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				The stars are dead. The animals will not look.

				We are left alone with our day, and the time is short, and

				History to the defeated

				May say Alas but cannot help nor pardon.

				—W. H. Auden, “Spain,” 1937
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				Prologue

				June 1, 1942

				The Statue of Liberty, that great gift of France, glowed dimly in the thin morning light as the mercy ship entered New York Harbor. The day had broken gray and damp and unusually cool for the beginning of June, and in the distance the limestone towers of lower Manhattan brooded with a sense of incompleteness, the peaks of the taller skyscrapers having vanished into low-hanging clouds. At the start of the new work week the city was stirring to life, and in the streets the heavy smell of frying oil mixed with the sharp salt tang of sea air, and coffee brewing in Automats and luncheonettes, and smoke that was already drifting in from factories uptown and across the Hudson. Drivers of vans bearing newspaper logos with ornate antique typefaces tossed string-tied bundles against the sides of wooden kiosks; within moments the strings would be cut and the papers stacked in piles under cast-iron weights or hung up with clothespins like wash on a line.

				The front pages that day brought news of an air raid conducted two nights earlier against the German city of Cologne; more than one thousand bombers of the Royal Air Force, an armada with a destructive force greater than any the world had yet seen, had dropped 1,500 metric tons of high-explosive and incendiary bombs on the city, reducing much of its historic center to ruins. In New York, the papers gave special attention to an American navigator flying along with the RAF, Brooklyn’s own Charlie Honychurch, of whom it was noted, inevitably, that he was “nuts” about the Dodgers. Honychurch told the reporter from the United Press that his crew had been part of a later wave, and by the time they arrived overhead, Cologne had been turned into a vast sea of fire; it was, he said, “like looking down the mouth of hell.”

				Entering the harbor, the Drottningholm made a ghostly shimmer in the mist; the ship was entirely white but for the painted blue and yellow bands and the words SVERIGE and Diplomat in black letters thirteen feet high on the hull. Once a luxury liner of the Swedish American Line, with plushly appointed salons and arched skylights and polished woodwork that gleamed in the light, the Drottningholm had recently been chartered by the U.S. State Department to carry out a series of civilian exchanges with Germany. Unlike other ships on the high seas in a time of war, the Drottningholm had sailed in the most conspicuous possible manner, with specially installed floodlights that blazed through the night to alert enemy submarines that this was a repatriation voyage—a protected mission derived from the rules of the Geneva Conventions and delicately negotiated between Germany and the United States through intermediaries from Switzerland and Sweden. The ship was returning now from ten days at sea, having just crossed the North Atlantic from Lisbon. She carried 908 passengers, including diplomatic personnel, foreign correspondents, civilian internees, and refugees and their families, released by the German authorities in exchange for a comparable number of citizens of the Axis powers who had been held in detention camps in the United States and Latin America.

				One of the passengers on this voyage, Etta Shiber, was still asleep when the Statue of Liberty came into view. She would say later that she regretted missing that first treasured glimpse of home, but the fact was she had a lot of sleep to catch up on, having only recently endured eighteen months on narrow prison mattresses stuffed with straw, plus untold weeks of fitful, anxious nights before that. In 1942 Etta was sixty-four years old, and though she had never had children she would invariably be described by journalists as “grandmotherly.” She wore a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles over her large brown eyes with their heavy brows; she had a long nose and a smile that turned up slightly on one side, and her hair was newly cut, colored, and permed. Her skin was still sallow, though, and there were lines in her face that she did not recognize. She had lost more than twenty-five pounds while in prison, and with it much of the plumpness that had vexed her since college; but this was weight loss, she well understood, that fatigued rather than invigorated, born of food that was repugnant rather than healthful: dreary meals of thin soup and stale crusts of bread, occasionally supplemented by slices of dried meat that tasted as if it had been produced in one of Germany’s famed chemical plants.

				In prison, half-starved, she had often dreamed of lavish meals; now, freed, Etta was surprised by the modesty of her own body’s demands. As in the Yiddish story of the good peasant who, allowed any wish by the Heavenly Tribunal, asks only for a warm buttered roll, so too did she find that it was not caviar or pâté, or a thick steak, or Paris’s jewel-like pastries that she most craved, but simply butter, good butter made from real cream, and in the mornings aboard ship she found herself almost overcome with pleasure in eating the buttered toast that arrived alongside her eggs and sausages.

				A filling meal, a hot bath, shampoo: such were her newfound luxuries. Thinking about the life ahead of her, Etta looked forward to the prospect of going to a movie or attending the theater all by herself; solitude, which had been such a misery when her husband died, now seemed another luxury, having been denied her for so long. While she was waiting for the Drottningholm to set sail, one of the officials from the American consulate had suggested to Etta that she was the Edith Cavell of this war—Edith Cavell being the English nurse who had helped Allied soldiers to escape from occupied Belgium during the First World War. The man had meant it sincerely, and had been kind in his intentions, but Etta couldn’t accept the sentiment. For her bravery, Cavell had been executed by a German firing squad, whereas she, Etta, was sailing home safely, eating roast chicken and potatoes with gleaming silverware, a snow-white linen napkin on her lap. If anyone was the new Edith Cavell (in the coming months she would insist on this over and over, though hardly anyone seemed to be listening), it was her friend Kitty, like Cavell an English worker for the Red Cross in occupied territory: Kitty, whose firm voice and imperious manner could intimidate even Nazi border guards; Kitty, who hummed to herself as she assembled a package of chocolate and silk stockings to bribe a German officer; Kitty, whose beautiful slender hands, the last time Etta saw her, were pitted with the dark craters of cigarette burns.

				

				—

				Kate Bonnefous—“Kitty” to her friends—was nine years younger than Etta; born Kate Robins into a prosperous English family, she had married a French wine merchant named Henri Bonnefous in 1926 and opened a small dress shop in Paris’s ninth arrondissement. That was where Etta first met her, on one of her yearly trips to France, and almost immediately the two became close friends. At the time Etta was living on the Upper East Side of New York with her husband, Bill, and her cousin Irving, but in 1933 Irving died from a chronic heart condition, and three years later, William Shiber, too, died of a heart attack. Suddenly Etta was all alone in that New York apartment, consumed by grief, thrown for the first time upon herself. She would later write that she had always depended on Bill and Irving to look out for her, “and without them I was lost.” The following year, Kate wired Etta suggesting that they live together in Paris, and Etta immediately accepted; it was there that the two women intended to spend the remainder of their lives.

