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Praise for Julie Orringer’s
Transatlantic

“Extraordinary …. Orringer has delivered a story with a splendid cast of characters and an intoxicating portrait of a time and place …. There’s suspense and tragedy, unexpected twists and deliverance.”

—The Seattle Times

“Passionate and thoroughgoing …. [Transatlantic] brings to light a truly inspiring episode in history.”

—The Wall Street Journal

“Varian Fry lit a small, bright lamp in a world of darkness, and in the deft hands of Julie Orringer—under the spell of her masterful prose, her feeling portraiture, her classic spy-thriller plotting, and her vivid re-creation of that beautiful and terrible world—I found the radiance of Fry’s courage, flawed humanity, and steadfast resistance shedding an inexhaustible light on our own ever-darkening time.”

—Michael Chabon, author of Moonglow

“The novel seeks a kind of redress: restoring, to history’s vast panorama, a granular sense of how life on the borderlines of fascism feels …. Orringer’s true subject, the moral peril of being alive, is a grandly timeless—and timely—one.”

—T: The New York Times Style Magazine

“Magnificent …. Brilliantly conceived, impeccably crafted, and showcasing Orringer’s extraordinary gifts, this is destined to become a classic.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“The novel exudes atmosphere …. Through cinematically detailed descriptions … and multilayered, nuanced characters both real and imagined, Orringer has breathed life into 1940 France …. Transatlantic compellingly juxtaposes the conflicts and tragedies of a world at war with the equally compelling inner wars of the human soul.”

—Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

“Meticulous, bighearted, gorgeous, historical, suspenseful, everything you want a novel to be.”

—Andrew Sean Greer, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Less

“Altogether satisfying …. An accomplished storyteller at work.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“Thoughtful and absorbing …. Orringer is a meticulous researcher, and the novel’s cloak-and-dagger thrills keep the pace lively.”

—BookPage

“Superb …. [Transatlantic] will both warm and break your heart.”

—Business Insider

“A historical novel absolutely relevant to our own time, Transatlantic brings to life a hero as complex and engrossing as the agonizing ethical questions he faces. Orringer not only re-creates the world of wartime Marseille but seems to drop the reader there by way of a masterfully fashioned literary trapdoor—and anyone who picks up this spectacular novel risks a swift descent into its vivid and consuming swirl.”

—Nell Freudenberger, author of Lost and Wanted




Julie Orringer is the New York Times best selling author of two award-winning books: The Invisible Bridge, a novel, and How to Breathe Underwater, a collection of stories. She has received fellowships from the Guggenheim Foundation, the National Endowment for the Arts, the Cullman Center at the New York Public Library, the MacDowell Colony, and the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study at Harvard. She lives in Brooklyn with her husband and children.
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For Ryan, Jacob, and Lil
and with gratitude to James Fry, Varian’s son,
for his support and insight





Have you ever seen my face

In the middle of the street, a face with no body?

There is no one who knows him,

And his call sinks into the abyss.

—Marc Chagall
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despise what is not courage
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Gordes

There was, as it turned out, no train to the village where the Chagalls lived: one of many complications he’d failed to anticipate. He had to pay a boy with a motorbike to run him up from the station at Cavaillon, ten miles at a brainshaking pace along a narrow rutted road. On either side rose ochre hills striated with grapevines and lavender and olive trees; overhead, a blinding white-veined sky. The smell was of the boy’s leather jacket and of charred potatoes, exhalate of his clever homemade fuel. At the foot of the village the boy parked in a shadow, accepted Varian’s francs, and tore off into the distance before Varian could arrange a ride back.

The streets of Gordes, carved into a sunstruck limestone hill above the Luberon Valley, offered little in the way of shade. He would have given anything to be back in Marseille with a glass of Aperol before him, watching sailors and girls, gangsters and spice vendors, parading the Canebière. The Chagalls had only agreed to see him on the basis that he not bring up the prospect of their emigration. But what other subject was there? The Nazis had taken Paris months ago, they were burning books in the streets of Alsace, they could send any refugee over the border at will. At least the Chagalls had agreed; that was something. But as he reached the house, an ancient Catholic girls’ school on the rue de la Fontaine Basse, he found himself fighting the urge to flee. His credentials, if anyone examined them, amounted to a fanatic’s knowledge of European history, a desire to get out from behind his desk in New York, and a deep frustration with his isolationist nation. And yet this was his job; he’d volunteered for it. What was more, he believed he could do it. He raised his hand and knocked.

An eye appeared in the brass circlet of the peephole, and a girl in a striped apron opened the door. She listened, strangling her index finger with one dark curl, as he stated his name and mission. Then she ushered him down a corridor and out into a courtyard, where a stone path led to a triangle of shade. There, at a bare wooden table, Chagall and his wife sat at lunch: the painter in his smock, his hair swept back from his forehead in silver waves; Bella in a close-fitting black dress too hot for the day.

“Ah, Monsieur Fry,” Chagall said, rising to meet him. The painter’s eyes were large and uncommonly sharp, his expression one of bemusement. “You’ve come after all. I thought you might. You won’t forget our agreement, will you?”

“All I want is your company for an hour.”

“You’re lying, of course. But you lie charmingly.”

They sat together at the table, Bella on Varian’s left, the painter to his right—he, Varian Fry, sitting down with the Chagalls, with Chagall, author of those color-saturated visions, those buoyant bridal couples and intelligent-eyed goats he’d seen in hushed rooms at the Museum of Modern Art. Bella filled a plate with brown hard-crusted miche, soft cheese, sardines crackling with salt; she handed it across the table, assessing Varian in silence.

“Had you been here a few days ago, we would have had tomatoes,” Chagall said. “A farmer brings them up to the market on Thursdays. I’m sorry we don’t have more to offer. The bread’s a little hard on the tooth, I’m afraid, but c’est la guerre!”

“This is lavish,” Varian said. “You’re too kind.”

“Not at all. We like to share what we have.” He gestured around him at the bare yellow stones, the rough benches, the shock of gold-green hillside visible through an archway in the wall. “As you see, we’re living a quiet and retired life in our little dacha. No one will bother us here at Gordes.”

“You have a studio,” Varian said. “You’re still producing work. That’s what makes you dangerous.”

“Our daughter says the same,” Bella said. “She’s been saying it for months. But you understand, Monsieur Fry—my husband’s reputation will protect him. Vichy wouldn’t dare touch us.”

