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            Prologue

         
         
             . . . those works of art which we owe to the genius of the Italian nation are to be returned to the open cities of Rome and
               Florence where they can be protected from terror-bombing and safely preserved for Europe.
            

            —Adolf Hitler

            Use every means of transport to get all works of art out of Florence . . . saving works of art from English and Americans. . . .
               Get anything away you can get hold of. Heil Hitler.
            

            —Heinrich Himmler

            [War in Italy is] like fighting in a goddamn museum.

            —General Mark Clark

         

         
            
               Captured Documents of the German Kunstschutz

               Catalog Entry 276.

               
                  Lucas Cranach the Elder, Adam and Eve, oil on panels, 1528. Originally from the collection of the Uffizi Galleries, Florence
                  

               

               This pair of vertical panels shows Adam and Eve in that fateful moment when they decide to disobey God.

               
               Lucas Cranach, one of Germany’s greatest artists, painted many versions of this subject, but this pair could be his most accomplished
                  and beautiful example.
               

               
               The figures stand against a dark background, disguising their nudity with carefully placed tree branches. Eve stands to Adam’s
                  left—the sinister side—as is customary for this subject.
               

               
               The Devil, in the form of a serpent, coils down from the branches to whisper into Eve’s ear, prompting her to pick a fruit
                  from the Tree of Knowledge. She has already taken a bite of the apple. Soon, the bewildered Adam, who scratches the crown
                  of his head in confusion, will also taste the fruit, and God will banish them from the Garden of Eden.
               

               
               In these panels, Cranach captures the moment when Eve holds the fate of humanity in a single bite of forbidden fruit. When
                  evil separates from good. The moment of an irreversible decision that will set humanity on its destructive course. The moment
                  when a woman who has seen something beautiful—irresistible—gives in to the terrible beauty of temptation. The moment when
                  she decides to take something that isn’t hers to take.
               

               
            

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part I
Before

         
         
            Spring 1943—Summer 1944

         

         
            We should hope that the victor decides to leave things the way they are out of respect for our culture: that culture for which
               we should stand solidly, for which we should be witnesses, protectors and martyrs, if necessary.
            

            —Roberto Longhi, art history department chair, University of Florence

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
Eva

         
         When I emerge from the salt mine in the blinding noon, I find my brother hiding behind a boulder so no one will see him crying.

         
         Um Gottes willen. On his sixteenth birthday.
         

         
         My boots, cold and brine-covered, crunch over the gravel path leading to the woods. During the hours we’ve worked in the darkness
            below the mountain’s surface, the day has turned brilliant. I remove my miner’s coat, glazed with a subterranean varnish.
         

         
         Gerhard hears me approaching up the grassy hillside. He swipes his sleeve across his nose and squints at me. His eyes, blue
            as the Alpine summer sky, betray a hint of defiance. Does he think I won’t see the red around his lashes, his tender cheeks
            blotched and streaked?
         

         
         In the past year, he’s grown into a body that’s gotten away from him. His faded woven shirts stretch tight across his shoulders.
            His ankles, white and bony, protrude beneath his trouser legs. Each month, his jaw becomes more square, his face more angular.
            He’s already as tall as our Papa, but I doubt he will ever accomplish what every boy attempts: first, to be like his own father
            and then, in some way, to be bigger.
         

         
         Instead, Gerhard’s flushed, tear-streaked cheeks bear the memory of the boy I scolded back home in Berlin, when he tried to keep up with me running ahead with my camera but fell and battered his knees on the creek bank instead. Poor kid with a distracted older sister rather than a mother to dote on him. As much as I complain about it, I can’t blame our father for bringing us to live with our Oma in the remotest part of Austria. A place you would come to only if you were trying to hide something. 

         
         “Gerhard . . .” I sling the leather strap across my body and feel the metal bulk of the folding camera bump against my hip.
            An old thing, no more than a wooden box with a collapsible bellows. I excavated it years ago from what was left of my mother’s
            things. A contraption, they say, that makes the dead come alive. Only nothing brought our mother back to us.
         

         
         I grasp a tree branch to hoist myself along the rise. The boulder hides a dark hole lined with moss. One of many secret entrances
            to the labyrinth hiding beneath our feet. Just one perforation discovered by chance generations ago, an artless entry into
            the mysterious, brine-encrusted universe beneath the earth.
         

         
         “What is it?”

         
         He slumps, his back sliding against the rock, until he comes to sit on the soft green carpet of moss with his bony knees under
            his chin. He removes his wire-rimmed glasses, wipes his nose, and blinks at me the way he used to when he was a little boy
            grounded for throwing pebbles at a group of boys who were taunting our German shepherd. Gerhard’s always been like that: tender,
            sensitive. Empathetic to a fault. Willing to throw himself on a sword for any imperiled, helpless creature.
         

         
         As if I’ve telegraphed the memory, Gerhard picks up a white pebble and dashes it to the ground. “I’m fine.”

         
         He’s not. I feel it in my bones. He’s scared to death. As of today, he’s old enough to train for war. The truth is I am as
            scared as he is, but I can never show it. I have always had to appear invincible, since our mother hasn’t been here to coddle
            us and our father wouldn’t do it anyway. Protect your little brother. My mother’s voice echoes across the years, along with a blurry image of her notepads, her raincoat, her heels clicking across the stones. The door closing behind her and my brother’s wide blue baby eyes looking at me to do what our mother said. 

         
         I would switch places with him in an instant if there was any way for a girl to don a Wehrmacht uniform and fight a relentless
            enemy. If it meant keeping my brother from having to do it? Yes. My little Gerhard Brunner, for one, has no business shooting
            a gun, much less killing a man. A child who finds injured birds in the forest and nurses them back to flight, who wants nothing
            more than to draw in his sketchbooks and tend pea shoots in our Oma’s garden? A tender old soul, our Oma says. None of us
            could imagine Gerhard wearing a crisp field tunic, disappearing over a snow-covered mountain pass to Linz with a pack of rations,
            and following in the footsteps of his older classmates who have boarded trains and have not returned for more than four years
            and counting.
         

         
         But our Papa doesn’t see it. The sight of a Hitlerjugend uniform hanging on the back of my brother’s bedroom door swelled
            our father with pride at the same time that it unhinged me. For days, my Oma and I have only talked of baking a chocolate-apricot
            cake. A homemade Sachertorte on the table; a new uniform on a hook. Alles Gute zum Geburtsag. Happy birthday, young man.
         

         
         I’m the one who possesses all the qualities our Papa’s done his best to instill in Gerhard—hardness, resolve, a dedication to
            the truth. It’s a stupid irony that I can’t take his place. Women are as capable as men and I have eight years on Gerhard.
            But that possibility would never cross our father’s mind when he’d just as soon send his bony-shouldered pony of a boy into
            the glory of battle. Cannon fodder.
         

         
         “I know you’re scared,” I say, slumping down against the boulder beside him. “But Papa has connections in Linz. Maybe he will
            get you placed doing something else. Something closer to here—”
         

         
         “I have to go, Eva!” Gerhard interrupts, then silence stretches between us. From our perch along the mossy rise, we watch a group of workers emerge from the stucco building that forms the mine entrance. In the warm glare, the men remove their bulky coats, rub their eyes, light cigarettes, and unpack their lunches at a wooden table in the grass. For generations, their forefathers spent their lives harvesting salt from the mines. But no one is taking anything from the bowels of the earth anymore. Instead, they are putting works of art inside for safekeeping. 