				Between Etta’s savings and the trust left Kate by her father, they seemed to have everything they could need. Their apartment was not far from Parc Monceau, where they walked their three beloved cocker spaniels; they browsed books and old magazines at the stalls run by the bouquinistes along the Seine, haunted the city’s antiques shops and flea markets. The two women were intelligent and well-read, and they shared a love of food and wine and all things Parisian. In personality, though, they were very different: Kate was sociable where Etta was retiring, self-confident where Etta was anxious, daring where Etta was cautious. To anyone who knew Etta Shiber, she was about the last person who would be the subject of the biographical index card that the Associated Press made for her:

				
					Is second American woman to be held by Nazis in France, 13/12/40[*]

					Taken into custody by Germans in occupied France, 14/12/40

					Released by Germans after arrest in Paris, 24/12/40

					Arrested again in Paris; charged with “escape” plot, 14/2/41

				

				All of that, however, had indeed happened to her (in fact she was the first American woman to be held by the Nazis in France, not the second), and any time Etta was asked about it, she confessed to being more astonished than anyone else.

				

				—

				It was almost eight in the morning when the Drottningholm docked at Pier F in Jersey City. Despite wartime restrictions the pier was crowded with some three hundred guests, on hand to see their loved ones after so long, and the scene assumed a festive atmosphere as the excited relatives pressed close to the railing, waving at the ship, straining to catch a glimpse of a familiar face. Newsreel cameramen from Paramount and The March of Time carefully positioned and repositioned their tripods, seeking the best vantage point to capture the moments of reunion; longshoremen hauled down luggage from the ship as if it were a day’s catch from the sea, in giant nets. For more than an hour the disembarkation was unaccountably delayed, and the anticipatory clamor of the relatives on shore began to give way to a murmur of impatience and bewilderment as they stood waiting in the drizzle; then without warning the rope at the top of the gangway was unhooked and the crowd hushed, as at the raising of a theater curtain, and the first passenger stepped out. This was Adm. William D. Leahy, the United States ambassador to Vichy, who had been summoned to Washington for a consultation with President Franklin D. Roosevelt. Unlike that of the other passengers, the admiral’s voyage had been an especially sorrowful one, as he was bringing with him the body of his wife, who had died just a few days before the departure from France. A Navy honor guard stood at attention as the black-shrouded casket was placed in a hearse; then the admiral, silent and ashen-faced, got into the car waiting to carry him to Pennsylvania Station.

				Once Admiral Leahy had departed, the rest of the passengers began streaming down the gangway; they had on their best clothing, the men in suits and ties with overcoats draped over their elbows, many of the women wearing white gloves, nearly everyone, including the children, in hats. Most of the children clutched dolls or stuffed animals. The pier was now alive with a hubbub of languages, of shouts and cries and tearful embraces, as port officials and workers from the Travelers Aid Society helped to translate instructions and locate suitcases and direct passengers to the correct entry points while Red Cross volunteers hurried about offering cups of milk to the children. Several of the more important-looking men were immediately surrounded by reporters with little notepads; diplomats discussed the morale of the people in the occupied territories; refugee workers warned of the worsening famine in Greece and the fate of the French naval fleet in unoccupied France.

				Etta knew little about any of that (“What could I have told them,” she would ask in a newspaper article the following year, “after being shut away from the world for so long?”), and she was surprised to be approached by a reporter from the Daily News, who wanted to know about the Nazi military tribunal that had sentenced her. “I shall never forget the judge’s eyes,” she told him. “They were blue and as hard and cold as frozen steel. I shall never forget the cruel, calculating voice of the prosecutor as he demanded the death penalty. I was stunned, yet not afraid. I thought, ‘Well, I hope they get it over with quickly. I’ve lived 63 years already. I guess that’s enough.’ ” The reporter couldn’t help but note that despite her ordeal she told the story well and easily, while steadfastly denying her own importance in it. Her voice was cultured, the vowels long and perfectly formed and without any trace of a New York accent, the diction old-fashioned, in the style of Mrs. Roosevelt.

				On the pier Etta was met by her nephew John Kahn, who drove her to the hotel in which she would spend the night. The next day she was scheduled to board a train from Grand Central Terminal bound for Syracuse, where she was to stay with her brother and his wife while she recuperated. Before leaving the city she would unexpectedly find a photo of herself on the front page of the Daily News, looking happy but exhausted, waving at the camera in the lobby of her hotel with a large American flag in the background.

				Among those who saw the newspaper story was a Hungarian émigré named Aladar Farkas, who had arrived in New York one year earlier under the auspices of the Emergency Rescue Committee, an organization working to relocate journalists trapped in occupied Europe. Farkas hoped to use Etta’s wartime experiences as the basis for a novel; however, Farkas’s agent, Paul Winkler, decided that the book would be more successful as a memoir, and that it should be put together by the literary syndicate he had founded, Press Alliance, Inc. After several months of interviews with Etta, the result was a manuscript that would be published under the title Paris-Underground.

				Credited to “Etta Shiber, in collaboration with Anne and Paul Dupre” (Paul and Anne Dupre were the pen names of Paul Winkler and his wife, Betty), the book would bring Etta a kind of fame that she could never have imagined possible for someone as resolutely ordinary as herself. Published by the prestigious New York house Charles Scribner’s Sons, Paris-Underground would sell more than half a million copies, remaining on the New York Times bestseller list for eighteen weeks. The book was a main selection of the Book-of-the-Month Club and appeared in condensed form in Reader’s Digest; an illustrated newspaper strip based on it was serialized in papers around the country. Its publication was met with universally rapturous reviews, including one on the front page of The New York Times Book Review that called the book “poignant,” “remarkable,” and “moving and wonderful.” A half-hour radio drama adapted from Paris-Underground was presented on the NBC program Words at War, with Etta herself appearing at the end of the show to address listeners directly. The film option was sold for $100,000, equivalent to more than $1.5 million in today’s currency—as much as had ever been paid for a nonfiction book. The movie, released under the same title, would appear two years later; perhaps not surprisingly, the screenwriters added a love interest and a good deal of Parisian glamour. Reviewing the film in The Nation, James Agee noted that it provided “enough handsome young men, in various postures of gallant gratitude, to satisfy Mae West in her prime.”
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						Etta Shiber, in a publicity photo for the 1943 book Paris-Underground