“With respect, Madame Chagall, I don’t believe that for a moment. Vichy is subject to the Nazis’ whims. And we all know what they’re capable of. I’ve seen it myself. I was in Berlin in ’35—sent by the magazine I worked for. My last night in town there was a riot on the Kurfurstendamm. The things I saw—men pulled from their shops and beaten in the streets—an old man stabbed through the hand at a café table—boys dragging a woman by her hair—”

“These things happened in Germany,” Chagall said, his tone harder now. “They won’t happen here. Not to us.”

“Let me speak to my friend at the consulate,” Varian said. “Ask him to start a file for you, at least. If you do decide to leave, it might take months.”

Chagall shook his head. “My apologies, Monsieur Fry. I’m sorry you had to come all this way in vain. But perhaps you’d like to have a look at the studio before you go—if you’ve finished, that is.”

Varian couldn’t speak; he could scarcely believe that a person of Chagall’s intelligence, a person of his experience, could fail to see what he himself saw clearly. Chagall rose and crossed the courtyard to a set of ten-foot-high blue doors, and Varian got to his feet. He nodded his thanks to Bella, then followed Chagall across the broken paving stones. Beyond the blue doors was a long, high-ceilinged room with a wall of windows: the former refectory of the girls’ school. Canvases lay about everywhere, and for long minutes Varian walked among them in silence. As well as he knew the painter’s work, he had never seen it like this: in its pupal state, damp and mutable, smelling of turpentine, raw wood, wet clay. From the canvases rose ghost-like images: a grave-eyed Madonna hovering above a shadowed town, serenaded by cows and angels; crucified Christ wrapped in a prayer shawl, his head encircled by grieving sages; a woman kneeling beside a river, pressing a baby to her chest; clusters of red and white flowers rising like flames.

“It’s no small matter to cross an ocean,” Chagall said. “More can be lost than canvas and paint. An artist must bear witness, Monsieur Fry. He cannot turn away, even if he wishes to.”

“An artist can’t bear witness if he’s dead.”

The painter removed his hat and set it on his knee. “The Emergency Rescue Committee mustn’t concern itself further with our welfare,” he said. “Save your resources for those who truly need help. Max Ernst, for example—he’s rumored to be in a concentration camp at Gurs. Or Jacques Lipchitz, my friend from Montparnasse. Who knows where he’s fled to now? Or Lev Zilberman, who painted those massive murals in Berlin.”

“Yes, I know Zilberman’s work. Alfred Barr fought to get him on our list.”

“You’re not entirely on the wrong path, then. Help Ernst, help Zilberman. Not me.” And he turned away from Varian, toward his canvases, toward the brushes and knives, the wooden boxes cluttered with crushed tubes of paint. “I’ll mention your name among our circles,” he said. “I know plenty who are eager to leave.”

______

Varian stumbled along the road toward Cavaillon, down the hill he’d seen through the courtyard arch. It would take him two hours to reach the station at this rate; another two on the train after that, and then he’d be back in Marseille, having made no progress at all. And what would he report to his colleagues in New York—to Paul Hagen, who directed the Emergency Rescue Committee, or to Frank Kingdon, its chair? That summer, when he and Paul and Ingrid Warburg and Alfred Barr and the others had compiled their list—two hundred artists, writers, and intellectuals who’d been blacklisted by the Gestapo and had no way out of France—they hadn’t imagined that their clients might resist being helped, nor that they’d consider themselves beyond Vichy’s reach. There were so many things they hadn’t considered; his life in France had become a process of discovering them, often to his embarrassment. It was a miracle he’d managed to get anyone out at all. There had been only twelve so far, a minuscule fraction of his list.

What he ought to do, he thought as he kicked stones along the rutted road, was to write his wife that night to say he was coming home. He’d confess—and what a relief it would be—that his work wasn’t going as planned. How had he imagined it would take a month, one month, to find and extract two hundred endangered artists? He’d envisioned himself riding a rented bicycle through the countryside, rounding up refugees by the dozen, as if they’d be waiting in the lemon orchards with traveling papers in hand. He’d imagined that the consulate would contort itself miraculously to help him. But then the chaos of this place, the innumerable bureaucratic barriers, the cretins in the U.S. Visa Office, the resistance of the artists themselves. What a mistake he’d made, crawling out from behind his desk at the publishing house. How could he have presumed to take the lives of men like Chagall and Ernst into his hands when he had no idea how to manage them—no idea, even, of how to convince them they were in danger? Eileen wanted him home; she feared for his life. Her letter from last week had made that clear. Well, home he’d go. He’d write her at once; he’d write her as soon as he reached the Splendide.
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La Dorade

He arrived at his hotel to find the usual line of refugees waiting at the entrance, in the shadow of the petaled glass awning. Those who had visited before called out in recognition or waved papers in his direction, and those he’d never seen crowded close to speak to him or touch his sleeve, as though he were the goddamned pope. He told them, as gently as possible, that they’d better go home for the evening. Then he went inside to ask for his mail at the desk, hoping for some word from Eileen. But there was nothing from the States at all, no blue airmail envelope, no telegram. Only a telephone message, scrawled on a slip of yellow lined paper: La Dorade 19:00. Vincit labor ignorantiam.

If we could pin down the moments when our lives bifurcate into before and after—if we could pause the progression of milliseconds, catch ourselves at the point before we slip over the precipice—if we could choose to remain suspended in time-amber, our lives intact, our hearts unbroken, our foreheads unlined, our nights full of undisturbed sleep—would we slip, or would we choose the amber? Would he have chosen at that moment to live forever in a time before that message, intact but unchanged? Would he have chosen to turn around and walk out of the Splendide, out of his life in France?

Vincit labor ignorantiam. A refrain from the Hound and Horn, his literary quarterly at Harvard, conceived over drinks one night in the Gore Hall bedroom of his friend and sometime bedfellow, Lincoln Kir stein. Work conquers ignorance. Meant ironically, of course, because that night they’d said to hell with work in favor of Kirstein’s scotch. Now he touched the words of the Latin motto with his thumb, the hotel clerk’s penciling soft and smudged against the yellow slip. Could Kirstein be here in France? He’d heard nothing from him in months. Last spring, an après-ballet party at Kirstein’s midtown apartment had devolved into an argument about whether or not the States should enter the war; Varian had left before he could get himself in trouble.

He could imagine nothing at that moment that would cause him to hesitate. He thought only that it would be interesting to see his old co-conspirator, former co-editor of the Hound and Horn. He could conceive of no one else who could have left him that message. And so he went upstairs, changed his shirt and tie, combed his hair, and brushed his hat, trying to guess what news Kirstein might bring, or what service he might ask Varian to render. At the door of the hotel room he took a shot of whiskey, then regretted it at once; his gut burned always, chronically, and drink made it worse. But he owned this burn, would own it all his life. Fortified, he went out into the fine-grained fog of an August evening in Marseille, ready to meet whatever awaited him at the Dorade.