         
         It started months ago, when we began seeing trucks wind up the pass, one by one, so they wouldn’t form a notable convoy. Trucks
            sent by museums, libraries, and churches across Austria. A coordinated, secret mission to hide away our nation’s most precious
            paintings, sculptures, manuscripts, books, and other irreplaceable things. To keep them from the ravages of war. It’s not
            the first time this vast, ancient labyrinth of the salt mines has been a hiding place.
         

         
         Our father, both a well-regarded art historian in Berlin and a Septemberling who grew up in this Austrian backwater, must
            have seemed the perfect candidate to oversee this work. And so they called our Papa home from Germany. He took us away from
            our lives in Berlin. Away from my budding work taking pictures for our local newspaper. Away from Gerhard’s school. Away from
            our friends, our lives, our futures. Toward what? Toward our Oma with her cuckoo clocks and chattering hens, toward work in
            the dark mine shafts, toward looming hours of waiting for a glimpse of a priceless masterpiece before it’s tucked away in
            the bowels of the earth.
         

         
         Papa says he relies on Gerhard for his physical strength and on me for my photography skills. That’s because the miners’ numbers have dwindled in recent months. Every able-bodied man in Altaussee has gone to Poland, Russia, France, the Low Lands, or even to Italy, where Papa says Benito Mussolini seems our only ally in a sea of enemies. Only those workers too young, old, or sick to go to war remain in our village, a place shut off from the rest of civilization by a formidable range of craggy, snow-covered peaks. Gerhard would die of embarrassment if any of the old men eating at the picnic table spied him hiding behind the rock, a crying sixteen-year-old who’s suddenly supposed to be a man. 

         
         “Anyway,” Gerhard continues, his voice now resigned, “you know I don’t want to go. But what choice do I have?” We’re both
            thinking of his older classmates who’ve received orders and will never come back here. We’ve been at war long enough for there
            to be no illusions about that now.
         

         
         “Then talk to him.” I gesture with my chin toward the entrance to the mine. “Don’t keep it trapped inside. Come now. It’s
            better if you speak your mind.”
         

         
         He hesitates. I grasp his sleeve and try to pull him from the ground. He brushes my hand away, pulls himself to standing,
            and shrugs on his stiff miner’s coat. Gerhard squares his shoulders and walks down the hill. I follow, cradling my mother’s
            old accordion camera in the crook of my arm. I don’t go anywhere without a camera. There’s no newspaper in this hinterland,
            of course, but I take pictures of weddings, festivals, oddities. And now it’s mostly photographs of all the paintings. Of
            altarpieces, sculptures, and books, displayed for a moment in the light before they disappear into the darkness, a mile or
            more deep into a network of tunnels and chambers. Safe from calamity. I’ve taught myself to develop pictures in a makeshift
            darkroom fashioned from my Oma’s garden storage shed. For what else am I to do? I can hardly fulfill our Führer’s vision of
            being a dutiful babymaker, what with only sick and old men left in our village. And with all the world in confusion right
            now, taking a picture seems the only way to tell the truth.
         

         
         At the door to a large stucco building that marks the mine entrance, we leave behind the staggering vista of gray and green mountain peaks. We step into the shadows, down the first set of stairs, and then into the familiar abyss. Each time we enter is a shock to the system: the thin, cold air that tastes and smells of brine. The beautiful pink of the rugged tunnels where salt, one of nature’s most precious gifts, has been extracted since the Middle Ages. Lights extinguished, there is only darkness blacker than a moonless sky. 

         
         At the top of a dim staircase, I grab a safety lantern by its metal hook. We descend farther, down the wooden stairs, past
            the mud-splattered pit dogs on their squeaking metal wheels, full of fresh lumber pulled from Alpine forests. We move through
            passages so tight we have to bend over, knocking our helmets on the ceiling. Along the way, the other workers greet us by
            name. We are one family here. A narrow passage opens to the Saint Barbara chapel, a sacred, candlelit space the miners carved
            out centuries ago, which probably gave people the idea to store paintings down here in the first place. As always, we quickly
            bow and cross ourselves in front of the altarpiece and a painted sculpture of our patron saint of miners.
         

         
         After more than a half hour of following the familiar path through the ever-descending passages, we arrive at an open cavern.
            We find our father overseeing the construction of wooden scaffolding, directing three old men with hammers and a room full
            of raw lumber. Twelve thousand paintings. That’s how many the men are planning for, our Papa has said. Already, there are
            dozens of oil paintings in shimmering, gilded frames, stacked haphazardly in the shadows. This complicated system of rooms,
            tunnels, and chambers is the perfect place to protect every masterpiece in the world from destruction at the hands of the
            Americans and British, he says, thanks to its stable temperature and location more than a hundred meters below the surface
            of the earth. So far, the men have fashioned dozens of wooden shelves to store the treasures of churches across Austria—large
            sculptures of the Madonna and Child hundreds of years old. Ornate altarpieces disassembled into separate panels. Crates of
            valuable manuscripts and books. All of them held here for safekeeping until we’ve declared ourselves victors of this relentless
            war and then everything can go to the new museum our Führer is building in Linz.
         

         
         My father has done his best to corral whomever he can into this effort of sawing and nailing lumber. Injured soldiers returned home. Carpenters and pensioners from nearby villages. My scrawny sixteen-year-old brother. And even me, with my mother’s camera, the only tool I know how to wield. My thumb brushes the cable release, an old habit that feels as comfortable as cuddling a blanket. 

         
         Even before we left Berlin for Austria, I tried to convince my father that I could be useful, that I could do something with my photography skills, even if he will never allow me to follow the path that took my mother from us. Even if it’s the
            one thing I want to do most. A big, looming truth between us, unspoken after all these years.
         

         
         Taking pictures of paintings under the earth? Safe enough for a girl.

         
         My brother’s sniffle echoes in the sonorous underground chamber. Gerhard straightens his back and finds his voice. “Papa.”
            Standing behind him, I see his shoulders squared. “I’ve decided. I’m not going to Linz . . .”
         

         
         A tired exhale. Papa is already shaking his head, his bushy mustache twitching.

         
         The twitching mustache is enough to silence Gerhard. His mouth hangs open, but no more words come forth. Going to war is the
            one thing Gerhard could do to earn our father’s approval. The one thing he is the least qualified for; the one thing he can’t
            admit. And the one thing I can’t let him do.
         

         
         “Papa.” I step in. “Surely you have some authority to say where he goes.” The men stop their hammering. “Let him stay. Let
            him keep working here.” Keep him out of the line of fire, I almost say. But I don’t want to humiliate the poor boy in front
            of the old men. I could do something important, something that matters. Like our mother did. But I don’t say that out loud, either.
         

         
         My father seems to think about this for a long moment, his forehead wrinkling. But before he can formulate a response, I butt
            in again.
         

         
         “Let me go instead.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2
Josie

         
         There’s blood on one of my mother’s handkerchiefs. A little swipe. A dried, rust-colored streak across the white linen and
            frayed stitching. Maybe she didn’t intend for me to see it, but it’s Tuesday. My turn to do the washing.
         