					
				
				As it turns out, though, the film was not the only version of Paris-Underground that took liberty with the historical facts; so did the book itself. Other than Etta Shiber, all of the book’s central characters were given pseudonyms, and an author’s note explained that a few details had been recast or omitted, so that the German authorities could not make use of the book against anyone described in it. Still, Paris-Underground was presented unambiguously as a work of nonfiction: The first sentence of the author’s note reads, “The basic facts in this book are a matter of record.” The renowned author and educator Dorothy Canfield Fisher, a member of the committee that selected Paris-Underground for the Book-of-the-Month Club, observed: “It is not only literally, factually true, it sounds true. The author just sets down what happened, with a singularly honest absence of any effort to dramatize the facts or to make herself out a heroine.”

				This was the accepted account of Paris-Underground for the better part of a century. It is not, however, the actual account as it is to be found in French, British, and American archives; in contemporaneous newspaper reportage; and perhaps most revealingly, in Etta Shiber’s own letters to her brother and sister-in-law back home in the months leading up to and immediately following the German occupation of Paris. While the work that Kate Bonnefous and Etta Shiber did in support of the Allied war effort was very real, unquestionably heroic, and transformative for both of them, the full picture turns out to be more complex than the one presented by Shiber’s ghostwriters: Several of the book’s most important scenes never happened in the way they were depicted, and these changes, it seems clear, were made not for security reasons but for narrative ones. Certain other distortions are the result of omission, silences that come to haunt the story. Bonnefous and Shiber, for instance, conducted their operations in Paris while it was under Nazi occupation, amid rising anti-Semitic attacks and governmental decrees designed to isolate Jews and remove them from all aspects of civic life—and yet, remarkably enough, Paris-Underground withholds the fact that Etta Shiber herself was Jewish.

				The most important omission, however, was unavoidable. Paris-Underground was published in September 1943, nearly two years before the end of the Second World War. In publishing the book when she did, at a time when the war’s outcome was still far from certain, Etta Shiber hoped that it would help raise American morale and solidify public support for the war effort; in this worthy goal it manifestly succeeded. At the time of the book’s publication, however, Etta did not know—and indeed never did fully discover—what had become of Kitty: That story remained to be told.

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* The Associated Press used the European convention of listing the day before the month.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			Part One

			Paris Is a Dead Planet

			
				C’est la nuit qu’il est beau de croire à la lumière.

				[It is at night that it is beautiful to believe in the light.]

				—Edmond Rostand, as inscribed on the wall of cell number 144 in Fresnes prison, 1941
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			1

			For so long Etta Shiber had lived the most circumscribed of lives: Until the age of fifty-nine she had lived in four apartments, none of them outside a radius of sixteen streets and three avenues on the Upper East Side of New York. She had married William Noyes Shiber, manager of the telegraph department for William Randolph Hearst’s New York newspapers, in 1901, when she was twenty-three; she stopped teaching kindergarten three years later and didn’t hold a paying job ever again. She had never learned to drive, had never registered to vote, had never appeared in the pages of a newspaper. Most days she cooked and kept house, did her marketing among the bakeries and fruit stands and German butcher shops around the neighborhood; almost nightly she accompanied her cousin Irving Weil, one of New York’s most prominent music critics, to the symphony or the opera, or otherwise stayed home to knit and listen to the radio, or perhaps read a novel by Dickens or Tolstoy or Dostoyevsky. “For almost thirty-five years,” a reporter would later write, in some wonderment, “this quiet pattern comprised Mrs. Shiber’s daily existence.”

			Hers was an exceedingly comfortable, predictable routine, one almost medicinal in its regularity—for it was that very predictability, Etta found, that best held at bay her true constant companion: the nervousness that had afflicted her since she was a girl. Most of the time the feeling was like the low, persistent call of a fire alarm in the distance; it was always there, but she did what she could to ignore it and focus on whatever was in front of her. On other days, though, the bad ones, the alarm was close and loud in her ears, as if the fire were right outside her door, and she could feel herself growing hot and her heart quickened and sometimes, more worrisomely, it pounded out an irregular rhythm, and there was nothing she could do to concentrate on anything else and she had to lie down. By the time she was in her middle years Etta was suffering from hypertension, a condition that the doctors of the time still found maddeningly difficult to treat; she knew she should lose some weight, but she found that hard to do, which only increased her anxiety.

			Etta had been prone to anxiety for as long as she could remember, had always been very shy, self-conscious about her appearance, and almost reflexively self-effacing; she recoiled at the notion of ever calling attention to herself. “One thing I have learned,” she once observed, “is not to be a fussmaker.” Early on she seems to have decided that the best path lay in being unfailingly polite and always following the rules—at Grammar School No. 1 she won medals not only for scholarship but also for “deportment”—and while she was a kind and sympathetic listener and was liked by everyone, she still found it painfully difficult to socialize with people she did not know well. At the Normal College of the City of New York,[*1] where like many smart young women of her time she studied to become a teacher, she did not belong to a single club or fraternity (as they were called, even though all of the students were female); she did not read Shakespeare and Swift with the Phoebean Literary Society, did not observe robins and warblers and wrens in Central Park with the Bird Club, nor sing with the Glee Club, nor help organize the annual “pink tea,” in which pink chrysanthemums were strewn over the top of each brewing pot—which actually contained hot cocoa, as tea was considered too mature a drink for college girls.

			In the photograph of the graduating class of 1901, which shows several rows of young women in white shirtwaists and black velvet neck ribbons, their long hair swirled into pompadours in the “Gibson Girl” style of the time, Etta stands at the edge, ever so slightly apart from the rest of the group, like an island just off the mainland; in the Normal College Echo for 1901, the sole reference to her is the description provided by the yearbook staff: “Rather inclined to be good.”