______

The walk from his hotel took him down the boulevard d’Athènes and across the aorta of Marseille, the Canebière, where diners lounged at café tables and jazz angled from the open restaurant windows despite the post-occupation ban. The street smelled of diesel fuel and cardamom and wet gutters, of tobacco and women’s perfume. From the base of the Canebière, the Vieux Port exhaled a constant fragrance of seaweed and salt. At this hour the port was still faintly illuminated by a horizon line of brilliant yellow, the last liquid dregs of a sunset that had insisted its corals and saffrons through the fog. But in the streets, darkness had already fallen; the alleys of the port district snaked into ill-lit caverns on either side of the boulevard. He’d visited this quarter of small undistinguished shops his third day in town, in search of a cobbler to repair the valise he’d torn on the flight from New York. On the way, he’d become distracted in an antiquarian bookstore, where a slim volume of Heraclitus had corrected a lapse of memory: ούδέν, not ίδιος, in the old quote about everything changing, nothing remaining still. He’d wanted to put the line into a letter to Eileen and didn’t like the thought of getting it wrong. The bookstore was shuttered now, its awning furled for night.

The Dorade, de facto headquarters of Marseille’s black market, stood on a corner of the rue Fortia, crowded by crustacean sellers on either side of its canopied entryway. Charles Vinciléoni, the proprietor, often held court at a table in the back, as if daring the police to interrupt him. As far as Varian could tell, they did so only to congratulate him on the quality of his liquor. Vinciléoni always seemed to be conducting a louche version of academic office hours; his silver-shot hair and his small ovoid glasses gave him a professorial air. And he affected a style of dress that might almost have been called Oxonian: tweed jackets with patches at the elbows, faintly scuffed shoes that could only have come from a Savile Row cobbler, pants of a looser cut than the French favored. As Varian entered, Vinciléoni marked his arrival with a nod. Varian had made himself a regular at the Dorade in the hope of opening avenues of escape for his clients, but he’d never had the nerve to approach Vinciléoni himself: one of many small failures. He took a table for two and ordered whiskey and water, scanning the line of tilt-hatted men who leaned against the zinc bar. No familiar face came into view through the cigarette smoke. He’d made his way to the final millimeter of his drink before a man approached his table. Varian raised his eyes.

Not Kirstein.

Grant.

There are moments when the filament of time bends, loops, blurs. The present becomes permeable; the past leaps forward and insists itself upon us without warning. The orderly progression of our days reveals itself to be a lie, and the sensemaking brain flounders. What was he supposed to call this impossibility that insisted itself before him as reality? A hallucination? Déjà vu, that cheap cinematic trick of the mind? Waiters passed with trays of bouillabaisse and mussels; glasses clinked at the bar, and a cocktail shaker played its Cuban rhythm. He got to his feet and removed his hat. He, Varian, who prided himself on always knowing what to say, how to act: wordless, frozen.

Grant offered his hand and Varian took it. Twelve years since he’d disappeared from Harvard, from Cambridge, from Varian’s life. And now here he was at the Dorade, pulling out a chair and lowering himself into it with loose-limbed ease. There was the familiar crescent-shaped scar above the left eyebrow. The familiar eyes, their color more haze than hazel. His skin, pale amber. The only signs of time: a certain leanness to his cheek, a harder cast to his gaze. That and the sharper lines of his clothes, a gentleman’s tailoring.

“I’m dreaming,” Varian managed to say at last.

Grant lowered his eyes. “Sorry for all the cloak-and-dagger. I wasn’t sure you’d see me if I gave my name.”

The sound of his voice: the soft terminal r, the elongated Philadelphian vowels, the low, intimate tone. Varian put his thumb and forefinger to the bridge of his nose. A metallic taste bloomed in his mouth. The hum of the room seemed to contract around him, and he blinked again. Grant was still there.

“You’ll forgive me if I don’t quite believe this,” he said.

Grant flagged a waiter. “What’ll you have?”

Varian paused for a moment, then said, “Uncle Scorch, of course.” The signature drink of their Hound and Horn revels: the cheapest whiskey in the house.

Grant ordered for both of them and sat back in his chair. He took out his cigarette case, but it was empty. “Can I trouble you for one?” he said.

“I’ve given them up. You should too.”

“I’ve got worse habits,” Grant said, with his low, familiar laugh.

“How on earth did you find me?”

“It seems we’ve been hanging around the same quarters here in Marseille. Hugh Fullerton at the consulate mentioned you in the most unflattering terms. Apparently your work is inconvenient to the American diplomatic mission in France.”

“Right. Better to sacrifice the liberal democrats of Europe than offend the fascists.”

Grant smiled. A complicated moment of reconnection passed between them, a jolt of electricity through a completed circuit. “My mission’s not so different from yours,” he said. “I thought perhaps we could be of use to each other.”

“Of use!” Varian said, as if in a dream. Of use. And where had Grant been for the past decade, when it might have been of use to know he wasn’t dead?

“I know how it sounds,” Grant said. “That’s not exactly what I mean.”

“Then what do you mean?” Varian said. “What’s your ‘mission’? What am I supposed to do for you?”

Grant let out a long breath, a smoker’s sigh without a smoke. “Long story,” he said. “Perhaps it’s not wise to get into it here.”

“Let’s start with the official version, then. The one you’d give a gendarme if he asked.”

Grant rearranged his long limbs and sighed again. “Okay,” he said. “I’m here on an academic sabbatical, finishing a book on the subject of nineteenth-century French verse. Staying at a colleague’s house in La Pomme.”

“Literary research, while a war’s on? Original, if not convincing.”

“And what about you?” Grant said, meeting his eye again. “What’s your official version? You and your journalist wife, handing out American aid to refugees?”

“You knew I married Eileen.”

“I saw the announcement in the Times.” Grant turned his gaze toward the bar, twisting the silver cufflink at his wrist.

“Eileen’s not here in France,” Varian said. “Right now she’s at her dad’s place in Vermont, working on a book until she has to go back and start the semester at Brearley. That’s her job now. She teaches the English canon to straight-backed young ladies. But she’s been driving down to Westchester on weekends to look for a house for us there. A place big enough for a family.”

“You’ve got kids, then?”

“Not yet. What about you?”

Grant gave him a level look, as if in reproach.

“I don’t suppose I should ask if you’re married,” Varian said.

“That’s not exactly what they call it.”

“And what about your work? Sabbatical from where?”