         
         The sink is stained orange from the tap. I fill our big copper pot and drag it to the narrow gas range, water sloshing. Strike
            a match, coax the blue flame, then look at the handkerchief again. Did she cut herself in the kitchen? My mother is usually
            careful about such things. Meticulous. A bloody nose? I don’t know if it will come out. I open a blue box of Lux soap and
            tap it on the counter to loosen the lumps. Then I gather a few worn garments into the hamper. I pick up the two chipped, dirty
            dinner plates on the counter and put them in the sink.
         

         
         The apartment is tired beyond its years, peeled wallpaper marred by decades of grease crackling from our stove, but the radiators
            work and it’s rent-controlled. “Try to find anything in New Haven, Connecticut, that don’t cost a packet,” my mother always
            says. But one cruel comment spread around the school playground from a third-grade classmate I’d invited home was all it took
            for me to learn my lesson, and I never invited anyone again.
         

         
         The old clock mounted on the kitchen wall reads 8:15. The rest of the washing will have to wait if I want to get to my job early. I turn off the flame. I leave the hamper bag in the dark kitchen hallway, turn down the heat on the radiator—as low as it will go without making the pipes freeze—and push my arms into my old tweed coat. I fumble with the keys and pull the front door shut behind me. 

         
         Along the sidewalk, lavender and green weeds pry through the cracks, seeking the frail light. In recent weeks, reddish buds
            on the trees lining the park have turned to fuzzy pink. The interminable New England gray sky has brightened. Before long,
            I won’t need my coat. I turn onto York Street, past the foul-smelling dry cleaners and the five-and-dime, where the apartment
            buildings loom grander as they reach the edge of the Yale campus.
         

         
         A lucky break, working as a typist at the university art gallery. A step up from the custodial job my mother’s been shackled
            to for the better part of three decades. “Gotta get by, Josephine,” my mother says as she scans the Register, pointing out a want ad for laundresses at the dry cleaners, and another for line cooks in one of the dining halls. I couldn’t
            find the heart to tell her that instead I wanted to find a clerical job that not only feels like a step up, but will put food
            on our table until I find a husband. If I could accomplish both—a typing job and a husband—I reckon it means I won’t turn
            out like her: a woman who spends her days scrubbing toilets and raising a child all by herself with no explanation for a father.
            An embarrassment.
         

         
         Just one problem: there aren’t many potential husbands around here. Jobs for women have opened only because the men are leaving.
            The academic year has been cut short for most of the Yale boys, what with mandatory conscriptions, not to mention those who
            sign up voluntarily. Even old Mr. Worley in the museum’s curatorial department got himself shipped off to the Philippines.
            And the Register says more boys will be called up to Europe soon.
         

         
         “Mouse! There you are!”

         
         I recognize the voice immediately, feel it down to my core, as if it came from inside my own head. There’s only one person who still calls me by this childish nickname, earned on that same cruel elementary school playground. Dot is home for her college break. 

         
         Dot is a burst of light on the dingy sidewalk. She is tall, blond, and beautiful, the sum of a handsome Yale anthropology
            professor plus a New York City socialite. Too shiny for her own good in a tailored pink suit with a matching handbag. The
            crowd parts as if a Hollywood starlet has touched down on York Street.
         

         
         “Dot!” I can’t suppress my stupid grin.

         
         Dot and I are both only children, but that’s where the comparison ends. Dot’s parents raised their perfect daughter in the
            galleries of the Metropolitan Museum of Art and in the cities of Europe. Whip-smart. The kind of girl who should be sitting
            in the Yale lecture halls with the boys, if the university would let her. Instead, her parents have sent her off to Wellesley
            College to learn even more about Michelangelos and Leonardo da Vincis. Just a year left, and I expect she herself will be
            working at the Met. Dot knows me better than I know myself, except I’ll never understand why she wanted me as her friend.
            Mousy little Josephine Evans, who doesn’t know the first thing about art and wouldn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of
            going to college.
         

         
         “Get a soda with me, doll!” Dot pulls me into a tight squeeze, kisses both my cheeks loudly, then flashes her winning smile.
            Her aroma overwhelms me: the familiar, heady concoction of expensive perfume, shampoo, and setting lotion that forms her blond
            pin curls in neat patterns to frame her face.
         

         
         I plant a light peck on each of her cheeks in return. “I’m on my way to work, thanks to you.”

         
         She slaps my hand playfully. “I’m sure they can get on just fine without you for ten minutes. Come on! I haven’t seen you
            since Christmas.”
         

         
         “Well . . .” Dot’s father helped get me this job as a typist at the Yale Art Gallery, and I’m ever so grateful. If not for
            his support, I might be cleaning toilets in the dormitories like my ma. “Alright. Anyway, I don’t have to be there for another
            half hour.”
         

         
         I loop my arm through Dot’s and we make our way down the sidewalk. I, Josie Evans, aka Mouse, drawn to Dot’s bright light like a moth to a flame. We brush past the clusters of Yale men left on campus. They rush by in striped ties, off to their next lectures, secret-society meetings, or pre-military training. We continue past the whoosh and ding of the trolleys on Church Street, then push through the door of the soda fountain everybody calls Nickel Charlie’s. 

         
         “How’s your ma?” Dot asks as we settle ourselves on slippery barstools at the edge of a cracked linoleum counter. The soda
            fountain hop, a burly man with thick black hair on his arms, a stiff white shirt, and a paper hat, slides two vanilla milkshakes
            with cherries and long-handled spoons across the linoleum. The kind of breakfast only Dot could command without saying a word.
         

         
         “She’s . . .” I shrug. For a second, the memory of the stained kitchen sink, the ammonia smell in the hallway, and the bloody
            handkerchief flickers through my mind like a rattling newsreel. Gotta get by, Josephine. “Swell. Same as always. And your folks?”
         

         
         Dot shakes her head. “Also the same.” She rolls her eyes. “Impossible. Mother asks after you.”

         
         “Priscilla Melbourne Nichols asked about me? You lie.” I take a deep slurp of the creamy, sweet coldness. Dot’s ma never approved
            of her Dorothea socializing with Josephine Evans, daughter of a Yale cleaning lady. I imagine Dot’s mother, her platinum-blond
            hair coiffed and sprayed hard as a helmet, looking me over with her false eyelashes, carefully painted lips, and curious,
            icky grin, as if her daughter had brought home an actual mouse instead of a girlfriend who resembles one.
         

         
         While my mother urged me to invite Dot to our drab apartment, I never dared to, for fear of losing her friendship altogether. And I’ve only once stepped inside Dot’s parents’ home on the edge of campus—filled with books, pipe smoke, and wood paneling—and never to her mother’s Upper East Side apartment, just a short train ride away. Once, Dot paid for my train and museum ticket to bring me to the Metropolitan Museum of Art. I stood in awe at the still faces of the Egyptian mummies and considered the beautiful and puzzling paintings from centuries past. She tried to explain everything to me, but it all remained as mysterious and out of reach as sitting in a Yale classroom. I’ve lived vicariously through Dot, since living a life like hers seems as likely to me as flying to the moon. 

         
         In the intervening time, Dot and I have grown up together in the campus quads, inserting ourselves in the boys’ impromptu
            football games, pelting them with snowballs through the winter, or sneaking into the library reading rooms around campus to
            lounge in the plush chairs before the librarians shooed us out of the building. Girls. It didn’t matter that one of us was
            the daughter of a maid, the other the daughter of an esteemed professor. They just knew we had no business there.
         