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					The Normal College of the City of New York graduating class of 1901. Twenty-three-year-old Etta Shiber, wearing a long neck ribbon, is at the extreme right of the photograph, standing in the fourth row from the bottom.

				
			
			In the yearbook, as in the college’s grading books, she is identified as “Henrietta” Kahn, a name that seems to have been a kind of way station on the path to Americanization; four years later, in 1905, she gave her name to census officials as Etta, and that is how she would be known for the rest of her life. Her parents had named her Jennett, after her father’s late mother Jeanette Lowe Kahn, in accordance with the Jewish tradition of naming children for deceased ancestors. The Kahns were immigrants from the Alsatian town of Eguisheim, where a Jewish community can be traced as far back as the early eighteenth century. Etta’s grandfather Benoit Kahn had arrived in New York in 1845, among the small percentage of Alsatian Jews who emigrated to a foreign country after they were granted the right of mobility; likely he sensed an opportunity in the United States, for he had been trained as an optician in Alsace and when he opened B. Kahn & Co. on lower Broadway in 1850, he was only the second optician in the city.

			Benoit and Jeanette had two daughters and five sons, three of whom went into the family business, but only one of whom, the eldest, worked not as an optician but instead as a “traveling agent”—that was Jacob Kahn, Etta’s father. Etta’s mother, Julia Roth, was herself the descendant of German Jewish immigrants, and though she had been born in New York she grew up speaking German as her first language. She gave birth to Etta on January 20, 1878, nine months to the day after her marriage to Jacob; three years later the couple had a son, Chester Arthur Kahn, born just six weeks after Chester A. Arthur, another New Yorker from the East Side, became president.

			Jacob died while Etta was still in school, leaving the family in straitened circumstances, and for many years afterward, Julia Roth Kahn took in boarders to help pay the rent. The Kahns lived on the top floor of a four-story walk-up apartment house on Lexington Avenue at Fifty-fourth Street, above a funeral parlor and a French restaurant. The avenue was lined with buildings like that, four or five stories of stone or brick, simply corniced at the top, housing little shops or restaurants beneath cheerful awnings on the ground floor. Here and there, on more substantial corner lots, institutional buildings looked as if they had been dropped in from Europe: dark, austere churches from Germany and Sweden, synagogues in the Moorish style, a safe-deposit bank with the crenellated towers of a medieval castle, Second Empire rounded mansard roofs adorning the Hospital for the Ruptured and Crippled. From the street came the constant whir and clop of horse carriages and the occasional clang of a trolley car; every few minutes the Third Avenue elevated train rumbled in the distance like thunder. Just up the avenue was the Normal College of the City of New York, a tuition-free institution that provided most of the female teachers for the public schools of the city. Bookish and unmarried, without a father and with a younger brother still at home, and living only two trolley stops away, it was natural that Etta would attend the Normal College, and she applied and was accepted to enter in 1898.

			Etta was still enrolled when she met and married William Noyes Shiber, who was living seven doors south of her on the very same block of Lexington Avenue. Born in Pennsylvania, Shiber had grown up in the small town of Olean in western New York, where his father made barrels for Standard Oil; as a young man he came to New York City and found a job as a Western Union operator before getting hired in the telegraph room of William Randolph Hearst’s New York newspapers, the Evening Journal and the American. By 1896, at the age of twenty-four, he had already become the manager of the telegraph room—an exceedingly responsible position for someone so young, as telegrams were the chief means by which the paper’s employees communicated with far-flung correspondents, not to mention with Hearst himself, who was generally three thousand miles away in California but who took a regular interest in the workings of all his newspapers and magazines. William Shiber was highly esteemed in the trade for his ability to oversee an efficient telegraphic service, but he was also understood to be honest and politically independent and he was trusted by labor and management alike. “Shiber is one grand fellow,” The Commercial Telegraphers’ Journal once noted. “That’s why everybody on the Journal from W. R. Hearst on down is stuck on him.”

			For Etta Kahn, born and raised in an immigrant neighborhood in Manhattan, Bill Shiber must have seemed something like America itself: large and athletic, gregarious, outdoorsy (he was an avid rower and an enthusiastic nature photographer), and with a charmingly small-town demeanor. He was also not Jewish; unconventionally for the time, Etta had married outside the faith. She had been raised in a family with little in the way of religious strictures (her brother Chester’s wife, Helen, was Catholic), and though Etta herself believed in God, she didn’t observe Jewish holidays nor keep kosher, and their wedding had been held not in a synagogue, nor for that matter in a church, but at the Society for Ethical Culture, which ran the progressive private school where Etta was then receiving her postgraduate training. No less a figure than Felix Adler himself had performed the ceremony.

			Born in Germany in 1851, Felix Adler had immigrated to New York with his family at the age of six. He was the son of a rabbi, and was himself expected to enter the rabbinate, but in his twenties he chose a different path, founding the Society for Ethical Culture. It was an unusual sort of religious movement, one that dispensed with prayer and most ritual—and left the question of a supernatural force open to individual belief—and instead sought to cultivate a universal morality that drew from a wide range of philosophical sources and promoted the cause of social justice. The society quickly developed a strong following in New York, especially among the city’s Jewish population, many of whom had fled religious oppression and who understood from their own experience how religion could be used to foment hate and division, and now wanted to shed traditions that they saw as antiquated and inadequate to the demands of the modern world.

			In 1878 the society established the first free kindergarten in the United States, and two years later the school expanded to include all of the elementary grades. It was called the Workingman’s School (later the name would be changed to the Ethical Culture School), and its foundational principle, that the children of the poor deserved a high-quality free education, was revolutionary. This was where Etta Shiber, in 1901, undertook her postgraduate work to become a kindergarten teacher. As a teacher in training, she would have been in the audience when Adler delivered his famous lectures to the faculty of the school. He told them that the school’s primary aim was not some vague notion of “character building,” but rather the development of a particular kind of character: “The ideal of the school is not the adaptation of the individual to the existing social environment,” he declared. “It is to develop persons who will be competent to change their environment to greater conformity with moral ideals; that is, to put it boldly, to train reformers.” Etta trained with the school for only a single year, but she remained ever devoted to its ideals, and despite her constitutional aversion to joining societies, she served for eight years as the secretary and treasurer of the Alumnae Association of the Ethical Culture School: good work, and done for its own reward, as Felix Adler had always advised.