Grant pulled a card from a silver case, and Varian learned, with some surprise, that he was an assistant professor of literature at Columbia. So he’d finished school after all. More than finished. He’d done well enough to pursue the doctorate and secure a position uptown. And he’d been living in New York for—how long? They might have run into each other on the subway, at the grocer’s, in the park. The thought was enough to make the table seem to tilt, the bar lights swing on their cords.

“You’re a lucky man,” Varian managed to say. “There’s no sabbatical at the Foreign Policy Association.”

“What’s that? A government outfit?”

“Publisher. International affairs.”

“And you’re what? An editor?”

“Director of an imprint,” Varian said, with some pride. “Headline Books.”

Grant nodded, tilting the glass with its inch of amber drink. “You know, I used to pick up The Living Age now and then, those years when you were editor in chief. I read your pieces for the Times, too. I must have read everything you wrote about the rise of the Third Reich.” He shook his head. “So much incisive thought about our political moment. And all you cared about in college was what had happened a hundred or a thousand or two thousand years ago. You must have done your homework since then.”

“The history was the homework,” Varian said, struggling to keep his tone even. So Grant had been reading him all that time. And wasn’t that what he’d secretly hoped when he’d written those pieces for The Living Age and The New Republic and the Times? That Grant might come across his name in print, might read a sentence he’d written, and feel—what? Envy? Regret?

“It can’t have been all the homework,” Grant said.

“I went to Germany in ’35,” Varian said. “Four months, June to September. You wouldn’t believe some of the things I saw. My editors didn’t at first. But the Nazis aren’t shy about their methods. They practically advertised the worst of them.”

“Nothing surprises me now,” Grant said. “Here we sit, drinking in fallen France.”

“You’ve already seen, I’m sure, how bullheaded our own consulate can be. Try to get a visa for a European artist, particularly if he’s ever written for a communist paper or run afoul of his fascist government. It’s like trying to invade the Krak des Chevaliers.”

Grant scrutinized Varian for a long moment, a look Varian knew from years before—as if his gaze could penetrate the surface, the carefully hung scrim of Varian’s manner, his speech and movement, the armor of his tailored suit. Then, as now, Varian felt it was what he deserved: both the implicit admiration, and the suggestion that Grant had glimpsed a thread of fraudulence. He was right, of course. Varian had never performed relief work of any kind, he knew nothing of contralegal immigration, he had few useful contacts here in France. He’d entered the field at the direst of moments, intending to take on as his clients the most elite of Europe’s cultural elite. Now he was in over his head, half-drowning; Grant had seen it at once. Nonsensically, the thought flushed him with indignation: Who was Grant to show up after all this time and accuse him of ignorance, of incompetence? Did Grant think he knew better?

“What is it you want?” he said. “Why are you here, really?”

Grant fingered his cufflink, a miniature silver nautilus rendered in detail so exact it seemed the animal itself had abandoned it on his wrist. “I must ask you a favor,” he said. “It’s for a friend of mine—the colleague I mentioned. The one with the house in La Pomme. I need you to see him in person. He can’t come here to town—or he’d rather not, to be more accurate.” He took a pen from his breast pocket and picked up the Columbia business card from where it lay on the table, just under Varian’s middle and index fingers. He wrote a few words on the back, then handed the card back to Varian. And there was the familiar handwriting, that mess of upright loops and points, like a child’s rendering of grass.

“What’s this?” Varian said.

“His address. I’d like you to speak to him, see if you might be able to help. I wanted him to come with me tonight, but he refused. He’s afraid of running into the police.”

Varian turned the card over in his fingers. It occurred to him that he could leave it in the glass ashtray before him, that he could get up from this table and walk the length of the Dorade and exit through the doors flanked by the crustacean sellers, that he could go home to the Hôtel Splendide, climb the stairs, walk the long hall to his room, and close the door. Lock it behind him. Lie down on the bed, take a sleeping pill. If Grant called the next day, he could refuse to speak to him; if Grant showed up at the Splendide, he could refuse to see him. It was what he should do: Rise from his chair. Wish Grant luck. Tell him he was sorry, but that he couldn’t spare time or resources for anyone but his own clients. And then do just what he’d planned to do earlier that day: Write to Eileen. Tell her the truth. Get out of France as soon as possible.

He ran his thumb over Grant’s writing, scarcely knowing what he was doing. The scotch he’d drunk had risen to his brain, and turned there now like a storm.

“I’m afraid I,” he said, and faltered. “I’m afraid my—”

Grant’s gaze narrowed, his eyes on Varian’s. Again there was the feeling of uncomfortable scrutiny, of being seen clearly for the first time in—God, how long? He wished he had a cloak to pull over himself, some way to protect himself.

A long moment passed in silence. Then Grant said, “Do you remember the day you made me buy a hat?”

“A hat, Skiff?” And there was the old nickname, buried in his mind for years.

“You remember. It must have been about ten below, mid-February. We were walking along Brattle Street past the shops, I was bareheaded and cold, and you made me go in and try on that extravagant Borsalino. I hardly recognized myself. It wasn’t just the hat, of course. It was my position at the Hound and Horn, our friends at Gore Hall, all of it. And do you remember what you said?”

“I have no memory of any of this,” Varian said, which was a lie; he remembered every detail—the terrible weather, the shop, the hat, and twenty-year-old Grant, that lucid-eyed, smooth-skinned boy, who stood before the glass and marveled.

“You quoted Seneca at me,” Grant said. “Vivamus, moriendum est.”

“‘Let us live, since we must die’? That’s rather pretentious, even for a sophomore classicist.”

“You’re the one who said it, Tom.”

And there was his own alter-name, the one Varian had tried and failed to pin on himself in seventh grade, when he’d most hated his given name. He’d told Grant the story a lifetime ago. How like him, Varian thought, to show up out of nowhere after an eon, still in possession of Varian’s inmost self. And what now? Was he supposed to pack it all away, pretend it hadn’t happened, this contortionist’s backbend of time? Tom. Good God. Without thinking, almost without sensation, he produced a black diary from his pocket and opened it on the table. Drink-induced tinnitus, a kind of auditory hallucination, drowned the warning klaxon in his head.

“All right,” he said. “When?”

“How about Wednesday morning at ten?”

He was doing nothing more than arranging a time to meet Grant’s friend; he was promising nothing. He might still change his mind. He inscribed the appointment in his datebook. Grant wrote it in his own, then pulled out a slim pocketwatch.

“I’ve got to go,” he said. “Lost track of time. I’m late to meet my friend.”

“Of course,” Varian said, coolly. “Don’t let me keep you.”

Grant raised an eyebrow. “What’s that look for?”

“After twelve years, Skiff, you might have cleared more than an hour.”

“I’m sorry,” Grant said. “I wasn’t sure you’d speak to me.”