         
         “It’s true!” Dot insists. “Mother said she was happy you got that job at the art gallery. How is it?”

         
         “I like it,” I say. “It’s  just typing. But at least I have something to help pay the bills. My ma works so hard,” I say.
            “And you? I suppose you’re not going on some grand adventure this year.”
         

         
         “I’m going to Europe.”

         
         “Right, Dot. In case you haven’t heard, Europe has been at war for the past three years.”

         
         “I know. But I’m enlisting in the Women’s Army Corps.”

         
         I nearly spit out a mouthful of vanilla foam. “Horsefeathers! Now I know you’re lying. Your mother would die before she sent
            you into a war, Dorothea Nichols.”
         

         
         Dot takes a long drag of the straw until the bubbles run dry, making a loud, spattering noise that turns heads at the counter.
            “She doesn’t know.”
         

         
         “What!? You’re off the cob.”

         
         “Only way for me to get back overseas.” She puckers her lips around the straw and sucks one last time before giving up.

         
         Every year, Dot returns to New Haven to tell me about the summer parties she’s attended in Paris, her hours spent looking at pictures in the Uffizi Galleries in Florence, the fancy restaurants she’s been to in London. She shows me a silk scarf she found at a shop in France and a sparkling gold bracelet she bought on the Ponte Vecchio. I’ve traveled vicariously through her stories, so much that I feel I’ve been there myself. I’m grateful, since it’s the only way I could ever dream of going to such a place. But I cannot for the life of me imagine Dot in uniform. 

         
         “No offense, but what in the world use are you to the army?”
         

         
         “The president’s signed a bill,” Dot says excitedly. “We don’t have to be nurses or even auxiliary. If we pass basic training,
            we’re going not as Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps but as full-fledged soldiers! They’re taking out the word ‘auxiliary’ altogether.
            We’ll just be WACs. Women’s Army Corps.” She gives me a smug smile.
         

         
         “You? A soldier? Dot! For heaven’s sake.”

         
         “Why not? We’re just as capable as any man. And you’ve lived around campus long enough to know that half of these guys are
            full of wind—or worse.” She slaps my arm with the back of her soft leather glove. “Mouse!” she exclaims. “You’d make an ideal
            WAC! They’re looking for smart single women with clerical skills. You fit the description perfectly.” When I huff in disbelief,
            she continues. “Come on! What are you going to do, sit at home and knit socks for the boys? Where’s your sense of adventure,
            ambition? We can do anything they do. Let those boys stay home and knit sweaters for us—we look better in them anyway. You should come with me. Sign up. Let’s do it together. Why not?”
         

         
         “I for one have nothing to contribute to a war,” I say. “I’m just trying to help my ma.”

         
         She clasps my shoulder. “Oh, your ma will be fine. Jeepers, Mouse. What’s keeping you in New Haven, Connecticut? The chance
            to sit at a typewriter all day?”
         

         
         I poke my spoon into the depths of my shake and consider the fact that sitting at a typewriter already seemed a step up for me. An image of my mother bent over her mop fills my head. When I was little, my mother was my North Star. I tried to copy her expressions, the flip of her brown hair, the way she danced with her broom even though she was exhausted from the hours of mopping dining hall floors and wiping sinks in a dormitory full of spoiled boys who wouldn’t have the slightest idea how to do it themselves. 

         
         But as I grew into a teenager, all it took was a few comments from my schoolmates, the sons and daughters of Yale faculty,
            to realize I shouldn’t hold my mother in such high esteem. A college campus cleaning lady with a daughter but no husband in
            sight. That maybe even I should feel ashamed of her. It didn’t stop me from loving her, of course. But it meant I spent the
            rest of my teenage years trying to be as different from her as possible. What’s keeping me in New Haven? I meet Dot’s gaze
            and tell her the truth. “Nothing, I guess.”
         

         
         Dot grins, self-satisfied, as if she knows better what’s for my own good.

         
         “But the Women’s Army Corps!” I shake my head and shove my shoulder against hers before lowering my voice. “I’ve heard those
            gals are on active duty in more ways than one.”
         

         
         Dot looks serious for a moment, then her face lights up and she bursts out laughing. “Well, I hope so! I’m banking on it.
            Hey, let’s get out of this dump,” Dot says. “You need an adventure worse than I do.” She pushes her empty glass toward the
            barman. “You’re the best, darling,” she says to him. He winks at Dot, grabs our empty glasses, and clinks them into the tiny
            bar sink.
         

         
         Another short walk down the sidewalk and before I know it, Dot pulls me by my sleeve into the army enlisting office on Chapel
            Street.
         

         
          

         Through the dust motes suspended in the frail morning light, I look out my bedroom window to the street. Behind me, my canvas duffel bag rests on the worn, frilly, little-girl bedspread. My shelves hold a sad-looking cluster of familiar things: a droopy ceramic pot I made in junior high, a stack of tattered romance novels bought at a library sale, a few flat pansies collected from the park and pressed between the pages of a book. For a long moment frozen in time, I watch the deserted, buckled-up sidewalk below the budding oak tree in front of our apartment and wonder if this is all a huge mistake. 

         
         Perhaps I was too rash in following Dot out of the soda fountain and to that enlistment center. And if I don’t show up at
            the Union Station platform an hour from now—she also with her duffel bag headed to basic training in Florida—surely she would
            leave without me. Maybe I could write to her in Daytona Beach. Maybe she would even understand.
         

         
         Instead, I could decide to peel off the layers—the wool skirt, the thick pantyhose, the girdle. The pin with a profile of
            Pallas Athena, the symbol of the WACs. I could unpack my spare uniform, my hat, an Italian phrase book, the pile of sanitary
            napkins and belt, the pressed handkerchiefs—and just return to my typewriter at the museum at nine a.m. I should go to the
            kitchen and tell ma I’ve decided to stay in New Haven.
         

         
         Some say it won’t be long till this war is over and the Yale men are back. Staying here is my best chance to find a husband
            and a better life for myself. At least that’s what my mother and her sister, my aunt Betty, have always told me. Just stick
            around campus until you meet the son of a lawyer or a doctor who will change your life for the better. A man who will provide
            for you and your future children.
         

         
         Instead, I signed up for basic training and an army experiment. Out from under Dot’s dazzling spell, I see more clearly now.
            And what I see is I got nothing to contribute to a war.
         

         
         Plus, for all those reasons, and because I’m my mother’s only child, I expected she might have refused to let me go. Or at
            least that she would have broken down crying at the news that not only did her only daughter want to not just get by but wanted
            to leave her altogether. Of all things, she wanted to join the army. And that joining the army might be another of those things in life that’s as far out of reach for me as going to college or affording one of Dot’s mink stoles. 

         
         But she doesn’t say any of that. Instead, my ma surprises me.

         
         When I come out of my room, she grasps my shoulders and looks at me standing there in my pressed uniform. I see my mother
            as I always do these days: a skinny, drawn woman in a ragged housecoat, prematurely aged, with thin hair fading around the
            temples and deep circles under her eyes. I take in the distinct smell of her—a mixture of lavender soap, cigarettes, rose-scented
            hand lotion, and Glo-Coat floor polish. All the things that make me feel ashamed of her, as much as I love her all the same.
            A wave of guilt washes over me.
         