			

			—

			Though William Shiber was twenty-eight when they married and had a well-paying job, the couple did not move into a place of their own; instead, he simply relocated half a block uptown, moving in with Etta and her mother. They lived there for the next quarter century, with a shifting constellation of relatives, among them Etta’s cousin Irving Weil,[*2] who was six months younger than Etta and with whom she was so close that she thought of him as another brother. After graduating from the City College of New York, Irving had continued his studies at the Sorbonne in Paris; back in New York, he wrote about classical music for a variety of publications, and in 1910 he was named the chief music critic of the New York Evening Journal.

			He was slender and pale and had the intent, scrutinizing aspect of a bank teller counting out bills, with pince-nez spectacles that magnified his eyes, a thin mustache, and wispy hair parted in the center that had turned gray by the time he was forty. A diffident, slightly stooped, entirely unprepossessing figure, he was the sort of man who could easily get lost in a crowd—unless that crowd happened to be inside one of New York’s concert halls and opera houses, where he was well known and deeply respected among the artists and impresarios for his discernment, his intelligence, and the breadth of his knowledge. As much as William Shiber exemplified cheerful small-town America, Irving seemed to inhabit an older European world in New York City, a world of music teachers and opera coaches calling themselves Madame and Maestro, of elderly men with indeterminate accents arguing on park benches over Stokowski and Toscanini, of exiled Russian quartets and dramatic sopranos who advertised their services in the back pages of Musical America. Irving was, in the genteel phrase of the time, a “confirmed bachelor,” and so it was Etta who usually accompanied him to performances; she was thrilled to enter this captivating world with her cousin as her guide, able to lose herself for an evening in the beauty and power and melancholy of the music, Irving beside her with the grave absorption of a spiritualist as he closed his eyes and concentrated on the vibrations of a violin string in the air.

			It wasn’t until 1930 that Etta and Bill finally moved out, relocating with Irving to an apartment house just a few blocks away on East Fifty-second Street. By then Etta had given up kindergarten instruction. After receiving her teaching license and professional certificate she had been hired at Public School 147 on the Lower East Side, but overseeing a large class of excitable five-year-olds wasn’t an ideal fit for someone of such a nervous temperament: Etta’s teaching license expired after three years, and she didn’t seek to renew it.

			For most of the next decade Etta volunteered with the Ethical Culture School, but eventually that too fell away and by the time she was in her midthirties she had confined herself to an even narrower routine, centered mainly on domestic tasks; in later years a journalist would call her life “unusually sheltered,” and Etta, too, once referred to herself as “just a sheltered housewife, looking forward to a quiet old age.” Most evenings she had dinner with Bill and Irving, generally something simple that she had prepared, before she and Irving set out for Carnegie Hall or the Metropolitan Opera House; or on more special occasions, perhaps bouillabaisse at Prunier’s or chicken Divan at Divan Parisien, the three of them in a banquette having a glass of wine and a cigarette as Bill laughingly shared the latest instructions from “the Chief” to purchase the entire library of some English manor house, from the ceiling beams right down to the fireplace, for his new castle at San Simeon, or as Irving discoursed on the influence of Buxtehude on Bach’s chorales or why the English horn was neither English nor a horn. Etta saw her brother and his wife whenever they came into town from upstate, but generally when she socialized it was with Bill’s friends from work, and she also enjoyed meeting other music devotees through Irving before a performance or during intermission. She was almost entirely dependent on the two of them for her companionship; she did, though, have one close friendship that she had made on her own—with Kitty.

			The two had first met in 1926, in the shop that Kate Bonnefous had recently opened on rue Rodier, a picturesque little street in the ninth arrondissement. “A deep sympathy developed between us immediately,” Etta would later write. “I sensed a natural liking for me entirely unconnected with the desire of the shopkeeper to please a customer, and I reciprocated it.” After that the women spent time together whenever Etta came to Paris on vacation. Unlike Etta, with her sharply delimited life experience, Kitty had lived in England, Italy, and France, and was running a business of her own. “I admired her as a woman of the world,” Etta said, “as well as a person of kind and sympathetic character.” Kitty was always eager to hear all of Etta’s news, yet Etta detected in her friend a certain reserve, a reticence—British, perhaps—about sharing much in the way of personal information. She told Etta about her son, Len, who had been born in Rome in 1911, but she spoke little about the circumstances of his birth, nor about her own family back in England. There was time in her past that seemed unaccounted for, certain gaps that only slowly got filled in. She had, for instance, introduced herself to Etta in the shop as “Mrs. Robins,” her maiden name and the one she used for business, and it was some years before Etta even knew that Kitty’s husband was French.

			

			—

			In 1932 Etta, Bill, and Irving moved again, to a modern two-bedroom, two-bath apartment with beamed ceilings and wrap-around corner windows on East Sixty-eighth Street near Second Avenue. Irving had always been frail, but by this time he was in genuinely poor health, weakened by a condition that doctors diagnosed as lesions on his heart. In June 1933 he and Etta sailed from New York on the ocean liner Lafayette, bound for France; their destination was Aix-les-Bains, a picturesque spa town that during the summer season received some forty thousand foreign visitors, among whom it was jocularly known as Aches and Pains. Etta had booked rooms for them at the Hôtel Splendide-Royal, an alabaster palace overlooking the Lac du Bourget at the foot of the Alps. Wealthy patrons, often in ill health, came to the Splendide-Royal to “take the waters,” following a supervised regimen of diet and moderate exercise along with a variety of thermal treatments from hot springs rich in sulfur and calcium.

			The stay at the Splendide-Royal, though, seems to have done little to ameliorate Irving’s cardiac conditions, and by the end of June he and Etta had relocated to Paris, to the Hôtel Bristol on the rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré. Sometime that summer he developed pneumonia; Kate arranged for the best medical care for him, but as the summer wore on his condition worsened, and on August 26, 1933, Irving passed away at the age of fifty-five. His death was reported in all the New York newspapers, and widely mourned among the city’s music community. “It was a privilege and a stimulus to enjoy Irving Weil’s friendship,” observed Robert Simon in The New Yorker, “and those of us who had that privilege learned much not only about music and its people but about any subject which might have interested a wise, entertaining, and kindly gentleman.”

