Marcel!” she cried.

The young man turned, frowning, and she saw he had a full beard and a crooked nose. Not Marcel. She sat back in her seat and sighed.

“Someone you know?” Corrado asked.

“Ouf! From the back, that man looked . . . Well, for a minute I thought . . . Bien. I don’t know where my brother is, except he said he was leaving.” She leaned her elbow on the windowsill and looked again. “Only he told me not to come looking for him.”

“Well, if he’s leaving the city, that’s good. He’s doing the sensible thing,” Corrado said.

Anne couldn’t stop herself from barking out a laugh. “Marcel?” She shook her head. “I don’t think he’s done a sensible thing in his life. He’s unruly. I’ve spent my life running after him, and now . . .” She let her voice trail off, disappearing into the rumble of the trucks.

“You’ve taken care of him,” Corrado said.

“You could say that. He’s two years younger than I am, but it seems not even a war can make him act like a grown-up.” Anne sighed. “He was supposed to come with us. Our mother says he might have gone off with a new girl, but he never told me about her. When I saw that couple walking . . .” Anne’s voice trailed off and she sank back in her seat, feeling the familiar sensation of worried defeat where Marcel was concerned.

“Young men do foolish things,” Corrado said with a grin.

“You’re telling me! I’ve always looked out for him.” She stared out over the bleak ranks of refugees, more and more of their hunched figures illuminated as the sun began to flood the street with bright light.

“And you resent it,” Corrado said.

Anne pressed her back against the seat. Was that true? She didn’t know this Italian truck driver at all, yet he had just put his finger on something latent and raw deep inside her. Silence stretched between them as Anne’s heart churned with anger and loss. How could Marcel have left her like this? She would never leave him. Never. Except now she had. A pang of guilt sliced through her chest, mixed with wondering if Corrado’s assessment was accurate.

For a while, the two of them rode on in silence. Moving out of the city center, they saw the first signs indicating the direction of Orléans, and Anne’s eyelids began to feel like lead weights. She couldn’t remember the last time she had stayed awake all night. On and off, she fell into ragged bouts of sleep, but the rough rumble of the trucks jostled her awake.

At a certain point, Anne awoke to find them traveling through flat, neatly organized fields of gently swaying wheat and barley, large, undulating squares of green and gold in the landscape. She rubbed her face and looked at Corrado, only to see him look away quickly. Had he been watching her while she slept?

“So,” Corrado said tactfully after she roused herself and rubbed her cheeks with her palms. “Why don’t you tell me a little more about the art in my old truck?” He gestured with his thumb to the enclosed truck bed behind them.

Anne leaned back in her seat, trying to remember everything she’d seen loaded into the trucks. “Well, most everything is packed away,” she said. “But I typed some of the inventories, so I know what’s inside them. It’s incredible to think that most of the Louvre has been packed into just a couple dozen trucks when normally, it fills a gigantic building. I can hardly believe it.”

“It must have looked strange in there, once those galleries were emptied,” said Corrado.

“It was so strange,” Anne said, “to see the Louvre like a graveyard. I can hardly bear to think of all the priceless treasures loaded into these trucks, and what would happen if there was a collision or just enough of a jostle to cause damage. There are crown jewels, Egyptian antiquities thousands of years old . . . and so many beautiful paintings and sculptures.”

“I saw one of them loaded onto one of the bigger trucks,” Corrado said. “It looked odd—no arms, no head, just a body with wings. But enormous. It must have been twice the height of a man.”

“The Winged Victory of Samothrace,” Anne said. “It’s been in the Louvre for many decades—and it’s more than two thousand years old! That’s why the head and arms have gone missing. It was carved from marble in the times of the ancient Greeks. I watched them wheel it down a specially made wooden ramp. It looked like it was flying down the staircase.”

“Two thousand years old.” Corrado shook his head. “Looked like it took that many years to make it.”

“And one bomb—even a pothole—might destroy it.”

“Don’t worry,” Corrado said. “We’ll make sure she lands safely.”

He smiled, but Anne’s mood turned suddenly sorrowful. “It just seems wrong, having something as precious as the Mona Lisa packed into a wooden crate and shipped off in a truck like a bag of flour.” Anne wrapped her arms around herself. They’d left the clamor of the city behind now, and the first groves of trees and fields opened before them. The crowds of refugees had thinned, but there were still small clusters of people marching along the roadside and the swaying wheat fields. “Everything about this is wrong,” she said. “Do you really think the Germans are coming?”

“Without a doubt,” Corrado said. “Have you been reading the newspapers? It is only a matter of time. We have to make sure we keep our heads down and stay out of trouble.”

“I can do that,” Anne said, looking out the window again and feeling a pang of fear for her brother and her mother. “I’m really not that brave.”

Corrado took his eyes off the road again for a moment to consider her. “And yet, you agreed to come.”




Bellina

Florence, Italy

1495

Bellina wasn’t that brave, yet somehow, she’d agreed to come.

“Meet us at the dyers’ warehouse,” Bellina’s friend Dolce had whispered that morning at the washing well. “My brothers will be there. I’ll wait for you.”

It wasn’t the first time Bellina had sneaked out of her master’s house. In recent months, she’d been doing it more often. Bellina made her way to the river from their squalid street in the Oltrarno and mulled over the possible excuses she might offer if Lisa or her father asked where she had gone.

On one hand, Bellina felt sure Signor Gherardini wouldn’t approve of her loitering around the old dyers’ warehouses on the riverbank. And certainly not if he knew a group of frateschi, adherents of Brother Girolamo Savonarola, had begun to meet there. For months, Bellina, Dolce, and Dolce’s brothers had joined ever-increasing crowds to hear the hooded, beak-nosed priest deliver passionate sermons in the church of San Marco. Meanwhile, in secret, neighborhood leaders—stirred to action by Savonarola’s words—had gathered friends and guildsmen in their homes, artisan workshops, and tavern storerooms.

Bellina heard the flowing water long before she turned from a narrow alley onto the broad expanse of the quayside bordering the Arno. The late-winter sun held the promise of spring, and Bellina turned her face to it. She squinted, and the dingy façades of the soap makers and wool combers facing the river suddenly blurred into brilliant gold, as vivid as newly dyed cloth. An awakening. Along the Ponte Vecchio, butchers were closing their stalls for the evening, tossing the scraps of the day’s cuttings into the river and hanging bloody aprons on their hooks.

The longer Bellina had listened to Brother Savonarola spew fire from his pulpit, the more she felt as if someone had lifted a veil from her eyes. For the first time, she saw the sinful excesses around her. She saw the moral rot of ecclesiastics accused of lechery and gambling. For the first time, she saw the noble people’s cravings for meat, their hunger for books, their coveting of painted pictures, of bronze sculptures, of small medals depicting their own likenesses.

And for the first time, Bellina’s eyes were opened to the iniquities of Lisa’s own house. All those faded dresses, the baubles passed down over generations, the painted pictures, the silver tableware. For so many years, she had wanted to possess even one of these luxuries for herself. Now, she saw she had been saved from the deadly sin of envy. And the family’s preoccupation with worldly goods might doom them to eternal fire instead.

But as she walked toward the sun-spangled river, Bellina realized it was more than the exhortations of the strange priest that propelled her to the secret neighborhood meetings. If she was honest with herself, instead it was the promise of Dolce’s brother Stefano that lured her to the riverbank
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