         
         She squeezes my shoulders and takes a deep breath. She looks at me, awe-struck, as if seeing me for the first time. Right
            in the eyes. “You have always made your mother proud, Josephine.”
         

         
         After that, it feels too late to change my mind.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            3
Eva

         
         During the overnight train ride to Florence, I attempt to study the slim Italian phrase book my Oma pulled from a dusty shelf
            and slipped into my camera bag. I flip through its thin pages and try my best to ingest the words, this language that sounds
            like music on the wireless. Com’è si chiama? Dov’è la stazione? Potete aiutarmi, per favore? Ever since the train brakes squealed from the steep heights of the Alpine rails, I have browsed its pages, lingering on the
            phrases I will need for a stay in Italy. The train sways and tugs, a slow crawl through the black mountain tunnels, and then
            back into the flashing summer light. Un bicchiere di vino rosso. Vorrei un caffè, per favore.

         
         But the words don’t stick. That’s because I’ve not been able to rid myself of the image in my head: the way my father looked
            at me for a long time. Silent. Pensive. Weighing. His wiry mustache shifting while he regarded me in the harsh, artificial
            light of the mine, as if he were seeing me for the first time. A daughter instead of a son who wants to go to war. Who could
            blame him? Look what happened last time he let a woman he loved go off to do something that mattered.
         

         
         I close the phrase book and unwrap the cloth from the slice of apple cake Oma packed in my bag. I pull apart its spongy crust
            and savor its familiar sweetness as I watch the landscape clip by outside the window as the noon sun sears everything bright.
         

         
         Italy.

         
         For hours after our descent from the mountains, the scene outside the train has been a vast, flat plain of lonely farms and
            swaying stalks of wheat, with an occasional ruined building or a convoy of German panzers rumbling along in the distance.
            But as the day grows long, the monotony of the agricultural landscape transforms into a rolling panorama of tall, skinny cypress
            trees and hills like a great blanket unfurled. A flashing patchwork of ruddy, blond, and green.
         

         
         I run my hand down the leather strap around my neck and pull the lens cap from my old Leica. I pick up the camera and squint
            through the viewfinder as the countryside rattles by. Such a moving panorama would come out blurry and anyway, it would be
            impossible to convey the rich palette of green and gold. A waste of valuable film. Whenever I pick up a camera, I always look
            to see if I could capture an image that could make someone else see something they’ve never seen before. That could make them
            see the truth. If not, I don’t press the shutter release.
         

         
         Of course, I was surprised my father agreed to my proposal to use my camera for a good cause. But it didn’t take long for
            him to arrange it. The world of Austrian and German art history is small, and Papa is well connected. It only took a letter
            to a colleague in Berlin, and a phone call placed over static lines with the help of operators pushing plugs into a switchboard
            to connect him to Munich. But it was a brief telegram to one of his old classmates, Friedrich Kriegbaum, that sealed my fate.
            Soon enough, I packed my scuffed leather suitcase and organized my camera lenses and film for transport. I pulled Gerhard’s
            lean frame so tight that I could smell the sticky perspiration on the back of his neck. Stay safe, brother. Stay home.

         
         An exchange of sorts, my father conceded. Gerhard stays in the mines. Eva goes to Florence and puts her skills toward the service of art rather than journalism. A photography project for an esteemed German academic institution, my father explained. Something a young woman can do. Something respectable. And out of the line of fire. Friedrich Kriegbaum is one of the most upstanding members of the German art history community, my father told me before handing my worn leather suitcase up to me from the train platform. An eminent scholar and the director of the German Art History Institute in Florence. An honorable man who needs help with preparing glass plates that will be reproduced in his latest books on Italian Renaissance sculpture. 

         
         Slowly, the panorama of the Tuscan countryside gives way to a more populated area with apartments and laundry strung across
            balconies along the train and tram lines. I stand and open the window, letting the fresh, warm air blow my hair away from
            my face.
         

         
         It was a hedge, of course. My father arranged for me to go to a place where the risk is lower than anywhere else. Italy. Our
            ally. Perhaps he knew that if he didn’t arrange it, I might go off on my own. I’m old enough to make my own decisions, after
            all. And he must know that at my age, my mother’s example might be powerful enough to draw me somewhere more dangerous. But
            if this exchange has bought Gerhard even one day out of the battlefield, then for me, it would have been worth it.
         

         
         The train slows, its metal wheels emitting a high-pitched squeal as the conductor walks through the train car, announcing
            Santa Maria Novella. Several other Deutsche Reichsbahn trains stand waiting on the nearby tracks. I lift my worn suitcase,
            sling my heavy camera and tripod bags over my shoulders, then push through the crowded aisle. I step down from the train into
            a crushing crowd of Italians. The language of my phrase book comes to life, wafting into the air around me like a complicated
            song, amid pigeon feathers and dust captured in the stifling, sun-streaked air. Now I wish I had studied the phrases more
            closely.
         

         
         “Fräulein Brunner.”

         
         I spy a hulking man in a shabby tweed suit jacket and crooked tie. He is in his thirties, the size of an ox, with a broad brow and hunched shoulders. He pushes his way through the crowd toward me. How did he recognize me? I can only imagine I look as out of place as he does in this chaotic tangle of pushing, talking, gesturing train passengers. 

         
         “Wilkommen,” he says, taking the handle of my suitcase. “I’m Horst Schutz. From the Kunsthistorisches Institut. They sent me to fetch
            you. Stay close.”
         

         
         In the wake of this lumbering giant, the crowd parts. I follow Horst’s broad back, among the dust-filled light and the sound
            of huffing trains. Long red banners flutter from the upper reaches of the station, with their familiar black swastikas on
            white circles. German soldiers, neat in their uniforms, patrol the entrance to the train tracks, watching the crowd. The sound
            of Italian on a loudspeaker wafts and echoes into the space. We thread our way out of the chaotic throng and into the sunlight
            of a large city square.
         

         
         “It’s a bit of a walk to the institute,” he says. “Palazzo Guadagni is on the other side of the river.”

         
         I hoist my camera bag on my hip. “I’ve been sitting for hours on the train.”

         
         Horst steps out into the street, holding my heavy leather suitcase and tripod bag as if they weigh nothing. He raises his
            hand and several cars stop and let us jog across the street. On the sidewalk, a group of young men sing loudly, their arms
            slung around one another’s necks.
         

         
         On one side of the square is a beautiful church façade made up of multicolored marble slabs in geometric patterns. My fingers
            are itching for my camera, but I don’t dare to stop to open my bag amid the traffic. I catch up with Horst. He turns down
            a narrow street, taking up the sidewalk with his broad back. Along the road, I perceive a blur of small shops—a butcher, a
            fruit seller, a man selling hats. Men in suits and women and children holding hands weave around us, just a step away from
            bicycles and small delivery trucks. A pair of German motorcycles patrols the streets. We hear the putt-putt of their engines as they slow to a crawl, sending pedestrians bustling out of the way. The soldiers watch inhabitants from
            under their turtle-shaped helmets.
         

         
         “What do you do at the Kunsthistorisches Institut?” I say.