			Ever competent, Kate oversaw all of Irving’s funeral arrangements (he was cremated and his ashes buried in Père Lachaise, Paris’s best-known cemetery) and took a room for herself at the Hôtel Bristol so that she could care for her grieving friend until William arrived to take Etta back home. He reached Paris on September 7, having booked the first Atlantic passage he could, and he made sure that their return trip, on the SS Paris, was in a first-class cabin.

			Not long after their return to New York, shockingly, Bill too started to experience shortness of breath; then came worrisome chest pains that upon examination the doctors attributed to myocarditis, an inflammation of the heart. Eventually his kidneys began to fail, and the next two years felt to Etta like a long, ghastly smash-up, one collision leading inexorably to the next. There would be no more vacations for them in the Adirondacks or the White Mountains, no more cruises to Bermuda or France; eventually Bill had to stop going to work, unable to make the daily commute downtown to the Hearst offices on Catherine Slip, as he had for as long as she had known him. His world grew progressively smaller, until it had been reduced to the size of their apartment. Sometime after midnight on April 24, 1936, Bill suddenly collapsed. Though the Shibers lived only a block from New York Hospital, by the time the medics arrived it was too late. The time of death was recorded as one a.m. He was sixty-three years old.

			They had been together for thirty-five years, and his absence felt like an amputation. At first, half-crazed with grief, Etta imagined that she could still hear Bill’s laughter filling the apartment; worse was when the sound faded, to be replaced only by silence. The apartment in which she had once been so comfortable now felt oversized, as if she were wearing one of Bill’s old overcoats, constantly enveloped by its weight. There were papers to sign, phone numbers to locate, meetings with attorneys, bankers, insurance agents; overnight she had transformed from wife to widow and executrix. She wandered through it all in a kind of haze, long hours punctuated only by a newly lit cigarette; her interest in the things she had cared about before—books, music, food, the news of the day, even talk itself—withered from lack of nourishment. She was grateful for the sympathy offered by friends and relatives, but she heard it only dimly, as though from the end of a long hallway; she was entering what she would later call “a year of loneliness.”

			She had, of course, wired Kate the terrible news. Kate was much too far away to provide the kind of firsthand attention she had given to Etta in the days after Irving’s death, and her own life was going through something of an upheaval: Four years earlier she had closed her dress shop to become the director of the American Business College, a school near the Champs-Élysées. Now, at the age of fifty-three, she had left that position and was working as a freelance editor and translator. What was more, she and her husband, Henri, had separated after twelve years of marriage; they had decided that he would keep their apartment in the ninth arrondissement, and she would move to a new one in the seventeenth, on rue Balny-d’Avricourt, not far from the Arc de Triomphe. It was a large apartment, with two bedrooms; early in 1937 Kitty wrote to Etta suggesting that she come live with her in Paris.

			In the weeks that followed Etta slowly began to function again, animated now by a single idea. She sold off or gave away whatever she could, books, furniture, cooking equipment. Like her ancestors, she was reducing her life to what she could carry aboard a transatlantic ship. She left Bill’s heavy photo albums with an old friend of his; later in France she would regret leaving them behind, but as she told her sister-in-law, “I was so crazy at the time that I nearly left myself behind.”

			On the morning of April 24, 1937, at the pier on West Forty-eighth Street, Etta boarded the Ile de France, bound for Le Havre; it was one year to the day after the death of her husband.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*1 Today it is Hunter College, part of the City University of New York.

			

			
				*2 Irving’s mother, Isabella Kahn Weil, was the sister of Etta’s father, Jacob Kahn.
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			Kate Bonnefous’s apartment at 2 rue Balny-d’Avricourt was on the top floor of a six-story building made of massive blocks of cream-colored limestone with a steeply sloped roof and filigree wrought-iron balconies as intricate as lace; the front door, too, was garnished with flowering vines exquisitely rendered in iron. Upstairs, the apartment had parquet floors and decorative plaster moldings and expansive windows that let in the morning sun; a small antique mirror hung in the front hallway, an ideal spot to adjust a hat or check one’s lipstick before going out. In the center of the apartment, a large drawing room held cases with books in several languages, many of them the British adventure stories that Kate liked; it also had a long leather-covered divan, a few comfortable armchairs, a coffee table with a dial telephone (a recent innovation, still rare in the country outside Paris), and a heavy wooden desk at which she wrote letters and did her work. Scattered around the apartment were several engraved silver and enamel boxes that held the cigarettes she always smoked—Player’s Navy Cut, made in Nottingham. She was, as the old phrase had it, English to the tips of her fingers.

			By nature Kate Bonnefous was a whirlwind, but a whirlwind that left a neater, cleaner, better-organized world in its wake. When she wasn’t working she seemed always to be preserving quinces or making chocolate fudge, or cooking waffles (a remarkable food that she had discovered on holiday in the States; she loved them so much that she had brought a waffle iron back with her), or tracking down just the right man in Paris to fix a broken fountain pen or turn an old sealskin stole into a winter hat. She was always bustling through rooms to straighten up just a bit, while whistling or humming some tune to herself, throwing open windows when the weather was warm, declaring to anyone within earshot that she felt positively claustrophobic when the windows were closed. Her natural manner was direct, the sort of practical, no-nonsense attitude that tends to inspire confidence in those of waning energy or wavering conviction. She had never attended university, but she was fluent in three languages and had run a school that offered classes in seven. She claimed to be widowed, but she was not; she claimed not to be divorced, but she was. At a time when women rarely drove a car, much less owned one, she did both—and drove an ambulance as well. In private she was charming and sociable, a generous hostess; in public she spoke quietly but firmly, with the fine manners and plummy tones she had been taught in a finishing school on the coast of Kent, where the English Channel empties into the sea.

			The name on her birth certificate was simply Kate Robins, although her friends called her Kitty, and to her family she was always Kay. She stood five foot six, which was tall for a woman of the time, and she was slender, with wavy chestnut-brown hair now tinged with gray, cut at her ears and curled slightly at the ends in the modern style. She had a long oval face with a straight nose and a firm set to her mouth, and heavy-lidded, penetrating brown eyes. Her French was nearly impeccable, but she spoke the language with a noticeable English accent. She dressed simply but stylishly, her outfit often set off by a single strand of pearls; sometimes when the weather was cool she wore tweeds, which, with her even temperament and dignified bearing, gave her something of the appearance of a country squire’s wife.