“Perhaps I shouldn’t have,” Varian said, but it was beyond his will to incite an argument; the reality of Grant’s absence was still rewriting itself, still transmuting itself into the unbelievable fact of his presence. And now Grant was leaving. He stood and shook Varian’s hand like the old college friend he was, and went as quietly as he’d come.

A few minutes later Varian found himself back on the street in the chill August fog. He leaned against the damp brick wall of the building and let it all come over him: Elliott Schiffman Grant. Skiff Grant. To whom could he report this incredible news? Eileen? He thought of cabling Kirstein, but couldn’t imagine the words. GUESS WHO CRAWLED OUT OF MARSEILLE FOG STOP. He knew what Kirstein would say: leave it alone. It was what he needed to hear. He spoke Grant’s name aloud now into the fog of the Vieux Port as if testing its solidity, as if speculating that the meeting had been nothing more than a flight of his own imagination. But there was the business card in his pocket, the address inscribed on its reverse; and here, in his head, the fine hot buzz of Uncle Scorch, a drink he hadn’t drunk in twelve years. As he turned to go, he saw a glint of silver on the side-walk: Grant’s cufflink, the perfect nautilus shell. With a thrill that felt like theft, he bent and took it into his hand.

______

The way home was dark, the night wet enough to make him regret his linen jacket. He worked the cufflink in his pocket, thumbing the sectioned whorl of the nautilus and the loose T-bar. Elliott Grant. Skiff. He found his mind returning to an October evening in the tiny room at Gore Hall where Grant had invited them all over for drinks. They sat on the floor, four or five of them, drinking Grant’s port and smoking the loose cigarettes Kirstein assembled in the firelight. It was meant to be a housewarming; Grant had fled his previous quarters, which had been overrun by mice, and he’d invited each of them to bring something to throw into the fire for luck. Their managing editor, Nat Marlow, had brought the business card of the establishment where he’d been relieved of his virginity; Edwin Tewkes, poetry editor, had brought a single rose-colored silk stocking. Varian himself had brought a pocket copy of a Latin dictionary so riddled with errors it seemed to have been intended as a prank by one generation of classics students upon another. And Kirstein brought a copy of the Ezra Pound poem from which their magazine drew its name:


THE WHITE STAG

I ha’ seen them ’mid the clouds on the heather.

Lo! They pause not for love nor for sorrow,

Yet their eyes are as the eyes of a maid to her lover,

When the white hart breaks his cover

And the white wind breaks the morn.

“Tis the white stag, Fame, we’re a-hunting,

Bid the world’s hounds come to horn!”



They threw those talismans on the fire and finished the port, then went down to the sitting room on the ground floor, where Grant played Broadway standards on the piano while the others shouted approximate lyrics. Grant couldn’t seem to keep himself from catching Varian’s eye, as if to be sure Varian had noticed that all of this was his doing, that these men were caught up in an energy he had created and that he controlled.

As Varian walked home with Kirstein that night, Kirstein asked what he thought of promoting Grant from editorial assistant to cultural critic. His tastes were refreshingly irreverent, Kirstein said, his knowledge broad and deep. He was a good writer too: that week he’d read an essay aloud in the American literature class he shared with Kirstein, in which he’d been witty and penetrating on the subject of Hawthorne’s influence on Melville. And he might be even better suited to writing about music—he had an impressive collection of classical recordings, modern stuff like Schoenberg and Stravinsky, accumulated by his father on his travels through Europe. Did Varian know that Grant’s father had been an internationally renowned botanist who’d died in the Amazon on a sample-gathering expedition?

Varian walked in silence, swinging a slender hawthorn twig he’d picked up outside Grant’s place. Cambridge was rife with fences good for running a stick along; now he made a harsh music against a stretch of white pickets. The fact was, he already knew a good deal more about Grant than Kirstein did. The records, wherever they’d come from, certainly hadn’t come from Grant’s father, who wasn’t a botanist either.

Varian said, “I think you’ve taken a shine to our friend Grant.”

Kirstein laughed, almost exultantly. “Jealous?”

“How is he on Whitman? Penetrating?”

“Oh, now, Varian.”

“It’s your call. If you want him, sign him up.”

“You’re co-editor. You’ve got a say.”

Varian had paused a long time before assenting. And later, in the privacy of his room, he’d been subject to a great many complicated thoughts about Grant. Among his feelings was a blunt envy that came from Grant’s having achieved, without apparent effort, the sheen of intelligent artistic cosmopolitanism Varian had struggled to affect since boarding school. Varian’s father, a stockbroker, was not unsuccessful at his work, but had never managed to vault his family out of the middle class; their home in suburban New Jersey was a politely unexceptional version of all the others on their street. The things that had set Varian apart in boyhood—the fact, for example, that his mother was so often sick (no one said crazy, of course), and that his aunt lived with them to take care of her—were unexotic, even shameful. If he was different from his classmates, it was only because they seemed slow in comparison to himself. He wasn’t interested in baseball or bikes or boxing, and they weren’t interested in chess or books. At Hotchkiss he’d resisted the brutal rituals of inclusion: the paddlings of younger boys by older ones, the night wakings, the trials by burning or stuffing or starving. His protest had felt heroic at the time, but he knew it hadn’t set him apart in a way that might be read as anything but petulant or sissified. And so, in his early days at Harvard, he’d struggled to create a persona that would win him the admiration of other boys. He thought in detail about his clothes and hair and shoes, hoping to project an inarguable urbanity; at a low-lit café on Mount Auburn Street he held forth nightly about the books he read and the lectures he attended, turning the stocked cabinets of his mind inside out for inspection. He collected like-minded young men and threw parties for them and their friends. But it was all a pasteboard construction, and he knew—and it chagrined him—that the effort was visible.

Grant, on the other hand, wore his difference like a bespoke suit. Every detail of his being—the foreign cigarettes he smoked, the leather satchel like an artifact of war, the European phonograph records, the ignominious closet-sized dormitory room with its genuine-looking antique Persian rug, even the vaguely anomalous color of his skin—seemed to suggest, entirely without exertion on Grant’s part, that the owner of such things possessed a certain alchemical magic capable of transforming the old and the ordinary into the wondrous and unique. Step into my circle, he seemed to say, and you too will be transformed. It was a quality Varian had observed in certain boys at Hotchkiss whose popularity transcended the usual snobbery about pedigree and class. One boy by the name of Prasad was the son of wealthy Bengali Brahmins, but obviously considered himself the peer, or indeed the superior, of the school’s old New Yorkers and Boston Brahmins. He had a perfect English accent, an agile analytical mind, and the ability to recite poetry in six languages. Varian had spent his last term at boarding school nursing an attraction to Prasad so fierce he feared it would declare itself in some mortifying public way. He’d felt a jolt of the same attraction the first time he’d met Grant, and the feeling had only intensified. But whereas Prasad had seemed merely intelligent and unusual, Grant seemed dangerously unpredictable, as if beneath his outward costume was a creature of another shape, limbs ghosting beneath the surface like the folded wings of a chrysalid. Impossible to tell if this cloaked being was benign or malign or something between, or what its motives might be. And the more he’d learned about Grant—about his parentage, his past, the bending of truth that had landed him at Harvard—the less he felt he knew.