         
         Horst turns toward me. “I’m the press officer. But mostly Herr Director Kriegbaum’s assistant,” he says, blotting the sweat
            from his brow with a wrinkled handkerchief. “He was my dissertation advisor in Munich.” He gives me an assessing look from
            head to toe. “And I heard you are a lady photographer?”
         

         
         “I’m here to take pictures for Professor Kriegbaum, yes,” I say, pulling my sweater more tightly over my chest, even though
            the air is oppressive.
         

         
         At last, the crowded street opens to a circular piazza lined with centuries-old buildings decorated with life-sized stone
            figures. I stop in my tracks and gasp at the sight. Horst gives me a sideways grin, revealing a sizable gap between his front
            teeth. “There will be plenty of time for sightseeing. To see something important and beautiful, all you have to do is take
            a walk. Florenz,” he says with a strong Bavarian accent, “is a living museum.”
         

         
         “You’ve been in the city for a long time?”

         
         “Since ’thirty-seven,” he says. “I was with Professor Kriegbaum when he escorted the Führer and Il Duce together on a tour
            of the city,” he says, puffing out his broad chest. “Our Führer was enchanted with the artistic treasures of Florence, especially
            those in the Uffizi. He promised to protect the city in the name of the Reich.”
         

         
         “Professor Kriegbaum is an old classmate of my father’s.” I sidestep a cluster of Italian women, petite and neat in their
            flowered dresses.
         

         
         But Horst doesn’t seem to hear me. He continues recounting his 1937 visit with Hitler and Mussolini. “We walked together through
            the Vasari Corridor—the upper level of the Ponte Vecchio. See?” Along the quayside, a jumble of medieval houses and towers
            lines the river. Many of the stone houses project out over the rushing waters, a pleasant pastiche of centuries as the dark
            warren of streets opens to the expanse of the Arno.
         

         
         “We’re not far now,” Horst says. “The Kunsthistorisches Institut is just on the other side of the bridge.”

         
         Before me, a panorama of sparkling water, stone towers, and a series of bridges unfolds. From this vantage point, I admire the old bridge Horst indicates—the Ponte Vecchio—a two-story bridge bustling with people, with houses and shops right on the bridge itself. Beyond, the Tuscan hills appear gray and distant, like the background of a painting by Leonardo da Vinci. I feel my lungs fill with the damp air, and I feel the promise of adventure flow through me like the torrent of the river. 

         
         Another group of young people is coming across the bridge toward us, cheering and singing. “Is there some kind of celebration
            or are Italians always like this?” I ask.
         

         
         Horst raises his eyebrows. “You didn’t hear the broadcast?”

         
         “What broadcast?”

         
         His brow creases. “The Italians have surrendered to the Anglo-Americans. Badoglio announced the armistice on the wireless
            last night.”
         

         
         I stop walking. “You mean the war is over?”

         
         Horst stops walking, too. His face darkens and he shrugs, his huge shoulders nearly reaching his ears.

         
          

         From the third-floor loggia of the Palazzo Guadagni, I raise the Leica to my face and wonder if my father would have agreed
            to let me come here if he had known the Italians were about to switch sides.
         

         
         I set the elegant façade of Santo Spirito in the viewfinder. The loggia is a beautiful Renaissance terrace that has been repurposed
            as a boardinghouse bar. Through the columns and arches, there is a scenic view of the Piazza Santo Spirito, the rooftops and
            church domes, and the gray-blue Tuscan hills in the distance. I lean over the stone railing for a better vantage point. I
            peer into the black square that frames my vision. I search the church’s circular window, its three wooden doors, and the scrolls,
            all beautifully stark in their simplicity. The stucco is the color of butter.
         

         
         “Fräulein . . .” Horst’s voice behind me.

         
         But I don’t turn right away. Instead, I center the church’s small round window in the middle of the view and hold my breath.

         
         Snap.

         
         The aperture closes shut for a split second, its kaleidoscopic folds spiraling together until—for a fraction of a second—everything
            turns black before opening back up to the light and the simple geometry of the church façade.
         

         
         “You found your room to your liking?”

         
         Finally, I turn. “Yes, thank you. Just taking a few pictures of the church.” I let the box camera fall to my waist from its
            thick leather strap.
         

         
         He nods, then leans out over the stone ledge next to me. He overlooks the church and the square below. For a moment, it seems
            I have made him see the building with fresh eyes. That’s our job as photographers, to make people see things they wouldn’t
            see otherwise. To see the truth of the matter.
         

         
         “One of the city’s most beautiful churches, in my view,” he says finally, then displays a broad smile that reveals the gaping
            hole between his two front teeth. “That’s saying something, in a city of churches. Of course, if you go inside, you’ll find
            it empty.” The smile disappears and a fleeting darkness passes over his face. “All the paintings, the altarpieces, the crucifix
            Michelangelo made when he was still very young . . . The Italians have taken them out of the city for safekeeping.” He turns
            away from the ledge and gestures to the stairwell. “We’re all going to the caffè for a bite. I will introduce you to Professor Kriegbaum—and the others.”
         

         
         I replace the lens cap. I take one more look at the beautiful square, then leave behind the golden light of the upper-floor
            loggia, with its neat tables and chairs. I follow Horst into the shadows of the once-elegant, now shabby Renaissance mansion
            that’s been repurposed into the Kunsthistorisches Institut, a center for German scholarly research that’s been in operation
            since the Age of Enlightenment brought people to Italy to turn them into connoisseurs.
         

         
         “I’ll get a new roll of film and meet you downstairs,” I say. I climb the narrow stone stairwell to the top floor of the building, where I’ve been assigned a sparse bedroom that’s part of a pensione run by three aging Italian sisters. Once part of the mansion’s servant quarters on the upper floor, the Pensione Bandini
            now houses some of the staff of the Kunsthistorisches Institut, as well as visiting artists and scholars. My small room contains
            a narrow bed with a thin mattress, a scratched wooden desk, and an unstable chair squeezed into the last remaining space.
            A tiny square window is a portal to an ancient tiled roof with pigeon droppings and an interior courtyard. Under the bed,
            I’ve arranged my meager belongings packed as neatly as a soldier’s—worn leather shoes, newly polished. A few pressed and folded
            skirts and blouses. A wool coat. A notebook and pens.
         

         
         In the hallway, I’ve stored my photography equipment in a large wooden armoire pushed against the wall. I’ve organized metal
            canisters of film procured from my favorite photo laboratory near Salzburg. A pair of tripods. A telephoto lens. The old box
            camera that belonged to my mother, back when she was writing for the Berliner Morgenpost in her hometown in Germany.
         

         
         Horst is waiting for me. At the foot of the staircase, a handsome Italian man is repairing a door lock, pulling tools from
            a worn leather bag at his feet. “Buongiorno, signori!” he greets us enthusiastically, his deep voice echoing in the stairwell. His black hair is slicked with pomade, and his
            belted brown trousers and shined shoes seem too formal for a laborer. Horst ignores the man completely, moving toward the
            door with his quick, lumbering gait. “Signorina,” the Italian man says more quietly, addressing me with a dazzling smile of straight white teeth. I am not yet skilled in
            Italian, so I just return his smile, then rush to keep up with Horst.
         