			In fact she had been born into a prosperous English family, though it was one of newfound rather than ancestral wealth: Her father, Charles Henry Robins, a printer and stationer, was himself the son of a printer. He was a man of the age, however, hard-driving and well connected, a member of one of London’s oldest Freemason lodges; eventually Charles became a partner in the successful printing and lithography company of Palmer, Sutton and Robins, and by the time his first child, Kate, was born on August 5, 1886, in the London suburb of Brentford, he was able to list his profession on the birth certificate as “Gentleman.” Charles had not married until he was forty-four years old, literally to the girl next door, twenty-nine-year-old Emily Harper, the daughter of a music professor and his wife. The couple would have two more daughters as well as a son, and in the course of Kate’s childhood the Robins family would occupy three houses in the vicinity of London, each one progressively grander, until finally they were living in a large house with a name—Hawthorn Bank—that stood behind a high stone wall on a quiet street lined with ancient trees and newly installed electric streetlamps, with three servants (a cook, a housemaid, and a nursemaid) on hand to attend to the family’s needs.

			At the age of fourteen Kate was sent away to a boarding school called Thanet Hall, in Margate at England’s southeastern tip, which advertised itself as a “home school for young ladies” having the “finest sea air in England.” She was one of thirty-six girls in the school, ranging in age from seven through seventeen, with proper English names like Winifred and Constance and Violet and Nellie; they wore high-necked lace dresses with button boots and their long hair carefully plaited atop their heads, and they lived under the direct supervision of a headmistress and one French and one German governess in a rambling brick villa that was said to assure its young residents “thorough ventilation and the absolute exclusion of draughts.” It was the close of the Victorian era (the queen had passed away that very year), but for girls of Kate’s social class a school such as Thanet Hall still existed primarily to instill the virtues as well as the practical skills of domesticity; the teaching of advanced mathematics or physics or classical literature was considered to be wasted on the female mind, washed away like sand through a sieve with not enough gold left behind, and the curriculum centered instead on subjects such as needlework, drawing, English composition, music, basic math and science, religious (by which was meant Christian) thought, and of course etiquette, with a sprinkling of the romance languages that would prove useful during summer tours of the Continent.
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					An undated photograph of the young Kate Robins

				
			
			Sadly, her mother, Emily, died while Kate was still attending Thanet Hall, of an unspecified illness, when she was only forty-eight years old; Charles died two years later, in 1904, thus orphaning the four Robins children at the ages of seventeen, thirteen, ten, and eight. None of her parents’ siblings, however, were willing to care for Kate’s younger brother and sisters, and at seventeen she had to arrange for them to be taken in by friends of her father who lived in Kent, not far from her school; the experience would embitter her toward her extended family for the rest of her life.

			Charles Henry Robins left an estate worth £51,105—well over $8 million today—with trusts in place for all of his children. Her father’s money allowed Kate to live an independent life once she came of age; like the vast majority of Englishwomen of the time, she didn’t attend university, nor did she go into a settled profession, and in the collective memory of subsequent generations of the family she does not reemerge until 1911, when she suddenly appears in Rome, having given birth to a son, Leonardo. The boy’s father was an Italian named Antonio Sales, who was, as the story goes, the man Kate married before she subsequently married Henri Bonnefous in Paris. As it turns out, however, Antonio Sales was not her first husband, nor even her second; he was not her husband at all.

			

			—

			In the life of Kate Bonnefous, one single period exists in which she attempted to live according to conventional dictates, to conform to the sort of life that had been expected of her as the daughter of a member of the rising English business class, who had grown up in solidly Conservative districts and attended an expensive finishing school on the southern seacoast. The attempt did not go well.

			In March 1908, twenty-one years old and still living in Kent, Kate Robins married a man named James O’Brien Tufton Walsh, who lived in Oxford, about a hundred miles away. He was exactly the sort of husband who might have been anticipated for her: four years older than his bride, part of a prominent local family of long standing, a graduate of the prestigious Charterhouse public school, a solicitor who was himself the son of a solicitor, whose mother was the daughter of the local vicar. Though his father, Percival, maintained an extensive legal practice, James himself seems not to have been especially distinguished in the field; even after Walsh’s death in 1947, a local judge could only bring himself to observe, “While it would be an insincerity—which he would be the first to decry—to say he was a great lawyer, a deep knowledge of the law is not an essential to being a good advocate, and James Walsh was a good advocate.”

			What James Walsh did have was a large and powerful family, who eased the way for him at every turn. His father was the very definition of the well-connected man, and likely it was through his intercession that the newly married James Walsh, despite a conspicuous lack of professional achievements, managed to secure a consular post with the British embassy in Rome. He and Kate lived there on via della Rotonda, a cobblestone street of ancient stone houses washed in sunny oranges and yellows and pinks; it was next to the Pantheon, and not far from the neighborhood known colloquially as the English ghetto, the center of British life in the city. Though only a few thousand British officials and expatriates were then living in Rome, an extensive society had been established to cater to them, comfortable and entirely insular: One could be cared for by English doctors and dentists, have prescriptions filled by an English chemist, save one’s money in English banks and spend it in English specialty stores, pray at the All Saints’ Anglican church (and be buried in the English cemetery), take high tea at Babington’s Tea Room, and, for the women in the community, have one’s hair done at the Ladies’ Toilet Co., all of it without ever having to speak a word of Italian. It was one of the peculiar privileges of empire: the privilege of insensitivity, the right to live at home even when in a foreign country.

			How Kate Robins Walsh navigated her new role as a young embassy wife is unclear, but her home life couldn’t have been a very pleasant one, for within two years, in 1911, James Walsh was back in Oxford, where he moved in with one of his brothers; his wife, however, was still living in Rome. It’s not difficult to see what instigated the break, though, because Kate, now twenty-four years old, had become pregnant by another man.