To have him appear again now, here in Marseille, as if reconstituted from the fog itself, seemed to Varian as appropriate as it was astonishing. Marseille, more than any place he’d ever been, was the province of unexpected convergences, of hidden things brought to light, of things that bore one name in public and another in private. Of anyone he’d gone to school with, Grant was the last he would have expected to encounter here; you could even say he was the one Varian would have least wanted to see. At the same time he was the one whose presence seemed most natural. Varian felt for the business card in his pocket and drew it out, pausing beneath a streetlamp. Les Cyprès, La Pomme, written in Grant’s near-illegible script. Again he felt the pull of those letters, the suggestion of the hand that held the pen. He carried the card home in his damp palm, and didn’t realize until he’d reached his room that he’d forgotten to ask at the desk for a message from Eileen.
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The Splendide

By the time he left his bed the next morning, squinting against the cataract of sun coming through the window, he’d convinced himself that he would write Grant to cancel their meeting. Wednesday morning was twenty-four hours away; in that time, anything might happen to impede his going out to La Pomme. He dressed, careful not to exercise unusual care in his sartorial choices; there was no reason to think he’d see Grant today, and even if he did, what could it possibly matter if his tie illuminated a certain green fleck in his eye, or if his tweed lent him an air of authority? He ordered breakfast: the standard dry toast with watery marmalade, the burnt-chicory brew that passed for coffee. As he waited for it to be delivered, he sat at the desk, took out an airmail blank, and uncapped his pen. But instead of writing to Eileen, he found himself staring at the silver nautilus cufflink where it lay in a square of light on the desktop. He took it into his hand now, the small hard weight of it, and turned it over in his fingers. He knew nothing about the nautilus except that it was a mollusk, and that it moved forward into new chambers as it aged, walling off the past behind it. Where had he gleaned that fact? Some long-ago biology class at Hotchkiss? There was some special math behind the progressive size of those chambers, a biological mystery mirrored elsewhere in nature. To know that this silver shell had rested against Grant’s sleeve—to be holding that object in his hand—seemed mystery enough.

The usual unsmiling boy in his too-large jacket delivered Varian’s tray. Not even a generous tip could change the boy’s expression; his polite bow and his curt bonjour were impenetrable. Alone again in the temporary silence of his room, Varian drank his chicory coffee and ate his dry toast, forcing his mind toward the urgent work of the day. Their supply of francs was running out; they had to find a way to exchange a lot of dollars without tipping off the Préfecture de Police. And it had to happen soon: more refugees showed up daily, hungry and ill clad and unhoused. Then there was his costly new project: five high-risk clients’ exit over the border into Spain, to take place in a few weeks if the U.S. visas came through. The clients—Heinrich and Nelly Mann, brother and sister-in-law of Thomas; Golo Mann, Thomas’s son; and the writer Franz Werfel and his thrice-married wife, Alma—had been living for weeks in a state of barely contained panic at the prospect of deportation by the Gestapo, Golo hiding out at the U.S. vice consul’s villa, the elder Manns and the Werfels in an ancient hotel in an out-of-the-way quartier. Werfel’s mood, in particular, had been growing darker by the day. That weekend he’d joked, looking out the window of their fifth-story hotel room, that if the Gestapo showed up, he could always defenestrate. Varian didn’t take any of it lightly. A rash of suicides had moved through the refugee population in late June, and there were new reports of self-inflicted deaths—some false, some true—nearly every day. The thought of it now was enough to push Grant from his mind, and then Lena was knocking at the door.

“O mój Boże, Monsieur Fry,” she said, edging past him into the room. “This heat!”

His secretary lived at the Hôtel des Postes, not ten minutes’ walk down the Canebière, but she always arrived looking as if she’d just crossed a desert in the harmattan, a plume of cigarette smoke chasing her down the hall, her turquoise earrings asway, her hair in need of emergency rearranging at the dressing table. She was Polish, passportless, Jewish, multilingual; she spoke all her languages with wild abandon, and often in combination. She’d entered France on foot some months before and drifted down toward Marseille during the pagaille. She’d meant to become Varian’s client, but when she’d seen what a disaster he was making of things—and having grasped that her own case was unlikely to reach the standards of the Emergency Rescue Committee—she’d volunteered as secretary.

It hadn’t taken her long to set things right. There was now a filing system for the clients’ paperwork, a set of interview forms, a precious address book kept hidden beneath a loose corner of carpet in case of a police raid, a pinboard for refugees’ messages. She’d insisted that Varian engage a professional bookkeeper, so he had recruited a man named Oppenheimer, a former political economist who now made his living by hiding illegal expenses inside legal ones. Lena herself knew nothing of the illegal side of their practice—nothing of the fake Czech passports Varian had been handing out; nothing of Leon Ball, the former American cowboy who’d been conducting Varian’s paperless refugees over the border into Spain; nothing of the back-channel negotiations about escape boats, all of which had thus far ended in failure. The less anyone else knew, he figured, the safer they all were.

After Lena had rearranged her hair and made her apologies, she sat down at the dressing table and uncovered the ancient Contin they’d bought from an antiques dealer on the rue Paradis. The typewriter stuck at every third stroke and stank of rancid oil; the type it produced skewed upward, and left more than a little to the reader’s conjecture. But it was a typewriter. More than any other object they possessed, it seemed to lend their operation a note of legitimacy.

“And so,” Lena said, as she slipped a sheet of onionskin between the rollers, “how are the Chagalls?”

“Both well. Not leaving France anytime soon.”

“Nicht wahr!”

“I’d rather not discuss it at the moment. Let’s start with something else.”

She raised her chin at him, her turquoise earrings glinting. “Shall we not send a letter to the consulate?”

“Not yet,” Varian said.

She arched an eyebrow ceilingward, then opened a client folder. The tilt of her chin communicated that she would return to the subject of the Chagalls before long. She wanted to save them in particular, wanted to have a hand in it; she considered nothing to be impossible. To any form of demurral, to any note of alarm, she had one response: Il ne faut pas exagérer. Now she extracted the first set of client interview notes and began to transcribe Varian’s hasty scratch into type, while he stood over her shoulder and corrected her.