         
         I shield my eyes from the wash of bright sunlight as we exit the Palazzo Guadagni. Across the square, a small bar bustles with a handful of people—a man in a suit unfolding a newspaper, a waitress in an apron serving espresso to a man and woman huddled at a table. A faded wooden sign announces Caffè Firenze. From here, the church of Santo Spirito portrays a different aspect. Now its looming wall of butter-colored stucco is cloaked in stark shadows. Along the bottom half of the façade, sandbags lie dusty and sagging in tall stacks. 

         
         At my waist, my thumb finds the shutter of the camera instinctively, but Horst is already far ahead, striding across the cobblestones.
            I finger the pair of film canisters in my dress pocket to make sure they’re there. I follow Horst down a few narrow streets.
            He slows now to walk alongside me. “The Oltrarno,” Horst says. “It used to be the artisan quarter of the city. Not very fancy.
            Mostly poor people. But there are some nice shops here.” We pass a tabacchi selling cigarettes, stamps, and newspapers in rotating metal racks. I spy a few German titles among them.
         

         
         At the corner, a pair of German soldiers stand chatting, their weapons slack. One of the soldiers looks no older than Gerhard,
            with fat red cheeks and a boyish face. I feel a pang and then relief that my brother is still safe in our remote village tucked
            into the mountains. Horst greets one of the soldiers and the other one gives him a brief salute as we pass. “They have some
            partisans locked up near here,” Horst tells me. “Near the Piazza del Carmine.” He gestures with his thick thumb toward the
            next street.
         

         
         “Partisans . . .”

         
         “Partigiani,” he says in a thick German accent. “Italians who have broken ranks from the Fascists. There are more of them now than before,
            especially in this neighborhood. You won’t read about them in the papers, but I can tell you they are everywhere. You can’t
            trust Italians. If no one has warned you about that already, let me be the first.”
         

         
         Horst turns down a small street overhung with washing lines, a ragged zigzag of flapping socks, handkerchiefs, and undergarments above our heads. The sound of an Italian radio broadcast emanates from an open window with a broom handle and a wet rag visible on the sill. He wends his way expertly among the chaos of pedestrians, cyclists, careening cars, a horse and buggy. 

         
         Horst stops before a cluster of neatly arranged outdoor tables, a trimmed hedge, and a wooden lattice barrier that occupies
            most of the cobblestoned street. A tangle of rusty bicycles lies propped against the wall. An espresso machine whirs to life
            and spoons clink against cups and saucers.
         

         
         “Professor!” Horst calls toward a cluster of chairs around a table, unstable and leaning on the cobbles.

         
         The Institut’s director, Friedrich Kriegbaum, lean and elegant in a dark suit, stands and pulls out a chair for me. “Fräulein
            Brunner,” he says. “Welcome. Or benvenuta, as we say here. Gentlemen,” he announces to the group, “I present our new photographer. Freshly arrived on the train from
            Austria this morning. Her father was a classmate of mine in Berlin.”
         

         
         Still achingly tired from the clattering overnight train into Santa Maria Novella, I heave myself gratefully into the chair.
            Suddenly, I realize I’m famished. Professor Kriegbaum makes introductions as I settle among the cluster of tall, fair-haired
            men—librarians, archivists, visiting art historians. They introduce me to Rudolf Levy, a balding man with thick glasses whom
            Professor Kriegbaum tells me is an important painter who has exhibited across Europe. I fear I won’t remember all their names.
            A young woman with an apron tied at her narrow waist puts a plate of noodles in front of me. I stare down at the pile of pasta.
         

         
         Across the table is the only other woman. “Paloma Innocenti,” Kriegbaum says. “She is an assistant in our archives.” Paloma
            is a neat, prim-looking woman with dark hair pulled back from her face in a bun. She stretches out her hand in greeting. “Piacere.”
         

         
         “You are Hans Brunner’s daughter.” A tall man with hunched shoulders leans into me. I turn to see fleshy jowls and clear blue
            eyes.
         

         
         “Yes.” I lean back from the rush of his breath, a combination of coffee, cigarette smoke, and lazy hygiene.

         
         He nods and grins tightly, as if I have given the correct answer to a trick question. “I knew him in Berlin.” He lowers his voice and talks to me behind his hand. “Your father is doing good work at the salt mines; highly secretive, of course. Rightly so. Best we move Italian artworks into the mines, too, if you ask me. They will be protected there. And better sooner rather than later, now that the Anglo-Americans have landed in Italy. But I’m surprised he let his young daughter out of his sight.” I squirm in my seat. My hands clasp the camera in my lap, as if it could provide some defense against his scrutiny. 

         
         “Fräulein Brunner will assist our photography efforts now that we have renewed support from our government for new art-related
            projects.” Kriegbaum leans forward, shielding me from the old man’s uncomfortable gaze and acid breath. “As you know, photographing
            our activities—and damage caused by others—is more important than ever.
         

         
         “We’ve been working with the Italian superintendents to protect as much as we can from bombardment,” Kriegbaum tells me. “Not
            only here in Florence. In every Italian city, movable works like paintings, sculptures, and altarpieces have been taken to
            the countryside. Villas. Monasteries. Castles far outside the cities. We have also overseen the evacuation of archives and
            libraries with valuable historical documents and manuscripts.”
         

         
         “Seems like a complicated undertaking.”

         
         “Very much so. But it’s part of our job.”

         
         I quickly clean the plate of noodles, warm and delicious. Our server clears the tables with a clatter of ceramic and metal,
            then brings everyone at the table a shot of bitter espresso. “Ecco ci, Herren—und Damen,” she says in heavily accented German, a serious expression on her face. The men push back and cup their hands around freshly
            lit cigarettes. I turn my attention across the table to Paloma.
         

         
         “You are the only Italian here—and the only woman?”

         
         She smiles. “No. There are other women in the institute—in the library, in the archives, secretaries in the director’s office. And there are a few other Italians employed by the institute. They need us to translate, to help work through the city and regional bureaucracy.” 

         
         “Your German is perfect,” I say.

         
         “Danke. I’m good at languages. That’s how I got a job at the Kunsthistorisches Institut.”
         

         
         “And you have also been involved in moving the works of art to safety?” I ask.

         
         “Only indirectly,” she says. “The Italian museums and regional art superintendents moved most of the artistic treasures out
            of the city several years ago, at the beginning of the conflict. That is to say, anything portable—paintings, smaller sculptures,
            antiquities, works of metal and ceramic. Most of our great institutions—the Uffizi, the Bargello, the Pitti Palace, many smaller
            collections, even churches—have been closed, empty, since ’thirty-eight.”
         

         
         An image of the Altaussee salt mine crosses my mind. I can’t imagine they have such natural resources here. “Where have all
            the works gone?”
         

         
         “Into the countryside.” She lifts her tiny cup to her lips. “There are depots outside of Florence. Several dozen of them in
            Tuscany alone. Private residences, historic villas, old castles. There are art officials keeping them safe there. Italians,”
            she adds.
         

         
         “But why have the Italians taken everything out of the city? I thought Florence was protected; that Hitler assured it would
            be so. You think the city is in danger?” Surely my father wouldn’t have sent me here if he thought I was in peril. An art
            institute inside a protected city must have seemed like a safe bet.
         

         
         Professor Kriegbaum interjects. “Up to now, yes. But the Italians have moved most of the pictures out to various depots in
            the countryside to avoid having all of them in one place. That way, if the Americans bomb, it won’t destroy everything. And
            now that the Italians have aligned themselves with the other side . . .”
         