			The neighborhood around via della Rotonda retained a medieval flavor, the narrow, winding streets lined with artisans’ shops selling handmade baskets, hats, pots and pans; one of these, a shoe shop, was owned by a tall, dapper forty-four-year-old widower named Antonio Sales, the son of a family of wealthy spice merchants from Naples. The Italian birth certificate for Leonardo Antonio Federico Sales, born at home with a midwife on July 21, 1911, states that Antonio Sales was the father, “from his natural union with a woman to whom he is not married, nor a relative or with any such ties as would block the recognition of the birth.” The mother’s name was given as “Caterina Robins”—not Walsh.

			One can only imagine the indignant, not to say condemnatory, reaction among the close-knit English community in Rome to the news that the newly arrived young woman had separated from a British consular official to have a child out of wedlock (a bastard son, as per the English parish registers of the time) with an Italian shopkeeper nearly twice her age. Nevertheless Kate stayed in Rome, maintaining her relationship with Antonio Sales, though they kept their own residences a few blocks from each other; in the years that followed she raised her young son and seems to have fully immersed herself in the local life, as within a few years, unlike so many of her countrypeople, she had become fluent in Italian.
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					Kate Robins in Rome in 1912, with her infant son, Leonardo Sales

				
			
			Antonio Sales died in March 1919 of the Spanish flu that was then cascading through Europe. He left behind a young son and a grieving woman, a widow in all but name; there was now no reason for Kate to remain in Rome, and she did not. She loved England, and would always consider herself English, but she didn’t return there: Perhaps that country was still too redolent of the deaths of her parents, the unkindness of her aunts and uncles, a failed marriage to a man who wasn’t the father of her child. It was one of the things of which Kate never spoke, even to those closest to her; all her life she maintained a strong sense of personal discretion, believing that certain things were best for only her to know.[*]

			Instead Kate went with her son to Paris, where she rented an apartment at 29 rue Rodier, a narrow five-story whitewashed stone building with wooden shutters. Two years later she filed for divorce from James O’Brien Tufton Walsh, and it was granted without opposition. (Divorce was rare in England at the time, and still carried a heavy social stigma; 2,588 divorces were obtained for the whole of England in 1922—compared to well over one hundred thousand per year today—and only about a third of those were initiated by the wife.) Sometime after that Kate met Roger-Henri Bonnefous, who lived near her in the ninth arrondissement and whom she married at the local mairie in 1925; afterward, she would change her surname to Bonnefous and become a naturalized French citizen.

			Henri, as he was known, was a year older than Kate, a successful wine merchant with a specialty in the wines of Bordeaux; he was short—at five foot three he was three inches shorter than his wife—and had straight black hair parted on the side, blue eyes behind round steel-framed glasses, and a thick mustache, and he often wore a double-breasted suit on his stocky frame. According to Etta, Henri was “a fascinating companion, a good talker, who seemed to know a little about everything, and who always managed to learn what was going on within a few minutes of arriving anywhere.” He must also have been an unusually broad-minded man, or at least one who was willing to brook popular disapproval, because for his first marriage he had chosen to wed a divorced thirty-nine-year-old mother of a teenaged son, who was, moreover, a foreigner and not a Catholic and who harbored a desire to run a shop of her own.

			The idea of a woman earning her own livelihood was then highly suspect in France, especially among the more privileged classes, for whom the income was not strictly necessary and for whom, as Eugen Weber noted in The Hollow Years, his history of France in the 1930s, “it was ill considered to have a wife who worked—at least, who worked for money. Among the upper classes, volunteer work was perfectly all right; income-producing labor was for the men alone.” The French republic had been born of long and bloody struggle, and its citizens prided themselves on the country’s guarantee of social rights for all, but in regard to women’s rights, France was lagging behind many of the other industrialized Western democracies. Not only were Frenchwomen still denied the vote (they did not gain full suffrage until 1944), but a married woman in France could not maintain a bank account in her own name, nor control property without her husband’s permission. So Henri Bonnefous must have been unusual in this regard as well: He must also have been supportive of Kate’s insistence on financial independence. At the time of their marriage in 1925, Kate was listed as “sans profession,” but within the year, the Paris census identified her as the sole proprietor—not co-proprietor—of a clothing shop.
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					An undated photograph showing Kate Bonnefous behind the wheel of a car. Her husband, Henri Bonnefous, is sitting on the running board to the right, with an unidentified figure, likely a relative, beside him.

				
			
			Kate kept the shop open for only a few years, though, because in 1932 she accepted the position of director of the American Business College, a vocational school that offered day and evening classes in typing, accountancy, and shorthand, taught by French, English, Spanish, German, Italian, Russian, and Norwegian instructors. Given her energy, organizational skills, and facility for languages, she was well suited to the position, and in her four years as director she oversaw the relocation of the school to larger quarters in the New York Herald Tribune building, a modern nine-story “skyscraper” on rue de Berri. As she reached the age of fifty, though, she found herself ready to make some changes. First she left the school to work at home as a part-time translator and editor, and then the following year she moved to an apartment of her own on rue Balny-d’Avricourt.

			After twelve years of marriage, it was a most amicable separation: Kate had decided that she simply preferred for them to lead separate lives (much as she had with Antonio Sales), and in this Henri seemed perfectly willing to oblige her. They maintained a strong friendship—the two never divorced, Kate never shed her married name, and she never stopped wearing her wedding ring—and they often spent time together when Henri was in town, clearly still charmed by each other’s company. Three years after moving to rue Balny-d’Avricourt, Etta was struck by how close Kitty and Henri were: “They seemed deeply in love with one another, although they had been separated for years. Ever since I had lived with Kitty, she had always talked of him most affectionately—yet much of the time she didn’t even know his address. His business as a wine merchant required him to do a good deal of traveling, and sometimes months passed without his turning up, or even writing a letter. But whenever he did come to town, the day was a holiday for both of them.”

			

			—

			Kate Bonnefous’s apartment house was in the quartier Monceau, the more elegant residential section of the seventeenth arrondissement. From the building’s top floor, Etta’s window looked out over the horizon of Paris, a landscape of domes and turrets and terra-cotta chimney pots atop silvery roofs that reflected the shifting patterns of the sky, the light changing from pink to buttery gold and back again as the day went on, thinning and strengthening with the passage of the seasons, as in one of Monet’s studies.

			Often Etta and Kate did their marketing in the mornings
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