Albert Hirschman materialized ten minutes later, carrying a small metal thermos and a bag of the North African pastries to which he’d become addicted. Varian couldn’t tolerate anything sweet in the morning, but it pleased him to watch Albert—perfectly blond, perfectly slim, always dressed as though he meant to conduct a lunchtime romance—tear open the bag and lay out three gold eggs of sugared dough on a square of waxed paper. For Lena there was always a sesame-covered chebakia. It was impossible to predict how long the Moroccan bakery could keep producing its pastries, wartime shortages being what they were, but Varian suspected that Hirschman would find ways to get what couldn’t be had. A Berliner, a Social Democrat, and, at twenty-five, a doctor of economic philosophy, he’d been running from the German authorities for the past eight years, had been trailed by Nazi soldiers across the Austrian border, starved in a Paris garret while pursuing his studies at the Sorbonne, fought for the Republicans in the Guerra Civil and been wounded twice; but here he was, undaunted, immaculate, always plotting his next move. Even his approach to romance was strategic: the most recent of his many conquests, a platinum-haired secretary at the Préfecture de Police, had access to the commissaire’s files and had already delivered a few gems.

“And what do you have for me today?” Varian asked, as Hirschman finished the last of his golden eggs.

“Something better than pastry,” Hirschman said. But there was no time to elaborate; at that moment the first of the potential clients came through the door. As usual they’d been arriving at the Splendide since dawn. They queued along the outside wall of the hotel until eight o’clock, when the manager finally consented to admit them. Of the three thousand American dollars Varian had brought with him to France, a hundred—no small sum—had gone to this manager in exchange for his not calling the police every day as soon as the line formed. Once they were admitted, the refugees climbed the stairs and lined up outside Varian’s door, all the way to the window that overlooked the back alley. Last week there had been ten refugees a day; this week, more than fifty. They waited all day, until midnight if they had to.

The first person through the door that morning was a young woman in a white batiste dress, her skin scrubbed to a high polish, her hair arranged in a corona of honey-colored braids. Her dress looked freshly pressed, her shoes clean and new-looking enough to suggest that they weren’t her only pair. She carried a neat and unfrivolous bag, big enough to hold a sheaf of papers. With a schoolgirl’s easy lope, she crossed the room and seated herself in the spindly chair before Varian’s desk. Even before she spoke, Varian knew she must be an American.

“Miriam Davenport,” she said, in a Boston accent that rounded her r’s into ah’s. “Smith College, class of ’36. Recently of the Sorbonne.”

“And how can I help you, Miss Davenport of the Sorbonne? We’re generally not in the business of providing aid to Bostonians.”

She gave a trumpetlike laugh. “Actually, I haven’t been a Bostonian for some time. But I suppose you can’t take the city out of the girl.”

“I won’t hold it against you,” Varian said, and smiled.

“I’m not here on my own behalf,” Miss Davenport said, lowering her voice and leaning across the desk. “Walter Mehring sent me, or rather I volunteered to come in his stead, since he’s terrified to leave his hotel room. I met him at Toulouse when I came down in June. His case is rather urgent.”

“The Walter Mehring, German poet?”

“Yes, that one.”

“If that’s true—if you’ve really got Walter Mehring stashed away at some hotel nearby—then you’ve already made my day.”

“I’ve got a few others, too. Konrad Heiden, Hitler’s unofficial biographer. And Hertha Pauli, actress and writer—she’s tight with Mehring, if you get my meaning.”

Varian turned to Hirschman. “Albert, meet Miss Davenport. Miss Davenport, Mr. Hirschman. He’ll take down all the necessary information, and we’ll get started on the paperwork at once.” And to Miriam: “You’re wise to speak quietly about Mehring. He’s got to be among the Nazis’ top ten. He’s near the top of my own list, to be sure.”

“You have a list?”

“Oh, yes. But not a long one. Our funds are quite limited.”

Her eyes widened. “You’ll be able to help him, won’t you?”

“We’ll try.”

“And Heiden?”

“He’s on the list, too.”

“Oh, thank goodness,” she said. “They’ll be glad to hear it. There’s been little in the way of hope these last few weeks.”

“Well, we can’t offer much of it, but at least we can get the process underway. I’ll see my friend at the consulate about their visas. Sometimes it takes a while. In the meantime, do you think they’d consider moving to the Splendide? I’d rather have them closer by.”

“Good luck,” Miriam said. “Mehring will barely look out from beneath his bed.”

“Tell him he’ll be safer here. Tell him to come today, if he can. Sit down with Mr. Hirschman for a minute and let him get all the details. But don’t let him ask you to dinner. He’s a terrible roué.”

“I wouldn’t,” Miss Davenport said; she flashed an engagement ring set with tiny diamonds and rubies.

“All’s well, then,” Varian said. “We’ll do what we can for your friends.”

She settled in to talk to Hirschman, and Varian opened the door to the next supplicant: a lean, haggard-looking man in beret and turtleneck, his handlebar mustache drooping, a battered sketchbook under his arm. His name was unfamiliar to Varian, his German nearly incomprehensible. He fell into the spindly chair as if he’d reached it from the farthest corner of the world. For a long moment he closed his eyes, and Varian was afraid he’d fallen asleep.

“And where are you from, Mr. Rubasky?”

The artist gave a rusty cough and opened his eyes. “Warsaw.”

“Forgive me, but I don’t know your work. Have you exhibited recently?”

The man’s eyebrows came together. “Exhibited?”

“Are you—or were you—affiliated with a university? Represented by a gallery?”

“What is this? An audition? An inquisition?”

“The Emergency Rescue Committee has limited funds,” Varian began. “Our mission—”

Rubasky’s eyes narrowed. “Professor of painting,” he said, slowly. “I was a professor. At the Academy of Fine Arts in Kraków. My work was exhibited in twenty countries. If not for the war, if not for my religion, I would have had a retrospective at the Prado this fall. And now I must argue my case in front of you, Mr. Fry, a mere boy!”

From over his left shoulder, Varian heard a quiet throat-clearing. It was Miss Davenport, eyes large and serious, hands clasped under her chin.

“Monsieur Rubasky?” she said. “Agnon Rubasky?”

The painter raised his head.

“Perhaps you should open your sketchbook for Monsieur Fry.”

At the sound of another American accent, Rubasky raised a skeptical eyebrow. But he agreed to do what she’d asked. He opened the book and laid it on his knee, flipping through the pages, and Varian caught glimpses of dense charcoalwork, human figures in frenzied motion, lines that suggested a cataclysm, a deluge. “Here, a study for a painting of an interior,” he said, of a densely hatched sketch of what looked to be a burning staircase in a collapsing synagogue. “And here, portrait of my wife and son.” Beside a series of scratches that might have been a rutted road, a desperate gesture in charcoal bent over a smaller scumbled shape, offering something—a black knot of bread, or a bowl of water. Varian drew a long breath.