         
         The archivist butts in. “Certain things are not movable, of course. They’ve walled up Michelangelo’s sculpture of the David inside a brick enclosure that looks like a giant beehive. Many of the monuments in the city have been sandbagged; I’m sure
            you have seen that already.”
         

         
         “You think the Brits and Americans will really bomb Florence?” I ask.

         
         “They already have.” An archivist sitting across the table leans forward in his seat.

         
         “Yes,” Paloma says. “We have shelters across the city—and we’ve had to use them.”

         
         Professor Kriegbaum leans into the table and addresses me directly. “We have a few more private collections to photograph
            and evacuate from the city. You’ll see.”
         

         
         At last. A real purpose. A proper job. I’ve done it. I’ve convinced my father that I can do something useful, something important.
            Even in a city that is more at risk than he might have imagined.
         

         
         “It’s our job to save them, to protect them for our future,” he says. “Every last masterpiece.” 

         
         Then Professor Kriegbaum takes a swift drag on his cigarette and we watch the smoke loop upward toward the streak of light
            breaking over the tiled rooftops.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            4
Josie

         
         Dot has claimed the top bunk, of course.

         
         The clumsy, slow ocean liner has barely untied from the Newport News naval docks, but Dot’s already spread her things across
            the thin mattress—a messy scattering of a hand mirror, lipstick tubes, a comb, hairbrush, and new pens from her favorite stationer
            on the Upper East Side. I slide my duffel across the floor, under the creaky springs of the lower bunk. The deep reverberation
            of the ship’s horn shudders through my bones. I’ve never been on a boat before, even a small one. For the first time in my
            life, I teeter in the destabilizing sensation of the solid earth falling away.
         

         
         Dot’s disappeared with a clutch of uniformed women to explore the ship’s plush, faded glory. The army has repurposed SS Empress of Scotland as troop transport bound for the coast of North Africa. I hear their excited voices and laughter in the narrow corridors.
            Dot must feel right at home among this luxurious conglomeration of purple velvet permeated with cigar smoke, grand pianos,
            staterooms, thick carpets, and seaside balconies. One heck of a way to send dozens of women into war, if you ask me.
         

         
         From the start, Dot and I vowed to stay together. It’s the only way I’d agreed to sign up for this supposed adventure. And during our weeks of basic training, Dot and I did stick together like peanut butter and jelly. At Daytona Beach, Dot and I held each other’s feet to the ground for sit-ups, answered the psychologists’ repeated questions, and recited the army ranks from private to brigadier general until we could spew them in our sleep. We learned the proper form for a salute, how to line-dry our girdles and stockings out of view of the boys, how to sew on our insignia, how to wear a gas mask. In our advanced training at Camp Polk, Louisiana—hotter than any place I’ve ever imagined—we endured billeting in a desolate former POW camp, little more than a gaggle of exhausted girls in our slips crowded around the cracked mirror next to the men’s urinals. 

         
         We survived. And we did it all together, Dot and I.

         
         But in the face of our continued promises to stick together, as soon as we board SS Empress of Scotland, we’re separated. That’s because, for all her first-class Wellesley education, Dot has the ugliest penmanship and the poor
            girl can’t type for all the money in the world. So they’ve assigned her to a rolling chair before a giant telephone switchboard
            plugged with a tangle of cords and headsets. Other girls have trained to bandage wounds, to turn out trays of biscuits and
            salt pork, to load rolls of paper inside the complicated teletype machines.
         

         
         As for me, I guess stenography was the most natural fit. I was a quick study when it came to the typewriter and my boss at
            the art gallery told me I was good with language. I’ve filled up dozens of lined steno pads with the strange Gregg shorthand
            that looks more like those Egyptian hieroglyphs in the museum than a series of words. My fingers have begun to move faster
            across the clunky metal stenotype keyboard. I’m nowhere near the three hundred words per minute they promised, but I’ll get
            there.
         

         
         “Come on, Josie! They’re feeding us—finally!” Ruby Stevens, another stenographer, calls to me from the hallway. Ruby and I
            have been competing to see who can type faster on the teletype, an unspoken race I’m pretty sure I can win.
         

         
         “Coming . . .” I push the loose strap of my duffel under the bunk and follow a group of excited girls down the narrow ship’s
            corridor, which tips slightly. I press my hand to the wall. Sea legs.
         

         
         We file into a plush dining room transformed into a mess hall. I bring my tray to a long table to find a seat among my new friends, all of us embarking on this unlikely adventure together. Instinctively, I search for Dot. At one end of the table, Dot’s found a place near Staff Sergeant Everette Barnes, a strapping, middle-aged woman who looks like she’s been waiting her whole life to wear the Pallas Athena insignia. Another stenographer, a fair-haired Minnesotan named Margaret Olson, has taken a seat next to Dot. I keep walking down the line of chattering women in pressed uniforms. I sit next to Private Lollie Dee Grange, a tough-looking, tan-skinned girl who tells me she’d never been out of Mississippi before she went to Basic. A few other stenographers gather around us. I dig into the salty meat and soggy green beans. 

         
         “Ladies!” Miss Barnes—Sergeant Barnes—stands at the head of the table. The excited babbling in the room falls to a din. “You
            know by now this is the first time the United States Army has integrated women into tactical field units, just the same as
            men,” she says. Sergeant Barnes begins to pace back and forth as we drag bites of pork chop into the watery applesauce. “Soon
            enough, we’ll be traveling along with the Fifth Army headquarters as they advance. Just a few miles behind the front lines.”
         

         
         “She means we’re an experiment,” Ruby says behind her hand to me. I’ve heard this enough—the fact that we’re the army’s guinea
            pigs—to believe it.
         

         
         “Now that our troops are pushing the Huns across Sicily, we’re well on our way to forcing them back to the confines of Germany.
            If you’re on this ship,” Sergeant Barnes says, “it means you’re just as qualified and well-trained as any male soldier who’s
            been assigned overseas. Don’t let anyone lead you to believe otherwise.
         

         
         “All of us will be tested,” she continues, her face turning serious. “Those of you on the switchboards will have to get through complicated communications networks to reach commanding officers in minutes—whatever General Clark wants. Clerks, you will have to track movements of troops, equipment, and our critical supplies. I can’t promise you creature comforts, recognition for your efforts, or that you’ll be treated fairly by your male counterparts. The only thing I can promise you is long hours of work in far from ideal conditions. And all I ask is that you make whomever you left back home proud.” 

         
         Most of the women have already made their families proud, I think as I push another piece of pork across the plate. Lollie
            Dee’s shown me the faded clipping her parents placed in her local newspaper back in rural Mississippi.
         

         
         
            The youngest daughter of Floyd and Ethel Grange has enlisted in the Women’s Army Corps and is en route to Mostaganem, Algeria.
               Miss Grange is believed to be the first young woman from Lamar County to enlist in the WAC.
            

         

         I imagine Floyd Grange as an aging farmer in faded overalls, putting his daughter on a train. Might have been just as dumbfounded,
            and just as proud, as my own mother. Parents who never could have envisioned their children spinning out of the ruts of the
            well-worn road they had laid for them.
         

         
         I suppose it’s lucky I didn’t have a father to convince. I don’t even know my father’s name. When I was about six years old,
            I asked
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