“Monsieur Rubasky’s work was exhibited at the Salon des Indépendants in Paris eight months ago,” Miriam said. “He’s revered by my professors at the Sorbonne. You see, don’t you, how his compositions borrow from the cubists but contain echoes of Caravaggio?” She pointed to the shading of the sketched woman, the swift dense flock of marks that gave her volume. “He’s a student of the symbolist Malczewski, but most critics seem to think he shares more with the surrealists. Writers like Richardin and Zabrest compare his work to that of Tanguy—and not, may I say, unfavorably.”

Varian looked from the painter to Miss Davenport, then back to the painter again.

On Rubasky’s face, a look of dawning relief. “Mademoiselle …?”

“Davenport,” said Miss Davenport.

“Mademoiselle Davenport, you are the hand of fate.”

“Not at all, Mr. Rubasky, your work would have spoken for itself.”

But Varian was not at all sure of that; his training was in classics and history, not in European art, and while he trusted himself as a critic of literature, he knew he would have failed utterly to see the influences of Caravaggio and Tanguy, much less of Malczewski, in the charcoal sketches in front of him.

“If Mr. Rubasky’s name is not on your list, it should be,” Miss Davenport said.

“Mr. Rubasky, forgive my ignorance,” Varian said. “I’ll urge my committee to take your case.”

The painter gave a grunt, smoothing his brushy mustache with one finger.

“Please see Mr. Hirschman, there,” Varian said. “He’ll take down all your information, and we’ll cable your name to New York tonight.

“Danke schön, Herr Fry. Sie sind wirklich freundlich.”

“At your service, Mr. Rubasky.”

The painter got up to speak to Hirschman, taking Miriam’s place; Miriam nodded her thanks to Varian and, having finished her business, edged toward the door. But Varian found himself calling her name, and she turned.

“Miss Davenport,” he said. “Would you perhaps be interested in a job?”

______

Sixty-three refugees. That was the number they interviewed before five o’clock that day, one after the next, more than half of them utterly hopeless—no papers, not a penny, nothing to render them of interest to the Emergency Rescue Committee in New York. Miriam, who had stayed for two more hours, left to arrange matters with Mehring and Pauli and Heiden; Oppy, the bookkeeper, had dropped in with a packet of sandwiches and a pile of bank forms for Varian to sign, but Varian hadn’t had a moment to stop and eat. By five, having had nothing but the dry toast at breakfast, he thought he might melt into a senseless jelly on the floor. His vision swarming with paisleys, his throat tight with dehydration, he got up to revive himself with cold water from the bathroom tap.

As he leaned over the sink and looked at himself in the glass—the indoor pallor of his skin, the hammocks of exhaustion beneath his eyes—it came to him that he hadn’t yet canceled his meeting with Grant. He sat down at the edge of the bathtub and put his head between his knees. What had led him to agree to that meeting, what had possessed him? Alcohol, panic, sheer surprise? He saw Grant’s cool, composed face again, the scar above the eyebrow, the long fingers devoid of their wished-for cigarette. God. Already the heat was gathering in his chest, already he felt he had to see Grant again, whatever the consequences. Stop it, he told himself. Stop it at once. He stood up from the bathtub edge so precipitously he nearly fainted again, and had to put a hand on the doorframe to steady himself. When he managed to open the door, Hirschman was waiting behind it.

“Excuse me,” Hirschman said. “We’d better draft our cable.”

Varian glanced at his watch. “Oh, God. I lost track of time.”

The wire to New York had to be dispatched by six. Hirschman had already cleared the room of refugees, and Lena sat at her desk with her steno pad at the ready.

“All right,” Varian said, and took a seat again in his spindly chair. “Lena, Albert. Let’s have the names.”

Lena and Hirschman called out, one by one, the names of the refugees they’d interviewed that morning, and Varian wrote them on a large newsprint pad. Each day they sent nearly two dozen names to the office on Forty-First Street; he’d been strictly discouraged from sending more, short-staffed as they were at the New York headquarters. For each one of those names, someone would have to open a visa inquiry, a process that involved trips to three different federal government offices and the painstaking completion of a stack of forms in triplicate. Mehring’s and Heiden’s names must go on the day’s cable; so must Rubasky’s. Varian circled those three in red. Then there were all the others—none of them on Varian’s list, all of them artists or writers or political refugees of some achievement and reputation, all of them in danger of arrest and deportation.

Hirschman looked down despairingly into his sheaf of papers. “Perhaps we should be using a numerical rating,” he said. He drew a handkerchief across his brow, pushing a ridge of hair high onto his forehead.

“Numerical!” Lena said. “How to rate sculptor against philosopher, or composer against Social Democrat?”

“Anyone who’s been in a concentration camp must go into the cable.”

Lena glanced through the forms. “But you’ve had eleven former inmates today. And not all of them we could call artists.”

“This is a moral disaster, nothing less,” Hirschman said.

Varian cleared his throat. “Look,” he said. “Every afternoon for the past three weeks we’ve had to make this decision. We’ll do it again today. If we don’t, the list doesn’t go at all.”

“Absolument,” Lena said. “On ne faut pas exagérer. Forgive me, Mr. Fry.”

“It’s no use trying to express any refugee’s situation in quantitative terms,” Varian said. “And though I hate to put it this way, New York didn’t say the aid was to go to those who’d suffered the most.”

“The office must allow us to send more names,” Lena said. “That is all.”

“Truly, Lena, they don’t have the money or the staff.”

“Money, staff, they can get! Write to your wife. She will tell Paul Hagen what must be done.”

“But what would happen,” Hirschman said, “if the New York office did allow us fifty? A hundred? How would we get them all out?”

Varian looked at him in silence. This was the essential problem, insoluble now. Even if he could manage to get every refugee a passport, stamped with all the necessary visas, all of them with coordinating dates, all valid—the refugees still had to find a way across the border without being arrested and deported, and then through Spain and Portugal and across the ocean. All of it took luck, money, connections, time. And what did he have? What the Spanish called ganitas. Desire.

“Lena, pick ten names,” Varian said. “Albert, you pick another ten. We’ll send those with the three I mentioned. And then we’ll strategize.”

______

Varian and Hirschman always went to the telegraph office together; they each carried a separate copy of the list, in case one of them was arrested en route. While Varian cabled, Hirschman waited outside. And then, as they always did
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